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Reaper of the Flame
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Arjun stared down at the small girl drowning in his arms. He didn’t know her name, which upset him. He wondered what it could be. He supposed it didn’t matter; the girl’s name would just be a helpful addition to his prayers.
He gripped the girl more tightly as her struggles grew desperate, frantic. He locked his arms, clutching her against him as her bony elbows ground into his ribs, her legs churning the water. He held her there until her frail little body finally gave up and relaxed into death. Her black hair rose to float on the calming surface of the water, along with the embroidered fabric of her skirt. Her legs stretched away from him, bobbing on the surface.
All around, frogs and birds resumed their melody. The whistling-blur of cicadas whirled up to speed from the dense growth along the riverbank. The noise was loud, drowning out the thunder of his pulse. 
He let go of the child, keeping his eyes on her as she floated away, turning slowly on the current. She took her time about leaving him, as if reluctant to go. He stood there in the frigid water of the river, feeling conflicted. In some ways he was glad. Glad to help, glad to speed her on her journey to the next life. Before her fragile innocence could become distorted by years, warped into something hateful, something wicked and cruel.
He started sloshing toward the shore but stopped, frustrated by his own confusion. Why had he come here? He didn’t know. It didn’t matter; nothing mattered anymore. He shot a glance back over his shoulder at the body of the child riding the river away from him. Had it all been just a dream?
No. She was still there, moving on to a better place.
He trudged through the water, struggled on to the riverbank. His clothing was drenched, his body shivering. Fumbling, he groped through the rushes until he found it: a fruit the little girl had been holding before he’d knocked her into the water. It had rolled away, coming to rest in the red clay along the river’s edge.
He lifted the mango and bit into it, lips smacking as he slurped its thick juices. The flesh was sweet, over-ripe. It squished in his hands, dribbling down his face and drooling from his chin. He didn’t care; he devoured the fruit.  The flesh felt good in his belly, filling him with warmth even as his skin shivered from the cold of the river.
Somewhere downstream, a little girl floated quietly to the next life.
 
* * *
 
“Kneel.”
Arjun Khalal knelt in the line of men on the edge of the Big Hole. He knelt because it didn’t matter anymore. His father was dead, his brother, his mother, his sisters… his own wife and infant sons. They were all there, down below, in the bottom of the pit. 
Waiting for him.
He could smell the heady stench of their rot. It made him gag. This close to the hole, the miasma created by the decomposition of so many corpses wrung tears from his eyes. It was like a palpable wall of festering decay that corroded his throat and clawed at his eyes.
Behind him, his brightly-clad captors conferred amongst themselves in hushed voices. He didn’t know what they were waiting for. He leaned forward, trying to get a glimpse of the bottom of the hole. But it was too deep, and he was too far away from the edge. All he could see was the cliff across from him on the other side. 
Large black birds wheeled above them in the air. The summer heat seared his skin, unforgiving. A breeze caressed his face, stirred from the direction of the river and the jungle. Arjun closed his eyes, taking comfort in the feel of it.
 
* * *
 
Like everyone else, he’d welcomed the Kavera when they’d first arrived in Daro Province, selling false hopes and lies for a price none thought to question. They’d overthrown the oppressive Ravesh regime, liberating a burgeoning population of peasants who had suffered greatly under its rule. At first, everything seemed better.
Then, a year later, the Cleansing began.
It started with the followers of the lesser temples; they were the first to disappear. No one knew where they had gone. Distant screams were heard in the night. Dwellings were found vacant the next day, emptied of provisions; walls and dirt floors streaked with blood. Entire families vanished.
Then, weeks later, the smell came to Daro Province like an unwelcome visitor invading in the night. The villages sent out search parties to look for the source of the malodor. One by one, those parties disappeared. The miasma grew, became a thick cloud of choking horror. It covered Daro Province like a suffocating blanket of rot. The common folk began to panic. 
But it was already too late.
 
* * *
 
Arjun Khalal stared out across the opening of the wide hole, tears eroding the dirt that covered his face. His executioners moved forward to the line of men, taking up position at their backs. Circling crows called down from the sky, eager for the feast.
Foul vapors rose in visible distortions from the pit, searing his lungs.
His wife and children were down there somewhere, their corpses turning to liquid in the heat. He wanted to see them again. Perhaps his body would fall beside theirs. Perhaps their spirits would encounter each other in the next life. Or perhaps they would never meet again. It was impossible to know.
The Flame is both creation and destruction…
The opening in the ground was enormous, a natural sinkhole where the Kavera had thrown the bodies of the downtrodden, covered them with dirt, then piled more corpses on top. After months, estimates of the dead numbered in the tens of thousands. No one knew for certain the actual total.
The Flame dwells within each of us…
Arjun stared across the gaping maw and wept.  His brothers lingered silently on their knees beside him. He knew his tears shamed them, but there was little he could do about it. The last of the Hira went courageously to their martyrdom. It was their time to pass on the Flame.
The soul is the Flame…
There was a shout. Then the first man was wrestled toward the edge of the pit. Peshra, one of the Five Elders of the Hira. One of his captors wielded a long, curved dagger. There, at the edge of the pit, Peshra’s throat was sawed open. Blood welled from the gash, spreading down the front of his shirt. He made a gurgling sound, struggling for air through the fluids drowning his throat.
The men gave him a shove, casting Peshra’s body into the hole.
The purpose of the soul is to help one another…
Arjun closed his eyes as they dragged the next man toward the cavernous maw. There was a short, ragged scream that ended in a scraping noise. Arjun flinched. He groped within, scrambling for courage he wasn’t sure he had.
The Flame is both conflict and peace…
One by one, his brothers were slain and cast into the pit. One by one, their flames were extinguished. Some ended in screams. Some ended in silence. The sharp odor of feces added to the smell of decay.
I am a Seeker of the Flame…
It was Arjun’s turn. His captors wrenched him forward. They wrestled him toward the wide opening in the ground. He could smell the reek of their sweat, almost as powerful as the stench rising from the pit. They cast him down to the ground by the hole’s rocky edge.
At last, Arjun had a view of the mounded corpses of his brothers, his mothers, his fathers, his sisters, his sons. Broken, unmoving. Crawling with vermin, infested with disease and decay. A gruesome mosaic of colorful clothing. Large birds spread their wings, pecking and squawking as they hopped from limb to limb. A thick cloud of flies bloomed up from the hole, swirled for a moment, then dove back down again.
Arjun’s eyes widened in horror, his jaw hanging slack.
He saw the glint of the knife just as it came for his throat.
At that moment, something broke inside him.
The Flame inside can burn…
He swept out with his foot, knocking the nearest man off his feet. Then he sprang toward the other two guards, shoving them backward over the edge.
His momentum carried him after them. Their terrified shrieks accompanied him all the way down into the pit.
* * *
Arjun became aware of darkness and oozing stench. He woke from a dream in which the snake-nosed deva Varudra handed him back his own flame with a look of contempt in his slivered eyes.
Take it, his dream-self seemed to be arguing with Varudra. I don’t want it anymore! Please, let me move on!
But the snake-nosed deva shook his head.
And so Arjun found himself awake, buried amongst the litter of dead. His whole body assaulted him with pain. The festering stench of decay hit him in the face like a brick, wringing his stomach like a rag. He turned his head and spewed his guts all over the bed of flesh beneath him. He kept retching, coughing out fluids and choking on rot until he was empty inside, wracked with dry heaves that wouldn’t quit.
He opened his eyes but couldn’t see. He was alive but wished he wasn’t. He lay in his grave, already buried amongst the dead. His clothing was soaked through. Maggots wormed and wriggled against his skin. He felt a stabbing pain in his foot: probably the bite of a rat.
Arjun screamed, howling his soul’s torment. He squirmed and writhed, desperate to wrench his body out from between the thick clot of cadavers. But he was too packed in, pinned by the crushing weight of the corpses piled against him, on top of him, beneath him, smothering him with gore. He burrowed his hand into a gap between limbs and pried, trying to create enough of an airspace just to breathe.
Somehow, he worked his hand out of the thick mound of flesh. He flexed his fingers, groping at the air. He wrenched his arm out and then his shoulder; finally, his head. It was like being born all over again, like clawing his way out of a rotten womb. The walls of flesh caved in behind him, gripping his legs. Trying to trap him again, he suspected. 
Arjun struggled on, at last freeing his feet. It was as if the dead didn’t want to give him up.  He flopped forward, landing face-down on a thick mat of human hair.
Rats scurried away into hiding. Then they came right back out again.
Arjun considered the advancing rodents and let out a sobbing whine, caving in to desperation. He tried to stand. But the pain was too great; both of his legs were surely broken. Tears pricked his eyes as he stared up at the sides of the Big Hole. The walls of the sinkhole were steep and sheer. There were no paths leading out of the pit.
He would die here, he realized. But not quickly.
Would he die by thirst, or by hunger? Hunger would be the worst; he knew to what unthinkable lengths starvation could drive a man. Would he prey on rats, or would the rats devour him first? Other, darker endings tormented his mind. He stared around at the limbs of his brethren.
He didn’t want to die like this.  He sat down on the mounding heap of corpses and wailed. Ducking his chin between his legs, Arjun wrapped his arms around his head. Then he curled up into a tight ball and wept.
* * *
He awoke to a plague of flies. They roamed over his skin, landing on his face and eyes. 
His throat was sore and swollen from breathing the acrid fumes of decay. The very air was caustic; it was becoming hard just to breathe. The stench ate away at the lining of his airways.
Arjun rolled over onto his back, stirring up a blanket of insects that rose, swarming, only to settle right back down again. He gazed unblinking at the wide opening of the hole. The sky above was a fierce blue, adorned with white and wispy clouds. He lay there, gasping for air with tightening lungs. A fly landed on his cracked lips, wandered into his mouth.
He knew, now, what manner of death would claim him. At least it would be sooner rather than later; that was some comfort. His throat stung as if scalded. Each breath came harder than the last.
He turned his head to the side and stared into the swollen, graying face of a man he had known well. Arjun recoiled in horror. He tried to squirm away from the corpse, only to be confronted by yet another. A bloated hand lay before him. A woman’s hand with long, maggoty fingers, draped with many silver chains that extended to a bracelet strangling an engorged wrist. It reminded him of a piece of jewelry his wife had owned.
There are many paths to the Flame…
A fly buzzed against his ear.  It crawled around in there, tickling, tormenting. He lay back, staring up into the blue, blue sky. Watching the backdrop of clouds moving behind the fixed mouth of the hole.
A shadow fell across him.
A man stood at the edge of the rim, blocking out the light of the sun.
Fear kicked up the pace of Arjun’s heart, sending it racing ahead at a furious pace. Then hope washed over him. If the man was Ravesh, perhaps he would have the compassion to finish him off. If the man was Kavera…well, there was still a chance he would do him the same mercy.
Arjun lifted his head and opened his mouth to call out, but the noise that escaped his lips was pathetic and weak. He tried again, straining, producing only a rasping hiss. Desperate, he flailed his stiff arms at the sky.
The man turned away.
Choking on misery, Arjun tried calling out to him again. Guttural, dry moans escaped his lips. A fly buzzed out of his mouth. Tears dribbled down his cheeks. He let his arms fall limply back to his sides. 
Arjun gave up after that. He lay back in a space between two distended, festering men. Choking on acrid fumes and fly larvae, he cried himself either to sleep or to death. He had no way of knowing which.
* * *
In the fever-dream, he saw the devi Vrishi floating pink flower petals on a mirror-glass surface. She scooped one petal up in her hand and held it outstretched toward him with a smile. Then she squeezed her hand, crushing the fragile petal, water dribbling through her fingers. Her grin deepened, became transfixed.
Arjun snapped awake, shivering and bleary, drenched in cold layers of sweat. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to force a scream past swollen lips. All that escaped was a thin gurgle that drowned in desperation.
The pile of decomposing flesh slid away.
He was lying on his back on a straw pallet, blanketed by darkness.
He felt confused. Had he already passed beyond and been reborn? Was he, then, a spirit-flame, wandering the infinite betweenness, waiting to be rekindled?
No… he was still himself, still Arjun Khalal. And, so far as he could tell, he was even still alive. His body throbbed with shivering pain. Searing heat burned through every bone. Each breath he took dragged broken ribs through the tissues of his lungs. His eyes leaked a continuous stream of water down his face.
“Victory belongs to the light.”
The voice of an old man revolved toward him through the darkness.
“… the light,” he whispered. The ancient greeting wheezed past his raw lips. He couldn’t see beyond the shadows and the corruption in his eyes. The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. He moved his head, trying to orient toward the sound, spilling fresh tears down his cheeks.
“You saved me. Why?”
A scuffing noise told him the old man hovered over him. The sound of phlegm rattled in a throat.
“There was rumor that the Hira were martyred. I did not believe it. I felt compelled to discover the truth with my own eyes. They were” ―the frothy sound of clearing sputum― “… into the hole. But I found one alive, one whose flame still yet burned. So I fled and sought help from the village.”
Arjun listened to this, marveling. “Why was I spared?” He couldn’t fathom the answer.
“You were spared so that you might live to fulfill your vows,” the voice hissed, suddenly very close against his ear.
Startled, Arjun flinched away. The motion brought more pain, so much that he almost cried out. He gritted his teeth against it, groaning.
The old man was right. Arjun was an initiated warrior of the Light; he’d been administered the ritual oaths to defend the oppressed and persecuted. His most sacred obligation, his singular duty, now impossible to accomplish.
“You wasted your time.” He sighed with bitter resolve. “I cannot defend the oppressed with broken arms and mangled legs. You saved a cripple, old man.”
Arjun supposed the man was a hermit; what else could he be? Otherwise, that craggy, wet voice would be known to him. He knew every man of Daro Province. A cold, pervasive feeling settled over him. He whispered, “What is your name?”
“Call me Sajhi.”
So the old man was a hermit, probably a guru of some sort. One who had given up all worldly possessions, even his own name. 
“Sajhi, I cannot see. I cannot stand. I cannot fight…”
“Only one of your legs is broken, and the break is clean. You will heal. You may never have full use of your right arm. But you will learn to compensate. Now, rest.”
Arjun relaxed, closing his eyes and drawing in a deep breath tainted with the festering corruption of the hole. He could smell it even here, heavy on the air, the miasma created by the putrefaction of his family, his brothers, his community, his life…
* * *
He lived in the hermit’s cave until he was healed.
Every day he awoke to the reek of the dead. Every night he drifted off to sleep with the smell of rot in his nostrils. Some nights he couldn’t sleep because of the odor. And because of the ache of knowing how he’d failed. 
Each morning they woke before the sun and chanted together the ritual prayers and daily recitations. As Arjun became stronger, he joined the Sajhi in meditation. He soon found that the life of an ascetic appealed to him. He enjoyed the privations, the time spent focusing on light and breath and nothingness. It distanced him from the pain of the memories.
The old man didn’t eat much. The Sajhi sought salkana ― the religious death of a hermit, limiting his food consumption little by little each passing day. Arjun understood and did not intervene. In a way, he followed suit. He had his own religious death to seek: the death of the martyr. Each day Arjun consumed all the food the hermit did not, invigorating his body and investing in his strength.
In time, his body healed enough for him to stand, which made him mildly hopeful. The Sajhi was right ― his sword arm would never move the same way it had before his fall. He would have to become accustomed to wielding a talwar left-handed.
In the jungle’s sweltering gloam, he returned to the slow, meditative dance of the warrior. He trained against the large bole of a tree, using whittled fronds as weapons. He placed his knee against the smooth bark and practiced the long, drawing cuts that formed the ritualistic core of the dance. In time, the edged frond came to feel right and comfortable in his left hand.
Then, one day when he and the Sajhi sat together in meditation, Arjun looked within and saw his own inner flame.
He blinked, shaken from his trance, and stood up. Leaving the Sajhi behind in the cave, he wandered out into the dense heat of the afternoon. The air was humid and fragrant, the jungle full of shadow and noise. He glanced around, now fully alert.
“The truth is many-sided. To see the truth, you must consider all sides.”
He turned to find the Sajhi standing behind him. The old man was clothed in a tattered robe too big for his starved frame. His unkempt beard squirmed down his chest, his hair defying the knot atop his head.
Arjun cast a troubled look at the man who had saved his life. There was only one side of the truth he wanted to consider.
“It is time,” he said at last.
The Sajhi pressed his lips together and nodded. He extended a bundled object toward Arjun, proffering it in both hands.
Arjun accepted the parcel, unwrapping it from ragged layers of cloth. It was a dagger, the sacred weapon of the Hira, tucked inside a leather harness. He hung the dagger from his shoulder by its strap.
I am a Seeker of the Flame…
The Sajhi then took him by the elbow and guided Arjun out into the open jungle. The shadows of the canopy folded over them. The humming of insects was insistent, reminding Arjun of the buzzing of flies in the pit. A feeling of dread slithered over him.
They walked for miles together through the damp and claustrophobic wilds. Arjun moved with a slight limp; he still favored one leg. Even here, in the sweltering midst of the rainforest, he could smell the festering decay. He focused his mind on his inner flame as he walked, seeking the sheltering peace of nothingness.
The Flame dwells within each of us…
He had searched within and found the flame inside himself.
Overhead, a macaque screeched down from the canopy. There was a frantic scurrying in the tree limbs overhead. A shower of leaves fell around them, twirling. Then the forest was quiet again, save for the consistent drone of insects.
The jungle thinned out, and they emerged on to a wide dirt road. It was empty for the most part, just a few travelers in colorful dress. They fell in ahead of two men holding sticks, escorting a pair of white bullocks with painted horns. He recognized none of the people on the road; they were all Kavera. 
It was then that he noticed the looks they were getting from their fellow wayfarers.
“What is going on?” Arjun whispered to the Sajhi. “Where is everyone?”
“All gone,” the old man informed him.
“Gone?”
Arjun stopped in the middle of the road. One of the Kavera cattle drivers swatted him with his stick as he guided a great bull past him. Arjun ignored the insult, and the pain. He stood peering into the face of the Sajhi, intent.
“What is it you haven’t told me, old man?”
The Sajhi guided him off the road and into a freshly-turned field. Arjun followed, not understanding where his guide was taking him or why, his question left unanswered. They crossed the field, the stench of death following. They made for a line of trees that marked the edge of the riverway.
There, at last, the Sajhi paused, in the soft loam of the river’s bank. People should have been there: bathing, fishing, swimming. But the river was empty. It lapped gently at the shoreline. The light of the sun broke in scattered reflections off the water.
Arjun turned back to the guru. “Tell me, Sajhi. Where have they gone?”
“They went into the hole.”
The Flame is both conflict and peace…
“All of them, Sajhi?  All of them went into the hole?”
“Not all. Some of the girls they took away to the city. But all of the rest went into the pit.”
“The smell…”
… had become so much worse lately, he realized. It clogged his lungs, tore at his heart.
Arjun felt suddenly nauseous, staggering away to spill his guts into the river. When he was done, he wiped his mouth dry with the back of his hand and spat bile from his mouth. He righted himself then limped back to the old man.
“What do you want from me? If there is no one left to save…”
“There is one.”
The Sajhi pointed.
Arjun turned to find a tall gibbet that had been raised by the side of the river. From the cross arm hung a man-cage fashioned of wood and reed. Arjun couldn’t tell if there was someone inside. The cage dangled from a hemp rope, swinging in a slow gyre, pushed by the breeze.
“Is someone in there?”
The Sajhi nodded, lowering his arm back down to his side. “You must save her, Brother.”
The old man was right. If there really was a woman in that cage, then he couldn’t leave her to such a fate. How many days had she already hung there? Was she even still alive?
Arjun glanced about. The riverway seemed all but empty.
The cage creaked. The insects hummed. A slight breeze ruffled his hair.
“Wait here,” Arjun decided.
He walked over to the gibbet, inspecting it closely. The post had been fashioned from a palm tree’s trunk. The top had been slashed off, replaced by a long crossbeam that held the wicker cage above the river. The gibbet would be impossible to push over. Arjun looked up at the swaying man-cage and sighed. He’d climbed many coconut palms in his youth. He still remembered the technique.
Using his dagger, he cut a vine from the dense growth under the gibbet and tied it in a loop around both ankles. Then he wrapped his hands around the gibbet’s post and jumped on, catching the vine between his feet on the fibrous wood. Gripping the palm, he made a short hop, catching the vine further up the trunk. He used the foot loop to climb all the way up the post to the crossbeam.
With a groan, Arjun muscled his way on to the top of the beam, where he sat and looked around. He felt for sure someone must have spotted him. But apparently no one had; only the Sajhi stared up at the gibbet, shielding his eyes with a bony hand. Reassured, Arjun cast away the spent vine. He pushed himself to his feet on the narrow beam, arms spread wide for balance.
He crept forward in a crouch, keeping his center of gravity low. One foot in front of the other, out over the river. His palms began to sweat. He felt dizzy, the world lurching. At last he dropped back down on to the beam, hugging it tight as he squeezed his eyes against the panic that flooded his body.
He waited until the world stabilized and his breathing returned to normal. Then he drew the dagger from its sheath and set the blade to the thick rope wound about the crossbeam. It was risky, but there was no other way to go about it. The cage would have to fall. At least it would fall in the river; the woman inside would have a chance.
Arjun sawed at the rope, gritting his teeth, hoping she wouldn’t scream when she fell and wondering how he would save her from the river. The blade bit through the rough hemp fibers with a gnawing sound. There was a dull snap, and then the cage fell.
Arjun dove after it into the river. He broke through the water’s surface before striking the soft sediments of the bottom. He clawed his way to the surface, where he clung to the top of the cage and gasped for breath.
A woman’s face gaped up into his own, pressed against the wicker. Her mouth groped for air as the cage sank beneath the water. 
Arjun attacked the woven reeds with his dagger, sawing a hole through the top of the cage. Reaching in, he caught the woman’s arm and pulled her upward. She didn’t help at all, but at least she didn’t fight. It took every bit of strength he possessed to wrench her out through the hole. He clutched her to him and swam for the shore.
The Sajhi helped get her on to the bank. There the woman lay still, either unconscious or dead; Arjun didn’t know which. He gazed down into her face as the old man pumped her chest. The image of a bloated corpse from the pit filled his mind, and a surge of bile stung his throat. Arjun swallowed it back down. He thought he recognized the woman. She was the wife of one of the Ravesh rulers who had oppressed his own family before the Kavera had overthrown them, replacing them with an even more brutal regime.
A year ago, Arjun had wished for this same woman’s death. And the death of all like her. Now he stared down into her sun-blistered face, hoping the old man could wring some life out of her.
The woman choked, spewing up a chestful of water. The Sajhi pulled her into a sitting position, patting her back as she coughed and gurgled and came alive in his arms. Arjun closed his eyes, feeling an immense surge of relief. He didn’t know why he cared.
But he did. He could still smell the pit.
“This is a good start,” the Sajhi said.
Arjun winced, his eyes springing wide open. “A start? Who else is there to save?”
The old man gazed up at him with eyes full of expectation. He rubbed the woman’s back, comforting her as she cried against his shoulder. He said to Arjun, “There are others in need.”
“What others?”
The old man lay the woman out in the dirt, patting her hand. “The Kavera spread like vermin. Already, they are digging another hole near Brodha Province to the east.”
Arjun stared at him, eyes going wide as the weight of that information settled heavily on his heart. The Kavera wouldn’t stop there; there would always be another hole, another pit. 
“What do I do…?” he whispered.
“Everything you can do, Brother. Bring them down. Bring them down one by one. Starting with that one.”
The old man nodded in the direction of the village. Arjun’s eyes followed his gaze, at last spotting movement along the riverbank. Far upstream, a little girl squatted in the rushes along the watercourse. She was alone, her parents nowhere in sight. The girl knelt in the dark red clay beside the water’s edge, holding a mango in her hands. She wore a patterned skirt, her loose hair covered by a faded shawl. Even from a distance, Arjun could tell she was Kavera.
His stomach lurched as he realized the guru’s intentions.
“That is a child, Sajhi. I will not mete out vengeance on a little girl!”
The old man maintained a flat expression. “That child will grow up to bring forth slavers and murderers from her womb. She is like Kaliri, the she-devil who birthed an army of demons! How many pits must be filled before you bring yourself to raise your hand against a child?”
That was too much for Arjun.
The soul is the Flame…
He turned and strode away from the guru, wandering southward under the shade of the banyan trees. A cool breeze stirred the branches above. The insects stilled their blurring songs at the noise of his approach. He cast his body down in the mud beside the river, elbows propped on his knees. There, he unsheathed the long dagger that he carried.
He turned the blade over in his hand, considering it.
“Is that all I am, now? A murderer of children?”
The question had been meant for no one; the Sajhi sat well upstream, far out of earshot. Beyond him, through the rushes, a little girl played out of sight.
Arjun stared down at the knife, at last making his decision. It was not a decision he made lightly.
He reached up and grabbed the long, unshorn braid that fell down the length of his back: the mark of an initiated warrior of the Flame. He brought the dagger up to his neck and cut at his hair, eventually slicing entirely through the braid. It fell at his feet like a lifeless snake, coiling there in the mud. He picked it up and flung it as far away as he could.
Sliding the dagger back into its sheath, Arjun stood on legs that shook. He felt unstable and empty. As though the last of the light had bled out of him.
How many holes will I fill?
He walked back to the Sajhi, who stood protectively over the woman they had saved. Arjun bowed his head, removing the dagger from its harness. This he thrust into the hands of the old man. 
“I will not use the sacred blade of the Hira to shed the blood of an innocent.”
His own trembling hands would suffice. 
The Flame is both conflict and peace…
He turned his back on the old sage and limped along the riverbank, wobbling like a drunken man through the rushes. He slowed as he approached the girl, coming up quietly at her side. He looked around, wondering where the child’s mother might be. Then he saw the earthenware container sitting in the mud, forgotten. She had probably been sent to collect water from the river and had become distracted by the fruit.
As Arjun crouched at her side, his stomach growled. She turned and looked up at him with wide, dark eyes, a look of surprise on her face.
He nodded a greeting. Then he picked up a stick and poked around with it in the mud, drawing a line toward himself.
“You remind me of my sister,” he said. It was true. They were about the same age.
The girl stared at him, eyes full of curiosity and trust.
“My name is Arjun. That’s a nice fruit you have.”
 
The End
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The old man knew it had been a violent night. He had woken at one point to lie in the dark, clutching his sheets as he listened to the cries and crash of masonry and collapsing buildings. A wave of guilty gratitude had suffused him. There’ll be work tomorrow, he thought. Thank the exarch. And slept, to rise just before dawn, as he always did when he had to clean his charges.
In the gloom, he fluttered his hands over the chair back across which he had laid his clothing the night before. By habit he stood before the old silvered mirror as he dressed, though he was but a shadow in its mercurial depths. The old man dressed slowly, deliberately, and with great care, and when he was done he stepped out of his room and turned toward his small kitchen. There, he finally lit a candle and set to making his modest breakfast.
He ate in silence, standing before his sole window, gazing down over the Road of Gilders as the rooftops beyond slowly caught the sun’s first rays. Others were about, returning from their protests or heading out to stake the best street corners from which to hawk their goods. Or, perhaps, to protest some more.
As always, he recalled his father standing before this very window, his servant bustling about him, helping him with his suit. For this to be an ordered world, he’d said, one must find one’s place in it. That done, the world shall spin around you, and you shall know yourself a righteous man.
The old man sighed, wiped the last of the golden egg off his plate with a crust of stale bread, and then pursed his lips in thought. Enough to buy coffee for tomorrow’s breakfast? Perhaps, perhaps. If there was any coin left after. Two crowns to his sister, four crowns to the orphanage, and then Mrs. Spenem on the second floor and the Hurstwiths on the first…
He descended the three flights quickly to the common entry hall below, ducking his head as he passed others by, and then paused when he finally emerged onto the stone stoop. Gratitude embarrassed him. Best to slip out and avoid the awkwardness. He placed his old hat on his head, held his battered leather valise before his thighs, and peered left and right as if ensuring no runaway carriage was coming to bowl him over. 
None was. 
Buoyed by purpose, a spring in his step, he made his way along the cobbled streets. A large crowd was already gathered before the Black Goose, their voices raised in angry murmurs like the sea before a storm. The old man circumvented the crowd with neat steps. Young men rushed here and there with palpable urgency, their faces pale, their eyes wide. Some sported white bandages wrapped around limbs or heads, crimson flowers soaking through the cloth to speak as to their activities last night. The old man made sure not to meet any eyes.
He kept off the main roads. Avoided the public squares. And by circuitous paths he eventually found himself outside the palace walls. They reared up impossibly high, fifty yards of sheer stone, a testament to the new exarch’s power. The old man avoided the main gate with its phalanx of guards and its angry crowd. Instead, he followed the wall around to where it met the cliffs, and there to a small iron door to which he owned the key.
It had been his father’s key, once. Though used to very different purpose.
He drew it forth with something akin to reverence and slid it in the lock. A deft turn, a loud click, and the door swung inward. The old man pocketed the key, gave a nervous glance backward, then stepped inside.
The courtyard's broad paving stones were laid down like the surface of a chessboard, tufts of emerald grass growing between each gray slab. An isolated, triangular pocket, captured between the exterior wall’s mighty height, the palace’s own wall, and a third, lower inner wall that separated the courtyard from the palace grounds beyond. 
The old man clicked the iron door shut behind him and let out a long, shuddery breath. His shoulders relaxed, his chin rose, and he reached up to remove his hat and wipe at his brow, though it was devoid of sweat. 
Safety.
He was, he knew, perhaps the only citizen of Caerleon who would use that word when confronted by the objects before him.
There were a dozen of them arrayed across the courtyard. As usual, three had congregated beside the old maple tree in the corner, standing beneath its whispery boughs and small, crimson leaves. 
The one he thought of as ‘Hugo’ crouched before the pond, gazing silently at the fish that moved within its depths. Ingot lay on his back, hands resting on his barrel chest, staring up at the sky. The rest had drifted to stand facing the corners of the courtyard. The old man placed his hat firmly on his head once more. A bad sign, that. A very bad sign.
“Good morning,” he said, setting his valise on the small table just within the black door. There was no response. He unbuckled his valise and laid it open, revealing the tools of his trade. First, of course, a general brushing. He removed the largest instrument within, a long-handled brush with iron bristles, and stepped up to Hugo.
Even crouching, the golem was as tall as the old man. Stylized so that he appeared more a work of art than a real person, Hugo was massively broad across the shoulders, which were further accentuated by slabs of stone-like armor. Geometric patterns were carved into his substance, and there was an air of simplicity to him, a certain wounded melancholy to which the old man could so readily relate.
“Good morning, Hugo,” said the old man, voice soft. “How are we doing today?” As he spoke, the old man examined the golem. Hugo's fists were plastered with dust and dried blood. Flecks of gore ran up his forearms and were sprayed across his chest and head. 
Hugo remained still, gazing deep into the water. There were three ornamental fish contained within; their installation had been the old man’s idea and had worked wonders for soothing the golems.
“I know, I know,” said the old man, taking the brush to Hugo’s broad shoulder. “An unquiet night. I believe I heard you at one point. No, no need to apologize. I understand. But still, the din. And screams.” The old man paused, biting his lower lip. Hugo’s broad, almost simian face betrayed no expression. No indication that he heard. 
“Yes, well.” The old man gave himself a shake. “Of course, you know better than I. But come. A new day, a new sun. Time to brush away the past.” 
The old man set to work. It seemed all twelve golems had been sent forth into the city last night, which meant a long morning of scrubbing and washing. The old man didn’t mind, however; there was peace to be found in the work, pleasure to be found in removing the first traces of moss, the ingrained dirt, the drying blood. The great iron brush rasped over Hugo’s frame, bristles digging into the patterning, and soon the old man felt the tension that hung over the golem begin to dissipate.
Nonsense, of course. The exarch had told him as much. 
After Hugo, the old man moved to Ingot, who stood up to facilitate his cleaning. Ingot was the smallest of the twelve, and the eldest. His features were barely humanoid, his shape rotund, his limbs almost crude in comparison to his brothers. Yet he was the old man’s favorite, and in some undefinable way the most cheerful of the twelve. 
“Ingot,” said the old man, moving up to examine the golem. Chips had been cut into his shoulders and forearms. They must have been serious blows to have so damaged the old golem. An ax, perhaps? No, a hammer. Blood was drying on Ingot’s hands and arms, and when Ingot opened his great ribs, flexing them out like the fingers of a hand, the old man saw a mass of clotted blood and hair contained within his chest cavity over his rune box where somebody had been crushed the night before.
The old man sighed. “Quite a night.”
Ingot’s expression was immobile, but was that sorrow the old man felt from him? Chagrin? Remorse? 
“No, no. Not your fault, of course.” He patted Ingot’s arm. “We’re all just doing what we’re told. No matter. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
The morning passed slowly. After the brushing came the endless buckets of water which sluiced off dirt and dust, blood and pieces of bone. Then came the mixing of the vinegar, alinthe and water into a powerful acid that ate into the more stubborn stains. The golems drifted closer till they were huddled around him, making it easier for him to wash and scrub and pick and floss.
When he was done, they moved slowly to stand in the slice of sunlight now reaching the courtyard floor. As one they turned to stare up at the sun, acid dripping from their limbs and running down their faces like tears. 
The old man sighed and sat on a stone bench to eat his lunch, a simple sandwich of cheese, dry bread, and a thinly sliced pickle. His shoulders and back ached, his clothing was sprinkled with water, and sweat clung to his face in a thin veil. Still, the golems were clean. They gleamed in the sunlight, from Ingot’s dark brown to massive Oligaunt’s alabaster.
The palace door opened and guards marched into the courtyard with clockwork precision. A dozen of them, eyes scouring the corners, hands clenched on the hafts of their pikes. Brilliant crimson surcoats over black chainmail, white plumes rising from their helms. 
The old man rose quickly to his feet, dropping his sandwich in his valise and dusting off his lap. Then he began the process of lowering himself to his knees, taking his time so that the exarch could command him to stop and save him the effort.
“On your feet, Tomas,” said the exarch, striding down the corridor formed by his guards and out into the courtyard. “On your feet. How many times do I have to tell you?”
“Yes, my lord.” The old man straightened his knees and stood, resisting the urge to place a hand on the small of his back. A wave of dizziness passed through him.
“Now. How are they? Presentable?” The exarch made a gesture and the dozen golems turned to face him, stepping into a line so that they might be more efficiently examined.
“I have done my best,” said the old man, lowering himself onto the stool.
“Hmm,” said the exarch. He walked down the line, peering at the golems, their faces, their fists. “Hmm.”
“Ingot took some damage, however. Fists, forearms, a blow to the back. Penelope’s left knee is giving her problems. Someone tried very hard to remove Riri’s head. All of them are nicked and scuffed.”
The exarch stopped before Ingot and pulled his glove off. He extended his hand. The old man swayed to one side to better witness the magic. These days, it no longer awed him; he just loved to see his charges being healed.
The cuts and cracks filled in, smoothed over, and after a few moments Ingot stood as hale as the day he’d been made. The exarch gave a grim nod and moved on to Penelope. Five minutes later, he was done.
“My lord,” said the old man. “If I may be so bold.”
The exarch turned to consider him, an angular eyebrow rising. “Be careful, Tomas. Boldness is not a quality I need in my caretakers.”
The old man swallowed. “Yes, I understand. But I speak out only in concern for the golems. They were in the corners once again when I arrived. Facing the walls.”
The exarch’s expression hardened. 
“It’s the first time they have stood that way since we installed the fish pool,” said the old man hurriedly. “I know–” 
“You know?” The exarch didn’t raise his voice, but still he cut the old man off as if he’d shouted. “Careful, Tomas.”
“Yes, my lord.” The old man looked down, struggling to find the right words. “I was simply going to suggest perhaps that we find a new means of soothing them. A pet, perhaps.”
“A pet.” Not a question. The exarch reached up to pinch at the bridge of his nose. “They are golems, Tomas. My own creations. I am their father, as much as biological systems can be mapped onto living stone, and you speak to me of pets? They do not live. They do not feel. They are but extensions of my own power.”
“And yet,” said the old man, visibly shaking now. He was going too far. “Before the pond, you spoke of… you mentioned they were growing stubborn. And after?”
The exarch looked away, impatient, a band of muscle appearing and disappearing over the corner of his jaw. 
“Just a few cats,” said the old man. “I think they would do very well. I can bring them myself, if you desire. A good friend of mine has a litter she is looking to give away. I know the golems are but stone, I know I’m projecting onto them, but – but –” 
“Very well.” The exarch cut off the old man with a wave of his hand. “Bring as many cats as you like. I have an entire city to run. I will not waste my time quibbling with you over felines.” 
The old man bowed his head. 
The exarch turned back to the palace door, paused, and turned to Tomas. “You are useful, Tomas. I appreciate your diligence. I don’t even mind your extra-curricular activities. But do not allow your imagination to make of my golems more than what they are: executioners of my will. Am I understood?”
The old man bowed his head again. “Yes, my lord. Of course.”
The exarch waited a moment, then strode back into the palace, his guards folding in behind him. A moment later, the door closed and the courtyard grew still.
The old man looked down at his hands and then clasped them together. Realizing he had to be brave, he forced a smile as he looked up at the line of golems. “Did you hear? Cats! You will love them. Trust me. I’ll bring them first thing tomorrow morning.”
The golems stared back at him with their empty eyes.
“Yes, well.” The old man gazed at his valise and the half-eaten sandwich. His appetite was gone. He set to sliding his tools back into their loops, then drew forth a small box. Smoothing down his shirt, he walked toward the far corner of the courtyard. His heart trembled, and he paused to take three steadying breaths before squatting beside a little shelf of rock that emerged from the wall at shin height.
It was furred with viridian moss, so luxuriant it seemed to drink in the light. A slender plant grew from the shelf’s center, three stalks from whose ends hung bells of the lightest pink and gold, as if they’d somehow caught the most precious moment of dawn and folded it into their petals. 
There were, the old man knew, no other plants like it in the world. 
Carefully, he took up a trowel and dug the plant free, cutting a wedge of moss to go with it, and lifted it with bated breath into his small box. He only exhaled when he was done; no damage, no dropped petals, no beads of precious dew shaken free from their interior. 
That done, he dug into his pocket and pulled free the scrapings he’d removed from the golems. These he sprinkled into the hole he’d left on the small shelf, over which he then placed a thick pinch of loam. In a week or two the moss would have grown over it, and in time a new flower would bloom, born of the golem’s magic.
His knees popped loudly when he stood, and he saw that the golems had wandered off once more. Most had returned to their corners. Hugo now stood by the maple tree, one massive hand extended as if to caress the bark. Ingot lay on his back once more, stubby fingers resting on his pot belly, three or four butterflies dancing over him.
“Tomorrow, then,” said the old man. “I will return. And ah! The joy you will feel when you see your new companions. You shall have to take very good care of them.”
He packed up his valise, buckled it tight, placed his hat upon his head and let himself out the door.
 
***
 
The old man hurried through the streets of Caerleon, following a path as familiar as the seams in his callused hands. An apt comparison, he thought, for his own hand had grown strange to him over the years, the skin ever more delicate and thin, liver spots over the back, knuckles swollen, hair gray. In a similar manner, the streets had changed. Their layout remained identical, but time had not been gentle. Grand facades had grown dingy and chipped. The cobblestones wobbled beneath his feet. Open streams of sewage now ran down the center of not just the poorer streets, but even some in the palace quarter.
Hard to believe his own memories of the place. Everything from his youth seemed to glow in his memory as if imbued with the radiance of innocence, a glory that had since faded from the world. A time when Caerleon had been the capital and the old royal family had resided in the palace. He passed a closed and boarded shop which forty years ago had been the Prince’s Favor, an elegant bar to which his father had brought him when he was but twelve years old.
“We don’t serve children here,” the waiter had protested, pulling back his bottle of wine.
The old man’s father had but smiled. “He is my son, and I am his father. If I say he may drink, then you shall pour.”
The waiter had poured an inch of rich red, and the old man thought nothing had ever tasted finer, before or since. A taste of a finer time, a richer era, when there was yet dignity and order to the world.
The old man flinched at the sound of shouts and running footsteps, and ducked into another alley. Cries, more shouts, and then the ring of metal on metal.
Eyes on the muddy cobbles, the old man hurried on. 
Soon enough, he reached the docks. The harbor appeared almost empty. News of the impounding of the Fortune’s Smile had spread amongst the merchants, and it had been three weeks since a galleon or merchant vessel had dared tempt the exarch’s needs. A turn, and his view of the ocean disappeared as the old man finally reached his destination: a small curio shop with a dusty display window and faded sign hanging out front displaying a stack of coins and a quill.
A bell rang as he pushed his way inside into that familiar, musty smell. No matter the weather or time of day outside, the curio shop always had its own constant form of illumination, a permanent amber glow from special lamps Mr. Gallows claimed were fueled by the souls of unrepentant weevils. Tosh and nonsense, but that was Mr. Gallows for you.
“Hello?” The old man brushed off his coat and doffed his hat. “You hiding in the back, you old fraud?”
“Tomas? Just a moment. One more line to this poem I’m writing. Be right with you.”
The old man drifted forward till he fetched up against the broad counter behind which Mr. Gallows had spent his life. Carefully, reverently, he set his small box square on the deeply lacquered surface, then set down his valise, placed his hat atop it, and ran his fingers through his thinning hair.
The woes of Caerleon seemed a thousand miles away from the depths of the shop. There was a magic to the stillness, to the dusty shadows and warm light, the smell of wax and old paper, the strange spices and the lamp smoke. It was a pocket of preserved history, unchanging and eternal. The old man felt himself relax by slow degrees, and when Mr. Gallows emerged from the back with cups carefully balanced on a tray, he smiled.
“Tomas you old miser. Come to drink the last of my tea, you have. I mean that literally. This is the last of the Silvergray Leaf. A sorry state of affairs.”
Tomas leaned on one elbow and took up a fine porcelain cup, holding the steaming liquid to his nose. “Then I timed my arrival with exquisite precision. I must say I’m delighted to be the last to drink this brew.”
“Aye, well, at least one of us is pleased.” Mr. Gallows was eyeing his box. “I see you’ve brought me a present. Shall we say it's a fair exchange for the tea, and call it a day?”
The old man smiled. “Not for all the Silvergray tea in Methelen.”
“Well, fair enough. May I?”
The old man gave a casual, almost disinterested nod, and looked away as Mr. Gallows opened the box.
“My word,” said the curio dealer. “My word.”
A soft, pink glow emanated from the depths of the box. The old man felt a flush of pride, but of course made sure to give no sign. “The usual price, shall we say?”
“I wish I could,” said Mr. Gallows, then held up a hand. “No, no chicanery on my part. No weaselly attempt at haggling. I’m short of funds, old friend. Desperately short. I can only offer you…” Mr. Gallows grimaced in thought. “But what am I to do with it? With no ships going to Caran, I can’t risk the aether to preserve it. Without the aether, it won’t last till a ship arrives to move your precious plant to my buyer? As beautiful as it is, I can’t justify spending gold on a blossom that will fade and die within my own shop.”
The old man set his cup down. “Mr. Gallows. This is –” 
“I’m sorry,” said his old friend. “I truly am. I know its worth. And I know what its sale means to you. But I can’t, Tomas. Not with the harbor empty and the exarch strangling all trade.”
The old man forced a smile. “Well, perhaps not full price then. A wager, on your part, that the exarch will bring peace before the flower fades.”
Mr. Gallows frowned. “Ten crowns.”
“Ten?” The old man fought to keep his voice down. 
“You heard anything from the exarch himself?” Mr. Gallows looked him right in the eye. “Heard any reason for me to think trade will resume?”
“I – no.” The old man sighed. “Not as such. If anything, the golems are to become all the busier.”
“Well, ten crowns is all I can offer, my friend. And with my apologies.”
“Yes, yes.” The old man sipped his tea. Ten crowns. Two crowns to his sister on Cheapside to keep her family afloat. Four crowns to the Morningside orphanage. No, three. Two crowns to cover his rent for the next month, leaving him with three. He’d have to stretch those three if he was to help old Mrs. Spenem on the second floor and the Hurstwiths on the first. “Ten crowns, then.”
Mr. Gallows took out his lockbox and the old man looked away once more. He’d have to apologize to a dozen dependents for not being able to help. He trembled at the thought of the conversations to come.
“…just because a man can lift stone pylons out of the sea to prop up the harbor doesn’t mean he understands a lick about commerce now, does it?” Mr. Gallows was counting out the coins. “Your father wouldn’t have stood for this.”
“’What I can raise I can surely topple,’” quoted the old man. “A declaration of power.”
“Hard to believe anyone took comfort from such a promise, eh?” Ten gold crowns were pushed across the counter. “Even today it’s hard to believe we made him exarch.”
“It’s not quite so bad,” said the old man, pocketing the gold. “A time of trouble, but nothing untoward. A month or two and all will settle back down.”
“Easy enough for you to say. You do well enough working for him,” said Mr. Gallows, turning away and not meeting his eye.
The old man stiffened. “I –” 
“No, no. Forget I said it,” said his old friend. “It’s nothing. We all have to survive.” His smile was forced. “Thank you for the dawnbell. How about this: if I sell it, I’ll cut you part of the profit as an apology.”
“Very kind of you,” said the old man.
“Oh, come on. Don’t be like that. You know I didn’t mean it.”
The old man placed his hat on his head, took up his valise, and pulled his coat closed. “Thank you for the tea, Mr. Gallows.”
“Tomas,” protested Mr. Gallows, but the old man walked stiffly to the door. He half turned, and in a voice as clear and cold as a pick he said, “My father believed in finding one’s place in the world. I do as well, and have found mine. Good day.”
He stepped out of the shop and into the alley. He took five steps so as to be out of line of sight and then stopped, leaning one shoulder against the wall.
But you work for him well enough. 
The orphanage. His sister’s family. Mrs. Spenen and the Hurstwiths. The Order of the Blind Sisters. The guards at the corner station who kept an eye on their street. Emilia, his cousin’s daughter all the way out in Canen studying medicine. 
The golems. 
The old man sighed. He felt weary, unspeakably weary. He was a righteous man. He had his place in the world. He did what he could. With effort, he straightened his back and set out for Mrs. Spenem’s shop.
 
***
 
A plume of smoke still rose from the gutted remains of the store. The old man stood quietly across the street from it, staring vacantly at where Mrs. Spenem’s shop had stood but yesterday. Cats curled their way amongst the fallen beams and blackened walls. The leatherworker’s shop next door was also destroyed, the story above fallen in to obliterate the one below.
“Sad business, eh?” A scruffy-looking man stepped up beside the old man. “Happened last night. You a friend?”
“Yes,” said the old man. His tongue felt wooden. He could so vividly recall the glass windows, the cheerful banner displaying Mrs. Spenem’s ribbons and scissors. The welcome mat she’d made herself with the words, “Welcome Cats” done in black thread against the brown.
“Tragic, really. I was right here when it happened, I was. Saw it all.” The scruffy man rubbed the back of his neck and gave the old man a meaningful glance.
Numb, the old man dug into his pocket and gave the stranger a crown.
“Thank you kindly – wait a second. That’s a whole – ah, never mind.” The man secreted the coin away and then stood a little straighter. “Who did you say you were again?”
“Mrs. Spenem’s neighbor,” said the old man, voice hollow.
“Fair enough, fair enough. Well, we’d been gathering at her shop each night this past fortnight. Very generous, was Mrs. Spenem. Served us each a bowl of gruel and some warm bread while we did our planning.”
“Planning?” The old man turned to regard the stranger for the first time. “You’re a rebel?”
The scruffy man looked taken aback and then gave a smile. “Who, me? Never. Oh, no. Long live the exarch. We was planning to, ah, start a soup kitchen. Mrs. Spenem was our inspiration.”
“I don’t care,” said the old man, looking back at the shop. He searched in vain for the rocking chair in which he used to sit. The one set in the front corner by the display window, where the warm sun would fall. 
“Well, someone must have tipped off the exarch. Benjamin Blue was supposed to drop in last night to give us our marching orders. The golems must have wanted to catch him, but they came too early. Two of ‘em came right through the front wall. Was an ugly business, I’ll tell you that much. Most of us got away, though.”
“Mrs. Spenem?”
The scruffy man’s face hardened. “Most of us, I said.”
The old man thought of his golems. Thought of Hugo’s blood-smeared fists. Of the clotted gore and hair in Ingot’s chest. He felt sick.
Three other men approached. The scruffy man gave them a nod and looked back to the old man. “Now. Who did you say you were? The truth, now.”
“I told you,” said the old man, blinking as he forced himself back into the present. The three other men were as rough and raw-looking as the first. All wore grim expressions. “A neighbor.”
“A neighbor? Giving away gold crowns like they’re coppers?” The scruffy man smiled. “Mrs. Spenem didn’t live in a fancy part of town, now. You don’t seem like no neighbor of hers.”
“Gold crowns, Sin?” A second man sounded eager. “He gave you a crown?”
“Who are you?” Sin, the scruffy man, sounded more urgent now, almost angry. “You one of the exarch’s men come to sniff around?”
Weariness draped the old man like a leaden cloak. “No.”
A hand grabbed him by the collar and yanked him onto his heels. An arm wrapped around his throat. “Easy now,” rasped a voice in his ear. “Struggle, and I’ll have to clock you.”
Urgent hands at his pouch, tearing it free. Valise as well. A rising tide of anger and outrage seized the old man; he let out a cry and went after the valise only to be knocked to his knees by a heavy shove.
Laughter, then whoops of celebration. His valise was opened, rifled through, then dropped and kicked into the gutter. 
Sin leaned down to stare the old man in the eye. “Tell your boss Benjamin Blue’s coming for him. Don’t matter how high he lifts his walls or how many he kills with his golems. Caerleon's going to be free again.”
Then they were gone, footsteps echoing off the buildings, around a corner, out of sight.
On all fours, the old man stared down at his hands. Liver spots and mud. Slowly, laboriously, he climbed to his feet. He tried to dust himself off, but mud had soaked into his knees and the edges of his coat. His gathered the contents of his valise, his brushes and picks and trowels, and buckled it shut.
He stood straight, and only then did his loss hit home. His pouch. Gone.
The old man bit down on his groan and began to walk. To where, he didn’t know. He just stumbled on, at times through crowds, at times through empty streets. He heard more shouts. The smell of smoke was thick in the air. 
He thought of his father. Elegant. Generous. Handsome. An advisor to the old king. He’d been honored with a stately funeral procession down Ptarmigan Way. A different era. 
He is my son, and I am his father
A scream shattered the air one block over.
Caerleon's going to be free again.
The old man walked on. 
Your father wouldn’t have stood for this.
Laughter, wild and raucous, and a gang of youths sprinted past him, banners streaming from their hands. 
The old man blinked and looked around. He was by the palace wall. His feet had guided him back to the small iron door. Without thinking, he took out his small iron key and let himself in.
Most of the golems were gone. Called away on duty, no doubt. But Ingot still lay on his back. Hugo crouched by the pool once more. Penelope stood in the corner, facing the wall.
Their fists were still clean.
The old man stood shaking by the doorway. For this to be an ordered world, one had to find one’s place in it. Ritual and routine, rhythm and – and –
His heart was pounding. 
Am I understood?
He thought of the cats he’d wanted to purchase. How they’d have slunk into this courtyard, fanned out to explore its corners, perhaps leapt up onto Hugo’s shoulders or curled around Penelope’s feet. 
He knew they would have brought the golems solace. 
With shaking hands, the old man opened his valise. 
He is my son, and I am his father.
The old man drew forth his largest pick. He tried to swallow and couldn’t. He stepped over to where Ingot lay, and knelt beside him.
I know they are but stone.
Ingot didn’t turn to look at him. His chest opened, however, revealing the now starkly clean interior, along with the rune box at his core.
“I’m sorry,” whispered the old man, and with both hands plunged the pick into the box. The runes flared to life. The old man wrenched the pick from one side to the other, tears springing into his eyes. The light of the runes faded and died.
Gasping, the old man rose to his feet. He moved over to Penelope. Then Hugo. 
The palace door opened. A dozen guards filed out, boots ringing on the stone. 
The old man dropped the pick and closed his eyes.
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Chapter One
 
When the village’s ancient battle horn sounded, Jack Mortlake was the first to react. Tucking his Booke of Spells down the back of the waistband in his trousers for safe-keeping, he raced downstairs to the kitchen where his mother was preparing a roast duck.
“Jack, where are you going?” she asked, wiping greasy fingers on her apron. “Luncheon’s almost ready.”
“We’re being attacked, Mama! A siege!”
“A siege?” her brow knotted in mock worry. “We haven’t been attacked in a hundred years. Something should be done.”
“Exactly what I thought! We’re unprepared,” he answered. “Our people need a hero. They need me.”
He headed away through the kitchen’s stable door then dashed straight back inside a moment later.
“Where Papa’s…?”
His mother pointed to a set of padded clothes his father wore when weeding the garden. Shooting her a grateful smile, he grabbed them and left without saying another word. He bounded outside and followed a short path round their cottage to the front garden. There, his leather breastplate was on in seconds but he found himself teetering into the road as he hopped on one foot to pull on his father’s old shin pads.
“Don’t be late, dear!” his mother called from the door. “Duck’s not the same cold.”
“I won’t.”
She shook her head as she watched him speed away. “Honestly, that boy… I don’t know where he gets his crazy ideas.”
Jack didn’t hear. He was already far away.
“I’m here! I’m ready!” he called to Mrs Honey, the old spinster who lived a few cottages down from his parents. She frowned, not recognising the skinny teenager with the coconut tuft of messy hair.
No matter, he thought, she’ll know soon enough.
Entering the village square, he was met by a wall of backs. It seemed as if everyone had gathered at the call of the battle horn – mostly out of curiosity. None had bothered to bring weapons, and why should they? There hadn’t been anything resembling a fight since the village tavern got in an extra delivery of whiskey two winters ago.
Cramwell didn’t go to war. It was a small, peaceful village in low-lying land. It was of no advantage to anyone. To the north, acres of crops and grazing cattle supported the community, making it self-sufficient. Beyond that, and everything to the south, was dark forest atop rolling hills – a halo of monster-bearing trees that stretched for miles. The people were too far from any other settlements to bother with territorial fights. And, besides, they were far too practical for all that nonsense, thank you very much. They were farmers, and damn good ones at that.
“Mr Rivendale, do you mind if…”
A large man in a wax coat glanced over his shoulder at Jack in mild annoyance. Despite that, his neighbour grunted and shoved him, with a firm, dirty hand, into the sea of people.
It took some jostling and apologising but, after a minute or so, Jack eventually caught sight of his enemies. There were six of them. Only six. All tall men with pointed ears, sleek armour and teardrop-shaped helmets. They wore their visors down to mask their eyes.
They were quick to assert their dominance in Cramwell, though the battle horn had sounded only a few minutes ago. Already they were barking orders in guttural accents, and one shook a heavy bell to draw people out of their homes. Behind them were three huge, six-legged beasts with wrinkly, pink skin and ridges of bony spikes trailing the length of their spine. They dwarfed their masters, and probably outweighed cows three-to-one. A stout, iron chain ran from one of the creature’s claw-like hands to the wrists of a young woman in a jangling, metal bikini.
She looked miserable and cold, yet maintained an aloofness that was unmistakably regal. A princess! realised Jack. He recognised that look a mile away. It was the same in all the Old Sagas he read. Each had a princess who possessed the same beauty and demure, yet proud, expression.
“Wilderfolk, leave your homes and heed this message!” called the invader with the bell. He raised his visor to reveal a set of penetrating, dark eyes. His subordinates followed suit. “The Scarlet Overlord sends his regards. Come out now or your homes will be set on fire!”
A sea of confused faces flowed from every doorway as more Wilderfolk emerged. Jack found himself hemmed in near the back of the crowd. Given its remote location, Cramwell wasn’t often visited by anyone, let alone strangers clad in military armour.
Between the bodies of the throng a channel opened for a portly man in a dark, ill-fitting tunic to stumble and excuse his way to the front. His face was unshaven, as was his custom. It was a slovenly look, certainly, but he complemented it well with an air of practicality that resonated with his simple constituents.
“What’s your business here, men?” he asked, his voice brash. Jack new that a faint scent of alcohol always rode the fat man’s words. “What’s this about?”
The elf looked down at him with distaste. “I presume you’re the… chief here?”
“Mayor, actually. Mayor Tusk.”
“Right. We’re law keepers of the honourable Scarlet Overlord. And we’re here to ensure the law is followed and that taxes are collected from your… fine village.”
“Scarlet Overlord, eh? Never heard of ’im! Be on your way, lads, before I knock your heads together. No way your hands are getting anywhere near our trinket boxes. This village has stood on its own two feet for nine centuries without a lord. I think we’ll manage anoth- aaaah!”
Behind the snooty elf, one of the giant, mole-like animals lunged, its jaws fanning open into three bony sections connected by thin skin. It engulfed Mayor Tusk in one mouthful. Lifting him screaming, clean off the ground, the creature chugged, like a bird swallowing a fish. The sound of bones cracking silenced him as he slid down the creature’s ballooning gullet. When the attack stopped and the Mayor was gone, the elf cleared his throat and continued as if nothing had happened, a half-smile inadequately masking his amusement.
“In case anyone else hasn’t heard of my employer, the Scarlet Overlord, allow me to educate you.” His grin deepened. “You savages may not know this but this area has been at war for almost five years. As of Thursday morning, the Scarlet Overlord took the region and your good King Puresta died during the siege. The Scarlet Overlord sends his regards and has taken an oath to become the bestest, most loveliest dark lord this land has ever seen. He means to start by taxing the living daylights out of you… in a good way, of course.” The elf gave the crowd a challenging stare that lasted way too long for comfort. “Any questions?”
“I’ve got a question!”
All faces turned to Jack. His stomach made an uncomfortable squirming sound in the silence and, for a second, he wondered why everyone was looking at him. Then he realised the words had come from his mouth.
“It’s Jack Mortlake. What is he doing?” a girl called Prim, whom he knew from Saturday School, whispered to a class-mate out the side of her mouth. He tried to ignore her.
“Uh…” Heat burned his cheeks. “I–”
“Your question, boy?” demanded the elf.
Everyone was silent. Realising he had passed the point of no return, he decided to run with it and said, “My question? Yes – my question! Which one of you wants to die first in the name of your Scarlet Overlord?”
Whipping the Booke Of Spells out from the waist of his trousers, he held it in one hand, skim-reading a lesson one last time as he strode through the crowd. All the way, villagers frowned at his spell hand, which he held in front of him with splayed fingers.
“Son, what in Handark’s name are you doing?” harrumphed a moustachioed man through gritted teeth so as not to draw attention to himself. “What’s that book?”
Jack didn’t answer. He had announced at breakfast that he was hanging up his apprentice blacksmith gear and leaving his parents’ business to become a hero soon anyway. The elves’ arrival had given him just the kick-start he needed. If his father hadn’t been interested enough to take his nose out of his plate of eggs and listen, that was his fault.
“Law keepers! I hereby expel you from Cramwell,” he called, loud enough for everyone to hear. Waving his spell hand with a flourish, he garbled some ancient words he’d memorised and flicked his wrist, adding, “Do not return ever again!”
“Oh, gods.” An elf next to the leader gently massaged his eyelids. “Tamos, we’ve got ourselves another air groper. What is it with these remote towns and kids thinking they’re heroes?”
“Think? Ha!” Jack barely lifted his gaze from the book. Licking his finger, he turned a page, and continued to stride through the parting crowd. “This is a genuine spell book. Let’s see how quickly that smile leaves your face when I unleash the power of ALL CHAOS!”
He snapped his fingers, spread his stance, and pointed at the elves. Immediately, his finger glowed and a bar of golden dragon fire as wide as a tree trunk scorched the air between the villagers.
Or, at least, that’s what Jack imagined would happen. What really happened was there was a lot of straining, then an awkward silence.
“Huh?” Jack tried again, this time hitting the Booke of Spells against his arm for encouragement. Still nothing.
The lead elf inspected his nails. “Right. This is getting awkward. If you’re done embarrassing yourself, young man, I’d appreciate being able to carry on without–”
“No! I’ve got this. I practiced!”
It was true. Jack had practiced almost solidly for three days – as much as he could around his chores at the forge. Being a natural loner, he had slipped away to the forest each day and pored over the book, copying stance diagrams and memorising the magical words. He had gone to great lengths to make up believable alibis for his absences. He had put in the work, so why wasn’t the magic working?
Behind the lead elf, the princess chained to the Mayor-killing-monster concealed a giggle behind her hand. When he apologetically caught her eye, she raised an eyebrow and nodded in silent encouragement.
She understands! Jack’s heart pounded. Hundreds of pairs of eyes were trained on him. He flicked his wrist again, and again nothing happened. When he flicked it a third time, he could have sworn he saw a spark, although it could have been the sunlight glinting off his fingernail. But it was probably a spark!
Another elf frowned. Stepping forward, he said, “Could whoever owns this village idiot please–’
“Hey! I–” protested Jack.
“…please remove him from the stage? Who’d like to claim him?”
Silence.
Jack shot an accusing glance over his shoulder at his father. The burly blacksmith shrugged.
“Seriously? You’re not going to stand with me?”
“Are you this boy’s father?” asked the elf.
“I am, unfortunately,” Jack’s father confirmed with reluctance.
“And your name…?”
“Todrick Mortlake. I’m just a blacksmith. The boy’s ill. I’m sorry. Jack, come home and let them do what they ha–”
“I’m not ill! And I’m not a coward like–”
“I apologise. He reads a lot of old books. They give him funny ideas. I’ve told him too much reading can’t be good for his mind but his mother’s got a soft heart and her encouragement has made him headstrong.”
“Just take him away.”
Todrick nodded and stepped towards Jack. Grabbing his son by the elbow, he donned a synthetic smile and squeezed hard.
“Come on, son. Let’s go home.”
“But–”
“Now.”
A warning flashed on his face. Jack almost crumbled but he realised his father had no intention of kicking up a fuss in front of so many people. He wasn’t the type of person to go against the status quo like the heroes in the Old Sagas Jack read. He just didn’t understand. And this was the best chance Jack was ever going to get to prove to him he could really be different. Something else. A hero.
“I won’t. If nobody else is going to step up and fight then I’m the only one who–”
The shing of a sword being drawn from a scabbard stole his attention. The lead elf, Tamos, had grown impatient.
“Okay, this is taking too long. I guess some mongrels just have to be put down.”
“Hey!” Jack said. His father’s grip loosened and Jack shrugged him off. Seemingly embarrassed, the older man made a comment about Jack having it his way and then he departed.
Jack didn’t follow, knowing his father would come around eventually. Instead, he focused his attention on Tamos. He slipped the book back into the seat of his trousers. “Okay. No need to get physical,” he said, eyeing the invader’s crude blade. “We can talk this out. With words… Magic words like – archa rabata chamb oinya!”
He wiggled the fingers of both hands this time, hoping it would help. Again, nothing. No change of weather. No pulse of energy. No army of wild animals coming to his aid. He glanced at the sky, hoping the clouds were swirling in a tempest. They weren’t. The elf seemed to cotton onto his train of thought.
“Are you looking for swirling clouds?”
“Um, nope… Should I be?”
Tamos cracked a smile. “Well, you’re the big, scary warlock. You tell me.”
“I suppose they look a little swirly.”
At that, the elf laughed. “You don’t have the slightest idea what you’re doing, do you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“It is. Maybe you’re a nervous caster.”
“Like a nervous pee-er?”
“Exactly. Maybe if we all close our eyes, you can test it to see if…”
Jack felt excitement flurry inside him then disappear again as the elf laughed a second time.
“What?”
“Don’t be naïve, there’s no such thing as a nervous caster. You’re just an idiot. A soon-to-be dead one.” Turning to the crowd, Tamos said, “Well? Taxes. What are you waiting for? Pay up. Get moving or we’ll start – what is it you people think we do? – raping and pillaging?” He smiled. “Yes, that’s it. We’ll rape and pillage every last one of you. Even the ugly ones!”
That got a reaction. Not having to call on his monster again, the elf clapped his hands and the crowd dispersed faster than cockroaches under a stomping boot. Trinkets and treasures appeared from shawls. Riches and heirlooms Jack didn’t even know the community possessed.
“Wait!” Jack said, still surreptitiously trying his luck with a couple more wrist flicks. “I’m not done with you just yet. I might not be able to blast you to the seven heavens with magic but I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve. We outnumber you. What? A hundred to one. You’re not the only ones with pointy objects. What do you think of this?”
He grabbed at the side of his belt with both hands. Behind the lead elf, the princess raised an eyebrow. Despite her subservience, she took an expectant step forward. When Jack realised he wasn’t drawing out the massive sword he had spent half the summer crafting to perfection, he frowned and looked down.
“Oh.” He pursed his lips, remembering he had left the house in a hurry. “Has anyone seen my sword?”
Nobody had.
Irritatingly, six swords suddenly appeared. They were practical, stout-handled, with unpolished blades and blocky iron features he had never thought any self-respecting elves would carry. The realisation that he knew very little about elves outside of what the Old Sagas described troubled him. What troubled him more, though, was the pointy ends of their swords were all facing his way.
Jack looked to the crowd for support. He was sure the hundred-to-one comment would get them on board. It hadn’t. If anything, his embarrassing display had only made things worse.
Damn magic, he thought to himself. Damn sword.
 
 



Chapter Two 
 
“I have a sword and I plan to use it!”
Urgh! Jack shuddered as he heard the deep voice resonate behind him. He didn’t need to turn around to know who had come to his rescue. The crowd’s reaction was enough to confirm his suspicions. The excited whispers. The cooing of young women. The flash of interest in the princess – the opposite of what had happened when Jack had emerged.
It was obvious from their earlier reaction to the invaders that Cramwell’s villagers didn’t expect a hero to come to their rescue. It appeared now, though, that the new arrival had done a lot to change their minds. It seemed they had been waiting for this boy all along. They just hadn’t realised it yet.
Jack knew exactly who it was. Who else could it be? The younger boy with chiselled features, the lean build of a full-grown man from the age of fourteen, and a waterfall of flaxen hair. Of course, he would turn up! He was the one they all talked about, after all. The one they didn’t ridicule for wanting to leave and become a megastar of the hero stage. The one they saw training day and night with ex-warrior, old Mr Propp, who lived at the top of Cramwell’s only significant hill, and made comments like, “That boy’s going places.”
“The Chosen One!” announced a woman somewhere in the crowd. “He’s here.”
As Jack’s bad luck would have it, the clouds parted at that exact moment just enough for an all-too-precise pillar of sunlight to cast a spotlight on the centre of the square. The sea of faces parted to reveal the Chosen One. Barely fifteen but already rippling with muscles and sporting a masculine jaw Jack could never hope to match, he glistened. He had a deeper voice and an innocence about him that Jack couldn’t help envying. He was tall, muscular, talented, righteous, and insufferable due to the fact that he seemed not to realise any of this. And to top it all off, he had a sword. A big one.
“Angelo,” Jack grumbled under his breath. Despite his hostility, he hated himself for experiencing a sense of relief at the boy’s arrival.
“Stand down or I will slay thee, monsters!” shouted Angelo. He pounced forward, his skin glowing under the shard of daylight. Annoyingly, the clouds clambered over each other with his movements and the beam followed him. The villagers were cheering now. Even Jack’s father had re-emerged from hiding to clap and whistle.
“Oh, gods,” Tamos rolled his eyes and said to the other elf, “another Chosen One. I swear – every village! Unbelievable.”
His colleague smirked. “Told you. You owe me five gold pieces.”
Jack fixed his gaze on the invaders. They were distracted by Angelo’s arrival.
“Um…” Jack pulled the Booke of Spells out of his belt once again. Leafing through the pages he tried flicking his wrist pathetically a few more times. “C’mon.”
Still nothing happened. Not even a fleck of sunlight on his fingernail this time. Angelo had taken that, too, along with his dignity. He pursed his lips in thought. If only I could move fast enough to reach the elves before the boy wonder. Perhaps…
The rippling hulk of a teenager was already on his way into combat with the elves. Seeing him coming, they lowered their visors. As one, they formed a curved line, the pink, fleshy monsters behind them. Something about the way Angelo looked and carried himself seemed to make them take the attack seriously.
Flick, flick, flick. Still nothing.
Come on! Just this one time. One little explosion spell. Give me this.
Angelo arrived faster than anyone thought possible. Blasting his way to the front of the crowd, the one-man battering ram shoved Jack out of the way for his own safety and swung his mighty blade.
Thrown violently aside, Jack let out a high-pitched shriek and flailed his arms with his feet buckling under him. He jogged to the point of falling then completely lost his footing. In one last-ditched attempt to rescue what little dignity he had left, he threw out his spell hand. His wrist flicked as he face-planted the ground. Colours flashed in his eyes.
“My nose!” he screamed.
Wincing, he crumpled into the foetal position, holding his face. The sound of thunder resounded through the village square. There was a single scream accompanied by a chorus of gasps.
Jack opened his streaming eyes and blinked back a blue film that covered his vision. His head spun. He massaged his nose, checking for blood. It was only when he noticed everyone looking at him in horror that he said something.
“Is it bad?” he asked. He pressed the tender flesh on his nose and winced. “Oh gods, it’s bad, isn’t it?”
Nobody answered. Somewhere behind him, a woman started screaming. He craned his neck to see what horror Angelo had inflicted on the elves.
The invaders were fine. Better than fine, actually; they were completely untouched. Not even a crumple in their uniforms. Angelo, on the other hand…
“Oh,” said Jack. He peered at his shaking hands. “Was that…? I didn’t… I mean… you all saw…”
He realised now that maybe the blue film covering his vision wasn’t from hitting the ground. It had happened so fast but, in all the chaos, he vaguely registered a flash of light.
He gesticulated, at a loss, pointing at Angelo then sweeping his finger across the crowd. Several dozen villagers ducked. Withdrawing his finger, he said, “That wasn’t me! My magic didn’t work. You all saw. I mean…” He really wanted them to believe him. He wanted to believe it himself. Yet he couldn’t fight the tide of certainty of what had happened. Coming to a horrifying conclusion, he lowered his head. “What have I done?”
Tamos’ mouth had fallen slack. Now, though – seeing Jack’s certainty fade – he took a step forward. Jack looked at Angelo. The boy-mountain lay crooked in a pool of his own blood, his body contorted as though he were trying to have an intimate conversation with his knees.
“Sorcery?” said Tamos, cracking a dark smile. “I suppose even a rabbit can wander into a gold mine if it digs enough burrows. Do you have a permit, boy?”
Jack didn’t answer.
“Have it your way. On behalf of the Scarlet Overlord, I think it’s best we seize that book. Also, thanks to your little accident, you’ve just given us an excuse to use justifiable force.”
The other law keepers took a step forward, their armour clinking as they walked. Around them, the crowd moved away, scrambling over one another to make room for the sharks amidst their shoal. Behind the elves, the pink monsters roared as one, their fleshy gullets vibrating, producing a noise somewhere between a bear’s roar and a hunting horn.
“Loot the houses!” Tamos barked. “It’s the only way to make sure these dirty Wilderfolk aren’t harbouring weapons.”
Jack slipped into the crowd. As he fled, arms wind-milling in panic, the same sentence kept cycling through his mind. What have I done?
He’d gone and murdered the ruddy Chosen One, that’s what he’d done. Nobody knew Angelo was the Chosen One for sure, of course. Not really. There was no proof. But he did give off that sort of… vibe. Very choseny. Always had since he was a toddler. Built like a stone monument, he was said to have a golden brick for a heart. The weather seemed fond of him, too. That was proof enough for most folk, especially those who rolled their eyes at Jack. Those who read and believed in the Old Sagas practically worshipped Angelo.
Jack kept running until he was sure he had lost the elves. He barged his way through the crowd and ducked behind a cottage wall. There, he hunkered, hoping he’d become lost in the mania. His mind raced for answers. The villagers would soon be corralled into submission, so he knew he had to do something fast to turn their fortunes around.
How could I have killed the Chosen One? Chosen Ones don’t just die. That’s not how it works!
“Unless…” he whispered aloud, “he’s not the Chosen One.” His face brightened. Then thunder clapped and a light drizzle spattered his face and he realised the sky was crying. “What am I saying? He was absolutely the Chosen One!”
Crouching with the Booke of Spells resting between his knees, he leafed through its pages. They were getting speckled by the rain but not enough for the ink to run. That meant he still had time to do… something. What exactly that was, he wasn’t sure yet. The chaos of the villagers jostling to escape had given him the cover he needed. He hoped he could use that time to come up with something even remotely useful.
“Fevers – needs nettles. Floods – reeds. Transformations – human hair. Fires….” He licked his forefinger to turn the pages faster. The book was old with thick paper stained the colour of weak tea. “Reincarnation – argh! What in Osi’s name is dragon weed?” He skipped a couple of pages, grumbling, aware that he was nearing the back pages, which he dared not use. They were the dark curses – too destructive for what he wanted. “Bravery. Drain your peers of weak emotions,” he read, scanning the small print on a less ominous spell. “No special ingredients required!”
That was it! Exactly what they needed. If he could take away the villagers’ fear he could turn farmers into revolutionaries in the blink of an eye. The Scarlet Overlord’s enforcers wouldn’t stand a chance against so many.
“Yes!” Jack punched the air. Gathering his thoughts, he sucked in a few deep breaths and got to his feet.
He was exposed but it didn’t matter; he was ready. Placing the book open on the ground in front of him, he followed a stick-figure diagram, following its movements exactly. It wasn’t until he was half-way through the double-page spread that Tamos arrived on the scene and noticed him. The soldier was barking orders at his subordinates, who were booting down doors and gutting sacks of wheat in search of riches. Upon spotting Jack, the elf raised his visor.
“Don’t you dare,” he snarled, wiping back sweat and flattened helmet-hair off his forehead.
Jack ignored him. Say focused, he told himself, all too aware of the invader striding towards him. He continued to whirl and chant, sliding his palms through the air. Don’t rush. Just do what the book says. He had three movements left. Tamos would reach him in five seconds. Don’t rush. Don’t dally, but don’t rush.
Four seconds.
Sweat prickled his brow.
Three.
Finger from shoulder to knee…
Two.
He crouched and swooped, turning the page with his free hand as his body swept close to the earth.
“You’re not getting lucky again! No one else will die because of your witchcraft, boy!”
One.
Tamos grabbed Jack’s elbow just as he finished the final manoeuvre. In one swoop, he twisted the teenager’s arm hard behind his back. Jack felt a knee hit the back of his thigh and he crumpled. He winced, struggling to squirm free.
“Get off me!” he cried, suddenly aware of the strength weighted against him. His voice cracked.
Despite being almost seventeen, Jack still wore the gangly limbs of an adolescent which offered him false confidence. He swung his free fist behind his head, catching the elf awkwardly on his helmet. Tamos laughed. Jack tried again but with the same result, this time grazing his knuckles. The third time he swung, his fist plunged into open air and yet, for some reason, he heard the elf yelp.
At once, the pressure in his shoulder slackened and he fell to all fours. Whirling, he glanced up. The elf was caught in a whirlwind of violence, grappling with a hefty labourer. It was a neighbour of his, Mr Ramsworth. Normally a wordless man who happily left conflict to the village councillors, he was beating down Tamos like he’d caught him stealing his sheep.
Brave, thought Jack. Very brave.
The magic!
It worked.
There had been no flash of light this time. No indication of a reaction in the air or a shift in the weather. Now that he noticed it, though, he could see evidence of its effects everywhere. Villagers who had felt terrified were now charging back into the square brandishing rakes and sickles. Others were barricading alleyways and dismantling log stores to look for weapons.
He looked at his shaking hands. They were missing something. The book. Scrambling on all fours, he located it several feet away. His feverish fingers grabbed it. Then a boot landed on them.
“Ow!” he howled.
“Get up and fight, boy!”
Jack looked up and realised his attacker was considerably less elven than he imagined.
“Papa?” he said.
His father’s soot-covered fist slammed into the side of his head before he managed another word. Recoiling, he rolled to an upright position, not entirely sure what had just happened.
“What was that for, Papa?”
“My enjoyment!” came his father’s reply. He swung again but this time Jack was ready. Ducking under the brick of a fist, he scooped up the Booke of Spells and dodged another attack.
“What are you doing? Fight them!” he said.
“I’ll fight whoever I w–”
Mrs Hemp – a shrivelled old lady who baked the best cookies in the village – slammed into Jack’s father, head-butting him square in the nose. He fell onto his back screaming as she followed up her ambush with a hailstorm of scratches to his face.
“What!” Jack peered at the book in his hand. He shoved it into the back of his trousers then scanned the village square.
He was wrong. Yet again, he had messed up. It was obvious now. The villagers were brave, sure. But on closer inspection, they weren’t coordinated against a common enemy. It was every man and woman for themselves. Whatever the spell had done, it wasn’t helping. If anything, it had turned six enemies into hundreds, all fighting each other.
Stopping their bid to fetch their possessions for the invaders, the Wilderfolk – innocent farm hands and laymen – had started an all-out brawl. Fighting the elves. Fighting each other. Some were even hitting themselves. Even the giant monsters weren’t safe. The villagers were jumping onto them like jackals.
Amidst the terror, Jack caught sight of the princess in chains. Her ragged hair covered her face as the monster holding her prisoner tried to defend itself. She was screaming but was powerless to shake herself free of her restraints.
Jack’s eyes widened.
“I’ll save you, Miss!” he called, hurdling a couple grappling on the ground.
Seeing him coming, the monster roared and swung one of its gargantuan claws. Jack fell back and tripped over his own feet. The creature didn’t come for him, though. It was too distracted by the onslaught of the villagers’ mass attack. Clambering to his knees, he slid the now warped Booke of Spells out of his belt.
“Drop that book, you cluckwit!” screamed the princess. Her eyes exploded with regal fire. “I’d rather get eaten!” Spitting her hair out of the corner of her mouth, she fought feebly against her reins. “Seriously, get out of here! You’ve turned everyone into psychos. Point that books at me one more time and – so help me – I’ll ram it up your–”
“Arrest that boy!”
Jack’s head snapped sideways, struggling to focus on anything now. He felt light-headed – hollow – the same way he did after a long stint in his father’s forge. Was it the magic? Everyone else had become a psychopath. Had he hexed himself, too? He had no idea. What he did know was that Tamos had regained his bearings and was heading his way. He didn’t look happy.
“I’ll come back for you,” Jack called over his shoulder, already scrambling out of sight. “I promise!”
“I’d rather you didn’t!” the princess called back.
In that moment, he couldn’t say he blamed her. She was right; he was a cluckwit. Despite that, he was smart enough to realise he’d get nowhere if he stayed out in the open without a weapon. He needed time to think. Or, better yet, he needed advice from someone who knew what they were doing.
What’s a hero without his mentor?
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Jack’s idea carried him to the top of the hill at the far end of the village. There, he hurdled a garden fence into a small allotment. Accidentally kicking cabbages aside, he reached a shabby door and knocked three times.
The sound of a chain being drawn across the wood and a stiff bolt being jimmied confirmed that the person he wanted was at home. The door opened part-way and a head appeared in the slit.
“What do you want?” said the old man with a hoarse voice.
“Oh good, you’re not affected.” Jack paused, catching his breath. “Help, Mr Propp. I need help. You’re a mentor, right?”
“Mentor?”
“Yeah, you teach teenagers how to be heroes.”
The man’s eye rolled in the dark. “Not this again. Go away, lad. You’re barking down the wrong burrow.”
The door swung shut but stopped suddenly before closing all the way. Jack grunted.
“Get your foot out of my door before I snap it off!”
“Look,” Jack said, emboldened by his self-surprising display of backbone. “I know how this works; I’ve read all the Old Sagas. The young hero goes to the mentor asking for help, the mentor turns him away because he’s retired, or traumatised by the loss of a previous apprentice, or whatever. Then something happens to the mentor and the hero bursts into action, surprising him enough to win him over. I’d love to go through that process, I really would, but there isn’t time.”
“Forget it, lad. I’m no mentor.”
“Listen to me! The village is under attack! Some guy called the Scarlet Overlord has sent law keepers to take our treasures. Six elves and a handful of these big, ugly things. Monsters, they are, all teeth and pink skin. They’re–”
“I can’t help you. Now, good day.”
The door slammed again. This time Jack barred it with two open palms. A bolt of pain shot up his wrists. Frustrated, the old man decided on a different tactic. Flinging the door open, he launched onto his front step, surprisingly lithely for a man of his age. He loomed over Jack, chest puffed out, his fog-coloured beard filling the space between them.
“Stand back. Now,” he warned.
“But–” Jack was leaning back, squirming under the larger man’s stare.
“Just because I’m a lonely, old man and I have a beard, that doesn’t mean I’m some sort of hero-maker. You know what you are? Ageist!”
“But Angelo said you trained him to–”
“Angelo? That boy’s an idiot. My grandson, yes, but still an idiot. He believes he’s come sort of Chosen One. I didn’t train him to do anything. I get him to move wardrobes and paint fences whenever he visits. If he gleans some other meaning from doing chores for me then good for him. Honestly, you young boys and your ridiculous ideas about changing the world. I don’t know where you get them from. Back in my day–”
“But you were a warrior, weren’t you?”
“Not exactly. I served as a chef in the White Sorcerer’s army.”
“A cook?”
“A chef… There’s a difference. And anyway, I’m retired now. Sorry, but if you’re looking for someone to teach you how to wield a sword, I’m not your man.” The old man paused and then looked over Jack’s shoulder. “What’s that?”
Jack spun and followed Mr Propp’s gaze. Down at the square, a fire had broken out. A pillar of cottony smoke billowed from the epicentre of the chaos.
“It’s a long story,” Jack said. “The villagers are fighting back.”
“Fighting back? They didn’t just hand over whatever these law keepers wanted? But… that goes against tradition!”
“I’m afraid that’s my fault.” Jack flashed his Booke of Spells. “You see, I–”
“Woah!” Propp leapt behind his door. “Don’t wave that thing around, boy!”
“What? This? But it’s just–”
“It’s not just anything. Where did you get a thing like that?”
“Found it in the woods.”
“You steal it off a traveller?”
“What? No! I told you; I found it in the woods. It was green with lichen but I cleaned it up well. No idea how long it’s been there.”
A distant scream told Jack the riot had spread from the square. He could already imagine the wave of enraged villagers tramping up the hill. Within minutes, they could be at the front gate, stomping all over Mr Propp’s garden.
“They sound angry. What did you do?” The old man’s feathery eyebrows knitted together in the middle of his brow.
Jack shifted from one foot to the other, fiddling with the book’s spine. “I cast a spell.”
“A spell? Which spell? Be specific.”
Jack shrugged. “Dunno. Bravery, I think.”
“You think? You’ve got no idea what you’re doing, do you? Don’t you know magic is dangerous, lad? You could’ve killed someone!”
“I’m starting to work that bit out.” Jack winced, and tried not to think about Angelo’s crumpled body. “So, can you help me fix it?”
Propp shook his head. “I’m no trained magician, sorry. I can barely train my dog Wet Nose, never mind a boy.” He pointed at a scruffy mongrel chewing its tail behind him in the cottage.
“Fine!” Jack hoisted the book in front of his face. “I’ll manage myself. After all, if I did it once, I can do it again. I just need time.”
“Ha! Time! And you think five minutes will be enough?”
Jack lowered the book below his eye-line and asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Magic isn’t something you can learn in an afternoon,” explained Propp. “I watched the White Sorcerer practicing every day for over a decade while I dropped off his lunch. He was a hundred and forty-seven and was still practicing hard. The steps, the language, the feeling – everything has to be just right. If it were as easy as you make it out to be, don’t you think everyone would be a master magician? No, it’s… Have you read the Old Saga about the Xao Tao monks?”
“The Tongue Fu masters?”
“Exactly. They took ten years just to teach newcomers the basic principles of Tongue Fu. And, even then, faced with battle, the majority forgot everything they learned. Not everyone’s tongue becomes a deadly weapon capable of disarming an attacker.”
“But I’m–”
“Different?” Propp snorted. “Every kid from here to the High Mountains tries martial arts at some point. Most never keep it up long enough to become anything more than a whirlwind of drool and flailing limbs. It takes a lifetime to become a master. Magic is the same.”
“Uh-hu.” Jack turned over a page, distracted. “A lifetime. Got it. In that case, I won’t try to lick them to death.” He folded the corner of a page entitled The Brain Melter before skipping ahead. “What I need is something impressive? Something to scare the law keepers, a big flash or something?”
“Oh gods,” Propp groaned. His eyes flicked towards a cobbled path he had built the previous summer. The din of rioters was growing closer. Soon, he realised, they would be on his doorstep. “Where’s Angelo?” he asked.
“Down at the square. He’s… er… busy,” Jack lied, burying his nose deeper into the Booke of Spells to hide his reddening cheeks. He glanced up at Propp to catch his reaction but was relieved to see that the old man hadn’t yet peeled his gaze away from the brow of the hill. “I doubt he’ll be visiting soon.”
“Hmm,” Propp mused. Spotting his broken cabbage patch for the first time, he eyed the damage with annoyance then gave one last lingering stare past the tree at the border of his property. “They’re coming,” he whispered to himself. “Two minutes at best.”
“Aha! Instant Apocalypse. Just add water. That sounds pretty simple,” Jack chirped.
“And messy,” added Propp.
Not listening, Jack placed the book on the ground and cracked his knuckles. He fidgeted with anticipation, slowly thinking his way through the moves. There was no time to browse any more pages. If Propp was right, he had just over a minute left to come up with something.
“Lad, you don’t want to do that.” Propp moved behind his door. “Pick up the book.”
“I have to do something. They’ll be here in a min–”
“I said pick up the damn book! And come inside while you’re at it. The last thing I want is some godforsaken mercenary tearing up what’s left of my herb garden.”
“But the Scarlet Overlord’s law keepers are–”
“Just doing their job.” Propp pounced from behind the door. “And they’re probably getting short-changed for it, too. What you’re doing is madness. It’ll get everyone killed. Is that what you think a hero would do?”
“Well… I,” Jack faltered.
“I’ve seen that spell in action once before. If you manage to pull it off, those soldiers won’t be scared away. They’ll die. And that’s if you do it right.”
Jack gulped and withdrew his hands. “What happens if I mess it up?”
“You ever stepped on a slug?”
Jack felt the colour drain from his face. “Yeah.”
“Well let’s just say that slug could beat you in a beauty contest if you get it even slightly wrong.”
“But… I need to fix this.”
“And you will, but not this way. Not with anything you’ve read in that book anyway. It’s a book of Dark Magic. No wonder you’re not thinking straight.”
“Dark Magic?” Jack frowned. A dagger of anxiety twisted in his intestines. “What are you saying?”
The old man sighed. “I hate to break it to you, lad, but by picking up that book, you’ve contaminated yourself. There’s no easy way to say this so I’ll just come right out with it… Lad, you’ve cursed yourself. You’re one of the baddies.”
 



Chapter Four 
 
“No!”
“I’m afraid so.”
Having followed Mr Propp into his dark lounge with its flagstone floor and small, open hearth, Jack sat in an old, leather armchair. He slid the Booke of Spells through his fingers and withdrew into his own head, chewing the end of his thumb nail. Wet Nose – Propp’s toffee-coloured terrier – nudged his head into Jack’s lap but he pushed away the dog which, insulted, skulked past a set of bookshelves into a back room.
Ignoring Jack for a second, Propp stood at his living room window, inspecting the path outside from behind the curtain. Only when he was satisfied that they weren’t about to be interrupted by a foot booting the front door off its hinges did he relax and perch opposite his young visitor.
“You haven’t started sniffing the pages yet, have you?” he asked. “I hear that’s the first sign you’re addicted to the book’s power.”
“No!” Jack lowered it from his face.
“I realise this is a lot to take in,” Propp said.
“It is,” Jack confirmed. “Or, at least, it would be if I believed you. There’s no way I’m infected with Dark Magic. I’m not evil. I’m going out of my way to stop evil. Now, the Scarlet Overlord – he’s evil.”
“Is he?” Propp raised an eyebrow. “Have you ever met him?”
Jack hesitated, then shook his head.
“I thought not. Jack, good and evil aren’t as simple as they seem in the Old Sagas, you know. Bad people do good things and pure hearts become misguided. When I worked for the White Sorcerer, practically all his enemies considered him pure evil.”
“And was he?”
“Oh, without a doubt. He murdered thousands of people and bathed in their blood.”
“It doesn’t really paint a great picture of anyone when you use war metaphors like that.”
“That’s not a metaphor. He literally bathed in their blood.”
“Oh.”
“I know. Odd habit, but he did have exceptionally smooth skin. Look, my point is, he wasn’t bad to his men. Yes, he was a tyrant. A war criminal. But, to us, he was just Old Whitey – our boss. We thought our purpose was just, and we were getting paid. Everyone was happy. Except our victims, obviously. I mean, everyone’s a villain to someone but a hero, spouse, or parent to someone else. These Overlords do bad things for good reasons. Like your little mistake. I mean, it’s bad but nobody’s died, right?”
Jack gulped. “Uh, nope… Not at all. Oh, I suppose Mayor Tusk is a little bit dead.”
“Tusk is dead?”
“Yeah. Not because of me, though. One of the elves’ monsters ate him. So… this Dark Magic thing? It can be changed, right?”
Propp hesitated for a moment. Then, with a faint nod of the head, he said, “Probably, lad.”
“And you can help?”
“Um, no. I told you. I don’t know the slightest thing about magic.”
“You knew this book was bad.”
“Yes, but that’s about it. I’m not this great mentor everyone thinks I am. In fact, most old men don’t have a clue around here. Contrary to popular belief, magic is primarily a woman’s domain… a young woman’s.”
“What?”
“Yes, something to do with fertility apparently. Light magic is stronger in women in most cases. Go to any big town and you’ll find academies run by ladies in their twenties on every corner. Plus, they make magic fun for the little ones. Old men don’t bother with such activities. There’s no money in it unless you join an army, and long-term careers are few and far between. You have to have connections to get anywhere in battle magic.”
“Okay…” Jack spun the book in his hands. “So, what do you suggest?”
“I suggest you try using your head for once.”
“Hey!”
“I’m serious. Magic has the power to kill in practiced hands but that doesn’t mean the magician has power. Not real power. No more than a lone fox has power over a farmer. I mean, what’s the use in killing a few chickens if you’ve got nothing to show at the end of it. The farmer still dominates the land. He’s the one with the means to get more chickens and breed them and house their eggs. Do you see what I’m saying?”
“Not really.”
Propp sighed. “How can I make this simpler? Magic in and of itself has power but nothing compared to ordinary words and objects. Without the farmer’s chicken runs, the fox will die. He has no power of his own. No practical means of survival.”
“So what you’re saying is I need to solve this mess by using… words and objects we’ve already got?”
Propp’s face brightened. “For the love of Osi, I think you’ve got it.”
“I do… You’re wise, you know that?”
Propp chuckled. “Not bad for a chef, I suppose.”
“A wise old man helping a young boy save a village. Sounds a lot like a mentor, doesn’t it?”
Propp’s face dropped. “Don’t push it,” he warned. “Damn stereotypes.”
Jack smirked. “But how do we use what we’ve got?” His vision became unfocused for a second has he pondered his problem. Then he gasped:
“Of course! The village relics!” He beamed, remembering the ancient objects of power the Wilderfolk kept locked in Mayor Tusk’s armoury. They were supposedly powerful artefacts from a primitive time, steeped in the iconography of dead religions, meant to be used only during a world-altering emergency. “They’ve got more firepower than those elves could possibly imagine!”
“Um… that’s not exactly what I had in mind,” Propp tried again. “I meant you should use what we’ve got to bargain with this Overlord’s men and negotiate a way out of–”
“Thanks, Mr Propp!” Jack was already on his feet, stuffing the book into his belt. Adjusting his leather breastplate with his free hand, he headed for the door.
“Jack! That’s not what I meant at all, lad. You’ve no idea what–”
The echoing thud of a blunt strike rattled the front door almost off its hinges. Whatever struck the wood sounded heavy. The pair remained silent for what seemed like an eternity, holding their breaths in anticipation.
Eventually, Propp let out a deep sigh.
“I think they’re gone,” he whispered.
Then another almighty slam thundered against the front door and it blistered. Fragments of wood fired in every direction. Jack yelped and pressed himself against the wall as a colossal, pink hand reached into the cottage.
Chapter Five 
 
 
“This one of those monsters you were talking about?” asked Propp.
“Either that, or old Mrs Crook from Wheatgrass Cottage has let herself go.”
Not wasting any time, the old man dragged Jack through the wreckage to a room at the rear of the house. There, he opened a door and shoved him outside into a walled garden. Jack hurdled a rosebush on his way to the back gate. He didn’t notice the elf spring from cover until it was already too late.
“Oof!” he wheezed as a fist was forced into his ribs.
His lungs screamed and, collapsing, he fell to his knees. His attacker circled closer, pushing down on his shoulders, causing him to sprawl. The elf raised his visor, a scowl stretching from his mouth to his eyes.
“You’ve caused us a great deal of work, boy,” said the elf. Jack recognised him as the one standing beside Tamos in the square. Sticking out under his helmet, his forehead was slick with a mop of sweaty, white hair. “A psychosis charm? Unorthodox but effective, I must admit. Good to see you don’t mind throwing your own people under the waggon, too. Were you not about to die, you might have had a promising career.”
“It’s wasn’t meant to make them crazy,” Jack argued. “It was meant to make them brave.”
“Whatever.” The elf shunted him in the face with the hilt of his sword, causing pain to explode in his cheek. “Make all the excuses you want. You’re the one who’s going to have to deal with causing the deaths of so many people. Someone has to be hung out to dry and made an example of for this whole thing to go away. And that person is going to be you.”
Jack glanced at the back door of the cottage. Over the elf’s shoulder, a movement caught his eye. Propp was tiptoeing towards them, a poker in hand. The elf hadn’t noticed. He was too busy gloating.
“It didn’t have to go this way, you know,” he continued. “It could have all been avoided. If you’d have just let that kid they called the Chosen One attack us, this would have been over quickly. He would have been arrested and the village would have been taxed and left alone. You would never have been caught using illegal magic. But you didn’t… did you?”
Jack kept his defiant gaze focused on his attacker, not wanting to give away the ambush. Upon hearing about Angelo, he sensed Propp pause.
“You didn’t let that kid attack, though, did you?” the elf repeated. He dragged Jack by the collar, pulling their faces closer until Jack staggered on his knees. “Answer me.”
“I didn’t.”
“No, you didn’t. You let him die. You killed the halfwit!”
The attack came faster than Jack’s eyes could follow. One moment, the elf’s face was sneering, triumphant, the next, his helmet had been wrenched from his head and the side of his skull imploded.
“You lied!” Propp didn’t even wait for the elf’s body to drop. “Angelo’s dead! You knew and you never told me. You caused these invaders to murder him… and then you sought me out for help?” Propp saw the guilty expression on Jack’s face and his eyes widened. For a moment, his face fell slack, giving the impression that all the nerves had been removed. His lower lip wobbled. Then his eyes narrowed again. “You didn’t cause it?” Jack could see the old man’s brain working, clawing its way to the truth. “You… you killed him… with magic!”
There it was. The ugly head of reality unmasked. Propp’s face bore a mix of emotions – somewhere between anger and horror. Not horror at hearing of the death, but a more primal horror as he suddenly realised that a killer had been in his company the whole time.
The rhythmic thudding of his pulse throbbed between Jack’s ears. Still on his knees, he was powerless to resist the old chef with his poker.
“Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” Propp demanded. “Go on! Try to weasel out of it. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re not wrong,” were the only words Jack could muster. Might as well come clean, he thought.
“I’m not wrong…? That’s it?” Propp pushed his free hand over his bald crown, smoothing down the feathery tufts at the sides. His rage was building. “I’m not wrong! Is that all you’ve got? Where’s the remorse, boy? The regret?”
“It was an accident.” Tears brimmed in Jack’s eyes. “You have to understand–”
“Oh, I understand. I understand perfectly well. You are cursed, but not by that book. You were probably a monster long before you found that thing in the woods. I understand… and I know exactly what to do about it.” He weighed the iron poker in his fist, fingers clenched white against the metal.
“No! Not you, too! I didn’t mean it. I swear. I’m sorry.”
A huge, naked creature took them both by surprise, pouring over the garden fence. Propp’s mouth shot open and be swung his weapon but was too slow. Unable to make contact, he screamed as the monster descended on him. The pelicanesque sack of skin webbed between its three jaws ballooned for a moment before impact. Then its toothed mandibles engulfed the old man completely. He screamed but it was cut short by the sound of something snapping.
Jack hoped the crunch was of something vital, something that would end Propp’s pain quickly. He didn’t wait to find out, and he certainly didn’t try to fight to free him. Instead, he just ran.
Jack wished he could attribute his next few moves to some ingenious plan. He couldn’t, of course. His mind, drowning in panic, was moving without coherent thought. Fortunately for his tingling fingers, the bolt on the garden gate slid across with unexpected ease. In less than three seconds, he was free, blundering through overgrown thickets of leaves and branches, blinded by fear and rushing vegetation, but still running.
His feet skidded as a carpet of fallen leaves came loose under him and he fell, landed awkwardly, and rolled. Thorns pressed into his flesh and snagged on his armour. Still, he sprung up without complaint and rushed out of the trees. He emerged on a dirt path hunting trail, close enough to the village for children to practice but not so far that they could get lost or eaten by wild animals.
That way, he decided, using a familiar tree as a landmark. He remembered his earlier idea of reaching Mayor Tusk’s armoury – a stock room attached to the meeting hall, where most of the community’s decisions were made. The weapons he sought were on display in a cabinet in the hall, near the armoury door. They had been there so long the villagers barely noticed them anymore. Most never bothered to learn their secrets, and Jack was with them. All he knew was they were old and powerful, some stolen from other villages during a more barbaric time, others created by long-dead warlocks who once protected their community.
Despite a hundred little cuts and a stain of orange earth smeared down his left thigh, he limped onward, glancing over his shoulder to make sure the beast hadn’t followed him from the garden. No doubt it had picked up his scent. He just hoped his sprint through the leaves was enough to throw it off his trail.
A short jog led him back to the centre of the village, where he discovered that a lot had changed in the half-hour he had been gone. While the crowd was still rioting, dozens had been captured and shackled in the centre of the plaza with their hands and feet bound. A handful were either unconscious or dead. They lay sprawled under thatched eaves, eerily still, face down in the blood-blasted earth.
A gang had formed a barricade in one of the village’s alleys but the Scarlet Overlord’s soldiers appeared unconcerned. One of their beasts protected them as they tore through the crowd, battering civilians and tossing their bodies aside. The unruliest of rebels were plucked clean off the paths and hurled, spinning, into stone walls. Their voices fell silent before the dust of their impact had even settled.
Jack avoided most of the carnage by darting from one hiding spot to another and giving rioters a wide birth. He stuck close to a ridge of small storage sheds that provided cover on his way to the Mayor’s armoury. It was just ahead. A squat building – one of the few that boasted a second storey – it dominated the low skyline with its upturned-hull shaped roof.
Jack approached its heavy, mahogany doors with trepidation. The chain that usually held the handles together had been cleaved apart. He hoped for his sake that whoever’s handiwork it was had been taken down before they managed to get between the doors.
Taking one deep breath, he glanced over his shoulder to ensure nobody was making a beeline for him and then pushed open one of the doors and slipped into the building.
 



Chapter Six 
 
The meeting hall contrasted the pandemonium of the main square by its complete silence. With its stone floor, candelabras, and main stage, it gave the impression of a place of worship. A pious sanctuary, untouched by violence. No part of it suggested it housed some of the community’s most dangerous magical weapons collected as the spoils of war. Then again, they had been stored there for so long they were now regarded as no more than dusty ornaments.
Jack crouched, lowering his centre of gravity, and entered the cavernous room. He moved slowly, probing the alcoves for signs of movement. His boots made hollow clopping noises on the flagstones, amplified by the room’s acoustics. His fingers twitched, unsure what to do without a weapon to entertain them.
“Anyone here?” he whispered. It was the kind of whisper people use when struggling to find an acceptable balance between speaking loudly enough to grab a friend’s attention, while at the same time not being noticed by adversaries. To his relief, nobody answered. He was alone.
He broke the silence, dashing to the altar on the side of the main stage. There, he found the cabinet. The artefacts were stored behind glass. Flinging open the cabinet door, he peered inside and licked his unusually dry lips. The relics exuded power. He could feel their throbbing, imaginary hearts. Their coiled potential made his skin tingle just thinking about it.
There was a humanoid skull with a ridge of bony plates that ran from its forehead to the back of its cranium. Next to that was a black pot, bumpy and crudely formed, complete with thumbprints. Then there was a stone orb. Radiating strength, it was the colour of obsidian and shone faintly beneath a layer of dust. Five identical orbs sat on a lower shelf. He could sense their power.
Jack reached in and plucked the top ball from the shelf. He tested its weight, smoothing the dust off with both hands. It was surprisingly light for a stone object the size of two fists. As he turned it over, a subtle shift in weight told him there was something inside the hollow shell.
An egg? he wondered.
They were ubiquitous in the Old Sagas. Dragons, griffins, giant spiders – all left an egg with a hero at some point. Was this relic an unhatched example, preserved into the modern world? Was it hexed? Cursed? Infused with magic by a god? Or just dead? He shook it. Whatever was inside didn’t rattle.
Luckily, it came with a label. A small tag lay on the shelf, having fallen off when he picked up the orb. Reaching in, he lifted the paper and squinted at it. A single, faded word – “darkness” – was faintly visible. The rest had been lost to time.
A low, throaty growl reminded Jack of the danger all around him. In the silence, he had forgotten about it.
“Huh?” He glanced around the room. “Is someone there?”
All the doors were closed. Nobody had entered since he’d arrived. He was sure nobody was there when he came in, either. With only a handful of pews and a few alcoves in the hall, good hiding spots were limited.
Must have been outside¸ he reasoned.
Another growl put that theory to bed in an instant.
Hairs prickling on his neck, Jack peered upwards and gasped. Directly above him, clinging to the rafters was one of the enormous pink animals. Its skin dangled away from its body so much that a person seeing it from far away might have mistaken it for rotten fruit. Its head was twisted, milky eyes trained on him.
“Um…”
He looked at the hall’s main double doors. Could he make it in time? The creature had seen him but that didn’t necessarily mean it would attack. It stayed completely still. Perhaps it had gorged itself on villagers and was full. Maybe it only attacked when instructed by one of its elf masters. There could be any number of reasons why it wasn’t already sliding Jack’s mulched corpse down its gullet. If only he could move slowly enough…
He took a slow step towards the door. In response, the monster grumbled in a crocodilian way without opening its mouth. A clear warning: Don’t move. He stopped short of taking another step and, for a long while, both boy and monster watched each other. He was pinned. That meant he had only one option: move fast.
Three…
Two…
One…
He bolted across the flagstones, pumping his arms to propel himself forward while the monster swung overhead. The rafters above Jack groaned as it sprang into the open air. He felt its cold shadow cross over him. It suddenly became apparent that he wasn’t going to get the door open in time. He’d be crushed long before he managed to yank the handle.
Moving too fast to fight his own momentum and change direction, he tried a different tack. He leaped, hit the doors feet first, and kicked off. Pain twinged in his knees but, fortunately, he didn’t break anything. Instead, he slammed into the hard mahogany and rebounded. His back struck the ground first, winding him, but he managed to keep his head from hitting the stone floor. Then he was suddenly sliding on his back in the opposite direction, having sprung off the door.
The monster, however, wasn’t so nimble. Turning its war horn scream into one of unbridled shock, it shrieked, narrowly missing Jack’s body. It hit the wood with all the force of a landslide. The doors buckled on impact and the hall rang with a clatter so loud bystanders might have assumed the whole structure was collapsing. Indeed, for a moment, Jack thought it might, too. As the doors cracked and splintered, the monster sent fault lines snaking up the walls, and it tumbled into the village square.
Behind him Jack heard a bang and realised the disruption had caused the cabinet holding the relics to fall on its face. The shelves had split and artefacts spilled in all directions. Their pottery components shattered on impact, skimming fine pieces across the flagstones.
Jack’s eyes shot wide but, to his relief, the roof didn’t cave in on top of him. Seeing that the monster had nearly knocked itself unconscious, he rolled onto his feet and scampered out into the daylight.
Miraculously, the orb was still in his right hand as he entered Cramwell’s square. Bodies littered the ground, arms sprawled wide, heads at disturbing angles. It was unclear whether they were dead or unconscious. There was no time to take a closer look, though, because the beast was recovering.
“Hey, boy!”
Jack’s head turned sideways and he spotted an elf heading his way. It was the shortest of the group. Even so, he was still a full half a head taller than Jack and shared his comrades’ elfin agility.
“Stay back!” Jack said.
He thrust the black orb into the air. Its appearance had a sobering effect on the surrounding Wilderfolk. Recognition flashed on their faces. Most stepped away, giving Jack a wide birth, despite their psychosis.
“Do you know what this thing does?” he asked. The elf’s eyes shifted with concern to the Wilderfolk around him but his blank expression told Jack he didn’t. “No? Well, let me tell you. It’s a weapon from the days of Strong Magic, acquired from a warlock over a century ago. It has power unlike anything your Scarlet Overlord has ever seen.”
Beside Jack, the gargantuan creature was stirring. It had a nasty bump on the head and was stunned but seemed irritatingly uninjured.
“You hear that, beast?” he yelled. “This ball can kill anything. Even you.”
Hoisting its wrinkly body up on six shaky knees, the monster slunk back and circled behind the elf.
It understands! The revelation sent Jack dizzy with the heady thrill of control. It took almost all his effort not to laugh like a maniac. He was bluffing, of course. He’d made up the history but it didn’t matter. It was working. Even when he saw three more law keepers enter the square, he maintained his confidence in the newly-found power of the orb.
The two remaining monsters followed closely behind the new arrivals, crawling over rooftops and down walls face-first with unsettling balance. One even managed this while carrying his princess in one hand. The last two elves weren’t far behind. While the gnarl with the princess zeroed in on Jack’s location, the third one peeled away, tearing into the crowd.
“What’s going on?” demanded Tamos’ familiar voice. He was the last to arrive. When he spotted Jack, his mouth became an angry line. “You again?”
“Yeah. Me!” Jack laughed, his head bobbing with self-satisfaction. “Remember this face because it’s the last thing you’ll see as I march you lot out of here.”
The lead elf frowned. “You what?”
“You heard me.”
“Tamos, I’d listen to him if I were you. He’s got a centuries’ old weapon. A magical one,” said the smallest elf. His sword lowered. Behind him, the beasts cowered.
Tamos scratched his chin. “Centuries’ old, you say? Well in that case, Anders, you’d better stand back.”
“Yeah, well back!” said Jack. “You and your…” He waved a dismissive hand at the giant, pink monsters. “Horses?”
“Horses?” This time it was Tamos’ turn to laugh. “You mean our bosses?”
“Bosses?” Jack frowned. “What?”
“Yes… we’re not the law keepers. You know that, right?” said Tamos. “We don’t ride the gnarls; we serve them.”
“You…?”
“Yeah. They can’t speak human languages – their vocal chords don’t allow it – so they hired our mercenary troop to translate. Who did you think was in charge?” Behind him, one of the gnarls offered a guttural throat vibration. “By the way, Frank says he’s insulted by your Old Sagas. And honestly, I don’t blame him. Just look at them. Every one of the races they talk about are humanoid. What’s up with that? All that separates them are different skin colours and funny ears. You didn’t think there were only humans, elves, dwarves, and the goblin races, did you?”
Shaken but not deterred, Jack levelled the orb at the elf.
“Maybe they only mentioned those because these… beasts… are primitive. They don’t have civilisation. They’re lumbering animals that don’t understand basic ideol–”
The elf pulled a face, warning Jack that he had crossed a line. For someone facing imminent death, the elf seemed awfully relaxed. Jack glanced over his shoulder, wondering if maybe someone was creeping up behind him but there was nobody there. Patiently, Tamos waited for his voice to trail off.
“No civilisation?” said the elf. “The gnarls are the elves’ biggest trading partners. Their apothecaries have revolutionised healing practices. Their mines are more efficient than most dwarf operations. And don’t even get me started on magic. These guys are over here offering their services as law keepers while their leader discusses the cutting edge in magical research with the Scarlet Overlord.
“You Wilderfolk are living in the dark this far from civilisation. I mean, really? You think non-humanoids aren’t powerful and could never rule anything? They can and, in most cases, they do.” The beast with the chained princess growled. “Yes, Tony, of course. I agree.”
Jack shifted with discomfort. “What did he say?”
“He said I need to disarm you before you hurt yourself.”
“What! If you think–”
“Honestly, kid,” Tamos cut him off. “It’s me or him, and I think you’d prefer my tactic. We’re looting this village whether you like it or not. Now you’ve shown yourself to be a hero. Save yourself the heartache, before this gets really embarrassing for all of us, and stand down.”
At a loss, Jack stammered. “But… But… the relic. I’ll use it, I swear!”
Tamos rolled his eyes. “Okay, Tony.” He waved his arms theatrically in mock fear. “He’s having it his way. Stand back… you know,” he smiled, “to get a better view.”
Behind him the gnarl dragged the princess closer by her stout chain. Her shackled wrists were glowing with raw flesh but she said nothing, her face stoic. Now with two massive creatures looming directly behind him, Tamos looked even less concerned by Jack’s threats. Jack tried not to take notice. He responded with a steely gaze. He didn’t want to ask the question, but he couldn’t’ help himself. “A view of what?”
“Glad you asked.” Tamos inspected his sword. Sliding it back into its scabbard, he took a step forward. Jack squeezed the orb tighter and shifted on his feet but Tamos remained relaxed. “A view of me publicly embarrassing you… oh, great hero.” He bowed low, his words dripping with sarcasm. “You see–”
“Oi! Rabbit ears, get back!” Jack warned. His hands were sweating. He hoped the liquid moistening the orb’s dusty coating didn’t affect its potency. With one attempt at this, he had to make it count. “I said, get back!”
Still Tamos didn’t listen. He didn’t even break his stride. “The annoying thing about visiting you Wilderfolk,” he said, “is you live in the most hard-to-reach places. Seriously, it was a nightmare trekking through the forest to get here. But, if I’m honest with myself, I like the challenge. You know why? Because you’re such easy pickings when we reach you.”
“Don’t tempt me!” said Jack.
Tamos ignored him. “You have no access to modern knowledge. No link to the outside world. Your magic is fading and you’ve got nothing to replace it with. And that makes you vulnerable, because when people like us come along with the power of an Overlord behind us, you grasp at straws. Without a decent warlock to protect you, you guess at how magic works. You make mistakes.”
Close now, the elf grabbed Jack’s wrist. Jack squeezed the relic tighter, and for a moment they wrestled, Jack wondering how to make its power kick in, the elf somehow certain it wouldn’t. Twisting Jack aside, Tamos wrenched the orb out of his hands and held it up to the light. He didn’t even take a second look at Jack, whose cheeks were burning red with embarrassment at the ease of his defeat.
Tamos chuckled as he inspected the orb. “Centuries-old relics,” he said. “Powerful. Ancient… Past their expiry date. Did you know that? Just because something was once a weapon, that doesn’t make it one now. Swords dull. Bows loosen. Magical tools are no different. There’s probably a best-before date pressed into this somewhere.” He turned it over. “You’ve been reading your Old Sagas too closely, you simpleton. It’s all allegorical! Power means value – influence – not firepower. And this piece of tat is worthless. Look! Not even a date on it. Probably made by some second-rate hack.”
He tossed the orb over his shoulder, looking disinterested as it landed at the feet of the closest gnarl and cracked open, the contents spilling into the cobbled square. When it did, however, he saw that it was filled with a coarse dust and his opinion seemed to change.
“Is that…?”
Spark powder. Jack reached the conclusion before he did. He had seen the devastating effects of spark powder when his father had once accidentally dismantled an old war urn at his forge. It took weeks to fix the damage and get him back to work. This changed everything. Diving for the elf’s belt, he snatched his sword from its scabbard.
“Hey!” yelled Tamos, almost amused. “What do you think you’re playing at – wait, no!”
Realisation struck him far too late as Jack put distance between them and then – to everybody’s surprise – hurled the sword. Torpedoing to the ground, the blade glinted off a cobble, showering sparks over the powder. That was all he needed. Had he had enough time to smirk, he would have, but the reaction was too fast. The instant the blade’s sparks hit the powder, the air under the gnarl became a black and orange inferno. Jack shielded his face but was unprepared as a shockwave punched him through the air.
Blown off his feet, the last thing Jack saw was the monster’s body, engulfed in flames, thrashing next to the princess. At the same time, something silver flashed by his head and he heard the familiar swoosh of a blade slicing through the air. It was the sword, propelled by the blast’s bone-shattering pressure. It landed somewhere behind him.
Jack hit hard against the ground, groaning as a hail of earth and stone rained down on him. For a moment he was convinced he was paralysed. Then pain pierced through the numbness in his body. He heard a banshee scream and realised Tamos was up. The elf had survived the blast, and he wasn’t amused.
 



Chapter Seven
 
Everything was obscured by a blue haze when Jack came to, blinking and staring in a stupor. His ears were ringing. The first time he heard Tamos scream, he couldn’t make out the words but he knew was he was in trouble.
Adrenaline forced him up and away. He dropped onto all fours, seeing red drip onto his hand. Where it came from, he wasn’t sure. The explosion had vaporised his thoughts, turning them into a cloud which hung just out of his reach.
Using the wall for balance, he righted himself and got a view of the square. All around, Wilderfolk were running and screaming. No buildings were damaged but the spray of earth and gore was far-reaching. Its sediment layered most of the open plaza. He could hear panicked voices faintly through a filter of deafness.
The site where the gnarls had been was a mess. One of the beasts – the one that had attacked him in the hall – was on its side, clambering but not gaining purchase. Its milky eyes were wide with panic. Two of its legs were missing, replaced by charred stumps.
The other was dead. The explosion had carved a chunk of flesh and bone the size of a prize-winning pumpkin out of its ribcage and its guts were spilled over the cobbles. By some miracle its body had shielded the princess from the worst of the blast. She was on the ground, unconscious. The chain that connected them like an umbilical cord was slack, the end formerly clutched by the monster dangling free.
Where’s Tamos? This pressing question was at the forefront of Jack’s mind. Certain he had heard the elf scream, he searched the destruction for a body. There was none. Should he find him? Did he need help? No, Jack, he thought to himself, trying to shake the lunacy of shock.
Hurt or not, Tamos was a threat. Although closer than Jack to the epicentre, the elf hadn’t been close enough to be torn apart by the fireball. His guess was that he had similarly been thrown through the air and had landed somewhere in the wreckage.
Ignoring the ringing in his ears, Jack crouched low and scampered to the girl in chains.
“Hello?” He nudged her unresponsive shoulder.
Up close she appeared even more regal that before. Even unconscious, with scorched hair and skin tarnished with filth, she maintained the unearthly beauty associated with young women of her standing. Jack tapped her face lightly and blew a sigh of relief when she opened her eyes.
“You?” was the first word that escaped her lips. A faint line creased the space between her eyebrows. “What…? I…”
“It’s okay. There’s been an accident,” he explained. It was unclear how much she understood. “We don’t have much time so I’m going to pick you up.”
“What? But…”
“It’s your only chance at freedom. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”
The lie was obvious. He could tell by the look on her face that, even though she was confused, she still didn’t believe him. Just as he was about to disregard her confusion and reach under her legs and back, she slapped away his hands.
“Unhand me, boy!”
“But…” he said. “I’m saving you.” Heat flashed in his cheeks, betraying his inexperience.
“Saving me?” Fury caused her whole body to tense. She sat up, glancing at the disembowelled monster lying next to her, and gasped. Jack assumed this was a good time to drag her away. That her fight or flight response would settle on flight. He was wrong. With a voice barbed with accusation, she said, “What in Osi’s name have you done?”
“Um...” Jack faltered. Admittedly, he hadn’t anticipated a quiz in the middle of a war zone. “Slayed the monster?”
“Slayed? Does anyone even talk like that anymore? Argh! You’ve murdered Tony!”
“No, I – You were chained up!”
“Yes. I was!” She rattled the chain at Jack as if to prove her point. “I’m a conquered royal, stripped of my money and power! Do you know what that means?”
“Uh–”
“It means I have three options: get beheaded, get thrown to the troops as spoils of war, or look for a protector. I chose option three and you ruined it!”
“The elf?”
“Not the elf, you buffoon! Tony. He’s a low-born noble back in his own kingdom… and my boyfriend!”
Now it was Jack’s time to gasp. He glanced at the hulking corpse with distaste.
“That thing? But, you looked so miserable. The chains?”
“He’s into it. And quite frankly, so am I! I don’t smile because it gives me wrinkles.”
“Um…”
Suddenly Jack didn’t know where to look. A kinky, gold-digging princess with a monster fetish. He’d read the Old Sagas dozens of times. Nowhere did they have any instructions on how to deal with something like this.
“I can still save you,” he tried.
The next word that came out of her mouth was an expletive. Followed by a glob of spit in the dirt. “That’s what I think of your rescue attempt! Now, get out of my face.”
Jack wanted to retort. To convince her to believe in him. Though, he didn’t have the luxury of time. Having peeled away from the rest of the group, the final gnarl was out of sight, no doubt crushing villagers down an alleyway somewhere. It was probably safe to assume, though, that it had heard the blast and was already on its way. Knowing he had no other option, he whirled away and dismissed her with a frustrated wave.
Tamos had arrived on the scene, limping. His helmet was missing and his face was slick with blood that seeped from a wound somewhere in his tangled hair. Despite the wince that showed on his face every time he took a step, it was clear he had no intention of slinking off to lick his wounds.
The first slice of a blade came without warning. Jack didn’t hear it as it swept through the air near his throat. His ears were still ringing with white noise.
“You have no idea what you’ve done!” screamed the elf. “You’ve ruined this mission. You’ve murdered an official representative of the Scarlet Overlord. He had a wife and eight hundred kids back home! Are you going to tell them what you’ve done?”
“A wife!” gasped the princess. Jack and Tamos ignored her.
Another glint of a dagger sliced through the air. Jack barely managed to dodge it.
“He was going to kill me!” Jack complained.
“Forget him,” Tamos snarled. “To hell with the Overlord’s orders. I’m going to kill you!”
It was obvious now that the other elves and the remaining gnarl had seen the explosion just as Jack expected. The brawling hadn’t stopped. Faced by the crazed mob of psychopathic villagers, they were delayed, but Jack could see they were now making a beeline for him.
He needed another relic.
Can I make it back inside?
He wiped the sweat out of his eyes and squinted at his hands. They were the colour of winter berries. Viscous, arterial blood was pumping from his scalp.
If I can just make it…
But he knew he couldn’t. Tamos stood between him and the destroyed hall entrance. Even if he managed to sidestep the elf and overturn the cupboard to get access to its last remaining treasures, there was no telling what else those relics would do. They weren’t magic. At least, not the one he’d chosen. It was explosive. And as for the others, who knew?
As much as he hated to admit it, Tamos was right: Jack was a fool. He knew nothing about magic, and every time he tried to do something someone got hurt. He was a liability and so was his plan. It would only get him trapped. And the Scarlet Overlord’s warriors wouldn’t allow him a second opportunity to escape.
Jack panicked. He had messed up badly. Everything he had done since the invaders had arrived had only made things worse. They were at the mercy of the Overlord. It was Jack who had caused the people most of their grief, driven them against each other, murdered their greatest hope, destroyed their armoury. He knew the psychosis spell had to wear off. At least, he hoped it would. But there were no guarantees.
He was suffocating. Literally, he couldn’t breathe. Taking a weary step back from Tamos, he bounded away, aware of the stares around him as he got as much distance between him and everyone else as possible.
“Yeah, run, coward! You never were a hero,” Tamos spat. “Don’t think this will make anything better.” He turned to the others as they returned to him for further orders. The last gnarl was a charging bull, stomping anything that fell into its path and grinding bodies into the ground. When it locked eyes with Tamos, it let out a yearning, sombre, gurgle.
“I agree, Marcus,” sneered Tamos. “What the Overlord doesn’t know won’t hurt him. “Elves, lay waste to this village. I mean it. To Osi’s hell with them! Remove it from the map.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
Jack didn’t get far before he found his path blocked. A stout man with a thatched moustache and sleeves rolled up past his hairy forearms stepped in his way before he even made it past the end of the street. It was his father, Todrick. He was barely recognisable now. His shirt was torn and there was a wild, primitive look in his eyes. His face was a puffy mask of midnight-blue bruising. Jack could roughly tell what he was thinking by the way he was handling a pitchfork.
“Not now!” Jack yelped, partly to himself as he failed to sidestep his father. “I want to help but I can’t deal with this now.”
Making eye contact was impossible. He just couldn’t bring himself to peer into the soul of the animal he had created. Trying to dodge him a second time, Jack dropped and rolled. The fork’s prongs stabbed into the cobblestones under his feet and he halted. Confused, he tried to work out why he couldn’t get up. He glanced at the pitchfork. The spikes had narrowly missed his body but had staked his tunic between a couple of cobbles.
“I always suspected you’d turn out a disappointment,” Todrick whispered.
“Papa, no! Please.” Tears welled in Jack’s eyes, but his father didn’t seem to care. He pulled the pitchfork out of the ground and wrenched Jack up by the scruff of his collar.
“Weak,” he said. “I saw it. Your mother saw it. She stayed up every night for the first month of your life just to make sure you didn’t die in your cot like the boy next door. Now I realise she shouldn’t have bothered.”
The insult burned. He knew the words weren’t coming from his father – not really – but they still struck home. A natural dreamer with ideas nobody in the village understood, Jack had always been considered an oddball, a disappointment. His parents would never say it that way, but he knew that’s what they thought. It just took turning one of them into a monster to hear it. He was just glad his mother wasn’t around to hear. Hopefully, she was still at home. Though, there was little doubt, she had heard the explosion.
Todrick’s meaty fist hit Jack square in the jaw and his head snapped back. The piercing whine he had been hearing since the explosion was silenced for an instant. Then, after a brief respite, it returned. Not that it mattered. A fog had descended over his mind.
“Please,” he mumbled.
Another punch. More silence.
His father tossed his near-lifeless body to one side, shredding the cotton of Jack’s trousers and tunic on the edge of the pitchfork. Jack cried out as his back struck a hard edge. Something rectangular that had fallen out of his belt. The Booke of Spells.
Somewhere within earshot Tamos barked abuse. “You think humans are the centre of this world? That monsters can always be overcome, despite their magical prowess, their superior battle tactics, and their freedom from the shackles of honour? Well they can’t, and it’s time you saw their true power with your own eyes! It’s time you realised that heroes never win in the real world!”
Drunk on his own bloodlust, the elf kept ranting. His minions kept slaughtering. People kept dying. And Jack took blow after blow after blow from his father. A particularly brutal punch made him spit blood, his eyes rolling in his head. Only when they focused did he realise he had fallen on top of the battered book. It lay open under him. Jack recognised the exposed spell. He had used it once before.
Rolling onto his elbows, he took a closer look. Then a boot slammed into his torso and a bolt of shooting pain ran up his side. A broken rib? Whatever it was, he was screaming. He kept trying to get up but struggled to gain purchase. The next time his father swung his boot he was ready and rolled out of the way. His father overbalanced and fell. Jack took this as his opportunity and grabbed the book.
On his feet, he raised a finger and pointed. Tamos was laughing. His violent grin faded when he saw Jack was upright.
“What are you doing?” he snarled. “One last bid at heroism? Don’t make me laugh!”
Something moved in the edge of Jack’s vision. His father was flying at him, pitchfork held in two hands, raised above his head. Jack flinched, not for his own safety, but because a second attacker swooped in faster. It was a neighbour. A stout woman with a shrewish face.
Coming up behind Todrick with a carving knife in her hand, she thrust it into his side. The old blacksmith stopped in his tracks. For a second it appeared he couldn’t quite work out what had just happened. The blade was buried up to its hilt in his flesh.
Stunned, Jack froze. His initial reaction was to rush to his father’s side and hold him up as the pitchfork slipped from his hands but it was already too late. Seeing his body crumple, he stared, petrified by shock. Air clogged in his throat like mud and he felt his lashes turn wet.
“Argh!” The next noise that came out of him was primordial. It came with savage thoughts, not restrained by reason. He moved quickly. Snatching the knife out of his father’s body, he swung it up, slicing, first air, then skin. A fraction of a second later, a dark patch spread across the woman’s chest and she fell, screaming.
Jack wanted to stop there but he kept going. He knelt down and kept stabbing the woman to make sure she didn’t get back up. Jack knew this was all his fault. He had murdered his father, and Angelo. And he was stabbing this poor woman to death, too. He wanted to stop but he couldn’t help himself. Even now, struggling to breathe through the tears, he couldn’t stop. He just needed somewhere to focus his anger. Someone else to blame.
He had caused these horrible things. An unpractised puppeteer, he had pulled strings before finding out how they worked, and the story he imagined had gone terribly wrong. Now he had one last string to pull.
He staggered up breathlessly and pointed his spell hand at Tamos. His index finger was trembling, his hands covered in blood.
Tamos’ mouth formed an impressed smirk. “There might be hope for you after all, boy. Feel better now?”
Jack ignored him. His reaction had been one of pure instinct. A violent means to clear a space around his father. Now, however, was different. He wasn’t filled with the frantic fight-or-flight response. He wasn’t acting on some primitive reflex. His head was clear and his intention was certain.
His spell hand began to move. First it swept low, and he crouched. He whirled, remembering the ancient, guttural words without reading them off the page. He never stumbled, blocking out everything around him. Realising what was going on, Tamos’ grin disappeared. Scrambling for a sword strewn on ground, he began to close the distance between them.
Jack spun a second time, continuing the dance laid out in the book. Each second, he was aware that Tamos was closing in. The elf had reached the edge of the square. Clubbing a villager aside with the hilt of his sword, he strode confidently.
Jack came to his final move, knowing it was perfect. He grinned at Tamos who was now only a few feet away. Speaking quickly, Jack raised his spell hand and pointed at the elf. Then he turned his hand on himself.
 



Chapter Nine
 
He didn’t want to care anymore. The pain was too great. He had hurt his people and himself. And he knew he was about to do it again. There was no turning back.
For the first time ever, Jack’s mind went completely quiet. All fear was gone. His father was caked in dirt and blood on the cobbles at his feet, dead, yet he felt nothing.
Tamos had stopped only feet away, a look of confusion on his face. Jack wasn’t sure how the elf had got there, but Tamos was on his knees.
“Any last words?” Jack’s voice sounded unfamiliar. It had acquired a husky quality, a brevity that exuded confidence in every word.
“You missed!” The elf laughed, but there was no humour in it. “Even after all this, you had one chance and you missed – on purpose!” He stood up stiffly, taller than Jack. “And you’re asking me if I have any last words?” He laughed again. “Weak. That’s what you are. I don’t know if you know how this works, boy, but I thought you’d realise by now that heroics don’t work in the real world.”
Jack swiftly produced the Booke of Spells from his belt and opened it. His spell hand raised, he perused a page he had read many times, unconcerned by the elf whose body had now gone rigid. Jack knew from what he had read that the elf was petrifying, filling with paralysing dread, in spite of his fool’s confidence.
In the past Jack had made a conscious decision not to use the black magic from the back pages of the book. However, that didn’t mean he hadn’t read the spells with great interest and memorised them.
“Indeed, you’re correct,” he said finally in response to a whimper from Tamos. “Heroics don’t work.”
Jack didn’t know what he might do next as he looked at Tamos. There was a freedom about such unpredictability he had never experienced before. A carelessness. He knew he could do any number of things and not bat an eyelid. Guilt was an emotion he no longer entertained. The spell he had turned on himself had sucked every trace of that weakness from his body. Each second, his old self slipped further away. But he didn’t care, for he knew he had made the right decision.
Heroes had their place in the world but this wasn’t one of them. No. What the village needed now was a villain. Not someone who would do what was right. Quite the opposite. They needed someone who was willing to get dirty to survive.
For the first time, he wondered why he ever felt bad for unleashing this psychosis onto his people. They needed no pity. He, for one, felt better than ever, unhindered by the shackles of moral obligation. It gave him the permission he needed to entertain his base desires. To come to one delicious conclusion: revenge.
Underused in the small community, Jack had always wanted to see it for himself. Now he could make that happen.
Following the book’s instructions with an unusual level of confidence, he applied… pressure. Tamos howled, his limbs locking rigid, his body suspended as if by an invisible rope. There was no outward sign of destruction. Just a building pressure in the elf’s face that turned his whole head a deep shade of mauve. He shook, sweating, his heartrate pulsing visibly in his temple.
Breaking out of Jack’s hold, Tamos moved his arms. At first, they were small, bug-like twitches. Had he been able to breathe, he would have screamed, but words wouldn’t arrive. It was clear from his face that his only thoughts were concerned with how to make the ordeal stop. He had one way out, one way to release himself from the madness.
Swivelling the sword in his grip, Tamos levelled the tip on his own stomach, lining it up with his vital organs. His bottom lip wobbled as he appeared to come to terms with what he was about to do. Then, letting out another whimper, he winced and pressed firmly towards his abdomen. The sword slid in. The life faded from his eyes.
Easy! thought Jack.
To his surprise he was smiling. It was a nasty, insane smile. He knew it but he didn’t care. With Tamos toppling onto his side, he was already searching for another target. His work was far from finished.
“Get out of my way!” he barked.
Judging by the reaction from those around him there must have been something visibly different about Jack because, psychotic as they were, everyone stepped aside. He clambered onto the wreckage of the broken doors. There he stood, arms spread-eagled, soaking in the chaos.
It was unclear whether the approaching elves had seen the full extent of what he had done. If they had, they were either too brave for their own good or had less intelligence than he gave them credit. Swords drawn, they were backed against each other, hacking and slashing at a baying mob that had formed around them. Their leader – the remaining gnarl – was faring better, flinging Wilderfolk in every direction.
Having trampled a frantic mother into the dirt, it now loomed over her child. A boy named Peter, five years younger than Jack but similar in appearance, was brandishing a fire poker with both hands. His arms wilted under its weight.
“I’ll save you, Mama, I will!” he screamed to her body sprawled at the gnarl’s feet.
His eyes were streaming but he steadied the poker as the monster crept forward.
Such heroics, thought Jack. Fool. And yet he couldn’t help but see a shred of his younger self in the boy.
“Hey! Mole,” he called without thinking.
The creature’s head snapped in his direction. Only a few minutes ago, that look would have sent his stomach careering into his throat. Not now. Instead, staying perfectly still, he let a hint of amusement reach his lips and challenged the monster with a taunting stare. It abandoned the young boy and barrelled after him.
“That’s it,” Jack whispered to himself. He stole one last glance at the Booke of Spells and slipped it into the back of his belt. “Come for me. This is what you want.”
Sweat dripped down the side of his face as he watched villagers hurl themselves out of the way of the six-legged beast, counting down the seconds to when the abomination would land at his feet.
Five.
A teenage girl found herself caught in the monster’s path. She screamed as her body was engulfed in a tempest of crushing legs. There was something brutal about the way her head snapped back an instant before she disappeared.
Four.
The gnarl’s throat reverberated, sounding its hunting-horn shriek. The monster attracted several dozen spectators. Fights split down the middle as both warring sides agreed by some silent signal that something more important than their own squabbles was about to happen.
Three.
His fingers twitched. He held back the instinct to get out of the way.
Two.
Crouching low, Jack pushed his spell hand skyward, murmuring words that meant nothing to him.
One.
The monster’s mouth gaped open in front of him, a fleshy tunnel to the afterlife. With its eyes focused on his spell hand, Jack moved quickly, plunging his other into a dark recess between the broken door boards.
His fingers closed around a heavy chunk of metal and he drove it upwards at the last second before impact. A giant scream engulfed him and the creature leapt several feet into the air to escape the shock of pain. Jack dropped low, rolling to safety, the heat of the beast’s muscles sliding inches away from his body.
Releasing a breath he didn’t realise he’d been holding, Jack watched as the animal hurtled into the Mayor’s hall. The hilt of Tamos’ sword became detached and was discarded on the hall’s flagstones near the entrance. As for the blade itself, it jutted awkwardly from the base of the monster’s oversized jaw. The fractured edge scraped a line into the stone as the beast charged.
Jack saw the danger well in advance: the sparks flying from the grating sword on the floor; the mess of broken artefacts around the overturned cabinet. He knew exactly what was coming next and, even in his current fearless state, he had the good sense to run. He took off, using the wood under his feet as starting blocks.
Wilderfolk and elves alike stared at him bewildered as he powered past them, chest puffing, arms and legs pumping. They understood a moment later when an almighty boom detonated inside the hall and the building exploded around the fireball that tore through it.
Jack didn’t see the explosion. All he saw was the orange hue that reflected off everything around him. Then he was thrown off his feet by the shockwave.
The next thing he remembered was coming to in a mangled heap, fragments of rock, wood, and earth pattering on his skin. A snowstorm of ash followed after the initial blast had settled.
“Wha–”
The word turned into a cough as dust in his throat made its presence known. The ringing had returned, but multiplied by ten. Wriggling a finger inside an ear to massage his battered eardrum, he winced.
All around, the village was tinged with a coffee-brown filter of destruction as smoke billowed in the air. Fires had started everywhere in the village. Their orange, flickering walls separated families and enemies alike. There was little that remained of the main square.
The Scarlet Overlord’s men had failed. Yet, Jack knew that whatever the tyrant had lost today was nothing compared to the losses of his own friends, family, and neighbours. He watched them, hobbling figures, their lives ruined in a single morning, too broken to fight anymore, too senseless to know how damaged they had become.
Those further from the blast’s epicentre were relatively unscathed, but only skin deep. Although physically undamaged, their emotional wounds were sure to be devastating.
One thing was certain: after they had finished searching for survivors amidst the wreckage, and had salvaged what little was left, the villagers would come for him. No matter how much confidence he now possessed, no sleight of hand or remorselessness could protect him from his own people. They knew what he was now, and he was outnumbered several hundred to one.
“Monster!”
The first accusation came as a shock. Earlier than expected, a finger jutted through the smoke. It was attached to a man in his thirties – Evan Turnsythe – a neighbour whose children Jack played with as a child. The farmhand’s clothes were so torn by the explosion the cotton had come away in flakes.
He was limping badly, staggering towards Jack. Even with an injured leg, Jack knew the man had a significant weight advantage over him. The wild look in his eyes was frightening. But what was more frightening was that, given the chance, Jack knew he could strangle the life out of the man without hesitating and watch him shaking in the throes of death.
He didn’t do that, though. As much as he wanted to experience the rush of murder again, he knew that wasn’t his original plan. It wasn’t him; it was the psychosis slowly taking over the final strongholds of his mind.
He didn’t have much time. That much was certain. And pretty soon, the decision would no longer be his to make at all. He had to move fast. Having already failed the community once, he saw his final opportunity to redeem his character. He couldn’t save them from the invaders but he could still save them from himself.
If he killed Evan now, he knew he wouldn’t stop until there was nobody left in Cramwell still breathing. So instead of fighting, he ran, and this time he didn’t look back. He had started a fire and was sure it would burn itself out long before it reached where he was going. Whether the last of the Overlord’s elves won – unlikely – or the villagers overwhelmed and butchered them – more likely – he wouldn’t be around to see it.
He ran, and kept running. He ignored the burning in his lungs and the sickly complaints of his melting calves. When he reached the edge of the village he tore into the forest where only the hunters dared venture.
He ran, his senses filled with the sobering strikes of wet leaves slapping against his skin. There, uneven ground, punctuated by twigs, reduced his escape to a lunging shamble.
When he couldn’t run any longer, he jogged. And when the terrain became too steep, he climbed, sinking his fingers deep into the earth with a monotony that he was sure would never end. He navigated difficult hills and rolled through brush on the other side to maintain his forward momentum. When he had walked for hours, and he was sure no one would follow, he stopped.
“Perfect,” he said.
His throat was hoarse so he made a mental note to find water at the first chance he got. For now, though, he was pleased at where he had arrived. Surprised even. The forest around the village was a dangerous place, infested with wild creatures of all shapes and sizes. Life was abundant, but its darker cousin shadowed it at every turn. He had half-expected to encounter the ugly face of death at some point but the predators had, for some reason unknown to him, left him alone.
In the glade in which he now found himself, untouched by civilised hands, one might never have suspected that monsters stalked nearby. An eerie stillness veiled the area.
Stepping forward, he sunk his boots into a deep carpet of moss. The thick parasite clung to almost every surface, spreading a hundred feet in all directions. Garlands of climbers snaked from ancient trees that rose so high their top branches were lost in the clouds. Somewhere close by, the pleasing gargle of running water assured Jack that this would be the place he would spend his first night alone as a monster.
This was confirmed by the sight of a single, giant, fallen tree in the centre of the glade. Thick as a house but carved hollow by rot, its roof was a jagged edge of massive splinters. It was perfect – dangerous, speckled with fungus, and rotten to the core.
Yes, Jack decided. This’ll do for the night.
An almost undetectable smirk appeared on his face.
“Maybe longer,” he said aloud.
Absentmindedly, he reached for the Booke of Spells still pressed flat under his belt. Raising it to his face, he breathed in the warm, woody smell of the brown pages.
The power smelled good.
 
The End
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The barrel toppled from the horse-drawn cart and smashed against the dirt road, missing Adela by a hair’s breadth. The coachman’s outcry was deafened amid the din of the crowded thoroughfare, as he attempted to steady the pale mare by its breeching straps. Adela’s eyes bulged like a frog squeezed too tight, enraptured by the wine spilling across the city street like a river of blood.
“Adela, come away from there.” The gentle tug on her shoulder gave her the sense to breathe. She exhaled louder than she intended and kneeled in the early morning light to touch the cherry-red liquid with fascination. “You are going to ruin your clothes.”
“Do not treat me like a child, Mother.” Adela stood up and placed her fingers to her lips. On the opposite side of the cart, the horse whickered and grunted, stamping its hooves and splashing droplets of wine in all directions. A handful of citizens from Egis, many whom Adela knew, buzzed by with a swell of disoriented murmurs, quickly apathetic to the abating spectacle.
“Stop. You are making a scene,” her mother said. Adela scoffed at her mother’s concern. She never met anyone in Egis who was not a snob, save her friend, Brenn, who showered her in kindness whenever their paths crossed. 
Her mother lied regularly to her father about Adele’s whereabouts when she was with Brenn; afterward, she lied to her mother about how Brenn and she spent their time. Of course, they never did anything unfitting. He was old enough to be her father and said so more times than she could count. But people lied, and her business was not the business of her mother.
Adela hummed to herself.
Her mother closed the distance between them, pulling the long sleeve of Adela’s tunic down. “How many times must I tell you to keep your scar covered?”
Adela disregarded the lingering stares of the townsfolk, allowing her mother to tug at her clothes. Ten years ago, her father had cut her forearm, leaving the reddish, bulbous disfigurement as a reminder of his so-called message of atonement. She prayed to eventually understand the full meaning of his lesson, knowing the truth would come if she remained patient.
Her father knew best.
She could see her mother’s frown from the corner of her eye. Having no interest in focusing on the narrowed gaze or pursed lips, Adela pretended to study the coachman beyond the toe board. He hushed the animal in soft whispers, side-eyeing the passing people, while his thin fingers gripped at the bridle. Adela savored the wine on her tongue. The flavor was rustic, like charcoal, and peppered. 
“An expensive plum. From Lonmere,” Adela finally said.
“Best wash the taste from your breath before we get home,” came the terse reply. “If your father finds out, neither of us will hear the end of it.”
“I am not a child,” Adela huffed.
Her mother scoffed. “Nor are you an adult.”
“Close enough,” Adela muttered, turning away from the coachman with a smirk. She pushed a strand of brown hair, akin to her mother’s, from her cheek.
Holding the expression, she waited for her mother’s response. Sulanna Forgaaf admittedly was a pretty woman, as mothers went, with the lifted nose and strong jawline of a noble. Nobility, however, meant little in a town like Egis, unlike Lonmere to the north or Gaetana to the south.
The two stood at equal height, nose-to-nose, despite Adela being seventeen years younger. She guessed Sulanna was not much older when she gave birth to her, yet somehow her mother always spoke with the sagacity of an old crone or, at least, made the attempt.
“Adults do not lap up wine like dogs, unless they want to die like one,” Sulanna said sternly, folding her arms under her breasts.
Adela dried her fingers on her shirt, prepping her reply before her mother finished talking. “I was not lapping up anything. And I have seen plenty of adults face down in a pile of regurgitated wine at River’s, so save your wisdom for ignorant little girls who never saw a sloshed man.”
 “Hm.” Sulanna tightened the hold around her midsection. “Brenn Dardrogen knows better than to take you there. The tavern is no place for a young…woman. You have a home.”
“Like home is any better.” Adela laughed until the sickened expression on her mother’s face caught her eye. As usual, her tactless, twitching tongue struck a chord. While she was speaking of her mother specifically, her mother likely thought she pointed a finger at her father.
She rid her face of all mirth. Dancing along lines was different from crossing them. Sulanna dropped her arms and folded her hands, skimming the road with concern. 
“Stop worrying,” Adela murmured, trying not to mock the woman who birthed her. She leaned into Sulanna’s space to keep her fidgeting hands steady. “I never say anything to anyone about Father, especially Brenn.”
Sulanna wobbled her head, averting her eyes. “We should get back.”
The shrill, cracked tone of an angered old man stopped her and Sulanna from moving a single step. “You spilled my wine!” He stamped over the muddied street, slapping his hands together in front of him like he was smacking an invisible someone across the face. A brown, pointed hat bounced over his grey eyebrows, holding a handful of white strands in place against his temple and cheek, where the hair then blended into a frilly, groomed beard. “I should chop off your bits and feed them to the hogs, one inadequate, pitiful hunk of pink, bruised flesh at a time. Just like in Osgood Hawkins’s The Black Argument, except I will force you to watch!”
“My—my apologies, Vornic Sirska,” the coachman stuttered next to the cart. Any townsfolk who may have tarried too long moved away from the area with a mix of worried expressions.
Adela took a step closer, interested. Any northerner knew a Vornic served Counts, extracting the truth from prisoners through torture, but Adela had never seen one before. Pictures formed in her head of the imagery the odd-looking man painted with his words, leaving her practically oblivious to Sulanna pulling at her arm.
“You will pay for every drop—triple the cost—in either coin or blood,” the Vornic continued, his beady blue eyes fixated on the man. Nothing about the way he positioned himself suggested he cared about what passersby might think.
 “A dumb child springing across the road startled the horse, Vornic,” the coachman said, scratching at his hairless chin. “We are not far from Lonmere. I will travel back and get another barrel.”
The Vornic spoke through clenched teeth, smoothing his fine green and golden clothes. “You have no idea what you are talking about. The wine is irreplaceable…” And then, as though fate plotted against them, the old man shifted his sight from the coachman to Adela. She withheld a gasp. At the new angle, she realized half his head was scarred with red lines and folded skin where he might have suffered from a burn years ago. Their eyes met a moment before the Vornic’s brow crumpled considerably, locking on Sulanna over her shoulder. 
His jaw dropped, his eyes widening until they nearly popped, tilting forward on his toes. His quickened pace covered half the distance around the wagon seconds before his mouth began flapping. 
“You, there! Where do I know you from? Speak to me. I am Vornic Witigor Sirska of Eldhaft and you will answer me.”
She heard her mother straining to answer. To the common man, she may have sounded like any other snooty Egis citizen, but Adela recognized the concealed dread. She used the same tone every time she reprimanded Adela’s father or Adela herself, like three years ago when she threw rocks at the neighbor boy and cracked open his head.
“We do not know each other. My daughter and I were just leaving,” Sulanna said, drawing her away. Her mother’s hand was shaking.
Adela’s foot scraped against the dirt, suddenly heavy and numb. A strange darkness clouded the corners of her eyes, and her knees threatened to buckle.
“Mother, I…” Adela’s throat dried out. She suddenly felt woozy, sick. “I…” 
Something was wrong.
“Are you certain?” Witigor stepped around the back of the cart. “I could swear—”
“Believe me. I would recognize a face as repulsive as yours,” Sulanna unexpectedly snipped, tugging at Adela once more. “Good day.”
She barely heard them. Adela’s mouth opened, but she could not hear her own words. Her tongue did not work. A wheeze escaped from her throat. 
Witigor advanced. “I know you…your voice.” He paused. “Wait a minute. Sulanna Maelthirren? Impossible.” He inhaled sharply. “You should be dead!” 
Her mother’s response was garbled. Adela’s eyes rolled to the back of her head; the street went black.
Her mind reeled, light as a feather.
“Adela! Adela!” Sulanna’s voice echoed in her ears, a hand cupping the back of Adela’s skull. The world was a shadow. The dampness against her shoulders, through her grey tunic, told her she must have fainted. She attempted to move, knowing she must be sprawled on her back in the middle of the street, and found she could not even wiggle her toes. “Wit! What did you do to her?” her mother screamed, the shrill sound ringing in Adela’s eardrums.
Sulanna must know him.
“I did not do anything!”
Her mother’s finger touched the edge of Adela’s swollen lips. “Poison?”
The word hung in the air. 
“The wine was laced with ratsbane,” Witigor admitted faintly, hollow of any emotion. “Did she drink my wine?”
“What—what is happening? Mother…” Adela tried. Her words were drowned out by her father’s words echoing in her ears. You are stronger than them, Adela. Stronger than all of them.

Her father always knew best.
“It does not matter. I do not have time for this.” Witigor’s footsteps squished softly against the ground, distancing himself from them. He cleared his throat, speaking boldly to the coachman. “Fetch my personal guard from River’s. We have…criminals…in need of apprehension. Hurry!”
The coachman stamped away.
Adela’s eyes fluttered, the dim light of autumn piercing through her eyelashes, the street glimmering in a haze. She saw her mother’s head snap toward Witigor, who pointed at her with his wrinkled hand.
“By the gods, you are Sulanna. How have you stayed alive this long, staying so young when…?” He shook his head in bewilderment and sneered. “We will find out soon enough. I have perfected your father’s techniques. I read Knife in Hand and A Cold Flame by Sayer Savill. I will extract the truth!” He smiled smugly. “You may have heard Count Vlassi appointed me to be Vornic years ago, after you murdered your father. The Maelthirren name is dead!”
Adela did not have time to process Witigor’s words. He sounded mad. To her surprise, her mother sprang to her feet and clocked the old man with remarkable spryness.
He crumpled to the street, crashing to the wine-soiled ground next to her, unconscious.
A moment later, Sulanna was pulling her upright by the shoulders. “We must get you home to your father. Can you walk? Please, tell me you can walk.”
“What…did…” Adela tried.
“Can you walk?” Sulanna repeated.
She wrapped her arm around her mother’s neck. She could hardly feel her feet but somehow managed to straighten her legs and take a step. She offered a slurred response. “Yes.”
The streets blurred in Adela’s vision. Familiar faces bent into bizarre shapes and colors, distorted hums escaping their twisted mouths.
“Is that Adela?” 
“Adela.”
“What happened up the street? Did you hear the shouting?”
“Sulanna?” 
“We are fine,” her mother would respond, half-carrying her past the buildings, dragging her into alleyways and less-traveled streets. “We will be fine,” she whispered. “Come on, Adela. Almost home.”
 Her heart pounded against her breast, listening to her mother’s heavy breaths, when Sulanna suddenly stopped them. The sound of an older man’s accented, silvery tone grazed Adela’s ear. She recognized the voice immediately but did not have the strength to raise her chin and acknowledge him. “Are you two all right?”
“Brenn, help us,” Sulanna said, repositioning her arm under Adela. “The Vornic from Eldhaft is in Egis. Adela has been poisoned.”
Brenn’s steady hand grabbed at her shoulder, steadying her. “Why would he poison a girl?”
“I do not have time to explain right now,” Sulanna said.
He grunted. “Let me take her.”
“No, I have her,” Sulanna said. “Fetch Rehor and a remedy. Meet me back at my home.” Even in a daze, Adela twitched at Sulanna’s open invitation. Brenn had never been allowed at their cottage before. Her father would never permit it.
“How do you know Rehor?” Brenn asked.
“Please,” Sulanna pleaded.
“Are you certain?” His voice deepened. Adela did not hear her mother’s response. “Do you know what the poison is?”
“Ratsbane,” Sulanna said. “The poison is ratsbane.”
Without another word, Sulanna staggered away with Adela. 
Brenn’s footsteps faded behind them.
Adela battled to stay awake, seeing little more than smudges of color dance across her vision. She knew they neared the cottage, but exhaustion overwhelmed her, beckoning her to sleep. 
The poison consumed her.
People deserve death. Her father’s words returned; the same words he whispered to her when he forced her to slide the knife’s edge along her skin so many years ago. She may have been eight.
“Adela! Stay with me!” Sulanna shouted in her ear. “Do not close your eyes.”
She snapped back to reality, a sharp pain prickling up her spine, which she could only guess was due to the poison circulating through her veins. She attempted to say something, anything, but her tongue and lips were so puffed up, the words were a mumbled moan. 
“Almost there. A bit more,” Sulanna said.
She fought to breathe, rasping until her chest hurt. Her mother whispered something encouraging, but she heard only murmurs. She was surprised at her mother’s persistence, a testament to a courage she never knew Sulanna possessed. Sure, she watched her mother deal with the stresses her father inflicted on the family since early childhood, but she never saw her hit anyone before.
She tried to think of questions she might ask, but they were swept away with the pain.
“Alden!” Sulanna howled for her father, springing the latch to the door of their home before kicking it open. “Alden. I need you!”
Her mother knelt, taking Adela to the ground with her in a heap. She gasped for air, laying Adela on an oversized wolfskin rug spread across the floorboards of their cottage. 
Adela crumpled face down. The coarse hair scratched at her cheek, forcing her to focus on the odd décor, three times the size of any normal-sized wolf. Until about the age of twelve, she begged her father and mother to tell her how they came by it, which resulted in a variety of outlandish stories. She eventually stopped asking.
Adela squinted at the world, a hodgepodge of greys and blacks, yellows, and browns. She embraced the sensation of numbness washing over her body and rolled to her back while inhaling the familiar aroma of hay, spice, and ginger filling the room.
“Alden!”
The heavy footsteps of her father resounded from the loft in the large one-room cottage. She closed her eyes, imagining him descending from the ladder in the room, his wide frame bounding down the rungs. He was built to be a fighter but somehow managed to build a life in Egis, away from the wars of men. While the townsfolk lived in the shadow of the assassin’s guild, the Dusk Legion, residing in Lonmere to the north, they were far removed from the contending nations to the south. 
Adela suspected Brenn was with the Dusk Legion, or had been in his younger years, based on the adventurous stories he shared during their time together. Though even when pressed, he never admitted to any affiliation. Yet Adela was not blind to the twinkle in his eye. 
“Sulanna.” Alden Forgaaf drew his wife’s name out, both grim and grating, interrupting Adela’s thoughts. His knees banged against the floor on either side of her head, settling down on the rug. He grabbed her and carefully rolled her over to her back. “By the gods, what happened?”
Adela strained to see her father’s face. His long strands of unkempt black and grey hair falling over his icy-blue eyes or the full beard which often blotched out the redness of his lips would have been a welcomed sight. She liked to think of him as being rugged and tough, a rock weathering every storm, but for the past many years he—
“Blood and spit!” Sulanna choked. Her words elevated into a screech. “Our daughter is dying and you are holed up in our home, slicing at your wrists. Again! How deep did you—Alden! No, no, no! I cannot do this anymore!”
“Dying?” he repeated. Her father’s fingertips, sticky with his fresh, warm blood, touched her cheek. “The world needs our sacrifice, Sulanna. I suspect what you will tell me will more so prove my point—we are being punished. We failed our charge, and the world has fallen to chaos. The old-dark have won; the gods no longer hear our prayers.”
“We are not talking about this,” Sulanna said.
“Thank Svarog I was paying penance, or she may already be dead,” Alden whispered. “What happened to her?”
Adela felt lightheaded and numb. “Father—”
Sulanna screeched at Alden, making Adela jolt. She feared her last moments would reflect the past decade: her mother yelling at her father. “She is poisoned. Wit is coming for us.”
“Wit? Witigor Sirska? How is that possible?” Alden’s calm demeanor twisted in absolute confusion. “Are you certain?”
“Yes.”
“Sulanna,” Brenn appeared in the already open door, stealing whatever more Sulanna might have told Alden. “Tell me she is alive.”
“Hardly.” She whimpered as her mother’s firm grip clasped at her face, squeezing her jawbone. “Adela, keep your eyes open!”
“Brenn Dardrogan?” Alden’s boots scraped on the floor, shifting his weight as though he might stand. “What in the Nine Lands are you doing in my home?”
Adela heard Brenn, his shadow falling over her. “Open her mouth. Rehor gave me milroot powder.”
“Rehor…Malankov?” Alden rumbled, turning on his wife. “How long have you been speaking with the Dusk Legion, Sulanna? You know they cannot be trusted!” he barked. “No wonder we have been found by Wit! They are likely in league with him.”
So Brenn was an assassin in the Dusk Legion!
“You are a lot of things, Alden Forgaaf, but being stupid enough to believe the Legion
would work with anyone from Eldhaft is not one of them,” Sulanna snapped back. “Let Brenn save her life! We are not with the Crimson Sun anymore. We do not hold any allegiances.” Sulanna softened her voice to address Brenn. “Will it cure her?” 
 “No,” Brenn hesitated. Despite being blind to the room, Adela could feel the uneasy, lingering look he gave Alden and Sulanna. “But this rosewort will set her right as rain in a few hours. We only need to wait until the milroot runs its course.” 
Adela’s mouth was forced open, feeling a substance like salt being sprinkled on her tongue and lips.
“How convenient that you have the cure for my daughter’s ailment. Should I also guess you passed them in the road by happenstance?” Alden growled.
“It is a small town, Alden, and Rehor is rarely without a remedy,” Brenn said. “Sulanna sought me out, not the other way around.”
“Leave him alone,” Sulanna said.
Adela gasped, long and deep, the milroot instantly taking effect on her body. She flung her hands out, one grasping her mother’s leg and the other her father’s hand. The blurred vision washed away instantly like she had cleared the surface of a lake after being too long submerged.
“What have you done…” Alden mumbled, squeezing Adela’s fingers. “The Dusk Legion…”
The words echoed in Adela’s skull.
“Adela.” Sulanna grabbed her hand, holding it firmly on her thigh. “Do you remember what happened?”
“Yes, I remember,” she said. Her heart thumped inside her chest; her skin burned from the inside out. She was immediately filled with energy, like she might start running at any moment, even if she lacked the desire. Her mind raced; her words flooded from her trembling lips. “What have you given me? I feel like I am on fire.”
“A little milled magic,” Brenn said, stepping back into the frame of the doorway. His grey eyes were fastened to Alden and Sulanna with trepidation. “Sometimes the Legion
will use it to boost their vigor, numb their pain, or heighten their senses.” Brenn took a slow breath, scratching at the black scruff on his chin. The grey patches bespoke his age. “You still have the poison inside your veins, Adela. When the fire you feel begins to fade, you must chew and swallow this rosewort.” 
She bobbed her head, letting go of her parents to take the thick brown root with dark spots. Her other hand grazed against the rough pelt beneath her, warmed by the fire burning on the hearth of the northern wall. The low-lit fire suggested Alden had done little to tend to the home while she and Sulanna were out for a morning walk. Fortunately, the bluish light penetrated through the bottom of the red curtains covering the windows on either side of the open door, lighting the cottage.
“It will taste terrible,” Brenn added, “but it is better than death.”
“She will be okay then?” Sulanna asked shakily. “Thank you, Brenn. We are in your debt.”
Adela met her mother’s wide eyes, absent of the bravery she saw moments earlier. “I will be okay.”
Alden spoke behind them. “My body is but a vessel for you, Svarog. Show us the path to righteousness. Show us the path to honor. Show us the path to glory.” He used his blade to cut along his pinkish, scarred skin, mirroring the pockmarks and scars from wrist to elbow. Blood trickled and dropped to the floor behind Adela.
“Father.” Adela scooted closer to him.
He lifted the knife to her. “We must atone for the evil inside of us, daughter.”
“Alden! Stop!” Sulanna jerked Adela away. “By the gods, she is your daughter…” 
Brenn froze by the door.
Adela inhaled, watching the blood dribble from Alden’s arm. Her hand trembled, wanting to please her father and take the knife. He was trying to teach her something important, if only her mother would allow her to learn. She lost count of how often she watched him. He prayed to his gods when he cut his skin, but she knew in her heart the reason for his self-mutilation was deeper than any of them could understand.
Her mother certainly did not know.
“What are you doing?” Brenn swallowed, watching Alden place the blade against his skin to make a second cut.
Sulanna was without forgiveness, attempting to pull Adela closer. “He clings to old ways, Brenn. Ways he promised to bury a long time ago. Though I do not think he holds any vows sacred anymore.”
“Let me go, Mother,” Adela said.
Alden’s bottom lip trembled. “You know who I am and what must be done, Sulanna. Our daughter is stronger than the sheep outside our door. She is better than them.”
“She is a child!”
“I am not a child,” Adela said, pulling away from Sulanna.
“Have you forgotten what we have endured? What we have sacrificed? What we have seen?” Alden asked. His beard quivered as though he was on the fringe of tears. “Adela must learn the way to repentance and forgiveness, or she will never reach the Thrice Ten Kingdom.”
“I am not the one who has forgotten,” Sulanna said. “You will not make it to the land of the gods like this. Neither will your daughter.”
Alden’s eyes flashed with madness. “We are all evil, Sulanna. This is the only way!”
Adela shuddered, no more capable of deciphering their riddled speech now than any other time when she heard them bickering in the dead of night.
She only knew her father must be right.
Brenn brushed his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. “I respect folks keeping their secrets secret, but this begs for some explanation. Your family has been in Egis for almost twenty years, and this is the first I have heard any mention of the Crimson Sun. I do not see what the gods have to do with anything, but you have rightly pissed off the Vornic of Eldhaft, which will endanger the entire town and the Dusk Legion. So, tell me what is going on.”
“Father…” Adela started. Hearing the title of the Crimson Sun again made her shudder. She could not imagine how her parents might have been connected to the group of notable mercenaries from the East. Adela reached for Alden, the rock of their family. Her mentor. 
Everyone lied, even fathers.
“We promised,” Alden said with sudden harshness, clutching his wrist and ignoring her outstretched hand. Red blood washed over his fingers as he looked piteously at Sulanna. “We promised,” he repeated softer.
Sulanna’s voice cracked. “You have broken more promises in twenty years than I have the heart to count. And we are going to need Brenn’s help if we are going to survive Witigor…if our daughter is going to survive.” She looked to Brenn. “No matter what happens, you will take care of her?”
Adela was not sure if the milroot did more than kindle a fire inside her, but she could not track her thoughts or her emotions. One moment she felt like crying, and the next, she wanted to hit something.
Brenn closed the front door of the cottage softly, something which should have been done when they arrived, and crossed his arms. The room darkened under the dim light of the hearth. “I have looked after Adela for years, like I would my own child. Nothing will change that, but you should know I have a very low tolerance for the Crimson Sun and their affiliates.”
“We know,” Sulanna said. “We have known you were with the Dusk Legion
for a long time.”
“How?” he asked.
Sulanna gulped. “The Crimson Sun has access to all sorts of information.” 
Alden gritted his teeth, hearing Brenn. “Adela has a father, and only needs one father.” He gripped the knife in his hand as though he aimed to make another cut. “For honor and glory.”
Adela watched her father, balling her hand into a fist around the rosewort to keep from reaching for the blade. 
Sulanna grimaced, turning from Alden. “But we have not been with the Crimson Sun since before Adela was born. It was years ago that we crossed paths with Witigor Sirska—long before he was a Vornic. His betrayal led to the death of a dear friend, and my father. We narrowly escaped the same fate.”
Adela listened, watching Alden raise the knife back against his flesh. The blood thickened, collecting over his forearm before running over the curve of his wrist and pooling at his knees, staining the wolkskin rug.
Her mind wandered to the first time she saw him cut himself; she imagined she was about three, hiding under a blanket behind his wooden chair while he carved at his skin and whispered his prayers. Her mother called his faith madness, but this was not faith. This was not love. No. She began to see that her father knew the evil—the hate—inside himself; he was bleeding out his evil.
She could think of no other answer.
“Witigor tried to kill you?” Brenn asked, ruffling his brow at Alden. Adela struggled to pull her gaze from the blood to look at the assassin. Her friend. She could only imagine what he might think of her, seeing the household in which she was raised. What would he think if he knew her thoughts? Would he stare at her like he did her father? 
Her fingers drifted to the scar on her own forearm, tracing the mark hidden beneath the fabric of her tunic. Her heart yearned to take the knife from her father and trace the scar, to see what she might feel.
“We should have killed him,” Sulanna said.
Alden said, “We have killed enough. We are not the Legion. We are not assassins.”
“How many people have you killed?” Adela’s throat dried at her father’s insistence, further hinting at the lesson he wanted to teach her. He was withholding himself from embracing the evil inside him. He hurt himself to stop killing those who deserved it.
“Too many,” he answered her. “Without a doubt, Witigor deserves to die, as we all do.” Alden dropped the blade to the floorboards. “We are not the ones to kill him.”
Adela gritted her teeth. “If we all agree he deserves to die, then hire Brenn to kill him. He is an assassin, right?”
Brenn frowned. “For Adela’s sake, be smart and leave town.”
Adela crossed her arms. He thought she was a child, too.
“You have every right to be angry,” Sulanna said. “Your father and I have not been honest—”
“I did not say I was angry,” Adela said. The eerie calm of her voice even gave her chills. Anger was an emotion for children.
Feeling her skin grow cold, she shoved the rosewort in her mouth and chewed, which also kept her from speaking anything more. Running away was the coward’s way. 
The spongy, dirt-flavored plant made her choke lightly, but she did not stop until it was small enough to swallow.
Sulanna rose from the floor, leaving Alden kneeling and splattered in red. She said what Adela expected her to say. “Brenn is right. We will leave—”
Heavy footsteps clomped up the outside steps, beyond the closed door, silencing her. 
Knuckles rapped against the door. “Sulanna Maelthirren and Alden Forgaaf, open the door.” 
“It’s him,” Sulanna said. Her blue eyes flashed with terror, grabbing Adela and directing her to the ladder to the loft. She refused to hide, watching Alden stand up in front of them, jerking his sleeve down over his mutilated arm. 
“Is there another way out?” Brenn asked, leaning to peer behind the curtain of the window. 
Before anyone could respond to him, the door slowly creaked open. Brenn stepped away toward the fireplace, his footsteps soundless. Morning’s light flooded once again into the cottage.
Three men and one woman, each wearing green and golden embroidered cloaks, entered through the door with daggers already drawn. They formed a barricade with their bodies. Witigor Sirska strode in behind them and shut the door.
He removed his pointed hat from his head and rubbed his beard nonchalantly. Adela immediately noticed the bruise beneath the grey hair, a dark spot in the dim light, where Sulanna slugged him an hour or so earlier. Wit nodded, almost knowingly, glancing around the room.
“Here you have been hiding under my nose for all these years. Sulanna, you do not look to have aged a day, where Alden looks almost twenty years younger. How peculiar! And your neighbors say you have a daughter. I am ever eager to hear this romantic story,” Witigor said, a thin smile spreading across his lips. He continued to survey the room and paused on Brenn’s large frame. “I do not know who you are yet, but we will discover your connection to these criminals. Was it not written in Roger Battyl’s The Conquest of Truth, ‘whomever stands among the shadows is full of darkness?’ How black is your heart, stranger?”
Alden shielded Adela with his body without providing any explanation to what Witigor suggested, especially regarding her younger parents. How could anyone become old and then young again? 
The Vornic must be mad!
Brenn crossed his arms over his thick chest, refusing to answer the question. “I cannot help you. You would be wise to leave.”
Witigor laughed. “Oh! You are bold, stranger. You must be ill-informed. Do you know who you are speaking with?”
Brenn rumbled in his throat. “You are too far from home to be so cocky, Vornic Sirska. Need I remind you that you stand in the shadow of Lonmere and have few friends to keep you safe.”
Witigor paused and shifted his weight, eyeing the four guards standing around him. “You would raise a hand against those seeking justice?”
“Your justice?” Brenn raised an eyebrow. “Any day.”
“We will go willingly,” Alden said, taking a step. “This does not need to end in blood, Wit.”
Wit tilted his chin to Alden, the few hairs hanging from his scalp clinging to his cheek. “I know. You are each guilty and will receive your proper punishment.”
“What?” Sulanna stepped up next to Alden, blocking Adela. “Guilty of what?”
“We are not playing games,” Wit scoffed. “You and your husband were seen last at the scene of your father’s death. Your daughter is a thief, stealing my wine just this morning. And he,” Wit pointed at Brenn, “is clearly a co-conspirator to your misconduct.” He waved his hand, taking a step back. “Arrest them all.”
“You will not touch my daughter!” Sulanna cried.
Brenn moved quicker than the rest, reaching for the nearest guard, who stood toe to toe with him. Snaking his hand under the right shoulder to grip the guard’s back, he swiftly grabbed the right wrist with his other hand and threw the guard behind him into the open-hearth fire. The movement was so quick, the guard did not scream until his face began to melt.
Adela covered her mouth, watching the guard struggle to pull himself from the heat, severely burning his hands in the process. His frantic cries echoed off the enclosed walls. 
Unable to pull her eyes away, she hardly followed the next moments. Wit shouted in fear, placing his back against the door. Alden lunged out of her vision at another male in a colored cloak, punching the man across his jaw, while Sulanna dipped to the floor to grab Alden’s knife. By the time her mother stood, Brenn had already disarmed the female guard and was jabbing her knife into the soft flesh under her chin.
“No,” Witigor whimpered, whipping his head to the side as though he could not see the escape route at his rear.
The female guard fell to the floor, drawing Adela’s attention, gurgling and gasping until she stopped heaving altogether. Brenn turned to kick the first guard he had attacked, crushing in the side of his smoldering face under his boot.
They were all fighting for their freedom, except her.
You are stronger than them, Adela.
All of them.

Her father knew best.
She would save her parents from this Vornic.
Adela meandered past her mother, who pushed a guard into a table, and then past her father, who smashed one of their chairs over another guard. She kneeled down and pulled the knife out of the dying woman. Cherry-red liquid spilled out like a river of blood.
She dipped her finger in it. Warm.
We all are evil. See the evil bleed out.
Time may have moved slower for Adela than for any other in the room. She rose to her full height, staring across at Witigor Sirska. His blue eyes quivered behind the wrinkles of his old face.
“No,” he whispered, glancing down at the sharpened blade in her hand.
“I was born for this,” she said. “I am strong enough.”
In two steps, she stood at arm’s length and swiftly stabbed the bloodied knife into the Vornic’s eye socket, between the folded pink skin of his disfigured face. His body went rigid, the opposing eye blinked once before the weight of his frame pulled him to the ground. He had not even raised his hands to stop her.
He must have known what power she held. He knew what her father knew; she was a hero.
“Adela!” Sulanna shouted, stepping over the body of her enemy. 
Brenn shadowed her mother. “What have you done?”
“No!” Alden yelled loudest of all, falling to his knees. “I did not want this life for you. Never for you!”
“It is okay, Father,” Adela said evenly, pulling the knife free from Witigor’s eye and sliding it over her wrist. “I know what to do. We repent. We bleed out the evil.”
 
The End
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Pythia Loom’s heart twinged with fear at the sight of the monstrous minotaur lumbering toward the water on the opposite side of the brook. With the swelling in her left eye from farmer Naugn’s fist, she could not tell how far away the creature really was, yet she remained calm as she scrubbed Naugn’s blood from her fingernails. She wanted to speak but did not know what to say or how to begin. Pythia hoped the minotaur would notice the blood on her face and hands, crusted from the cold autumn air, and speak first.
The minotaur looked up at her through bulbous black eyes before settling in his place. His massive hooves, four times the size of any bull’s, sank deep into the black mud. The horns of the creature added at least four inches to his eight or nine feet of height. One brawny arm alone looked as if it was thicker than her torso. The sight of him was terrifying, and Pythia knew how mad she would be considered if found conferring with such a monster, but the minotaur knew what brought her to the brook. He knew why her village of Shargrove was haunted by fever and shapes in the dark. He was the only witness to her crime.
The minotaur huffed a cloud of dust from his bull-like nostrils. “Da nightmare you are living,” the creature started in a thick baritone, “will only get worse. Da spirits must be returned to da Blacker Shadows.”
Pythia ground her teeth and looked past the creature at the wall of thorny shadows behind him. The thick tangle of black, leafless branches obscured any view of the forest beyond, and envy pried at Pythia’s heart. How she longed to cross the brook into the darkness of the Everdark woods, where she would be lost and forgotten in her world. But she did not have black in her blood and would not be accepted among the creatures of the dark.
“I’ve done all you’ve told me to do,” she replied, her eyes hot and stinging with tears. “I have salted the paths into the village. I have blessed the waters with prayer. Yet I am still dragged from my bed and beaten, accused of witchcraft. Every sighting of these spirits brings more hate to my heels.” Pythia wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand. “I am bereft of kindness among my people.”
“Do you deserve any less for what you have done?” the minotaur asked. 
Pythia’s face scrunched in her frustration. “It wasn’t my fault!” she cried, immediately putting her hands to her mouth. The last thing she needed was to draw the attention of anyone nearby. “I didn’t know what that tablet in the ground was. How could I? That sort of thing is meant for your world, not mine. A doorway to the Blacker Shadows? By the Highest—whose mad idea was it?”
“Da creators of dis world,” the minotaur replied. “Your kind not so heartless as da monsters of da Everdark.”
Pythia scooped up sand from the bottom of the brook and scrubbed the grains under her nails. The farmer’s blood was a stubborn stain not only on her hands but in her memory. She could not push away the events of the past night when she was woken by the rough hands of Naugn, the owner of the neighboring farm. His daughter woke with terrible visions in the night and claimed Pythia’s name was whispered by the tormenting spirit. It had been four days, and the truth was beginning to spill from the mouths of the ghosts.
“You know what dere is left to do,” the minotaur replied with an added gruffness in his tone. “I told you da spell. I can tell you again.” 
“You know why I cannot do that.” There was a bite to Pythia’s own reply, but she could not help it. The minotaur could not possibly understand her struggle. Since womanhood, she was alone and unwanted. With her black hair and light eyes among a village of women blonde and red of hair, she was deemed “unnatural.” What would a minotaur know or care about unwantedness? For even with his thick, matted fur and enormous horns, he was accepted in his world. That was more than Pythia could ever hope for.
The minotaur huffed again. Pythia could have sworn it was a scoff. “Pride is a problem of faeries, and still, dey get squashed most.”
Footsteps came from behind, and Pythia turned in surprise. If she were seen conferring with a creature of the Everdark, the village would only have more to charge her with. She would be burned alive the first chance they had!
With a quick glance to the minotaur—who did not seem at all perturbed—Pythia rose to her feet and hurried away from the brook. Just as she pushed past the low-hanging branches leading to the path, she ran into the source of the noise. A man with a brown cloak stood inches from her battered face.
“Hello,” he said in a soft voice. Green eyes peered at her from under a wide and heavy hood that blended with his long brown hair. The shock of her injured face was clear on his own. “By the Highest—are you all right?”
Pythia swallowed hard and her palms grew damp with sweat. She hoped the minotaur would stay silent until the man moved on. “Yes. Hello,” she replied in an equally soft tone. “I’m fine. Thank you.”
The man looked up, wide-eyed with concern, and surveyed the area. “Who did this to you?”
“Don’t worry, please, sir,” Pythia replied. “He didn’t get away with it. I just came down to the water to wash up.” With a glance over her shoulder, Pythia cleared her throat. 
“It’s not safe out here. The Everdark is just beyond those trees,” the man said. “You must know this.”
Pythia wiped her clammy palms on her blue ash-stained dress with a nod but did not speak. It did not take the man long to come to terms with her discomfort and put his hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry. I must have surprised you, coming from nowhere. My name is Micah. I’m heading toward the nearby village, Shargrove. You do know it, don’t you?”
Pythia was growing impatient with the man. Why was he not moving along? She needed to speak to the minotaur and he was keeping her. The longer she waited, the higher the chances someone would come looking for her in the woods. “Yes,” she snapped. “Of course I know Shargrove. It is my home, and it is the only civilization you will find in two days’ ride.”
Micah stepped back with a slight laugh. “I meant no offense. My life is spent traveling, and I do not spend much time with people. You’re a lone woman in the middle of the woods, not five yards from the Everdark. Your face is swollen. There is blood on your hands. I’m simply reaching for conversation in the hopes of finding out you’re not a bandit or bait leading to an ambush.”
Pythia finally looked up with added confidence. “Me? A bandit?”
Micah nodded, his dark brows wrinkling. “You are dark of hair. Shargrove is a town known for their ginger roots. Can you blame a man for being cautious?”
At that, Pythia laughed, though quickly covered her smile with her hands. “I am accustomed to others using caution around me. Shargrove thinks me a witch, for the exact reason you say.”
“And are you?”
Pythia shook her head and looked up to the treetops with a deep breath. “No. At most, I am a bastard child. I’ve never hurt anyone, but I don’t look like them. Living so close to the dark forest, their superstitions are high in mind. There is nothing to be done about that. But to make things worse,” she paused, hoping her next words would reach the man’s senses, “there is something happening in the town. It would not be wise to go there now.”
Micah looked up the road, his eyes hinting concern. “What is happening?”
Pythia followed his gaze. “There has been an awakening of some sort, and the villagers are being harassed in their beds when night falls.” She paused, flicking her attention to Micah to catch his reaction when she added, “Spirits.”
Micah’s brows rose slightly at the claim. “Spirits? Like, wraiths? How would such a thing happen? There’s no history of spirits in Shargrove.”
Pythia shook her head. “No one knows,” she lied, allowing her gaze to pass over the man’s shoulder.
 “Are you not heading back, then? I would walk with you, if you’d allow it.”
Pythia’s brow slightly furrowed. “You still intend to pass through?”
“For a day, at most. I need to restock for my travels. I won’t make it another day, and as you said yourself, there will be no other village for another two.”
He gestured to the road and Pythia shook her head. “If you are seen with me, you will be scorned,” she finally said. 
“That is ridiculous.”
“That is Shargrove. My whole adult life, they’ve treated me with contempt. I am not the company you want to be seen with—for your own good.”
Micah’s lips turned to a smile suddenly. “Adult life? You were treated differently as a child?”
“Of course,” Pythia replied. “What accusations could be made against a child?”
“Did you ever stop to think their calling you a witch is just a ruse?”
Pythia resisted the urge to look over her shoulder again. Fear of the minotaur making noise or drawing attention to itself was building and sweat beaded her hairline. “What?” she absentmindedly replied.
“A ruse. To cover up their jealousy.”
Pythia snapped to attention. “Jealousy? Of what?”
“Of you!” Micah laughed. “Are you so severe with yourself? You’re like a raven in a flock of doves.”
It took Pythia a moment to register what the man was saying. And how ridiculous he sounded! The very thought brought laughter to her lips. Pythia knew her form was nothing worth coveting, for she lacked the curves of breast and hips most women flaunted for adoration. 
“More like a thorn among dandelions!” Pythia said. Where did this man find the gall to speak in such a way to her?
“Think what you like,” Micah replied. “What other reason would they have to accuse you? And only when you’re an adult?”
Pythia fell silent, more from her own discomfort than not having an answer to his question. 
With a deep breath, Micah finally nodded in understanding. “I can sense your uneasiness at the mention, and I do not mean to cause you any more trouble. Find something cold to ease your swelling, but I suggest you avoid that brook.” Micah bowed his head. “I will be on my way.”
With that, Micah left her on the path in the woods. When he was out of sight, Pythia did not follow. She was not done discussing the situation with the minotaur. Plus, if anyone of the town was watching, seeing Pythia follow a man out of the woods would only draw the exact attention she was avoiding. Micah was not a bad person, she could see. Bringing an innocent man into the village struggles was not right. She already felt guilty at the thought of him entering a village shrouded with the hauntings she caused.
Pythia slowly stepped back and returned to the brook. The minotaur was still there. Only now, he was surrounded by creatures that truly made her skin crawl. Gray pixies. The gangly humanoids chirped and screeched at the sight of her. Their eyes were black as pitch, and their skin sickly pale as if in their every pore was a cloud of poison. They reeked of death.
With added caution, Pythia stepped up to the water on the safe side of the brook. They must have recognized her from the day she moved the tablet, as their screeching sounded more like laughter—as if they taunted her.
The minotaur hushed the pixies with a grunt, and they covered their mouths as if stifling their laughs. Pythia was glad for it. She hated their thin, curved, needlepoint teeth in maws that stretched wide like a snake’s. And yet, she moved closer to them, her toes touching the water, so the minotaur could hear her over the trickling of the brook.
“Tell me you have another plan,” Pythia urged.
“Dere are no more plans,” the minotaur replied. “‘A hare of white, and bone of pale, cut in da neck of one born—’”
“Stop it! Please. I know the spell. I can’t hear it any longer.”
Pythia looked up to the beast standing four heads taller than her. Now standing closer to him than she ever had, she could see wrinkles in the hide above his eyes—eyes that were not quite animalistic, nor were they human. His face was long and wide, ending in two round nostrils.
When she did not go on, the minotaur continued. “You must make da sacrifice. You must choose.”
Pythia knelt down and lifted a pool of water to her swollen eye. It stung, but she let out no reaction. “You are asking me to commit blood-magic—to become the very thing I have been accused of all this time. All I ever wanted was to be accepted. If I do what you’re telling me to do, I could never show my face again.”
The minotaur’s hooves shifted in Pythia’s blurred peripheral vision, and it took her a moment to realize he was kneeling down with her. One fur-covered knee sank into the mud, while the other was within reach. A hand touched her chin, lifting her face to look at him.
“Why do you worry about showing your face when dis is what dey do to it?”
Pythia swallowed hard at the words, and then it happened: days of a constant show of strength failed in that moment, and Pythia wept at the feet of the minotaur. She dropped to her bottom, soaking her dress in the brook. How could this monster be kinder to her than those she knew all her life? Was there no true justice for her? Would life truly come down to kill or be killed?
Moments of relentless release passed, and Pythia knew what had to be done. Action would be taken that very same night. A light pressure touched her shoulder just as she came to accept her fate and Pythia looked up. A hideous pixie sat upon her shoulder, grinning at her with that repulsive, paralyzing bite. There was no sense of threat from the creature, though. Not this time.
The minotaur stood, and Pythia followed suit. “I will find a white hare,” he whispered quietly.
With her heart beating in her ears, Pythia slowly reached out and took his hand as a gesture of thanks. She smiled slightly at the realization that she could grasp only one of his fingers at most. He was a mammoth beast.
No words were spoken—none were needed—and Pythia left the brook, heading back toward Shargrove.
 
At the edge of the trees, a watchtower with blue flags and banners loomed over the village like a storm cloud. No longer was it a marker of home. No longer did it represent anything at all.
Pythia saw before her a quiet village, seeping with hatred.
“What are you doing?” a severe voice came from the path behind her.
Micah stood five paces from her, eyes glowing with suspicion. “I saw you with the creatures,” he went on. “The gangly, gray thing touched you. Is there black in your blood?”
Pythia’s hands shook and she clenched them at her back. “No. And if you truly saw a thing, then you would know I’ve done nothing wrong.”
Nose wrinkling, Micah took one hesitant step forward. “I heard you. You spoke of blood-magic.”
At that, Pythia took hurried steps toward him to speak in a whisper. “It’s not what you think. You don’t know what happened. Why did you follow me?”
The man’s attention bounced toward the brook. “You’re a bad liar, miss. I could tell you were hiding something. Why does the minotaur not crush you into powder? Have you spelled him?”
Pythia crossed her arms over her chest. “Why does everyone immediately think witchcraft? And what does it matter whether I lied or not? We don’t know one another. My actions do not affect you in any way.” 
“Oh but they would, were you to be found a mangled corpse, mauled by the edge of this brook. There are so few strangers in this town that I would be blamed without thought. I’m glad I did follow you. Shargrove would have my head.”
Pythia laughed in disdain. “You do not know my town. They would sooner thank you than hang you. Not that it matters. I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Then why don’t you tell me what is going on? Raise doubt within me, please. I held so much concern for you, miss. Tell me I was not being deceived and that the village is at fault for your apparent abuse.”
Pythia thought for a moment before stepping forward. “My name is Pythia. Pythia Loom. Believe me when I tell you, this is not the first time the people of Shargrove did this to me. They blame the spirits on me. Did I awaken them? Yes. But am I a witch? No! Not in the least! It was an accident, and I have worked diligently these past days—to the point of unconsciousness—to relay the spirits to the Everdark.” Pythia lifted a hand to her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut. By the Highest, her head was throbbing. “These spirits are stubborn. And they are clever. I cannot do it alone.”
“So you went to the beast for help?” Micah replied.
“The ‘beast’ won’t hurt me,” Pythia answered. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to hide how badly she shook. “He saw what happened. He is willing to help me.”
Micah scoffed at her reply. “And you trust it?”
“Believe it or not, the creatures of the Everdark may be ugly, but they are not stupid. Nor are they blind. They knew the dangers of the Blacker Shadows, and it affects them as well as us if these spirits are on the loose.”
Fear fell upon Micah clearly in that moment. Any mention of the Blacker Shadows was enough to make a knight shake in his armor. Stories of the Everdark paled in comparison.
A shadow crawled over his hood as the sun began to set. Pulling his sleeves down over his hands, he crossed his arms as if a chill came over him.
Pythia had a thought and licked her lips, then took a step past Micah. “Come with me. Maybe you can better understand if I show you the tablet.”
Micah was hesitant, but he followed as she led him not forty feet from where they stood. Pythia stopped beneath the eaves of a large red cypress tree. The bark was not the usual pale brown as it was seen throughout the lands, but a dense burgundy—as if years were spent with its roots drenched in blood. A gaping hole opened at the base of the trunk, yet that was not where Pythia led the man. Not ten feet west, amid a circlet of bare earth, lay a white, dirt-laden tablet of stone. A large crack along the center nearly prevented it from remaining in one piece.
Pythia stood beside the stone, guilt and grief filling her. She pointed to a hole in the ground and spoke through tears. “I was hurrying to get home before the village bell rang and the barn I sleep in was shut for the night. Lady Farner expects me to be in the barn by sundown, and when it’s shut, it’s shut. Nights are cold now.” Pythia looked in front of her. “I walked the dirt path through this forest for years, never breaking from it until five nights ago. I thought cutting through the woods would get me home sooner. It was raining, so the ground was soft and the tablet must have been unearthed. I caught the toe of my shoe on the edge and after picking myself up, took no more than a glance back at it. But I returned in the morning to take a closer look in the hopes of finding I’d come across some treasure hidden away and forgotten.”
Turning to face Micah once again, Pythia was at least pleased to find a kinder expression on the man’s face; she hated being thought a liar after spending so much of her life trying to gain acceptance from others.
Micah knelt down to look at the tablet. “Was it already moved from the hole here?”
Pythia shook her head. “No. I picked it up, and the moment I did, a thick fog lifted from the hole in a constant stream for an entire day. It looked like the smoke from a pipe. But believe me when I tell you, I had no idea what it was. Of course I knew the Everdark is on the other side of the woods there, but that is where things like this belong. Not on our side. The minotaur claims it was done purposefully, and likely by those who created the Everdark.”
“The Voices?”
“Voices, Sages, Gods, or Goddesses. No one here knows what to call them. As far as Shargrove is concerned, there are no creators of anything. It is a town of fear and superstitions. Hence, their unerring faith in my being a witch.”
Micah sighed with a shake of his head. “What would the purpose be in such a doorway existing?”
With her dress already covered in mud and blood, Pythia finally conceded to her weariness and dropped onto her bottom beside the hole. “I don’t know. How can anyone really know? The minotaur says the tablet is ages old.”
“Would you really sit next to that hole if it’s so dangerous?” Micah asked, narrowing his eyes at her.
“You doubt what I’ve told you this far? Why else would a minotaur be willing to speak with me? Why else would my face be this battered? By all means, go speak with the townspeople. They will be more than willing to share even the exaggerations of the truth, but it will all end in my being a witch.”
Pythia made sure to keep eye contact with Micah as she spoke. She would not have him calling her a liar.
With a clearing of his throat, Micah joined Pythia on the ground and crossed his legs in front of him. Again, he pulled his cloak tighter around himself and Pythia wondered fleetingly what a cloak like his felt like. She never had the luxury of owning such a fine piece of clothing. She had a red blanket given to her one winter when she was a child, but it disappeared from the barn some years ago. 
“Tell me what needs to be done, Pythia,” Micah said, shaking her from her contemplation. He stared at her with a furrowed brow, as if he’d been speaking to her for longer than she was aware. “Tell me about the blood-magic. I heard the minotaur speak a spell.”
Pythia’s heart suddenly beat faster. “Um,” she began with a deep breath, “‘a hare of white, and bone of pale, cut in the neck of one born of the veil.’”
Micah’s face scrunched in thought. “‘Of the veil?'”
Pythia nodded and nausea rose to the base of her throat. “It means I must find a white hare within the veil. The minotaur says the veil is the Everdark, so he’s going to find one.”
It was clear Micah expected more. His brows rose in expectation for her to go on.
“I must kill the hare, remove one bone, cut my palm with it, and spill my own blood with that of the hare into the hole. The spirits will smell it and return to the passage. When the spirits are all returned, I drop the bone into the hole and cover it with the tablet once more.”
“This seems too simple. Why haven’t you done this yet?”
Pythia frowned. “Because, be it animal or not, it’s still blood-magic! I spent my entire life refuting their accusations of witchcraft. The village will know I did it when I return with a cut hand. It’s an absolute truth that blood-magic is done with a cut to the palm.”
Micah shook his head slightly, as if still not convinced. Pythia had enough.
“Micah, sir,” Pythia said, standing up. “It was a pleasure meeting you. You have been a kind man, but I have problems that need solving. And by standing here with you and your skepticism, I am wasting away what little time I have. I imagine I will be seeing you.”
With his cloak still tight around him, Micah hurried to his feet and pulled his hood back. It was the first time Pythia really saw the man, and she was surprised to find he was less of a man than she thought. He couldn’t have been more than twenty winters old. A mop of ruffled brown hair framed his olive-toned skin and his green eyes lightened to a greenish-brown without the hood. High, tight cheekbones gave him the countenance of a highborn noble rather than a peasant like her. She almost thought he was an elf, but upon closer inspection, she could tell his ears were clearly just as round as hers.
“I’m sorry,” he said with a fresh urgency in his tone. “Please. This is just so much for me to absorb. I saw a woman no older than me stand nose-to-nose with a minotaur, and a gray pixie light upon her shoulder. I’m hearing of ghost stories within the town and had to make sure you weren’t lying to me when telling me the story from your end.”
Pythia bit her lip at the realization. Micah knew more than he had let on!
“Yes, I heard it all from the villagers first. But please don’t be angry with me. I saw you days ago and worked up a lot of courage just to speak with you. I knew I wanted to help; I just didn’t know how to do it.”
The village bell tolled outside of the woods and Pythia bristled at the sound. Micah glanced toward it but turned back to her in silence.
“Whatever is to be done won’t be done tonight,” Pythia said, her heart sinking at the thought of the cold she knew was coming. The barn would be shut. And yet, even if it wasn’t shut, Pythia knew she couldn’t return to Shargrove. There was too much anger, and the spirits were too bold with her name. “You should get yourself back to town if you don’t want the villagers asking questions.”
Her words must have confused Micah. His mouth dropped open before saying, “But what about you? Are you not going back?”
Pythia shook her head. “I have nowhere to go back to. It’s fine. This won’t be the first time I sleep outdoors in the winter.” She paused, already feeling the chill. “But you need to go. I won’t be held responsible for you out here. Go to the inn. Warm up with some stew. The Barkers are wonderful cooks.” Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food. She would be fine, though. Pythia knew enough of hunger to handle it on her own.
“I don’t feel right. I can’t leave you out here.”
“Micah, it’s fine. You’re new here, I understand. But you haven’t had proper time to get to know me, nor do you want to.” Pythia struggled to add a tone of frustration in her plea. Micah was indeed young and may react better if she spoke sternly. “I’m not making light of the situation here. The people beyond these woods will not accept you. Not if they think for a moment that you’ve spent all this time with me.”
Though he made several more attempts to remain with her, Micah eventually turned to make his way to the village. He even offered his cloak, which Pythia accepted as a kind gesture and was grateful for.
Pythia watched the stranger walk away as she held his cloak in her hands. She had been right; it was made of wool.
 
***
 
Morning came with a bite—the first snow of the season. Pythia woke beside the burning embers of a fire still giving off heat. She discovered she lay beneath the weight of animal skins she did not remember having when first settling for the night. Pythia tugged the skins closer around her neck and inhaled the crisp air. The treetops were already white with snow and the surrounding ground and stones were slick with ice. She had never woken so warm on a winter’s morning. Not once in her life—not until now. 
The stiff corpse of a white hare by her shoulder told her all she needed to know.
“I am glad you did not return to your village,” the familiar voice of the minotaur came from behind.
Pythia turned to see him coming through the trees with more wood in his arms. She no longer flinched at the sight of him. How strange.
“Thank you,” she said, noticing the three gray pixies clinging to him. One sat between his horns while the other two flitted from horns to shoulders. “Thank you so much.”
“You are comfortable?”
“I am. And I cannot thank you enough.”
“Good. Den you are strong enough to make sacrifice.”
Pythia looked down at the fire and nodded slightly. “Yes. I will do it.”
The minotaur layered three logs onto the fire and they quickly took to burning. It was clearly not wood from anywhere nearby, as everything was too wet or frozen to catch fire. She realized that he must have wood stashed someplace.
“May I ask what you’re doing this far from the Everdark? I thought you couldn’t leave.”
At first, Pythia thought the minotaur was coughing or gagging on something he might have eaten, but she quickly realized it was laughter coming from his bull-like snout. She couldn’t help but smile in return.
“We come and go as we please. Only dere is more reason to come to da Everdark dan to go from it. Man is angry. Elves are ugly. Dwarves—I do not see. Why go where my kind are too big for walking?” He turned the wood in the fire with his hands without flinching and said, “The idea of barrier around da Everdark is trickery. I do not know where it started. I do not care. I am happy to live in my peace—in my dark.”
One pixie flew to Pythia and lifted some of her hair to its nose, snorted with disgust, then gestured to its fellow pixies to join it. The other two were quick to do the same. Pythia felt the urge to slap them away but stopped herself. It would be unwise to invite the bite of a pixie. One bite with its venomous teeth would stop her heartbeat within hours.
“I envy you and your peace,” she said, leaning away from the gray pixies. Their stench was unbearable. “I have worked long years to find the same, but I’ve been denied more times than I can count.”
“Humans are stupid creatures. Hearts so full of hate, make no room for smarts.” The minotaur tapped his temple with a thick finger. “Minotaur does not speak smart, but we have good heart.” He paused in thought and looked to the pixies. “If you are not faery, minotaur can be kind. You see.”
The pixies poked their tongues out at the minotaur and returned to the horns on his head.
“But pixies are acceptable?”
“Pixie have no fear. I chase pixie, dey bite and head hurt all day. I chase faery, dey go away. Minotaurs are smart enough to choose da winning battle.” The minotaur offered a hand to Pythia, which she took, and helped her to her feet. “Now we choose da winning battle together. You make sacrifice.” He picked up the hare by its ears and handed it to her, then urged her toward the path leading to Shargrove. One glance back made it clear the minotaur was not going to join her.
Glad for the skins on her back, Pythia made her way to the edge of the forest with less nervousness than she ought to have. She had her plan. She knew how to save the people—and the Everdark—from the tormenting spirits.
Coming upon the end of the trees, Micah practically leaped from behind a large tree trunk, his arms wrapped tightly around him in an attempt to warm himself.
“There you are! I was hoping you’d be here sooner,” he said, studying the furs Pythia carried on her back. “By the Highest, where did you get those?”
More startled now than she was at the minotaur, Pythia took off the furs and found Micah’s cloak underneath them all. It was warmer than when she first put it around her shoulders. Micah looked well pleased.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I slept longer than anticipated. The minotaur gave me the furs, so I was warm.” She paused and smiled as she looked upon the already bustling village. “I’ve never been this warm. Did you have any troubles last night?”
“No more than you seemed to have,” he replied, nestling his head in his hood as he did when they first crossed paths. “I couldn’t sleep, though. I kept thinking about this blood-magic.” He looked down and his eyes immediately caught the hare in Pythia’s hand. “I see you’re prepared.”
“I told you the minotaur would help. He came through.”
Pythia turned from the village and started toward the tablet, keeping her face from Micah. 
“You knew I was coming?” Micah asked, following her deeper into the forest.
“I had your cloak. You’re a traveler. There was no way you would leave without it.”
A quiet “hm” came from Micah at her explanation. “You won’t be bothered if I watch you make the sacrifice then?”
Pythia shook her head and tried to smile. She wondered how obvious the twitching in her lips would be if she stopped walking and faced the man. Sweat accumulated at her back, and her jaw ached from clenching her teeth for so long. The thought of the sacrifice brought on a nervousness that bit at her heart and soured in her belly.
“It won’t take much effort,” she replied. “And I could use a witness, I suppose. Shargrove must know who saved them, after all.”
Micah walked shoulder to shoulder with her now, though his face was concealed by the side of his hood. “Will we see the spirits?” he asked.
The pair’s footsteps crunched on the frozen twigs and stones. Micah slipped on the ice once and nearly lost his balance, but regained his composure quickly. He immediately stood straighter and made himself bigger, as if nothing had happened.
Pythia ground her teeth. “I think we would see going in what I saw come out. The white cloud of fog. But I can’t be sure. I’ve never done this before.”
They reached the stone tablet then and Pythia knelt beside the hole. She took hold of the hare and turned it onto its back. “Oh no,” she whispered.
“What are you going to cut the hare with?” Micah asked, speaking aloud what she was wondering.
A small stone knife clattered on the ground beside her, startling her and Micah. The pair looked up and Micah jumped backwards from the minotaur standing feet away.
“You forgot knife,” the minotaur said.
Pythia nodded and offered a quiet “thank you” as she took the makeshift dagger and slowly pressed the tip into the hare’s sternum. Blood oozed from the gash and Pythia tilted the corpse in a way that the blood might drain directly into the hole.
One look from her work at hand found Micah standing at a distance.
“Did you not want to watch?” she asked, pulling apart the hare’s ribcage. She glanced at the minotaur, then back at the man as she broke a rib from the hare and slipped it into her sleeve. “If he wanted to hurt you, he would have already.”
Micah briskly shook his head.
“Come on,” she urged. The minotaur grunted and created a greater distance between Pythia and himself so as to make Micah more comfortable. “You’ve spent your life traveling, Micah. You must have cooked a lot of small game. Could you skin the legs for me? I’d like to keep the bones. They’re good luck, but I tend to crack them when I try.”
Still wary of the bull-like monstrosity so close to them, Micah nervously took the hare and dagger into his hands. Holding the small animal by its legs, he twisted the furs around its ankles until the skin broke, then pulled it down to its hips, exposing clean, pink meat and muscle.
Pythia kept her face angled down to the hare and looked up through her lashes at the minotaur, who stood at a distance. His massive horned head nodded subtly and Pythia returned the gesture. She looked back to the work at Micah’s hands and pointed to the way he sliced away the meat from the femur. “See, there. That’s the bone I want.”
Micah’s focus narrowed onto the femur and Pythia took the bone.
“Thank you. Now, hand me the dagger,” she said.
The handle of the dagger wasn’t very strong but the stone blade was thin and sharp. Pythia pulled back the ears of the hare and gently slid the blade across the throat, spilling the thick crimson blood into the hole in the ground. She nudged Micah with her elbow and said, “Here. You hold it over the hole, and I’ll say the words of the spell.”
Micah glanced once more to the minotaur but nodded as he took the hare into his hands. He shifted his weight to his knees rather than his feet and squeezed the animal slightly to produce more blood. It was clear he was in a hurry to leave.
“A hare of white, and bone of pale,” Pythia started. Her stomach roiled and sweat trailed down her cheek, despite the furs falling from her back. The minotaur stared intently at her as she continued the spell. “Cut in the neck of one born male.”
Micah stiffened as Pythia grabbed a handful of his hair and stuck the hare’s rib into the side of his neck, pulling the sharp bone across his jugular. His shoulders lifted and his arms flew up to his neck while blood spurted across the stone. As Pythia lowered the convulsing man onto his side, he continued draining into the passage.
“I’m sorry, Micah,” Pythia whispered as she tossed the bone into the hole. “But my village hates me, and they would hate me more for sacrificing one of their own. Now, I am the one who saved them from their torment. A witch I surely have become, but at least I am also something of a hero, and must no longer carry their hate with me.”
Micah’s wide eyes quivered as life left them, and a cold gale began to swirl around them. Pythia’s black hair lifted in the rush and whipped wildly. Hushed whispers were carried on the wind as the first white spirit returned to the hole in the ground with a hungry gasp.
Dagger in hand, Pythia stepped away as a steady stream of white fog descended into the hole. The pixies fluttered around the blood at her hands thirstily and she didn’t even flinch. The air grew colder as Pythia set her gaze on Micah’s body. Her nerves were no longer rattled. Her heart slowed to its natural beat.
“It shouldn’t have been so easy to kill him,” she said to the minotaur standing just behind her.
“When da black is in your blood, all is easy,” he replied.
The black? Pythia turned to face the minotaur with furrowed brows. He nodded to the pixies, and she understood. The pixies would not be near her if there was no darkness in her. They accepted her the moment she made up her mind on what had to be done.
The stream of spirits stopped, and the cold wind came to an abrupt halt. The minotaur walked to the hole, picked up the tablet, then placed it over the hole. “You come wid me if you like,” he said as he made his way toward the Everdark.
Without thinking twice on it, Pythia followed. “I suppose I have no better option. And I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious.”
“Curiosity is dangerous in da Everdark. Do not ask question dere. You act. You do not ask.”
The two stood at the edge of the water of the Everdark and the pixies urged Pythia on. In one more step, she would belong somewhere for the first time in her life.
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Chapter 1
 
Anna
 
Anna peered down at the man lying on her bedroll near the fire, his body cast in moonlight. No, not quite a man. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen, perhaps younger. She’d found him beaten and whipped half to death, left alone in one of the many fields bordering the Gray City. She wasn’t sure what had inspired her to drag his limp body further away from the city, into a dense copse of trees where the Gray Guard wouldn’t likely find them, especially now that it had grown dark. The sympathy she’d felt for the young man had been out of character for her. 
   She stood from her seat on a nearby rock, moving to crouch beside him. His hair was a rich chestnut color, trailing down the line of his strong jaw, covered with angry purple bruises. She found herself wondering what color his eyes were, then shook her head. Perhaps he’d incurred too much damage during his beating, and would never open them again. 
   Sighing, she returned to her original seat. He was clearly of the lower class, likely a farmer, or one of the indentured servants trapped in lifelong debt to the Gray City. That he’d been beaten wasn’t terribly telling. Perhaps he’d stolen bread for his family, or tried to escape his state of servitude. He was practically a kid. He shouldn’t have been blamed for such things. 
   A rueful expression crossed her sharp features as she shook her head, tossing her long, dark braid over her shoulder. She was barely just a kid. At least it felt that way. She was fast approaching her twentieth year, and still had no place to call her own. No family. No friends. 
   The Gray City hadn’t been kind to her either. She hadn’t been a farmer like the young man on her bedroll. She’d been worse. One of the poor street youth, skulking around the alleys of the Gray City, begging for crumbs. Once she was old enough she’d turned to a life of thievery. She’d been caught one too many times and could no longer return to the city streets without being recognized by the Gray Guard.
   Perhaps it was for the best. She’d always wondered what the cities were like up North. Perhaps she’d leave the South altogether and venture to Migris. There were more sailors up that way. She might be able to find work on one of the ships . . . if she could find someone who’d actually hire a woman to their crew. She’d considered cutting off her long hair many times in an attempt to pass as a man, but her large brown eyes were too feminine, and there was no hiding the curves of her body, even with the taut muscles honed from a life of always running away. 
   The young man groaned, pulling her out of her thoughts. She hurried to his side, kneeling near his limp arm. His eyes fluttered open. In the dim firelight, she thought they were a pale brown, or maybe hazel. 
   He slowly lifted his arm toward his face, wincing as he touched the bruises along his cheek and jaw. “Where am I?” he muttered. 
   “Not far from the Gray City,” she explained. “I found you half dead in a field.” 
   With a grunt of pain, he sat up, bringing his knees gingerly to his chest as he curled over them, exhausted. “I have to go back,” he moaned. “My family cannot pay their debts without me.” He shook his head. “I’m such a fool.” 
 Anna knew she should leave him. Now that she’d ensured he wouldn’t die, she needed to be on her way. She’d become accustomed to a life of solitude, and she wasn’t about to let this young man change that. 
   She sighed in spite of herself. “What happened?” 
   He met her gaze for a moment, then dropped his head. “A mistake, that’s what. I was fed up with the Guard and acted without thinking. I refused to work the fields to pay my family’s debt. Two of the guards dragged me to the field and beat me. I don’t remember anything after that.” 
   Anna pursed her lips in thought, then decided, “If that’s the case, you cannot go back. You’re lucky they only beat you. Others have been hanged for such insolence.” 
   “I have to go back,” he said again. “My family needs me.” 
   “Your family thinks you’re dead,” she countered, “and it’s likely for the best. If you return, they too could suffer as a result of your brash actions.” 
   He sighed heavily, shaking his head. “You’re right, I know it, but how can I just leave?” He turned hopeful eyes to her, as if she might possess the answers to all of his problems. 
   She shook her head. She didn’t even possess the answers to her own. 
   “You can travel with me to the nearest burgh,” she offered. “You should be healed enough by then to find work.” 
   He turned his head to peer past the fire, toward the distant lights of the Gray City. “What’s the point?” he asked softly. “I have nothing left to live for.” 
   She jabbed his shoulder with her fist.
   He whipped his gaze back to her, clearly shocked. 
   “You have yourself to live for, you fool,” she chastised. “Do you think I have anything else to live for? At least you knew the love of a family for a time.” 
   He blinked at her, at a seeming loss for words. “I apologize. I wasn’t trying to insult you.” 
   She glared at him. “If you don’t want to insult me, then don’t be a fool. You’re young, and you have an entire life to live. You should not take such a gift for granted.” 
   He stared at her. “I suppose you’re right,” he said after a moment. “Though I still have no idea what I’ll do from here.” 
   She sucked her teeth. Why did she even care? She should have no interest in this young, lost, farm boy. “You’ll have three days to figure it out while we travel to the next burgh. Now get some rest.” 
   He watched her for a moment more, then nodded. He laid back down on the bed roll, then curled up on his side, turning his back to her. He was far too trusting of a stranger, but then again, she had rescued him. He had no reason to fear her. 
   Still sucking her teeth in irritation, she returned to her rock. She’d forgotten to ask his name, which irritated her almost as much as the fact that she only had one bedroll, and she’d told him to go to sleep on it. 
   With a sigh, she spread out her heavy black cloak on the forest floor, then laid down on her back. She stared up at the stars until sleep finally took her, smiling at her final thought before rest. Despite her irritation, it was nice going to sleep with the sound of someone gently snoring nearby.
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Kai
 
Kai’s entire body ached. He’d known when he’d refused to work that he would be beaten, or worse, but truly, he hadn’t thought the consequences through. At the time it had seemed a good idea. Now the sun was rising on a new day, and he could never return home. He couldn’t risk what might happen to his family if he did. They were better off thinking he was dead. 
   He rolled over in his bedroll, then startled. The woman who’d rescued him the previous night was perched on a rock, staring at him. A bow was leaned against her thigh, and twin daggers rested at her slender hips. 
   He sat up, rubbing his aching head and coming away with dry flecks of blood. 
   “What is your name?” the woman questioned, her mood unreadable. For all he knew, she felt the same way about him as she felt about the rock on which she sat, but then, why had she saved him? 
   “It’s Kai,” he answered honestly. “Though perhaps I should change it now, just in case any guards from the city decide to search for me.” 
   She tilted her head, trailing her long, nearly black braid over the shoulder of her charcoal vest atop a loose, white blouse. Her black breeches hugged her legs tightly, tucked into knee-high black boots. A black cloak was flung back over her shoulder. What was this woman doing hiding in the woods with a man who was now on the run?
   “No need to change it,” she said finally. “They won’t look for you so long as you don’t attempt to return. They’ll assume your body was dragged away by small predators.” 
   He shivered at the thought, knowing that would have been his fate had this woman not found him. 
   “I’m Anna,” she continued, rising from her perch. “Make yourself ready and we’ll be on our way.” 
   “Do you have a horse?” he questioned without thinking. 
   She smirked down at him. “No my lord, some of us have little choice but to get around on foot.”
   He blinked up at her, not sure how he’d managed to offend her . . . again. 
   “Prepare yourself,” she said again. “Unless you’d rather venture off on your own. It is your choice.” 
   He immediately stood despite his body’s protests. He had no food, nor did he know the location of the nearest clean water, and he’d just lost the only people who cared about him in the entire world. He wasn’t about to lose the one person who now knew the truth about him, even if she seemed to scowl far more than she smiled. 
 
* * *
 
Kai
 
Twenty minutes later, now with a meager portion of food in his belly, Kai started along the small trail through the woods with Anna walking a few steps ahead, her pack of supplies slung casually over her shoulder along with her bow and quiver. He watched her cautiously. He wasn’t used to people offering aid for no reason. In fact, he wasn’t used to people offering aid at all. The nearby trees shaded them from the murky sun, birds chattering in their branches. It would have been a nice walk if his body wasn’t screaming in agony. He limped along, favoring his right leg, and wincing at a sharp pain in his side with every step. He was quite sure the guard who’d beaten him had broken at least one of his ribs. 
   “What will you do in the next burgh?” he questioned, wanting to distract himself from his predicament. 
   Anna glanced back at him as she continued walking. “Resupply, then continue on. I’d hoped to find work on a ship at the coast, but none would take me. Not that they’re sailing right now regardless. The men still jump at shapes in the night, though the Faie have all but disappeared from the land. They fear Merrows in the shallows and Sirens in the deeps.” 
   Kai couldn’t help his smirk. He’d never seen one of the Faie himself, but he’d heard stories of the Faie War, which had ended roughly seventy years before he’d been born. No one knew why the creatures had vanished, and many lived in fear of them returning. 
   “So you’re a sailor?” he asked. 
   She snorted, not glancing back at him. “Sometimes. You’ll soon learn to do what you must to survive, whether it’s sailing, farming, or hiring out your sword.” 
   He glanced at the daggers at either of her hips warily. He’d never handled a sword in his life. “I can farm,” he mused, “but I’d likely drown if I sailed or stab myself if I tried my hand at swordplay.”
   She whirled on him, her dark eyes wide. “You don’t even know how to use a sword!” 
   He blinked at her, stunned, then shrugged. “Why would I? I’ve spent every day of my life working on the farm to support my family. We could never afford a sword, let alone the time needed to become proficient at wielding it.” 
   She sighed heavily, then turned to continue walking. “You can inquire at farms in the next burgh. You wouldn’t last a day on the road on your own.” 
   He scowled at her words, but couldn’t exactly argue. Instead, he hurried to her side with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Or,” he countered, “you could teach me to use a sword.” 
   “You said it yourself,” she growled, “swords are expensive, as is the time needed to learn.” 
   Unwilling to give up so easily, his mind raced for something he could offer her, but he had nothing to his name, not even a single coin. “I’d do anything you asked,” he blurted. “I’ve lived my entire life as a slave to the city. I’m used to the work.” 
   She stopped walking, placed her hands on her hips, then looked him up and down. “What makes you think I’d want you? A farmer is of no use to me.” 
   He bit his lip, wracking his brain. “I can do more than tend crops. A life of farming has made me strong. Since you don’t have a horse, I could carry your belongings.” He eyed the pack she carried, containing her food, water, and bedroll. “And I’ve used a bow before,” he tapped the top of the weapon slung beside her pack. 
   She tilted her head in thought. Was she actually considering his desperate plea? 
   “I’ll teach you to handle a dagger once you’re healed,” she offered. “If you show no promise of skill, you must vow that you will not try to follow me after we reach the burgh. I will not be slowed down.” 
   He nodded eagerly. “Just give me a chance. That’s all I ask.” 
   “Fine,” she sighed, then immediately turned to continue walking. 
   He hurried after her, determined to prove himself useful. A sliver of hope had blossomed in his chest. Perhaps there was life after servitude. If he could learn to use various weapons . . . well, he wasn’t sure just what he could do with such skills. Anna had hinted at mercenary work, although from what he understood, mercenaries traveled in groups. Anna traveled all alone. He suddenly found himself wondering if she put her weapons to more nefarious purposes. Perhaps she was a thief or assassin. She certainly dressed as he’d imagine a thief or assassin might dress. 
   As his thoughts spun out of control, his mood darkened. He’d simply have to see what the next few days would bring. Once his wounds were healed, and he’d acquired some skill with a blade, he’d be fully prepared to run the other way. 
 
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Anna
 
Anna had noticed the footprints in the muddy path over an hour prior. Normally, footprints would be nothing to gawk at, but these were far from the main road, and seemed fresh since the edges were yet to lighten as the moisture in the soil seeped downward. Sometimes hunters used the forest path, or sometimes others not wanting to draw attention to themselves . . . like her, but there were too many imprints in the mud to belong to a simple hunting party.
   “Why are you staring at the ground?” Kai questioned, tearing her away from her thoughts.  “Shouldn’t we be keeping an eye on our surroundings in these parts?” 
   She turned to scowl at him as he walked happily beside her. He tried to smile at her scowl, then winced in pain from the bruises decorating his stubbled jaw. 
   “Look down,” she growled, gesturing to the prints they were both stomping over. 
   He glanced at the prints, then back to her face. “So?” 
   She sighed, flicking her gaze around the forest, straining her ears for hints of other voices. When she heard nothing, she replied, “So, why would such a large group travel so far from the main road? I’d guess there are at least twenty of them, maybe more. Mostly men, but some women.” 
   He raised his brows at her, then stopped walking to observe the prints more closely. “How can you tell?” 
   She sighed again and stopped beside him, trying to remember just why she’d agreed to let him travel with her. “Look at the sizes of the prints, and how they overlap,” she explained, gesturing down to the prints. “Some are small enough to be women’s feet, but they have mostly been obscured, as if they were walking ahead of some of the others.” 
   He nodded, then continued walking. “Well, I don’t see how it’s any of our business regardless.” 
   Fool, she thought. Out loud she said, “It may become our business when the group of bandits takes us hostage, or worse.” 
   “Who said anything about bandits?” he questioned. 
   Could he really be this dense? “Think about where we are,” she hissed. She began to say more, then cut herself off. She halted in her tracks. 
   Kai continued walking, not noticing the voices that had piqued her ears. 
   She hurried forward and grabbed his arm, then raised a finger to her lips to silence him before he could complain. 
   He blinked at her, wide-eyed. 
   She tapped her ear with her free hand, hoping he would understand. 
   He seemed to listen, then his eyes grew wider. 
   The voices weren’t far ahead. Their owners had likely stopped for a meal on the trail, granting Kai and Anna the chance to catch up to them. Silently, she tugged Kai back a few steps, then off the path and into the trees. 
   “We’ll creep around them,” she whispered, standing close enough for him to hear. “We’ll keep off the path until we’re far ahead, then we’ll keep walking through the night. That should place us far enough ahead of them.” 
   “Do we really need to go to all that trouble?” he whispered back. 
   She scowled. It would be risky, but she needed to teach this boy a lesson. “Follow me,” she instructed. 
   Without waiting to see if he would obey, she crept forward, careful to remain concealed within the shadows of the dense trees. He followed after her, nearly as silent. He might make a good thief if he weren’t so naive…not that she had time to train him, and she was better off on her own. She always had been. 
   The voices grew louder as she continued to creep forward with Kai following close behind. Soon enough, she spotted the first of the men, then another, sitting beside him on a fallen log, eating cured meat and hard bread. She took a few more steps, and more of the men came into view. 
   Anna tried to keep her breathing even. Her assumption had been correct. These men were bandits, or perhaps hired mercenaries. They wore rough leather armor and weapons at their belts. Not the finely made weapons of the Gray Guard, but the shoddy iron weapons of lowly criminals. She continued silently forward, keeping an eye on the men, then her mouth grew dry as the women came into view. 
   There were six of them, all weighed down by heavy irons at their wrists. They wore the dresses of simple townsfolk, and all appeared to be under twenty. She hated to think what the men had planned for them. That they were all alive meant they were likely to be sold into servitude, but that didn’t mean the mercenaries wouldn’t do horrible things to them along the way. 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat and continued walking. This had nothing to do with her. If she were the one in irons, none of those women would stop to help her. She was sure of it. 
   An arm wrapped around her bicep. She tensed, reaching for her dagger, then relaxed. She had nearly forgotten about Kai. She turned her dark eyes to glare up at him. 
   He released his hold on her, then gestured silently to the woman, a distressed expression scrunching his face. 
   Her heart gave a nervous patter, but she shook her head. She turned to continue walking, then flinched as he grabbed her again. She turned, and he once again gestured to the women. 
   Sighing, she gestured to the armed men. Fifteen of them, if her initial count was correct. Shaking her head, she continued creeping along.
   After a moment, Kai followed, though she was quite sure the silent argument was far from over. 
   
* * *
 
Kai
 
Kai was practically trembling by the time they were well out of sight of the men and their prisoners. He clenched and unclenched his sore fists as Anna finally made her way back to the path. He followed, but every step felt like there was iron weighing down his boots. His entire body ached, he was exhausted, but that was not what held him back. How could they simply leave those women to their fates? They couldn’t be any older than his middle sister. 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Anna said as he moved to walk at her side down the path. “But there is nothing that we can do for them. I might be skilled with a blade, but I could not face that many men and survive, and you’d be all but useless.” 
   His face burned at the useless comment, because it was true. He’d proven himself useless to his family, and now he was useless to Anna. He was more than useless to those poor women back there. 
   “We could at least alert the Gray Guard,” he suggested. “They could stop them.” 
   She snorted. “Yes, they’re sure to believe a runaway slave and a thief.” 
   “Thief?” he questioned, stopping in his tracks.
   Her face grew red, but she didn’t take her words back. “I do what I need to survive. The Gray City was never kind to me. I’d think you of all people would understand.” She turned and continued walking, hiding her blush. 
   He hurried to catch up to her. “While I cannot criticize you, I cannot condone you stealing from poor folk struggling just as much as you or I.” 
   She rolled her eyes. “I don’t steal from poor folk. What would they have that I’d want? It’s not worth the risk for a few measly coins. The money lies in being hired by others to steal the things they want. Petty Lords stealing from their rivals. Smugglers stealing from ships and storehouses.” 
   He felt his shoulders relax. Perhaps there was humanity within her yet. He still didn’t like the idea of stealing, but really, what might he do if he was desperate enough. He was pretty desperate right now.
   “If you care for the poor folk,” he began anew, “then how can you leave those women behind?” 
   Her eyes darkened as they scanned the path ahead. The path leading them further and further from the women who needed their help. “As I’ve already explained,” she muttered. “There is nothing you nor I could do for them. We would both lose our lives, and the women would still meet their fates. I will not die in vain, not after all I’ve done to stay alive.” 
   He grabbed her arm to stop her. He knew she was right. He knew it, but he couldn’t let it go. 
   She stopped and peered up at him with her dark, unwavering eyes. 
   “What if that was you back there?” he questioned, gesturing with his free arm to the path behind them. “What if that was your sister, or someone you cared about deeply? Would you risk your life then?” 
   Her eyes shot daggers at him, and he knew he’d overstepped. 
   “I have no one to care about,” she said blandly, “and no one cares about me. That is why I’m still alive.” 
   He dropped his hand from her arm, shaking his head. “Well I’m going back. I cannot enjoy my freedom while those women have lost theirs.” 
   Her expression didn’t alter. “If you go back, you will die.” 
   “So be it,” he huffed, then turned to walk back down the path. He had no idea what he was going to do. Perhaps he could silently follow the party and await a good opportunity. This far into the woods, most of the men might sleep easily in the night. With the element of surprise, perhaps he could fell whoever was left awake to watch over the women, then he’d be able to help them escape to hide in the woods. 
   “In that case,” Anna said to his back, “I’m sorry I wasted my time saving you.” 
   He stopped in his tracks, shaking his head as he turned to her. “What is the point of walking forward, when you stand for nothing?” 
   Some hidden emotion flashed through her eyes, then was gone. She turned and walked away. 
   He stared after her as she left. If he didn’t try, he would always regret not saving the women. Unfortunately, part of him might always regret not saving Anna too. 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Anna
 
Such a fool! Anna thought, anger clouding her mind. To throw his life away for strangers. He was so young, and she’d offered him a way to survive…She scowled. How could he just throw it in her face like that?
   Distant memories pushed their way into her mind as her feet thudded down the shaded path. Growing up on the streets of the Gray City, her teenage friends, screaming for their lives as they were carried away by guards. There was no way to save them, there never was. It was understood that if the guards caught you stealing, no one would come to your rescue. 
   She stopped walking, lifting a hand to rub her tired eyes. She was still that same girl, powerless against those who would make her a victim. She was fast, smart, deadly, yet she was still powerless. Now she couldn’t even save Kai. Those mercenaries would skewer him the moment they saw him. His young life would be over. 
   She turned in her tracks, then shook her head. What was she even thinking? There was nothing she could do for him except die by his side. She would not risk her life now after all she’d survived. 
   She took another step down the path, back in the direction she’d come. Her instincts screamed at her to run away, but a tiny voice in her head told her to go back. It was a tiny voice she’d learned to ignore long ago. In fact, she’d thought she’d squashed it out altogether, but Kai had somehow awoken it. 
   She didn’t know whether she wanted to thank him, or strangle him
   Regardless, the tiny voice cheered her on as she took another heavy step, then picked up her pace down the path toward the mercenaries. The voice echoed in her mind, What’s the point of moving forward, when you stand for nothing?
   As she left the path and crept back into the trees, she became quite sure she’d lost her mind. It was a frightening thought, but just as powerful was the feeling that while she’d lost her mind, perhaps she’d found something else. Something equally important. 
 
* * *
 
Kai
 
What in the blazes had he been thinking? He was such a fool. He’d crept back into the trees just in time, as the mercenaries had finished their meal to continue on down the path. These men were criminals, trained killers. They’d strike him dead before he could even blink. How had he ever hoped to even stand against one of them? 
   “You are an absolute fool,” a voice whispered beside him, echoing his thoughts. 
   He whipped his gaze around to find Anna, crouching not three paces away. The corner of his mouth lifted into a crooked smile. “If I’m so foolish,” he whispered, “then what are you doing here?” 
   She glared at him. “I spent an entire night rescuing you. I don’t like wasting my time.” 
   His grin widened. Anna was only one woman, but she was a trained fighter, at least according to her. His loose plan might actually work with her by his side. 
   “Whatever you’re thinking,” she whispered, “stop. I’m not going to follow whatever fool plan you have in your mind. If we’re going to do this, you will do exactly as I say, exactly when I say it.” 
   He nodded eagerly. “I am at your command.” 
   “Ye gods,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head. “How did I end up here?” 
   With the mercenaries now out of sight, they both straightened and walked further from the path. Though Anna’s face was set in a scowl, Kai felt hopeful. She might be a thief, but she still had a heart. 
   Once they were a good distance away from the path, shielded within the dense trees, Anna stopped walking and turned to him. “We’ll track them until nightfall,” she explained. “It will be easier to strike while most of them are asleep. We can sneak in, pick them off one by one—”
   “Wait,” he interrupted, his heart lurching into his throat. “You intend to kill them in their sleep?” He’d never killed anyone before. Perhaps he’d occasionally daydreamed about besting one of the Gray Guard in a duel, but even then, the man would run off in shame. Kai couldn’t imagine actually sticking a knife in someone.
   Anna raised a dark brow at his horrified expression. “Yes, how else did you plan on rescuing the women? Those men aren’t just going to give them to us.” 
   “I thought we’d sneak them out,” he suggested. “Knock whoever is left awake to guard them unconscious, then lead the girls away.” 
   Anna rolled their eyes. “Two armed foes appear in the night, strangers to these women. What do you think they’ll do?” 
   He sighed. “Scream?” 
   She smiled cruelly. “You’re not as fool-brained as you look, then. The women will scream, and the entire camp of mercenaries will rush in to end us. I’m good with a blade, but I’m not that good.” 
   He took a deep breath. There had to be another way. “We’ll slip the women a note,” he suggested. “We’ll tell them to prepare for rescue.” 
   She turned and started walking in the direction the mercenaries had gone. “I take it back, you are as fool-brained as you look.” He hurried to catch up with her as she continued, “Ignoring the complications of actually getting a note to the women, it would undoubtedly be confiscated by the mercenaries, dashing our plan to bits.” 
   “I just don’t want to kill them,” he admitted, slowing alongside her as her eyes scanned the trail now far to their right. 
   She snorted. “Yeah, I got that. What I don’t understand is why?”
   “Because killing is wrong?” he suggested. 
   She flicked her gaze to him. “These men have doubtlessly killed many innocents,” she countered. “They’ve kidnapped those women to likely be sold into servitude. They have earned their deaths.” 
   How could she be so callous? He shook his head. “Well that’s not really for us to decide, is it?” 
   She stopped walking and turned to fully face him, hands on hips. “Do you want my help, or not?” 
   Did he? He was quite sure working with Anna was the only way he could save those women, but at what cost? Who was he to decide who lived or died?
   Reading his expression, she sighed. “I made a mistake coming back. If you somehow survive, seek me out in the next burgh.” 
   She turned to walk away, but he grabbed her sleeve. “Wait,” he breathed. “If it’s truly the only way, we’ll go with your plan.” 
   She gave him a sharp nod, seemingly satisfied.          
   Despite having a plan, his stomach twisted into knots far more painful than the ache of his bruises. He suspected Anna did not plan to kill all of the men on her own. She’d want him to do his share. The only question was, could he do it? He tried to imagine himself with a blade poised over a sleeping man. Could he puncture flesh and end the man’s life? 
   He wasn’t sure. The only thing he was really sure of, was that he didn’t have much choice.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Kai
 
Kai grew increasingly nervous as night fell. They’d tracked the mercenaries throughout the day, and had ended up in a small clearing where the men stopped to make camp. The women were forced to sit around a tree with their backs to the trunk, then were bound with heavy ropes. 
   Kai watched from the concealment of dense shrubs as the night wore on, and the men curled up in their bedrolls one by one. Eventually there were only two men left to stand guard. 
   “Are you ready?” Anna whispered, creeping up to his side. 
   He clenched the pommel of the unfamiliar dagger at his belt. He would have preferred to try his hand at Anna’s bow, but stealth was of utmost importance. They couldn’t risk any of the men screaming before they died. The bow had been left hidden in the brush some distance away, along with her pack.
   He shivered. The men would all have to die. If they didn’t, the women might suffer an even worse fate. He swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded to Anna.
   She watched his face for a moment, then replied, “Good. Don’t worry about the two standing guard. I will take care of them. You sneak in from the far end and begin dispatching the men in their beds.” 
   He nodded a little too quickly. He was going to be sick.
   “Remember,” she added, “just a clean slice to the throat. Silence them before they can scream. We cannot avoid some of them waking up, we can only hope there will be few of them left to fight us.” She seemed to think about her words. “If you can, go for the big ones first.” 
   With that, she darted off into the night. He could barely hear her footsteps as she disappeared into the darkness. 
   His palms slick with sweat, he began to make his way around the clearing. The men’s bedrolls were spread out, none sleeping too close to each other. It shouldn’t be too difficult to reach the farthest ones without waking any of the others. The difficult part would occur once he reached them. 
   He couldn’t help but feel he was sacrificing a small part of his soul in helping the women. He could only hope they’d be grateful for it.
 
* * *
 
Anna
 
Anna took deep, steady breaths, carefully picking her way across the ground so as not to step on any branches or dry leaves. Her daggers rested at her belt, ready to be unsheathed and driven into the nearest throat. 
   Two men stood guard, one near the women, and one on the other side of the camp, nearest the path. She’d take out that one first, as the one near the women would be tricky. She couldn’t risk any of the women screaming while Kai was vulnerable amongst the sleeping men. 
   She paused near a tree and watched as her primary quarry shifted his weight, constantly flicking his gaze around the forest ahead of him. His bald head reflected the moonlight, showcasing various scars. While he was clearly not new to his trade, he wouldn’t expect any threats to come from behind. 
   She darted behind another tree closer to her quarry. Slowly, she unsheathed her twin daggers, waiting for just the right moment. 
   The man yawned, stretching his arms over his head, and she leapt, thrusting her right arm over his shoulder seconds before dragging the dagger across his throat. 
   He made a soft gurgling sound, and she caught his body as it fell to the ground. She let him down gently, careful to not stain herself with the blood welling from his throat, black in the moonlight. 
   A shiver crept up her spine as she cleaned her dagger on his shirt, then quietly dragged him to the cover of a nearby shrub. She didn’t like killing, but she liked these men preying on the weak even less. She’d been weak once, and no one had bothered to save her. These women would not suffer the same fate. 
   With the dead man as hidden as he was going to get, she turned her attention to the rest of the campsite. Perhaps she should help Kai with the sleeping men, leaving the guard beside the women for last. 
   Forcing her thoughts away from the corpse she left behind, she crept onward to find Kai. 
 
* * *
 
Kai
 
Kai knelt before the man sleeping furthest toward the edge of camp. The man’s sickly sweet breath permeated his nostrils, making it difficult to breathe. Or perhaps it was just the panic constricting Kai’s lungs. He had his dagger ready. He already should have slit the man’s throat to move onto the next. He needed to kill as many as possible before one awoke. 
   He swallowed the lump in his throat and poised his dagger. Sweat dripped down his brow as his hand began to tremble.
   He couldn’t do it. 
   He withdrew the dagger and prepared to creep away. He would simply find Anna and tell her they needed a new plan. Perhaps if these men were trying to kill him he would be able to fight back, but to murder someone in their sleep? It just seemed wrong, no matter how deserving the victim might be.  
   He began to stand, then nearly screamed as his would-be victim’s eyes fluttered open. The man stared up at him for a moment, confused, then began shouting. Kai knew he should have silenced him right there, but instead he stumbled backwards. 
   “You fool!” Anna’s voice hissed, as an arm wrapped around his bicep. “Run, now!” 
   He wanted to obey her, but his feet didn’t seem to be working. Roused by the man he should have killed, the mercenaries all climbed from their bedrolls, glancing around. The man who’d started the shouting was now on his feet, advancing toward them while brandishing a small hatchet. 
   Suddenly he charged, swinging the weapon at Kai as his companions swarmed toward them. Kai would have met his end right there, but Anna darted in, faster than any fighter Kai had ever seen. She deflected the hatchet with one of her blades, expertly flicking the weapon out of the man’s hand before slicing her second blade across his throat. 
   As the man crumpled to the ground, Kai finally found his feet, but it was too late. The men were advancing to surround them, and Anna was already fending off another attacker. 
   “Run!” she hissed again. “I’ll be right behind you!” 
   This time he was able to listen. He turned on his heel and ran, shutting out the image of the blood pouring from the man’s throat. Had he the time, he would have vomited, but he was now too intent on keeping himself alive as the men shouted after him. 
   He ran and ran into the dark woods. He wasn’t sure where Anna was. She said she’d be right behind him, but he couldn’t spare the time to look. Instead he charged onward into the night, forcing his legs to carry him faster, though his lungs and bruised ribs screamed out in agony. 
   He ran until his legs finally gave out, and he collapsed into the dirt. He rolled over, panting and dripping with sweat as he gazed up at the still moon. He could no longer hear the shouts of the men pursuing him, but cold fear still clutched his heart. Where in the blazes was Anna?
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Anna
 
Anna groaned and lifted a hand to her throbbing head. How had that blasted brute gotten the drop on her? The last thing she remembered was felling another one of the bandits, then something slammed into her skull and knocked her to the ground. 
   Though she couldn’t remember it, something must have hit her in the ribs too. There was a massive weight on her chest. She tried to move, but something rough was pressed against her back. 
   Her eyes snapped open as full awareness hit her. The weight she felt was a rope looped several times around her chest, pinning her to a tree. The light of dawn was slowly creeping in. She’d been unconscious all night. 
   She blinked rapidly as her sight went from blurry to clear, then groaned again. She was in a seated position, tied to a tree just a few paces away from where the captured women were tied. One of them was already awake, staring at her with sad blue eyes from beneath matted russet hair. 
   Her panic increasing, Anna groped at the ropes securing her chest, but could find no knots. It must have been secured on the other side of the tree, the trunk far too wide for her arms to flail anywhere near the knots. 
   She gritted her teeth and tried to come up with a plan. Kai was most likely dead, so he’d be of little help. There was no way she was getting out of the ropes. Her daggers had been taken away, and . . . she halted her racing thoughts as she shifted her right foot in her boot. Curses, they’d taken the dagger there too. The thought of the filthy men thoroughly searching her unconscious body for weapons sent a chill of revulsion down her spine. 
   She took deep, even breaths, willing herself not to vomit. Back to making a plan. She wasn’t getting out of the ropes, but they’d have to untie her when they moved on for the day. Else they’d leave her to either starve or be eaten by wild animals. She found both options preferable to whatever else the men might do to her. 
   If, however, the men decided to lump her in with the other women and take her with them, she should be able to find a way to escape. Even outnumbered, she could outwit these men with two hands tied behind her back…or shackled with heavy irons. 
   “Morning, princess,” a rough voice said from behind her. “Not so tough without your blades?” 
   She winced. She’d nearly forgotten about the men she’d killed. She might end up lumped in with the other women, but she’d surely be punished for her crimes along the way. 
   The man stepped into her line of sight. He was younger than he sounded, perhaps only just past his twentieth year, though the scars littering his bare, muscled arms told the story of a rough youth. He sneered from beneath grubby, dark bangs, showcasing his numerous missing teeth.
   “Who was your friend?” he questioned. “Will he come back for you?” 
   So he wasn't dead? She smirked. “A casual acquaintance, nothing more.” Even if Kai was still alive, he wouldn't likely return for her, but she still saw no benefit to putting the men on their guards.
   “You don't seem too sore that he abandoned you,” the man observed. 
   She glared up at him. If he thought she would pour her heart out to him, he was dead wrong. “What do you intend to do with me?” she asked evenly. 
   He smirked. “You think you’re any better than the rest of our fair damsels?” he gestured to the woman tied to the adjacent tree. “You’ll all be sold to new masters, though I might take the time to find you a particularly loving owner. Some of the men you killed were my friends.” 
   She took deep, even breaths. If she got her hands on a blade, she’d send this foul man right to the grave along with his other friends. 
   “No clever retort?” he asked, then spat in the dirt near her feet. “Fine,” he continued. “We’re just another day’s journey from the drop off point. You’ll change your attitude long before then.” He gazed lasciviously at the other women. “Isn’t that right, ladies?” 
   The redhead who’d met her gaze before flinched, but the others barely reacted. All Anna could think was broken, they’d all been broken. She’d avenge them, if it was the last thing she did. 
   She smiled sweetly at her captor. “My attitude will only change once I’ve just cut out your tongue, and you’re hanging from a tree by your entrails.” 
   The insult won her a kick in the ribs. Her vision blacked for several seconds.
   When it returned, the man had walked away, and the red-haired woman was watching her with a smirk on her lips. Anna returned the smirk with a nod. She knew without asking that when the time came, at least this one girl would be there to help her.
 
* * *
 
Think, think, think, Kai repeated in his mind as he trudged through the dense forest. His body was unbelievable tired, and he was starved, but Anna was surely faring far worse. He’d gotten close enough to the camp to see her tied to that tree. He’d been entirely ready to sneak in and save her before that oily, dark-haired man showed up. He’d noted the small axe at the man’s hip, and the dagger jutting from his boot, and had known he would stand no chance against him…especially not after the humiliating show he’d put on the night before, running for his life while Anna cut down their foes one by one.
   He sighed, kicking his boot into the mucky soil in irritation. Something small and brown came loose from the ground and toppled out of the tall grass. He crouched down and picked up a small mushroom, then took a deep whiff of its porous flesh. 
   His nose wrinkled at the sweet scent. He’d encountered such mushrooms the previous year. They grew in sticky soil with a high clay content, usually beneath the shade of tall grass or other plants. Because of their tendency to hide, he hadn’t noticed the batch growing in their pasture until half of the sheep had eaten them. They’d gone utterly mad, stumbling all over the place and running into fences. Some had even died. 
   He made to drop the mushroom back into its hiding place, then stopped. He might not be able to disarm the men holding Anna captive, but hallucinations accompanied by violent stomach rumblings just might. The only problem was, how would he convince the men to eat the mushrooms? 
   Leaving that issue for later, he frantically began searching the grass for more growths, plucking them and piling them into the hem of his shirt as he went. He knew he was quite mad for even considering such a plan, but it was the only one he had. 
 
* * *
 
Anna
 
“We should have killed her for what she did,” one of the men nearest Anna grumbled. He was older than the others, yet had fewer scars. As if Anna needed any more  evidence that he was a coward. 
   “She’s worth more to us alive than dead,” the dark-haired man who needed his tongue cut out said. 
   Each of the two men held on to the ropes binding the women together by their irons. It was difficult enough for Anna to keep her feet as they were jostled about, let alone plan her escape. She’d ended up next to the red-haired woman, but had been granted no opportunity to speak with her. On her other side was a blonde girl, likely still a teenager, whose eyes never left the ground. 
   The rest of the remaining men walked further ahead or behind, confident the two men would have no trouble herding seven women in irons. 
   Anna’s gaze occasionally flicked the the daggers strapped to the dark-haired man’s wrists. If only she’d been placed at the end of the line of women, she could stand a chance of disarming him. 
   Of course, that was exactly why she’d been placed in the center. 
   As they trudged onward, her eyes darted about for anything else she might use. There were some small rocks on the dirt trail, and a few branches here and there, but nothing that would do her much good. Her eyes landed on a few oddly round, brown pebbles at they passed them. No, not pebbles, mushrooms. She was not well versed in foraging, and so, did not know their type, but she imagined it was unnatural for them to just be sitting on the side of the trail like that. 
   She subtly scanned the surrounding woods as the men grumbled amongst themselves, paying little attention to anything other than their tired feet thumping down the path. She nearly gasped at a flash of movement in the low shrubs. She could have sworn she’d seen . . . Kai? 
   She kept walking, wondering why her eyes were playing tricks on her. 
   “What are all these mushrooms doing on the path?” one of the men ahead of her asked. 
   The party stopped walking, giving her a chance to scan the foliage once more, but she did not see the movement again. Yet, what if it had been Kai? Could he actually be planning on rescuing her? 
   She looked down at the mushrooms as a few of the men knelt to pluck them from the side of the path. Could Kai have placed them there? If so, why? She didn’t imagine he’d be out to feed the hungry mercenaries. 
   Suddenly an idea dawned on her. It was far fetched, but she really didn’t have anything to lose. She strained against the ropes tethering her to the other women, barely managing to pluck one of the mushrooms from the ground. 
   A moment later, the dark-haired man swatted it from her grasp. 
   “What the Horned One’s name do you think you’re doing?” he growled. 
   She glared at him. “What in the Horned One’s name do you think? You didn’t give me any breakfast.” 
   He glanced down at the fallen mushroom as the other men watched on. “How do you know they’re safe to eat?” 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’ve lived in these woods for a while. I eat them all the time. Another traveler must have gathered them, then dropped them accidentally.” So she might be tricking them into eating harmless mushrooms and she’d feel like a fool. If they weren’t harmless, she’d feel quite clever indeed. 
   The man watched her, calculating. After a moment, he sneered. “I don’t believe you.” 
   Blast it all. Perhaps she’d underestimated his intelligence. 
   “If you don’t want them,” the red-haired woman began from her side, “can we have them? My da’ used to make a hearty stew from them. The sweet taste reminds me of home.” 
   The dark-haired man shifted his gaze to her, pondering. After a few seconds, he smiled triumphantly. “Gather the mushrooms, lads,” he announced. “We’ll be havin’ a bit more than stale bread tonight!” 
   The men all laughed and set to gathering the mushrooms sprinkled along the side of the trail. When all of their backs were turned, Anna flashed the red-head a quick smile, which the woman returned, her pale eyes sparkling with excitement. Perhaps she knew more about the mushrooms than Anna, or perhaps she thought Anna knew more about them than her. 
   Either way, they’d find out that evening.
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Anna
 
Anna grunted as her back was slammed against a tree. One of the men pressed a rope against her chest, then handed the ends to another standing on the other side of the trunk. It would have been the perfect opportunity for her to head-butt the man in front of her, steal his dagger, then stab the other one, but the dark haired man was watching on, his friends just behind him, starting a fire. The gathered mushrooms were piled in the dirt next to a large iron pot. 
   As one man finished tying her ropes, the man who’d unceremoniously slammed against the tree sauntered off toward their nearby supplies, then turned and tossed her a hunk of stale bread, which she barely managed to catch with her shackled hands. 
   “Eat up,” he growled, then ambled off toward the fire. 
   The other women had once again been tied to a separate tree, too far away for Anna to pinch the red-head as she watched the men preparing the mushrooms a little too eagerly. If they noticed her gaze, they might become suspicious, yet Anna couldn’t quite help herself as she too turned her eyes toward the mushrooms, the hunk of stale bread lying forgotten in her shackled hands. 
 
* * *
 
Kai
 
Had he been wrong? Kai had watched on as all the men partook of their hastily-made mushroom soup, yet they seemed none the worse for it. He’d been so sure the mushrooms were poisonous, and had nearly cried out in excitement as he spied Anna tricking the men into gathering them, but now it seemed his luck had run out. Perhaps the heat of the fire had rendered the mushrooms edible. Now the men had full bellies as a reward for their foul deeds. 
   He touched the knife at his belt. He could always resort to Anna’s original plan, killing the men in their sleep…but they’d likely be on their guard, knowing he could still be watching them. Plus, it wasn’t like he’d been able to muster the courage before, why would that night be any different?
   He pressed his back against the tree concealing him as his mind raced for another option. It would be dark soon, and the time for decisions would come. 
   “What is that!” one of the mercenaries shouted. 
   He tensed, had he been spotted? 
   “I could have sworn I saw a horse,” the voice added in disbelief. 
   “I feel unwell,” another groaned. 
   A grin slowly spread across Kai’s face. 
   Someone in the campsite began retching, as another questioned why the trees were spinning. 
   It was time to make his move.
 
* * *
 
Anna
 
Anna had no time to celebrate her small victory. The dark-haired man stumbled toward her, murder in his eyes. 
   “What did you do to us?” he hissed as he staggered into her, pressing her more firmly against the tree. His body odor hit her nose, making her gag. 
   “I did nothing,” she said sweetly. “Why, are you unwell?” 
   She noted his wrist daggers as he placed his hands on either side of her face, but her shackled hands were pinned flat to her body by the weight of him. Perhaps she could grab one with her teeth. 
   “Look at me,” he growled. She whipped her gaze away from his left dagger to his face. His pupils were tiny pinpricks, barely noticeable in his deep brown irises. Sweat beaded at his temples despite the cool evening breeze. “What did you make us eat?” he demanded. 
   The other men seemed to be hallucinating behind him. She sensed movement from the women too, but could not focus on them as a hand wrapped around her throat and squeezed. 
   She sputtered for air as he pressed into her, pinning her arms more securely. She tried to turn her head away, but only managed to scrape the back of her skull against the rough bark of the tree. The corners of her vision began to go gray. How idiotic it would look for her to go to all that effort, only to die like this!
   Something thunked down onto the man’s head and he fell away. Anna’s vision came back in stages to see Kai standing before her, wielding a large rock.
   “Took you long enough,” she gasped. “Untie me.” 
   He nodded quickly and threw the rock aside, reaching for the dagger at his belt.
   “Hey!” one of the men who’d just finished vomiting shouted. “One of the Forest Faie is making off with our girl!” 
   “Quick!” Anna hissed as he began to saw at the thick ropes binding her. 
   The men staggered toward them. If Kai could just undo the blasted ropes she could protect them, shackles or no. The mercenaries should not be difficult to defeat in their condition. 
   “Get ‘em!” a female voice shouted. 
   Just as the ropes released around Anna’s chest, the women all jumped up from the tree they’d been bound to, their freshly-cut ropes falling free from their bodies. She noticed a small, sharp object in the red-head’s hand before snapping into action.  
   Leaping away from the tree she’d been tied to and into the fray, she laced her hands together and swung her heavy shackles, smashing into the face of the older man with far too few scars to be a proper mercenary. He fell aside with a wail as the red-haired woman, still in her shackles, threw herself full force at another man staggering into the sudden chaos. He shrieked as he went down, then rolled around on the ground muttering about being attacked by a giant eagle. 
   The red-haired woman staggered to her feet, then grinned at Anna. “I’m Iona, by the way.” 
   She smirked. “Anna, and this idiot is Kai,” she gestured to her friend as he shoved another one of the men aside.
   Kai took a second to nod to Iona in greeting, then punched one of the mercenaries in the face, knocking him flat on his back. 
   Anna grinned. He might not be much of a killer, but he wasn’t entirely useless either. 
   The mercenaries didn’t fight for long, and soon enough Anna, Kai, and Iona had them all tied around a tree with the remaining ropes, the shackles now weighing them down now that Anna had obtained the key. Most of the men had passed out, or were groaning and muttering nonsense. The other women seemed to have snapped back into reality, having fought their captors and won.
   “What should we do with them?” Iona questioned, standing at Anna’s side as she peered down at the men.
   “I’d say we should kill them,” she began, “but someone might have a problem with it.” She rolled her eyes to Kai, standing on her other side.
   He blushed, then cleared his throat. “Yes, I must apologize for last night. I hope I can begin to make up for my cowardice by returning your pack and bow. They’re hidden not far off.” 
   Anna smirked, glad to hear her belongings were safe. “No apologies necessary. If you were the one who left the mushrooms on the trail, you saved us all. Perhaps I should have listened to your original plan to begin with.” 
   “My original plan was far less clever,” he admitted, though he beamed at her compliment.
   “Well,” Iona interrupted. “I’m all for leavin’ them here to rot. We can report them in the next burgh in case anyone wants to come gather the remains.” 
   Anna was liking Iona more and more. “Let us be off then,” she announced, glancing at the other women milling around them. “Hopefully we’ll come across a caravan to get everyone back to where they came from.” 
   Iona nodded. “Most of us haven’t got too far to go, though a few came all the way from the small villages bordering the marshlands.” 
   “Then let us be off,” Anna replied, sparing a final glance to the captured mercenaries. She still wanted to cut out the dark-haired man’s tongue, but she’d let it go for Kai’s sake. 
   Really, she should leave Kai at the next burgh with the women. He was beginning to make her go soft.
   “I’ll kill you!” the dark-haired man suddenly groaned. 
   She laughed, then turned away. “Not if your stupidity kills you first!” she called out. 
   Kai, Iona, and the other five women all followed her as she led the way back toward the path. It was a strange feeling indeed, leaving her enemies alive, but one she found she didn’t mind. It was always such a pain washing blood from her clothes anyhow. 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Kai
 
They reached the burgh later the following day. With coin stolen from the mercenaries, Anna and Kai had bought themselves a fine meal at the burgh’s sole inn, where they now sat. The rest of the coin had gone to the women. They’d all been given enough to get themselves home after they reported the mercenaries to the men in the village.
   Kai sighed, poking his fork into another boiled egg. His full cup of tea steamed beside his plate. Speaking with Iona and the other women about the simple, quiet lives they would return to made his heart ache. He missed his family, and though he did not miss the members of the Gray Guard who watched over those in debt to the city, he found he was reluctant to give up quiet mornings on a farm, watching the sun rise amongst golden fields. 
   Anna ate her meal like a ravenous animal, but he didn’t miss the way she occasionally flicked her gaze to him, waiting for him to announce his intentions. 
   If he chose to remain with her, to learn the skills of the blade, and perhaps thievery too, his life would change forever. She was cold to him more often than not, but he couldn’t forget the way she’d stayed behind to fight the mercenaries, urging him to run away. In the short time since they’d met, Anna had saved his life more than once, and he liked to believe he’d saved hers too, even if he’d been the one to endanger her to begin with. He liked to think it made them friends, though he knew Anna was likely never to admit it. 
   Still, life with her would at least be interesting, and he’d be his own man for once, indebted to no one. 
   “Well?” Anna questioned, scraping the last remnants of food from her plate. “Have you made up your mind?” 
   He took a deep breath. This one decision would likely decide his fate for years to come.
   Slowly, a smile crept across his face. “When do we leave? I’d rather like to get started on my new life of adventure.” 
   She grinned, and he found he enjoyed the expression far more than her scowl. “First thing in the morning, but…are you sure? You’ll have to get your hands dirty from time to time, and I won’t have you looking down on me.” 
   He nodded as the reality of his choice sank in, realizing that he never could have truly considered the alternative. He'd had a taste of adventure. There was no going back. “Well,” he began with a wry grin, “someone has to keep you from killing everyone.” 
   She snorted, then lifted her hand to call the barmaid over to refill her mug of tea. They finished their meals and relaxed for the rest of the day like nothing had happened, but Kai didn’t miss the way Anna smiled whenever she thought he wasn’t looking, and he was quite sure she didn’t miss him doing the same.
 
The End
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Chapter 1
The ex-bandit flicked a metallic toothpick from his fingers. He watched as it struck home in the far wall, completing the smiley face image. It had taken him three weeks to fashion enough toothpicks to make the image, but what else was there to do?
Nothing. Absolutely nothing.
He’d already fed himself. Took a nap. Thought about feedings the prisoners. Took another nap. Finally fed the prisoners, and now he had nothing else to do in this lonely town but kick up his feet on the desk and pray for some action. 
The sun shone through the window something awful and he pulled down his makeshift hat to cover his eyes. Even that, though, wasn’t enough for the beams of light reflected off the badge stuck to his vest and straight into his eyeballs.
He pulled off the badge and rested it on the table. Though it’d been years since he’d accepted the pardon and taken on his new career in law enforcement, he still got that weird feeling when his eyes fell upon his name stamped on the metal square.
Cuda.
He let out a deep breath and scanned the room to check on the prisoners. The building was small and rectangular in shape. The ground had no floor, so his boots always tracked in black soot that the volcano Gurgamesh spit out every other sun-cycle. Even though his town was a good distance away, the damned explosive mountain was still able to reach it. He couldn’t imagine what sort of hell it must have been to live in the capital city of Zel. Whose idea was it to put the capital city of Reah so close to the damned volcano, anyways?
There were three cells in his jailhouse, and all three were full, which was rare. Cuda could go three or four months without a single person having to spend a moon-cycle behind bars. Not only was having three persons locked up uncommon, but their crimes were even more unusual for his quiet town.
The first two cells held murderers. The first one, a mean looking man named Tarx, had killed a man for taking a sip out of his beer at the local spittoon. Cracked the man’s skull on the bar, he did, killing him instantly. Tarx came in quietly enough, understanding that Cuda wasn’t the man to mess with. He’d rather take his chances in the court of law than face the wrath of the lawman’s legendary whip. 
Cuda had a reputation for having the fastest wrists in the Red Territory of Reah. He wouldn’t be surprised if folks in the other three territories had heard of him as well. However, a fast wrist could only do so much to handle a whip properly. One needed strength, and lots of it, in order to use the whip proper-like. It just so happened that Cuda was a man with a lot of strength. 
Cuda looked over at the shattered mirror he’d purchased off a traveling trader and found an old man staring back at him. The last of his bright red locks had disappeared years ago. Red hair was iconic in the land of Reah and men usually considered another man worthless when he’d lost it. This was probably why the life expectancy of the Red Territory was so low. People just gave up on the elderly. 
The ex-bandit, now lawman, did feel washed up, but that didn’t mean he was ready to die anytime soon. On the contrary, he had dreams of retiring one of these sun-cycles and building himself a nice little home far from civilization. Far from people, in general. In order to do this, he needed money, and in order to get money, he needed to live longer. And, of course, to live longer, he needed to remain strong, smart, and a master of his whip. 
The second man in the next cell over was a murderer, but cut from a strange sort of cloth. He was completely and utterly insane, and it didn’t take a genius to see it. The man, who kept calling himself Ripper, had a terrible tick that sent his arms flailing around for a few seconds, often banging on the walls and bars. The skin of his arms were testament to this, as they were covered in scars, bruises, and bleeding wounds. Ripper was also incredibly skinny. Cuda didn’t doubt he could tear the man in half over his head. 
Ripper had strangled three women in three different towns and no one as of yet had been able to catch him. Cuda, on the other hand, had heard of this horrible person and been ready for him. He caught Ripper spying from the rooftop of the town hall, just waiting for a woman to wander off on her own. It was a wonder no one else had spotted the tormented fool, as there was no way for the man to stop his thrashing arms.
Catching of Ripper hadn't been no incredible accomplishment. Cuda had just sat on the rooftop, waiting for him to climb up and continue his espionage of defenseless women. Ripper hadn’t even noticed him sitting there when he took his usual spot at the roof’s edge. The worst part about the arrest was that the crazed man had been butt naked, his body, just as his arms, covered in shiny scars.
The third cell, Creator bless her soul, was a woman known for stealing bread from the local market. 'Course she’d only done it a few times every month or so, making it hard to catch her, but what else did Cuda have to do? Nothing, that’s what. Poor thing hadn’t been able to stop shaking since the arrest. Probably because she now shared a home with two murderers and a man of law who once had a career in pillaging and robbing towns just like the one she lived in.
But Cuda was a man of equality. Man or woman, this lady had done wrong and she deserved everything the judge of this quiet town was gonna give her. He didn’t feel sorry for her, not very much, at least. She should have known better than to steal in his town. It was just disrespectful. She ought to have known his reputation. He may have started on the wrong side of the law, but now that he worked for it, well, he was damned good at it. 
A pecking on his window gave him a small start, as he hadn’t expected anybody, and he was right. It wasn’t nobody, just a miniature glint flier come to bring him a message. He’d always admired the small black birds. He’d thought them so beautiful, their soft feathered bellies, their wide wingspan, and, the most interesting part of all, the sheets of metal they grew on their backs to protect themselves from the rays of the sun.
Truly a wonder of nature. Glint fliers were known for the way they hunted their prey,using the metal on its back to shine light into the eyes of its target, making them easy pickings. Sadly, he’d only seen them dead of old age, lying on the ash covered grounds. Once, as a child, he’d picked one big black feather off of one and placed it in the rim of his hat for good luck. To this sun-cycle, he still had the black feather in his hat and hadn’t yet fallen to the an enemy's weapon.
So it made sense that he about kicked over the desk in his excitement to see one alive and trained well enough to bring a parchment of paper, clasped tightly between its long black beak. The little bird eyed Cuda with curiosity, its metal-covered headflicking back and forth as it studied him. He could see himself in the reflection of its black, beady eyes.
Slowly, Cuda reached out and took the parchment from the glint flier. The bird cawed at him and flung itself back into the air, heading back to wherever it called home. He found himself jealous of the man or woman who had the skill to catch and domesticate one of them. 
Bringing his attention back to the rolled-up letter, he unraveled it and gave it a look-see. What he saw made his heart beat just a little faster. 
 
To Whomever finds this,
I am the mayor of the town of Hitsholuh, and it is of grave importance that you take this message to the nearest person working for the armies of Reah. Either that, or a man or men of the law.
My town is besieged by the notorious bandits that call themselves the Desolaters. They have come under the delusion that my fair and respectable town is in ownership of a rare and precious gem, one which could bring a man a fortune beyond belief.
Please believe me when I tell you that my town has nothing of the sort. Where these “Desolaters” have come up with this idea, I cannot fathom.
The crew of bandits, according to our town’s lawman, is comprised of twenty or so men. We are in need of dire help, for they say they will come upon us within the week, burn our peaceful town, mix our ashes with the soot of Gurgamesh.
I beg of you, kind sir or madam, bring me, my family, and my town refuge from these terrible men.
Thank you kindly,
Mayor Voftin
 
Cuda had to read the letter a second time, a third time, and even a fourth. He wasn’t the most literate man and so it took him some time to decipher the finely printed typography of the gentleman who’d sent it. Never did he think he would ever have to face his old company again. Never did he think he’d hear the name Desolators again in his life. 
Hadn’t he been the one to disband them so many years ago? They were nothing without him, so why continue to even try? No, this must have been just a bunch of hungry men who’d banded together and taken a name so feared and famous they figured they could get away with anything. 
The thought made Cuda’s blood boil. That was his company, dammit. He’d put it in the dirt and he wasn’t just gonna sit there and let some nobody bring it back from the dead just to trick and manipulate others. Not only that, but he had a duty to see, a law he’d signed an oath of blood to protect. 
But damn… a fortune? What if these pretenders somehow had come along some type of information that proved this town was hiding such a gem? He could use it to fuel his dreams of finally escaping the people of this territory. Not only that, but he wouldn’t have to live in some old hut, neither. He could buy himself a house worthy of a man of his stature. He could be rid of this boring old job of his. This gem could change his life.
Either way, he wasn’t gonna stand…err, sit idly while others basked in the glory that was his former company. Only over his dead body… which was a possibility. How long had it been since he’d cracked his whip? Too long, that was for sure. It was about time he blew the dust off her and gave a few good wrist pops. 
Now, what to do about the prisoners? There was no way nohow he was just gonna let them sit here unsupervised. No, that crazed one might bite off a finger and craft a skeleton key out of his own damn bone. He wouldn’t put it past Ripper. It was best he go ahead and take care of the three of them. 
There wasn’t no real need of having the judge waste his time with the likes of these three. Cuda knew they were guilty, guilty as the damned sun of Reah was blazingly hot. Naw, he could take care of them right here and now. He was a lawman, wasn’t he? That meant he could give a judgement if he saw fit, right?
Damn straight, he could. 
Cuda stood himself up, his boots thudding loudly on the ground. The prisoners, all but Ripper, always jumped when he did that. He didn’t do it on purpose, he just had big feet. The bar-fight murderer, Tarx, sat up on his cot and eyed the lawman as he approached. 
On his way to the first cell, Cuda clasped his fingers on the toothpick that just so happened to be the nose of the smiley face and plucked it out of the wall. He stopped just outside the bars, peering in at the prisoner. Tarx’s eyes didn’t look up to meet Cuda’s, but they didn’t need to. There was a knowing in them eyeballs. 
They both knew the murderer was gonna die, whether it be by the lawman’s hands or by him hanging five feet up from the ground from the metallic limb of a mactus tree. It was his fate. Perhaps he should have watched his temper. Perhaps he should have stopped with the drinking years ago. Perhaps he should have ran for his no-good life.
“Git’r done now, will ya?” asked Tarx, standing up from his cot, carefully so he didn’t bang his head on the bunk above him. His legs were shaking at the knees now. “I just can’t take the anxiety of waitin’ no more.”
“How’s you want it done?” asked Cuda. He tightened his fists and his knuckles cracked, making Tarx wince a bit.
“I want a man’s death. Send me out like a true Reahlic.”
“I’m thinkin’ that can be arranged.”
Tarx looked up at Cuda’s burly chest. Although he was probably bigger than the lawman, he sure didn’t feel much like it now. They both knew who the better man was. They both knew who would do the ass whippin’.
“I ain’t afraid to say I’m scared.”
“That’s admirable,” said Cuda. “And I can respect that.”
Tarx nodded and walked up to the bars while Cuda fished the keys from his pocket. The murderer flinched as the bars, rusty from the years, creaked loudly as they slid upward. 
Cuda gestured for him to come on out, and he did so. 
“If yer scared, I don’t mind making it a little quicker than a Reahlic death. As I see it, your acceptance of this unfortunate event is honorable enough.”
Tarx dropped to his knees, his back to Cuda. He'd most likely heard or, even more likely, seen the way lawmen had executed bad men in the past. It wasn’t a pretty sight, but it was highly respected with the men and women who traversed the Igneous Plains that made up most of the West of Reah. If you died this way then maybe, just maybe, your sins would be forgiven by the Creator.
But who really knew? 
Tarx looked over his shoulder at Cuda, finally meeting his eyes. “You’re a good man, lawman. I accept your kindness.” The murderer turned his head forward and bowed it. 
Pulling back his overcoat, Cuda unsheathed his shortsword and prepared himself to perform the Reahlic ritual of execution. He placed the tip of the blade at the nape of the man’s neck and… he popped the hilt with his palm. The sword slid smoothly through the murderer’s throat. 
Cuda’s move was so fast that it took a while for the neck to figure out what had just happened. Blood spurted around the edges of the blade, making Tarx gurgle on his own life source. Quickly, the lawman slid the shortsword out from the man’s neck, spun, and cut the head off with a single powerful swipe. 
The head slid off and rolled to the back wall. 
Gently, Cuda laid the decapitated man down and turned his attention to his next judgement. Ripper was there at the bars, fully in the nude. His tongue hung from his mouth as he panted in excitement at the fresh blood that was now forming into a small puddle. 
Cuda unlocked the bars and took a step back. Ripper immediately raised the rusty gate and plopped himself down face-first into the blood. He was bathing in it when the lawman stuck his shortsword into the back of his head in a chopping motion.
Ripper’s body went still, but a few seconds later his arms went frantic one last time. The convulsion lasted so long that Cuda thought he might have to decapitate this one as well, but the man did come to a still after a while. 
There was a whimpering from the last cell. Cuda almost felt a tad bit sorry for her as her whimpering turned to a full-on sob. That woman sure was fearful of what was about to come. But, as they say, you reap what you sow. 
He felt even a bit worse for her as his boots made a chilling sound as he walked through the two puddles of blood in the direction of her cell. He found the woman, whose name had escaped his noggin, in the corner behind her cot, her stained pillow held out in front of her. 
She let out a crazed scream when she saw him walk in front of her cell.
“No! Please! Not like this!” 
“Now, now, come on dear. It ain’t all bad. You’ll be in a better place before ya know it.”
The woman shook her head and mouthed the word “no”. She heaved in a shaky breath, saliva escaping the corners of her mouth. She was sobbing so bad she couldn’t even speak! Boy howdy, was she upset.
“Come now, hun. I gots places to be and you ain’t makin’ my life no easier.”
The woman sniffed and shook her head once more. She dropped the pillow on the bed and, with shaky hands, started to unbutton her dirty old dress. 
“That won’t be necessary, madam.” Cuda put a hand out to stop her, but she’d hear none of it. A few seconds later and her breasts were out and about. 
Cuda undid the lock, pulled up the bars, and bent low as he strode in. His mind was filled with thoughts that would have made his momma blush. She sure was a pretty little thing, thief or not. He put his hand on her shoulder and she rose to meet him. A little thing she was, as she only made it to about half his height.
The lawman picked up his shortsword and the woman screamed, shuddering under his tightening grasp on her shoulder. She was just about to start punching at him when he tossed the bloodied sword onto her bed. The whimpering stopped right there as she gazed at the thing with wide eyes. Then, looking back up at him, fresh tears streamed from her eyes. 
When she started to lower herself below his waist, he pulled her up with one hand and shoved her towards the door. She looked back at him, her mouth agape and her eyebrows raised right to her hairline. 
“Go on, git. I gots to be going here pretty soon. Gotta clean this here mess up first.”
The thief started to wail, her arms sagging down to her sides as she ran back to him, embracing the lawman in one big ass hug. It sure was awkward standing there with her. He’d just killed two men and now he was getting embraced. The world sure was a weird place.
When she was done with her hollering, she backed away, sniffling, and nodded her eternal thanks as she made for the exit.
“Honey,” Cuda called after her, and she turned so hard she nearly slipped in the blood. Her eyes were still pleading with him. Did she not want to go? Did she want to stay there with him? 
“You better button that there dress. Nudity in public’s against the law, ya hear?”
The woman started to bawl. 
 
 



Chapter 2
How long’d it been since he saddled up his shagra for a ride? Too long. Too damn long. The beast had sure grown a belly on her! Probably best he stop feeding her so damn much. 
Sure, she wasn’t the prettiest thing out there, but she did her job. She got him from Point A to Point B. Maybe not in a timely manner, but that didn’t matter too much to him. Not usually, anyhow.  This situation he was in now might have called for a faster transportation animal, but he didn’t have one and he as sure as the four hells were cold didn’t have the money to rent one. 
Nope. Bella was his only option.
Bella was a good eight feet long, with hard green skin. Her big belly was carried on four thick, flat-footed legs. Two thin tails swiped aimlessly over her buttocks.
The diet of the shagra consisted mainly of the ash floating freely on the ground, which made them nature’s bottom feeders. Bella was a bit different, however, for she loved her fair share of bugs and other crawly things. In fact, her long face was busy crunching down on a prickly critter when Cuda walked out of the jailhouse. 
He’d made a habit when he was moseying around town to fill a pouch with insects that he caught. He must have been a funny sight for the townsfolk. This big man and his badge, wandering around trying to capture fluttering bugs as if he were a little girl. Still, none of ‘em had made a peep about it, no matter how funny they thought it. 
As he walked up to her, Bella opened her mouth and waited for him to pop a treat onto her wide, thick tongue. Her eyelids, extra tough to keep ash from flying in and irritating the eyeball, slid open when no treat entered her mouth. Her lazy brown eyes blinked heavily, her mouth still open.
“Now, Bella, it looks like we got ourselves a quest. How long’s it been since we had ourselves a little adventure, huh? Too long, if you ask me. Now, I gots somethin’ to ask you and don’t take offense at what it is I’m about to say but…”
Bella snorted loudly. 
“Well, you’ve been stationary for a while and I’m just wonderin’ if you think you’re up to headin’ over to Hitsholuh? I know it’s a good distance away, but—” 
Bella knocked her head hard into his gut, forcing the breath out of his lungs. Boy, how long’d it been since he’d been hit? Too long, that’s for damn sure. Too long. And by a damn fat shagra, nonetheless. Cuda couldn’t help but chuckle when he regained the ability to do so.
“Good girl,” he said, petting the wide space between her eyes. He scratched there a bit, sending one of her back legs into a fit. “You sure is a good girl, ain’t ya?”
The saddle didn’t fit, or at least it shouldn’t have, but he damn sure made it. He didn’t want another knock to the gut. Just like a woman, Bella would rather be pretty and uncomfortable than realize and accept she’d eaten a few bugs too many.
Cuda didn’t bother telling the mayor about his little shindig. He knew it would just send the little man’s heart into a rhythm that might give him a fourth heart attack. Nope. Better get this job done on his own. The town would be fine without a lawman for a few sun-cycles. Shit, just the thought of breaking the law in Cuda’s town, even when he wasn’t there, was enough to frighten just about anyone. 
But what if he didn’t come back? He and Bella could be fixed up for good if he got his hands on that shiny gem the letter talked about. If it be fantasy, then he had nothing to worry about. But what if it were real? He could feed Bella all the bugs she wanted while he sat on his porch, chewing on a calming reed and maybe even pick up an instrument. He’d always wanted to play the twelve-string. 
How would the town fare without him? Would his name do the trick to keep the town safe without his presence? If so, for how long? Oh well, better to live in the present than the future. He’d just let things happen the way they happened. The Creator’s will be done and all that shit.
Cuda had a vague idea where Hitsholuh was and so he directed Bella westward. He didn’t need a map, hell, he didn’t have one even if he needed one. No one that he could recall had ever even mapped the West of Reah, so he'd have to rely on instincts. He could have sworn he’d been there before, just couldn’t remember when. Sometime during his youth, when he was energetic, crazy, and didn’t wake up with an aching back. 
The dusty land was flat, dry, cracked, and orange despite the black soot from Gurgamesh. The travel was slower than he’d expected, and he was surprised when he started to feel a little nervous. How long had it taken that glint-flier to bring the message? For all he knew, this mess could have already been taken care of, which meant no fortune for him. He sure as hell hoped he wasn’t putting Bella through this for nothing. 
It took them riding—well, more like walking—five  sun-cycles before they saw the first signs of human life. Cuda counted nine bandits sitting on choulos, having a meeting of sorts. He kept his distance, of course, trying his very best not to be seen. Better to have the advantage of surprise than not to have it, he reckoned. 
A sudden jealousy came over him as he watched a few of the bandits prance around on their choulos--really just big rats, in his opinion. However, maybe he just told himself that because they were mighty expensive to obtain, on account of how fast they were. Well, these ones were probably free, since they were most likely stolen. 
If hehad a choulo instead of ol' Bella, then he could have been here in a quarter of the time. Well, he quickly pushed the thought out of his mind. He knew he ought to feel pretty bad about wishing he’d had a different mount. Bella was good to him, even if she was slow and moody. 
The wind carried the bandits’ words down to his ears but he couldn’t make out much. Just words like “boss”, “riches”, and “drunk”. And, seeing how flat it was here in this neck of the Igneous Plains, there was nowhere to hide. No mactus trees, no molten rock formations, no nothing. 
And so, Cuda did what his gut told him to do. He pushed Bella further along until he was spotted by the nine choulo-riding bandit bastards. He could hear them calling for more reinforcements, as if they couldn’t handle an old man riding on the back of an even older shagra. 
“You just stay right there! Ya hear me!”
“Do as the man says and keep yer distance!”
Cuda didn’t stop Bella, but kept on keeping on. 
“We said ter stop! You deaf or somethin’?”
“One more step and we gonna…oh he took another step. Phlegm, you see that? That dingleberry took another step when I told him to not take another step! Ya hear me?”
“Yes, siree, he took another step, he sure did. Yup, another step he sure did take.”
Cuda could feel his blood a-boiling, and it had only been less than a minute. Boy howdy, how he thought he’d rid himself of that damn temper of his. How long’d it been since he’d had his buttons pushed? Too long. Too damn long.
Bella was a good twenty feet away when the men drew their swords and surrounded the two of them with their choulos. They took a break from speaking to show off how much better than his their mount was. They would ride up real close-like to Bella, pull up on their reins to reveal the yellow rat fangs, hoping to get some sort of reaction out of the poor ol' girl. But did she falter? Did she bow her head? Did she shudder? Nope. She sure as the four hells were cold didn’t. 
Once they were done parading around, they brought their choulos in a line right in front of him. None of them spoke, but rather looked at each other, hoping someone else would start doing the speaking. Before long, with nothing going on, the choulos got bored and started pulling their round bodies out of formation, sniffing the ground in hopes of finding a tasty treat. 
Cuda figured it was time he broke the silence and tell these idiots what for. “Any of you got brains in this party of yer's?”
He’d gone five sun-cycles without speaking and forgotten how deep his voice was. This took the bandits by surprise as well, as they couldn’t really make out the man behind all the rags that kept the ash from getting into his mouth. They peered at him, wondering who this powerful-sounding person might be.
“You got ash in your ears? I asked you all a question.”
Nine pairs of eyebrows rose. The bandits hadn’t ever been spoken to in such a way, at least, not in the longest of whiles. Shoot, they were probably so used to getting want they wanted through fear, violence, and threats that they didn’t know exactly how to handle Cuda. Should they be afraid? Or should they go on with the act of being tough?
Out of the lot, one man was singled out, as the rest of the men retreated their choulos, leaving him out in front. Half his head looked to have been burned in the past, leaving nothing but charred skin. The other half had dirty, matter red hair, but he had a bushy black moustache that twitched a little when he saw his so-called comrades had abandoned him .
“Guess you’re the one I’m s’possed to have words with.” Cuda kicked Bella lightly and she trotted up to the choulo, which reared its lips and hissed at the shagra, even if it was four times itsweight. 
“You got a lot of nerve talkin’ to us like that, you do,” said the man. He played with the side of his head that had no hair. “We oughta cut you down for that.”
Cuda spit out the side of his mouth, the wad of saliva going a good impressive ten feet away. Even this simple act brought down the man’s demeanor by a lot. Poor guy was probably shaking in his boots. 
“How’s about you go and get your so-called boss,” Cuda said, pulling down a rag and revealing more of his own bright red eyes.
“What'chu mean by, “so-called”?” asked the man. “You must have a death wish if yer wantin’ to call upon the leader of the Desolators!”
“I’m not wishin’ a damn thing,” Cuda said, unraveling a little bit more of his rags. “Son, you don’t know nothin’ about no Desolaters, I’ll tell you that. Now, how’s about you go get that so-called boss of yours.”
“Why you keep sayin’ that I don’t know nothin’ about the Desolators when I am a bona-fide member of that company. What you’re sayin’ don’t make much sense, friend. Tell ‘em, boys.”
The boys in the back were quiet. Not a peep out of them; if anything, a few of them even pulled their choulos a few feet farther away. Cuda was known for putting that energy out there. People feared him before they knew him.
“I’m sayin’ I know all about the Desolators because I…” Cuda pulled off the rest of his mask of cloths, showing off his scarred and ragged face. “…am its founder. Now, I’ll give you one last chance to go and get that higher up of yours before I start whippin’ some ass around here.”
Cuda, with one of his quickest draws yet, dropped the whip out of his long sleeve and cracked it so loud that he was sure the people of Zel hundreds of miles away heard it. It was so loud that even his ears, rugged after so many years of cracking whips, tingled a bit.
There was something else Cuda knew about choulos that many men didn't, and that was that the critters had the tendency to faint at the sound of loud and abrupt noises. And guess what? That’s just what happened. 
The domino effect of men falling sideways off their mount was comical to Cuda, but not as funny as how fast they ran toward their base camp afterward. The man with the burnt face, now pulling himself out from under his choulo, stared at him white-faced with fear. 
Cuda hopped off Bella and strode over to him, circling the whip around his right forearm. He bent low so the man with only one ear could hear him properly. 
“Oh, and tell him that good ole Splitter is back in town.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3
“Well I’ll be a son of a bitch!” exclaimed the leader of the Desolaters as he hopped off his choulo and walked towards Cuda, his hand extended. 
The man with the burnt face hadn’t been lying too awful bad. Here Cuda was, shaking hands with a man he’d known so many years ago. His second in command. A ruthless bastard if ever there was one. 
“I’m not here on good relations, Titan. I know what yer up to around these parts.”
Titan let go of Cuda’s hand, a big ass smile on his face as he shook his head.
“Good ol' Splitter with that legendary conscience of yours. You know, I even heard you became a man of the law. Tell me that ain’t true.”
“It’s right as molten rain, it is,” Cuda replied, his lips tightening into a thin line. He hated to have to confront such a good old buddy of his, but he was here on business. This was no pleasurable affair. 
“That’s too damn bad, and I sure as the four hells are cold hate to hear that. I’m guessin’ you’re wantin’ to put a stop to my arrangements here.”
Cuda nodded his head once. “That’s why I’m here, Titan. We put the Desolaters to a rest all those years ago, and fer good reason. I hear you have a wife and child of yer own. Ain’t that a good reason to stop with all the crime?”
Titan put a hand on Cuda’s shoulder and slapped it a few times. “I sure do have a wife and child, but you know what I ain’t got? Food to put in the mouth of my wife and child.  Wouldn’t that make my little business here worthwhile? To see them fed?”
Cuda thought about it a moment. “I guess that makes it a tad more admirable, but you know I just can’t turn a blind eye to this sort of mess. I made a promise. I took an oath. I am the law now, Titan. I can’t just turn away from this.”
The twenty or so men were back on their choulos, all with much more confident faces now that they had their boss out on the front lines. They were roarin’ and ready to strike at Cuda with just a single word. That was the power Titan had over people and that was why he’d made such an excellent second-in-command. 
Titan hocked a loogie and shot it out a good distance away. Cuda did the same. Titan smiled his wide smile and tapped the lawman’s belly. 
“The years’ve been good to you, Splitter.”
“I reckon they have.”
“Wish I could say the same. You been hear'n about all the scarcity goin’ around?”
“I reckon I have.”
“Well it ain’t no good, Splitter. Ain’t no good at all. See all these good men behind me?” Titan gestured to all the good men behind him.
“I reckon I do.”
“They’re all hungry, Splitter. Now, see here, I have one job here and this one job ain’t gonna hurt nobody nohow. I tell you that from the goodness of my heart. You always did trust my judgement, didn’t you, Splitter?”
“I reckon I did.”
“Well, trust me now when I say I don’t wanna hurt nobody. I just want that damn precious gem and me and my associates will hit the ol' ashy trail. And, judgin’ by the looks of the town, I'dsay they haven’t even cashed in on the damn thing! That’s a waste of money, ain’t it, Splitter? Don'tcha think that could put bread in my little girl’s tummy?”
“I reckon it could.”
Titan’s teeth showed through his lips, his eyes hungry as he put his arm around Cuda and walked him a little ways away from the rest of the gang. He put his mouth to the lawman’s ear. 
“Now, listen here, Splitter. I got a deal for you. You look the other way and I give you half the profit. Now, what do you say about that? We hurt nobody. We just get in, get out. I’m tellin’ you that if we tell that damn town shithole—”
“Hitsholuh,” Cuda corrected.
“Whatever. We tell Hitsholuh that we got the legendary Splitter on our side, and you know we will have our way! They ain’t gonna wanna get in the way, and that just means no violence needed! Dudn’t that sound great?”
Cuda couldn’t help but nod his head. All his dreams of living on his own and not needing to worry about ever having to work another sun-cycle in that damn jailhouse again got his skin all pimply. He could really get behind the idea of finally being able to get away from just about everyone until he just couldn’t live on the land no more, and all he would have to do was go into town for just a sun-cycle to get a few more supplies, then he’d be back on his own once more. The possibilities with that amount of currency were endless for him. Maybe he could open up his own shagra ranch. Now wouldn’t that be a dream?
“Titan, you drive a hard bargain. And you say no violence, am I correct?”
“You have my word,” Titan said, licking his lips. “Not an ounce of blood.”
Cuda heard footsteps coming up behind them. He turned to see a hunched man with a white long beard and only one tooth, his yellow eyes staring up at him something hard. He shook his head at the lawman and spit at his feet.
“I ‘ear they call you Splittuh on account of you’s splittin’ the head of a man with a single swing of a sword.”
Cuda said not a word and neither did Titan. The new leader of the Desolators knew when to keep his mouth shut. This wasn’t going to be good. Not good at all. 
“If you’s ask me! I’d say that’s a bunch’a hogwash!” The toothless man spat another wad of brown spit, hitting the edge of Cuda’s very dirty boot. “I don’t see a sword on you’s nowhere’s! You ain’t nothin’ but a, uh, uh, a deceiver! Ha! Yes’m, a deceiver is what you are!”
“Kiss ‘em,” Cuda said under his breath.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Kiss…them,” repeated Cuda. 
“Your fuckin’ boots? Kiss ‘em yerself, ya dirty bastard.”
The old man turned to walk away, but Cuda grabbed him with all the strength he could muster. The old man’s shoulder crunched under his grip as Cuda forced him around and down to his knees, where he shoved the tip of his soiled boot straight to the back of his throat. The old man’s eyes went wide and blood shot from his nose as he tried to pull his head from the boot. 
Cuda front kicked, sending the man flying a good way. There was a crunch as the old man fell on his hip, sputtering as he tried to catch breath that wouldn’t come. The lawman was on him in a moment. 
He bent low and said, “I reckon you were right the first time.” Cuda pulled his hidden shortsword out, swung it in a wide arc, and brought it down perfectly on the center of the old man’s cranium. The blade slid down with ease, stopping at the base of the geezer’s collarbone. 
Cuda let go of the shortsword, allowing the old man to topple over dead. He adjusted his overcoat and turned himself to the west to take a gander at Gurgamesh. The volcano looked like it would blow any minute now. 
“That is why they call me Splitter.”
 
 



Chapter 4
 
No one sat by Cuda that moon-cycle in the tent. Titan had invited him to come and have some of the chili their cook had prepared. How could he say no? His stomach had been rumbling for two sun-cycles now, on account of Bella finding his stash of food while he was taking a nap.
The gruesome event of Cuda splitting the old man’s head in half had the entire dinner quiet—all besides Titan, of course, who was telling stories of how he was going to spend his money. He was just getting to the part about buying a fancy house in the rich part of Zel when one of his bandits entered the tent, telling him the person he wanted to see was waiting for him at the usual meeting spot. 
“Excuse me, will ya? I have business to attend to.”
Cuda just shrugged and had another bite of his chili. It was damn good. The perfect mix of spice, water, and meat. Boy, how long’d it been since he had a good bowl of chili? Too long. Too damn long. 
The tent above his head flapped hard with the wind. He listened to it as it whistled through the holes where the men had been too lazy to stake it down. Every so often, he could feel the eyes of the bandits digging into him hard. They didn’t like him. They didn’t like what he did to that old man. They wanted him bad. 
The makeshift table was rectangular and long, and it was pretty funny that all the imaginary bandits were too afraid to sit even a chair away from him. They’d seen proof of his abilities. They knew the legend was true and that he was that legend. He need no longer apply for their respect, as they now gave it to him unwillingly. 
A few minutes later, Titan showed his face again, which was, despite the dirt and a missing canine tooth, pretty handsome. Much more handsome than Cuda’s. Maybe that was why he was able to grab more attention from the opposite sex in their earlier sun-cycles. Titan was around the same age as Cuda, but looked nowhere near as rough, and even had a good amount of red in his hair. A true alpha that man was… well… more like a beta when the lawman was present.
Cuda had accepted Titan’s offer, as it was too good of an offer not to accept. The Desolators, including himself, would have thought him crazy if he’d declined. What kind of person would he be if he just let that amount of wealth slip through his fingers? Not a very smart one, that was for true. 
Titan didn’t take his seat but held out his arm as one of his henchman helped him slip into the overcoat he’d forgotten. He wasn’t looking at Cuda, neither. His eyes were dead straight ahead, as if he had something mighty important running through his mind. 
“I’m gonna have to see you later, Splitter. Gonna go and meet my scout and see what it is he’s got to say.”
“Don’t ya think it best I come with ya?” Cuda asked, taking another bite of chili. He chewed, swallowed, and added, “This is a partnership, ain't it?”
“Don’t you worry your pretty head about it, Splitter. I got you covered. You stay here where it’s comfortable. I doubt the scout will have anything important to say.”
Cuda shrugged. “If you say so. Sure hate to see you have to go do all the work yerself. I mean, you’ve been nothin’ but kind to me, and the least I can do is give you some company.”
Titan knocked the table with his knuckles and shook his head, “Like I said, Splitter. You just stay cozy and enjoy that warm chili. I’ll be back in a jiffy, you’ll see. I need some time to clear my head, anways.” He bent low and gestured to the bandits who were giggling, probably about something really dumb. “These guys bring down your level of intelligence if you hang around them too long.”
Cuda looked over at the bandits, who stopped their laughing when they saw him staring. “I can see that.”
Titan knocked on the table a few more times and stood up straight. “I’ll be back, partner. Keep an eye on the place. Don’t want no one takin’ off with all the choulos.” He eyed the bandits, but they had their attention still on Cuda.
The lawman must have ate himself eight or nine bowls of chili before he could eat no more. With Titan having left the camp to Cuda, the bandits had gone silent. Not a peep from them. What? Did they think Titan was strong enough to keep them safe? Well, they were mistaken.
“So, how’s you all get to know Titan?”
Silence.
“Ya see, I was a Desolater before there were any Desolators. I knew every man and woman that joined us like they were my siblings. And…” he paused, giving them a good look. “I don’t remember any of yer faces.”
Silence.
“I’m gonna give to the count of ten before one of you pencil-necked swine starts a-talkin’.”
Silence.
“One. Two. Three. Four.”
Silence. Lots of fidgeting. 
“Five. Six. Seven.”
More silence. More fidgeting. 
“Eight. Nine. Ten.”
Cuda stood, about knocking the table over with his slightly protruding belly. 
“Okay!” cried the burnedface man, standing but hunkering down, both hands out to try and stop an imaginary whip strike. “I’ll talk. I’ll talk. Damn! Just don’t you’s be splittin’ no heads ‘round ‘ere.”
“Then answer the question.”
The man coughed, a bead of sweat trickling down the side of his head.
“What, uh… what was the question again?”
“Titan wasn’t jokin’ when he said the lot of you’s enough to bring down one’s intelligence.” Cuda spit a good-sized wad to the ground. “I said, how’s you all come to findin’ and knowin’ Titan?”
Silence. Cuda pulled open his overcoat and reached inside.
“Wait! We just sorta trickled in, you see?”
Cuda raised an eyebrow. “Trickled in?”
“Yes! Yes! Please, for the love of… no whip! Please. We just trickled on in. One by one, Titan found us out.”
“Go on,” the lawman said, his hand still in his overcoat.
“Yes, well… you see… Titan found us through our wanted posters in different towns, you see? He tracked us all down, like a damn bounty hunter, he did. Didn’t he, fellas?”
No answer.
“Ahem… well, he did. That’ ain’t no lie. Either the man’s a good detective or he’s got a honker on him that can smell the unlawful shit we shoot through our assholes.”
“And what deal did he make y’all?” Cuda asked. 
“Well, Titan, the good man he is, said if we helped him scare the buhjeezers out of the town that we’d all get one percent each of the spoils. With unlimited wealth as they say this gem is worth, well, one percent is all a man like we’s all are need. Ain’t that right, fellers?”
No answer. 
“Any of you have families?”
“No sir. That’s part of how Titan was able to win us over. Sayin’ that we’d all be a family, a vile one, but a family nonetheless, I reckon.”
“And how does Titan’s family feel about that?”
It was the burned-face man who raised an eyebrow this time, but, of course, there was no eyebrow so he just lifted the upper part of the eye. “What family you talkin’ ‘bout?”
“Titan’s,” Cuda said, finally pulling his hand out of his overcoat. He sat himself back down and considered getting himself another bowl of chili. “His wife and child.”
The burned man scoffed, “You’s yankin’ my belt, right? You is, uh, just tryin’ to get a laugh out of me.”
“No, sir,” Cuda said, bending over the table now, his fists clenched. “Do I look like a funny man to you?”
The burned man scratched his head and looked everywhere else but the lawman’s eyes. “No sir, I reckon you don’t but…yuh see...I thought you were tryin’ to pull a fast one over my slow head, see. Titan’s family died in a fire long ago. That’s why I-,”
“What did you just say?” Cuda growled.
“I said, Titan’s family’s dead, Splitter.”
It was the lawman who was silent this time. He could feel his blood boiling a second time and damn it was strangely good to feel a feeling this strong two times in such a short period. However, he’d been fooled and that didn’t feel good. Not good at all. 
Cuda stood up once again, but this time the table did turn over. Anger flooded through him now, and he didn’t remember the last time something had gotten under his skin like this. He wanted to kill the closest living thing, and he wanted to do it in the worst way imaginable. 
“Splitter, calm down, now,” said the burned man, backing up with the rest of the bandits, their backs now at the very far end of the tent. “We can talk ‘bout this. I don’t know what’s got your drawers in an uproar, but we-,”
“Don’t be callin’ me Splitter no more,” the lawman said, cracking his neck. “The name’s Cuda.”
All the dirty bandits, bent over like scared animals, stared at him in disbelief. One of them sputtered and started to laugh. 
“You do realize that Cuda is a woman’s name, right, Splitter?” said one of the bandits in the far back. 
This got the rest of the bandits going. They roared with laughter, slapping their knees, wiping tears away, and one even fell over onto his side.
“The great Splitter! His name is actuality Cuda! Who would’a thunk it? Ha! You missin’ something downstairs there, Cuda? You sure you ain’t no woman?”
As the bandits toppled over each other in pure hysteria, Cuda walked over to where he'd accidently knocked his hat off the overturned table, grabbed it, dusted it off, and placed it onto his head. He cracked his neck one more time and turned to them in a wide stance. He let his fingers wiggle by his sides. 
When they’d all had their laugh and were catching their breaths, he said, “I’ll give you all one choice, an ultimatum. You have one chance to answer it. The right answer lets you go and be dumb fucks elsewhere with your hides still intact. The other option…well … that sends you to an early grave.” Cuda took a big breath. “Leave here. Never turn your heads back to this camp, and stay away from crime. Trust me, I’ll know if you do. This is your chance to live on with your pitiful lives… or…”
Cuda paused here.
“Err what, Cuda?” asked the burned man, taking a few brave steps forward. “What will you do? Last time I did the summin’ up, there’s around twenty of us and, uh, just one of you.”
Cuda smirked, twirled some saliva in his mouth and spat it across the room into the bucket of chili that was still stewing over a hot fire.
“Or I just have to kill you all dead.”
 



Chapter 5
 
They sprung at him from all directions, screaming at the tops of their black lungs. The lawman let his whip drop from his overcoat sleeve into his palm. He felt the familiar roughness of the rope and couldn’t help but feel alive in that moment. 
He popped his wrist from the side of his hip, sending an eyeball skyrocketing to the celling of the tent, where it hung from a single sticky red string. He popped his wrist again, and the bottom lip of some poor soul flicked said eyeball, and the gore chandelier fell and rolled on the ground. 
A few more successful pops of his wrist were all he got before the rest were around him. Punching, biting, and slapping was all they were good for. None of them had it in their right minds at that moment to draw their swords. No, they wanted to hurt him, but they wanted to feel that hurt through their skin, not through the steel of a blade. That’s how much they hated the lawman.
One of the bandits had grabbed onto his leg, which was a bad idea, for Cuda brought his knee up into the poor man’s nose, shattering it then and there. Another man came at him, but was no man at all on account of one of her dirty breasts flopping out of her even filthier overshirt. He front-kicked her hard in the chest, sending her flying backward. He followed this up with a pop of his whip, opening up a mighty large hole in her neck. 
Finally, the men had realized they could get nowhere with just punching and hollering. They drew their swords and made for him. Cuda did the same, pulling out his shortsword in his left hand and his whip in the other. He flicked his wrist and disarmed one man while shoving the tip of his blade into the ear of another. Soon, however, they were too much for him.
One of the bandits had flanked him somehow and was busy chopping at Cuda’s overcoat with a dull, rusty blade. It took three chops before the sword cut through the tough fabric and sliced his back something good.
Through gritted teeth, Cuda swung around, sliced through the neck of the flanker, and returned to face the others. He stabbed his shortsword into the gut of one of the bandits but found misfortune when the man fell over, ripping the sword from his grasp. 
Armed with nothing but his whip, Cuda spotted the burned man trying to get through the rest to have a go at the legend. The man’s face was red and filled with rage, having seen his brothers and one sister taken care of in such a quick manner. He was ready to end this man of law once and for all.
Cuda, forgetting about the others for a second, rammed through the crowd, taking a few sharp pricks to his side, and grabbed the burned-face man’s neck in his free hand. He dragged the sputtering man to the cooking chili, kicked over the bowl, and lowered the clear side of the man’s face towards the fire.
“Nooo! AHHHH!” screamed the man, his hands releasing his sword as he tried to keep his face from the fire.
Too bad for him that Cuda was much stronger. The smell of burning flesh mixed with the screams of the man was downright horrifying, even for the lawman doing the inflicting.
The rest of the bandits backed away as Cuda finished the job of searing the side of the man’s face. He died right there, cooking over the fire. Blood sizzled out of his ears as Cuda let him fall over. The rest of his body went ahead and caught on fire, too. 
The bandits, realizing what sort of beast they'd just awakened, tried to flee, but Cuda would have none of it. He beat them to the door of the tent and kicked at them until they were stuck inside and him outside. It wasn’t long before the rest of the tent had taken the flame.
The bandits tried their best to sneak under the smoking tent but Cuda was there with his whip, cracking it and snapping off any fingers that tried to pull up the material. On the other side of the tent was his ever-so-faithful Bella, who was quick to prance on any unlucky bandit who had made it out of the fire. 
After a while, it was too hot for Bella or the lawman to stand so close to the tent. However, it didn’t matter too much on account of all the screams having gone silent. 
“I warned them, Bella. I sure did.”
Bella snorted. 
“I gave them the option of freedom which was too good fer them, but I still did it. And you know what they did?”
Bella replied with another snort.
“That’s right. They made fun of my name. That’s the worst law they could'a broken.” Cuda spit on the ground. “Damn sure hurt my feelings they did.”
 



Chapter 6
 
Using the light of the fire, Cuda found Titan’s choulo prints with ease. He chose to leave Bella at the tent, figuring he’d be quicker and much quieter on foot. Still though, it took him a few good hours before he’d reached the meeting point of Titan and his so-called scout.
“That ain’t no scout at all,” Cuda said under his breath, hiding behind the thick trunk of a metallic mactus tree. “That’s two damn lies Titan’s done told me, and that’s two too many.”
The light from the moon revealed that the scout wasn’t a scout at all, but another lawman in the flesh and blood. Cuda could tell just by the clothes the man was wearing. It was the classic lawman outfit, complete with shiny red boots and red hat. Cuda wore none of that mess, as it just wasn’t him. Plus, he thought the outfit made a fella look like some sort of jester.
The other lawman moved a bit, revealing yet another shadowed person. This one, however, was on his knees and looked to have been dragged here against their will. The worst part was, from this distance Cuda, wasn’t within earshot and that meant just one thing. 
He’d have to get within earshot.
“Take her and you’ll be set. Trust me. If there’s one thing that fucking mayor loves, it’s this lousy creature,” said the other lawman, kicking at the person.
“Is that any way to treat a lady?” Cuda asked, stepping clearly now into the light of the moon.
The creature the other lawman was talking about was a creature alright, and the most beautiful creature she was. Her long red hair, having been recently curled before bed, moved with the breeze and looked so graceful in contrast to what was happening around it. Her face was pale and looked as though she didn’t spend a whole lot of time outdoors.
“Splitter!” exclaimed Titan, spinning around and looking guilty as hell with that damned toothy smile of his. “I didn’t hear you show up! What a surprise this is. You’ll have to meet my acquaintance.  This is-,”
“I know what it is he is,” said Cuda. “He’s this town’s lawman.”
“That’s right, buck-o, and I suggest you turn your tail East and head back where you came from. Me and Titan here still have some unfinished accounting to take care of.”
“Now, see that’s where you’re wrong, lawman… What is your name again?” asked Cuda.
“It don’t fuckin’ matter what my name is. Like I said, you turn around and get yer—”
Cuda dropped his whip and popped it in the single fasted pull he’d ever had done. In fact, it was more than just one pop, but two! And what perfect aim. Two eyeballs rolled to his feet, both of them staring up at him wide with surprise.
It took a while for the other lawman to figure out what just happened. He couldn’t really see all too well anymore, and that was enough to disorient just about anybody. Cuda flinched a bit when the man started hollering like a damn lunatic. It was just embarrassing to see another man of the law fall like he did and roll side to side like a child.
“Splitter, we can talk this through!" Titan said. "It dudn’t have to be like this. It’s my family, ya see? They’re hungry and this was the only way to really get this damned town to listen!”
“What family, Titan? Pretty sure they’re ash right about now.”
The wide smile of Titan dropped instantly and he looked more severe than he ever had looked. In fact, he looked downright angry. “They told you, huh?”
“You was right about them. They wasn’t too bright.”
“All dead?” asked Titan.
“All dead,” confirmed Cuda.
Titan let out a breath, and a whip of his own dropped into his hand. 
“I can tell you’ve been out of practice there, Splitter. Unlike you, I’ve been practicing every damn sun-cycle! I could light a match without moving her an inch!”
“You can’t expect to beat the one who taught you, Titan. I know all yer moves and tricks.”
Titan chuckled, which was hard to hear over the high pitched screams coming from the lawmanm bleeding all over the place. “Guess we’ll have to find out now, won’t we, Splitter?”
Titan came on him fast, whipping his whip like Cuda never had seen before. It took everything in the lawman to match this man’s agility and accuracy. Their whips popped and licked at each other in the air, sending yellow sparks rolling onto the ground.
On about the fifteenth crack of their wrists, Cuda felt an intense burn on his cheek, followed by some of the worst pain he’d felt in a long time. He tried his best to ignore it, but around the twenty-first snap of his wrist, he felt one of his fingers get plucked right off. Boy howdy did that sure as the four hells are cold hurt like a motherfucker. 
Cuda was wrong when he thought he’d seen every trick in the book. Titan had somehow figured out a way to spin the tip of his whip around his and yank the haft straight out of his hand. The two of them just stared at each other for the longest of times. Cuda was starting to feel like done meat right about now.
“I sure hate to do this to you, brother," Titan said, "but you leave me no choice. Sure was good knowin’ you 'n all. But don’t you fret a bit, I’ll be seeing you on the other side one of these years.”
The bandit pulled back his hand and was readying himself to finish the job with a quick whip pop straight to good ole Cuda’s throat. The soon-to-be-dead lawman found himself wishing he were back in his cozy jailhouse, whistling tunes and dreaming about the sun-cycle where he and Bella could just sit back on a porch somewhere while he picked at the strings of an instrument. Maybe he would have written his own song or two? Looks like he wouldn’t have that chance. 
However, when he was just about to dismiss the thought of him and Bella enjoying a quiet day at the jailhouse, the image of his smiley face arose in his head, giving him just one last idea.
He broke a record that moon-cycle. Him pulling out that toothpick of his had to have been his fasted draw yet. Either that, or the motion of him moving to his overcoat had taken poor ole Titan off guard. 
With a flick of his thick fingers, the toothpick zoomed through the air, and right into Titan’s wind pipe, where it stuck. 
The ex-second-in-command dropped both whips as he tried his best to dig out the pick, his dirty fingernail’s scraping desperately at his throat. A few seconds later and the man was on his side, wheezing real bad. Cuda walked over to him and bent down real low.
“Spli… tter…” wheezed Titan.
“The name’s not Splitter no longer. I retired that name along with the life of banditry.” Cuda grabbed his whip and stood himself straight. He stared directly into the face of the moon and said, “Nope. The name’s Cuda and I’m a man of the law.”
Cuda picked up his boot and crushed poor old Titan’s head, right into the ash, sending him on his way to meet his family. If he even had a family, that is.
 



Chapter 7
The town of Hitsholuh executed the unlawful lawman of theirs. Executed him right instantly, sending his head a-flyin right into the middle of the streets. He sure did deserve it, that was true, but it was funny to see the fat mayor Voftin pull off the execution himself. Cuda never would have thought the man capable of such a barbaric thing. 
As Cuda trotted off, he started to re-think his decision to deny the mayor’s request that he take his beautiful daughter’s hand in marriage. She was real pretty and all but… she was awful young, too, and that just didn’t seem too right to Cuda. Nope. Better he was alone. 
One other thing that sure was killing him was the fact that he’d forgotten to ask about that damn gem. Perhaps they would have shared some of their spoils with him, but oh well, he was a good sun-cycle’s ride away from Hitsholuh now and didn’t much feel like turning back around.
That moon-cycle, Cuda thought he’d get himself some rest. Bella had walked off somewhere looking for some crawling treats her fat ass didn’t need. The lawman had forgotten to pull off his pack from her hindquarters and therefore had no pillow to rest his head on. 
Oh well. He’d just have to use his hat.
However, no matter how much he tried maneuvering the damn thing, he always felt something hard pushing on the back of his noggin. Was he just destined not to get any damn shuteye?
Cussing up a storm, Cuda threw the hat sideways and saw something queer and peculiar sticking out from under the ash. He dug and dug until a little more of the strange object revealed itself.
It was crystal clear and likely the most beautiful thing he’d ever set his eyes on. The way it sparkled with the moonlight every way he turned his head made it darned hard for him to look away.
This was the gem the bandits had been looking for. The town of Hitsholuh hadn’t been lying after all. They hadn’t had the gem because it had been here all along. 
That next morning, Cuda damn sure near forgot about the gem before heading on his way. However, he did remember and dug it out with the help of dear ol' Bella. 
He remembered this story with fondness as he kicked up his feet on his desk at the jailhouse, which was empty and quiet. Just the way he liked it. 
He strummed his newly-bought used twelve-string instrument, which was a little more difficult with one less finger, and sang out a few verses he’d come up with within a few hours. They sounded alright to him. 
The breeze felt mighty fine as it tickled the whiskers on his face as it blew in from the open door. Finally, he’d found a use for that damn heavy gem.
It made the perfect doorstopper.
The End
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Blood poured from the side of Llani’s head, staining her golden hair a dark crimson. Savarah watched from the shadows, peering at the girl’s opponent, a tall lithe five-year-old named Jakk. The boy held his knife up over his head, poised like a serpent as he maneuvered sidelong, circling the girl, hungry to strike again.
Jakk and Llani’s faces were lit by torches held by thirty Glory Watchmen. Isolaug himself had come to the tournament today and was perched on the Divine King’s shoulder, watching the two fighters vie for placement in the third round of skirmishes.
Only the elite Shadow Children were allowed entrance into the tournament, and Savarah’s heart was eager for next year’s contest, for it would be her first chance to enter.
In six days, on her fourth birthday, she would have her initiation match into the Dragoon Class. The contest would be her first fight using weapons, a privilege only given to four- and five-year-olds who Master Isolaug felt were sufficiently worthy to be allowed to live to see their fourth birthday. 
As a Three, Savarah had been trained in hand-to-hand killing, a brutal but much more predictable style of fighting than contests with weapons. Watching Llani and Jakk with their knives was fascinating, and Savarah’s mind drifted forward to imagine her upcoming match on her birthday. 
Who among the Dragoon Class would Master Isolaug select as her opponent for her initiation contest? What weapons would be chosen?
Her eyes roved over the line of children standing along the rock barrier beside her. There were several four- and five-year-olds from the Dragoon class that might make a formidable opponent, but almost against her will, her eyes stopped on one particular boy’s serene face. 
The boy’s name was Rilon, and he was a fellow Three, and therefore not a potential opponent for her initiation match, but seeing his face calmed her for reasons she tried to quickly bury.
The memory of a smile from a month ago weaseled into her mind’s eye. 
She shook her head, dispelling her temporary lapse in control and returned her attention to the two fighters in the proving grounds.
Jakk was closing in on Llani. The girl was backed up against the ring of rocks, hunkered low to the ground, legs balanced beneath her, ready to meet Jakk’s blade if it should fly for an opening.
All it took were a few well placed slits in the flesh, and the blood loss would mount over time, weakening the opponent. Llani’s golden hair was a thick mat of ruby red blood on the left side of her head. It was a harsh first blow from Jakk. 
Llani had turned four-years-old a week prior to the match. As a Three, she had been one of the smartest contenders Savarah had ever faced. Savarah had killed Llani in hand-to-hand combat three months prior, but not before Llani had gouged out her right eye and broken five of Savarah’s ribs against the rocks.
Savarah slid her right hand up to touch the once injured socket. She felt a pinch of the same relief she’d experienced months ago, when Master Isolaug fully restored the organ at the end of her and Llani’s fight.
“Do you remember when you used to cry before matches?” sang a quiet, boyish voice in Savarah’s ear. “You were such a soft little thing. Remember when you pissed yourself right before your first match as a Three?”
Savarah didn’t turn her head. It was the poisonous ring of Rintorack’s needling voice and it was not unfamiliar. He’d graduated eleven months ago into the Dragoon Class. The boy was a head taller than her, with long arms and a well balanced body. As a Three, he had given Savarah her only defeat, strangling her to death while crushing her spine against one of the hewn boulders in the center of the arena.
Rintorack’s match was one of the contests she looked forward to watching in the tournament today. 
Savarah bit at a dead flake of skin on her bottom lip and tore a raw slit open. She hoped Rintorack’s opponent split his genetically advanced brain in two.
“I remember how you lost to Danku,” said Savarah. “He knocked half your teeth out, then impaled you like a weak little girl on the center spike—right through your gut—you moaned and cried like one of the king’s wives in labor.”
Rintorack giggled. “And you wouldn’t? You act like such a tough girl now, but you’re scared. Won’t even turn and look at me. Maybe one day, you’ll face a real opponent again.”
Savarah felt his finger poke hard into her back. She spun, face burning hot in anger.
“You know if it’s me and you next week, your ass is mine,” said Rintorack with a grin, then turned and swaggered over to a group of six other Dragoons who’d been watching the exchange from afar.
She met their sneers without flinching and amused herself with the confidence of knowing that Rintorack’s bravado would be his undoing. She wondered if the master had failed in some way when altering Rintorack’s genes. He was supposed to have, at minimum, the mind of a sixteen-year-old by age four, and here he was, talking like a shit-brained Twelver.
Savarah turned back to watch Llani and Jakk.
Somehow, Llani had given Jakk a cut across his side, attested to by the boy’s dusty shirt slit open and running with blood down to his pants.
Savarah respected Llani, for she had killed her way to the top rung of Master Isolaug’s proving grounds. Llani was fearless. She had what it took to become a Shadowman. So did Chaveerel and Rueik, both members of the Disciple Class of students who were all but guaranteed a position in Master Isolaug’s most elite class.
Rintorack’s words came to her ears again like an echo unbidden, and they conjured up once-suppressed memories of those times she’d cried in fear before every fight during her first months as a Three.
Fear, she had come to realize, could be built on sheer terror of one’s opponent, or of the pain of the fight, but that had not been the whole of the fear she experienced. Her fear was also driven by what she perceived as missing from her life. A hole—a negative space—that left her heart longing for the one thing that could fill it.
And that something was the love of a mother or father, brother or sister or friend, for it seemed no amount of genetic manipulation could fully remove the need the Makers had ingrained in humans. Love, she’d been taught, drove one to do the stupidest things in order to protect the object of that love. So it was with all human relationships built on sacrifice. 
As Isolaug warned, sacrifice was the brilliant trap the Makers wove into the fabric of humans in the very beginning, causing their emotions to rule them and ensuring that they would forever be steerable; a submissive chattel to rule over the worlds they had seeded.
She saw that same underlying need for love in many of the other young Threes, but all who passed into the Dragoon class were of the kind that had conquered it, or so it appeared to her.
She thought she’d overcome those old emotions, digging a grave deep in her mind and violently shoving all that was weak and needy within her into that dark pit in her psyche where she hoped it would never resurface.
It had worked perfectly for over half a year, up until a week ago, when the dreams had started.
And now, Savarah found herself again feeling the bite of that deformity written into her heart… the impediment of her damn near insatiable need for the love of another person.
During the daylight, it was so much easier to resist, but at night… the ugly temptation was becoming an uncontrollable urge.
Jakk’s knife flashed savagely for Llani as he strode forward, daring his thin-framed opponent to outmatch his quick, efficient blows.
Llani skirted deftly on her heels, backing herself toward a jagged boulder in the center of the arena. Savarah knew Llani well enough to guess exactly where she was going.
Jakk seemed to sense the opportunity as Llani neared the boulder, for if she took a step back and tripped against the rock, he could slip past her guard in the moment of her surprise.
Stilling his knife, he pressed forward, the boulder only a few steps behind Llani.
Llani’s knifehand lifted high above her head like the stinger of a scorpion. Her foot came upon the boulder, and she seemed to stumble.
Jakk lurched for her, his knife stabbing for her heart, but in the space of half-a breath Llani dropped down, and Jakk’s knife pierced just above his target, rending her flesh between heart and shoulder. 
In the same motion, Llani’s right foot had slid out and tripped Jakk, causing him to fall forward upon her.
Her scorpion-like knife, poised above her head came down over Jakk, striking over his shoulder and piercing his heart through his back. 
With a twist, she tore his dying body off of her, and then removed the knife from her own chest with a scream.
Jakk fell to the ground and in a matter of moments lay still.
A bell sounded, marking the end of the match. Llani marched out of the arena to where the Divine King sat with Master Isolaug, his reptilian body stretched like an epaulet on the king’s shoulder. 
Llani knelt at the seat of the king and he stretched out his hand and touched her head. Master Isolaug’s power flowed through the king’s fingers and Llani shook until her every wound was made whole and no trace of injury remained on her body.
Jakk’s body was dragged to the king, and then hefted up by two Glory Watchmen. They lifted the dead boy so that the king would not have to stoop. The king’s hand froze above the boy’s head.
Everyone knew it would descend, for this was the tournament of the elite Dragoon Class, and all who fought in it were certain to be found sufficiently worthy of life. It was only those who lost continually, and could not rise above their fears that, eventually, the hand would cease to descend upon.
The Divine King touched Jakk’s head. The boy quaked, and after Savarah counted five of her own breaths, the boy was set on his feet, as whole a person as his opponent, Llani.
Both would continue to fight another day.
***
Savarah awoke to soft whimpers coming from her own lips.
Panic set in at the realization of what she was doing, and she pinched her mouth shut in anger. If the other children overheard, she would be mocked, but it wasn’t any of the Threes that truly concerned her, it was her master’s Glory Watchmen, Asden and Tarquin, who stood sentry by the entrance.
She pulled the blanket up over her body, so that its warmth sheltered her from head to toe. With a tender touch, she squeezed her Su-Zu doll in her arms and pressed the makeshift animal friend tight against her chest. Su-Zu was a carefully hidden secret, created from a rolled pelt of rabbit fur she’d stolen from one of the king’s many furnished rooms in the temple’s inner courts.
Su-Zu’s soft fur against her skin calmed her. She rarely held the doll anymore, but she’d kept it hidden for moments like this, when she needed to feel comforted.
It was a weakness, she knew. An embarrassing thing to still desire when she was the highest ranked member in the Class of Threes, and on the cusp of turning four and joining the Dragoons.
All year, Master Isolaug and the Glory Watchmen had sung of the dangers to her and her classmates—neediness and love only led to pain, tears, and dependency. It meant sharing what you did not wish to share. Needing that which held you down and oppressed you. Binding yourself to that which could kill you. All the Threes in her class were the very brightest students in all of Praelothia. This her teachers pointed out to them again and again. They were far superior in mind and body than the citizens outside the temple walls. 
And yet, though she knew love was weakness, she’d begun waking in the night, longing for it after a fearful dream, and this was always followed by shame and frustration.
The memory of her dream returned like a fresh whip lash across her back. In it she’d faced Rintorack. Crowds of other Shadow Children watched from behind the blackened rock that enclosed the proving circle. She’d tried to use her quick and nimble legs to escape his wild sword, but every time he swung at her, the sword came closer, and closer, until the shining metal blade came arching down at her face to cleave her right between the eyes, and she’d awoken to the sounds of her own whimpering.
The memory alone filled her with the need to run somewhere safe, but where was this safety her heart whispered of in the night, when her emotions ran strong and the light of day couldn’t chase away her childish feelings? 
She turned in her bed to look over the large cavern she slept in. Hundreds of beds stretched across the Threes sleeping quarters. Here, she was well-protected. Where did she need to run to? Where could she go that was safer than the temple?
Memories of sights she’d seen began to stir. City children walking hand in hand with their father, or babies held to drink at their mother’s breast. 
She always wondered what it would have been like. To be held and nourished by her mother, whoever she had been. She’d glimpsed the king’s children, cradled in the arms of their mothers, suckling long past infancy, even to the age of five or six.
It was that kind of comfort that her heart longed for now. 
Strong, safe arms to enfold her. Another person’s warmth.
Her logical brain reminded her of the truth: what she longed for was a place of false safety. It was only a feeling, but not real.
The emotions inside her felt shameful. Dirty. They would cause her to form bonds of dependency and need, and she knew it to be so…felt it like a pair of hands around her neck. She was born of the strong, not of the feeble commoner. She was superior to the city dwellers outside the temple. 
She cursed under her breath and squeezed her Su-Zu doll in frustration, as if she might strangle it by its throat.
She wasn’t supposed to need the warmth of a mother or any other person, but her body craved it, no matter how hard she fought the desire, it wanted weakness. It wanted to feel loved.
All the killing of other children in the arena hadn’t driven the need fully away. It had remained, buried inside her, only to crawl out of the tomb she’d stuffed it in to wreak havoc upon her heart under the cover of darkness, haunting her in the midnight hours.
It had been getting worse as her initiation match in the Dragoon Class neared.
She was a Shadow Child, born to become a Shadowman. A fourth birthday elevated a Shadow Child beyond mere fist blows to the use of weapons, and she would soon be facing other four- and five-year-olds in the proving circle, taking part in unfamiliar fights with weapons.
In her bed, she shivered, remembering her dreamfight with Rintorack. The horror of the dream returned, and the pathetic fear flooded hot through her veins—almost like anger, but its burning opposite.
Terror.
She poked her head up, her eyes scanning the room as her body involuntarily searched again for a safe place, but not just a place, a person. A face with a name came into her mind. A boy named Rilon who had broken the rules of conduct and smiled at her more than once—not a sneer or a mocking grin, but a kind smile—a smile he could have been whipped for.
As she peered around the large cavern at the dimly lit rows of raised beds spread across the floor, a pair of torches beside the entrance cast dull illuminating light upon every sleeping form. The two Glory Watchmen talked quietly, standing guard by the large iron door.
Slowly, Savarah slipped from her bed to the ground, the cold stone floor sending chills through her bare feet. On hands and knees, she crept along the rows of beds, moving as swiftly as she dared so as not to make noise. She counted each bed as she passed, knowing the number of beds between hers and Rilon’s.
She’d counted them five nights before, when a night terror had awakened her, only this time, she felt she might actually go through with her plan, so desperate she felt now to rid herself of the need. 
Under the sway of night, denying it felt an impossible request.
When she reached Rilon’s bed, she stilled herself. His hair protruded from the blanket pulled up over his face.
Timidly, she moved up beside the wooden frame and poked her head up beside him. Though she was scared from her dreams, she was now confronted by new emotions.
As she crouched there beside Rilon’s bed, she wondered if she had the courage to continue. She knew fear had driven her here, but now that she was here, fear was driving her back to where she’d come. Back to her own bed, where she would not face the possibility of punishment if she were caught. 
The crack of whip lashes echoed in her mind.
“Fear can be your ally, or your greatest enemy,” she remembered a Glory Watchman quote from Isolaug’s teachings during a lesson. “To cause fear in another is to gain an advantage over them, but guard yourselves against becoming fearful, for fear drives one to make foolish decisions. Let fear be your weapon and nothing else, for if fear overcomes you, it will be your blood and your guts spilt upon the loveless proving circle.”
Her master was right about fear. Fear made it hard to think clearly. As much as the picture of warm arms had driven her from her bed, the thought of pain made her heart thrum with tension. And beyond the threat of being caught, Rilon might reject her need to be comforted.
Yes, he had smiled at her occasionally, but the last time had been over a month ago. He might have overcome that weakness. He might be stronger now, as all the Threes were endeavoring to become, striving to have hardened hearts and minds. 
Maybe he would rat her out for her actions.
An angry breath passed through her lips. She should go back. It was foolish of her to come here. She started to crawl back into the aisle when a whisper sounded behind her.
“Savarah? What are you doing?”
She froze for only a moment, then turned her head. Rilon’s darkened face peered at her from beneath his blankets. Then his hand came before his face and his fingers motioned for her to come closer. 
She scooted back to the side of his bed.
A scowl hung on Rilon’s pale face. Then his voice came, soft and hushed. “What are you doing?” he repeated.
“I need to ask you something,” she said in a hushed voice.
“Alright?”
“Can I go under your blankets for a little while?”
His scowl turned into disbelief. He glanced at the Glory Watchmen at the door.
“What for?”
The bitter taste of her own frailty locked her tongue briefly. She fought against the embarrassment of the words she held back in her mouth. “I had a dream,” she whispered, then shook her head and hissed softly, “a nightmare.”
He stared at her blankly, as if having trouble deciding how he should react.
“I overheard a boy out in the city say he ran to his mother and father’s room when he had a nightmare. He looked six or seven.”
“They’re weak, that’s why,” said Rilon, then breathed deeply, and the hardness melted from his face. “But I know. I still want it too, sometimes. A mother or father. Or just a friend.”
“Can I come into your bed?”
“It’s because I used to smile at you, isn’t it? That’s why you came to me.”
Savarah nodded.
Concern danced in his eyes, but it was not for him alone, for within them she detected anxiety for her as well. “If they catch us, we’ll get the whip—or worse.” He glanced at the Glory Watchmen by the door. “And besides, I’m trying to be strong now. I don’t want to be weak. And you shouldn’t be weak either. You have your initiation fight coming up in a few days.”
Savarah nodded. She felt ashamed, but she didn’t let it show. “You’re right,” she said coldly. “I’m better than this.” She glanced one more time at Rilon. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”
“No,” he said. “I promise.”
She turned to crawl back to her bed again.
“Wait,” whispered Rilon. 
Savarah turned her head.
“Maybe you could come up, for just a little bit. I’ve always wanted to know what it felt like to have a friend. It’s just this once, anyway.”
She returned to Rilon’s bedside. He lifted his blanket and now she hesitated, but only for a heartbeat, then slowly, quietly, she slipped inside. Under the blanket was a warmth she couldn’t have ever imagined. Awkwardly she put her arm out to hold Rilon as if he were her Su-zu doll, yet this was exquisitely different. He was solid, alive, and… he had the freedom to reject her, but he had not done so.
His arms held her in return and something glowed to life within her at the physical touch of another. She felt like an ember pulsing with heat on the hearth, a treasure held close to another’s bosom. Warm tears formed in her eyes as she soaked in this indescribable power.
Rilon’s touch unfettered something inside her. It felt like magma racing through her innermost parts.
She heard Rilon begin to sob softly and knew he must be experiencing a similar sensation.
Was this what it felt like… that dirty word that was the epitome of weakness?
A warm cocoon of safety and need.
Was this friendship?
Though deep within her she knew it was undoing all the mental barriers she’d worked so hard to erect, it didn’t matter. This weakness was too powerful to resist.
It was death, but it was so grand and beautiful, she didn’t understand how she could possibly fight it.
To embrace this human frailty felt right, good, and natural. Worthy of any consequences it might birth.
That’s what she told herself as she drifted into a deep, secure rest. She promised herself she would leave Rilon’s warmth soon, but not yet. Not until she sapped every last drop she could have of this forbidden experience, and as she drank it in, she fell into the deepest sleep she’d ever known.
It wasn’t until the faint smell of smoke infiltrated her nose that she began to stir.
And then her legs began to grow warm, then hot—until stabbing pain roused her in a panic and she flung herself from the bed sheets which she found engulfed in flames.
On hands and knees, she looked up from the cold rock floor and found a hundred faces crouched in on her from every angle. Torchlight flickered upon the mass of encircling bodies, including the hard-lined visages of two Glory Watchmen, their cold eyes silently informing her that her punishment would be extreme. 
Her body went rigid at the memory of last night’s foolishness. It squirmed shamefully out in the open. Everyone had seen. Everyone would know.
The Glory Watchman, called Asden, stepped forward and lowered his torch, pointing it at her, then swept it over the burning bed to point at the opposite side. “Children!” he called out in a dry, atonal voice, “Let this be a lesson. Outside these temple walls are the weak and powerless, those who are slaves to their emotions. But within the temple walls we teach you the way of our Master. Like the temple deep inside the mountain rocks, a heart of stone cannot be crushed. It is impenetrable, powerful. Now look at these two fools. Do they look strong to you?”
“No,” replied a chorus of voices surrounding Savarah. She glanced across the burning bed and saw Rilon’s face ash white on the other side.
Anger flared inside her at the sight of Rilon’s unmasked fear tainting his face. Any terror carved on her own features sank back inside, like a dead thing decaying into the earth. She swallowed down her fear and scowled in defiance at the Glory Watchman who was renowned for his vicious whippings. 
Every Three knew Asden’s name. 
“I’m stronger than you know!” hissed Savarah. 
Asden’s lips remained straight and grim. “We shall see, young one. Only fire can purge the impurities you two have committed. Fire… and death.” 
***
A line of five rats darted boldly across the dungeon floor, racing toward the dead body of a young man who she guessed had been thirteen or fourteen. It was hard for Savarah to tell anymore. Between the dim light of a torch glowing somewhere beyond, and the roiling horde of rats gnawing vigorously at the corpse, not much could be seen of his ragged flesh. She was thankful it had not begun to stink yet, for that would only add additional discomfort to the fact that her chains were hooked higher up into the wall than the dead boy’s restraints, forcing her to remain standing ever since she’d been brought there.
The dead boy’s name was Learick. He had spoken a few words to her two days ago through cracked, bleeding lips just hours before he died. His sallow face and prominent ribcage indicated he’d been denied water and food, and the mix of old and new lacerations covering his body told her he’d been whipped by a dungeon keeper over the course of his stay.
The teen boy had passed that first day while she was chained to the wall only a few steps away from him.
The loud scamper of little rodent feet had woken her from an uneasy rest. Whether the rats had killed him, or the lack of sustenance, she was not sure.
A white rat with red eyes darted past her, the fur lining its whiskered mouth smeared with blood. She kicked at it, catching the disgusting creature off-guard and sent it flying into the opposite wall where it cracked against the rough rock then spasmed where it fell. Quickly, another two rats raced from a darkened orifice in the stone and began fighting over the carcass.
The dungeon was a long, narrow crevice deep in the mountain. How much deeper it went beyond the crook in the passageway in which she was chained, she hadn’t the slightest knowledge. She’d watched uneasily as Rilon had been taken further down the seismic crack in the rock, disappearing beyond the bend.
Her stomach churned painfully, empty and twisting with hunger, but unlike the boy being feasted on beside her, a dungeon keeper had come and given her a small cup of water each day and a meager scrap off bread.
The only other prisoner in her section of passageway was a blond-haired girl not much older than she. One of the four- or five-year-olds in the class above her.
The right side of the girl’s face was mutilated, the flesh peeled away like the skin of a fruit, leaving raw pustules of red scabbing flesh and puss. Savarah had little doubt the girl had incurred the injuries from the proving grounds. But why she was there, the girl wouldn’t tell. Judging by the hopeless fog Savarah glimpsed in the girl’s one remaining eye, she’d soon meet the fate of the boy beside her.
A shriek nearby turned Savarah’s head. She gazed at the turn in the tunnel. The flicker of torchlight upon the rock walls was no longer faint, but had grown stronger.
Two figures rounded the bend. One held a torch, the other carried a thick iron ring of keys that jingled in his hand as he walked. These two wore the drab gray cloaks and bore the shaved heads of prison keepers.
A procession of hooded forms followed the prison keepers around the bend, the one exception being the unmistakable man who stood a head taller than all the others, his long, flowing black hair running past his shoulders onto the fitted crimson gown. The man was her master, the Divine King, and somewhere upon his body dwelt Isolaug who possessed the king like a sea captain at the helm of a ship. 
Surrounding the king were six Glory Watchmen.
Beside Savarah, the hungry rodents began to stir. The more timid rats—or those whose bellies were full enough—darted from the boy’s carcass into the cracks and crevices of the mountain walls as the prison keepers came to a halt beside the body. The foulest rats stayed and chewed warily.
The Divine King pointed to the mutilated blond girl chained to the wall. “Unbind that child,” said the King.
The prison keeper with the keys unlocked her restraints. The girl attempted to put on a rigid face of confidence, but her hunkered posture and darting pupil revealed her true state of mind. 
Savarah grinned inside at the scent of fear.
The long dark hair resting upon the Divine King’s shoulder parted like a rope curtain and Isolaug’s reptilian head protruded through. The lidded eye blinked as it took in the dungeon.
“Neena,” said the Divine King, his voice fatherly, but holding a note of disappointment. “In your last five matches, you’ve failed to take down another child in the arena and I have resurrected you each time, but that is not why you are here. It is because of the fear in your heart. You are the weakest child in your class, and as the rule goes, the weak are not fit for my service.
“I offer you one last chance to conquer your fear. Step forward.”
Neena obeyed quickly, and Savarah saw hope harden in her good eye.
“Do you see that runty little three-year-old chained to the wall?”
Neena twisted her head and appraised Savarah with her one eye. 
“I want you to kill that child.”
Neena looked back at Isolaug and gave a slow nod. “Yes, Master.”
She turned toward Savarah, dark intent shading the smooth skin on half of her face while the other side, fire-charred and glistening under the firelight, made her appear like a half-human monster.
Savarah quickly assessed the blond-haired girl in a new manner. She was taller, of the same stout frame as herself, but the girl was not at full strength from lack of food and water.
The only weapons available to her were those parts of her body she chose to use—fists, elbows, feet, knees, head—and this suited Savarah, for as with all Threes, these were the weapons she’d been trained to fight with. 
Neena stepped gingerly toward her, spotting the impairment of Savarah’s hands chained to the wall above her head.
She could see the girl calculating how she might rush in and deflect any kicks Savarah might use to defend herself. Savarah knew that if she allowed her legs to be pinched against the wall, Neena’s fists would have the freedom to strike her face until she lost consciousness. And then fulfilling Isolaug’s command to kill would be only a matter of stamina. It took close to fifty hard blows from a child to kill another unconscious child. 
Savarah knew well. She’d killed thirty-two children this way last year, and only once had it ever happened to her.
Neena seemed to see the calculating thoughts swimming behind Savarah’s eyes, and she rushed in like a bolt of lightning.
Savarah leaned forward, her upper body falling off the wall, and back-peddled up the rock she was affixed to as the chains provided a line to secure her momentum.
Neena stumbled to a halt, suddenly recognizing Savarah’s maneuver. Savarah sprang from the wall, whipping her legs forward and wrapping them around Neena’s neck. 
As the chains snapped against her wrists, her momentum stopped and gravity pulled Savarah down while the chains pulled her back against the wall. 
Neena’s neck, held in the vice-grip between Savarah’s legs, made a loud pop as her upper spine snapped with a twist of Savarah’s legs and Neena’s face was driven like a battering ram into the rock wall.
Savarah looked to see Isolaug’s reptilian eye blink, then the head pulled back into the curtain of the Divine King’s black hair.
The king’s eyes glazed over, losing focus, and he nodded in congratulations to Savarah. “Let us move on to the second child, Rilon.”
And just as they had come, the Divine King and his escort marched down the passageway, disappearing out of sight as they went deeper into the crevasse to wherever Rilon had been taken.
Savarah released a shuddering breath and looked down at the dead girl at her feet.
This was a forever kill. She was not going to be resurrected.
Tears formed in her eyes as a swell of victorious excitement rose in her chest. She was alive. She had overcome this test. But battering against the sense of pride in her win was the weak child still pulsing with life inside her.
She wanted to be held by Rilon again. His presence would soothe the feelings stirring inside. The sense of finality in the life ended at her feet. 
No resurrection for Neena.
Stop it, Savarah snapped at herself. You’re stronger than this!
Mentally, Savarah wrapped her hands around the neck of that feeble-hearted girl inside herself and began to squeeze. She had to kill that remorseful wretch within.
“You’re a killer,” she whispered aloud. “You were born to be strong. You’re a Shadow Child… you will become a Shadowman.”
***
Voices echoed faintly in Savarah’s ears and she opened her eyes. She’d drifted into sleep again standing against the wall. Her legs were aching from standing the last two days, as were her elevated arms which dangled uncomfortably beside her head. 
A large black rat with a bloodied snout looked up at her and hissed from where it had been chewing on Neena’s leg. 
Savarah went to kick at it, but the rat bounded a short distance away to hiss at her again. Two other rats skittered from the girl’s body at the commotion.
The scratch of feet sounded down the passageway where Isolaug and his entourage had disappeared, and turning the corner, the same party marched into her nook of the dungeon. 
The Divine King’s eyes fixed on her, alert and exuding a curious warmth. “It is a rare day I make a trip down to the dungeon, and never before have I done so for one of the Threes.” The king bowed his head slightly toward her. “Your talent, though still raw, is worthy of my time.”
He turned to the dungeon keepers. “Leave us.”
At their departure, Isolaug’s scaly head poked through the king’s tangle of black hair, and then the king spoke. “Like Neena, I will give you an opportunity to rectify yourself in combat, but unlike Neena, you have earned this chance.” The king’s eyes flicked down upon the dead blond girl, then returned to Savarah. “I am going to tell you a secret that in centuries of Shadow Children trained in the proving grounds, few have ever heard. Most who fall into weakness are weak through and through, but this is not the case with you, Savarah. 
“Your cries and sniffling in the night have not gone unnoticed by my watchmen.”
A slight tremor of fear vibrated deep in Savarah’s chest. Her concern had not been in vain. The Glory Watchmen had overheard. 
“You displayed weakness, and yet, you killed so efficiently in the Arena of Threes. It is a rare child who harbors a tender heart and can slaughter so violently. When I was told you had been found huddled in the bed of another child, I was not surprised. I’ve read your mind many nights while you slept, as I have all the children. With you, I knew it was only a matter of time. 
“Tell me, child, why do you think your night terrors have intensified in the last few weeks?”
Savarah cast her eyes on the cold reptilian eye of Isolaug, preferring it over the warmth she felt in the eyes of the king. “I am anxious about fighting four- and five year-olds with weapons. I have not yet felt much of the pain that I inflicted on others.”
The hair falling about the head of Isolaug’s brown pebbled snout shifted up and down as the king nodded, but Isolaug’s steady eye remained fixed on her.
“You will feel pain, but fearing it will only cause you to feel more of it.”
“I know,” snapped Savarah.
“Of course you do. But that is not why you crawled into bed with Rilon. Tell me now, what weak longings fester in your soul?”
Savarah choked down her emotions. She was being asked to reveal her most shameful weakness. She’d hidden it away for so long, hoping it would never come out into the daylight. But oddly, it felt safe here, for Isolaug already knew of it. And more, he’d made clear that she was worthy of his time, and this despite all he knew of her.
She forced the embarrassing words from her mouth: “I want to feel loved.”
Again the king’s head nodded and the silky black hair shook about Isolaug’s protruding head.
“It is a natural thing to feel. A thing that I cannot fully remove from your being no matter how I alter your genes. You are days away from turning four and you have the mind of a twenty-year-old, the strength of a girl of ten, and yet I cannot remove the heart of a child from any of my children, for the Makers have placed that weakness into the very substrata of every human soul. As babes you were neglected, beaten, and isolated from human touch, but even that could not fully deaden what was embedded in your being. It is like a sickness inside humans, and only time can weed that wretched need for love from your heart.”
The king’s face seemed to dance between light and dark. “Time, and occasionally circumstances. Such as the circumstance you now find yourself in if you wish to remain alive to contend for the position of Shadowman.”
Savarah glanced at the Glory Watchmen surrounding the Divine King. They stood like statues, their eyes fixed on her. Each of the Glory Watchmen had risen in the ranks as a Shadow Child and had excelled, earning them the second highest position one could attain. But each had fallen short of the title of Shadowman.
It was rare if more than one child achieved that status in the yearly graduation of the Twelves. Often years passed without a Shadowman being chosen. Savarah looked again into the Divine King’s eyes. That strange beguiling warmth called to her.
“I am ready to fight to be a Shadowman. I am worthy.”
“I believe you are,” said the king. “You will soon prove it to me in the arena.”
The king turned to leave, then stopped and faced her. 
“I know of only one way to purge this from you. If you can overcome your emotions after having fallen so far into the realm of the pathetic, you will be even stronger than those who never fell. That, Savarah, is the century old secret that few Shadow Children have ever known. I want you to keep that secret to the grave. Only a few ever accomplish what I am setting before you—if you can harden yourself again after debasing yourself at the foot of weakness, then your heart of flesh will become as diamond… sharper and harder than the children who have never fallen.
“But it will cost you dearly. You must break yourself in two then cast off the dirty and wretched part of you that desires to be loved and hate it so much that you stab it over and over again until it is a bloody, quivering heap of flesh groveling at your feet. Then you piss on it, set it on fire, and watch it transfigure into ash and smoke.”
A cold energy vibrated under Savarah’s skin at the picture her master painted. She longed to be dead to emotion—to finally eradicate the enslaving neediness that the Makers had placed in her soul—but she was left with a vague horror, imagining the journey required to achieve a state of numbness. 
And yet… Isolaug had given her a powerful motivation. He’d told her that one such as herself, having given into weakness, could become stronger than one who had never had. To her ears, this spoke of an advantage over the other Shadow Children.
This vision of dominance called to her just as much as her desire to become a Shadowman. And in fact, she sensed they went hand in hand. 
The Divine King’s eyes probed her, and she felt Isolaug’s presence seeded deep within them, possessing and enriching the human puppet that he steered.
“Do you wish to know of Rilon’s fate?” said the king in a low voice.
At the mention of the boy’s name, a wave of concern swept over Savarah. Swiftly she stamped down the foul throb of emotion. “It matters not to me,” she said coldly.
The king lifted his chin, his eyes cutting into her.
“It is well then, the boy is dead. I have found him unworthy of resurrection.”
The king turned with a flourish, his silken robe swishing in the stale dungeon air.
Savarah watched the king and his party leave, her jaw clenched, the new vision of her restoration and dominance battling the tears that threatened to push through at the news of Rilon.
***
Savarah dreamt of her Su-Zu doll. 
Rats tore it apart as they fought over the hide. She was helpless to intervene, for Rintorack had her pinned on the ground, a knife inches from her face, her tenuous hold on his wrist the only thing holding him back.
The stir of children’s voices surrounded them in the arena, whispering and commenting on the action.
“You had a doll this entire time?” laughed Rintorack, his mouth open in an elaborate grin. “And we all thought you were going to be something special! You’re nothing but a faker with a squishy-wishy heart pumping with fear!”
He pressed his advantage, using his larger frame and superior strength to overcome her defensive grip on the knife.
It plunged down, slicing the side of her face.
The light in Rintorack’s eyes flared with a savage luminosity, and he began to drag the blade up across her cheek, then down over her lips.
Savarah grimaced, resisting with every muscle she had but it was not enough.
A foot came violently across Rintorack’s face and his body tumbled off of hers.
Savarah looked up in surprise to find Rilon staring down at her. On his face was that same smile she had seen months ago. Warm, caring, filled with the offer of friendship. 
He held out his hand and she reached to take it when a loud crack stirred her mind awake. 
Her eyes shot open and the dull stench of the dungeon rushed upon her.
Standing before her were Isolaug’s Glory Watchmen, Asden and Tarquin, the men who had caught her asleep in Rilon’s bed.
A whip hung down from Asden’s left hand.
“You have a fight coming up within the hour. Master Isolaug has entrusted me with a message for you: ‘Win the fight and become mightier than you ever dreamt possible. Lose, and his hand will not fall upon your head and your body will be fed to Astrum.’”
With almost complete certainty, she sensed who it was she would have to kill: The winner of the Tournament of Dragoons.
Rintorack. 
The unparalleled fighter who had birthed the resurgence of her nightmares.
The unnerving memory of Rilon rescuing her in her dream threatened to rob the confidence she’d earlier felt at Isolaug’s words.
It was only a dream, she told herself, not reality.
“One more thing Isolaug wanted me to give you,” said Asden.
The whip rose in his hand.
Savarah’s eyes narrowed. Was she to enter the proving circle already injured?! Rage burned beneath her skin.
The whip twitched in Asden’s hands, and Savarah crouched down, twisting herself so that only her back was exposed. It was her only recourse. She had to ensure she went into the match with as little damage to vital points as possible.
The pop of the whip on her back forced an involuntary scream from her throat. She ground her teeth against the searing wound and saw from the periphery of her vision, the whip hand rise for another strike.
It appeared she would be going into her next match with her back a bloody mess.
She guessed at the cruel purpose behind the whipping. The wounds would hamper her ability, making it all the more difficult for her to emerge as victor, but at the same time, she would be entering the match with a desperate hunger for healing.
Crack came the whip again.
She would do anything to make the pain disappear.
***
Savarah felt the hum of energy the moment she was led by Asden through the Gate of the Warrior and marched into the middle of the proving grounds.
Her wrists were raw and bleeding from the shackles biting into her skin, partially because she’d been forced to stand against the dungeon wall for two nights, but also because Asden had not been gentle in leading her to the fighting arena.
Her back screamed from the five raw whip-marks that had torn through her tunic and split the skin on her back. The trickle of blood had soaked her pants and she felt the red rivulets running down the back of her sore legs.
She’d sustained worse wounds against a healthy fighter before and had managed to turn the tide of battle in her favor, but that was against fellow Threes. 
She was in no condition to start a fight against a more worthy opponent who was of Dragoon age.
It would be an unfair advantage for her rival, unless Isolaug chose to heal her before the match.
Savarah turned to face the Gate of the Warrior, waiting for her opponent to step through. The wait wasn’t long.
A cheer rose up from the Shadow Children encircling the proving grounds as Rintorack sprinted through the opening. He ran swiftly up to where Savarah stood, his eyes passing over her, spying her wounds and the weariness etched into her features.
She only hoped he didn’t glimpse her quickened pulse or the slight flush of red that had escaped her control.
A look of annoyance filtered into Rintorack’s eyes, mocking her with its insinuation that he found her an offense to his fighting stature and an unworthy opponent. 
She silently cursed her circumstances. The fear of her nightmares stood before her, and it mingled with the knowledge that if she did not kill him, she would receive no resurrection. And then there was the vain hope that Isolaug had placed in her heart of becoming stronger and deadlier. It now felt like an impossible mountain to climb. 
She was in no condition to start the fight—and certainly not against a Dragoon of Rintorack’s prowess.
Asden’s atonal voice boomed out across the proving circle: “Shadows of the Three and Dragoon classes, today’s match is one of special conditions. As you have all by now heard, Savarah, the highest ranked member of the Threes was found in the bed of another, just days before her initiation match into the Dragoon Class.
The Glory Watchman placed his hand over Savarah’s head, but did not touch her. “This favored warrior, feigning strength on the outside, proved to be only a frail bitch pup underneath her thin skin. She has a heart of need, a desire to be loved thumping in her ribcage. 
“Master Isolaug has deemed her worthy enough for a special match. If she wins, her violation will be pardoned and her misstep erased. If she loses, her body will be fed to Isolaug’s pet, Astrum.”
Asden continued to drag her once revered reputation through a gauntlet of insults, but Savarah’s attention fell on Rintorack, searching his body for some form of weakness she hadn’t seen before. He wore no shirt and only a cloth around his loins. Lean muscles created dark creases of definition—muscles she’d witnessed time after time wield deadly weapons and deliver brutal strikes with fist, elbow, foot and knee.
Nothing but perhaps a surprise move could injure Rintorack, or the selection of an advantageous weapon that might be easily wielded by an injured fighter, thereby equalizing the match to a small degree.
A knife would be ideal, or a deer antler, or even a small mattock.
Asden’s insults ceased, as did a short lecture about emotions and the enslavement of one who does not maintain control over them.
The Glory Watchman looked down at her with a light in his eye that shone with some secret delight.
“The child whose bed Savarah slipped into was beaten to death, for he was not worthy enough to be given this opportunity. However,” Asden pointed to the Gate of the Warrior, “he was deemed necessary for this match.”
The Glory Watchman named Tarquin emerged from the shadows of the entrance, followed by Rilon his wrists in chains.
Confusion rushed over Savarah, her emotions twisting in chaotic tension. It was not a confusion of surprise so much as a scrambling of her emotions. A groping between her mind and her heart as to how she should feel about Rilon’s sudden presence in the match.
“This is a three-way match to the death,” continued Asden. “A free-for-all that can result in only one winner, but only Rintorack will be resurrected should he fall.”
Certainly this was the opportunity she needed. Rilon would help equalize her chances against Rintorack, for Rintorack couldn’t drive his full attention on her until Rilon was immobilized.
On the other hand, the thought of killing Rilon felt unlike all the others she’d killed in the past.
Stupid! She felt a closeness to him that left her frustrated and angry, and she sensed that if she could somehow turn that needling discomfort into anger at Rilon, then she could kill him viciously, as if he were the source of her misery.
But she had to believe it. Had to make him as the cause of her suffering.
His smile, so many months ago, had worked like a poison inside her.
“This match will be fought with javelin. Two will be given to each fighter.”
Asden unlocked the shackle binding Savarah’s wrists. Each contestant was told to stand on a specific mark creating a triangular formation at the center of the proving grounds, each fighter equidistant from the other two. Three sets of two javelins were placed against the rock wall at the edges. Savarah noted the polished wooden shafts were balanced by long obsidian tips.
They were heavy throwing spears, the kind that would impale even an adult if thrown with enough strength.
Savarah determined to keep her eyes off of Rilon. As Asden and Tarquin retreated from the arena, she hissed out to her fellow Three: “We kill Rintorack first!”
Rintorack’s head dipped casually at an angle, his thin lips drooping down at the end as his dark eyes bore the stare of hatred. A hatred that she knew she had no problem conjuring up in return.
“We kill him, then we escape,” whispered Rilon.
Savarah’s head jolted in surprise to stare at her fellow Three only to find an unnerving look of hope in his eyes.
What had he said? Escape?
The cymbals crashed and Savarah’s head swam as she jerked back toward Rintorack.
Damn him! She’d lost her focus!
Rintorack was coming full force at her, dismissing the spears behind him for a quick attack on his already injured prey.
Savarah feigned a move to her right, then planted her feet and spun a kick.
Her timing was perfect to catch Rintorack in the head, but the tournament champion had been prepared for her move, and his hand glanced her foot-strike, and then the full force of him drove her to the ground. His fist pulled back for a face-bludgeoning blow when a knee flew across his face, driving him off of her.
The memory of her dream in the dungeon passed fleetingly through her thoughts as Rilon fell beside her. On his face was a wild-eyed smile. “Reject the Master’s teachings” he whispered in an excited hiss. “Together we are stronger! And we can escape!”
Savarah spun to her feet, noticing that Rintorack was now rushing to gather his javelins. She stared at Rilon, confusion and anger painting her face ash gray. Abruptly she turned, tearing away from Rilon’s intense eyes and the strange emotions stirring on his face.
She rushed toward her own javelins on the boundary of the proving grounds which was made up of rocks piled to her waist.
With every footfall the fresh lashes on her back burned as if on fire. Her legs no longer felt the sting of weariness, but were fueled with energy and purpose. As she neared her weapons, Rilon’s offer of “escape” tugged discordantly against her determined fury.
Footsteps sounded behind her. She slid for the nearest javelin and snatched it as her feet dug into the rock, and she popped up, ready to hurl the object at her pursuer. 
Rilon halted, palms up, “Savarah,” he whispered under his breath, “I know a way out. Through the tunnels of the Nightmares. We can flee to the kingdoms ruled by men.”
His words slashed with cruel violence the stone temple she was trying to erect around her heart. He was pushing her to defy the master and surrender her hope of somehow killing Rintorack and attaining the powerful advantage Isolaug had promised.
If you can overcome your emotions after having fallen so far into the realm of the pathetic, you will be even stronger than those who never fell.
Those alluring words spoke of a power she desperately wanted. Control over her emotions. Advantage over her opponents. 
And there Rilon stood, opposing this hope.
“Have you gone crazy?!” snapped Savarah, her eyes probing beyond Rilon to where Rintorack stood, peering at them from the far side of the arena. She needed Rilon to help her kill the Dragoon champion, but here he was, his tongue flapping about with insane offers of escape.
Weakness had surely corrupted Rilon’s mind, turning him into a fool.
“There is no escaping our destiny,” she continued. “We are superior to the human kingdoms. We are born of the Beast. We are Shadow Children.”
He shook his head. “When you came into my bed, I felt something stronger than anything the Master has ever promised us. I’ll never get my heart of stone back. I want to feel that trust again. That warmth we exchanged when you slipped under my blankets. The peace. The friendship. I want to feel all of that again,” he said pleadingly, then moved towards her. “I don’t want to go back to being numb.” Tears fell from his eyes.
Savarah’s lungs froze, her very breath lodged in her throat. He continued forward, his intent to embrace her conveyed in his every movement. She gripped the javelin tight, battling the upheaval of emotions from all that he’d said.
Something told her if she did not skewer Rilon now, she never would.
Her throwing-arm held locked beside her head and then Rilon’s hand touched her arm and then slid around her, careful to avoid the wounds on her back.
A collective gasp sounded from behind her as the onlooking Threes and Dragoons watched the shocking exchange.
No matter how hard she fought against it, a cocoon of warmth emanated from Rilon, pulling her into his touch. 
Dirty words like friendship and love, peace and brotherhood, fell before her like enemy thoughts begging on their knees to be welcomed and allowed life in her.
She clenched her teeth, a silent groan wrought on her child-like face… within Rilon’s embrace, the master’s teachings seemed so far out of reach. A sob spilled out of her as she relented to the warmth, breathing it in like a forbidden drug.
Through her wet eyes she spied Rintorack closing in. The boy’s lips were curved in a half-sneer, but his dark pupils peered at them in stark contrast, full of wonderment and deeply disturbed. 
“You just dug your own grave,” called out a voice from behind Savarah. It was the familiar flat tone of Asden.
Rilon whispered in Savarah’s ear. “Behind you is a fissure that leads to the long passageway of the outer temple court. A Nightmare tunnel opens at its base. That’s where we’re going to run.”
Savarah stepped back and eyed Rilon. His plan was desperate, but she had lost all her edge. The plan, as outrageous as it sounded, was all she had left.
Behind Rilon, Rintorack pivoted.
“Down!” shouted Savarah and sprang for Rilon. 
Together they crashed to the ground and Rintorack’s spear exploded against the rock wall behind them. Four Shadow Children peeked back up over the wall, having ducked for cover. Behind them stood the two Glory Watchmen, Asden and Tarquin. Both looked on at her in disdain.
Savarah rose to her feet, turning to Rintorack. His second javelin was in his hand and he was swiftly approaching, crouched now like a tiger. Savarah gripped her own weapon, and readied it. 
Rintorack’s eyes darted left, and then he hurled the javelin at something moving to Savarah’s right.
“Rilon!” she shouted, but didn’t have time to turn to look, for as soon as Rintorack threw it, he jolted for her.
She slashed out with the spear tip as she jumped back, trying to evade his long arms. The tip of her obsidian blade slashed the side of his head, just above his left ear. Blood filled the deep cut then overflowed it, spilling out down the side of his head.
Savarah struck out at him again, but he darted back, now weaponless. This was her chance—if she ever had one—to kill Rintorack.
She glanced back at Rilon. He had attempted to grab her second weapon, but was kneeling on the ground beside it; the javelin Rintorack had hurled had torn open his left arm at the bicep. Rilon looked at her as he picked up one of the two weapons. “Now!” he shouted hoarsely, and motioned with his head toward the small doorway on the other side of the rock wall.
Words from Isolaug drifted through her, enticing her to turn away from Rilon. 
“Dependency on another for any reason beyond self-interest is the way of fools and leads to death.”
Savarah spat at Rintorack.
“Come get me, you weakling,” he sneered.
She laughed. “Look whose head’s all bloody. You’re the Dragoon champion?” She cackled out a girlish laugh. “What an embarrassment!”
Rintorack made to lurch at her again, but she swung her javelin, forcing him to retreat as she spun and sprinted toward the barrier of the proving grounds.
“Come on!” she shouted at Rilon.
Timing her steps, she leapt up and placed her foot on the top of the wall, her momentum carrying her over. The Shadow Children who’d been watching from that position scattered and Savarah landed within striking distance of the two Glory Watchmen.
Tarquin’s face was pale, and he reached for the sword at his belt, but Savarah was upon him and slammed her javelin through his stomach, then ripped it back out tearing out a splatter of flesh and blood.
With a mangled cry, Tarquin dropped to the ground and Savarah spun on Asden. The lone Watchman had only his whip and he snapped it in hasty defense catching Savarah in the shin and splitting her skin to the bone.
She sucked in a breath through her teeth to dull the intense pain and saw Rilon land on her side of the wall.
Behind him, still within the proving circle, Rintorack sprinted in pursuit. Savarah clenched her javelin tight in one hand and caught Rilon’s fingers with the other, then turned on her heels. Hand in hand they rushed through the gaping opening in the rock, leaving the sounds of confusion and chaos behind them.
***
The passageway was the kind that would have frightened a normal child, dark as the abyss for long stretches, illumined only by the occasional wall torch that allowed the barest trace of ghostly light to issue into the in-between spaces.
Savarah had never entered this hall before, but Rilon had. He was of the lower class of Threes, and his sessions met in the outer temple. She, on the other hand, received special instruction with four other top students amongst the Threes and met near Astrum’s lair. Often times, she could smell Master Isolaug’s fire-breathing creation. Its sulfuric lungs exhaling a sooty stench amongst the inner temple passages.
“How far is the lower temple court?” demanded Savarah, tightening the grip on her javelin. Her legs were beginning to ache fiercely, the initial jolt of energy she’d felt in the arena now beginning to wear away. The wound that Tarquin had opened on her shin felt as if a scuttlehound were gnawing on it, and the searing lashes on her back still burned with fire.
And yet, she felt she could press harder, move faster than Rilon was going.
Rilon squeezed her hand. “Not too far,” he called back. “A chamber of the Divine King lies ahead; it is where his children play. And then, not much further, there is a iron gate to go through. It is the passageway into the Nightmare’s tunnel.”
A torch ahead eked out a frail light, and when they neared it, Savarah glanced over her shoulder. A swarm of shadowy movement danced in the dim grey light behind them.
Doubt resurfaced in her mind. As fit as she and Rilon were, they were limited in their speed by their injuries… that and the fact that they still had the little legs of children. Physically, it mattered not that their minds were in early adulthood, the matured bodies of the Glory Watchmen would catch them soon if they were among the incoming fray at their backs.
“Are you going slower on my account?” asked Savarah.
“No,” said Rilon with a slight rasp. “Are you going slow for me?”
She swallowed down her natural response to assert her dominance. “No,” she replied, but the lie tasted bittersweet in her mouth.
Survival of self is our primary objective as Shadowmen. One cannot accomplish any secondary goals if one is dead.
The humorous truth had been part of her scripture memorization. As a Two, before the days of fighting began, she had memorized thousands of lines from the Compilation of the Words of the Beasts. They now flooded her mind like the shrill voice of a prophetess breathing out dire warnings to the stupid and the reckless.
“…my kind rejects the weakness the Makers have made inherent in all things. Dependency, need, submission, obedience… if power is not your ultimate goal, then you’ve embraced the divine Makers’ delight in weakness. With power, comes control and self-fulfillment. Anything that forces you to reject your desires, this is slavery.

Truly, she had set her feet on a new path. An untrodden road that she barely understood. It certainly did not hold power as its ultimate goal. Yet Rilon’s loyalty and love felt worthy and fulfilling in a different way—not the way of power, but in that it satisfied her deepest emotional needs.
As she ran alongside Rilon, that same emotional bond passed through his fingers into hers, and she guessed this to be the enslaving term the Glory Watchmen had taught against called friendship. It was a shackle made of a certain type of love that they had warned was even deadlier than the love of sexual intimacy, for once one was bound to it, all one’s self-preserving instincts would be cast by the wayside in order to save the object of that love.
Was this now Rilon? Was she bound to him in such a way?
A bright light glowed ahead, setting the cavern walls ablaze. Savarah again glanced back.
The swarm of bodies was no longer indistinct. Leading the pursuit were a number of older children from the Dragoons, and at the front was Rintorack, the wound she’d given him painting the left side of his face crimson.
A pulse of delight warmed her heart at the sight of the injury. She was strong, even in the weakness of friendship.
The fighter that had plagued her nightmares for the last few weeks was now beaten and bloodied behind her.
With a little good fortune, she might find a way to kill Rintorack before she and Rilon escaped, turning her dark dream into a cherished memory.
At Rintorack’s speed, he was going to press this into a reality sooner than they wanted.
They couldn’t go on, not at Rilon’s speed. Once Rintorack caught up to them, they would be forced to confront him, and then the entire throng of Dragoons and Threes would descend on them.
“We have to hide,” said Savarah. “Before they come too close and we lose the chance.”
“We’re over halfway there,” said Rilon. His breaths were winded, and she noted how his injured arm drooped.
“Don’t be an idiot,” snapped Savarah, “We hide or we die.”
The word we felt awkward on her tongue.
The light beamed bright as they entered a large chamber. It was filled with torches hanging from wall mounts and propped on stands about the middle of the room.
The enormous space was filled with children. Perhaps a hundred of them. They looked to be between the ages of two and six and all were playing noisily with toys, or running about chasing one another in some kind of cooperative game. And there was a gathering of a dozen or more mothers seated on cushioned steps. They were all conversing noisily, their voices having to rise above the chaotic sounds off the children. All wore flowing silk dresses or skirts and each had a child suckling on both breasts.
The sight nearly took Savarah’s breath away. She tugged on Rilon, rushing over to where the mothers were congregated where a line of six children waited for a turn to drink. 
“Get in line,” she whispered, and together they fell in behind a tall boy who looked about five.
A glance back at the way they had entered revealed Rintorack darting into the spacious room. His head whipped about as he left the shadowy passageway, his eyes roved over the playing children as he made toward the tunnel on the other side of the chamber. Following his lead came more Dragoons, and then the swiftest of the Threes entered the chamber. The Divine King’s children stopped their play, and the prattling of the mothers died to a whisper.
“They look so mean,” said an anxious mother near where Savarah stood in line. “I’ve never cared for the way those fighting children appear. So savage.”
“It’s because those born of royal stalk have more noble features. The warrior class are little better than the babes of citizens. Our children have the refined genetics of the king.”
In the back of her mind, Savarah scoffed at the stupidity of the mother’s words, but her focus remained on her sideways glance out into the chamber where the Threes and Dragoons continued to flow into the room then disappear into the tunnel on the opposite wall. She was careful to keep her back from showing to them, lest they notice the bloody marks on it.
Rilon did the same, obscuring his wounded left arm by standing beside Savarah so that her body blocked the injury.
Savarah looked on at the children drinking at the mothers’ breasts and the deep-seated curiosity that had plagued her thoughts as a Three throbbed inside her.
She’d tasted of the bond of friendship with Rilon, what would it be like to share the intimate bond of feeding with a mother? The thought of such an extravagant need being fulfilled turned the thought into a craving.
Never had she considered such an experience possible, and yet here she was in line to share the bond of the breast with a mother. 
A boy feeding near her gripped on to the mother’s silks as he drank, his eyes locked on the woman nourishing him. A gentle smile framed the mother’s lips.
Eagerly she watched as children departed, tummies full, and others in line took their place until only one child stood between her and the mothers.
“Oh!” exclaimed a girl’s voice behind Savarah. “What happened?”
Savarah turned, and the girl’s eyes narrowed. “Gracious! You’re not a sister of mine!”
The room quieted again at the declaration and Savarah looked back at the mothers. They were staring at her and Rilon. 
“Please…” said Savarah, but further words failed her. What could she tell them? What could she say?
Rilon intervened in the silence “Would you hide us?” he asked quickly. “We’re playing hide and seek!”
The mothers’ eyes seemed to frown as they took in their strange faces and dirty appearance.
“You’re in trouble, that’s what’s going on,” said the calm voice of a large woman in a green silk dress. She shot a knowing glance at another mother. “Those other children that came through here, they must have been looking for those two.”
“Please, hide us,” said Savarah. “We’re playing a game.”
The mother in the green dress opened her mouth to respond, then her eyes darted between the two javelins Savarah and Rilon held.
Fear entered the woman’s eyes as she stood slowly. “Weapons are not allowed in this chamber, nor children not born of the king.”
“If you’ll show us somewhere to go, we’ll gladly leave,” said Rilon.
A dark twisting disappointment clenched Savarah’s stomach. She’d come so close to experiencing a mother’s breast, or at least she’d fooled herself into believing it was possible. Damn that childish desire! Damn her sudden neediness!
“Wait here,” said the mother in green, “I know where you can hide.”
“Wait,” said Savarah desperately, grasping for hope that she might not lose out on what she’d come so close to having. “I am in line. Can I share in the bond you and your children have?”
A slight look of disgust crossed into the eyes of the mother in green. “Our milk is only for the children of the king. Now be a good girl and wait here.”
The woman made to head down the steps to the passageway where they had entered the chamber. A trickle of Threes were still passing through, following those in front of them. But there was also Asden. His head turned as the mother shouted to him, waving her arms in the air.
Hot tears suddenly poured down Savarah’s face, nearly blinding her eyes as she drew back the spear and flung it.
The mother jerked forward, her green dress billowing on impact, then she tumbled down, the shaft having skewered her like an animal on a spit.
A deafening cry filled the room as a hundred children and mothers scattered in terror. Asden’s eyes locked on Savarah for only a moment, but then the chaos in the room blocked him from her sight.
“Come on!” shouted Rilon, pulling her towards the far passageway. 
Many of the king’s children were fleeing into the darkened tunnel where they were headed. If they could run with them in their panic, they might succeed in making it to the iron gate Rilon spoke of, hidden by the panicked children of the king.
Quickly they fell amongst the king’s children, and she snatched Rilon’s spear from him and began poking the children with the spear point, heightening the fear of those before them, driving them forward in a frenzy.
Unbidden inside her, ached the wound of betrayal. The mother in green had rejected her plea for bonding. Tears still stung Savarah’s eyes from the denial of that need she had sought—a longing cradled deep in her soul to be cherished by the one who bore her.
The killing of the woman had not satisfied Savarah’s pain, for the rejection would be a lasting wound, deep and searing.
This was the cost of weakness she began to realize. To give another human the power to reject you, to open up one’s heart to that possibility, it was a horrible and devastating feeling.
The stampede of the king’s children charged in front of her and Rilon. Ahead was a brightly lit juncture in the passageway and standing there, pressing against the chaos was Rintorack.
“To the right is the gate!” shouted Rilon over the noise. “We’re almost there!”
Savarah gripped her javelin tight. Rintorack’s head wound looked uglier than it had in the arena. She knew he must have lost an unhealthy amount of blood. He would be greatly weakened.
The opportunity to kill him and prove herself superior tickled her mind, but escaping into the Nightmare’s tunnels had to remain her ultimate goal if she and Rilon were both to survive.
The king’s children flowed to the left, away from the side tunnel that led to the Nightmares. Perhaps they had seen the modified creatures and their contorted bodies and thus fled going down the opposite passageway. Truly, the title of Nightmare was fitting, for they conformed perfectly with the misshapen monsters of a child’s darkest dreams.
“Will the gate be open?” shouted Savarah.
“No, but a few cranks of the wheel and we can slide beneath it!” 
“You move for the gate and turn the wheel, I’ll go for Rintorack. Shout for me when the gate is high enough.”
“We’re going to make it, Savarah!” encouraged Rilon.
She breathed in that strange word again. We. We are going to make it. It was both exciting and terrifying.
Rintorack’s glowering stare met hers through the horde of scared little children, their heads bobbing in panicked flight. She timed her steps now, stabbing lightly at the children directly before her, piercing their buttocks deep enough to cause pain, but not enough to make them do anything else but surge forward at Rintorack.
And then she was upon him, and a knife flashed in his hand at the last moment, slashing out and deflecting her javelin and gouging a chunk from the shaft. Her back was to the new passageway protecting it and Rilon from Rintorack, or anyone else who dared try and stop them.
Slowly she maneuvered backward, her eyes on the glinting steel in Rintorack’s hand.
“Your ass is mine, little Three,” sang Rintorack, his playful tone visually discordant with the bloodied mess of flesh above his left ear. “When I bring back your severed head to the Master, I’m going to request your body be placed in the Dragoon’s piss room for a day. That way we can all take turns defecating on the newest forever kill.”
Savarah giggled and tossed her short hair as if he’d just said some trivial humor. “I feel bad for you, really,” sang back Savarah. “You’ve already lost so much of your pride in cups of blood. Look at what this little Three has done to the Dragoon champion. Whether I kill you here or not, the story of the Three who bested the Dragoon champion will stick with you for the rest of your life. Isolaug may heal scars, but he doesn’t erase our memories.”
Savarah smiled sweetly, and Rintorack’s pompous facade fell away like dead skin from a snake. Suddenly, he lunged at her. She sidestepped, thrusting out her javelin, but he smacked it away again, and then he surprised her by charging past.
She spun in pursuit and sprinted after Rintorack. Rilon had the gate up to his chest and looked to be just turning to call for her when he caught sight of Rintorack charging for him.
“Savarah!” shouted Rilon, and darted beneath the gate, propping it up with his body.
What was he doing?! The crazy fool was going to sacrifice himself for her.
She lifted the javelin beside her head to throw, but just before she could release, Rintorack dove down, slamming himself into Rilon and sent them bolth tumbling onto the ground on the other side. The gate, free of obstruction, began to drop, the heavy chain clanking noisily. Savarah dove, sliding on the dirty ground beneath the descending spikes that lined the bottom wrung of the gate.
A crash sounded as the gate slammed down behind her, catching both of her legs half way through. To her amazement, her legs lay perfectly in-between the spikes, allowing her to pull them all the way through with only a little effort.
She sprang to her feet, javelin raised, and spun to where Rintorack had slammed into Rilon.
Rintorack stood with Rilon, holding him as a shield between him and Savarah, the knife in his hand pressed against her friend’s throat.
“Looks like I win,” said Rintorack.
Savarah stood, poised to fling the javelin should Rintorak’s head peek out too far from its hiding place behind Rilon.
“Let us go,” said Savarah, “You won’t have to see my face anymore.”
“Let you go and have to tell the Master I failed? How much better will it be to bring both your bodies back and cast them at his feet? And don’t forget about my little request regarding the piss room. That will be a memorable story to tell for generations of Shadow Children. Your fate will be a legend of epic proportions. The mighty Three who became the weakest of all. Everyone will want to come and tinkle or shit on your carcass.”
Rintorack’s words were not merely banal threats, they were the kind that cut to the heart of power. For beyond one’s life, all a person had was the story of their life they left behind. If that story was one of strength and power, then in the End of Days, if the Beasts found a way to destroy the Makers, then a worthy soul might be resurrected and given power in the world to come.
But if one died in shame, the only thing that would live on forever is the story of their fall. The weakness that conquered them would swallow up anything worthy they had accomplished.
She found Rilon’s eyes on her. Residing in them she still saw hope.
“Join us then,” gasped Rilon, fighting the sting of the knife at his throat.
“I’d rather die with honor than join in your pathetic escape,” sneered Rintorack.
A face appeared at the gate and Savarah glanced to see Asden standing there. Closing in behind him were several Dragoons and a few Threes.
The chain to the gate began to rise. She looked again at Rilon and found a message etched on his face. Without words, he told her to go without him.
Strangely, there was still hope living in his eyes, but that hope was not for himself now, but only for her.
The words of her master echoed along with the rattling of the gate’s chains:
Survival of self is our primary objective as Shadowmen. One cannot accomplish any secondary goals if one is dead.
What Rilon held for her in his eyes was the ultimate weakness.
It was heroic and beautiful. Perhaps the highest order of beauty imaginable. But it was also the very thing that had placed him in the position he found himself. He had held up the gate for her, sacrificing himself to allow her the chance of making it beneath before the gate fell. 
He could have left without her and survived.
And now the same dilemma stood before her, only she had another alternative. She would have to shove the emotions twisting inside her heart so deep within, that she would no longer feel them—no longer remember why she had made the choice at all—lest Isolaug spy her true motivations.
There was no other way. She would not leave her friend behind to die a slow and torturous death in the master’s dungeon.
The aim of the javelin in her hand never felt more certain. She fixed her eyes not on Rilon, but on Rintorack as she drove the weapon forward, and in his dark, calculating eyes, she saw the flash of surprise.
It was a look that countered the beauty in Rilon’s eyes… a look that if Master Isolaug declared her worthy, she would cherish for the rest of her life. 
***
The number of Shadow Children filling the proving grounds was unprecedented when Savarah entered. Children from the Two’s to the Disciple Class all stood along the rocks in silent observation. 
Asden led her by chain, her wrists shackled. At the end of a rope tied to her waist were Rilon and Rintorack. She’d dragged them the entirety of the return trip, their bodies joined together by the javelin she’d pinned them with.
Just as she’d felt, her aim had been perfect. Straight through their hearts.
She stopped in the middle of the circle and Asden stepped back beside her.
The Divine King rose from his elevated seat and came down into the circle. 
Isolaug’s full reptilian form lay draped across the king’s right shoulder, his tail hanging down over the front of the royal robe.
The king stopped in silence before Savarah and stared at her, but Savarah did not look at him. She fixed her gaze on Isolaug’s cold-blooded eyes. They stared back at her, as dark and unreadable as the eyes of an insect.
The king extended his hand over her head, and she willed for it to drop with all the confidence welling in her chest.
“I killed my weakness and my enemy with one throw. If I am not worthy now, Master, then even your Shadowmen are cowards compared to me.”
The voice of the king spoke Isolaug’s words with a sweet richness: “To kill an enemy and feel no sorrow is of one power, to kill one’s friend and feel it not is of another. Do you not feel regret for what you’ve done to Rilon.”
Savarah looked deep into that heartless eye. “I did, and then that too I killed.”
A palpable silence screamed in her ears as time dragged. The primeval being before her, ancient and godlike, stared at her through its slitted eye. Isolaug was probing her mind, testing to see if her words were true.
“You left the arena thereby breaking the rules of the proving circle. You killed one of the king’s wives.”
To these accusations, Savarah remained silent.
The king’s eyes looked on her warmly. “You are pardoned on all accounts.”
The king’s hand fell upon her head, and only then did she know her words were true. She’d killed her regret, or tunneled it so far down into her soul that Isolaug’s probing could not find it. 
Healing surged through her body at the king’s touch, erasing her wounds with delicious swiftness.
Moments later, she stood whole, trusting fully that the advantage Isolaug promised was now a part of her. 
She believed with everything in her that she would become a Shadowman, for she felt the change in her chest.
The softness was gone. Her heart was as hard as diamond.
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Prologue
 
Night comes quickly in the mountains. Everything must be prepared before the rim of the sun sets behind the peaks. With worried glances over narrow shoulders, frantic villagers run to their homes, sliding across the heavy white snow on feet that are nearly as long as the people are tall. The young and the very old are quickly shuffled through heavy wood doors that will be barred from the inside. The last of the frantic villagers hurry to finish their evening chores before finding their own nervous comforts. 
A howl splits the frozen night air. 
“Light the fires!” Stennar orders, striking his own knife against flint to set his pile of sticks and logs ablaze. “Fenrir is coming!”
Men take up positions next to the fires. Bows and arrows are held ready to protect the dwellings built into the cliff wall behind them. They peer nervously into the dancing shadows, watching for the first sign of the great wolf’s arrival. 
A woman rushes to the line. “Snur and Val haven’t returned.”
“What are they doing out so late?” Stennar demands. 
The woman shakes her head, storm-gray eyes wet and pleading beneath the white cap she wears. “Please,” she whispers, the single word shredding Stennar’s heart.
“We can’t send anyone out after them now,” Stennar replies with as much tenderness as his soldier’s voice can muster. It’s a hard truth, but the safety of the entire village rests in his hands. “We must pray they find shelter and stay hidden. Now get inside and bar the door.”
The woman sobs, face stricken, but retreats to her cave. Stennar raises his eyes to the heavens and whispers an entreaty to the gods. Protect the boys. Keep them safe. Let Fenrir be satisfied with a goat and be on his way.
The night watchmen stand at attention, peering into the darkness. This is their duty. They know their role. It doesn’t make it any less terrifying to place themselves between the shelter of the mountain and the wolf’s fangs. 
Fenrir stalks the wilds, his hunger normally curbed by the larger game of snow bear and tundra moose. But the prey has fled, the commotion of the new arrivals and their builders scaring them away from the wolf’s lair. Now he terrorizes the barbegazi villagers and their goats, taking the easy game that had once been taboo.
Stennar grinds his teeth against the injustice. The barbegazi had lived for three generations in peace with the giant wolves until the elves’ arrival. Fenrir broke that fragile peace, but the elves were truly to blame. If it were up to him, they would bury the tall men and their village in snow: send an earthquake to shatter their fragile homes. But the elders had spoken. These creatures, they said, had great magic of their own. They must be dealt with carefully. Negotiations and treaties and bargains. That was what they demanded. 
Meanwhile, Fenrir takes what he wants from the barbegazi.
A scream pierces the air. Silence. The men glance at each other, worried expressions wrinkling their white-bearded faces. 
Val. Stennar is sure of it. 
Rapid footsteps crunch through snow. 
Stennar takes a step forward, peering into the darkness. Panting breaths can be heard above the light evening wind. 
“Help!” a boy shouts. The firelight glances off pale skin and the thin tuft of white beard that sprouts from his young chin.
Stennar takes another step forward. A shadow ten times the size of the largest of the barbegazi villagers detaches from the hillside and races after the boy.
A flaming arrow sails in the shadow’s direction, but misses by a wide margin. The beast is still too far away, yet too close to the boy with wide eyes.
“You can make it, Snur!” a watchman shouts encouragement.
“Come on boy,” Stennar whispers under his breath. “Faster.” 
The boy skates across the snow, his feet leaving a powdery wake behind him. Yet the shadow still gains ground, the silent attack more fearsome than any wild snarling creature. 
“Avalanche!” Stennar shouts. If they can force a snow slide, perhaps they can separate the wolf from his prey. 
“He’s too close. We’ll all be buried,” a guard replies, his voice quaking.
Stennar swears. The village wouldn’t survive a full burial. Not this early in the season, and not with the herds still grazing the southern slopes. 
Stennar grimaces. “Loose the arrows!” It’s the only defense they have left.
Snur continues to race to the relative safety of the fire line as arrow after arrow shoots overhead. The wolf is slowed, but not by much, as he weaves between the flaming shafts. 
Fenrir launches himself at the boy. A single arrow pierces his shoulder. The wolf snarls, but lands on Snur’s back, crushing the boy beneath paws bigger than Snur’s head. With a single snap of his jaws, the wolf tears out the boy’s throat, silencing the terrified screams forever.
“So much tastier than goat meat.” The words rumble from the chest of the great beast as he stares at the fire line. A trail of blood and saliva drips from the wolf’s jaw. He licks his lips clean. “My thanks.”
The men on guard watch horrified, frozen in shock and fear, as Fenrir drags the lifeless corpse of the village youth back into the darkness. The flaming arrow still burning in his shoulder marks his passage out of the valley.
 



 
Chapter 1
 
The wind howled through white drifts of snow. Garamaen trudged up the mountain, head down and braced against the gusts. Despite the thick wool-lined leather gloves he’d brought on this journey, the sled’s ropes tore into his freezing hands. With every tug, his shoulders ached. And with every icy blast of wind, he considered turning back. As it was, the path was all but invisible, the thin light of the single moon turning the landscape gray and deep with shadow. The only indicator he was headed the right direction was the distant sound of bleating animals. Without them, he would surely be lost.
Pausing for a breath, Garamaen dropped the rope. He pulled off a glove, clenching and unclenching his fist to try to force the blood back into his hand. When his fingers could move smoothly again, he removed a thin sliver of wood from his pocket and lit a fire in the palm of his hand. The warmth was minimal, but it helped him remember that there was, in fact, warmth in the world. He would never understand the elves that chose to settle here. Though they picked the low-places and warmer regions, the average temperature still barely rose above freezing. 
Dousing the small flame, he slid his hand back into the glove and pulled the rope over his shoulder once more. He couldn’t afford to waste time or energy on fire in this desolate place. The wolf would attack again. And soon.
Pushing through the last few lengths to the pens, Garamaen sought shelter in the lean-to that housed the grain and water for the wooly goats. The native barbegazi race lived and died by these creatures. The wool became clothing, the milk became butter and cheese, and the meat was the basis of their diet. That, and the arctic lichen that managed to grow beneath the snow. Garamaen shuddered, remembering the bitter gamey taste of the goat and lichen soup they had been so proud to share with him. Definitely not his preferred flavor profile.
Garamaen huddled under the insubstantial grain barn, waiting for his target to appear. He suffered in silence without flame. A fire would scare Fenrir away, or so he’d been told. He knew little about the wolf, except what he could glean from the rather biased and likely embellished barbegazi tales. In fact, the true oddity of the wolf was that Garamaen couldn’t See him in any visions. He could use hindsight to view the aftermath of destruction Fenrir wrought, and he could forecast what would happen if he failed, but he couldn’t produce a single vision of the wolf in action, nor could he predict the predator’s behavior.
What he did know was that the great wolf was a sentient being and an enemy of the barbegazi. The half-sized men had come to the elves with an ultimatum. Destroy Fenrir, or every elven settlement would be destroyed by natural disaster: Unseasonal blizzards, avalanches that smothered entire buildings, earthquakes, and more. They’d demonstrated their ability by causing an avalanche in the high peaks that cascaded down around the meeting place, the last soft snowballs rolling to a stop at the elves feet. No one had been hurt, but the intent was clear. 
The elves had not been pleased. There were many in their ranks who would simply wipe out the native species of every new realm they explored, modifying the world to mimic their former homes. Garamaen and his family were opposed, preferring to work with the natives to reach a common good. It was a trade of sorts, providing the natives with new technology or protection in exchange for land and the freedom to settle. 
But this particular trade was tricky. There were two warring sentient species. The elves who wished to settle here had done the right thing, calling in support from the colonization organizers. Led by Garamaen’s father, the elders had appointed Garamaen to find a solution.
Garamaen pursed his lips, sinking deeper into the fur cloak. It was the worst possible situation: destroy a sentient being, or let his people start a war that could end an entire civilization.
Keeping every sense wide open, Garamaen searched the landscape for any sign of the great wolf. He was sure the creature would appear, but not exactly when. Reading the energy signatures around him, he could See the goats with their thin, dull brown auras milling around the pen. No other signs of life for miles in any direction. 
He switched over to foresight, hoping to gain some indication of the time at which Fenrir would appear. The vision was hazy at best, the goats agitated and the moon high overhead. Yet Fenrir’s position and arrival remained unclear.
Finally, when he was nearly certain his nose was developing frostbite, the goats began to shuffle and bleat, the urgency apparent in their voices. Even still, Garamaen couldn’t See the wolf’s energy signature. If he was present, his aura was well hidden. Peering into the shadows of the physical world, Garamaen caught a glimpse of the wolf loping around the pens. 
He stood. Threw back his hood. Strode toward the fences.
“Fenrir!” Garamaen shouted over the screaming winds. 
Fenrir spun to face the threat. He growled, hackles rising. His tongue flicked out between bared teeth, his head lowered between monstrous shoulders at least as tall as Garamaen’s own. The creature had to weigh more than the great warhorses of the Valarocco plain. 
“What do you want,” he snarled. The wolf’s voice was deep, forced out of vocal cords that were meant for moonlit howls and aggressive confrontations, not common speech. 
Yet still, Garamaen couldn’t See his aura, couldn’t tap into his energy. Given the possible futures he’d already parsed, Garamaen knew this was a possibility, but he’d hoped he was wrong. It would have been so much easier if he could just drain the wolf’s energy and chain him. Instead, he would have to take care of this the hard way.
“I have come to offer better fare for your nightly meal,” Garamaen replied. “Leave the goats alone tonight, and you’ll be well fed.”
The wolf growled. “What do you offer?”
“This is wooly mammoth. It is a species not of this realm.”
“What makes it so special?”
“Mammoths are great beasts, larger even than you. They travel the winter tundras of my home, carving wide paths through the northern plains. Their meat is sweet and succulent, a delicacy reserved for great feasts hosted by the high lords and ladies of the elves.”
“Why share? I am no lord.”
“Perhaps not, but you are a master of the mountains. My people wish to settle here, and would appreciate your blessing. Consider it an offering of peace.”
Fenrir’s tongue lolled from his mouth for a moment as he considered. Then his eyes narrowed to slits. “The goats are fat and tasty. Easy prey. Why should I leave them alone?”
“That is my offering to the barbegazi. I would give them a night of peace and security in exchange for the peace and security my people request. Will you help me?”
The wolf snarled again, and shuffled to the side. Nervous tension showed in the whites of his eyes. But he didn’t leave. Garamaen suspected that despite his limited speech capabilities, the wolf was fully aware of the implications of this deal. 
“Toss it here,” he said after a moment. “I will try this mammoth meat.”
Garamaen did as the great wolf asked, throwing an entire upper haunch in the beast’s direction.
Fenrir sniffed. Paced a circle around the offering. Approaching cautiously, he tore a chunk from the near-frozen carcass, tossing it up into the air and gulping it down in one heaving swallow. He licked his lips, a canine smile curling the corners of his lips. “I accept, but only for tonight.”
Garamaen dipped his chin in agreement, and tucked his hands into the fur-lining of his cloak. He watched without a word as Fenrir grabbed the narrowest part of the haunch and dragged it off into the distance.
Garamaen huddled once more in the lean-to, wrapping his cloak tight around his shoulders. He closed his eyes and sank into his consciousness, letting his foresight expand and claim his vision. He smiled. With Fenrir’s acceptance of the offering, the visions of this negotiation had narrowed into just a few dozen possible futures. 
He sifted through the scenarios with a pained frown. The visions were foggy and unfocused. Those he could See ended in death. His, the wolf’s, the barbegazi, Ullr . . . in all but a limited few, the grand finale revealed the elves marching on the realm, wiping out all sentient life. 
He couldn’t let that happen.
 



 
 
Chapter 2
 
The next night proceeded much the same. And the next. Garamaen brought different meats each day hoping to keep the great wolf intrigued. Soon weeks had passed, and the wolf no longer shied away from the elf or his offerings. He also left the barbegazi and their goats alone.
“What have you brought me tonight?” Fenrir demanded as soon as Garamaen appeared on the horizon. 
The wolf had grown so accustomed to the ritual, he now waited near the goats’ lean-to, his massive frame an extra wind-break for the hardy animals who crowded together on the far side of the pens. Fenrir might be accustomed to the nightly feeding, but the goats were still wary of his teeth and claws. 
“Lion-steak,” Garamaen replied, “and a request.” He held out the first of the rib steaks taken from a great plains cat in the Autumn Realm. Éostre had been kind to send a supply from her latest hunt.
Fenrir, with surprising gentleness, took the steak from Garamaen’s hand. He no longer carried his prize off to eat in his lair, wherever that might be. Now, he seemed at ease, taking time to tear into the meat while holding conversation with the elf who was his caterer.
“What request?” Fenrir asked, after swallowing his first bite.
Against his better judgment, Garamaen had grown fond of the wolf. But the future had cleared, and a sacrifice would have to be made to save this realm. Garamaen couldn’t continue bringing exotic meats to this mountain. Yet, if he stopped, Fenrir would resume his hunt of the barbegazi and their livestock. The wolf needed to be contained. 
Garamaen kept his voice even, despite the treachery he was about to commit. “The smiths of my home have developed a new chain that they believe is the strongest ever crafted. They wish to test it against the strongest creatures alive. You, my friend, were the first to come to mind.”
Fenrir chuffed a laugh between bites. “A test of strength? Who would trust it? Not the barbegazi.”
Nor the elves. Garamaen kept the thought off his face, his expression bland. It was a great failing of his people, this belief that they were superior to all other races. It wasn’t true, but no matter how many times Garamaen proved the falsehood, the lords and ladies refused to hear him.
Yet here he was, about to betray a friend to pave the way for his own kind to continue their colonization efforts. What else could he do?
“You’re the strongest creature I’ve encountered, and smart enough to find a way out of a tricky situation.”
That also was true. The future remained cloudy, and Garamaen suspected the wolf’s decisions, or lack thereof, were to blame. He was unpredictable.
“And what of these mammoths, who are bigger even than me?” Fenrir asked.
“They’re docile creatures. Once bound, they won’t fight to be free. But you prize your independence, and are smart enough to find a way out of the chain. I’m sure of it.”
Fenrir glanced at Garamaen from the corner of his eye, his suspicion apparent. “What guarantee do I have that I will be released, if the chain does hold me?”
“My word.”
“You seem an honorable sort, but I cannot trust the others, whom I’ve never met.”
Nor should you, Garamaen thought, but he couldn’t speak the words. Without Fenrir’s cooperation, the entire realm might be lost.
“What collateral would you have of me?” 
“Bring the chain tomorrow. We shall see.”
* * *
Two half-sized men dressed in white goat fur cloaks and hats skied alongside Garamaen on oversized bare feet. Like Fenrir, the barbegazi men didn’t seem to feel the cold, and the endless winter didn’t bother them in the least. Their bodies had adapted to their surroundings in a way Garamaen could hardly fathom, if he hadn’t seen it for himself.
“You’re sure he’ll succumb?” The man’s voice grated on Garamaen’s nerves. It didn’t help this was the fifth time he’d asked the exact same question.
“He will wear the chain.” This trial was certain, the outcome fixed. The question remained if he would succumb to the trap.
He chose not to share that revelation with his companions.
The two men hauled the coiled chain on a sled. They had engaged their magic to clear the weather for this journey, a relief to Garamaen’s frozen and aching form. But they couldn’t—or wouldn’t—clear a path through the snow drifts. Garamaen tugged his own sled, filled with today’s offering, through another hidden rise in the terrain. Cursing when the runner got stuck, Garamaen leaned into the ropes, only to find his feet sliding out from beneath him. 
Barbegazi laughter carried on the breeze. 
Fenrir ended their levity, the low notes of his welcoming howl climbing in pitch until the air seemed to shake with the haunting vibration. 
The barbegazi dropped everything and glanced at each other, eyes wide.
“That’s close enough,” Garamaen said. “I can take it from here.”
With obvious relief etched on their faces, the barbegazi turned and raced down the hill, their feet leaving sprays of snow in their wake.
Garamaen shook his head. Leaving the meat where it remained stuck in the snow, he trudged the final distance to the goat pens with the barbegazi sled. Fenrir could pick up his prize after the trial.
The wolf was waiting. “This is the chain?” he asked.
“It is.” Garamaen kept his emotions under strict control, knowing that the wolf could smell tension and hear the racing of his heart.
Fenrir circled, sniffing the iron with curious intensity. Each link was bigger than Garamaen’s two fists combined, the metal rod the width of his wrist. It was thick strong chain, designed to pull heavy weights, but not hardened against stretching and twisting forces. Garamaen knew it wouldn’t hold the great wolf. 
“It smells of your people. It also smells of the barbegazi.”
“They helped me haul it here,” Garamaen replied. “Your howling scared the porters away.”
Fenrir huffed and sidled to the right, away from the chain. “You said nothing of barbegazi.”
Garamaen thought quickly. He could ruin it all, right here, if he wasn’t careful. Fenrir had to test the chain, and succeed at breaking it. Without that, there would be no containing him.
But the wolf was a proud creature. That pride could be his downfall.
“Perhaps, but this chain will be no problem for one of your size and strength. Use it to prove to the barbegazi and all the realms that you are a creature not to be trifled with.”
Fenrir preened a little at the compliment. He picked up a loop of chain between ten-inch canines. Squeezed. The chain held fast.
“It’s quality work, believe me,” Garamaen added. “However, I think my smiths underestimate the size and strength of some of the other fae races.”
“They all underestimate me.”
“I know. That’s why I want you to try. It’s just you and me, here. If you break the chain, I can return to my smiths with the proof of their failure. But if you don’t, I will release you, and I will say you refused to wear them.”
“That will make me look weak. I am not weak.”
“No, but if you test the chain and fail, does that not also make you look weak? A failure can be turned into a victory if told in the right way. Perhaps you outwitted the invaders and their inferior technology.”
With a twitch of his ear, Fenrir considered. Garamaen held his breath.
“I will do it.” 
Garamaen blew out a relieved breath of air.
Fenrir lay down on his side, his feet extended. “But you must bind yourself to me.”
Garamaen’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.
“How can I bind myself to you? I am not strong enough to break free, and I’m sure to be injured in the process.”
“Tie me in such a way that if I break the chain, you will also be released. If you stand near my head, you won’t be harmed.”
Garamaen closed his eyes, opening his mind’s eye to foresight. He scanned the possible futures. If he refused the binding, he Saw himself standing alone, holding the chain, while the elves prepared for war. Blood would be shed and war would rage across the world. Two sentient races would be lost.
Unable to manipulate the chain with gloves on, Garamaen was forced to set them aside. He gripped the first link. The metal was so cold it burned Garamaen’s hands as he hauled the chain out of the sled. 
He began by wrapping the chain around Fenrir’s rear legs in several loops, then wrapped the front legs in an easy hog tie. The wolf had some slack between front and rear that Garamaen knew would give him the momentum and leverage he needed to break the chain. He then looped the chain around his own waist and locked it tight. 
Fenrir eyed the final trap with a sly smirk. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. With one great heave of his back legs, the wolf broke the chain. He didn’t even bother to stand.
“Your smiths are weak,” Fenrir chuckled. “That chain could not have held even my smallest cubs.”
Garamaen struggled to keep the shock out of his expression even as his heart stuttered. If Fenrir heard the staccato beat, he didn’t let on, but Garamaen hoped he would attribute it to surprise at the ease of his escape. He hadn’t known Fenrir had a family. Even more now, he couldn’t kill this creature.
“I will send this back and have the smiths continue their work. If they wish to have a breakthrough in their armories, they will need to do better.” Garamaen said, attempting to cover his confusion.
Fenrir grinned, his tongue lolling out of his mouth and drool slicking his black lips. “You didn’t forget my dinner, did you?” 
It was Garamaen’s turn to chuckle. “No, but it’s stuck in the snow drift a little ways out. You'll have to get it yourself.”
* * *
A week later, Garamaen brought a thinner chain, the links barely the width of his wrist and tightly woven. The smiths had spent some time on this one, testing the strength at more than twice the capacity of the first. Yet still, Garamaen knew the wolf would easily break the cord. 
“Is this truly the best your smiths can offer?” Fenrir preened after the chain fell away from his paws. “I thought the elves were superior to the rest of the fae, their skill in all things unmatched.”
Garamaen pretended to frown, as if perplexed. “They will not believe me this time. They will think I have been fooled somehow, the chain manipulated.” He paused, brow furrowed. “I will bring another length in time, but would you mind if others come to witness the breaking of the chains?”
Fenrir paused, considering. “If it is to be a show, I will require greater reward.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“An entire mammoth to cache for the winter, delivered directly to my lair.”
“That, I can arrange.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 3
 
A week later, Garamaen crawled into his borrowed room in the barbegazi village. Keeping his head low to avoid bumping the overhead beam, he sat cross-legged next to the hearth, letting the warmth seep into his bones with an audible sigh of relief. Agda had built the fire to a roaring blaze, finally understanding the needs of the elf with an affinity for heat. After days trudging back and forth between his home world and this tiny cell, it felt like he would never be warm again.
But the preparations had been made. The mammoth would arrive tomorrow with Éostre and Ullr. The chain had been crafted and tested. Nothing remained but to get a good night’s sleep.
Lying down in the piled furs and wool blankets, Garamaen closed his eyes. 
The vision hit him like an axe to the forehead. 
Blood. Pain. A cavern whose walls dripped water. A boulder wrapped in iron. Chains. Garamaen’s right hand, gone. Red splashed across stone. A mammoth carcass piled to the side. Ullr and Éostre struggling through snow. A mourning howl. 
Nothing.
Nothing.
Nothing.
Garamaen opened his eyes to the physical world. His heart raced. He wiped clammy palms on wool leggings. Unable to catch his breath, he faced down the terror.
Never before had he faced such unrelenting blackness. His visions had always been clear, his purpose defined. But now . . . it was as if there were no future.
Could this be his end?
He closed his eyes again, searching for the visions. He walked back in his mind, replaying the decisions he'd made to this point and choosing new paths to go forward. Any remaining alternative ended in genocide. 
But if he walked into that cave with Ullr and Éostre in tow, bound Fenrir as planned, his future ended. 
Could he do it? Was this the right choice, the best path? Could he justify letting two species die to protect his own life?
When is survival less important?
Eyes wide open, sleep eluded Garamaen’s exhausted brain until the twilight of the dawn. 
* * *
His belly roiling with nerves, Garamaen forced his feet to move forward through the deep snow. He glanced at his sister and his best friend, each leading a team of sturdy mountain horses pulling laden sleds up the slope. They’d joined him that morning, bringing the mammoth meat from the Upper Realm. They understood the plan, though not its ultimate outcome. Yet the pieces continued to fall into place.
Each team pulled a sled with half the mammoth meat. Garamaen would honor the terms of the arrangement, and see to it that Fenrir was well supplied. He would be caged, yes, but he would be cared for. And his family would be free. It was the best arrangement he could hope for.
Éostre and Ullr would do their jobs. They would ensure the treaty was settled without the loss of life. At least, without the further loss of life. They were the two most honorable elves he knew. 
“Brother, are you sure about this?” Éostre asked. Deep furrows of concern creased her ageless brow as she watched Garamaen’s expression. She was a healer, one of the best, trained in the ancient halls of the origin. Knowing what was to come, he had asked her to be present. If anyone could change the future unexpectedly, against all odds, it would be her. 
“I am,” Garamaen replied. He was careful to show no fear, no nerves. The wolf would take his price in blood and pain. There was no other way.
“And you expect us to simply stand by and watch,” Ullr asked, incredulous. Shocking white blond hair and beard made the broad-shouldered elf look like a larger version of the barbegazi. If everything went as planned, he would be the leader of this settlement, his skill with snow and ice, and his ability to keep a level head, the natural complement to the natives. He would guide the two communities to an easy alliance. 
Eventually.
But first Garamaen had to lay the foundation. 
“I do. I need your witness. You must play your part. Fenrir can’t realize the trap until it’s too late.”
The last was important. They couldn’t give Fenrir any excuse to break the deal. He had to wear the chains.
“I don’t like it,” Ullr grumbled. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
Garamaen forced a bitter laugh, trying to cover the truth in Ullr’s statement. “It’s the only solution. I can See no other way.”
Ullr growled, his icy gaze piercing through Garamaen’s tightly controlled facade, but said nothing more. If he knew that Garamaen’s future was black, he didn’t let on.
Fenrir’s request for direct delivery was a blessing hidden in a physical trial as they heaved thousands of pounds of meat across ice and snow. They’d been invited into Fenrir’s lair, which would become an ideal dungeon, but the grueling trek was a slow battle up the mountain. Each inhalation sliced through their lungs, and each exhalation froze on impact with the bitter cold air. Holding fast to the horses, they leaned into the wind, struggling to reach the cliff Fenrir had indicated.
As they neared the mountain, the wolf loped out to greet them. The horses reared and whinnied, eyes rolling in fear of the giant predator. 
“Easy, easy,” Éostre whispered to the pack animals as Garamaen stepped forward to meet the wolf. 
“Ah, delicious.” Fenrir sniffed and licked his lips, drool flowing freely from the corners of his mouth. “These beasts walk the plains of your home world?”
“The tundras, yes,” Garamaen replied with an easy smile, and a gesture to let Fenrir inspect the haul. 
Éostre and Ullr stepped out of the way, keeping a distance between themselves and the wolf. Fenrir smiled in return, his great pink tongue lolling out the side of his mouth.
“Maybe someday I will visit your tundras. Try my paws at hunting these beasts.”
“Perhaps,” Garamaen replied noncommittally. There would be no portal travel between the realms for this wolf or any of his descendants. At least, not for many thousand years. But he couldn’t say that here.
“Come in, then. My lair awaits.”
Guilt wracked Garamaen as he led the teams behind Fenrir toward the mountain. Fenrir had come to trust Garamaen and his offerings. This would be a profound betrayal of that trust. 
Within moments, they came upon a cavern hidden by several carefully placed piles of rocks. A cracked circle of sky shone through a hole in the ceiling. Slightly warmer than the frozen landscape outside, the cave walls dripped with water seeping through the soil and rock from above. A boulder larger than Fenrir himself rose from the ground in the center of the cave. It would become their anchor point. 
As they proceeded into the rough space, Garamaen couldn’t help but notice the cracked skulls and split bones of Fenrir’s kills. Several of them were humanoid—the bones of the barbegazi caught out after dark.
Garamaen felt his shoulders tighten. Seeing the death Fenrir had wrought strengthened his resolve that this was, in fact, the right path. He could not allow the wolf to feast on sentient beings any longer. The terror had to end.
After drawing the sleds to one side and tying the horses in a line outside the cavern, Fenrir circled around the party. Éostre’s hands hovered near hidden weapons, while Ullr crossed his arms over his chest in defiance. Fenrir huffed a laugh, then focused on Garamaen for closer examination. 
“The chain?” Fenrir asked.
Garamaen’s right hand reached into the deep pocket of his fur cloak. He grasped the near-weightless metal that would snare Fenrir for his remaining years. He took a breath and swallowed, self-loathing pouring through his soul. But this was the best—the only—answer to prevent war and the loss of thousands of lives, including Fenrir’s family. He just had to keep reminding himself of that fact.
Garamaen removed his hand, to show Fenrir the shining metal on his palm.
“That’s it?” Fenrir roared with laughter. “Such a small thing. How will it keep me contained? Return to your smiths now, save them a third failure.”
Garamaen shook his head. “This is the strongest chain I have ever witnessed. It has been tested against the strength of four of the great mammoths, survived the torque of a trapped giant crocodile without damage, and withstood the sudden recoil of a ten-thousand weight dropped from a cliff. If you are able to escape this chain, you will truly be the most powerful creature in all of the known realms.”
Fenrir eyed the length with sudden wariness. “Same terms. You bind yourself to me. If I can’t escape, neither will you.”
“Unacceptable.” Ullr stepped forward. “The chain cannot be bound tightly enough to ensure fair testing if it is also wrapped around Garamaen. You must break free yourself. If you cannot withstand a tight hold, then you are not the champion.” It was a planned response, a challenge made by a stranger that Fenrir wouldn’t be able to ignore. 
Fenrir cocked his head to one side with narrowed eyes. “Who are you?” 
“I am Ullr, and I will tie the knots.”
“It was one of the requirements of the smiths,” Garamaen interrupted. “I told you this might happen. They do not believe the trials thus far have been fair and neutral. They believe I have manipulated the chain to ensure you could break the links.”
“Ridiculous,” Fenrir roared. “I am no cheat.”
“Then let Ullr bind you, and break the chain.”
Fenrir paced in front of the party. “This feels like a trap. I do not like it.”
“How can we assuage your fears?” Garamaen asked. 
Fenrir cocked his head to the side, a wolfish grin splitting his face. “Place your hand in my mouth. If I cannot break the chain, then you will let me free, or you will lose a hand.”
Garamaen paused, heart racing. This was it. His last chance to find an alternate solution. He closed his eyes. Flickers of Sight, but it was as if the visions were being torn away as fast as they could appear, and what was there was hazy and out of focus. The only thing he knew for certain was that if he did not do this, war would burn across this realm.
No good choices. There was only one solution.
“I accept the terms.” Garamaen forced a confidence into his voice that he didn’t feel. 
The wolf sniffed. His eyes narrowed.
Garamaen hurried to get the process started, shoving the chain into Ullr’s hands before striding forward. “You’ll have to lie down. Just like the trials before.”
Fenrir sneered, but did as requested. Thankfully, he chose a spot between the boulder and the meat cache. They wouldn’t have to move him to secure the chain. At least there was one development in Garamaen’s favor. 
Garamaen sat down next to Fenrir’s head. He held out his left hand. “Your collateral.”
“Your other hand is dominant. Give that one to me.”
“Of course,” Garamaen agreed before Fenrir could sense his hesitation. They had to play this perfectly. Some nerves made sense, but if he showed fear or distress, the wolf would never be bound.
Fenrir kept his gaze trained on Garamaen’s face as he opened his jaws wide. Three-inch fangs glistened in the dim light. He moved slowly and with precision, his intentions clear. He would give Garamaen a chance to renege on the deal, but Garamaen knew if he did, the wolf would hunt and kill them all before they ever reached the portal.
Garamaen forced a calm, neutral expression, not smiling, but not frowning. He would give the wolf nothing to fear, no way to accuse him of subterfuge. It was harder to control his nerves.
Only when Garamaen felt the pinch of teeth on skin did he protest. “Enough.” He let the command leach into his voice.
Fenrir squeezed a fraction tighter, then relented. “Oo it,” he said around the fist in his jaws. 
Garamaen nodded at Ullr. With the ease of an experienced sailor, Ullr wrapped the metal cord around Fenrir’s legs, pulling the chain tight and knotting it in an intricate loop that would not break no matter which end of the chain was pulled.
“Éostre will be the second witness, checking the knots to ensure they are secure.” 
The healer was already inspecting the chain and the knots, her deep auburn braid falling over one shoulder. After a few moments, she stepped back, giving Garamaen a tight nod. 
“It is done,” she said.
“Try your strength, Fenrir. Test the metal.” 
The wolf grinned, confidence etched in his expression. He was going to be sorely surprised.
Fenrir kicked at the chain, strained against the metal. His eyes grew wide, then narrowed in determination. His paws scrabbled at the ground, the hog tie holding all four together. He rolled, taking Garamaen with him to the floor as his body twisted and turned in the dirt. 
Garamaen bit back a shout as fangs bit into skin, blood trailing down his fist. Yet the wolf continued to toss and turn. Garamaen rolled over the wolf’s great chest, avoiding his flailing claws by a hair’s width. Soon, the stone was splattered and stained red.
But the chain would not loosen. The metal held.
“Now! Do it now!” Garamaen shouted through the blinding pain.
Éostre lunged forward, a second length of chain ready. 
Finally realizing the trap, Fenrir bit down. Garamaen screamed. Blood gushed from the stump of his wrist. He rolled away from the crazed wolf. Fenrir snapped his teeth together, searching for a new target. Garamaen dragged himself out of range.
Ullr jumped on the great wolf’s back, Éostre close behind. Together, they wrestled Fenrir to the ground. Éostre looped the second chain around his neck and muzzle, pulled it tight in a hangman’s noose. The more he struggled, the tighter the chain held, until Fenrir’s mouth sealed shut and he wheezed from lack of oxygen.
 



 
 
Chapter 4
 
Garamaen found himself sitting with his back against the cave wall. His head felt heavy, his neck barely able to keep him upright. Blood streamed from between his fingers where his left hand grasped his right wrist. The red liquid stained his leggings and tunic. His vision began to blacken around the edges.
Éostre rushed to Garamaen’s side. “You must slow the bleeding,” she commanded. 
Garamaen nodded, nearly toppling to the side in the process. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the wound. He wasn’t nearly as strong a healer as his sister. But he might be able to encourage the blood to clot if he concentrated hard enough. 
It was so hard to think.
Pulsing warmth radiated around the naked stub. “You must help, brother,” Éostre grit out. “You’re going to bleed out before I can fix the tissue.”
That didn’t sound so bad. What was he going to do without his hand, anyway? 
“Ullr!” Éostre shouted. 
New pressure on the aching, screaming stub. 
“Ice it down.” 
Garamaen had never heard such power in Eostre’s voice before. Such command. A flash of insight left him grinning. She would rule the Autumn Realm well.
Freezing cold poured into his arm. Garamaen hissed. 
“Will he make it?” Ullr’s gruff voice sounded concerned. 
Garamaen wanted to open his eyes to check on his friend, but he couldn’t find the energy. It was all fading so fast.
A stinging slap across his cheek. His eyes snapped open by reflex.
“We need you awake.” Éostre gripped his shoulder with one hand, her other still covering his wrist. “Pull some energy from Fenrir. He doesn’t need it.”
Garamaen shook his head. “The wolf has no aura that I can see. I cannot take what I cannot see.”
“Then pull from me,” Ullr urged.
“I can’t,” Garamaen whispered. “You need every ounce of energy to finish this.”
“Do it anyway,” his friend said. “I’ll survive. You won’t.”
Garamaen waved away the concern. His future was black and filled with nothing. It was done. 
“You have more work to do, brother,” Éostre said. “The treaty isn’t settled.”
Garamaen took a deep breath and let it out with a hiss. Ullr needed to lead the colony in this realm. Any loss of energy would take time to recover, time he might not have. And it would be wasted.
Refusing to take orders, Garamaen took several deep breaths through his nose and out his mouth, channeling the pain away. He stared at Ullr who glared right back, a battle of wills that neither would win.
Finally, when Garamaen thought he couldn’t take another moment, Éostre sat back.
“Done,” she said, before slumping to one side. Sweat beaded on her brow. She was spent, her magic drained and her body close to burnout. Garamaen could sympathize.
With the stump of his arm bound in a strip of cloth torn from Eostre’s undershirt and packed with ice, which Ullr created from the water on the walls, Garamaen could once again think. His plan had worked, though it wasn’t yet complete. He turned his attention to the great wolf, his former friend.
Fenrir lay on the ground, sides heaving. Éostre and Ullr had done a masterful job of binding him so he couldn’t bring his teeth or claws to bear on naked flesh. He lay entirely immobilized. They could finish their work, and be done with this frozen world. 
At least, Garamaen wouldn’t be returning any time soon. 
Muzzled with the chain, the wolf couldn’t speak, but his eyes spoke for him. He glared at Garamaen, accusation and betrayal vying for dominance in his gaze.
Garamaen winced internally, but kept the guilt out of his expression. “If we are to coexist on this world, we cannot prey on sentient flesh,” he said by way of explanation. It wasn’t nearly good enough.
He turned away from the wolf’s stare, toward the third sled, left unnoticed by the entrance to the cave. “Ullr, I’ll need your help.” 
Garamaen heaved himself to his feet, carving furrows in the moist soil of the cavern floor as he dragged himself toward the sled. Cradling his injured arm to his chest, he carefully pulled back the blanket covering a wide metal ring made of the same alloy as the chain in which Fenrir was bound. Nine holes had been bored into the side of the ring, and nine pins the size of Garamaen’s forearm lay inside the circle. A small loop extended from one edge.
“What are we to do with this, then?” Ullr asked, his voice heavy with exhaustion.
“We must finish the binding. Éostre is too weak after the healing to be of much help, and I . . . ” Garamaen lifted the stump where his right hand had once been. He swallowed down a heavy lump.
Sorrow filled Ullr’s eyes. 
Garamaen hurried to finish his thought before Ullr could fill the silence with meaningless words of sympathy. “Wrap the boulder with the ring, and secure it with the pins. Then we tie the chain to the ring. Fenrir must not escape.”
Ullr nodded his understanding and set to work. He heaved the ring around the boulder, wedging it into place amongst the craggy outlines of the rock. Lighter than iron, the metal pins were still heavy enough to be awkward to hold in place and hammer at the same time. Éostre stood to help. Two bells later, sweat dripped down their faces, but the ring was secure.
Ullr strung another length of chain through the loop and tested the strength and security of the fitting. Nothing moved. Not a fraction of a millimeter. 
“Done,” he announced. 
Garamaen, weakened by loss of blood and agonizing pain, had been forced to watch as his friend and sister did all the work. Helpless. Weak. These were not words he enjoyed. Yet they would be his reality for the rest of his life. Short though it may be.
Fenrir, still on the ground, growled as Garamaen struggled to his feet. This part was his task, his burden. To see the wolf who had become his friend chained was a pain he would have to bear. He would not pass that responsibility onto another.
With the final length of chain in his hand, Garamaen approached. “You have taken my hand as compensation. I do not begrudge you your payment. But now I must finish my task. For preying on the barbegazi and their livestock, I must bind you. This realm must find peace to find prosperity. Must move beyond mere survival.”
Fenrir’s jaw tightened against the restraints, but Garamaen couldn’t risk letting him speak. 
“When your family comes, and they will, you must tell them to leave, to save themselves. If they hunt me down or offer violence to the barbegazi, they will be hunted in turn. Your captivity is the cost of their freedom. Send them away. Send them to the far side of the mountains to hunt the wild game. In time, the barbegazi and the elves will forget the terror you wrought. When your descendants are ready to be a peaceful part of this world they will be welcomed.”
Garamaen paused, assessing the threat in Fenrir’s eyes. 
“Nod if you understand,” he finally said, unable to read the canine facial expressions.
Fenrir growled again, but after a moment’s hesitation, he nodded.
“Good.” Garamaen stepped forward, ready to make the final bindings. Unlike the previous cords, this chain had a loop at one end. To bind Fenrir permanently, all Garamaen had to do was wrap it around his neck in a tight circle, then heat the metal until it glowed red hot. When it cooled, it would be as strong and unbreakable as the rest. 
It was easier in theory than in reality. Especially with only one hand. 
Fenrir twisted against his restraints, fighting for freedom. Every time Garamaen thought he had the chain pulled tight, the wolf would change his position a fraction to loosen the hold, or tear it from his fingers.
“Let me help,” Ullr offered after another failed attempt at the binding. 
“No. I must do this on my own.” Garamaen would have to learn to use one hand. 
Ullr and Éostre stood watching, pity and concern warring in their expressions. Garamaen gritted his teeth, his jaw clenched in frustration. He sat on Fenrir’s shoulder, his weight giving him some small leverage against the wriggling beast. He leaned forward, wrapping his arm around and beneath the wolf’s neck. As soon as he withdrew his arm, the wolf lurched, and the chain was lost. 
“I can at least hold his head for you,” Ullr urged again. 
Garamaen shook his head. This was his task, his undertaking. He’d already asked Ullr to do so much, and would continue to ask for more. Ullr would be the one to feed and watch over Fenrir, to make sure the wolf was as comfortable as he could be under the circumstances. Ullr shouldn’t be involved in the final binding. 
Éostre approached, her steps careful, her words soft. “Brother, you’ve done enough. You organized this treaty, set the foundation for peace and prosperity in this realm. You’ve ensured the elves will be able to build and grow here without resorting to bloodshed. Let us help now. You shouldn’t carry this burden alone.”
Garamaen slumped forward, head hanging in defeat. His legacy would end in weakness and betrayal. The nothing would swallow him soon. The others should take credit for the victory. 
With his nod, Ullr stepped forward to hold Fenrir’s head in place. Éostre pulled the chain around his neck. Holding the join point in his palm, Garamaen heated the metal. 
It was done.
Garamaen stepped away, moving slowly across the cavern to the entrance. “Release him,” he ordered. It was the final act of mercy. Fenrir would be the king of this cave, the chain tethering him to the boulder, but giving him the freedom to move around the space. It was the best Garamaen could offer.
Ullr gripped the thin chain between long-fingered hands, stretching the length out behind him until he stood with Garamaen at the entrance to the cavern. With a single swift pull, the knot loosened.
Fenrir jumped to his feet, lunging for the elves with a snarl. The three stepped back, a reflex action none could tame. Fenrir hit the end of the chain and jolted backward with a squeal and a cough as it compressed his windpipe. Disregarding the chain at his neck, he lunged again and again, demonstrating the truth of the wild animal that he was. 
Garamaen turned, chin to chest as he trudged out into the dimming light of late afternoon. They made it thirty paces before Garamaen fell in the snow. When his body refused to stand, Ullr heaved him onto the sled.
 



 
 
Chapter 5
 
A howl shattered the night air. Garamaen bolted upright. Blinding pain sent him back to the floor with a strangled curse. When the moment passed, he gingerly sat up, clutching his stump to his chest. The wound throbbed with his heartbeat and radiated up into his elbow and beyond. His vision swam, and he swallowed down a lump of sour bile.
“Is he loose?” Éostre demanded. She crouched a few paces away, one hand raised above her head to grip the exposed wood beam that supported the ceiling. With a start, Garamaen realized they were back in his borrowed room in the barbegazi village. He lay near the fire, one of the white goat-wool blankets pooled around his waist and covering his legs. 
He searched his memory. He remembered binding Fenrir in his lair, but the rest was a foggy mess. Thoughts swirled like snowflakes on the gusts of wind outside.
“Impossible,” Ullr replied. “I tied those knots myself.”
Garamaen slowly turned his head to look at his friend. Like Éostre, Ullr crouched to avoid hitting his head, but sweat dripped down his face. His hair lay plastered to his head, while a thin undershirt stuck to his skin.
A second howl sent shivers coursing down Garamaen’s spine. When a third joined in, Garamaen knew.
“Fenrir’s family has come for me.” The sound barely carried over the crackling of the fire.
Éostre looked over her shoulder at him. She blew out a relieved breath. 
“Thank the gods you’re awake,” she said.
Muffled voices shouted outside, pulling her attention back to the door. Garamaen couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was clear. Panic.
On instinct, Garamaen shut his eyes to access the Sight. Nothing came. Darkness surrounded him. His heart pounded until he thought it would burst out of his chest. He gasped, eyelids snapping open to bring him back to the physical plane.
Éostre tried the door latch, jiggling it back and forth a few times. “They bolted it from the outside.”
“As if a puny bolt could stop us.” Ullr crab-walked forward to Eostre’s side. He grabbed the latch and yanked, trying to force it open. The bolt held.
Garamaen struggled to focus.
A crash of splintering wood, followed by a young girl’s scream had Ullr pounding on the door.
“Give it a good kick, right here,” Éostre placed her hand on the wood below the knob and toward the center. “The grain is weak, it will shatter.”
With a quick nod, Ullr lay on the ground, his left knee tucked up against the door frame while his right prepared for the kick. He tapped the indicated spot with his foot once, twice, then exploded through the four-inch-thick board. As predicted, the wood didn’t stop him. 
As soon as Ullr cleared out of the way, Éostre reached through the gap to push up the bolt and open the door. 
“Stay here,” she warned Garamaen. “You’re in no condition to fight.” 
She didn’t wait for a response. Garamaen blinked. A dagger appeared in her right hand. The next moment both elves were gone, the door was shut, and Garamaen hadn’t seen a thing.
The mountain shook. A thundering crack and ominous rumble. Shouts and snarls. The sounds of battle carried through the rock. 
He couldn’t let them fight alone. 
Garamaen crawled forward to the door on three limbs, keeping his stub of an arm pulled tightly to his chest. He kneeled, pushed on the wood with his good hand. Wind blasted through the opening. Garamaen leaned forward into the gale, struggling to hold onto his blanket, flimsy in the face of this mountain storm. Pressing his right foot into the snow, he forced himself upright and stepped out into chaos.
Fire burned on every exposed flammable surface. A wolf lunged for a barbegazi warrior, a useless unlit arrow clutched in his hand. His wet gurgling scream was cut off as teeth tore into the crease between neck and shoulder. With a shake of its head, the wolf snapped the warrior’s spine and tossed the body aside, then leaped on the next in line. Arrows prickled the creature’s skin like the spines on a porcupine, but it ignored them all. 
A second wolf slunk around the fire line, watching the warriors and avoiding their weapons. She sniffed, her gray muzzle curling in distaste. Her eyes locked onto Garamaen.
“You . . . ” she growled. She didn’t bother with more words.
Three steps. Her powerful hind legs bunched beneath her, and she launched into the air. Mouth stretched wide, she arrowed in on Garamaen. He let her come. 
A battle cry tore from Ullr’s lips. His broad shoulders met the wolf in the air, knocking her to the side. They rolled in the snow, a tangle of limbs and teeth. Blood sprayed.
Ullr didn’t have his axe.
Without thought, Garamaen dropped his blanket. He reached for the space where his sword usually hung, with a hand that no longer existed. He cursed.
A shout from the right. Garamaen spun. Nearly lost his balance. 
A third wolf darted in toward Éostre, targeting his sister’s legs. Eostre’s daggers flashed in the light of the village fires, blocking the attack. The wolf leaped back, then darted in again. Faster. 
Still weak, Éostre faltered. The wolf lunged in knocking the elf to the snow. Slathering fangs snapped in her face.
Snarls and growls, teeth and claws exposed. Eostre’s head turned to the side, pressing back into the snow as she struggled to keep her face out of range of the wolf at her throat. 
Garamaen’s breathing sped. He couldn’t watch his sister die. Couldn’t be responsible for her death. His own life was forfeit, but hers didn’t need to be. 
He reached out with every sense, pulling tendrils of energy to him from every source available. It was too little, and too much. But the berserker rage was on him. His vision hazed red. His heart pounded. Energy flowed through his body like fire across a dry plain. 
He would pay for his excess. 
With a scream of fury, Garamaen launched himself at the wolf holding his sister down. He lowered his shoulder. Rammed the beast in the side. The she-wolf rolled away in a lightning-fast spin that had her back on her feet in an instant.
With a snarl, the wolf changed her target. She lunged forward, her claws scraping across Garamaen’s injured arm. 
Searing pain registered in the back of his brain, but he ignored it, intent on his opponent. With a roar, Garamaen lifted the wolf in the air and tossed her to the side.
“Brother, here!” Éostre tossed him one of her gold-handled daggers. He automatically reached for it with the stump of his right hand. The blade fell to the snow. 
The wolf was on him again, hot breath in his face. Éostre landed a kick in its side, knocking the wolf away.
Éostre drew yet another blade from behind her back, pressing it into Garamaen’s left hand without looking away from the wolf who paced in front of them. Risking a quick glance behind, Garamaen checked on Ullr. The other elf was still engaged with the elder wolf, but he had found a flaming arrow and was using it like a fencing blade to keep her from closing in.
“Retreat. Regroup.” Éostre panted. 
“No. This ends now.” Garamaen sprinted forward, burning the last of the energy he’d stolen and giving the wolf no time to react. He punched her in the side of the head. Landed on top of her. Pressing his body down and holding her face to the ground, he stared the she-wolf in the eye. The dagger pressed up into the soft spot beneath the wolf’s jaw, the point angled to achieve maximum damage.
The wolf whimpered. White showed all the way around her eye. Her pupil dilated.
The elder wolf instantly disengaged from Ullr and bounded toward Garamaen and the younger pack member.
“Halt!” Garamaen shouted before she came too close. He pressed the knife tighter to the young wolf’s throat, pressing deep enough through the fur to draw a drop of blood.
“Kill me, and Fenrir will never be free. Kill my friends, and he will die chained and alone, unable to hunt. But if you call off the pack and leave now, never again to hunt the barbegazi or their animals, we will ensure he lives a long and comfortable life.”
“A prisoner? Choose death.” Her language was stilted and hesitant, though the words were strong. She didn’t have Fenrir’s capacity for speech.
“Then he shall die.”
The wolf’s tawny eye studied Garamaen’s face. “How trust? Oathbreaker.”
Garamaen’s stomach clenched. The blood drained from his face. “Fenrir took my hand. I fulfilled my end of the bargain.”
The wolf grinned. “Dead walk.”
Garamaen’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I don’t understand.”
The wolf chuffed. “Will soon.”
Garamaen shook his head at the cryptic remark, but let it lie. There was no need to argue. Not anymore. He pressed on. 
“You must choose. Fenrir and this young one’s life in exchange for the pack’s departure? Or Fenrir’s death for the pleasure of terrorizing the barbegazi?”
The youngster whimpered as the elder wolf paced back and forth, her head lowered between bony shoulders. Her tongue flicked out with a slathering curl. 
“We leave. We take care of Fenrir.”
“So long as you never again visit the barbegazi or elven settlements, Fenrir will be well cared for. You may come and go from his cavern as you please.”
“Permission not needed. Oathbreaker help not needed. You go, never come back or we kill you.”
“Accepted,” Garamaen replied. It was what he wanted anyway. He wouldn’t burden this realm or its inhabitants with his care. 
“Now.” The wolf met Garamaen’s unwavering gaze in challenge. 
Garamaen hesitated. He didn’t want to leave Ullr and Éostre here to clean up this mess alone, but how much help could he be? His Sight was gone from this point forward. His hand was gone. He couldn’t help rebuild, he could only burn and destroy.
A low, quiet growl reverberated from the wolf’s chest. With a resigned breath, Garamaen sat back on his heels, releasing the young wolf. He extended the knife to Éostre, handle first.
“I will go with you,” Éostre offered as she sheathed the blade in the holster behind her back.
“No.” Garamaen shook his head. His decision had been made before this quest ever began. “You must stay and help the barbegazi rebuild from this. They will need your skills to replace what has been lost to fire.”
“Then I will take you home,” Ullr said.
Garamaen took a deep breath, the last of his energy draining away. His chin dropped, his heart as heavy as his limbs. “You cannot come with me.”
“Someone must.”
“I am not going home.”
Éostre gasped. “You are needed.”
“Where will you go?” Ullr demanded.
“The portals are open, many unexplored. I will find my way.”
A snarl interrupted the argument.
“It is time,” Garamaen said.
“At least tell us where you will go.”
Garamaen looked away, gesturing for the wolf to precede him. “Take me to the portal.” Clutching his cloak around tired shoulders, he trudged through the snow to the portal and a future unknown.
 
The End
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Chapter 1
 
The warrior heard the cry of the child as he crested the last hill. The smell of blood was on the wind, the sounds of conflict having just died moments before. 
Caderyn Moore soon saw with his eyes what his other senses told him had been there all along. A battle had taken place on the dirt road connecting the cities of Azra and New Hope. A bloody conflict claiming the lives of all but two involved. 
Dead bodies littered the ground all the way to where a young man sat propped up against a rock. He held gently in his arms something no larger than the size of a loaf of bread. Despite the blood pouring from the man’s right side, he clutched the swaddled bundle to his chest as if it were life itself.  
One group of warriors involved in the fight had been traveling in secret. Long brown robes with deep hoods had covered them from head to toe while they journeyed. The other force that now littered the ground had been a band of well-prepared mercenaries clearly ready for a fight.
“Help … help us,” the man holding the baby implored. His voice sounded so much younger than Caderyn would have guessed. He couldn’t have been far out of his teens.
The sound of a tiny baby’s whimper followed. 
“I don’t think so. What happened here?” Caderyn’s dark brown eyes maneuvered over the battle scene. By the way the bodies had fallen and the tracks in the dirt ground, he could make an educated guess. Still, he wanted to hear it from the stranger’s mouth. “Who are you?”
“We—” The man coughed and spit blood to the side, careful to not let a single drop touch the baby in his arms. “We’re Nephilim, entrusted with taking the child to New Hope. We were set upon by our enemies. I don’t know how they knew we would be here. We were supposed to be a small, secretive band.”
“Looks like someone sold you out.” Caderyn counted the dead bodies. There were five hooded figures dead on the ground, with more than three times that of the mercenaries dressed in black and steel armor. “It seems you made a good accounting for yourself. You should be congratulated. And by Nephilim, I assume you mean angel.”
“No … no the Nephilim are only servants to the angels. We’re human just like you, only granted with special abilities given to us by the ang—” Another vicious coughing fit silenced whatever the man was going to say next. 
“I am nothing like you, human, Nephilim, or whatever it is you want to be called.” Caderyn maneuvered through the aftermath of the fight, looking for anything valuable on the dead. “I heard your battle from far off. I also picked up the sounds of a group traveling toward us from the east. You’re going to have more company soon.”
“Please … please, my name is Andrew. You must take this child to New Hope. She is more important than you can imagine. She will bring about a change in this land. Others will meet you there. Two days from now at an inn called the Four Territories. I—” 
“You keep on talking like I said I was going to help you,” Caderyn said, leaning down to search one of the dead mercenary bodies on the ground. “Maybe you’ll have better luck with the next group of travelers coming over the hill. They should arrive in three, two…”
“Hey, look what we’ve got over here!” the harsh voice drifted on the wind. 
Caderyn continued to search the mercenary bodies for valuables. 
Andrew gritted his teeth as he forced himself to stand, still holding the child in his large arms. 
Three filthy-looking travelers and one who looked like she had just taken a bath entered the area a moment later. The largest one, a brute with a shaved head and rotten teeth, spoke again. “Well, looks like we got here not a moment too soon. I was just saying to myself, ‘Self, something is going to happen today to make it a great day,’ and look, here it is! Nothing but a pile of bodies to go through and take what we will.”
“For the future and all that is holy, will you please help me?” Andrew’s voice was faint, but there was still strength in his words as he implored the new group of strangers. “This child is meant to do great things, and if you take her to New Hope, you will be rewarded extravagantly.”
While the two men spoke, Caderyn got a better look at the four travelers. Besides the brute who seemed to be the leader, there were three others. One was a thin man with shifty eyes and a snake-like tongue that kept shooting in and out of his mouth. Another was a heavy-set, bare-chested man who stared daggers at Caderyn. He was taller than Caderyn’s own six-foot frame by a few inches. 
The last was a woman with long brown hair who seemed more interested in the midday sun than any of the events going on around her. 
“Susan, what’s the word extraveggantilly mean?” The leader looked over to the woman. 
“It means excessive, Joshua,” Susan said, rolling her eyes. 
“What?” Joshua tore his gaze from Andrew and Caderyn. “What does that mean?”
“Are you kidding me?” Susan threw her hands up in frustration. “Of course you’re not. How did I fall in with you lot? It means extreme, elaborate, a lot.”
“Oh, a lot. That’s all you had to say.” Joshua turned back to Andrew with a shrug of his wide shoulders. “Sorry, but we’re wanted in New Hope and half of the other cities in the Outland. We’ll just take everything you’ve got now. Children go for an extrivgantly amount at the slave pens.”
Joshua looked over at Susan with a twitch of his brow at his use of the word. 
“You’re an idiot.” Susan crossed her arms over her chest. “And I don’t deal in kids.”
“You won’t have to deal in anything,” the beast of the man beside Joshua huffed. “You’re only with us for a short time.”
“Easy, Laura,” Joshua said to the brute of the man beside him. He reached into his wide, brown belt and pulled out a notched sword. He looked from Caderyn to Andrew and back again. “We can do this easy, or we can do this bloody.”
Thus far, Caderyn had remained steadfast in his decision not to get involved. The events unfolding in front of him were not his problem. At the mention of the giant man’s name being Laura, Caderyn couldn’t keep silent. 
“Did he just say your name’s Laura?” Caderyn said with a wince as if his brain was having a hard time even processing the thought. 
“Yeah! So? What?” Laura roared, reaching behind his right shoulder for the hilt of a two-handed sword. “You think that’s funny? You got something to say about it?”
Caderyn turned to sniff the wind. His short, brown hair ruffled in the gentle midday breeze. “I think it’s pretty cute. How do all your friends feel about it? Let me guess, there are about another dozen or so of your band waiting just over the hill.”
“How did you know that?” asked the slender man and the last member of the foursome to speak. “Who … what are you?”
“What does it matter, Jason?” Laura asked the slender man. The muscles on his neck and back bulged with tension. “Let’s kill them both, take the child, and search the bodies.”
“Wait.” Susan had said the word with such authority, all eyes in the middle of the conflict turned to her. “He doesn’t carry a weapon, he hears or smells like his senses are heightened, he travels alone.”
Susan looked Caderyn up and down with something like wonder and fear in her eyes. “You’re him.”
“Him, who?” Joshua looked over with a raised eyebrow. 
“The Elite I’ve heard in whispers and stories,” Susan said, shaking her head. “They’re immortal, more animals than men. They’re from a land far from ours. Joshua, call the rest of the scavengers from the hill—now.”
“He doesn’t look so tough to me,” Joshua said with a shrug. “But we hired you to be the brains of this operation for now … so.”
Joshua put the pointer finger and thumb of his left hand into his mouth and blew a shrill whistle. In a moment everyone could hear the shuffling of feet as the rest of the scavenger unit moved from their spot behind the hill. Another sixteen men and woman joined the confrontation. 
“You, no matter if you are what they say you are or not, you have to help this child.” Andrew limped over to Caderyn, one hand pressing closed his bleeding wound and the other holding the whimpering baby. “Whatever good there is in you, please, I beg of you with The Wolf’s Law, do not let them take this child.”
Caderyn ran a hand over the days of stubble that had grown over his face. He was challenged with a dilemma that wasn’t so easy to walk away from now. The Wolf’s Law was a code between warriors with similar goals, even if they weren’t in a strict alliance. It stated that every member of the pack, no matter how small or strong, should band together and protect one another. In this case, it meant Caderyn allying with the Nephilim and the child.
So, what are you going to do now? Caderyn asked himself. This is not why you’re here, but can you really allow this to happen? A child sold into slavery because you turned your back? Fine, but something’s going to have to be done about that whimpering. 
 “All right,” Caderyn said, moving forward. He dropped the black cloak that hung from his shoulders. His dark boots, pants, and leather shirt were the only things he wore now. Compared to the twenty scavengers in front of him armed with everything from spears and swords to clubs and axes, he looked pitiful. “The child’s not for the taking by you, or Laura, or any other warriors with ironic names among your ranks.”
“Then you will die, Elite or whatever you are,” Joshua said, rolling his shoulders. “Scavengers, kill the men, search the bodies, and bring the child to me!” 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
How does this always happen to you? Caderyn asked himself as the enemies charged. Here we go again.
Caderyn was, in fact, an Elite. Gifted at birth with an extra DNA strand that regular humans do not possess, he was stronger, faster, lived longer and healed quicker than normal human beings. Coupled with this was his heightened senses. When Caderyn tapped into this Elite gene, two things happened. 
First, his vision turned red. Where his eyes before were dark brown, the entirety of his eyeballs turned a deep crimson. The second thing were the canines in his mouth elongated. Doubling in size, his mouth looked more animal than man. 
This change happened to Caderyn in a moment. He had mastered tapping into his strength and ability long ago. Power, energy, intensity ripped down his muscular body from the core of his very being. 
The first wave of scavengers running at him look terrified but still moved forward as if their legs were committed to the act despite the looks of horror on their faces. 
“Rawww!” Caderyn roared, letting out a bellow as he ran to meet his attackers. 
He moved faster than any of his assailants could counter. His strength meant he could break bones and crack skulls with single strikes or kicks. Caderyn let in the animal-like instinct his Elite gene exuded and went to work. 
Through blood-red vision, Caderyn caught the first unlucky warrior by the shirt collar with one hand and ripped out his throat with the other. As bizarre as it seemed, a wooden nametag with letters etched into the surface was placed on the scavenger’s tunic that read: Logan. Caderyn moved to his next unlucky victim, who broke a club over his right shoulder, to no effect. 
Caderyn sent a right fist into her face that broke her nose and sent her reeling back. She also wore a name tag: Megan. Blood flew freely through the air as Caderyn tore through the scavenger ranks, dismembering and eviscerating his name-tagged opponents. 
A lull ensued a moment later as Caderyn lifted a scavenger into the air by the throat and slammed him into the ground. The cracking of multiple bones filled the air as the scavenger came to rest on the road, broken. 
Caderyn looked up through a sheen of sweat and blood. A cut had been opened up over his right eye. Soreness in his shoulder where the club had stricken him was already healing. 
“You’re a monster,” Jason said with wonder written across his face. The tall man clutched a spear in both hands. “The stories were true.”
“Before you die … why do your scavengers have name tags?” Caderyn asked before spitting to the side. “That seems strange.”
“They go through scavengers so quickly, they have to have all of their minions wear name tags or they forget their names,” Susan said with a furrowed brow. “By the way, I want no part of this. I was hired to be the brains for a heist in Azra and to recruit for them. I’m not into kidnapping babies or fighting Elites.”
“You coward!” Lauren shouted over his shoulder at Susan. “Do you have no sense of brotherhood? You spineless imp.”
“Stick and stones,” Susan said, backing away from the fight. “And I don’t know what an imp is anyway. Are you sure you’re using that word correctly?”
Caderyn once again took the time to reassess his enemies. There were still a dozen left, including Jason, Joshua, and Lauren. Whether they knew it or not, they didn’t stand a chance. 
“Kill him now!” Joshua screamed in a fit of frustration. “I’ll get the child.”
The remaining scavengers were less willing to mount an all-out charge, having just seen their counterparts put through a meat grinder. Still, they moved forward, circling Caderyn. For his part, Caderyn focused on those enemies he imagined could do him the most amount of harm. On the top of his list were Lauren and Jason. 
As they surrounded and closed the circle around Caderyn, the Elite chose to take the fight to his opponents. Caderyn rushed Jason, battering away his spear with one hand and delivering an uppercut to the man’s jaw that shattered teeth and bones alike. If Jason ever did rise again, he wouldn’t be smiling very much. 
All around him, scavengers stabbed and sliced with bladed weapons. Out of the corner of his eye, Caderyn could see Andrew protecting the child and trying to fend off Joshua. There was nothing Caderyn could do at the moment. 
Among the killing blows Caderyn doled out left and right, a long sword managed to stick him in the left side of his torso. Pain lanced through his side as his accelerated healing factor already began working on the wound. Unluckily for Caderyn, he still felt every ounce of discomfort associated with an injury.
“Ugh!” Caderyn pulled the sword from his side, ignoring the bloody slices to his hand that came with the act. Caderyn went down to a knee.
“See, he’s bleeding. He can be killed,” Lauren said, pulling his sword free from Caderyn’s grip. “We can take him all at once.”
There were only three other scavengers on their feet at this point. They looked to one another, as likely to bolt as to join Lauren’s attack on the Elite. 
“He doesn’t even know your names.” Caderyn struggled to his feet. “You’ll die today for a poor excuse of a leader who doesn’t even know your names.”
“Of course I know their names,” Laruen said with a stressed laugh. He snapped his fingers, looking over to one of the three remaining scavengers. “You’re M.L., M.L. Spencer, right?”
“Actually, my name’s Brandon,” the scavenger said in a nasally voice.
“It doesn’t matter.” Caderyn leaned down to pick up a spear. He broke it into three equal parts across his knee. “You’re all going to die right now.”
The three wooden shards of the spear whipped out of Caderyn’s hand faster than the eye could track. In as many seconds, there were three wooden staffs sprouting out of the chests of the remaining name-tagged scavengers. As if they had planned the act, all three fell to the ground at once. 
“Now you,” Caderyn said, pointing to Lauren. “Time for you to die.”
For his part, Lauren tried to strike at Caderyn when the Elite rushed forward, but he was just too slow. Caderyn gripped the great two-handed sword Lauren used and tore it from his grip, breaking a fare amount of his fingers in the process. Caderyn swung the sword behind him in a wide arc and brought the blade down in the center of Lauren’s head with such ferocity, it split the scavenger clean in two. Both halves of his body fell to the ground in twitching bloody heaps. 
“No, no! The child, her name is Charlotte Sloan! You must protect the child,” Andrew screamed as the last seconds of his life ticked by. “Get her to New Hope, the Four Territories Inn, two days. They’ll meet you there!”
Caderyn turned to witness one of the most horrific things he had seen in his life. For an Elite who was capable of living for centuries, that was saying a lot. 
Joshua had changed. Black veins crossed every exposed inch of his skin. Ebony orbs replaced his previously normal-looking eyes. He held Andrew off the ground with his right hand. Joshua’s fingers had bored their way into Andrew’s eyes, nose, and mouth. Rivers of blood fell down Andrew’s face. 
The child was screaming. Andrew had placed the baby behind him, taking a protective stance in front of the infant before confronting the monster. 
Susan ran to pick up the child in her arms, ignoring the situation transpiring in front of her. 
Joshua jerked his hand violently to the right, then left, snapping Andrew’s neck. He dropped the Nephilim’s body. It fell in a bloody heap, motionless. 
“So you’re not human, either.” Caderyn looked from Joshua to Susan. “Did you know about this?”
“Heck, no.” Susan rocked the squealing babe in her arms. “I was hired for one job, one job. I thought they were all just a bunch of name-tagged idiots. I had no idea he was a … a … well, whatever it is he is.”
“You were hunting Andrew and his group all along,” Caderyn said, rolling his shoulders and preparing for another fight. “Why all the dramatics if you were just going to show yourself anyway?”
“Being a Nephilim recruited by the Fallen gets boring after a while.” Joshua shrugged as he circled Caderyn. “Sure, torturing and killing the first few hundred victims was fun, but after that, it just lacks … it lacks flair.”
Something was still bothering Caderyn. A detail itched at the edge of his mind as Joshua droned on. 
“I was just backup in case the initial force failed to do the job. Good thing I was here,” Joshua said, leaning down to pick up a steel mace from the battleground. “Now all that’s left to be done is to kill you, kill her, and take the child.”
“I should have known there was something wrong with you when you enlisted me to be your strategist, but also to help swell the ranks of your crew.” Susan glared at Joshua. “You’re a monster, and you have horrible breath.”
Joshua cackled at this, his pitch-black eyes shining with manic delight. 
“The ability you possess as a Fallen Nephilim is strength,” Caderyn said to himself more than Joshua. “Andrew was already too weak to use his ability against you, whatever that may have been.”
“Yes, strength, but not only strength,” Joshua said. A wicked grin split his lips. 
Joshua moved so quickly, Caderyn barely had time to raise his sword and deflect the mace’s blow. 
CLANG!
The strike erupted in a shower of sparks.
The blow sent a tremor up Caderyn’s right arm.
Joshua leapt backward with another roar of laughter. “This is going to be fun. I’ve never tested my mettle against an Elite before.”
 
“Well, come on, then.” Caderyn placed both hands on the hilt of the two-handed sword that still dripped with Lauren’s blood. “Come at me, demon!”
 
 



Chapter 3
 
“Bahaha,” Joshua roared with laughter like a maniac. “I am no demon, but they are who I serve. Just like the angels choose their Nephilim from the human ranks, so, too, my Fallen masters do the same. We are just two different sides of the same coin, two different armies in a war that has existed on this Earth since its inception. I will make you beg for death, Elite.”
Caderyn reached for that animal that lived deep inside. The gene that set him apart gave him strength. He charged. Caderyn’s heart beat like a war drum as adrenaline pumped to every finger and toe. 
Fallen Nephilim and Elite Human clashed on the battlefield slick with blood from the fights that had already taken place Caderyn traded blows with his foe, who was just as fast and as strong as he was. Sparks showered on the combatants as they notched their weapons on one another. 
Sweat gathered at Caderyn’s brow as his enemy grinned. It seemed Joshua was nowhere near tiring. The two were equal in strength and speed, but the Nephilim was fresh and eager to fight. 
You’re going to have to do it. You’re going to have to use the one edge you have that he doesn’t, Caderyn thought. For all the gifts the Fallen demons bested in this human, they didn’t not give him one. 
Caderyn thus far had maneuvered the sword around his body with skill equivalent to any great warrior. Each blow he received sent a tremor through his arms. The mace being used by Joshua was chipped and notched in a dozen different places now. Still, the Nephilim brought it down over and over and over again. 
This is going to suck, Caderyn thought.
Joshua brought the mace sideways in a right-to-left motion. Caderyn opened himself up to the attack. The iron war mace struck him on his left side with enough force to break ribs. An audible crunch filled the air. Violent pain erupted. Caderyn’s vision blurred as the fingers of unconsciousness coaxed him to give in. 
Caderyn made a gasping noise that sounded like a half-sneeze.
“Bless you,” Joshua said with a grin. He tried to pull the mace back from his strike with no success. “Hey, give it back!”
Pain was still very much a factor, but the initial shock had worn off and already Caderyn’s healing factor was taking affect. With his left arm, he hugged the war mace to his side and slashed out with the sword in his right hand. With one strike, he severed Joshua’s left arm from his body. It was a perfect cut right at the shoulder. 
“Ahhh!” Joshua released his grip on his war mace. He fell to his knees, his right arm grabbing at the stump where his left arm had been a moment before. His screams of pain came from somewhere deep in his throat. “My arm, my arm!”
Caderyn winced as he pulled the war mace from his side. His own blood drenched the area around the wound. Seconds after he removed the weapon from his side, his accelerated healing factor mended his broken ribs and closed the skin around the injury. 
“Oh, my.” Susan covered the tiny infant’s wide eyes. The baby had stopped crying now and was looking on with an open mouth. “You shouldn’t be seeing this. You’re too young.”
Caderyn took long, deep breaths to deal with the level of pain still coursing through his body. In the space of a few breaths, he felt as good as new. Dropping the sword and mace, he leaned down to pick up Joshua’s severed arm. The limb still twitched as if it remembered how to move but just couldn’t perform the same acts as before. 
“You’re a monster,” Joshua said, looking up from his kneeling position. His black orbs for eyes hadn’t changed. The dark veins in his face were fading to a dull grey. Blood gushed from his wound like a man vomiting after a long night of drinking. “They’ll come … they’ll come for the girl.”
“Let them come.” Caderyn lifted Joshua’s severed arm over his head and beat the Fallen Nephilim with it over and over again. War rage sought to take Caderyn deeper into its depths. Red was all Caderyn could see at the moment. 
Caderyn’s arm was sore from the repeated motion of striking the Fallen Nephilim by the time the child’s cry stopped him. 
It wasn’t a cry of fear or anger. If babies were capable of crying as if they were asking someone to stop, the child did. 
Caderyn came to his senses. He dropped the severed arm by his side. Looking down on the mess in front of him, it didn’t even look like a body any more, just a broken meat sack that had at one time been a person. 
“Shhh, shhh, shhh…” Susan bounced the baby up and down in her arms, still shielding the child’s eyes. “You’re all right. I mean, you smell like you soiled yourself, but other than that, you’re alive, at least. That’s more than we can say about, well … ninety percent of everyone here.”
Caderyn rose, stretching his fatigued right arm. His canines went back to their normal pearly white length. His red eyes transitioned back to their chocolate brown. 
“You should get going to New Hope with the child.” Caderyn leaned down to pick up a torn piece of cloth he used to wipe his hands, arms, and face from the blood of his enemies. “I don’t know if the Fallen Nephilim was telling the truth or not when he said more were coming, but you shouldn’t take the chance.”
“Me?” Susan looked over her shoulder, then did a complete three hundred and sixty degree turn. “I didn’t volunteer to take the child to New Hope. That was all you, Animal Man, or Elite, or whatever it is you want to call yourself. I just picked up the kid so she wouldn’t get trampled during the fight. She’s all yours now.”
You’re really going to go through with this, aren’t you? Caderyn sighed deeply. You’ve come this far. Why did he have to use one of the oldest codes of honor in the book? Wolf’s Law will be the death of me yet.
“All right.” Caderyn leaned down, searching the bodies once more. “I’ll go with you as far as New Hope. We deliver the child, and then we’re done.”
“I don’t think so, Beast Man,” Susan said, shaking her head furiously. Her dark brown hair bounced wildly. “This mission is your own. My contract ends here. You go on your way playing nursemaid, and I’m off.”
“Oh, you’re going to stay,” Caderyn said, finally finding what he was searching for. He leaned down and removed a large, brown leather bag from around the shoulders of one of the dead brown-robed Nephilim that had fallen in the initial ambush. “Here. I figured they had to have some kind of items to care for her with them. You can change her.”
“Ummm, yeah, so about that. Did you not hear anything I just said?” Susan lifted the baby with outstretched arms toward Caderyn. “Ugh, she smells like rotten milk and spoiled vegetables.”
“Oh, I heard everything you said,” Caderyn said with a toothy grin. “But you’re going to change the baby and go with us to New Hope, because you obviously have more experience with children than I have.”
“And if I say no?”
“Well, then,” Caderyn growled. His grin faded and his eyes flashed a deep red. “I have no use for you.”
“Give me the bag,” Susan said with a furrowed brow. She didn’t seem frightened by Caderyn’s threat, just more pissed that she actually had to change a dirty diaper. “You have blood all over your face still, by the way. I wasn’t going to tell you, but now that we’re going to be traveling together, you should probably know.”
Caderyn searched the dead once more for water. He found beaten canteen amongst one of the dead scavengers with a wooden name tag that read: Stevie. The Elite human washed his face with the cool liquid before taking a long drought. 
“By the way, how did you know I have experience with children?” Susan asked from the clean spot of grass where she changed the baby just off the road. “I never mentioned that.”
“I saw the way you held her and the initial rush to her side to make sure she wasn’t injured.” Caderyn walked over toward Susan, getting a full whiff of the baby’s soiled diaper. Up to now, he had managed to ignore it, even with his heightened senses, but this was too much. “I think … I think I’m going to be sick.”
Caderyn bent over double, dry heaving. 
“The mighty Elite warrior is brought to his knees by a baby’s diaper?” Susan laughed as she wrapped the child in a clean cloth. “I’ll have to remember to save her next deposit and put it next to you while you sleep.”
“Do it and—”
“I know, I know you’ll kill me. Promises, promises,” Susan said, standing up with the child. She slung the leather satchel over her shoulder and rummaged inside for a moment. She came back a second later with a glass bottle with milk inside. “Good find with the bag. Well, let’s get on with it. The sooner we get to New Hope, the sooner this can all be over.”
“One minute,” Caderyn said, spitting the hint of the brown diaper out of his mouth. “I can taste it.”
He looked over at Susan propping the baby up with one hand as she fed the tiny human being. The baby sucked down the white liquid as if she hadn’t eaten in days. She looked like a pink lump of dough, all smiles and twinkling eyes. 
The Nephilim, Andrew, said the child was meant for great things, Caderyn thought. If he was right, maybe you were meant to save her. Maybe the events here happened like they were always supposed to happen. Maybe—
“Come on,” Susan said already beginning down the road. “I’m not getting any younger here, and you still have blood, like, all over your face. You should do something about that if we’re going to be seen together.”
The End
 
* * *
Follow the child’s story and find out who Charlotte Sloan becomes in House of Wolves or discover more about Caderyn and the Elites in, The Beast Within.
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Prologue
 
Flames licked against her skin and she tried her best not to laugh. Didn't the fools realise they couldn't burn a phoenix? It only made them stronger.
The fire was hot, there was no doubting that, but instead of the burns they were hoping for, all it really did to Kenna was tickle a little bit. It was almost comical, especially with the villagers dancing around her as if she was an ancient sacrifice. She guessed in some ways she was, they were burning her as a witch after all. 
There was a lot of irony there. Especially as she could have sworn she'd seen one of the Hunters themselves using his magic. Or maybe she was just looking for the way out it would give her. 
Now came the annoying part. She had to pretend to die so she could rise from the ashes. Problem was, she'd never had to pretend before. She'd actually died four or five times, she'd stopped counting, but pretending wasn't something she'd done. She was just grateful she'd watched enough of these burnings now to be able to fake how it was done. 
Tipping her head back, she let out a long scream, calling on her inner phoenix to make the sound as harrowing as possible. The Hunters surrounding the fire laughed at her imagined discomfort. All except for one. He watched with a look of pure disgust on his face, whether for her, or the act of burning, she wasn't so sure. Kenna narrowed her eyes, trying to get a better look at him. It was hard to see his features through the flickering fire light, but he seemed handsome. A chiselled jaw and dark hair hidden under his ragged hat. The man's clothing in general was a little worse for wear, but that was the norm for the standard Hunters as far as Kenna could tell. 
Her dress burned away, leaving her bare and even more exposed to the flames. That was good. With every lick of the flames, her magic grew stronger. She might even be able to turn into her phoenix form at this rate. She didn’t often make a habit of standing in flames, and so it was difficult to build up her magic most of the time, and for that reason, she didn't. With all the Witch Hunters around these days, it would be foolhardy to set a bonfire going and stand in the middle soaking in the heat. Nothing said witch more than doing the impossible. It was an amusing thought for Kenna, especially as she wasn't a witch, and as far as she knew, didn't have any in her bloodline. 
She closed her eyes, letting out another scream, but weaker this time. She slumped down on the stake behind her slightly, hoping that would be enough to convince the watching men that she was dead. So long as they didn't notice her hair and skin were still intact, without any hint of a burn, then she should be fine. If they did notice...it was best not to think about it. Fire might not kill her, but drowning certainly would. And while there was a good chance she'd still manage to be reborn, she didn't want to take the risk of the water dampening her fire. 
Maybe she should have thought about that before she'd got herself caught. It'd been a stupid decision on her part, but the pregnant gypsy girl she'd healed had been too young to die. And her unborn child certainly didn't deserve to. It had been pure bad luck that a Hunter had come across her with her hands pressed against the woman's stomach, glowing a pale gold colour. There'd been no denying she'd been using magic, which was a little problematic. She could have run, she supposed, but that would have risked the magic not taking, and she couldn't bear the thought of the girl losing her baby. That would just be wrong. 
As the flames began to die out, she became more and more concerned about whether or not she'd convincingly died in the eyes of the Hunters. Of course, one of her other worries was about the rumors she'd heard concerning them and the corpses of the so-called witches that were left intact enough for them to do unspeakable things to. If they tried that with her, then they'd definitely figure out she wasn't dead. 
Cold hands touched her wrists, and it was all Kenna could do not to react. She couldn't let them know, she had to keep pretending she was dead. But how? How could she fake it when they were touching her? 
"Please don't move," a rough male voice said. "I'm going to cut the ties." She wanted to frown, but didn't. How had the ties even survived the fire? Had they dipped them in some kind of protective coating? More likely, there was magic involved. It was even possible that the Hunters were well aware of the witch among them. In some ways, it was the only real way it made sense. 
A cold knife slipped between her wrists, and she felt the ties fall away. Her skin itched where it'd been rubbed raw by the tightness of her binds. Apparently, none of the Hunters particularly cared whether or not her skin broke. Then again, their plans resulted in her dead, so why should they care, really? 
"You need to run, Kenna," the man's voice said. She couldn't help it, she reacted, twisting around so she could see his face. Only, she was disappointed to find it covered by a mask, with no way to find any discernible features. "Run as fast as you can, and try and evade the Hunters this time." 
"Who are you?" she croaked, her voice hoarse from all the fake screaming she'd done while in the fire. 
"A friend. But I can't always be there to save you." He passed her a bundle of wadded up fabric, and she unfurled it, pleased to discover a dress within. Not a fancy one, but then, she was used to that. There was nothing fancy about her and there never had been. Her feathers may be golden, but that was the only wealth she had, and somehow, selling phoenix feathers didn't seem like a good way to stay under the radar. And that was without taking into account how much it felt like selling herself too. It was something she'd do if she really had to, but would avoid at all costs. 
She dressed hastily, conscious of the masked man's eyes on her. But this wasn't the time for modesty. Too many people had seen her clothes burn away for that anyway. This was the time to act quickly. 
"Thank you, sir," she said once she was dressed. 
"You're welcome, Kenna," he replied. "Now, run. Before they realise your body is gone and not just burned." 
She nodded once in acknowledgement, before turning and fleeing into the night.
 
 



Chapter 1
 
She was covered in mud from head to toe, but there was nothing new there. Mud, dirt and grime had been her entire life for the past two years. Anything to avoid another trip to the pyre.  The fire itself still wasn't an issue, but the need to escape was. Being on the run was no fun either. So far, she'd only had one narrow encounter, and it'd happened because she'd become desperate, and sung in a tavern. She shouldn't have done it, she knew that. Her singing voice was ethereal, clearly beyond the realms and capacity of any human. Unfortunately, there'd been a Hunter in attendance, and not the witch one. Him she should be able to bribe if he ever came across her alone. The rest, not so much. She could try and persuade them with some of her other charms, but that just ended up in her feeling cheap. There were some things she'd never sell, her body and her plumage being two of them.
"Excuse me, miss," a small voice came, and she turned to see a small child tugging on her skirts. Her heart went out to the child, who was clearly living on the streets. She was ragged and sickly looking, with sores on her skin and a nest of hair that was likely full of lice. 
"Is there anything I can do, little one?" she asked gently, fishing in her skirts for the crust of bread she was sure was in there. Finding it, she pulled it out and offered it to the little girl, who all but snatched it from her hands. Kenna's heart broke. She hated the thought of any child being on the streets and going hungry, it shouldn't be the way the world worked. As it stood, the Lords were rich, and the peasants poor. The little girl and herself were definitely part of the latter category.
"Thank you," the little girl said, sticking the bread in her mouth and gnawing on the hard crust. "My father needs you."
"He does?" Kenna frowned. No one ever needed her. No one knew who she was to need her. And she liked it that way. Anonymity was the way she stayed safe now she was on the run. Maybe she'd stayed here for too long. That had to be the case for anyone to know who she was.
"Yes, please come?" Her eyes widened as she gnawed on the bread more, and despite knowing it was a bad idea, Kenna nodded.
"Lead on, little one."
The girl held out her hand, and Kenna took it reluctantly. She wasn't sure she really trusted going with the girl, but it was her only choice given the circumstances. The girl dragged her down a warren of dim alleyways. Okay, so this wasn't looking up in the slightest. In fact, it was all ridiculously shady and made her question all of her life decisions.
"Just a little further," the girl said, pulling her even further into the dark. Why oh why had Kenna decided to hide herself in a town? Oh yes. People. The more people were about, the more people she could hide among. Unfortunately, that also meant tall stone walls and dark places. Not to mention people lurking who shouldn't. It wasn't a safe time to be a lone woman. Then again, when was it?
"Where are you taking me?" Kenna asked, finally giving in to the curiosity that was welling up inside her. 
"To see my Father." This time, the little girl's voice shook, suggesting there was something more to it than just a trip to see her family. 
"What does he want?" 
"I can't-" 
"That'll be all thank you, Freida," a voice came from the left. Dread flowed through Kenna, it was never good to come across strange voices while she was being hunted. That was a good way to end up in a terrible situation. Or strapped to a pyre again. 
The man pressed a coin into the little girl's hand. Not actually her Father then. At least, not unless they had a really odd relationship, and if that was the case, then Kenna wanted even less to do with them. 
"I'll just be going," she said, turning on the spot and making to leave the alley and the man far behind. These situations would never ended well. 
"No, you won't," the man demanded, catching hold of her wrist and squeezing tightly. She bit back a whimper, not wanting him to know just how much power he had in this situation. That wasn't going to be the way to get out of this in one piece. Of course, she could burn him and let her phoenix take over, but if he was a Hunter, and there was a good chance he was, given the circumstances, that'd be a fast way to be found out again. 
"Let go of me," she growled, the warning more than clear, but she doubted he'd heed her. Men never did. Women either to be fair. Humans in general were particularly idiotic. They didn't seem able to properly tell when they were best off leaving her be or they'd get hurt. 
"I don't think so, Kenna," he said, though not quite as threateningly as before. Maybe there was more to it after all. "I need your help." 
"My help?" She laughed, bitterness flowing through her. He'd bribed a child to get her, then threatened her, and now he was asking for her help? That was rich. 
"Yes, your help. They say you're a witch." He looked uneasy, and quickly let go of her wrist. Possibly not as idiotic as he seemed then. 
"No. I'm not a witch," she sneered at him. "And I'd thank you not to use that word. It attracts unwanted attention." 
"I know it does. That's why I need your help." His eyes softened, and his face crumpled. Kenna felt herself soften towards him. Which wasn't good at all. She couldn't let him get to her. Otherwise she'd give him what he wanted, and that was a fast way to end up caught, dead and dismembered. Not the best way to go, even she knew that. 
"How do you think I can help you?" she asked despite herself. Inwardly, she cursed. This wasn't a good idea at all. She never did learn, that was the reason her Mother had abandoned her after all. She'd wanted to heal and help everyone.
"My daughter..." 
Well, that had her almost convinced already. The moment children entered the picture, Kenna was pretty much all in. She hated even the thought of children in trouble or in less than ideal circumstances. Even so, she managed to just about bite her tongue. She'd hear him out, but promise him nothing. Not yet, anyway. 
"Yes?" she prompted when he was silent a little too long. She took the chance to study him properly, but was disappointed. The shadows almost concealed him completely, and what they didn't, was covered in the tattered woollen cloak he was wearing. 
"She's been caught, I need to get her back..." 
"Caught?" Kenna raised an eyebrow. There was only one real thing that meant, but she wasn't going to be the one to say it. 
"The Hunters have her," he admitted reluctantly. 
"Is she a witch?" she asked, already knowing the answer. The man in front of her was nothing but a human, it was beyond unlikely his daughter was anything other than human either. Those things just didn't happen anymore. They had, centuries ago, when witches, and other magical beings, had still mixed with humans, but it'd stopped being safe. 
"No! Of course not," the man protested instantly. Maybe a little bit too instantly for Kenna's liking, almost like he had something to hide.
"Then why have they got her?" It didn't add up. As trigger happy as the Hunters tended to be, they usually wanted at least some evidence before capturing and condemning someone. Especially when that someone was a child.
"I don't know."
"Please don't lie," she said firmly. One of her talents was that she could sense when others were lying to her. That, and healing, were what set her apart from even her own people. And by that, she meant she was an outcast. They didn't want her around anymore than her own parents did.
"They caught her watching a hedge wizard," he admitted, his voice cracking. It erased any doubt in Kenna's mind that he was doing this for any reason other than his daughter. It wasn't a trap, and it wasn't a way to use her. The concern was really for his child. But could she risk that? He could just be one of the players she'd seen about the town.
"Seriously?" She laughed hollowly. If that was what counted as evidence these days, then maybe she was wrong about the Hunters' motivations.
"I promise." His voice cracked again, giving way to a single heaving sob. Genuine then.
"Fine, I'll help you. Any idea where to start?" she asked, and he shook his head. That was just great then. Apparently, she'd be the one doing all the work in this situation.
 



Chapter 2
 
Things weren't looking up. At least, not if the hut with a circle of pyres around it was anything to go by. She had to wonder about that. Didn't they realise that the moment they had so many ready in advance, was probably the moment they should stop. It wasn't right. They'd caused so much death and destruction across the country, and yet they were applauded from it. Rumours were even abound that the King had knighted one of the higher up Hunters at his New Year ceremony. As if knighting people for murder was a good thing.
She had no doubt that it was true though. That just seemed to be the kind of place they lived in. She'd heard stories about the Court that made her thankful to be dirt poor too. Especially given her abilities. Being any kind of magic being at Court would be ten times harder with everyone watching and waiting for their enemies to slip up. 
Kenna shivered, and pushed the thought from her mind. It wasn't worth going there. It wasn't like Court was somewhere she would end up any time soon. Unless it was as a novelty that was.
"Can you see anything?" the man, who it turned out was called Conan, asked. Kenna resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It had been like this the whole way out here. He hadn't seemed to have any clue about anything, how he'd gotten so far in life was beyond her. How he'd drawn the attention of the Hunters, even more so.
"Only what you can," she hissed back.
"Oh. But where are they?"
"Probably out hunting more witches. That is what they tend to do."
"Really? I'd never have guessed," he returned, sounding a lot stronger than he had previously. Kenna frowned, that was odd. He hadn't set off any of her lie alarms yet, but something definitely felt off. Realistically, she knew she should heed her gut instincts, and yet, here she was completely ignoring them. Typical, foolish, phoenix.
"I think we need to get down there," Conan suggested, a little meeker this time.
"I'm not sure that's the best idea," she replied, frowning all the more. There was very little doubt now that something was off about him. And the uneasy feeling was growing inside her.
"It has to be. They have my daughter, she must be in the hut down there." He pointed at the decrepit building and she shuddered. If they were keeping people in there, then they really should invest in some repairs. Then again, she had no idea how the Hunters were actually funded. The church, probably. It was just the kind of crazy, fanatical thing they'd do.
"I don't-"
"Kenna, please?" he begged, and, despite herself, her heart began to give in.
"What's she look like?" she asked, thinking that if she could change into her phoenix form, then she'd be able to sneak a look around the building without being obvious and getting caught. The only problem was that she'd have to get about from Conan to change forms in the first place, and with how clingy he was being, that could become problematic. She didn't think she'd ever met anyone quite so reliant on a stranger.
"She's five, red hair, dimples." He smiled as he described her, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. Uneasiness flowed through her. This was starting to feel like a really bad idea. But why hadn't she felt unsure before? Normally she could have picked up on things like that.
"Okay, what's her name?"
The man took a moment too long to answer, ramping up the uneasiness inside Kenna. She wanted to get as far away from him as possible now. Preferably with her life intact.
"Ainthe," he answered, but it was too late, and her suspicions were already raised. This man wasn't what he seemed, which meant she needed to get away from him as quickly as she could. The only real question was how. Unless she did choose to go down and check the hut out. She doubted he'd go himself, it would ruin the fake personality he was putting on. Except, that did lead to another question. How was he managing to fool her? There were only a few magic tricks she knew of that could conceal lies, and none of them were good news for her.
"Alright, I'll go look," she said, backing away from Conan as subtly as possible. 
"Thank you," he acknowledged with a slight smile. A smile that twisted Kenna's gut into knots. No, he was definitely up to no good. 
She grimaced, trying to turn it into a more convincing expression and failing. She turned and walked away, trying to stay calm and not make it seem like she was hurrying away from him. 
He smiled blandly. Which meant he was at least buying it a little bit. She could only hope he'd be completely convinced soon. The only question remained whether or not she should change forms or not. She'd prefer not to. If she got caught, there'd be a lot more problems than if she was in human form. Then again, if she was caught in this form, and they recognised her as the woman they'd burned a few months ago, then she was in a lot of trouble. A lot of trouble. She doubted that fire was going to be her issue if she got caught anyway. They wouldn't make that mistake again. 
She hurried down towards the shack, ducking behind each small peak she found. Even if there didn't seem to be any Hunters about, she didn't want to risk it.  
 



Chapter 3
 
Everything was going perfectly fine, or as perfectly fine as it could do in the circumstances, until Kenna was almost at the shack. But she supposed that was what she got for not listening to the feeling in her gut. Conan was bad news, she’d never been surer of that. She should have turned her back the moment he’d paid the girl for delivering her. Hindsight was a wonderful thing though. And it was far too late to backtrack now. He’d found her once, chances were, he could find her again.
“You shouldn’t be here,” a quiet male voice said from behind her.
Kenna spun on the balls of her feet, her heart pounding in her chest as she met the eyes of possibly the last person she wanted to see. Even so, he wouldn’t get the better of her.
“Neither should you,” she hissed at him.
An ever so slight smirk crossed the man’s face, but it was gone an instant later.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he responded, but the twinkle in his eye told her differently. He was being fairly open though, and Kenna wondered just how far she could push him. “But you really shouldn’t be here.”
“And what was I supposed to do? Ignore someone when they asked for my help?” It hadn’t escaped her notice that she was effectively making small talk with one of the people who was after her.
Well, one of the men responsible for trying to burn her. At the thought, flames began to lick at her very soul, rising within her. For the most part, her phoenix was a peaceful creature, but once it was crossed, it could be deadly. And if it got out, then it would kill her. She’d come back, so it wasn’t really a permanent problem, but it was inconvenient. For a start. She didn’t fancy waking up with no idea where she was again. For some reason, the only time a phoenix could jump from one location to another was when they died. And as that was a painful way to do it, Kenna had very little idea of how it actually worked.
“Yes, Conan is bad news.”
“And you’re not?” she muttered darkly.
“No, I’m not. Not for you, anyway.”
“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” Disdain dripped from her voice without her intending it to.
“It’s not what you think-”
She held up her hand, stopping him from speaking. “If you’re a hunter, you’re a hunter, there is no other explanation.”
She pushed past him, aware of how stupid it probably was to brush him off. He still had powerful, and potentially dangerous people on his side, and it'd be better if she didn't draw their attention. The man caught onto her arm, and pulled her back. 
"Are you an idiot? You can't go that way," he hissed. 
"Don't tell me what to do," she returned, pulling her arm down sharply so he couldn't hold onto her anymore. As she did, their skin touched, and a dash of gold sparks made themselves known. She looked up, meeting his concerned gaze. 
No. That just wasn't on at all. Kenna stepped back. This couldn't, and wouldn't, be happening.
"I'm serious, they're waiting that way. Why did you think Conan brought you here? As God well knows, it wasn't because he actually wanted your help."
"I got that, thank you." She wanted to leave, to get as far away from the place as possible. But not only was he blocking her path, but there still might be a child to save. Maybe the undercover witch would tell her if the little girl was in there.
"Then why are you here?" he asked, a frown marring his features, as if he really didn't understand her.
"He told me a child was in danger. A child. How was I supposed to ignore that? If it's in my power, then I'm going to try and save the poor thing."
The man pushed his hand over his face, pushing the ragged hat from his head. It fell to the floor, but he ignored it. She was surprised by the scruffy blond hair hiding beneath it. He should probably cut it. He could likely even use magic to do it, if the sparks had been anything to go by.
"Ah."
"There really is a child, isn't there?"
He nodded slowly. "Unfortunately." A genuine look of concern flashed over his face, which reassured her a little bit. At least he wasn't the callous and emotionless bastard the rest of them were. That was a start then.
"What are we waiting for then?" she demanded, changing direction so she could make her way to the shack again. He grabbed hold of her arm again, the sparks flaring. 
"You can't just go in there, that's suicide." 
"Do you have a better plan?" she hissed, shaking off his firm grip again. 
"That's not the point. I haven't risked my life doing what I am just so you can throw it away," he replied back. He was coming across as equally heated as she was, which was confusing. What did he have to lose? As far as she could tell, he was safe. He was a witch hunter after all, and they clearly overlooked the magic he had. She supposed that could just be because he was good at hiding his true nature. Maybe she should ask him for a few pointers. 
"If you think that's going to matter to me when there's a child's life at stake, then you have another thing coming." Her phoenix scratched to be out, screeching and clawing away inside her. She needed to get it back under control, or she was going to have far bigger problems than helping the child. 
"That's not what I meant." His face softened a little, as if not wanting to put her off too much. 
"Then you'd better understand what you do mean," she pointed out, not quite ready to let go of the anger inside her. Damn bird.
"I mean, I've been undercover for years for the Witch Council. Do you know how many people I've saved in that time?"
"People like you?" she spat out. "Because you sure as hell didn't save me."
"Didn't I?" He raised an eyebrow, and she thought back to the man who'd untied her after her burning. But that would mean he must know what she was, or that he at least had an inkling about it.
"That was you?"
"Yes. I have the sight, so I knew you'd be okay, but..." He sighed, and pushed his hand over his face again. "It was still so difficult. I'd have stopped it getting to the burning stage, but my choice was you, or a girl who was only sixteen summers old, and with child." He looked conflicted, and to Kenna's surprise, she felt the urge to comfort him. Giving in, she reached out and placed a hand against his arm.
"Thank you."
"What?" he said quickly, surprise written all over his face.
"Thank you," she repeated. "For making the right choice. Though I may have felt different if I'd died."
He laughed, the sound sending a thrill through Kenna that she didn't want to examine. Even being slightly interested in a witch hunter was a bad, bad, idea. No matter how drawn to him she was. One little slip up, from either of them, could get them both killed. And he'd be dead dead, leaving her behind for an eternity of mourning.
"You really are special." He sounded a little in awe, but she didn't let herself dwell on it too long. That wasn't going to be a good way to go.
"We need a plan then, if you're so insistent on not rushing into this."
"I have one, but I don't think you'll like it," he said, fidgeting profusely.
"Hit me with it," she responded.
"It involves you getting caught..."
 



Chapter 4
 
This wasn't where she'd intended to end up. The shack was as dingy and disgusting as her previous prison, and she couldn't wait to get out. Though she knew she might not be able to. But, given her powers, if it meant saving a child, then it was well and truly worth it. After all, it wasn't like dying would be the end of her.
The child in question was huddled at the other side of the cell, and after waiting a few moments for the guard to depart, Kenna crawled over to her.
"Ainthe?" she asked softly. There was a chance Conan had told her a false name, but she doubted it. The best deceptions always contained some sort of truth.
The little girl shook her head, her lank red hair whipping around her face and leaving smudges of dirt all over her face.
"You're not called Ainthe?" she asked, receiving another shake of the girl's head. "I'm Kenna, I'm here to get you out of here."
"I didn't do anything," the little girl said weakly. Her voice cracked, as if it had been used too much and too loudly. She dreaded to think what they'd done to her to make that happen. Hopefully they wouldn't dream of physically harming a child, particularly one who genuinely didn't have magic. And Kenna was completely sure of that. Given the situation, magic would be showing by now. It was making itself known within Kenna too, and she'd had decades of practice trying to control it.
"I know, Ainthe." She tried out the girl's name again in the hope she'd get a response. The girl looked up with big green eyes, fear at the forefront. If she let it, Kenna's phoenix would kill right now. It would rain down destruction on the whole lot of them. She was even tempted to let it, and would have if there wasn't a risk to the child too.
"I want to get away from here."
"Me too, but that's what I'm here for. We're going to get you out of here."
The rattle of a key drew Kenna's attention away from the child and towards the door. The head witch hunter, or at least, the man she thought was the head witch hunter, strode towards the room in which they were being held. He studied the pair of them, his eyes cold and distant.
Kenna stepped in front of Ainthe, only realising seconds later that it was the wrong thing to do. A cold smile spread across the man's face.
"Take the girl."
"No!" Kenna shouted, drawing his attention even more firmly onto her. His gaze travelled up and down her body, as if sizing her up for the butcher's block. She hoped he'd just go for a plain old burning, that would hurt less. At least it was a possibility now. Her friend the fake witch hunter had spelled her so she didn't look like herself. She hoped it was enough to confuse the hunters. If not, she wasn't sure what she'd actually do.
"You want to be burned?" the man asked with a raised eyebrow.
"Instead of the girl? Yes," she answered, steeling her tone and the look on her face to match.
"Your wish is my command. Bring the woman too," he said as he turned, flicking his hand dismissively.
"No!"
"You don't want to be burned?" he asked, not looking back at her.
"I want to be burned instead of the girl," Kenna protested as she kicked out at the hunter who was now dragging her by the arm.
"That's not how it works."
 



Chapter 5
 
The last thing she'd expected was to be back on the pyre, having her hands bound behind the stake again. But that wasn't the biggest problem. The little girl next to her was that. At least they'd put them on the same pyre. It meant that the one option Kenna had left to her was possible, even if it wasn't fool proof. It might not even work. It was old magic, and the chances were pretty slim. Still, she supposed she had to try.
"Is there anything you can do?" the fake hunter's voice whispered in her ear as he finished tying the ropes around her wrists. She was glad it was him behind her, he wasn't tying the bonds too tight, which she'd need in order to attempt the magic she wanted to.
"Possibly, but I'm not sure it'll work."
"Are you going to try?" he asked.
She nodded, not quite able to voice the thoughts inside her. But there was one thing she did need to sort out.
"If it works, you're going to need to help her get away."
"What?"
"My understanding of what I'm about to try is limited, and if we were going to die any other way, it wouldn't work. But if it does, then I won't be around to look after her. So please, take care of her." A tear began to slide down Kenna's cheek as she spoke. She hoped above all things that this worked. No child deserved to die so young, much less be burned for no other reason than to be used as bait.
"I promise," he responded. "And I'm sorry."
"There's no need to be," she said truthfully. Really, she had very little to live for. At least, the little girl had more. She must have a family somewhere, maybe the real witch could help her find them again.
Next to her, Ainthe whimpered softly. Probably scared out of her wits, the poor thing.
"Don't be scared," Kenna whispered.
"Aren't you scared?" the little girl asked.
"A little. But not of the flames. Never be scared of the flames, Ainthe. If you are, then they have power over you," she said, thinking of the phoenix within her. She was almost sad to say goodbye to it. But it was a good reason.
"Ebernathy!" the head witch hunter called, making the man behind them jump.
"Yes, sir?" he responded. So that's what his name was. She'd never thought to ask. It was probably irrelevant now.
"Are the witches secure?"
"Yes, sir," he responded, his voice betraying his true feelings. She wished he wouldn't do that, it made everything that little bit more obvious.
"Then what are you waiting for?"
"Nothing, sir," he responded, yanking on the ties behind Kenna once more, this time undoing them completely. Good. That would make things easier. "Good luck," he whispered.
Kenna nodded once, and tried to get a grip on the nerves assailing her. She really couldn't let them get the better of her, otherwise she was going to end up failing and having to live with the knowledge she'd killed a child for the rest of her life.
The head witch hunter walked up to the pyre, a lit torch in his hand. Two others followed him, each holding their own with sadistic grins on their faces.
"Dear Lord above," the head witch hunter started. The people not involved in the fire lighting, bowed their heads reverently. The fools. Didn't they realise he could turn on them just as easily? And probably would too. "Bless us this day as we rid the world of the plague sent to blight you. Send these witches to hell, where they should belong for eternity."
His prayer fell on deaf ears as far as Kenna was concerned. There was no way he believed all that. He did this for one reason, and one reason only, and that was because he enjoyed it. He wanted to see people in pain, and wanted to do it in a way that didn't get him killed himself. It was almost clever if she thought about it.
He lowered the flames to the wood, and she watched raptly as it caught. Whatever they did to the pyre before setting it alight, it meant it caught and spread quickly. Which was both a good and a bad thing. Really, she needed them hot and furious as quickly as possible so she could start the spell she needed to.
She lifted her head, and her gaze locked with Ebernathy's. Even at this distance, she could have sworn she could see tears and regret in his eyes. Another blink, and it was gone, replaced by a stoic expression. At least it wasn't the pleasure many of the others were exhibiting.
The flames grew again, and her phoenix upped her attempts to get out.
It's alright, girl. It's almost time, Kenna thought to it, making it chirp in response.
Her skin was already beginning to heat up, and more whimpers were coming from Ainthe. She needed to move fast, or even this wouldn't be able to save the girl.
At the first touch of fire against her skin, she pulled her hands free of the loose ties, and cupped Ainthe's face with them.
"This might hurt," she whispered over the roaring flames. "But it should save you, understand?"
The little girl nodded, tears streaming down her face.
"What's going on up there?" the head witch hunter's voice rang out, but Kenna ignored him and the following exchange. She hoped Ebernathy wouldn't get into too much trouble. He needed to stay safe so he could take care of Ainthe. She was too young to be left alone in the world.
Kenna opened her mouth and began to sing-chant. The words flowed through her, being directed by her inner phoenix, and she actually had no idea what her song actually meant.
The fire around them grew hotter still, and the skin of her arms began to sizzle. While painful, it was also a welcome feeling, as it meant her plan was working.
Ainthe's whimpers stopped, as Kenna's own pain increased, until she finished the song. A surge of power flooded through her, and rushed towards the child.
It was working.
Contentment filled Kenna as her hands fell away from Ainthe's face, and she collapsed back into the fire. Her flesh sizzled and the heat overwhelmed her, but it didn't matter.
Just before her eyes closed for the final time, the silhouette of a burning bird rose into the air, before settling back into the little girl.
It was done. She could finally rest in peace.
 
The End
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Chapter 1
 
Though she knew not the exact year, time kept itself, so why be redundant? She only tracked the eras in the way that ancient things saw life passing as unchanged beings of indifference. The islands either fell into war, or chiseled out peace from the years of sorrow to find prosperity and then lose it again like only idiot humans can. 
Like a tide, the fortunes of the islands rose and fell.
And so she knew that this would be the year when men bled themselves dry at every corner of the world in the great war.
Probably the greatest war she’d ever been through. And that was saying quite a lot. 
Immortals cursed mortals long ago, shocked by their first death, as it is told: An immortal had fallen from his balcony, drunk, and broken his neck. They could die. It had never happened before. 
The shock of it had stirred the droves of them, not unlike a hornet’s nest, to leave the secret island like a mountain moved, to flock onto the sea and then collide with the islands of men. 
It was not a real war for purpose, but only to seek the reason why immortals were no longer so. Men were easy to blame; humans were targets for their anger.
If there is anything she had learned as an ancient being, it was this: Something always takes the blame and pays for what is not owed, because immortal or not, beings of thought are capable of a tremendous lack of it as well. 
When difference meets different, like always, war ensues and blame is cast.
Facing sickness and death for the first time, the Immortals fought their first war frantically, shying from the sight of their own immortal blood. Ailments and aging are a humbling thing, but freezing in their first winter, now that had left its mark.
They were like a large wounded beast taking everything within reach down with their founder. 
Human men and women of the west and north, homeless after battle, roamed in groups as lost as leaves in the fall, blown here and there by each fight, running for their very lives. 
But here she sits in a bar of cobwebs alone. A widow and witch deep in drink and light of sorrow. 
And the witch had decided that she should join the one she had loved for so long. Despite being an immortal herself, she had married a man who fell long before his time.
A regular human.
The blade she’d stuck into her heart would be enough for any other to have their sweet end, for where it rested, no doubt it had struck something vital. Alas, it sits there still, to the hilt. It does nothing for a witch that’s cursed immortal the same as the Immortals have been cursed to die.
It’s not entirely uncomfortable either. 
“Who decides these things?” she asks, as if the room was filled with philosophers and not mice droppings. 
For an immortal such as she, being cursed mortal would be a blessing. Irony is the thing that makes sure the ones longing to die do not, and the ones reaching for life find it just out of their grasp. 
If there were gods, they would smite us all, she thinks, and so all that is must simply be chaos and stars. Curses and death. 
“A mess is what it is”, she decides, nursing from the bottle in a long gulp. 
She shifts on the stool, the only one she’d found left standing, and feels the cool blades shift as well, still between her ribs. 
Pouring more warmth down her throat, she ignores the red that spills from the wound like rose petals falling. Some has even found a way out of her mouth, mixing with the drink that sloshes now with bitter punishment across her tongue until nothing but iron is left. 
After the drink is gone, she spits red onto the counter, smearing it until her fortune appears.
Slapping a hand over what she finds, she sighs. “West it is,” she announces to the stringy shape hidden underneath her hand.
And she lifts the hand, now sticky with spit and blood, and coughs into it. 
Blade remaining in its unusual sheath, she rises, unsteady with liquor, before toddling much like a child to the door. 
Peeking out into the foggy town, still ablaze with the fires of war, she’s wise enough to remove her hat before stepping outside. But not the knife.
The knife she forgets. 
Her hat, pointy and black, if on her head, would point high into the sky. It would announce to any who saw that she was a proper witch.
A thing that is never good.
She can almost hear her mother’s voice with its uneducated accent, “Oya, Esa, you born in zee barn? Close doors, girl, behind you.” Hands above her frizzy hair, she’d cry out in dramatic plea, “Esadora, have I not raised you as a lady?” and then she’d spit like a man. Exactly how Esa had spat her blood. “The draft vil give your seesters the cold, eh? Poy, poy,” she’d go on with more spitting at the devil.
Only a superstitious mother of ten little brats would wind up with a witch as tremendous as Esa. Last in line, first to disappoint, she’d luckily never grown powers by nature, so her mother never knew before she’d died what had become of the one she’d loved the least. 
Slowly, Esa closes the door as her good mother has bid in the form of a ghost. Then she pauses, remembering what is most important.
The knife.
Yanking it from her chest, she slams the point, still wet with her blood, into the sign on the front that’s in the old language: Family is Love.
And right below that: No witches allowed.
 



 
Chapter 2
 
It isn’t the best kind of war, but it isn’t the worst. The worst was when the sister queens were at each other’s throats, because nothing is more terrible than two women wasting their entire armies on one another out of sibling spite.
No, that was the worst because magic was born from that hatred, and then magic was hated ever since.
See how it goes, Esa thought. 
It isn’t the most forgettable war, however, because though the humans have rules of combat, and some follow them, and while the raping and pillaging remains at a minimum, the Immortals are not exactly kind. Women and children have not been spared this round, and Esa is weary to see the little bodies strewn about. 
No, she will not soon forget this war. 
Her favorite types of war were all gentlemanly things of shaking hands and riding at one another hacking away. And the winner is the winner on an open battlefield who risks himself alone. Two leaders could challenge one another, save their men, and it would be finished. 
It was a war of honor fought by those who had started it in the first place. 
It was when rich and powerful men would have lost their own heads instead of the islands falling into darkness altogether.
Sad, she thought. She had lived long enough for a favorite kind of war. But the truth is that the Immortals will wipe out the human race without the help of witches and wizards. These strangers don’t have much space for witches, and she likes men. Human men. A little too much if sense has any say.
Not immortals as she is, or even male witches (yes there are those) and especially not a wizard, since magic is so…off-putting. No, Esa has a taste for plain ole men, it seems. Human men who might clutch their chest and fall over never to rise again. Fragile, yet mighty. That is to her taste. 
Born a witch, but without true powers, she’d lived as an orphaned teen, and then she’d stolen something ancient—a wondrous power she’d give back in a heartbeat if only she knew how. 
Because then she might age and die and that would suit her fine. 
One power is that she cannot die. The other is she can cast, certainly, but because it is a stolen magic, the spells are never as she wishes. If Esa asks a thing to grow, it snakes out of the ground, choking everything in its path.
Her powers turn every goodness into a morbid version of that thing. 
When Esa brought her husband back from the grave—she’d only tried it twice—he’d become a monster reaching for the living, moaning, perhaps even feasting on dead flesh. 
Mostly, Esa wisely kept her magic locked away during this war. Her man had fought with the humans, and she’d spelled his shield for protection as best she could.
Then that shield had been the very weapon that had removed his head. 
“No more magic for me,” she muttered, pushing her way through the crowd of people on the main road.
They were fleeing the village in droves. 
“Where you are going, woman? Are you mad?”
Esa laughed as the man shoved her. “Aren’t we all a little mad?”
A woman with missing teeth shouted into her face. “The war is back there. You’re going the wrong way.”
Esa moved to the side. “My home is that way, and I don’t plan to leave it.”
“Ha!” the man crowed, jerking a horse by the reins who trailed behind him. “As if the Immortals leave anything standing.”
Esa shrugged. Husband or no, she’s not going to be a vagabond as well as a widow.
The passersbyers soon thinned enough that she could lift her skirt and start home again. 
Mud spattered the pretty black dress, but she didn’t mind. It was already rented from the dagger, and soaked with blood through the bodice. 
They’d churned the road up on their way out, and it was slow going. It would take an age to get there by foot. 
“All right,” she muttered. “One more spell!” 
Esa held her fingers up to her lips and gave a sharp whistle. She could hear the man who’d shoved her cry out as his mount tore the reins from his hand, bolting in her direction. 
The big animal cut a path through the people and then stopped before Esa. “Ah, there-there,” she chided, and pulled the horse off of the road to mount. 
Using a log that had been felled hastily for wood, Esa leapt onto the back of the horse bareback and clicked her teeth together. Muttering spells on the creature, hoping she wouldn’t kill the poor beast with her bad magic, she clucked him into a gallop for home through the mud and towards the oncoming war. 
 
Chapter 3
 
The witch would see the good captain as any witch with the sight would. He was a man in the place of better men when the better men have all gone up and died. A man just ruggedly good looking enough to be her future dead husband if they’d met any other time. With a crooked nose, a scar on his chin, thick brown hair that was unsoldierly left loose, and a broad chest of virile strength that would tempt any woman who was looking, he’d brought her from her own house and held her hostage this very moment. 
Homecoming for Esa was short lived. Her house stood un-molested—the battle had not waged this far south. But it wasn’t long after she’d arrived that the human army filtered in their desperate retreat from the Immortals and landed at her door. 
They of course could not leave her well enough alone.
The Northern Army had surrounded her home and demanded she come out, and when she had, Esa was bound and dragged to the head officer. 
Now, Esa gazed at the Captain with the patience of a witch who did not fear immortals or humans alike, but the good captain, on the other hand, would see the witch as a woman of wickedness, made severely as all witches were.
He’d think Esa seductive enough to trick a man such as he from his goals, even steer him away from good deeds if left to his desires, but…alas…the Captain was neither weak, nor in need of seducing, and so he gazed back at Esa with the patience of a man who did not fear witches, even one as sensual as her. 
“There is a horde of Immortals driving this way,” he warned, as if even bound and held against her will, his side was the better option for the witch. 
The witch quirked her brow, and he was reminded that they have plenty of witches, albeit younger, more impressionable ones. Also, he didn’t need the extra worry of this particular witch spelling his men behind his back.
When Esa said nothing: “Cut her,” he said. 
His man pulled his blade cleanly and swiftly along her slender throat without hesitation. 
The good captain sighed then, because to kill a woman was not something he’d have thought himself capable of, even a witch, just years ago, but war does change a man from the inside out. 
“We have plenty of witches,” he said aloud, as if that were reason enough to go killing the ones they found from this point forward.
They were losing this war. Witches help or no. And time was running out.
The Captain narrowed his gaze on what should be one dead witch. 
Strangely, she bled but did not fall. The Captain watched her, waiting, as the army waited, for her to die. And when she did not, he finally grew impatient.
With a nod from the Captain, the man who held the witch took his dagger and stabbed her, this time in the back. The edge of the blade showed through like a glinting jewel of red from her chest.
The witch made no plea, though blood poured from her mouth in a silent trickle.
When it was apparent that once again she would not fall, the witch spoke. “Mayhap it’s the beheading that will do it,” she said as if to herself.
The Captain was surprised, but not immune to the idea that witchcraft could revive a witch. So he nodded yet again, and his man forced the witch from his blade onto her knees.
The Captain himself pulled his sword—duty prodded him to not ask his man to stand as executioner thrice—and he lined it up across the back of her pale neck. 
This time, when he lobbed the blade downward, and the witch’s head rolled, hair trimmed uneven at the chin, he watched the body fall with the satisfaction of a job well done.
 



 
 
Chapter 4
 
Magic such as Esa’s does not fix slowly and messily. It is a sneaky thing that happens when most have looked away.
Just a blink and she rights herself.
And there she sat, head in place, and the Captain this time, unsuspecting, shouted and stepped backward in fear. 
“You she-demon,” he cried. 
And Esa smiled. “At your service.”
“I have no time for witches who cannot die.” The Captain lifted his blade again, but Esa stood and waved him off, brushing her dress free of leaves. 
“And I have all of the time in the world, good captain. You can cut my head off a hundred times, and it will return that many and more.”
He frowned and scratched at his chin that was in need of a shave. “Shackle her.”
She hoped her indignant glare would be remembered. “For what?”
“A spy,” he said. “You’ve got immortal books in your home. We’ve found them all. They’ll be burned.”
Her books! The witch approached the Captain with angst. “That seems hasty. Don’t you want to know your enemy, Captain? You should let me go. I’ve no quarrel with you, not really, and it’s not like you can rid yourself of me anyway.”
He smiled then, but it was not a nice smile, as Esa knew it would not be. “If I choose, witch, I could kill you every day at midday until we find the method that does the trick.”
Not drowning, Esa thought, anything but drowning. 
She’d never tried that since she held a terrible fear of water, as all witches did. It has kept her from even trying to learn to swim.
“Captain,” Esa said, wondering if a bargain might do. “Perhaps I can help you.”
He was already walking away. “I have witches.”
To his back, Esa spat, “Not like me, you don’t. Not ones who know immortality.”
The Captain paused. This was true. They would lose, and it was time he did something outside of the normal. They did not fight humans, so perhaps fighting like a human was the reason they’d lost almost all of their forces. His leader had died. Then his leader’s leader had followed. All of them gone before these bloodthirsty giants, and so, it was up to him now. And perhaps a strange witch that couldn’t die would think like the enemy that had been unable to die until recently.
“Bring her to my tent.”
And a man rode up and snatched Esa from behind. 
Together they traveled behind the Captain’s horse to the encampment, which was a pitiful thing to her eyes, if she compared it to what the islands of men had had before. 
Esa shook her head to see how the mighty had fallen. 
While the force of humans had been less than the Immortals they had once been much greater than rags and sticks pitched to barely resemble tents.
They were scattered now, the mortal forces, like feathers on a breeze, and this was what was left. 
Esa pursed her lips and sighed a hard sigh, because she knew right then that she would help. She may watch them all die otherwise—the Captain, his men, humans, perhaps the islands entirely—unless she tried her hand. 
Even if she didn’t quite like the Captain, his brutality was something Esa rather admired. The best reason being, the Immortals were by far the cruelest of the two sides, and this might be good for the humans to have someone quick to make decisions, even if they weren’t good. 
The tent for the Captain wasn’t a living quarter usually set for a high-ranking officer. It looked no different than the others, and his uniform was threadbare. He seemed weary, but there was still fight in this man, and Esa decided, mostly because of her beloved Henry, that she would help this camp in their next skirmish. Flee once they fell? Certainly. But until that moment, she would do what she could.
“What magic do you have, witch?” The Captain had no time for niceties. 
Once inside, Esa was made to stand before him, no chair, no drink offered—but at least they’d left off the shackles. 
“It’s a twisted magic, Captain. Something you probably have never seen.”
“I have never seen magic at all. You reviving yourself was the first. I’m not sure I believed in it at all until that moment, to tell you the truth.”
His exhaustion was now pouring through. He sat behind his table, a wooden thing laid out with their force numbers and formations. One leg was patched near her feet, and the table sat at an angle from uneven carpentry. 
With his long arm, he swiped at the small pegs until each fell. They continued to roll until they dropped to the floor of the tent which was just dirt and weeds. “It’s useless, right?” he demanded, his blue eyes flashing, frank and real, and honest.
Esa could work with this. She could handle honest. She smiled. “You don’t have to believe in magic for me to use it. You don’t even have to like me to get my help, Captain. As long as I am free to go once this is…finished, I think we can work together fine.”
“The Immortals cut through us like butter.”
This was said almost in a plea. A confession. 
My how the tables have turned. 
Now, a sad and angry man sat before her, impotent in his rage. 
Esa lifted her chin. “Then we should make you harder to cut through.”
The Captain cringed, no doubt thinking of the uglier side of magic. The literal side. Harder to cut through? It might mean the men turned to stone. But Esa, while a mess with spells, knew what she was doing even so.
“When will the Immortals arrive? Are they close?” Esa asked. 
He rubbed his face. “Close…? They are practically breathing down our necks at every stop. The weather is wet now, and it’s slowed them. Given us a day or two.”
“Good.”
“Good…?” the Captain mimicked. “Woman, are you listening to a word I am saying? There is no one and nothing standing between them and the last castles of men. There is us, the road, and our King. Our force is the last stand. We are all that is left. Have you no sense to be concerned? Do witches get a pass from these brutes? I think not.” 
The Captain is not a brute, no. Despite lobbing her head off without regret. He is a clever man, and his eyes narrow on her now, reading things, putting them together.
“Perhaps they would not mind a witch,” Esa said. “I’m not sure, they do seem angry at the world, the stars even. So no, I don’t think I’d get a pass. You see, Captain, they believe somehow humans figured out how to steal their immortal powers, and since now they are as capable of death as you, they are afraid. A man afraid is one dangerous beast. Immortal giants? Twice as much.”
That is what the humans called them, despite them only being rather big and tall. Giants were giants, and giants were no longer. 
The Captain laughed. He found the witch’s eyes entrancing, her smile alluring, even now, even when he felt the mouth of the beast clamping down on his hide. Stars….he hated magic. Hated it through and through. Something about it made the world batshit, and something about her made him shift in his seat thinking about what it would have been like to have met a witch like this with nothing but time and a bedroom…but he focused on his steady mission, once again. 
His Anna was not far from here wondering if he was still alive. His love for her was strong, but he had been at war now for two years…it mattered little. He wasn’t an animal. 
And he’d fight his best to keep Anna’s village from being the next one burned and ransacked by the monsters.
“What’s your name, witch?” he asked, hating that his voice sounded so weary.
“Esa.”
“Hardwin.”
Her plump lips pulled upward, and he already regretted asking, “What? Is my name strange to you?”
“Strange?” Esa chuckled. “No. Hard….win…”
Esa was a strange name to him—not funny, but not unpleasant. What a lewd witch Esa was to think his own name comical, but then Hardwin was a soldier, and lewd wasn’t new. In fact, he too smiled at the bad joke after a time. 
Hardwin said, “No one would have had the heart to tell my very prudish mother that there are certain connotations to a name like mine.”
The witch’s laugh was like the tinkling of tin in the back of a seller’s cart, but Hardwin felt himself laugh with her as if it was the only way to abide the sound. 
“Esa is different,” he said, toying with a quill. “Old.”
“Old…?” Her perfect brow arched above a playful gaze. 
“I mean the name is old…you…you’re…I mean for a witch…” He forced himself to shut up. 
Her smile knew things. “Captain, let’s get back to business, shall we?”
“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Of course. What do you have in mind?”
“I have a plan,” Esa said. “But you’re not going to like it.”
“I have no choice.” He held out a hand to her. “We’ve run aground as far as I’m concerned. The men are tired, and if I’m honest, they’ve lost the passion to fight. The Immortals at least feel a purpose to strike out at us.”
“Are you saying you’ve got nothing to lose, Captain?”
“Please, call me Hardwin. And yes, that is exactly what I’m saying.”
“Good…Hardwin,” Esa murmured. “Show me your dead.”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 5
 
He told her that they did not bring the dead from the last battle to their homes. They had had to leave them in hasty retreat because the Immortals had taken over and won so fiercely. 
But now, this has worked to their advantage. The Immortals had traveled the long way to the village, because of the thousands of dead, the smells and the rot.
The village was now all that stood between the Immortals and the last castles of man. 
The Captain took Esa there to the last battleground, the two alone on a single horse. They traveled all night without protection from the enemy. 
“Did you lead this battle?” Esa asked, her arms wrapped around Hardwin’s middle as if it were the most natural thing in the world to hug your executioner close. 
“No,” the Captain replied, helping her down when the cold battlefield came into view. 
The stench, even in the cool night, was enough to make them cover their noses, eyes watering. 
“So, your leaders fell here? How sad. I’m sorry.”
“Where did your man fall?” he asked, shrewd enough to know that there would be a man. 
“It was a year ago. Much further north.”
“I see. I’m sorry, too.”
And Hardwin was truly sorry, Esa could see it. She nodded in thanks, and touched the locket at her throat.
Esa swallowed the emotions, confused momentarily at how strong they still were.
Hardwin was busy picking his way through the dead, some of them so rotted and pecked by vultures that they’d be unrecognizable even to kin. Esa thought about her Henry. He’d been brought home, at least, and she’d buried him properly.
She’d see what she could do to get these home as well. 
Henry wasn’t nearly as tall or strongly built as Hardwin. He hadn’t the obvious swagger of a Captain, either. Hardwin was right, though. He was all that stood between the last castles and the Immortal hordes now, and that came with a tremendous amount of pressure.
It didn’t completely forgive him from his having tried killing her, but it did ease her away from anger.
She was a survivor as well, and she understood she’d found another along this route.
“Have you seen the Immortal forces, Esa?” Hardwin asked.
“I have not.”
He smiled but there was no joy. “They are giants, all of them. Their armor’s gold-plated, and their helmets have sharp points like elf ears. They swing their blades the length of a grown human man…The women fight, too. Their eyes are dead, without emotion, and there is no honor in their fighting, because they do not care about winning.”
“They don’t?”
Hardwin looked across the field of dead men. So many that it would take days and days to count them. “No. They will still be cursed. And once they’ve killed every human, they will not be satisfied. Because they will still perish. They will still age and fall. It is not about besting anyone for them.”
Hardwin paused in his pacing. The witch had looked away when he’d said all of that about the Immortals, and it just now occurred to him that perhaps Esa knew far more about the Immortals than him. 
Being that she held books of their language, it is possible he should be asking her the questions. 
She finally met his gaze, and then she sighed. Deciding something, it seemed. 
“It is the human’s fault,” she said. 
The Captain froze. 
“Hardwin,” she said sadly into the empty night, so quiet that even the wind died just for her. “It was the King, the old King, who cursed them. The fighting has been for so long that I’ve lost sight of who did what, but I remember it well when it began. He cursed them and died himself with that curse, and it cannot be undone. Somehow, they are tied to that King and nothing they do can stop it. But they aim to take humans with them. This is not a war for land or to win anything, just like you said. It is purely for revenge.”
“And our King now?”
“He’s innocent.” The witch waved her hand as if the King stood there himself. “Or as innocent as a royal can be.”
Hardwin gave a dry smile at that. 
Then he waited for Esa as she walked the walk of a strange being around the dead for some time. 
Finally, she clapped her hands and she nodded. “I need some things for the rest. You might not want to see me do it anyway. Should you leave?”
Hardwin shivered with goosebumps. “I’ll stay.” But he shook his head. “What will you do?”
She blinked at him and, as if she was commenting on the weather, said, “Why, bring this army back to life for you.”
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Esa didn’t have everything for the spell, but it mattered little, because she didn’t need them to rise and be who they once were: Not a son of a mother who missed them, or the father of a child who needed his sire. No, these would be empty vessels for the fight.
Esa needed no guidance to purposefully mess up a dead raising spell, or call rather, as she’s done so before. 
Witches could cast.
They could spell.
But few could call.
Esa, because she’d been cursed herself for thieving magic, could call quite well. Calling took ancient or dark magic, and stolen magic was darkest of all. But no matter how she got her powers, she could call, and she would call tonight.
For the dead to rise. 
Using the dirt and the moon, but mostly the stars, she drew power from all of the lights in the night, seen or unseen.
Then she asked Hardwin to busy himself with a pyre.
Burning bodies seemed proper. It seemed right. But Esa was really just cold and wanted to distract the poor Captain who grew ashen as the time passed, watching her work. 
She marched around the pyre, mostly to get warm, calling to the heavens: “Ashes to sky. Hear who’ll hear. The dead alive. The dead alive.”
Hardwin’s eyes rounded, and he looked as if he’d faint.
Esa shooed him back from her circle she’d drawn in the sand and raised her arms to the sky. “Stars to ashes, chaos to rise. Dead alive. Dead alive!”
 
 



 
 
Chapter 7
 
Hardwin pushed his mount onward down the last hill that lead to his army.
He let the horse have its head and the animal rushed downward hastily.
When the horse slowed, Hardwin’s cue to continue was too strong, so the horse spooked at his stiff prodding.
His hand on the reins were jerky, and his horse tossed his head in reaction. 
If he didn’t get ahold of his nerves, the Captain was going to end up busted on the side of the road.
The Immortals would love that. 
But he couldn’t help his rush. Somewhere far behind Hardwin were tens of thousands of soldiers, and one witch leading them all on foot.
He’d offered her a ride, but she’d given a soft laugh and urged him to mount alone and go.
And he so badly had wanted to leave. 
Then she’d sort of danced on the pathway in front of the soldiers…things…men…whatever they were.
Empty eyes, sullen movements and mouth’s slack, they followed their queen of death in perfect formation. 
“Soldiers in life,” she’d said, “soldiers in death.”
If Hardwin had not seen it with his own eyes, he’d think whoever had told him so a mad man.
Perhaps he was mad. Perhaps Esa had spelled him all along for cutting off her head and he was rejected by the stars and sent to be punished.
If so, he’d probably earned it by rights. Hardwin was not proud of what he’d done in this war to get by, but he’d survived. A thing that most of his friends and leaders had failed to do. 
It was still night, and this felt like a dream to the Captain. The light would come, he thought, and this would all turn back. The army would not be walking this way with rotting flesh, decaying where they stood. He’d wake from this nightmare to find it had all been a dream spelled sleep…and Hardwin wouldn’t have to try to explain to his men that they were using black magic—forbidden magic—to win a war.
He arrived and his second in command waited at his tent. “The men are worried, sir. They think you’ve been spelled.”
“I think so, too,” Hardwin muttered. “Prepare yourself,” he added, “for what I am about to tell you is overwhelming.”
The young man stared at his Captain with bated breath. 
“The witch is coming with an army of dead men. They will fight the Immortals along with us.”
And the Captain poured both himself and the young Lieutenant a drink. It was going to be a long night. 
The young man sat down, mouth agape, and took his cup. He emptied it, put it down, and then opened his mouth to speak. Then closed it once more. 
“That’s about the sum of it,” Hardwin said. “But what choice do we have?”
“Have you seen them?” the Lieutenant stuttered. “The dead?”
“Yes.”
“So it’s real? It’s not a story to trick me?”
Hardwin shook his head. The Lieutenant turned paler than a white horse. 
“You should prepare the men,” Hardwin said and the young man nodded but was slow to do his bidding. 
It would be quite a task, so Hardwin set to helping him.
They thought it might be best to gather the men into formation for when the others arrived. 
Hardwin felt they only did so because they thought this was a tale told by a crazy Captain who’d lost one too many battles. He sort of hoped that would be the case, and that the witch would disappear into the ether of the night, but no…
Not far off, he saw her form, purposely marching along, with tens of thousands behind her.
He stood tall and waited.
But what he really needed was more drink. 
 



 
 
Chapter 8
 
The witch could see the Captain waiting for her, braced, pale—still unsure if this was real. 
She remembered well when magic first came into her life and how much of a surprise it had been. She’d been given two children to care for in repayment of magic stolen from a druid. Also, he’d cursed her with everlasting life so that the babes would have her as long as they needed.
But that was then and this was now. Magic was the very fabric of her life as it were. It folded neatly into every crevice of Esa, hugging tightly to each nuance, and so, it was difficult to see precisely through Hardwin’s eyes when she came down the hill with her army of dead. 
The sun began to rise, and the glare shone down on each face of the living army. All of what she’d expected to find: the horror, disgust, betrayal, fear, and even awe could be seen clearly at a distance.
Her own army wasn’t quiet either. It moaned, and groaned, and creaked, and squished.
The Captain was growing greener by the second. 
Regret pulled at his features, but Esa figured he was in for a penny, and these were his pound.
“Captain,” she said, rather energetic even without sleep. “I have brought you your army.”
Luckily, before Hardwin could lose his composure, a rider from the east came running. 
His horse flew down the lane as if wizard’s fire was on his heels.
“Captain! My Captain!”
The Lieutenant and the Captain shared a look as the horse arrived then spooked at the army of dead.
The soldier leapt off still running, tripping, and almost falling to get to their side.
He ignored the creatures and only looked on to his Captain. “They are here,” he said, breathless. “The Immortal forces are but a few minutes behind me!”
“Ready the men!” the Captain called out the order. “Where are you going?” he asked Esa, grabbing her by the arm to stop her.
He was alarmed, seeing her fleeing, and he wasn’t ready to lead her creation.
“Don’t worry, Captain. If I am to go to war, I’d like to wear the proper attire is all.”
She brushed him from her arm, smiled and said, “Steel yourself, Captain. You will prevail. And the dead will wait for my order when I return.”
She whistled then, and her horse came charging through. Esa mounted, waved, and then kicked her heels, and off she went.
The horse thundered out of camp toward the main road back to her house.
She flew down the lane, riding hard, until the horse lathered and blew in and out, but she made good time now that the ground had dried.
Once home, she leapt from the saddle and went through the door, cursing the men for leaving it open.
Her hat was on the table, and the black cape, too. 
Most witches don’t use a wand. It’s not as if the sticks have power. But Esa had one that was for decoration, and it would be useful in focusing her power with the new followers. 
She placed her hat on, the point reaching for the sky, tied her cape, and she mounted once again, feeling far more herself than before.
She made it back just in time to see the Immortal forces crest the top of the hill. 
“My, my,” Esa said, seeing the golden, shiny metal the Immortals wore. 
“Yes,” said Hardwin, his face austere more than usual. “Are you prepared, Esa?” 
His eyes took in her hat and cape, where she sat still mounted on her horse. She nodded, raised her wand, and pointed at the hill.
As one, her army turned their heads.
Then what was or wasn’t of their bodies started marching through the encampment for the hill adjacent from where they had come.
The living army watched them make their slow trek toward their enemy.
Esa rode to the middle and joined them.
Hardwin could hardly leave her to do the hardest work, so he signaled and his Lieutenant brought his horse. 
Mounted, he galloped after her.
When he caught up, they rode side by side.
The Immortal leaders watched from the top of the hill as their own forces marched downward. If they were surprised by the dead army, they did not show it.
Their long pale hair flew in the breeze. Both women and men were leaders.
Hardwin had been right, Esa thought, the Immortals look nearly giant compared to the humans. 
But they could be killed, and that was all that mattered.
Esa lifted her wand and shook it high above her head.
The first in their army picked up speed, and more followed. They shambled more swiftly, then they started to run. 
Esa kicked the horse into a gallop, and Hardwin pulled his sword, holding it as high as she did her wand.
His men would see the gleam of his metal—a signal for all to attack.
He heard the men shouting and now rushing behind them, filtering through the dead, to aid in the battle. 
The dead rushed headlong into spears of the Immortals. Swords as long as their bodies cut them in half. 
But they crawled onward.
Even with limbs missing, they’d still manage to attack the Immortals. Some still had weapons and they fought, albeit without form, chopping at the Immortals roughly. But with so many, the odds were in their favor, and blades were hitting their mark often enough to cause major damage to the Immortal forces. 
Esa rode her horse well, her wand doing the fighting, and she orchestrated as many attacks as she could manage.
Hardwin found himself unhorsed after an immortal speared his charger in the eye.
With a battle cry of anger, Hardwin brought the giant down by cutting his heels then his throat.
A woman with a giant hammer rained blows down on his head, but he parried them effectively until she left a side open, and he cut into her stomach.
After that, it was a blur for Hardwin—of flesh and teeth from the dead side, and blood and pain from both his army and the Immortals. His own pain he could not feel. 
The battle went on until the night. Until the bodies piled so high it was difficult to do more than crawl across them to fight the enemy.
Esa had been unhorsed by mid-day, and now she fought the Immortals with her own powers, shocking them with lightning or turning them into toads.
The ground was littered with squashed guts from both sides stepping on her transformed victims.
When darkness fell, a horn sounded in the distance.
At first, Esa wasn’t sure what it was, but then, the men on her side began to cry out. They screamed a yell of victory so loud it hurt her ears.
The Immortals were retreating.
And just in time. 
Because Esa knew that her magic had run its course. From midnight to midnight the army would live once more, but soon they would return never to rise again. 
 
 



 
Chapter 9
 
“Captain!” she called picking through the bodies in the darkness.
The Immortals were gone, and when the moon was highest, the dead army had fallen silent. 
Now, there was an eerie quiet across an endless battlefield. 
The wounded had all been collected, but Hardwin was not among them.
He must be dead, Esa thought, fighting a bitter resentment and sadness that threatened to overwhelm her. “You shouldn’t care, Esa. He had just cut your head off, hadn’t he?”
“Hardwin!” she called.
She promised the frantic Lieutenant that she would find him. He had enough on his hands with the wounded.
“All right you,” she said to her wand. “You’ve done a good job today, but I need you once more.”
She focused her energy and a small light spun out of her wand, dancing in the air like a sprite.
Esa followed it until it landed in a pile of bodies.
Pulling an Immortal from the top, she thought she heard a groan. “Captain?”
“Esa?”
“Oh, Hardwin!”
She pulled more bodies from him, and he sucked in a breath.
His pale face was very still, and his eyes were half shut. “Did we…Did we win?” he wheezed so quietly she had to put an ear to his mouth to understand.
Esa bent over him, hands clasped around his cold one. “Yes. Yes, Hardwin, you won. The Castles of man are safe.”
“Oh,” he said. “Good.”
His eyes opened but he wasn’t looking at her. Rather, the stars.
Esa knew that look, she’d seen it so many times. “Here,” she said, angry that her voice shook with tears. “Let me help with the pain.”
Wand to his head, the wrinkles there flattened out. He relaxed. “What can I do?” Esa asked.
He whispered, “Just sit with me a while.” 
“Okay.”
Into the silence he finally spoke again between long pauses in his breathing. “Promise me…”
“What is it?” she whispered. 
“Promise me you will help.”
“Who? The King?”
“Yes.”
She had to lean down again to hear more. 
“They will return. Anna. My Anna…”
And then he was gone. 
“Hardwin!” she cried. 
Esa leaned over her knees and let the tears fall for the good captain.
When she was sure that he was cold, and she was finished, she rose and dusted herself off.
Esa fixed her cape and her hat, deciding that her wand would be a permanent fixture since it had proved so worthy. 
She returned to the camp and met with the Lieutenant, offering her help for those who were wounded.
“Thank you,” he said quietly. “Without your army, we were sure to have lost.”
She nodded. “I promised I would help.”
“Did you find him?” he asked.
“I did.”
The Lieutenant’s expression turned sad. But there was a glimmer of hope in his gaze. “I guess we’re in charge now.”
Esa met his eye with a firm nod. “I suppose.”
The better men have all died, thought Esa. Although, the Lieutenant was a brawny young man, the kind of lad who was strong. Just the type she’d be interested in, if she were looking. 
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The Northern Kingdom, Darrin- Circa 528
 
Tarin Sheary was counting crows again. It was something he did at the end of a battle. He figured there was a ratio between the number of dead and the number of crows. It stood to reason that more corpses meant more food meant more crows.
And today there were a damn lot of crows.
A murder of them, he remembered. Not a flock or herd, but a murder.
Strangely appropriate for the occasion. 
The snow was falling in sheets, but the crows didn’t seem to mind, pecking away. Hired laborers waded through them, piling bodies atop carts to be burned later. In the heart of winter, the ground was frozen solid and burial was impossible. 
Just north of the battlefield were the blade-like spires of the castle city of Darrin, the easternmost stronghold in the northern kingdom. The frontlines of the century-old war against the east. Toward the sea stood the dark cliffs known as the Razor, though they were now nearly invisible, obscured by the heavy snowfall. 
The battle had lasted almost a day, until the northerners had finally gained the advantage, routing the easterners and pushing them back toward the Mournful Mountains. 
Finally, the shadowy voice in Tarin’s head had faded away, the last of its bloodlust sated. 
I hate you, Tarin thought now, but, of course, there was no answer. The evil inside him only ever responded on its own terms. 
“Armored lug,” a voice said, drawing Tarin’s gaze away from the carnage of the battlefield. 
Frozen hell, Tarin thought, why won’t this man leave me alone? Sir Draconius sauntered up, his silver armor polished to a shine only several hours after the battle had concluded. His jet-black hair was slicked to either side in a part and his jaw smooth shaven. Several men were gathered around him, probably hoping for some post-battle entertainment.
Once, what felt like a lifetime ago, Tarin had caused the knight to flee from the melee field during a tourney. Eventually, Draconius’s shame had chased him from competing in any more tournaments, his reputation marred beyond recovery. 
And, yes, he held a grudge. 
“How many men did you kill today, lug?” Draconius asked, standing before him. Tarin didn’t meet his eyes, focusing on the man’s thick boots. He breathed evenly, deeply, trying to control the thing inside him. 
From the darkest recesses of his mind, the monster whispered, He is yours. It was the same thing it had said on that first meeting with Draconius. It wasn’t a threat, but a promise. 
Of blood. 
“No,” Tarin hissed under his breath. He couldn’t release the monster, not outside of battle. Even then he kept a tight rein on it. 
“What was that, lug? I couldn’t hear you.”
Tarin couldn’t help himself—his eyes darted upward. The sneer. The heavy brows. The slicked-back hair. The polished armor. Everything about this man angered him. 
“I said you should go.”
There. He saw it. The slight wince. The white fear, darting across the knight’s face like a snake through the underbrush. Even after all these years, Sir Draconius, once a great tourney champion, still feared him. 
And that made him a dangerous man.
Still, the knight recovered smoothly, forcing out a believable laugh. “C’mon, boys, this lug isn’t worth our time. Let him brood.”
The small group turned and sauntered away, and Tarin held his breath until they were out of sight, finally releasing it in a blast of hot air that misted through the snowflakes. He unclenched his hands, feeling the ache in his palms where his fingers had dug in. His entire body sagged, the pent-up energy deflating like a bladder filled with air. He wanted to kill that man so badly. 
Why reject what your heart wants?
The monster’s question cut to the core of him, because he didn’t have an answer. Tarin didn’t want to be a monster, but sometimes the line between him and the evil inside him was so blurred he couldn’t make out which side he was on.
I would’ve died, he reminded himself. When he was eight years old, an incurable disease had entered his body, sapping him of strength, withering him until he was all skin and bones. He’d lied to his best friend, Princess Annise Gäric, telling her he would get better, even though he knew it was impossible. 
Until it was. 
His mother, with the help of Annise’s mother, the queen, had procured the services of a witch. The craggy old woman had mixed a steaming, foul-smelling concoction and forced it down his throat. Something had changed in him that day. 
No, he thought, something had invaded me.

The monster. It had saved him and changed him. Not only his body, which grew stronger than seasoned warriors thrice his age, but his mind too. Even when resting, he always felt on the brink of anger, of violence. Only sheer strength of will held the monster at bay, and even that was tenuous at best. 
“A silver coin for your thoughts,” a voice said. 
Tarin sighed. “They’ll cost you a thousand,” he said, shifting along the snowdrift to make room for Sir Jonathan. In truth, even a thousand silvers wouldn’t drag the information out of Tarin. The only thing that scared him more than his thoughts was telling someone else about them. 
Sir Jonathan plopped down with a thump, groaning slightly. He dropped his helmet and it rolled away, gathering snow. His dark ringlets hung limp and wet, brushing his shoulders. The top of his head glistened with a cap of fresh snowfall. The knight’s face was rough with a day’s worth of stubble, but Tarin knew it would be gone by morning. Unlike most of the other soldiers, Sir Jonathan did not bear a single scar on his face, a testament to his prowess in battle. 
Sir Jonathan was Tarin’s friend, sort of. 
My only friend, Tarin reminded himself, which was another reason he could never tell the man about the darkness in his heart and mind.
“A thousand silvers is a rich inheritance,” Sir Jonathan said, using snow to clean the blood from his sword. A streak of red appeared on the ground, marring the white perfection. “Your thoughts must contain the secret to immortality.”
If only, Tarin thought. Instead, they contained a darkness so deep he almost felt blind. 
He only grunted. 
“Do you know why I am your only friend?” Jonathan continued, sheathing his sword with the shriek of metal. 
Tarin didn’t. He shook his head. 
“Because most people would tire of hearing the sound of their own voice so often. Luckily for you, I could listen to myself talk all day and never grow bored.”
Despite himself, Tarin finally smiled beneath the safety of the steel-mesh mask he never removed in public. “Then I consider myself fortunate,” Tarin said. 
“Yes. You do.” Jonathan flexed one of his legs, and Tarin wondered whether he’d taken an injury during the battle. He didn’t ask, however. The two had an unspoken rule to never discuss a battle during the aftermath. Or ever. History was for those who hadn’t lived it.
They could, however, discuss future battles. “Will the easterners retreat?” Tarin asked. Though he’d experienced almost five years of war, it was but a heartbeat next to the two decades the knight had fought. 
“Do they ever?” Jonathan said.
Not really, Tarin thought. Every so often King Ironclad would pull his legionnaires back for a month, or maybe two. But only as far as Crow’s Nest, the eastern stronghold just south of the Mournful Mountains. Tarin dreaded the next battle, if only because he dreaded the return of the thing inside him. The monster he’d lived with for six long years now. 
The same monster that had saved his life as a boy. 
I am still a boy, he reminded himself, though he knew it was a lie. Yes, he was only fourteen years old by the reckonings of time, but he was the size of a man—well, technically, larger than any man he’d ever met so far—a byproduct of the witch’s potion. It had also turned his skin pale and paper-thin, while bulging out his veins, which now ran thick with black blood. In the months that followed, he’d grown larger and stronger and taller. 
For a while, he’d found a new life as a melee combatant in the regular tourneys held across the northern kingdom, eventually earning his knighthood and a degree of fame, all starting with his defeat of the infamous Sir Draconius. He was knighted by Lord Darrin himself, requesting the title ‘the Armored Knight,’ before being conscripted into the king’s army. After being trained in Walburg, Tarin had been posted in Darrin, where he’d fought against the east ever since. 
Even in his own memory, the last half-decade of his life felt like someone else’s. A stranger’s life. 
“Arme?” Sir Jonathan said, waving a hand across his facemask. Tarin shook his head, dimly aware that the knight had said his nickname several times. 
“Sorry,” he muttered. 
“Your thousand-coin thoughts?” Jonathan asked.
“Aye. My thousand-coin thoughts.” Tarin pushed to his feet, gripping the weapon that had brought him so much fame—the modified mace known as the Morningstar. The woman blacksmith who had invented it had also forged his black armor. Fay was her name. But like most people who had come into Tarin’s life, she was long gone now, a ghost of a memory. 
History for someone else to discuss.
“Where are you going?” Jonathan asked. 
“To sleep?” Tarin said, uncertainly. 
“No. You’re not. We’re having a drink. C’mon.”

 
Another side effect of the potion Tarin had drunk as an eight-year-old lad was that he could handle his drink. In fact, he had never been drunk. He could throw back strong drink after strong drink and never feel the effects. 
It was another kind of curse in its own right, especially when Sir Jonathan was growing giddy beside him. “I am going to go home and make so much love to my wife,” the knight said, chugging the last quarter of his current poison of choice, a thick, dark concoction that was known to be exceptionally strong. 
Tarin chuckled, certain he would be delivering Sir Jonathan home in a state similar to that of a coma. He finished his own drink, and then raised a hand to indicate to the tavern proprietor that they were ready to close out their tab. The barrel-chested, gray-haired man named Borg jotted the tally on a scrap of paper and pushed it across the wooden bar, spilled ale soaking through it and making the inky numbers run together. Tarin counted out more than enough coin and stacked it atop the paper. He wondered whether this was the true reason Sir Jonathan was his friend: Because I always pick up the tab.
Even if it was, Tarin didn’t care. Coin mattered little to him. Defending the north was all he had left. 
He slung Jonathan’s arm over his shoulders and helped the man through the throng of sloppy soldiers celebrating their victory and mourning their fallen comrades in equal measure. A familiar feeling rose inside him, of heat, of walls closing in, of suffocation, and he could picture his future:
Slinging Sir Jonathan to the dirty floor, snapping the neck of the soldier directly to his right, spinning left, crushing the next soldier’s jaw. They would come from all sides and he would bloody them, break them, end them like the pitiful humans they were, cutting off their stares at long last, for he could never be one of them, only among them, a monster among soldiers, a thorn amidst roses…
Tarin burst through the door and into the frigid night air which felt…
Cleansing. 
He breathed. Deeply. Forced the feelings back inch by inch. Closed off the monster with a mental wall, a final hiss sneaking through before it was gone. 
Frozen hell, Tarin thought. I can’t live like this.
But, he knew, it was the only way he could live. The monster was a part of him, and without it, he would be dead. 
He realized Jonathan, still clutching his shoulder and neck, had fallen asleep. An unexpected laugh snorted from his nose and he scooped up the muscular man as if he weighed naught but a feather. 
Tarin strode off into the glistening night. 

 
Jonathan’s wife, Lysandra, had thanked Tarin for bringing her husband home, but then she’d ushered him out the door like an unwanted visitor. Though she’d tried to hide it, he could see the fear in her eyes. 
He didn’t blame her. Then again, if he uncovered his face, she would truly know fear…
Don’t be a fool, his own unwanted visitor whispered sharply. 
Go away, Tarin thought back. 
Is that really what you want?
Yes. No. For Tarin didn’t want to die, not really. 
See? You need me.

And you need me.
Silence. That always worked to quiet the monster’s whispers. Which is how Tarin knew that if he died, the monster would die too. 
Even this late, the broad thoroughfare that led back to the barracks was thronged with drunken soldiers singing songs, slapping each other on the backs, and making enterprising offers to the few women who were out and about. Even the snow and cold couldn’t stop them from celebrating their victory. 
Tarin considered taking a side alley, but decided against it—the drifts would be piled high and might even be unpassable. 
Instead, he steeled himself and started down the main stretch, hustling past the soldiers, many of whom called out to him. “Join us, Armored Knight!” “Show us your face, for it can’t be uglier than my mother’s!” “Can I touch the Morningstar!” And other such nonsense, words they wouldn’t dare speak while sober in the light of day. 
Tarin ignored them all, keeping his head down and striding faster. Abruptly, he realized the night had grown quiet. He glanced about him, noticing the soldiers had ceased their merriment, all of them staring—not at him, but beyond him, down the road. 
He followed their gaze to a group of mounted knights in full battle armor. At their head was the tallest man Tarin had ever seen, his hair as white as snow, long enough to brush his horse’s dark mane. His nose was sharp and beak-like, his skin as pale as fresh ice. There was something about his expression that was…cold…and not because of the weather. 
The Ice Lord, Tarin thought. Though he’d never met this man, the descriptions were accurate. He was the only skinmarked in all the north, having been born with a strange icicle marking on his skin. The marking gave him a deadly power, a power he used at the Dread King’s command alone. 
And he’d come to Darrin. 
There could only be one reason why. 
He’d come to fight. 

 
Tarin stepped aside and the Ice Lord and his procession rode past, barely giving him, or any of the other gawking soldiers, a second glance. Tarin waited a few moments before deciding to take one of the side alleys—drifts be damned—back to the barracks, feeling better away from the stares of the other soldiers. Even the sudden appearance of the Ice Lord wasn’t enough to stay their drunken taunts. 
He was almost to his destination when a shadow stepped from behind a snowdrift just ahead, blocking his path. A half-dozen other shadows fell in around the first, and even in the dark Tarin could make out the gleam of steel. 
An icy finger of fear drew a path down his spine. Not for himself.
For them.
Oh yes, the monster purred. 
No, Tarin thought, turning quickly and preparing to run back the way he’d come.
He stopped. 
More shadows emerged from where they’d been hidden as he passed. At least a dozen. Two dozen including the ones now behind him.
Not enough, he thought, and his monster hissed in agreement. 
He turned back to the original group, knowing who would emerge from the shadows an instant before he appeared. Sir Draconius wore silver plate and a cocksure sneer, his eyes alight with excitement. 
Greater is the fool who assumes victory before the day is won. It was something one of his trainers in Walburg had once said. It had stuck with him. 
And yet, despite this man’s arrogance, Tarin wanted him to win. Because the alternative was far worse. Wasn’t it?
He wanted to lie down and take his beating. His body, with the help of the thing inside him, would heal swifter than a normal man, and he would live to fight another day. The only problem, he knew, was that it wouldn’t end at a beating. Draconius might try to kill him, but even that wasn’t his greatest fear. No, he feared the knight would unmask him, stripping him of plate and underclothes and revealing the true monster beneath the armor. 
The other soldiers already feared him, but not as much as they should. He would be shunned and cast out, and then he would have nothing left. Defending the east was his final sanctuary, a chance to do something good with his curse. 
I can’t lose that.
So he stood stock still, saying nothing, even as seasoned soldiers and knights surrounded him, their hands drawing swords, their lips pulling into cruel smiles. 
Tarin’s Morningstar was coiled in his belt, where it always was. The urge to grab it was there—Oh, yes, use it…USE IT!—but he fought off the temptation. He did not want to kill on this night. 
Liar, the voice whispered. He could feel its claws scraping at his mind. 
It was a lie. He wanted to kill these men, knew it would be like a great release. But he also knew he would hang for it. 
So he left the Morningstar at his hip, watching the swords gripped by his enemies. 
They came, not one at a time but all at once, charging with deadly intent. His veins throbbing with black blood, he felt the monster lunge to the forefront of his mind, sending invisible strength to his bones, his muscles, lending quickness to his cumbersome body. 
He ducked three blows at once and the swords ratcheted off each other above him, but he was already pushing forward, using his head and shoulders like a battering ram, smashing into the midsection of the soldier before him. The man gasped and flew back, knocking two others to the ground. 
Steel flashed and Tarin raised his gauntlet to block it, the clang so close it was like the gong of a bell. He grabbed his attacker by the throat and picked him up with one hand, swinging him around to block several other slashes while the soldier tried to beat him on the back. The impacts were nothing, akin to flies settling atop his shoulders. 
He slung the man down, kicking another soldier high in the chest, rocking him back. 
Steel flashed on the edge of his vision and he twisted away, the blade whistling by his ear. He swung his arm around, catching the latest attacker on the side of the head. The man’s eyes rolled back and he collapsed, his knees sapped of strength. 
There were still a dozen foes standing, though they’d backed away to regroup. Draconius was one of them, breathing hard. 
“Leave,” Tarin growled, barely able to stop his feet from moving toward them. Killkillkill! the monster screamed, the sound no longer a whisper but a high-pitched shriek that blocked out all other sound. 
Draconius’s lips were moving, but he couldn’t make out the words, could only understand his intent by the contradictory expression on his face, a mix of resignation and burning hatred. 
They were leaving.
But it wasn’t over. 
No, it wouldn’t be over until one of them was dead. 

 
Tarin stood on the battlefield three days later, fleeting thoughts of that eventful night cycling through his mind. Draconius hadn’t threatened him again, nor, apparently, had he told anyone about what Tarin had done. And as for the Ice Lord…
The skinmarked man hadn’t been seen since. Until now. Astride his magnificent white destrier, the Ice Lord looked untouchable. Fearless. Soldiers rallied around him, but at a safe distance. For all they knew, icicles might shoot from his fingertips at any moment. The skinmarked were not to be trifled with.
“So the rumors are true,” Sir Jonathan said. “The Ice Lord has come to Darrin.” Tarin might’ve failed to tell his friend what he’d seen that night. Also, about his scrap in the alley.
Now he said nothing, watching as the enemy advanced across the snowfield. 
“Nothing to say, Arme?”
Tarin’s eyes darted to Jonathan, who looked at him expectantly. “You knew?” Tarin asked. 
Jonathan rolled his eyes toward the sky. “Of course I knew, you dolt. The only thing more interesting than the Ice Lord riding through Darrin in the black of night was the Armored Knight stomping along like he was being chased by wolves.”
“I’m sorry,” Tarin said. “I—” There was no excuse. Jonathan was his only friend and he barely shared anything with him, other than an occasional drink. 
“It’s fine,” Jonathan said, though it was clear it wasn’t. “Let’s just drive these eastern bastards back where they belong. Between you and the Ice Lord, we cannot be defeated.” 
Their leader, Commander Corry, seemed to agree with the knight, because he gave the signal to march. 
Snow bit at Tarin’s eyes, but he blinked it away, focusing. 
He felt a strange calm, as he always did before battle. It was the calm before the storm, he knew. 
My storm.
The thought was not his own, and he winced. Though he knew other men would kill to have the strength of this monster inside them, he loathed it. Not because it helped him kill. Because of the way it helped him kill. 
Death is death, the monster purred. Honor is a human invention, nothing more.
Tarin didn’t want to believe that. As a boy, he’d played Snow Wars and Knights ’n Trolls with his best friend in the world, Annise. He’d always wanted to be the knight.
And now I am one, he thought, which should’ve been a dream come true.
Then why did it feel so different now?
With that unanswered question fading in his mind, the monster roared and he charged, though Commander Corry had not declared it. He separated from the other soldiers, ignoring the shouts behind him—Jonathan, urging him to stop. 
A command was given and trumpets blared. War cries shattered the silence like a hammer on the surface of a frozen lake. 
Tarin galloped forward, the line of enemies beginning to take shape, materializing into individual foes. Men. Women too—the easterners didn’t forbid able-bodied women in battle the way the north did. Humans, mostly solid built and rugged, experienced in killing. Orians also, the lithe forest dwellers known for their agility and ability to manipulate ore, bending it to their will. The latter were clad in silver armor that seemed to fit them seamlessly, without gap or weakness. 
Arrows rocketed out from the bows gripped by the Orians, but Tarin merely batted them away like pesky flies. One was shot with such precision it would’ve breached his eye slit, but he managed to duck at the last moment, hearing the zip! as it whizzed past. 
And then he was past the danger zone, too close for the archers to be effective. He brought the Morningstar up and began to spiral it over his head, slow orbits at first, but then increasing speed and power until…
Clang! He brought it crashing into the chest of a human legionnaire, the force such that the man flew back, colliding with two other soldiers. It was like a great release in Tarin’s chest, like he’d been gasping for air, drowning, only to emerge from the dark waters and take his first breath. 
It felt like…
Like…
Living.
He hated the thought, but it was too late to consider it, too late to do anything but give in to the monster, which became him—or perhaps he became the monster—smashing, pounding, destroying everything in his path. He was dimly aware of his fellow soldiers joining the bloody fray, but they were shadows next to each enemy, which stood out like figures bathed in sunlight. Targets. 
He hit each target, one by one, until there were none left, the rest fleeing in earnest for the mountains, their numbers so few that any threat of a counterattack was unlikely. 
Tarin looked around at the field of death. Soldiers on both sides lay dead and dying. The badly injured cried out for help. A tall figure astride a horse caught his attention. The Ice Lord. In his bloodlust, Tarin had forgotten about the white-haired skinmarked man. His lips were pulled into a thin smile, like he’d relished the ending of lives. For he, too, had killed, in his own way. All around him were what looked like ice sculptures. But no, they were legionnaires, easterners bearing the crossed sword sigil on a field of black on their armor. Turned to ice by a power beyond Tarin’s comprehension. They stood, frozen in various positions—swords in mid-strike, shields raised, some falling, some ducking, some raising their hands as if that would protect them against the brutal magic they faced. 
The Ice Lord whispered something to his horse and the beast reared up, kicking over one of the frozen soldiers. 
Shattering on the ground.

 
Tarin hadn’t felt like keeping his usual vigil on the edge of the battlefield. He didn’t want to see the crows. Didn’t want to watch as the remaining ice soldiers were crushed. Didn’t want to think about the fact that he and the Ice Lord were more similar than different. 
So he stalked through the city, half-hoping that one of the blade-like spires of the castle would come crashing down atop him. It was the only way he could fathom to kill the thing inside him. 
For he had not the strength to do it himself.
He hadn’t even had the presence of mind to confirm Jonathan had survived the battle. He hated himself for that. What kind of person…
He didn’t finish the question, for the answer was always there, in his mind. 
A monster, the monster finished. 
“Go away,” he muttered, earning himself several strange looks from passersby. 
He stopped when he heard voices around the bend to an alley he was planning on taking. Curling wisps of smoke trickled out, dispersing in the cold air. “The Ice Lord is gone,” a gruff voice said. 
“Already?” a second voice said.
“Aye. Our scouts are already reporting the enemy is in full retreat. They’ll wait for reinforcements before even considering another attack. Could be months. Old Icy got other battles to win.”
“I’ll smoke to that.”
Tarin stepped into view, the two soldiers stumbling to their feet, dropping their pipes in the snow. “Frozen hell, man,” the gruff-voiced one said. 
Tarin said, “The Ice Lord is gone?”
The man nodded. Tarin saw the way his hand was now resting on the hilt of the sword sheathed at his hip. The other man’s positioning was the same, his lips parted slightly. 
Why are they looking at me like that? Tarin wondered. Though he was used to being stared at, his presence in Darrin had become somewhat more commonplace over the last few years. People still gave him a wide berth, but the open gawking had faded away years earlier. 
He looked down at his armor, hoping for a clue. 
Oh, yes, that voice said, filled with sickening glee. 
Blood pumped from somewhere behind the top of his chest plate, forming a dark river along the face of his black armor.
He hadn’t even felt the injury, but now his knees felt weak. 
Get to the barracks, the monster hissed. Sleep. I will heal you. Tarin hated that the voice comforted him. Hated that once more he would have to rely on the thing inside him to save him. 
We can help each other. Always. You are mine and I am yours. 
Tarin was suddenly too weary to argue. He stumbled past the surprised soldiers, leaving a trail of blood in the snow in his wake.
The blood was as black as the night. 

 
Tarin awoke what felt like days later. A voice hissed, “Time to get yours.” It took Tarin a moment to realize it wasn’t a threat or a promise by the monster, but words spoken by another familiar voice. 
Sir Draconius. 
He tried to lunge at the knight, but something gripped him around the soldiers. He opened his mouth to protest only for it to be filled with a vile-tasting liquid. He attempted to spew it out, but Draconius’s strong hands forced his mouth shut, pinching his nose. 
Memories flashed. Him as a boy, the witch forcing her burning concoction down his throat. 
And then the pain had started.
Now, bitter warmth flowed through him. The heat intensified, an inferno now. Everything seemed to slow down. Voices murmured, but they spoke only nonsense words, seeming to come from a great distance. 
The world turned to gray turned to black and then
Nothing.

 
“ARRRRRRR!” Tarin roared, thrashing against some invisible force. Spittle flew from his lips but was blocked by his steel mesh face covering, dribbling down his chin. 
His entire body felt filled with fire, and, for once, the monster inside him was eerily silent. 
He stopped fighting when he realized two things: One, that he was chained to a post in a kneeling position; and two, that several men stood before him, watching with undisguised glee. The space was dark, but lit by several torches ensconced in the wall, illuminating the cellar. Barrels were mounted on racks set against the walls. A wine cellar, Tarin thought. 
One of the men stepped forward. Draconius. His face was clean, his dark hair dry. He was dressed in a fine scarlet doublet and pressed black trousers. A thin ornamental blade hung from his belt. He shook his head. “It was too easy,” he said, thoughtfully. “After all these years, a concentrated sleeping draught was all it took to bring the great Armored Knight to his knees.” The men behind him whistled. They were his usual posse of washed-up tourney knights who Tarin had defeated many times. But that was years ago…
Clearly, it was like yesterday to Draconius. “You ruined me,” he spat. “I was the people’s champion. And then you threw it all away to become a soldier?”
Tarin said nothing. There was nothing to say. It was all true. It didn’t matter that he’d only been nine years old at the time. He’d been weak then, unable to control the monster inside him.
I am still weak, he thought. Half a decade had changed nothing. Perhaps I deserve this.
“No rebuttal, Armored Knight?” Draconius said with a sneer. “No more attempts to break these chains? I must say, I’m disappointed. I thought you’d have more fight in you. At least make this interesting.”
Tarin didn’t move. Barely breathed. He was listening for the return of the monster. Nothing. It was silent. Even if it did return, he was determined to fight it off. This was his penance for all the blood he’d spilt. This would be his end. 
Something felt wrong, but he tamped the feeling down. 
“You will not be silent forever,” the knight said. It sounded like a promise. “But first, the big reveal!” Draconius said the last with all the gusto of a festival announcer. 
No, Tarin thought. It was a fate worse than death. Having someone see him. The monster behind the armor. He didn’t want to see the fear in their eyes, nor the disgust. 
But he also wouldn’t beg. He closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable. 
Rough fingers on his mesh face mask. 
The cool air brushing his dark lips, his pale white face, the black protruding veins. 
It never came. 
Instead, a bell tolled somewhere in the distance, the rattling peal familiar to soldiers of the north. The call to arms. 
The enemy had been sighted. 
Tarin’s eyes flashed open and he saw the moment of indecision laid bare on Draconius’s face. The knight wanted to stay, to torment his new plaything, but he feared being labeled a deserter, the punishment for which was death. 
With a frustrated snarl, he turned away and barked at his comrades to leave. As a group, they departed the cellar, Draconius throwing one final frustrated look at Tarin before vanishing, the door slamming behind him. 
Other than the distant clamor of the war bells, all was silent. Tarin’s mind raced. The last battle had been a decisive victory for the north. The easterners shouldn’t be attacking so soon. The west? he thought, but immediately dismissed the notion. Darrin was too far east—miles away from the western stronghold of Bethany. Attacks from the west always came through Raider’s Pass or via sea at Blackstone. 
It had to be the easterners. They fooled us, Tarin thought. They fooled the Ice Lord into thinking Darrin was safe. 
He left. 
The more Tarin thought about it, the more he knew it was true. The east must’ve only sent a fragment of their full force against the Ice Lord, holding back a much larger battalion under the cover of the mountains. As soon as Darrin let down its guard…
I must save them, he thought. If it is the last thing I do…
“No!” Tarin roared, straining against the dozens of thick chains wrapped around his chest, arms, torso, and thighs. But his was the strength of a mere man. A large man, aye, but not powerful enough to break one chain, let alone the dozens of steel links that held him. 
And though it pained him more than any wound he’d ever suffered in battle, he cried out for the monster. “Please,” he said. “I need you.”
Nothing. Not a hiss or a whisper or the susurration of a dark wind. Was the monster truly gone at last? Had the key been a simple sleeping draught all along? 
A pulse of heat, distant at first, but growing stronger and stronger, culminating in a long hiss that seemed to fill the entirety of Tarin’s mind. 
Yessss. You need me. And I need you.
Tarin shouted again, feeling an extraordinary strength fortify his bones and muscles, turning them to raw power and steel. The chains clanked and shrieked, but held. He shouted again, the sound so rough it scraped against the insides of his throat. There was a popping sound, a bolt being ripped from a stone casing, then another. One of the chains sagged and then fell away. 
The monster and Tarin were one now, an inferno with no end and no beginning, searing through steel, through stone, about to be unleashed on his enemies…
The remaining chains tightened, cutting into his armor, pressing the plate into his skin, bruising it. He fought and strained and screamed and—
The chains held. 
After several minutes he stopped, his chest heaving, his body aching. The monster was silent too, as exhausted as he was. 
Defeated. 
Neither of them had ever known defeat, and it was indeed a bitter pill to swallow. Worse, however, was the knowledge that many northerners would die on this day because he was too weak to break his bonds and fight. If Sir Jonathan still lived, he would die. Darrin would fall. And then what? Would the easterners conquer the north, one castle at a time, eventually taking Castle Hill?
As far as he knew, his parents still lived there. And, of course, Annise…
He was about to assault the chains once more when the door creaked open. “Arme?” a familiar voice said. A beautiful, impossible voice.
Sir Jonathan stepped inside the room, flickering flamelight dancing across his expression as he took in the sight of Tarin chained to the post. “Frozen hell,” he said. “Draconius?”
Tarin nodded. “Can you help me?” He could hear the fourteen-year-old boy in his voice, though it still maintained the deep timber of a man. 
“Of course,” Jonathan said, striding across and drawing his steel. 
“You aren’t angry?”
Jonathan laughed, inspecting the chains, raising an eyebrow when he picked up the ones Tarin had managed to pull from the stone wall. “No. I’m not angry. I was worried. I’ve been searching for you for two days.”
Somehow that made Tarin feel even worse. “But I left the battlefield without you. I didn’t even look for you.”
“And you owe me a night of drinks for it,” Jonathan said, moving around behind him. He went silent for a moment and then there was the sound of steel ringing against steel several times. The remaining chains fell away and Tarin almost collapsed on his face, barely managing to catch his weight with his hands. 
Jonathan helped him up, holding his shoulders. Looking into his eyes with a fierceness the knight typically reserved only for battle. “I know you have your demons, old friend. We all do. I am always here to talk, if you need me, but I will not force them out of you. Only you can do that.”
Tarin felt tears prick at his eyes, but he swiftly blinked them away. It wasn’t the time or the place. “Thank you,” he said. “For not giving up on me.”
Jonathan clasped his armored arm, hand to elbow. “Never. Now, we have a battle to win, and then we can deal with Sir Draconius.”
Tarin nodded, allowing several bricks to fall from the wall in his mind. The monster slipped through, ravenous. Yesss, it hissed. 

 
It wasn’t long before Tarin lost sight of Sir Jonathan, the battle raging all around them both. The prior two exchanges were minor skirmishes next to the intensity and violence of the current clash. 
They were losing.
The hidden force the easterners had mustered was at least five thousand strong, with near on five hundred mounted. The defenders of Darrin were outnumbered, slowly being pushed back toward the dark spires of the castle they were sworn to protect. 
After leaving the wine cellar, Tarin had shoved the monster further back into his mind, erecting a thicker wall between them, only allowing a small portion of his influence to slip through the cracks. 
It wasn’t enough. Now Tarin found himself exhausted and surrounded by six legionnaires. Four were human, broad-shouldered men in blood-spattered armor, their reddish-brown hair worn long to their shoulders. They gripped broadswords with the practiced ease of lifelong warriors.
They were the least of Tarin’s worries. The two Orians, one male, one female, moved with the grace of rushing water. The male wielded a pike, spinning it like a baton in a parade, the deadly point flashing with each turn. The female bore a weapon of strange design, a dual-pointed knife that she gripped by a smooth metal handle set between the blades. 
Tarin spun around, the Morningstar trailing behind like a spiked moon in orbit. His foes kept their distance, warded back by the long range of the chain.  
Release me.
Tarin’s grip tightened at the snake-like voice in his head. 
It felt like being on the edge of a precipice, looking down into a shadowy abyss. Jumping would not kill him, he knew, but it would change him forever. Fully giving into the monster would obliterate the thin line that currently separated them. 
The only problem: He couldn’t turn away from the abyss either, because behind him was another chasm, flickering with fire. There was no escape. And he could not fail the kingdom he’d vowed to protect, the only thing he had left. 
So he jumped. 
The monster screamed, the sound so powerful it burst from his own lips. He lunged at two of his foes, who seemed surprised by the speed and intensity of his attack. His Morningstar hit each of their helms in succession, a one-two blow that swept them both from their feet. 
Tarin whirled about, sensing an attack from behind, and a haze fell over his vision, sheening everything in a crimson glaze. The snow was pink, streaked with lakes and rivers of dark blood. His enemies and foes alike were rose-colored, and they seemed to move like shadows, fuzzy around the edges. And he realized:
I am seeing as the monster sees.
Frozen hell, what have I done?
What you had to, was the reply. 
Energy surged through him and Tarin raised his arm to deflect a blow from one of the remaining human legionnaires, following through with a powerful elbow to the man’s face. Something crunched beneath the blow—bones—but Tarin was already throwing himself to the opposite side to kick another man in the ribs. He doubled over and Tarin roped the Morningstar’s chain around his throat, twisting it sharply to the side. 
The man fell, dead before he hit the ground. 
The Orians were wary of him now. The male’s long flaxen hair seemed to float about his shoulders as he circled Tarin. The female, a tall woman with piercing pink eyes was still, watching, still gripping her strange weapon. The male held his pike on his shoulder, as if he might throw it at any moment. Tarin’s senses were heightened, and he realized the distraction the moment before the trap was sprung. It was the slight whitening of her knuckles that gave her away. 
Tarin darted left just as, with a deft flick of her wrist, she threw the dual-bladed weapon. It spun narrowly past him. He planted his foot through the packed snow, finding purchase on the dirt beneath, cutting back to the right. His eyes never left the females, and she had already drawn another of the same weapon, preparing to throw it. 
She never got the chance. 
Though she tried to duck, Tarin’s Morningstar was a steel bird in flight, and it rarely missed its mark. The carnage was fuel to the monster’s fire, and Tarin felt a grim excitement pulsing through him as she fell, headless. 
The Orian pikeman fled, but Tarin was not himself. All he saw was red. He wanted them all to die. If they were all dead, they could no longer threaten him or these lands. He charged forward, but the Orian—like most of his kind—was fleet of foot, leaping corpses and dodging those who were still locked in hand to hand combat. 
Tarin whipped his Morningstar around, releasing the handle at the last moment, watching the spiked ball soar, arcing slightly before coming down against the Orian’s back. The sudden impact knocked the fleet-footed male off balance and he fell. The ball didn’t roll free. It had pierced his armor and embedded itself in his flesh. 
Tarin heard a growl and he spun slowly in a circle, trying to locate the source of his next enemy. All he found were the dead and dying, giving a unique texture to the snowy field. And the growl:
It was coming from him. 
With no foes left to brutalize, the monster departed in an instant, leaving Tarin breathless and shattered. He looked at his gloved hands, which were slick with blood. They felt like the hands of a stranger. 
He sank to his knees, suddenly sick with sorrow. Not by what he had done, not exactly, but at the world of men, of war, of violence. 
Though he had not been born with a mark of power like the Ice Lord, he knew he was marked all the same. And his marking was a curse, one he would be forced to bear for whatever was left of his life. 
I am warmarked, he thought. 

 
The eastern army’s deception had been thwarted. Though Tarin had no recollection of many of the events that had transpired on the battlefield, numerous soldiers had come forward with stories of the Armored Knight defeating enemies by the hundred. Depending on the source, he was credited with kill totals anywhere between five hundred and a thousand. 
Everywhere he walked he received calls of adoration and thanks, falling just short of being patted on the back. No, none was brave enough to touch him. Some even dropped to their knees and bowed to him like royalty. 
All of it left a bitter taste in Tarin’s mouth, for celebrating so much death felt wrong, regardless of his intentions. It didn’t matter that the east had attacked them, nor that he was defending his people, fulfilling his vow of knighthood. 
All that mattered was that his eyes continued to see everything tinted by a pinkish haze. It was fading day by day, but the memory of it was not. Something had changed in him, and he feared the door he’d opened for the monster could never again be fully closed. 
Would that be so bad? the monster said now. It was the first it had spoken since the battle, more than a week ago. 
Tarin didn’t know the answer, for it was true that the monster had saved them all. It had saved him too, on countless occasions. 
“You’re frowning again, Arme,” Sir Jonathan said, standing beside him. He was out of his armor, wearing a black velvet vest over a crisp white shirt. Tarin had to blink away the blood-like spots he saw marring the cloth. 
Tarin shifted uncomfortably in his armor. It wasn’t the armor that was bothering him, however. It was the occasion, the grandness of it all. 
At least a dozen soldiers had been awarded medals of valor for their part in the battle. Sir Draconius had received one, his eyes lingering on Tarin for a moment as the bronze medallion had been hung from his neck. 
To Tarin’s surprise, however, he felt no anger toward the knight. Only pity. A great warrior such as he could only be brought so low by pointless pride. 
“The Armored Knight,” a voice boomed, snapping Tarin away from his thoughts. 
“That’s you, you big lug,” Jonathan said when Tarin didn’t move. The knight shoved him forward. Tarin took a deep breath as he made his way up to the dais. Lord Darrin himself presided over the occasion, and Tarin dropped to one knee and lowered his head in deference. Despite the fact that Tarin could crush the man’s head in one of his massive hands, there was no changing the aristocracy that governed the north. 
“Sir Armored Knight, by the authority of King Wolfric Gäric, the Dread King of the North, I hereby bestow upon you the medal of highest honor, for strength and prowess in battle.” The weight of a chain fell upon Tarin’s neck. “The Black Medallion.”
As Tarin stood, the applause was deafening, but he heard none of it, staring at the priceless black-gold stone tethered to his neck. It was etched with the cracked but never broken shield of the north. 
And, to Tarin’s eyes, it was stained with blood. 

 
Much had happened since the north’s decisive victory. The east had offered a tenuous truce and the north had accepted. Restitution had been demanded by King Gäric and denied by King Ironclad. Negotiations would likely last the better part of a year. Tarin was certain the end result would be yet another war. The world had continued turning, as it does. 
Tarin had received a letter of invitation to attend the king himself in Castle Hill. He still hadn’t responded. His memories of the king from his childhood coupled with the stories of the atrocities he’d carried out on his own people were enough to give Tarin pause. More interestingly, the letter had been accompanied by another note, hastily scrawled it seemed, and penned by the queen, Sabria Loren Gäric. Annise’s mother, Tarin thought, rolling and unrolling the scrap of parchment it was written on. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the second message, for the queen had been friends with his mother, and it was she who had helped arrange the services of the very witch who had saved his life and cursed him forever. 
The note said, simply: I will have need of your services soon. The lives of my children may depend on you. My husband is…not a good man.
Tarin sighed and tucked the note away under his pillow. Sir Jonathan was saying something and he hadn’t been listening. For Tarin’s part, he had managed to enjoy the time off he’d been granted. He’d read a few books, slept a lot, and, despite Sir Jonathan’s pleas, avoided the crowded pubs and taverns. But the wily knight didn’t give up easily.
“Your people want to see you,” he said now, flipping through a history book Tarin had read two times. 
“My people?” Beneath his face shield, his eyebrows lifted. 
Sir Jonathan closed the book and added it to a stack of others he’d inspected, and discarded, over the last hour. “You know what I mean. You are their hero. It’s good for them to have something—someone—to celebrate. The north is a cold place in the best of times.”
“And in the worst?”
“Frozen hell,” Sir Jonathan said with a smile. “But winter is abating. War is a distant memory. You’re allowed to enjoy yourself a little.” Tarin wished such a thing was possible, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the note. I cannot respond. I cannot open myself up to my old life. It’s too dangerous. I’m too dangerous.
“Plus, then you can enjoy yourself,” Tarin said. It wasn’t an affront, just an observation. 
“Exactly! Now we have an understanding.” Sir Jonathan picked up another book. 
Tarin had the sudden urge to knock the whole stack over, because…
Even if the people did think him a hero—which he wasn’t convinced of—and not a monster—which was closer to the truth—they couldn’t actually see him. Not the real him, anyway. “You can wear my armor and parade yourself through Darrin if you wish. I’m certain the free drinks will flow like a river toward your mouth.”
The room suddenly felt colder, and Tarin knew he’d caused it. 
“That’s not fair,” Sir Jonathan said, and it wasn’t. 
Tarin breathed deeply. “I know. I’m sorry. You are the only one who truly…knows me.” And yet you will never understand me.
Jonathan laughed, and the warmth returned to the room in an instant. “I’ve never even seen your face.”
“You don’t want to.”
“I’ve seen horrifying things in my life. Your face will not even make the list, I promise.”
It was a promise Tarin knew the knight could not keep. “Maybe next century.”
“Amusing. You should be a court fool.”
Despite the war of emotions Tarin had been feeling every time he was in Sir Jonathan’s presence these last few days, he was glad to have someone to care about. A friend. A confidante. The only one who had gone looking for him when he’d been confined by Sir Draconius and his ilk. 
“I’m sorry,” Tarin said. 
Sir Jonathan flipped a page in the book he was perusing. “For what?” he said absently. 
“I’m leaving Darrin,” he said. 
Sir Jonathan’s eyes darted up and he almost dropped the book. “What?”
“I—I have new orders.” It didn’t matter that he’d requested to be relocated, or that he knew none would refuse him after being awarded the Black Medallion. Nor that the orders had been handed down by Lord Darrin himself, far swifter than even Tarin had expected. 
“What orders?” Sir Jonathan’s face was a mask, though Tarin had known him long enough to discern the tightness of his jaw, the lines etched in his brow and about the corners of his eyes. It was a look of concentration he’d seen many times. Though the knight had a tendency to jape, he was still a born warrior. Tarin forgot that sometimes. 
“I am to represent the soldiers’ division on this year’s tournament circuit.” It was clearly a political maneuver, an attempt to give the people a hero during dark times fraught with war and loss. I am no hero, he thought, but that didn’t change the fact that he would be treated as one. And he would give the people what they wanted. He owed them that much. Despite that knowledge, Tarin hadn’t fully come to terms with the fact that he would be returning to where the violence had all started. A slice of fear cut through him. 
The monster purred. 
He pushed it back and the monster obeyed. He hoped he’d be able to manage the same in the heat of battle, surrounded by thousands of screaming spectators. 
Sir Jonathan was staring at him, his eyes piercing the only visible part of Tarin. His eyes. “You’re leaving.” It wasn’t a question. More like a numb statement, a realization.
“I’m sorry. It’s time to move on.”
Sir Jonathan nodded, his expression giving way to tenderness. “I will miss you, old friend.”
If you only knew I was fourteen, Tarin thought. “And I you,” he said instead. 
“When?” 
“Tonight. I shall ride through the night.”
Sir Jonathan stood suddenly, and the pile of books teetered but somehow managed to remain upright. There was something in the knight’s eyes. Something that sparkled like gemstones. 
“It has been an honor to know you these last five years, Sir. I hope our paths cross again. Perhaps when the tourney reaches Darrin.” Jonathan’s hand was outstretched, waiting.
Tarin stood to meet him. “As do I. Easy on the drink, Sir, and respect that wife of yours. She is a good woman for sticking by a scoundrel like you.”
Jonathan laughed and they clasped arms. “That she is, Sir. That she is.”
The knight departed, cutting off the howl of wind as he slammed the door. 

 
Tarin fought in many tourneys before he returned to Darrin. He was the victor in all of them, his fame growing almost as much as his body had after drinking the witch’s life-saving potion. 
But when he finally returned to Darrin, Sir Jonathan was nowhere to be found. 
 

Almost two years later
Tarin was back in Darrin, fighting in yet another tournament, another melee. To everyone’s surprise, the war with both the east and the west had been on hold for these last two years, though the threat was always there, prowling in the shadows. Thus far, Tarin had avoided returning to Castle Hill, only entering tourneys in the other castle cities. He had, however, traded several messages with the queen, who had managed to guess at his true identity. With each note she seemed more anxious, more paranoid. She feared for her children, speaking of her enemies circling like birds of prey, closing in. In the last message she’d practically begged him for his help. Who am I to deny the woman who saved my life? he thought now, staring across the field of faux battle. He shook his head, trying to concentrate.
Everything about the event was the same:
The smell of roasting meat and ale.
The crisp snap of the flags bearing the eastern sigil as they were tossed hither and thither by a stiff wind. 
The roar of the crowds, calling out to him everywhere he went and anytime he marched into another arena. 
And Tarin, his entire body rigid with concentration as he held back the monster’s bloodlust. The event began and it took all his effort to restrain it. In the midst of the melee, it screamed, its voice muffled behind the mental wall he had erected. It wanted him to kill all these men. Snap their necks. Spill their blood. It didn’t matter that they were not true enemies, just competitors in a violent sport. 
All that mattered was that they were alive. 
Tarin breathed in and out, his focus complete. I can do this. It was his mantra now, for who but himself could control his urges. 
Steel flashed and he dodged, slamming his forearm into a burly man’s jaw. He was a commoner, his armor ill-fitting and missing pieces. And now he was unconscious. 
He will wake up, Tarin thought. He will live to hug his family and tell the tale of the day he went toe to toe with the Armored Knight.
Though every instinct urged him to rush into the thick of the battle, recklessly swinging the Morningstar at anything and everything that moved, he held back, waiting for the numbers to dwindle. He’d learned that focus was easier if he chose his foes carefully. 
One combatant caught his attention. A newcomer to the tourney circuit. A knight, based on the tarnished crest on his breastplate, but unlike any knight Tarin had ever seen. Most knights regaled themselves in the finest armor, polished to a shine, their comings heralded by trumpeters and callers. 
This knight, however, wore dented, scratched armor, dull and unpolished. 
But the pathetic state of the knight’s armor wasn’t what caught Tarin’s eye. No, it was the way he fought. 
Like wind and rain, Tarin thought, immediately shaking his head at the thought. No, it was more than that. This man fights like a winter storm. 
As he watched, the warrior’s sword swept left and then right in short succession, disarming two opponents with a pair of deft flicks of his wrist. They weren’t commoners, but seasoned knights themselves. They cried out in surprise before submitting to the point of his sword. 
Soon he was the only man left, having dispatched all other competitors. He turned to face Tarin, and he couldn’t help the sharp intake of breath. For he wore no faceplate, and his face was in as poor a state as his armor. He wasn’t unhandsome per se, but his skin was laced with scars, some old and white and others fresher, as if he’d entrusted his morning shave to an ice bear’s claws. 
He strode toward Tarin with confidence, like he didn’t fear him in the least. 
Tarin couldn’t hold back his smile. It had been a long time since anyone had truly challenged him, and he finally felt like he could meet this threat without the assistance of the monster inside him. He began to swing the Morningstar in long, slow arcs. 
The knight watched them carefully, but Tarin could see the hesitation. I can use that, he thought, suddenly bringing the spiked steel down on a vicious angle. He aimed not for his head, but for his sword arm. It was something he’d learned to do. Even a broken arm was better than a broken head, and it would end the trial swiftly. 
To his surprise, however, the knight stepped aside and the ball ratcheted off the frozen ground. 
A dozen attempted strikes later and the knight was still unscathed. He truly does move like the wind, Tarin thought. He was tiring, especially since he was getting no help from the monster. He could feel it scratching at the wall, trying to find a weak spot. 
I can help youuuu, it hissed. 
“No,” Tarin growled under his breath, changing tactics. He widened his swings, offering a long pause between arcs, leaving himself vulnerable. 
A grim smile flickered across the knight’s face, there and gone. And, like a wily lake trout finally outsmarted, he rose to the bait, dancing inside the circle and striking at Tarin’s midsection. 
Tarin released his weapon, letting it fly off to the side. In the same second, he lashed out with his hand, closing a tight grip on the knight’s wrist and stopping his strike. 
The knight’s eyes widened, but then narrowed as he tried to twist free. 
Frozen hell, Tarin thought, feeling the man’s strength push back against his own. He was the strongest man Tarin had ever battled, and not by a small margin. 
Something wasn’t right. 
This man is marked, he thought, the knowledge sending a shot of adrenaline through him. At the same moment, the monster’s energy snuck through the wall, pushing additional strength to his weary muscles. Tarin yanked the man’s arm to the side, wrenching his sword from his hand and tossing it away. The knight’s strength seemed to finally wane and Tarin easily slung him to the ground. Still, the warrior tried to roll away, but Tarin stomped on his chest, pinning him down. “Submit,” he said between clenched teeth.
“Yes. I submit.”
Tarin released him, standing and striding away, his mind a whorl of emotions. 

 
“What is it?” Tarin said. He’d been rereading the latest troubled message from the queen. She implored him to return to Castle Hill immediately. 
The innkeeper’s expression was nonchalant. “That knight ya defeated in the melee? He’s ’ere askin’ fer ya. Shuld I kick ’im in the arse and tell ’im to be on his way?” Tarin knew from experience that the formidable woman’s words were not an idle threat. It was precisely the reason he always stayed in this inn while in Darrin. She always kept the rubberneckers away from him. And she never tried to see him without his armor on.
After the melee, Tarin had inquired about the knight. Sir Dietrich was his name, though little was known of his past, only that he’d suddenly appeared on the tourney circuit, winning his first three melees before his defeat today. 
“I will see him,” Tarin said.
The woman frowned, but nodded. “As ya wish. But if ya tire of ’is company…”
“Of course. You shall have first rights to kicking his arse.”
The woman nodded with satisfaction and turned away, her footfalls descending the wooden steps to the bottom floor. Tarin fell in behind her, the wood creaking under his heavy trod. At the base of the staircase, he opened the door. 
The scarred face of the knight looked at him. Sir Dietrich was no longer wearing his dented armor, his upper body clothed in a stained, tattered shirt and his legs covered by trousers that might’ve been ten years old. 
“What do you want from me?” Tarin said without preamble. “An apology? There are always winners and losers in this life.”
The knight said nothing for a moment. But then he replied, “I…don’t…know,” his words coming slowly.
Tarin stared at him, feeling suddenly…like…
My whole life is about to change. The thought surprised him, for he was no believer in fate, or destiny, or any of that foolishness. There were only men and women and their actions. Still…
The knight started to turn away. “Sorry to bother—”
“Come in,” Tarin said, though he hadn’t thought about the words before they spilled from his mouth. “I don’t know what the frozen hell I want either. Maybe we can help each other figure it out.”

 
In Tarin’s room, the two knights stared at each other. 
There was nothing for it. “You’re skinmarked,” Tarin said. 
Sir Dietrich flinched. “I—”
“Do you deny it? No man has ever challenged my strength before.”
“No, I—I’ve just never told anyone. I can’t believe I am now.” There was a certain innocence to the knight’s tone. A wonderment. “You can’t tell anyone. I won’t work for the Dread King, not ever again.”
Tarin nodded. He understood secrets. And he was no friend to King Gäric. He still remembered how his daughter, Annise, had feared her father. He clamped off the memories, for his past was as unreachable as the stars. All that was left was the future. 
But what is my future?
“Your secret is safe with me,” Tarin said.
“Are you…” The question fell unfinished from the knight’s lips. 
“Skinmarked?” Tarin laughed. If only. “No. I’m just a monster from the Hinterlands.”
Sir Dietrich shook his head, but he was smiling now. “Yes. You are. I almost shat my pants when you threw that—what do you call it?”
“The Morningstar.”
“Yes. That. I’d rather face a pack of rabid wolves than you in the melee.”
Tarin chuckled. If you only knew… “I’ve heard similar before.”
Silence hung for a moment, before Sir Dietrich said, “Which tourney will you attend next?”
The annual event at Castle Hill was still several months away, but there were half a dozen smaller events in between, which would give him time to decide. “Walburg. You?”
“The same. Would you be willing to travel with a friendless knight?”
“Only if you are,” Tarin said, surprised that he responded so quickly. Then again, it made sense. This man had a secret, just like him. 
“Deal,” Dietrich said, extending his hand. 
Tarin looked at it for a moment, but then took it, squeezing hard. 

 
If you plan to continue with The Fatemarked Epic, there’s a brief two-page epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue. 
Thanks for reading!
 



 
Epilogue
The next three months passed quickly, with each knight winning two of the four melees they entered together. Their rivalry had become something Tarin enjoyed. As had their growing friendship. 
Castle Hill seemed to grow closer with each passing day, a fact Tarin preferred not to think about. 
“You didn’t let me win, did you?” Sir Dietrich asked now, before taking a long pull from a waterskin. 
Tarin scoffed. “I am a knight of the north,” he said. “My honor would not allow it.”
“Honor?” Sir Dietrich said, spitting some of the water into his empty soup bowl. “The honor faded from this world a long time ago.”
Beneath his mask, Tarin frowned. It wasn’t an unusual comment from the knight, but it still bothered him. It almost felt like the knight was compensating for something. 
Dietrich continued: “Take the Dread King, for example. He overtaxes his own people. He punishes all who would speak against him. He threatens those on our borders, relying on the blood of his soldiers to back up his big mouth. If we do not have honor at our head, why should we act with it ourselves?”
Tarin suddenly felt uncomfortable. Not because the words were full of treason, but because they were almost a mirror into his own thoughts. 
“I’m sorry,” Dietrich said when Tarin didn’t respond. “I shouldn’t speak so openly.”
“You should,” Tarin said. “To me, you should. We are friends. You can trust me.”
Dietrich seemed to chew on that, and then said, “I know. It’s just, I do not know your mind. Not really.”
That was true. Tarin preferred to listen than to speak. But it wasn’t fair. If he wanted Dietrich to trust him, he needed to offer the same trust in return. “I don’t…disagree,” he said slowly.
“Ha!” Dietrich slapped his knee. “That’s a good way of putting it. Safer than being as brazen as I. In any case, I suspected as much. The way you fight…it’s not just for yourself. You fight for something greater.”
Tarin was surprised the knight could read him so easily. Not even a mask can hide everything, he thought. “I do. But don’t you.”
“Yes.” The single word answer seemed to carry a great weight. 
“What do you fight for?”
Sir Dietrich’s smile faded. “There is something I have to do.”
“What thing?” Again, that feeling of destiny seemed to hang in the air, drawing gooseflesh to Tarin’s skin. 
“I—I have to—I must—” 
“Just say it, man, I am not one to judge.”
“I am going to kill the Dread King,” Sir Dietrich said. “Will you help me?”
Tarin wouldn’t have been more shocked if the knight had stripped off all his clothes and begun squawking like a chicken. Even more surprising was his answer: “Yes. I will. And it just so happens I know his wife, the queen.”
The End
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Part 1
 
Nurias had the man nearly within his grasp. Some would call it trivial, even foolish, to be so close to a man such as this, but this was personal.
The fleeing man tore through the barren streets of the township, his face wide-eyed and dripping with sweat, but not from the heat in the air. This man was not well. Aside from Nurias, a large group of people chased after the man, but it just so happened that in his hurried frantic flight, he had fallen into an entire barrel of water that Nurias had just paid for. The water was now beyond tainted. This man was infected, and this was not something Nurias could simply leave unaddressed.
Once Nurias was nearly within an arm’s reach of the man, he drew his dagger and lunged forward, gripping the man’s tattered leather armor with his left hand and driving the blade of his dagger into the back of the man's neck. The chase ended. 
They both collapsed on the dusty ground. Nurias rolled away from the man as a rhythmic eruption of blood formed a puddle on the ground. A second later, one of the lord’s men seized Nurias from behind.
"Nurias! What did you do?"
"I killed him. I figured that would be obvious."
The man questioning what he had done was the Lord of the Township, Lord Kras. His title held little meaning, being from a bygone era that had destroyed those of royalty. Nothing had been the same ever since the arrival of the Plague Reapers from the Sunken Lands. 
The lord’s soldiers dragged Nurias up to his feet just as Lorlank, Nurias’ faithful friend, came up directly behind them. "You've killed this man, Nurias. I have given shelter to many of the Remnant before, but never has one took the law into their hands in such a vile way. You killed this man in cold blood."
"I do not know what hope you had," Nurias said. "You knew he was already injured. He was wounded bringing in those shiny boys from the North. I just sped up the process. Besides you know how rare water is, and this man tainted an entire barrel. You know how long it took Lorlank and me to save up for that barrel?"
"You still killed a man. We must remain civil or we become as lawless as the scourge. What do we fight for in this town if not to retain normalcy?"
"Clean water."
Lorlank fought between him and the lord and grabbed Nurias, pulling him away from the lord’s men.
"We're sorry," he said to the lord. "We did not mean to cause trouble."
"Don't take up for me on this, Lorlank," Nurias said. “These people are too soft. They need to know the way this world is.”
The men holding Nurias move to push Lorlank off him when the lord raised his hand in the air for them to halt. "We know of this world. We do not need a reminder. Listen, you haven't been here this long. I do appreciate what you have been able to acquire for the town. We have not had fresh vegetables in some time, and the fact that you were able to find fertile soil in a cave and somehow rig up a way to grow something makes for a lot of encouragement around here. But seeing you chase to his death an already injured soldier standing under my banner is distressing.”
"I also know what you’re about and what I have seen here in the past few weeks. You can keep trying to pretend they don't exist, but I’ll keep reminding you they do. What of this soldier's fate? Were you going to wait until he died, choking on his own blood, before the blade of mercy pierced him? Your Lord, I saw our armies decimated on the Great Plains. I watched as over ten thousand men fell to the enemy while people like you hid in your castles."
"But those men killed two thirds of the undead," one of the soldiers pointed out.
"And that is what you people living in these townships do not understand," Nurias said, pointing at each of them. " None of you fought in the war. Those who did are all dead, for the most part. You must kill the necromancers. Killing the soldiers, the skeletons, the death walkers is pointless. What are we to do? Continue to strike down those who would strike us down and in so simply give them more soldiers in the end? We scrape a life from this rancid world without true hope, for there is no way to kill a necromancer. Your lord is a fool to think he can do better than the countless who have fallen before us."
Kras lunged out, grabbing Nurias before throwing him across the ground. Lorlank unstrung his warhammer on his back and went between the lord and Nurias.
"Step one step further," he said, angling the hammer toward Lord Kras.
Kras’s soldiers were triple that of Nurias and Lorlank, but in truth, Lorlank could take two times the amount that now threatened them. That was something Nurias, Lorlank, and Kras knew.
"No, just stay back," he said to his men. "Listen, I will not have my men fighting you and your friend here over one life. Just please, these people have been through so much. I am trying to give them some form of peace."
Kras returned to pull Nurias to his feet. The Remnant brushed off his clothing and straightened his tunic.
"I get that. It is why as a Remnant, I have fought still, but that ideology is why humanity has fallen, why my friend Lorlank left the Holy Guard. The Remnant were always considered nothing but a bunch of lawless criminals, but when your pretty castle boys couldn’t put up the fight, they began paying insane amounts for our protection."
The lord looked back to his men and then back to Lorlank and Nurias. "Leave me. Return to your duty, soldiers."
As the lord's men departed, they took the dead soldier and covered him in a nearby cloth.
"We have to burn him. But I’d rather do it outside the city, away from the people." He looked to Nurias. "The ‘shiny boys’ you speak of have all but died out. Of the many who came here, one remains, but he nears the end of his life. I need to talk to you, both of you," he said, looking at Nurias and Lorlank. "I was hoping it would not be after such events as this morning, but now the time has come I should just tell you. I have a task for you. One that lines up with exactly what you said. We have a way to kill a necromancer."
"We've tried to assassinate them,” Nurias told him, “and that has never worked.  They cannot be killed by blades of men. The elves did it, but there are no elven blades still within our world."
"It wasn't the steel the elves used or the crafters who pounded out the metal to form their blades that killed the necromancers,” Kras said. “One of those Knights of the Holy Order who came here was incognito. He is no mere knight; he is the last High Executor of the order itself! The sanctum was next in the path of the necromancers, and when they attempted to escape, they were attacked."
“Okay so what do we do to kill them? And what do you expect, just me and my friend here to hunt down the nearest necromancer and bring you its head?"
"No, but let us speak of it at the keep."
Lorlank and Nurias followed Kras back through the township streets. As they did, Nurias looked around, seeing the same sights he had seen for the few weeks they had been there.
The township was built in the frames of an old castle. A structure from the days long ago, but with none of the grandeur. It was a city of tents.
 It had been over ten years since the arrival of the Plague Reapers. At first, they thought it just some random evil creature, a strange demon, but nothing else. They appeared on the shores of the many lakes of the lands and upon the great seas. When the first towers of accursed rock were erected along the coast of the oceans, it should have been some sign, but it was not until the lakes themselves, the rivers, and the wells at every major town across the land were suddenly tainted with poison that the kings of the lands suddenly sprang into action. 
They struck down many of these beasts, some requiring more than three hundred to four hundred men at once to kill them. They razed the towers, and the kings had thought this was enough. The water supply began to clear, but then a haze came across the ocean and a long night fell upon the lands that did not lift until civilization was destroyed.
The undead were relentless, and their necromancer masters, though few at the beginning, grew in vastness and power as they squandered and plundered every major city, killing the kings of old and turning them into beasts of themselves. 
The culmination of the battles was upon the northern plains. It was here that a last alliance of men, elves, and dwarves came together. Dragons had sided with the forces of light against the undead, and in a brilliance eruption of flames, they were part of many who felt the tide of battle was shifting.
 The resulting battle was of purification. The Holy Order of the Two, the patron gods of all, used their magic to cut a swath all the way to the necromancers themselves. But that was where the battle failed. Those of the living who had fallen were resurrected, and while many elves managed to kill some of the necromancers, there were too few elves and too many of the dead. Civilization failed.
 In that time, Nurias and Lorlank were called with others of what would be called the Remnants. They had many other names back then. Some were thieves, a band called the Night’s Grasp, others were sell swords, and some of the ones who aligned themselves more with protecting the innocent were called Rangers, but in the end, they all became the Remnants. 
Life had went from trying to win a battle to trying to simply obtain food and fresh water. Through some research of dwarven magic, some water had been pulled from rocks, but it was a strange process and frankly not one that Nurias understood. It made whatever reward this Lord had extremely strange. There was very little of value, for even gold had fallen out of favor because there was nothing else in the world one could buy.
As they progressed up a large earthen slope to the semi-fortified walls of the lord’s keep, Lorlank admired the work they had done to secure a curtain wall.
"How nice it must be to sleep at night with a firm wall around your bed.”
"I hope that if you two are willing and able to do what I need, none will need to worry if they’re within walls or not. I dream of a day where children can run within green fields, where the rivers will once again flow, and the curse upon the land, the blight of the Plague Reapers, is lifted."
“Well, Lord," Nurias said a sarcastic scowl, "most babies die shortly after birth because their mothers cannot find a way to feed them. I haven't seen the fields in any shade but brown for longer than I care to admit. If you have some nice mushrooms you’ve been eating to give you such thoughts, you should share."
Kras said nothing, but Lorlank smirked and sighed,"I will say the knights of my once order believed there was a center source of the creatures’ power, that the source can be destroyed and we would be able to restore the land itself. But we never found it."
"Small steps, my Remnant friends. Trust in what you're about to learn."
As two soldiers opened the gates before them, they entered a long hall adorned haphazardly with the echoes of the lost time. Paintings, long-lost royal weapons, and even manuscripts salvaged from anywhere the lord's men could find them. They walked past all this, eventually reaching the far end of the hall. On the far end of the room near a large fireplace lay the man they were to speak to.
"I lost hope before," Kras told them. "I had lost hope, and in truth, I was no better than you, Nurias. But this man's words change that. I finally think this might be the answer we are looking for."
Kras walked around to where the man lay. Attendants rubbed scented oils across his head, a rare medicinal use considering the scarcity of such items, but he assumed this man’s office had some weighing in on the use of them. 
They followed just behind the lord, staring at the rather large man of the Holy Order. This was their leader, or so it was said.
Nurias had watched them for so many years as the so-called stalwart Knights of the Holy Order rode across the land, vomiting their spiel about how one must honor the two gods. The sigil of their order was a lone mountain with a star to either side of the peak.
 He had heard it mentioned that people believed the world was an actual mountain and the stars were the gods who kept the mountain together, or some drivel like that. 
Nurias noticed that the man’s injuries were indeed severe. From the bleeding bandages on his upper right chest to the massive gashes on his lower legs that were constantly being rinsed, it was a wonder the man was still alive.
One of the attendants looked up to the lord. "It is good you have come. I do not think he will last overnight."
The man lifted his hand, waving off the attendant. "Do not worry about my life at this point. There is hope now. I had wondered when I was injured, but now I have told many of the great secret.”
"I believe I have found two up to complete such a task," Kras said.
The old man looked over, staring at Nurias and Lorlank and then back to Kras. "These two?"
"Indeed. The tall one was of your order at one time. The other is a Remnant. The captain led many men in the battle of the northern plains."
Nurias closed his eyes at the sting of the lord's words. He did his best to keep that memory from his own mind, and it had been brought up too much already today. But the old man wasn't too intrigued by Nurias at first, but by Lorlank.
"So, we have one cast from the True Light of the two gods?"
"I left the order," Lorlank corrected him. "I still believe in the two gods; I just don't believe the order had the right to continue leading the people astray from what I felt was the true path. The order was not a holy one."
Kras jerked his head with a look of terror toward Lorlank before looking back down to the old man.
The old man smiled. "It may surprise you to know that I agree with you. I am no stranger to what some of our brothers did to the people. Using their religion as a weapon to ostracize and attack those around them, and worse, to take advantage of those claiming it would benefit them before the gods if they bestowed sexual acts and favoritism to our knights, but we are both still of the order. I've excommunicated many even in recent years for much worse than I mentioned here. The way I see the truth now at the end of my life is that you, you are what the order should have been." 
The old man began to cough, and as he did, blood ran from beneath the bandages on his chest. The attendants rushed to press more bandages down as the man struggled to breathe. He lay back down to close his eyes, and it seemed that a deep relaxation overtook his body. Nurias noticed that he moved his finger in a summoning motion to those around him. The lord, Nurias, and Lorlank moved in close as the attendants backed away.
"My final time has come. I must tell you as I have mentioned to others, before we attempted our flight, I discovered the ancient art the elves used to enchant their blades. It was never a type of metal or some arcane magic as we once thought. We of the Holy Order took great care in obtaining elven weapons for our own use, even paying large sums of money to the elf lord to obtain such items to banish the dead that crept up from the small amount of necromancy still in the world. We thought they went after the elves first in their attacks because they saw them as the greater race, but in truth, they did not even take the bodies of the elves to use as undead. The necromancers gave a sign. 
“I have discovered the secret is a plant, a plant that grew in the center of their woods. Do you not wonder why the kings of the land attempted to go to the elven ruins before the fall?" He looked to Nurias. "You were at the battle of the northern plains. You were there as the elves fled and our armies marched forward. But what I have learned is that it was not an act of cowardice that made them flee. They knew the truth, and indeed, I am sure some of our kings knew the truth. They hid the last of these leaves and attempted to save them from the undead. The elves themselves were almost completely invulnerable to be turned undead because as often as we drink water, the elves ate this plant. It grew in vast numbers within a protected realm and was an integral part of their culture well before you and I were even a thought to our parents, or likely their parents or their parents beyond them. I, um—"
The old man suddenly coughed. Blood sprayed from his mouth, and his body began to convulse. No one knew exactly what to do for a few moments, and then the convulsions subsided. The man opened his eyes but did not speak. Nurias noticed that his skin color had changed drastically just in the time he had been in the old man's presence. It was blotchy, and his fingertips were beginning to turn blue. His breathing was labored, and he seemed to be having trouble inhaling.
"Nurias, yes, I know your name. No weapon of our creation can kill the necromancers. Not even a blade of elven design can kill them. But I have discovered there is one last place . . . the ruins of Elmyreh. Once, there was a college of elven magic. It escaped the great fires that destroyed most of the lands. There is a place, revealed to me in prayer, that holds what we seek. It is there the elves hid the last of the sacred plant. Obtain it, guard it well, and return it here. Those who cared so well for me in my short time within these walls can construct a potion capable of destroying the bindings within the necromancers themselves. Even the worst of scenarios where it is not possible for a potion to be contrived, if the pedals of this plant itself are forced into an open wound of a necromancer, the necromancer will die. I do not know how much of this plant is there, but even a small amount might be grown from a sample or perhaps there are dwarves who can extract it even further."
"I know this place called Elmyreh," the lord said.
"We all know this place," Nurias said. "Are you telling me that the way to defeat the necromancers has been hidden in the ruins of that castle?"
The old man slowly nodded his head. "Yes. As I understand what little information I was able to gain from my prayers, it is protected and hidden from the undead. If you are of the energies of a necromancer or a necromancer yourself, you cannot find such a place. Go there, go to the ruins. I know what I ask, but I will die now knowing there is some hope for the living."
With that, the man's breathing stopped. The attendants nearby bowed their heads, and Nurias looked at Lorlank. "So?"
"I have no issue going. I'm just curious about you."
They looked at the old man and stared at his body.
"Prepare a fire. We’ll burn his body outside immediately," Kras announced.
Several attendants departed, while another two covered the old man in a sheet. 
Kras looked at Nurias and Lorlank. “As he knew you, I know. I also know a bit of your history, Nurias."
"Oh?"
"I know why you're angry; your anger is beyond that of most. I make a point to learn about all within my walls. It did not need to happen as it did. But use that anger to drive you forward."
"You speak to me as if I am a servant. You know nothing of me. They died for some sorcerer who claimed she knew a way to defeat the necromancers. They were burned alive!"
Nurias balled his fists, and if it had not been for Lorlank grasping him on the shoulder, the rage he kept hidden deep within himself would have lashed out.
"I do not expect you to have any solace in my words, but just know, there've been many desperate acts to save our own houses and people. I know not all lords of every type of holy or good stature, but I killed my own king to save the lives of my fellow men. I do not claim to be holier or better than you or anyone else, but if people like us do nothing, then we should all simply fall upon our swords now. I am like you, Nurias."
Nurias heard what the lord said but did not immediately respond.
"We're not alike. Your wife and your child were not dragged away and burned before you in an attempt to appease some god."
"They are dead, just like yours. My point with all this is that if you are not willing to do this, then I have no one I know who can. Most of my guards are not warriors such as you and Lorlank. I have very little contact with anyone outside this town. Fate delivered that old man to this shamble of a hall,” he said, opening his arms to the ceiling above. “I cannot help but think it was for a reason."
"Careful now, my lord, you’re starting to sound religious. He wants to go. If my friend here does not want to go north, I will go alone. Well, not exactly alone, as the young lad I’ve been training up with a bow wants to go on an adventure with me. We should get going now.”
"I haven’t exactly agreed to this yet," Nurias said.
"Yeah, but you did. You just haven't said it. You’re not going to let me go alone." Lorlank turned and took the glass of what appeared to be some form of alcoholic drink and slurped it down before putting the cup back down. "I'll go get him. I will expect some form of mount," he said, looking to Kras. "I assume you have something? Wait, I know you do. You get them to the gate, and we’ll be sure to take care of your scaly friends."
"I will have my men deliver them to the northern gate."
"That's a good lord."
"If we do this, what else can you guarantee us?" Nurias asked.
"Besides satisfaction of finally killing one of these evil creatures? Not much. You know what we face, but I can see your own place here, and security as long as it remains. We must unify against these creatures, and if we’re successful, perhaps we'll have a reason to actually unify. We will finally have hope."
Nurias had heard a few spiels of “hope” and “change” before the end of the world that once was. He didn’t care for it. But killing one of those necromancers would decimate the undead they had summoned. It would spur the race of men to some form of security. It would start a change in the world. He would enjoy that.
"Fine. We'll do it. I am not too sure about taking anyone other than my friend Lorlank, but I’m also not sure about going to the elven ruins." 
"If you need a map, I have one," Kras said, giving him a parchment.
"It is not that hard to get to that place. If all goes well, I should be able to get there by nightfall of our second day. The dangerous time will be the nighttime hours in the dead lands, but as long as we do not rouse too many, I can deal with whatever comes from the old woods. But I do have one question. How did the old man get this information? Surely you do not believe he had some divine reveal by the silent gods . . . It is a random piece of knowledge to obtain just before he was attacked."
Kras’s gaze went to the ground and then back up to Nurias. "He managed to capture a necromancer."
"He captured one of them?"
"Yes. I do not know how—he never went into details—but upon capturing this necromancer, he was able to pull the knowledge from his mind. I had heard that the Holy Order had methods for extracting information, but I understood it was forbidden. The times change what is and what is not forbidden. The greater fear is if that necromancer knew this information, it will likely send agents of its own to watch for others to find the place. They are likely already headed there. Perhaps they are waiting."
Nurias glared at Kras. "Anything else you want to tell me, since now we’ll likely be dealing with the scourge itself?"
They turned to walk away, genuinely angry by the lord's omission up to this point.
"I can send you more men, a few extra hands to help hold your ground in the event you are attacked."
"Keep your men. I'd rather not be carrying extra supplies for the enemy to eventually use against us. You said it yourself, your men are worthless."
 
 



 
Part 2
 
As Nurias left the king’s hall, he headed back to his and Lorlank's small tent. If any of them had one bit of privacy, it was within their own tents. There was an unwritten rule that one did not go into another hovel, tent, or sleeping area. Doing so would likely result in confrontation and in Nurias’ case, the trespasser burning upon a pyre. While outright violence was unacceptable, there was a rule that if a person found someone uninvited in their area, it was perfectly acceptable to cut their throat. They had only dealt with that once before people figured out they were not to be messed with.
As they entered the tent, he noticed that Lorlank had already gathered his own belongings. Nurias had very little, as did most, but while others had sacked places for valuables, his small sack of personal memories was all he held on to. Well, except for the longsword at his hip. He paused, grasping the hilt of the sword from his time as a captain. Its hilt was still emblazoned with a small amount of jeweled silver from the time when the metalsmiths still did such things. Not that this was crafted anew for him alone. He was awarded it because the many high generals who bore it before were killed.
He took a last look, ensuring there was nothing that had been left behind by either of them. When he about to leave, he reached into a small pouch of belongings and pulled out a stone figure of a tree. He rubbed his fingers over the black etchings in the stone and remembered his wife and child. The tree itself was given to him as a sapling by his wife to symbolize their marriage. They planted it together on the outside hill near their home. On their fifth anniversary, and around the birth of their child, he had two stones crafted and etched with an image of the tree at its current state. He wanted it to be something for them to laugh about when they were much older as their grandchildren played in its branches. He pushed back the tears and exited the hovel. He saw her face and forced her smile down into his mind as he dropped the stone back in the bag. She had loved this simple gift. She had been holding it when they’d burned her alive.
He began toward the north gate, ditching the gaze of several onlookers who, now that it was obvious he was leaving, rushed to throw their own things into the tent and claim it. In the small amount of time they had been town, many more refugees had found their way here. He’d seen this happen before. In those cases, the town soon became unstable from lack of supplies. Even the desolation that was the world now, laziness was still one of the worst plagues of men. It surprised him how so many people could stay alive by doing so little. There were always people willing to eat and drink, and very few willing to go out and search for more. In truth, Nurias wondered how much longer the race would live on.
 
* * *
 
He finally made it to the gate, seeing now that Lorlank had brought along the young boy who had taken a liking to him. Nurias preferred to avoid having any extra companions, mainly because it was more to deal with and listen to. Lorlank had taken to the orphan boy and taught him how to shoot a bow. He wasn't bad, but he was no elf.
"Nurias, I can't wait to finally get to go on an adventure with you," the boy said.
“Yes, I am sure. I can't remember, how old are you again?"
"I'm coming up on my fifteenth year of life, sir."
"Fifteen and we’re taking him to what could be one of the most dangerous times of our own lives?" Nurias said to Lorlank.
"It's the best time for him to really learn if following us is what he wants. He's got his bow and quite a few arrows. The fact that he has made progress in the mastery of a rarer skill should stand for some level of respect, Nurias. It seems he found books on fletching and well, reading itself is difficult for most people. I think you will like him."
"I guess. Just don't get in our way, and make sure you send the arrows into the enemy, not into us."
"Aye, do not worry, sir. I assure you my aim will be deadly."
Lorlank laughed. “I can’t shoot for shit. That’s why I use an ax!"
About that time, several small gates off the side of the main gate opened, and their mounts for their journey had arrived. Lord Kras had indeed provided them mounts, and though Nurias well knew the lord had such creatures, he was a bit surprised they appeared to be in such good health. The creatures were large lizards, kin to dragons but flightless. Drak lizards was their real name, but most knew them as Sand Teeth, named for their habit of lying in sand dunes for unexpecting adventurers to wander too close. But it was a creature that killed for fun and boredom. It did not eat flesh, but hot rocks. Its body had evolved in such a way that it needed very little subsistence, and its own purpose before the coming of the dead was to tend to the eggs of larger dragons. Being that there were no more large dragons, the incredibly social creature took to protecting humans, considering their last task included saving many young children and elderly back during the great war.
The Drak lizards hissed as Nurias and the others approached, and one of them sniffed at Nurias.
“Hello, friend. I do hope you are ready for a bit of a journey.”
Once they mounted and several guards moved quickly out of their path as they went to the gates, one guard shook his head as he stared at them.
“A bit crazy to be riding off. I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go wandering outside.”
"No, I'd rather not go outside these gates,” Nurias said. “But it is hard to feel safe here, too, with those like yourself watching out for us.”
The young man seemed annoyed. “I’ve been trained by the lord himself. I’m a warrior. I am ready if the enemy comes.”
"That's cute," Lorlank said. "It will be a sad day for you when you discover that these walls and this gate are not enough to stop the dead. They probably didn't tell you that when you agreed to guard this place. They will simply leap over the top, likely onto you.”
The man suddenly had a look of terror upon his face, and they smiled as he passed.
"Take heart," Nurias told the man. “The dead will kill you out here as quickly as kill you in there. At least there is more food to be found within these walls."
They began their northern trek, following a broken road that led into darkening hills a far distance from their current position. 
The lands outside the town were mostly scorched earth. While there was some new growth here and there, it was not much to mention. In the times of the great war, the skies rained fire and burned most of the lands. Not to mention wherever the necromancers and their filth went, all life simply died. 
He thought back to the guardsmen at the gate, and while he gave him a hard time, he felt some level of sorrow for him. The man had agreed to be a guard because he had no other skills. Not that most skills would help. People either supplied security as best they could, or hunted for what could be eaten. Even worse, men and women had turned to simply selling themselves to whoever would take them to provide small comforts. There was no honor left in this world except for a few warriors willing to draw swords together.
Lorlank pulled out a tough loaf of dried out bread. It wasn’t the best but it travelled well. He broke off a piece and tossed it at both Nurias and the young companion.
"Tomu, you must get used to stuff like this. You had it good in town, eating your three times weekly rations of Salt Rock Stew. This hard stuff will be a bit of a change for you. But you might find that you can imagine flavors."
The boy took a small portion of the substance and forcibly ate it, trying to hide the fact that he was upset and disgusted by it. Nurias did not blame him. It wasn't good but would keep their strength up. Funnily enough, Lorlank had kept his large size even with little food to be found. The disgruntled man smacked the portion of bread and then shook his fist at the ground.
 "I cannot believe a way to defeat these creatures was so close to us."
"Well, I didn’t think the two of us could get into the elven lands. Frankly, I wasn’t expecting to have to go there. While we will enter what's left of the woods, I do not think we can actually get to the old elven home."
"I doubt it. They say the necromancers opened a portal there, a direct line from the Sunken Lands to here. But I've heard little whispers of them moving much away from the already conquered lands. If their presence leaves an area, the portals close. Still, I'm surprised they have not come further our way."
Lorlank laughed. "Give the bastards time. Rumor has it they were still chasing dwarves down into their mines. Others said that in the past few years, they have been simply building their forces in preparation for a full onslaught. I just do not get the point. Why come after us? We are already a beaten race."
"They draw on our life force. It provides them some level of pleasure, or so it seems. Like a drunkard seeing their next drink, these necromancers seek to binge on the living."
"Like a vampire?" Tomu asked.
"No! Do not speak of those beasts," Lorlank said. "Vampires are bad enough on their own. We do not need to add to our troubles by summoning one!"
"You can't summon one by saying 'vampire.'” Nurias laughed.
"Close enough," Lorlank said. "I may not be of the Holy Order anymore, but some of their teachings were correct. A vampire lord can hear its own name. Some, like myself, would not be surprised if they could hear 'vampire' too. Damn, I said it again."
Tomu seemed shocked, and Nurias just shook his head. At least the constant surprised face of their young companion was amusing.
 
* * *
 
Night was falling upon them. As the orange sky gave way to a pitch-black night, the moon having no light at all further caused a haunting drear to fall over Nurias and his companions. It was bad enough to be moving outside a town's walls at night. Not that he was particularly worried about the undead, but there was more in the world than what could be summoned by the necromancers. With the retreat of the other races, not to mention the Holy Order, which was an entity formed to keep those of dark creation and evil down, all forms of malice and dangerous beasts had free range of the lands and took to it with an insane passion.
They lucked out and found a small ruined farmhouse and decided it would be best to pass the night here. They made a small fire, and though they intended to keep one of the two adults awake and on watch throughout the night, neither Nurias nor Lorlank felt they could sleep. They had only been back at the town for the past four nights. Obtaining new supplies was always something the town needed, and aside from earning greater favor for their work, they always gathered extra stuff for themselves. But they never went north. No one went this way. In fact, both of them had discussed moving further south. The danger was that the border towns were always a bit wilder and enabled a bit more lawlessness. To fit in near the other refuges, they'd have to make sure they didn't draw attention to themselves. Those in power retained their power through manipulation, and enforced rules in a much harsher form. In some ways, Nurias preferred that, just not when it applied to him. He was still surprised that he cared enough to try this crazy quest. A man reached a point in their sorrow that no matter the cause, there was no point. He thought of the family he once had and sighed, cursing that he had no fermented drink to deaden this pain.
It took some time, but Lorlank and Tomu eventually fell asleep. Not much had been said between the three of them, but then again, they’d all had issues relaxing. Nurias lay staring up at the stars in the sky and noticing the hue of a red glow in the distance. It was a settlement burning their dead. A wise tactic not always followed in the past, leaving a fresh pile for the necromancers to summon new warriors. Some towns, like a town they were in before, were late to enact this belief. Thankfully, a landslide shifted their graves underneath the earth, and it seemed, for a time, the dead would leave them alone. An act of the two gods if Nurias had ever seen one. There were many towns not so lucky the previous years. Even one town that by some act felt is wise to keep the dead priests of the two gods upright along the walls of their city in a hope to ward off an attack. It worked as well as one might expect. They were all fools; at least, that's how Nurias saw them.
 
* * *
 
It had been a few hours, and now it was Lorlank’s time to watch. Nurias turned over and closed his eyes as Lorlank went around the side of the cottage to urinate. Nurias pushed away the images from the memories he had of his family. While most people had nightmares while they slept, his nightmares were unending be he awake or asleep. Being asleep just meant he was truly trapped within the dream world. A place of torment for him. He could only try to rest.
Nurias had no more than closed his eyes when the heavy footfalls of Lorlank stirred him awake. His friend slid down to the ground, covering Tomu's mouth and glancing up above them. It was then Nurias heard a loud screech. He peered upward to see a massive bat flying overhead. It was a grotesque beast, barely visible in the predawn sky, but this was an example of creatures left unchecked in the world. The undead had claimed many of these beasts as mounts, but this one did not appear to have any rider. It was a wild bat, which was extremely rare but no doubt gave a little bit more comfort to their plight.
They were fortunate to be lying along the edges of the ruined farmhouse. Their forms would not be too visible to the nearly blind creature sending sounds across the dunes, looking for prey. 
Nurias drew his blade as the creature flew over them again. It hovered, and for a moment, Nurias thought they were discovered. The bat darted away from them and grabbed another creature flying through the sky. Though it was dark and difficult to see what it was, two creatures fought high above them, and at one point, the bat bit into the other creature, splashing a luminescent green blood all over the sands around them. Snarls and hisses erupted around them, and it seemed the bat gained the upper hand, pushing its prey into a dune some distance away and silencing it. The green blood was beginning to creep to them. By some devilry, the substance was attracted to living creatures, and their spot was no longer safe.
“This creature has some form of necromancer magic within its blood. We must go. We will use darkness to cover our escape while that creature enjoys its meal,” Nurias whispered.
"Agreed,” Lorlank said.
Avoiding the encroaching glowing blood that had nearly covered the ruins completely, they mounted their own beasts and began across the badlands once again.
 
* * *
 
Nurias was happy the sun was rising. He had significantly less worries in the daytime versus the night, and that was part of the reason they stopped. The region they were crossing had at one time been wide-open grasslands where hundreds of horses grazed. At the northernmost point of this region was the dried out basin of what was once a grand crystal clear lake. As they reached what was the edge, they could see no sign of the splendor worthy of the songs of old it once held. What little liquid remained within the skeletal stony deeps was dark and sludge-like. Where an island once was stood a tower of rock that reached down to the very bottom of the lake, almost as if a monolith to the destruction that had rocked the region.
"I have not been this way in some time," Lorlank said, "but the last time I was here, there was at least water still in the lake. Can the world just not return to what it once was? Can life not come back?"
It was clear to Nurias that Tomu was rather surprised by this. He did not know what the boy expected. The stories of once was were nothing but that, stories. He grew up in this world. There were no safe happy places in which to hide here.
"I have read about this place. The ruins of the old high elves were said to have jutted out from tall trees on that island. It looks more like a spire," Tomu said. “I was hoping it wasn’t like this.”
The boy stared at Lorlank and back to the sight before them.
Nurias laughed, "This is our world. I knew it as you imagined it once was, but you must embrace what it is."
Nurias knew his words were not harsh but true, and in time, the boy would understand the truth was much more important than the temporary pleasures he had no doubt indulged within some book.
They moved around the lake, coming to what was known now as the Ash Woods. This was once the greater woodland region of the local elves. This grand forest had reached far into the north and east, surrounding the base of rather large hills. Though it was not the first place the necromancers attacked, it became a constant target for their raids.
Moving to the rocky ground of the Ash Woods, they maneuvered their mounts through the broken trees and over several large logs. 
The bright sunlight that had encouraged Nurias quickly faded away as the storm rolled over them. As lightning flashed and random strong showers pelted them, they moved with haste into the hill lands, seeking refuge near large boulders to get out of the actual storm. With some luck, the rain gave way to simply a gusting wind around the same time they found cover. The dark clouds rolled above them, but they could at least continue their journey. They stood for a moment, starting into the ashy sludge of mud running in streams around them. As long as the storms were only raining water, they were safe. Nurias looked out to the far distance and to the dark clouds with towers of fire growing within them. He knew the necromancers were on the move.
They went down from the hills and returned to the skeletal woods as fog rolled across the land, veiling most of their path. Fog in these lands could be strange. Most of the time, fog was a natural occurrence, but this far away from any form of civilization and going into a place such as this, fog could mean something much worse. Nurias drew his blade, much to the shocked bewilderment of their young companion.
"We need to fight?" he asked.
"Not fight, just prepare," Lorlank said. 
Nurias gripped the reins of this creature, moving in an arc away from their path and crisscrossing several times to try to keep them from being too blinded in the already dense fog.
It took some time, but they finally emerged from the fog. The fog around them began to recede, and at that moment, he heard many footfalls on the ground. It was not the heavy thud of boots clicking, but the cracking sound of bones upon stone. 
He turned to the direction of the sound and spotted four skeletal warriors. The largest one, standing at least seven feet tall, had a massive spear. Before they could do anything, in the typical fashion of his friend, Lorlank was off his beast and charging the largest skeleton holding the spear. He shoved his axe into the spear, parrying it upward before closing the distance upon the bony form, smacking it back with a closed fist. He had done this many times, and it was the reason he wore strong gauntlets.
Nurias looked toward the other two skeletons to see a single arrow plink into the bone of one of them. The skeleton rattled its jaw toward them.
"A feeble attempt, boy. Not enough for something not of flesh,” Nurias said. He jumped from his beast, moving quickly against the angered skeleton.
Skeletons were not known for their battle prowess, normally requiring only simple blade work with a parry and a strike of a hard object.
Nurias rushed to its right side, parrying its half-hearted jab and returning the attack with a slash to its neck. Just as he had followed through, the second skeleton moved upon them, and Lorlank swung a low blow, breaking its legs apart. The skeleton fell to the ground, grasping upward helplessly. Nurias ran up to the skeleton, cracking its arms before flipping its ribcage and head back over.
"What are you doing here?" he asked it.
The skeleton clicked its teeth several times. "What are you of the living doing here? These lands are ours."
"You're never too far from either your master’s army or ruins of a place you’ve been sent to. I see no army with you, so I know you are not an attacking force. What is your business?"
"What are you going to do? Kill me again?" the creature said with a strange clicking laugh.
Lorlank grabbed the creature by its skull before swinging its neck around in a circle. 
"No. If you tell us what we want, we will happily end your life, if you can call it that. You tell us what we wish, or we make you a permanent ornament that we carry with us."
"I'd much like that. It gets lonely as a skeleton. I cannot get much deader."
"Wait, no normal skeleton of the necromancers talks in any form of joke. You're not a summoned form."
"No, but I still got what was once mine. My brothers and I were woodcutters in these woods, and while I do not remember exactly how we died, I do believe it was some type of large creature. When the blight of the undead reached us, life returned to our bones. Some skeletons had come through, but they were not interested in us at all. Two of them came upon a strange shadowy creature. They conversed in a way we could not understand, and then the shadow creature tore them apart. It is where my brothers and I got our weapons. You do not think you can fix my brothers?"
Lorlank looked over to the skulls he’d made a point to crack, including the one decapitated by Nurias before breaking on the ground.
"I'm going to guess no." the skull said.
Nurias smirked at the strange skeleton head. "Since you are not the necromancers’, I can simply end your life. You do not have any other useful information?"
The skeleton head clicked his mouth a few more times. "I know nothing except that it is cold all the time here. Even when I can tell the creatures of the living are hot and thirsty, I am always cold."
"We can end that." Nurias nodded to Lorlank to smash the skull, the only suitable thing to do, when it seemed the head protested.
"There is a bit more, but I won't tell you unless you take me with you. I'd much like to see the blight of the world. I have only wandered around here. Let me go with you."
"We are not taking a skeleton with us," Nurias said. "We go north with more people already than I think we need. I do not need any other talking heads."
"Then you don’t want my information," the head said. "You can call me Skull-Bone, if you wish, and you may destroy me at your destination. But, there are new issues near there, or so the dead have told me. But tell me I can go, and I will reveal the information."
"Fine, but I will put you on a tree where nothing can crack you if I discover you are lying. You can go. The boy will carry you."
Tomu shook his head. "What? No, I'm not carrying a skeleton."
"More like half of one," Lorlank said, "maybe only a fifth. And you will. It's part of the journey."
Nurias took the head from Lorlank. "Tell me what you know."
"Okay," the skull said. "There is a chance that a necromancer is coming this way. I had even heard the Plaque Reapers were moving down the coasts."
"I had heard that. It is a rumor that circulates the streets of every township the moment the winds shift, but you are sure of it?"
"Oh yes, they are searching for something where you plan to search. It is why others have come at times to scout the . . . other dead ones. There are traps, constructs invisible to living eyes. It is why I'd be useful to you. They believe for some reason that others might be coming for something, and I would say they are correct. But I am a lowly skeleton, not privy to actual summonings of the necromancers. But there have been more beasts in the woods of late. I have to imagine the necromancers and their kind are not too far away."
"Well, aren't we all lucky."
"Indeed, you are very lucky. Now, I tell you this only so that you'll kill me once we reach the elven ruins; well, kill me again." 
The skeleton head did another exuberant clicking laugh.
"Fine, I'll smash you when we get there if you help us avoid the traps. No games, skull."
They had already wasted so much time. They made a point to quickly mount their beasts and begin back through the woods. Having a talking skull was a first for Nurias, and he could only wonder what they would look like if they came across anyone of the living.
They moved through the Ash Trees region and began into a deeper and taller region of trees that had been long scarred by the fiery rains from before. Black crag tips of the jagged towers of the once massive trees greeted them as they took the main rode to make their quicker pace easier. The skull did not protest, so they assumed there were no traps this way.
"This is the last border of the elven lands," Lorlank said to Tomu. "Keep your eyes open to the dark spaces. I do not trust this region."
Moving into an area dotted with broken archways and larger stacked blocks built into trees, they discovered what was known ten years ago as the most sacred part of the forest. Evidence of the once-grand civilization of the high elves became more obvious to them. As they passed through several ruin arches, they were surprised to see some that still spanned the gap over the road. Many jewels, having no value to the dead, were still placed in the archway and forced Nurias to remember the times before. He had come here once, and standing within one of the sanctums built into the upper boughs of the tree, his people and the elves had signed a pact to end a border dispute between them and a kingdom to the east. Even the worst of times were better than what was to come. Too bad they were all too blind to see it as they argued and complained of daily struggles that would be a blessing now. 
Progressing down the road, the three companions moved with careful haste. By their reckoning of what they could see of the sun as it descended, it was late afternoon. They had made most of their journey relatively untouched, but Nurias was not the only one who soon heard the unmistakable sound of bone on stone once again.
"I hear skeletons," the skull said.
"Then be quiet," Nurias whispered.
Both Lorlank and Tomu looked behind them and to their sides as Nurias drew his blade and rode forward as quickly as he could moving over and around many fallen trees. It was then he realized then that these trees were not simply fallen timbers lost to a storm or otherwise a natural happening, but were in fact engineered in some weird form. 
Nurias looked up and down, moving along the wooden wall that was becoming more obvious to him to be an actual construct, which he did not expect in these woods. This was not something any of the race of man would've taken the time to do, at least this far away from anyone else. The bone upon stone footfalls were erratic, as if they were running from place to place and suddenly stopping, or so it seemed. But as it was, this fort was directly on top of the road they were taking. They needed to find a way around it, but with the high likelihood that they would struggle to deal with the skeletons directly, he quickly went back to his mount.
"Come on, we will go around. Do not need to risk angering the new locals."
Tomu had an arrow to string, though Nurias prayed he would not have to correct the boy again. Arrows would not work against these beasts, but if the boy died, it was his own fault. Nurias was not babysitting.
Lorlank moved his mount around nervously. The sudden sound of more footfalls approaching from behind them stirred them to hurry away from the current location. Nurias led them around the eastern side of the wooden fort, making a point to speed up his lizard and repeatedly kicking it into a faster pace. But as he came around the corner, he noticed more skeletons, and these were outside the walls. His beast ran straight through at least four of them. Their bones were shattered and thrown all over the forest floor as he pulled on the reins, causing the lizard to climb up a large boulder. As the creature clawed its way up to the top, Nurias made a quick look around, noticing there were at least thirty skeletons, and at this point, all of them raced their way. This was when he also noticed that they could not continue to go around the fort, seeing that there was a massive cross path running along the side of the fortress that blocked their path.
 
* * *
 
Several skeletons came upon them. Nurias and Lorlank kicked their mounts to jump from the boulders and into the fortress itself. Tomu followed just behind, but his creature instead climbed down and was quickly overwhelmed to say the least. He shouted out, and Lorlank turned his mount, charging back into the skeletons and throwing several against the boulders with a single swing of his weapon. 
Nurias turned around as well, hurrying to assist his friend and his friend’s pet boy, as he could see Lorlank reach him. The skeletons were fleeing but now heading directly toward him. Nurias dismounted, moving with purpose as he angled his sword just above his head and made a downward slash, taking down the nearest skeleton. The one advantage to fighting skeletons versus most of the normal undead was that the skeletons did not seem to have the ability to turn people upon death with a simple bite. The skeletons’ only true weapon was what was in their hands. Even attempting to bite a person could easily be dissuaded by breaking the rather fragile facial bones, but the problem with skeletons was that typically there were so many of them in random places and people wouldn’t expect them. But the skeletons would not pursue them as other creatures might. If they could just simply get away from the skeletons, they would be fine. But like their own skull had said before, the skeletons were not random creatures, and one of them had a horn that he began somehow sounding without having, which was the weirdest thing Nurias had seen in some time. As the horn call went out across the barren woods, it was clear to Nurias that very soon they would have more problems to deal with.
Several low roars vibrated through the air, a sound Nurias had heard on a few occasions. Whatever allies these skeletons had were moving towards them.
"We need to go. We need to get out of here now," Lorlank said. "You know what that is? That roar? I hope I don't know what that is." Lorlank gave an uncomfortable laugh. "Well, you know what it is. The last thing I really wanted to deal with were werewolves."
Were-beasts were creatures of an interesting sort. While there were always rumors in the time before the great calamity of the undead of creatures that haunted the woods at night and took human form during the daytime. These beasts remained beasts and were not wolves as some people once suggested.
The first of several beasts went all the way up the opposite side of the fallen trees and jumped amongst Nurias and his two companions. In a rather surprising feat, Tomu did not hesitate as expected. The young boy pulled back his bowstring to cheek in quick fashion, sending two arrows into the nearest were-beast. It did not do too much. The creature bit at the arrows as Lorlank moved in as quickly as he could. These creatures were large. While they did have deep dark black hair of werewolves, their faces appeared as bloody flesh. The undead scouts of the necromancers were extremely quick and efficient killers, but it was clear that from the horn call of the skeletons, the were-beasts themselves did not know what to expect as they arrived.
Lorlank slammed his axe into the creature's neck, severing arteries and cracking bone. The creature screamed for only a moment before it died. But there were at least four more of the beasts, and while they got lucky with one being distracted, that would not be the case with the others. 
Nurias ran toward Tomu, grabbing the boy and pushing him toward his mount. "We need to go now.”
 Nurias and Lorlank both took to their mounts. The creatures growled and roared as the lizards hissed back.
"We cannot fight like this, my friend. Let us get past them and outrun them!" Nurias said to his lizard.
Nurias led the flight from the skeleton camp, taking down one were-beast and trampling it as he kicked his mount ahead. He came to the opposite side of the wall, and before he returned to the road they were traveling before, he looked back to see Tomu just behind him and Lorlank further back. The were-beasts were pursuing them, and they would have to be much faster than they already had been. Nurias looked ahead and could see the ruins of the massive castle they were headed to in the distance. The road, though winding and difficult to see far away, appeared to be clear.
 They were quickly losing their light, and they would not want to be found needing to hide from these creatures in the dark. These were nocturnal beasts and could see the best at night. Nurias spurred the lizard into an ever-increasing sprint. He noticed that Tomu and Lorlank were now nearly beside him. The three remaining beasts were gaining on them. In no time, they were already out of sight of the skeletons in their small fort. Crossing over a large bridge, they entered what was once the inner sanctum of the elves. 
Lorlank paused at this point, forcing his mount to stop and reaching a pouch at his waist. As the werewolves roared and sprinted toward them, he flung a powder out in an arc, creating a blinding flash that shot out toward them. When the light darkened, the wolves appeared disoriented and stunned.
Many more ruins were in this area, and it was among these broken towers and structures they attempted to lose their pursuers. Nurias led them up onto a large flat stone platform and the remains of what used to be an archway. Jumping from one side to the next, the beasts were just now entering the ruined area, providing a moment for Nurias and his companions to get further ahead. There was a gallery of statues coming up, and they attempted to put more space between them and the were-beasts. Twisting through several tall structures, they came to the long open pathway bordered with larger statues. In the strangest of finds, they noticed at the far end of this gallery were several standing stones still glowing a dim blue.
"You need to restore your magic?" Lorlank asked with a laugh.
Nurias did not use magic, obviously. But his friend could not help but make a joke at the fact that that was in fact what the stones were used for. It was surprising that they still had energy within them. Normally, there must be elves present to activate the stones. Nurias turned around, seeing two of the three beasts directly behind them. They had not gained much in the way of an escape. He questioned where the other beast was.
 As they came to some large monolithic stones, they turned their mounts and prepared to defend themselves. The fact there were two beasts and the fact that they could not actually escape meant that it was time to fight. Tomu fired several arrows, but none seemed to do any damage. Now it was Lorlank and Nurias’s turn. As they both took stance, Nurias looked out the corner of his eye and happened to notice another were-beast approaching at their right flank. It was nearly upon them, jumping from one large dilapidated tower. The creature had the perfect angle, and though Nurias pulled Lorlank out from where the creature was likely going to land, it was as if he could not bring his sword up fast enough.
It was upon him. He forced the hilt of his sword into its neck. As he stared into the creature's eyes, its gaping flesh-filled mouth blotted out the light as its darkness came upon him. There was a sudden splash of warm blood over his neck and chest, and his first thought was how very little pain he felt. Then he realized that the creature's head was severed. The beast landed on him, squirting fluids during its last few moments of actual life. Nurias turned to see Lorlank engaging the two beasts, but then he happened to see another figure. This figure was covered in bones but was not of the undead. It bore a large curved scimitar, and in his hand was a bright blue magic orb. There was an explosion of an electrifying blast as their savior brought down one of the were-beasts in a single blast. The figure then jumped, driving his blade into the second one before bringing his hand in and once again electrifying the beast to death.
As they stared upon the strange figure as he stood upon the dead beasts, the winds blew upon them, blowing fragments of leaves around them.
"You've come a long way," the figure said. 
Lorlank, already seeing that this person was not their enemy, dropped his axe and ran to pull the beast off Nurias. Nurias stood and noticed that Tomu had an arrow to cheek and was trembling.
"You are young and have a bow," the figure said. "And you do not seem too confident with it."
"Well, perhaps it's because he just saw a random figure appear from the shadows and cut down two beasts in rather quick motion," Lorlank suggested.
The figure laughed. "Perhaps." 
The figure was wearing a helmet of bone affixed with metals, and as he removed it, they all understood why he was here. It was an elf. Though missing a single eye, he had the token pointed ears and elven armor, though it was mostly covered in bone.
"Thank you for your assistance," Nurias said. "Are there any more of you?"
"There have not been more like me for a very long time. When I first came here, all I found were ruins. I was injured many, many years before now. I was placed into a healing chamber of my people, and when I awoke, everyone I had known was dead.
"So, what do you know of? What do you remember?" Lorlank asked.
"Not too much."
Nurias was curious of the elf. Though he only recently learned that the elves did not in fact abandon the armies of men, he did not look like an elf based off his armor. In fact, of all the compositions of armor and pieces he had seen, he had yet to see one wearing the bones of their enemy.
"We had a shrine not too far away from here, a place where one could heal if injured beyond simple bandaging. I was put there after an early battle and put into a deep sleep and when I awoke, I literally found the desolation we see. 
“I went searching, attempting to find some trace, and I came across the mass graves of my people. These woods and the magic within them, what little remained, has driven me to fight, and with no other purpose, I have embraced defending this land. There's something drawing close; I felt it while in meditation this morning. Now, I have found you," the elf said, looking at them, "but you are not what I felt."
"We are searching for a plant of some kind, something locked away in a sanctum protected by magic. It is the key to defeating the necromancers. Do you know of it?" Lorlank asked.
"I do not know of any particular plant, but I know the area you must go to. It is not too far away from here, but I suggest we take the tunnel. By the way, the name is Evlar."
None of them were much for introductions, and Evlar did not require it. He pointed his blade and directed them to tie up the lizards not too far from one of the glowing stones. Nurias noticed there were several berries here, and he had not seen something like this in some time.
“Do not bother,” Lorlank told him. “Those are poisonous.”
“You know plants well,” Evlar said.
“I was of the Holy Order.”
“Well, they’re all likely dead now. The gods have abandoned here. I may not have left this region, but in meditation, I do not see their divine light.”
Evlar went to the rear of one of the standing stones and moved his hand in a pattern over the rock. A passage opened the rock itself, revealing a stone stairwell.
"Come, come quickly," Evlar said.
Each of them moved down the stairwell, unable to really see much below them. Evlar came last, and the way to the outside world closed. The elf motioned his hand directly near Nurias, and a burst of yellow light shot from his fingertips, illuminating the stone all the way down to the bottom. The passage was rather narrow, and they barely had enough room for all of them on the ladder itself. They reached the lower level and found a large torch-lit room where random but useful supplies were kept.
"Most of the stuff I have scavenged from my own homeland. Much was burned away, but there were quite a few passages and hideaways where I found some supplies. It seemed the elves expected some level of destruction from above. I was surprised that everyone had died. Is there anyone of my kind left?"
Nurias looked around the room, seeing broken trinkets and burned parchments. Clearly, like the lord back in town, the elf sought to hold on to something of the old world.
"I don't know," Nurias said. "It is difficult to say who is alive or dead now. If you'd asked me this morning, I would've said all elves were dead. Give it time, and the only thing alive will be the undead."
"Unless we can find this plant," Tomu said exuberantly.
The elf shook his head. “I do not know for sure of any such plant existing, but perhaps there was a discovery after I was injured.”
Evlar led them down the passageway, and they soon came to a series of doors and subsequent hallways until at last they reached a large room with a shimmering blue glow on one side.
"The edge of the inner sanctum of the old castle. Passing through it is simple enough, but once it has been opened, it cannot be closed again. I have had no need to go here, for I have wished to protect it from the defilers."
“But I don't think we'll need it closed again," Lorlank said.
"It is not us getting in that I worry of but what else could be trying to get in. The fog around this place is thick, and I worry of the enemy. Do not mistake me to be one of the great sages of my race, but I must tell you that you are the first I have encountered who did not simply run away.”
"Well, the sight of bones of any kind tends to scare away most people nowadays," Lorlank pointed out.
"True wisdom, but most coming this way have already been affected. I presume every adventurer is like yourselves, but they do not have an elf to save them at just the right time. Nevertheless, the way it is now, I see no point in keeping this sacred place sealed away. If there is something within that can help, we must access it."
As they reached the glowing wall, Evlar took out a small stone and moved it in a pattern along the wall. The wall shimmered and vanished, turning to dust that simply dissipated before them. The room on the other side had massive glowing white torches and several altars, with light coming from crystals affixed to the ceiling above. Nurias spotted the leaves upon one of the pedestals and immediately walked toward it. They were in a small brown box of a simple design. They went up to it and picked up one of just a small stack of leaves. Evlar was just behind them.
"This? This is what they sent you for?"
"One of the last of the Holy Order commanded us here."
"For a common plant like this? This is not sacred. At least, it wasn’t before. This can kill a necromancer?"
They picked up the sack of leaves, noticing there were no more than six in number. They were long in shape and green with red veins that seemed to be crystallized.
"That's what we were told. I don't know. This is the last bit of hope that I feel any of us have had in some time. I'm retrieving the plant and taking it back to the town south of here."
As he put the leaves in the back, Nurias nodded to the elf. "Thank you. I don't know how we were to pass the ward without your assistance. You've taken something that would've taken a much longer time and made it a simple task. I’m not even too sure we could have found a way through without you. If you want to, come with us. You’re the type that I am sure my friend here wouldn't mind having around.”
The elf looked around and sighed. "I hadn't thought I'd ever leave here. You think an elf would be well received in town?"
"Ha!" Lorlank laughed. "Nurias is barely received in town. What is the worst that could happen to you?"
"Perhaps. If there is a way to defeat the creatures, I would like to be a part of it. There is no sense in guarding these ruins while I still draw breath and can possibly still find my own people."
There was a crumbling sound above them. A loud screech shrieked through the chamber, and a shadow fell upon Nurias and Evlar. 
Nurias fell backward, attempting to pull his sword from his sheath, and landed on his back. As he pushed himself up, he drew his sword, watching as the creature bit into the neck of the elf over and over.
Evlar was still alive, screaming. Pushing back at the attacker and coughing blood, he shoved his hand up against the creature, sending a blast of fire into its form, throwing it off. Lorlank and Nurias ran to pick up Evlar as blood trickled from the bite.
"Go! I will turn into one of them soon. Just go. I will fight them!"
More of the creatures were falling from above. They looked over to the one Evlar had cast fire at and saw the pale face of a vampire rising back to his feet and smiling.
"A living elf? What a treasure. I have tried for so many days to get into this sanctum that I thought I would never do it. Now I must retrieve what I came for."
They had never seen a vampire like this before. Though it did have the typical black garb they expected of most among the undead ranks, his face was partially ripped open and he had visible oversized fangs extending down his chin. Aside from that strange adornment, the rest of the vampire looked human, although very pale.
The vampire held up his hands to the many minions with him. They were all vampires, though they did not have the fangs that this one did. He was the master, and several more floated down from above to join him.
 Nurias looked back to see Lorlank slowly backing up and pushing Tomu with him.
The vampire looked at Nurias. “I will not allow you to take what you have come for. We knew when we finally threw down the Holy Order of men that one of them escaped. The knowledge he had was forbidden to the living. We destroyed the elves, and we thought that that was enough. I spent the last two days attempting to break into the sanctum, and what happens? You do it for me. I would like to thank you on behalf of all of us for making the path easier. The masters move against the realm of the living. I cannot allow you to leave this place with anything, and I know what you came here for and the threat it is to the cult of the dead. Give me what I seek, and I will at least give you a proper place among my brothers and me."
Nurias held his stance and showed no intention to give the vampire anything.
 "I would expect nothing more from one such as you. Warriors are few these days. I will enjoy our duel."
The vampire hissed and began to lunge at him just as an elven blade pierced him from behind.
"I have no desire to flee this place," Evlar shouted. “Your filth decimated my race, and I will not be threatened by the dread of your presence or your cult as long as I still draw breath."
Evlar withdrew his blade and, in a spinning slash, brought around a second blade, severing the neck of the vampire and sending up a fountain of blood before the rest of the body collapsed.
The other vampires attacked him, and in an explosion of magic and as the gleaming of elvish blades swung in the darkness of the sanctum, Evlar fell in a glorious last stand.
Nurias turned to run with Lorlank and Tomu. As they fled for the passage back to lands above them, Nurias thought of Evlar, but the elf had already been bitten. Though he would not turn undead, he would no doubt become a vampire. He’d literally known this elf for less than he had known most save Lorlank, but he liked him more than most of the cowards left in the world. This was the the type of companion that he would be would very much stand beside in pressing odds. Evlar would no doubt die, but it would be in a final fight that even Nurias could respect and would desire for himself if he could choose his own death. 
They reached the ladder, and scrambling upward, they reached the outside world, pushing away the rock. 
Nurias noticed that the glowing stones were beginning to fade, signifying that the elf was nearly dead. They ran to their mounts just as there was a screech high up on the hill behind them. Each of them glanced back. A banshee was in the clouds high above, a watcher of the undead that would no doubt tell others that they were there.
 
 



 
 
Part 3
 
 “You said you would smash me!” the skull shouted. “Smash me, smash me!”
“Quiet! Do not speak again!” Nurias said as he climbed onto his beast. “Remain silent until I say, or I will leave you in the middle of the plains on a high pole so no one can smash you!!”
 They spurred their lizards to carry them from this place with haste, and as Nurias glanced back, he saw the thralls of the undead clawing over the hill. Then, for a small moment, Nurias thought he saw an actual necromancer standing atop the hill, but he could not be sure. His view of it was hazy. It didn’t matter. Now there was no time to talk, debate, or try to figure out the best way to return to town. The best way was as quickly as possible.
They were out of the inner woods and were quickly on the outer stretch of the more barren trees. The black clouds were churning above them, with a large rolling fog covering over the vast plains from the north. It was clear they were trying to outrun a storm, but not a storm of natural occurrence.
Nurias pushed the lizard harder than he’d ever pushed any horse. These creatures were very resilient and able to withstand what other creatures of similar size could not. But at the pace they were going, even these beasts were pushed to their limits. But they could not wait. Behind them, the dark storm enveloped the hills. He had seen this before, but he always prayed he’d never see it again. The long wait that the living had endured wondering when the end would come had passed. The Plague Reapers, the necromancers, and all the undead were moving toward the very town they were going to, and with no doubt to obtain what they had just happened to escape with. They had to hope that Lord Kras had a plan.
 
* * *
 
Their lizards’ clawed feet were beginning to bleed, and Nurias noticed his beast now seemed to be difficult to control. The constant sprinting had taken its toil. But these were faithful beasts, and all of them, including the beasts, were thankful they could see the town ahead of them.
Following the road to the gate itself, Nurias noticed there was a large assembly standing upon the parapets.
"You bring this scourge!" one of the men shouted down.
About that time, the gates opened and Lord Kras himself walked out. "Quiet, man, have faith. He brings the only hope we can have now. Come, into the walls. I see you have it."
"I do. We found it, but obviously you know what is behind us and what this means," Nurias said. "Fog will roll over these walls, and the attack will be upon us. You know we cannot hold against the Plague Reapers themselves. They will send their blight into the city, and it will consume. Once they are past these gates, every person within will die."
Lord Kras said nothing and pushed them toward the keep. Their lizards followed behind them, and thankfully Skull-Bone did not show itself to be alive and cause a sudden mass panic.
Nurias noticed that the lord was already suited in his armor. The many guards around the keep itself had been sent out to the city. It seemed that whatever bit of a plan that could be contrived was already in motion.
“They were looking for these leaves as well,” Lorlank said. “They knew about them. They will come this way themselves.”
Kras nodded. "We began sending people out the moment we saw the storm. As you can guess, there are many who have not been able to flee. Even if this plant can kill one of these necromancers, I know the necromancers will never come into the city while one of us live. They will not risk their own lives, but they know we are limited. We cannot hold this ground. What I saw as hope has clearly become our armageddon. Perhaps they would've waited if we would not have gone to obtain these leaves.”
"Or perhaps not," Lorlank said. "We met an elf—"
"An elf?" Lord Kras interrupted. "Where? Where is it?"
"He died defending us and giving us a chance to get out," Nurias said.
"But of the elf? What did it say?" the lord asked.
"They were supposedly about to attack. That is why they attacked the sanctum, or perhaps because they attacked the sanctum, they determined the final part of their conquest was to be embarked on. We did nothing but give ourselves a chance. But how can we use it?"
"It can't be like this. I had a plan before, but . . . Those like you. The Remnants. You know where there are others?"
"Not for sure. There is one place, one of the few woodland realms that still stood before. It is further south from here and very isolated, high in the mountains, but I have to imagine even it's been destroyed."
Lord Kras shook his head. "Maybe. The world has shrunk since the coming of the dead. I wonder what is still out there, what people may have survived or resisted. If you can find them, other Remnants like yourself, you may be able to figure out a way to kill one of these things."
There was a sudden horn call across town. "The fog is nearly upon us. Prepare!"
Lord Kras knelt before Nurias, Lorlank, and Tomu. "I know how you feel toward the lords of men. Too many of my kind remained hidden in our castles and let the world crumble around us. I beg you, forgive me. I know you haven’t spent much time in this place, but I've truly attempted to make it a better town than what is upon the outside world. I charge you, as the last known lord of the living realm in this region, take these sacred leaves to the other Remnants like yourself and strike down these necromancers by whatever means you can. I will stay within the city and defend this keep as long as my blade can be lifted."
The lord bowed further and then stood up, sheathing his sword.
There was a sudden thundering shock against the walls of the town. Nurias turned around to see a massive eruption of fog, dust, and pieces of wall. Banshees shrieked across the sky, and thunder shook all around them.
"For the glory of the living, flee! Leave this place!"
Nurias stared at Lorlank and then glanced over at Tomu. "I'm not one for seeking any kind of glory, but I sure as hell do not want to die here." He turned to the lord. "I hear your vow and respect you as a fellow warrior. I will seek out the Remnants that I pray still live. We will defeat this scourge, and you will be remembered."
Nurias went to their nearby mounts, and Lorlank and Tomu did the same. Lord Kras pulled out several small vials, going to each of the lizards. As he forced liquid into the lizards’ throats, the creatures began to glow white and their many injuries from the forced run were healed.
"You have potions of health?" Lorlank asked. 
"The last of what was a dwindling stock. Those creatures would not have gotten you much further. I pray they now have the strength to take you as far as you need to go!" 
Lorlank and Tomu were the first to begin away, and Nurias stared at the lord as he drew his blade. "Those we both lost would smile at us this day."
Nurias thought of the family he once had and looked toward the gateway of the keep at the faces of the undead suddenly crashing into the shield wall of the defenders. He drew his blade, kicking his lizard to charge forward, and held on as the creature jumped, biting at the undead creature's face. He swung his blade, cutting down more as his lizard turned to follow Lorlank and Tomu, who already headed south out to the southern gateway.
A cold chill blew over the settlement as the fogs whipped and grasped the edges of the township. As the warriors of the necromancers moved into the city, Nurias looked back to watch as darkness swarmed over the keep of the lord. He looked ahead. Their path was clear, and while many people were still towering in the town itself, too weak to get out, Nurias embraced the thought that his actions might bring about the end of the necromancers. Someday. But it would not be this day and would not help those he flew past in a blur of motion. 
As they exited the actual town walls, they continued south, ascending a large hill before slowing their hasty flight and looking back at the town. A wall of blackness enveloped it. The malice that was the necromancers was devouring the town, and the sunlight above them seemed to darken even though no clouds came near it.
The ground around the edge of the city became as blight, turning black and bubbling with necromantic energies. A towering form stood upon the walls of the city, reaching up and outward. It was ten times the height of a man and was formed of a greyish substance, with long legs, arms, and a gaping mouth. It was a Plague Reaper, one of the very forms that had started the fall of men in the years before. The end was coming, unless they could somehow truly make the sacrifices of Lord Kras, the township, and even the brave elf from before truly worth it. Nurias knew what they had to do.
"You think you can find the other Remnants?" Lorlank asked.
Nurias turned his lizard to the south. “I hope."
 
 
THE END… for now.
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Chapter 1
 
I sat in the dim tavern with an arm around my wife as I took a swig of my ale from the tankard.  The drink tasted like piss water, but I needed to get away from the castle and my self-righteous family.  I’m the son of a duke, but I have too many older brothers ahead of me in the succession line.  I was destined to live a comfortable life as a lord, but none of that appealed to me.   
We were joined by some knights loyal to my family, but they mostly talked among themselves at the other end of the long table.  
The wooden front door was flung open, allowing the final rays of the dying sun to send a shaft of golden light across the tavern’s floor.  
I could tell by the smell of horse dung that it had to be the Cochrayne family.  I peered over my shoulder at seven of the Cochraynes stomping in to claim a table.  They stared at me, aiming for intimidation.  They missed the target.    
Our families hated each other, but I knew they wouldn’t try anything with six knights at my table.  I turned my attention back to Veralee.
Her dark, narrow eyes with sweeping lashes blended perfectly with her bronze cheeks.  Voluminous tawny brown hair hung to the middle of her back.  Her plump figure kept me warm on the long winter nights.
My father, the Duke of Waters Edge, resented her because she hadn’t been able to bear me a child yet.  I wallowed over the issue for years until I finally came to peace with the matter.  I loved her regardless of whether she could produce an heir.  She was my angel.
She spoke in her soft voice, “I still don’t understand why we come here.  The wine is so much better at the castle.  We could just stay in our quarters.”
I took a sip of my warm drink.  “Sometimes I just need to get away from them.  Someday we will get far away from them.”  I leaned over and kissed her cheek.  “We will travel around and see all the great wonders of this world.  Just two.  Me and you.”
She blushed and looked down at the table.  “I don’t know if I could just abandon my family like that.  I barely get to see them as it is.  I know you don’t agree with your father on much, but wouldn’t you miss the rest of your family?”
I shook my head.  “The only people I would miss would be my mother and Edburgh.  Everyone else bends to the will of my father out of blind allegiance.  I respect him, but I won’t allow him to rule over me.  I am my own man, beholden to none.”
“That’s one of the things I love most about you.  Where are we to go?”
“Anywhere and everywhere.  Beyond Gama Traka, where most people think the world ends.  That is where wonder and enchantment begins.  An unknown adventure.  Just a lord and his lady.”  I gave her a soft kiss on the lips.  
“You’re making it more enticing as you always do.  When are we to begin this journey?”
I replied, “That is at the behest of the lady.  We could leave right now if you fancy?”
She giggled.  “Not yet.  I’d have to see my family in the very least.  Why are you so anxious?”
Maury Cochrayne stumbled over to our table and spilled some of his wine on Veralee.  “Lord Maury, you seem to have overfilled your goblet.  You owe my wife an apology.”
The drunken lord turned toward me, almost falling down.  He lowered his eyes, and said, “Apologize.  To a woman?  You must have lost your damn wits.”
I stood up and looked him in the eye as he staggered around.  “This is not a woman.  This is Lady Veralee Etburn.”
“She comes from a shit family and you know it.  We all know it,” he said, and took a drink.
I clenched my hand at my hip, raised the fist to my shoulder and unloaded.  I smacked the top of Maury’s goblet and knocked out most of his front bottom teeth.  Blood poured out the corners of his mouth and down his neck.  The big man didn’t go down, but he was clearly dazed.
I hit him in the chin with a stiff left punch, and he crashed into a table and chair before hitting the floor.  His family jumped up from the table and pulled their swords.  The knights from my table drew their weapons in response.
I said, “Go outside, Veralee.  This could get messy.”
Scared and unable to formulate any words, she ran outside.
I turned to Maury’s brother.  “Slydell, you don’t want to do this.  Not today and definitely not tomorrow.  Your family can’t handle a war with the Etburns.  Call off your dogs.”
Slydell twirled his sword around.  “How am I to allow you to get away with hitting my brother when he wasn’t expecting it?”
I answered, “He should damn well have been expecting it.  He spilled a drink on another, the cordial response would be a simple apology.  He couldn’t do that, so I had to teach him a lesson.”
Slydell stuck the point of his sword into the wooden floor.  “You might think this is it, Rollo, but you can’t hide behind your family forever.  You can celebrate yourself as some kind of hero today, but you better think about what’s going to happen tomorrow.”
I went outside and met Veralee by the front door.  Our warm bodies met as I hugged her and pulled her in closer for a kiss.  “I love you.”
She repeated the phrase and we got on our horses and returned to Castle Etburn.  I put the scene behind me and didn’t think much of it.
A fortnight later, I awoke to loud knocking on the door to my quarters.  I sprang out of bed and slid the spy slot to the left.  Several guards stood outside the door.  I unlatched the lock and pulled the wooden structure open.
“My lord, someone’s got to Veralee.  They killed Sir Stanwick, Errol, and Sir Renlore before stealing away with your wife.”
My mind immediately went back to the fight at the tavern.  I dressed hastily and didn’t have time to put on my armor.  I raced over to the stables and had the spurrier saddle my black stallion.  I hopped on and headed toward the Cochraynes’ castle.  I didn’t need someone to confirm it.
A crowd had gathered outside the gates to the castle and I raced over, heeling my horse for extra encouragement.  I arrived to view my worst nightmare.  Maury Cochrayne stood behind my wife with a knife pressed against her neck.
I slowed the stallion to a walk as my blood began to boil.  “Lord Maury, if you do anything foolhardy, everyone in your family shall fall with only a few words.  Your entire family.”
“We’ve been waiting for a war with the Etburns so that we can take over Waters Edge.  Nobody is afraid of the elderly Etburns.”  He laughed, and his allies joined in.
Some more knights and members of my family arrived for support.  “What do you want out of this, Lord Maury?”
The man with a shaky blade hand responded, “You will come over here, bow in deference to me, and kneel down to beg forgiveness for your cowardly actions at the tavern.”
I chuckled internally.  “That will never happen and you know it.”
He pointed the knife at me.  “Her life is in your hands.  Is that the choice you would like to make?”
I appealed to his older brother.  “Slydell, tell your brother to let her go.  You know what will happen.”
Slydell rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his mustache.  “Maybe the days of the Etburns telling us what to do are over.  Why don’t you just follow his instructions?” 
I needed to get my wife away from these animals.  “This isn’t going to work out well for you.  If you insist on this spectacle then I shall indulge you.  However, I promise to come back and kill each and every one here.”
“Wrong words,” Maury said, and swiped the blade across my wife’s precious throat.
Her neck ran red and everything faded to black.  Darkness.  Nothing but darkness for years.
 
 



Chapter 2
Several Years Later
 
I scraped the dried blood off my fingernails and peered around the tavern.  I’d drunk so much that I could barely lift my tankard off the table and get it to my lips.  The ale spilled down onto clothes that I had been wearing for the past year.  I overheard the name I wanted to hear from a group of men three tables over.
I waited until they were leaving and followed them out the door.  The three men staggered toward their horses as I neared them from behind.
“I beg a word with you, sirs.”
Two of the men whirled around with their hands on their grips, ready to unleash longswords.  I held my hands up.  “I’m not armed.”
The tallest man said, “Fool.  Why in all the kingdom wouldn’t you have no weapon?”
I said, “Foolhardy, it should seem.”
The short man grunted, “What’dya want?”
I answered, “I overheard a bit of your conversation in there and I think we can help each other.”
The fat man asked, “What part of our conversation did you overhear?”
“The bit about Rollo Etburn.”
“What do you know about it?”  The tall man narrowed his eyes.
I had to be careful with how much I said.  “I know that the Princess Ali-Gare still believes him to be alive and has upped the bounty on his head.  Do you know where he is?”
“Not sure.  Don’t believe he died in no huntin’ accident though.  We gonna hunt him up in Waters Edge.”  The short man laughed, and his friends followed.
I asked, “What kind of ransom were you promised?”
The short man’s eyes lit up.  “A hundred gold foxes.  ‘Nuff to last a lifetime or two.”
I knew the current rate was much more than that.  “What do you know about Rollo Etburn?  I still don’t know the entire story.”
The fat man patted his rotund belly.  “He’s a lord, I know that.  His wife had her throat cut out by the Cochraynes.  They say he killed every single person in the entire Cochrayne family.  Then he went after anyone who was even sympathetic to them.  Then his father, Lord Tyus, tried to set a match with the King.  That Rollo was gonna get Princess Ali-Gare Wamhoff.  Problem was, she didn’t want no part of it.  She’s been paying people to bring her the head of Rollo Etburn so the wedding won’t never happen.  Lucky for us, nobody’s killed him yet.”
I nodded.  “That is a nice stroke of luck.  Do you mind if I ride with you?  We can discuss this more away from this public area.  I may have some helpful information.”
They agreed, and I followed them north.  They had no idea I was Rollo Etburn.  The story was mostly correct.  I’d faked my death after I had found out the Princess was sending bounty chasers to kill me.  I had headed straight for the King’s Castle, murdering anyone who uttered the Princess’ name during the trip.  I knew I was going to the hells.  It was only a matter of time right now.  
My soul felt filthy and heavy.  This shallow life was coming to an end as soon as I ended Ali-Gare Wamhoff’s.  I had failed Veralee.  I had failed myself.  I had climbed into a pitcher of ale up in Waters Edge, and I’d never been able to get out.  The drinking didn’t make me feel better, it made me feel nothing.
We rode for most of the day and set up camp right before dusk in the middle of the forest.  The tall man struggled to start a fire as I took a drink of spirits from my lamb skin.  I turned to his friend.  “Say, that’s a mighty fine-looking sword you have there.  Mind if I take a closer look?”
The man narrowed his eyes and mulled it over for a few moments before releasing the blade from the scabbard.  He turned the blade down and extended the hilt toward me.  I wrapped my fingers around the soft leather grip and held out the sword.  And I was the fool.
None of the men were wearing armor.  Wasting no time, I rammed the point of the blade into the fat man’s belly and pushed it out his back.  I struggled to get the blade back out as the other two men sprang up.  I finally got the sword out as the tall man went to draw his weapon.  My bloody blade whooshed through the air, blood trickling from it, and raked across the taller man’s chest. 
Stunned, he went to one knee and I came back across with a sidestroke that tore open his chest again, ending the man’s life.  The third man, the short one, ran down the beaten trail trying to escape.  I chased him into the dark abyss, until I realized my advantage was lost.
I went back to the campsite and the fire had died out.  I stared at the two men, dead on the forest floor, and wondered what had happened to my life.  Everything had spiraled out of control.  I’d killed more men than I would dare to count.  Add two more to the unknown tally.
I concentrated on starting the fire since complete darkness was setting in.  I thought the killing would take away the pain.  It didn’t.  Everything stemmed from Veralee’s death.  The initial anger still hadn’t subsided.  I’d faked my death to stop the Princess’ henchmen from coming after me and to get away from my insufferable family.
I couldn’t be in that castle any longer.  Too many memories of my wife.  The mental anguish prevented me from getting the fire going and I quickly became frustrated and gave up.
A voice sounded from behind me, “I could help you with that.”
I grabbed the bloodstained sword from the ground, jumped to my feet, and whirled around.  I didn’t see anyone until I looked down.  A dwarf garbed in leather clothing wearing a necklace with a huge wooden charm, stood four paces away from me.  His long hair and beard hung to his waist and he had a square head.
“The sword wouldn’t help you in a fight against me,” he warned.
I snorted.  “I could chop you into little pieces if I chose to.”
I noticed a strange rippling in his eyes.  They appeared to contain flowing flames.  The little man stood completely still, waiting for his death.  I thought I’d just scare him.
I drew the sword back, setting up an overhand strike, and without warning, my body froze.  I yanked at my muscles, trying to regain control of my body.
He smiled.  “What seems to be the problem?  Little pieces, I believe is what you promised to turn me into.”
I could talk, but that seemed to be all, “What type of sorcery are you performing on me?”
“I’m only using my mind.  How could it be stronger than that mighty sword?  I said I could help you, Rollo Etburn, and I am true to my word.”
Who was this man?  “How could you help me?”
He smirked.  He had an ugly smirk.  “I could help you reclaim your soul.  I know what you’ve been doing for the past few years.”
“How do you know who I am?  What I’ve done?”
The dwarf chuckled.  “Don’t ask silly questions.  I’m going to relinquish my hold over you.”
I regained control of my body again and threw the sword next to the fire.  “If you really want to help, you can get this fire going.”
“As you wish, my lord.”  The tiny man moved closer to the fire and leaned his head forward.  Streaks of flames shot from his eyes, illuminating the surrounding area and igniting the pile of kindling.  The sticks crackled from the immediate blaze, smoke pouring from the pile.
“How’d you do that?” I wanted to know.
“More silly questions.  Allow me an introduction.  My name is Dragon-Eyes.”
“Wait, the Dragon-Eyes?  Sorry, I realize that is a stupid question now.”  The legendary wizard was thought to be a myth.  I’d heard stories about him when I was a child.  “Why would you want to help me?”
He kicked the brush toward the center of the fire.  “I want you to get into the heavens.”
I chuckled, “I think you are a bit too late for that reclamation project.”
Dragon-Eyes shook his head.  “It’s never too late.  You are in a very bad position, I will let you know.  You will need a great many deeds of righteousness to scrub the filth from your spirit and soul.  I can provide you with a journey of duty.  It shall be a selfless one, mind you.  You will not gain any glory, only bask in the glory of others.”
Personal glory didn’t appeal to me anymore.  “I don’t need any glory.  If anything, I’m running away from being a lord.  I can do without that.”
“And you will.  The Princess Ali-Gare has a one-thousand gold fox bounty on your head.  You are rather well disguised at the moment, but it would serve you best to leave the kingdom.  Have you heard of the Pearl of Wisdom?”
“Of course, everyone’s heard of the Pearl.  Everyone wants to be the next one to hold the Pearl and summon the dragons.  Too bad it’s only a story.”
The dwarf grabbed a few bigger pieces of wood and added them to the flames.  “Many people have said that about me.  That is, until they see me in the flesh, and then they still don’t want to believe.  You’ve seen me start a fire and freeze your body using magic.  The Pearl is real.  I am on the hunt for the person who will lead the humans in the next war against the demons.  It’s coming.”
“How do you know?”  I took a swig of my lambskin and offered it to the wizard.
He declined by holding up an open hand.  “Silly question again.  I am in the habit of knowing things.  How did I know who you were just by glancing at you in the dark?”
Good question.  “And you think I am going to be the one to hold the Pearl?  Do you know what I’ve done?”
“I do.  I’m not sure you will be the one holding the Pearl.  However, you will hold the person who holds the Pearl.  Is that confusing enough yet?”
It was.  “Somewhat.”
He continued, “I will try to teach you magic, but only one in more than ten thousand can harness the ability.  Due to your misdeeds, I don’t see you as the one who will hold the Pearl, but I’ve been fooled before.  The Gods can be cruel, therefore they are Gods.  However, they also work in mysterious ways beyond our understanding.  Perhaps they want an un-pure soul to summon the dragons this time.”
“The Gods do not favor me, I can tell you that straight off.  If anything, they are out to get me for what I’ve done,” I explained.
We talked some more before I fell asleep next to the roaring fire.  
 



Chapter 3
 
I woke up the next day, and the wizard had disappeared.  I searched the area and only found a floundering fire.  Had I really seen a wizard or was my mind starting to go?  The two dead bodies were still in the area and starting to stink, so I grabbed my lambskin and left.
The leaves and twigs snapped under my worn boots as the birds sang above me.  I must have just imagined that I had run into Dragon-Eyes.  I knew it was only a legend.  Back to being alone, completely alone, like the last few years.  No one to turn to for help.  Back to killing Ali-Gare and then myself.
I trekked through the forest, and a soft voice fell upon my ears.  “Where are you going, old friend?”
I searched for Dragon-Eyes, spinning around for several moments.  His leather garb helped him to blend into the tree trunks and branches.  I picked up on the movement as he waddled in my direction.
“Ready for your lesson?”
“I am.”  A new vigor ran through me, reviving parts of my body that had been dead for years.  I’d been deceased for a while and this was the awakening.  
The wizard gathered up some twigs and kindling and strategically made a small pile for a fire.  I wondered why we needed a fire because I didn’t plan to stay stationary as a wanted man.  Dragon-Eyes finished and proudly looked up to me.
“I want you to gather heat into your body.  Think about the fire from last night.  Breathe it in.  Harvest it.  Develop it into pure flames.  Only think of the fire.  Chase all your other thoughts away.  Now stare at the kindling.  Take the flames from your inner fire and cast them onto the wood.  Ignite it with your mind.”
I focused intently on the pile and tried to take the fire from inside and hurl it at the kindling.  Nothing happened.  I stopped believing immediately.  I knew I didn’t have the ability to harness magic.  I didn’t know why Dragon-Eyes was wasting his time.  “It’s not working.”
“Close your eyes.  Believe.  Pull the fire in.  Feel it.  Be the flames.  Let them engulf you.  Feel the fire.  Focus on the flames.  Now open your eyes and send those flames toward the pile of wood.”
I did.  Nothing happened.  I felt embarrassed.  My soul was too dirty.  I couldn’t harness magic or hold the Pearl of Wisdom.  I knew it.  “I don’t think it’s going to happen.”
“That’s all right.  There are other ways to purify your soul, in which you don’t have to use magic.  How do you feel about children?”
Was this some trick?  “I’ve never had any.  My wife was barren.  Or maybe I was the problem.  I don’t know.”
“Redemption.”
“Excuse me?”
He explained, “There is always time for redemption.  I have a mission I could send you on.  Are you prepared to meet your destiny?”
“I’ve been ready.”
Dragon-Eyes continued, “You might not be able to hold the Pearl, but I can give you purpose by making you the guardian of two very special beings.  I have a friend named Gamelda and she can see future events.  She’s only been wrong a few times in the past hundred years.  She’s seen some amazing things coming up.”
“Like what?” I needed to know.
He answered, “She’s seen a few royal events about two special children.  Castaway babes.  The first event will occur within the next fortnight.  Gamelda has seen that Queen Emilia Wamhoff’s baby will be taken from her and thrust into the King’s Woods.”
“Why?”
Dragon-Eyes continued, “We are assuming it is due to a physical deformity.  However, we have reason to believe that this child is the chosen one.  The holder of the Pearl.  The visions we’ve seen indicate that it won’t be just one person, but a triumvirate.  Three special children.”
“If this is true, why do you need me?”
“They will need someone to raise them.  Someone to train them.  Someone to teach them right from wrong.  They will need a strong figure to keep them from danger and deliver them to the School of the Learned Warrior.”
I inquired, “And you think I can do this?”
“I know you can, or I wouldn’t be asking you to do it.”
I still wasn’t sure.  “Have you seen me in those visions?”
The little man looked down.  “How do you think I was able to locate you?  You weren’t trying to be found.  You are one of the key pieces in this elaborate plan to defeat the demons once and for all.  If you accept this duty, I believe your soul shall be cleansed.”
Quite the proposition.  My shallow quest to kill the evil Princess seemed so trivial now.  I realized I had always been bent on revenge, not redemption.  My hollow existence suddenly started to take form.  If for nothing else, I should do this for Veralee.  Sweet Veralee, how I miss thee.
I still had doubts.  “I don’t have much gold left from what I took from the castle coffers.  I’m not sure I’m the best choice for raising children.”
“No one is great at raising a child until they have one.  You will be fine if you accept our offer.  I’m sure you have the capabilities to obtain supplies and food for the children.”
I still wasn’t sure I was the best candidate.  “What if it never happens?  What if I go out into the King’s Woods as you instruct, and there isn’t a baby out there?  This sounds more like a set up than a redemption proposal.”
He groaned, “I could have killed you with ease when I froze your motions yesterday.  I could kill you right now if I wanted it to be.”
Those words were true.  My mind still didn’t want to believe that this was the illustrious Dragon-Eyes, but my eyes weren’t lying.  “Do you know the spot in the King’s Woods that the babe will be in?”
“That is where it becomes blurred.  We’ve seen the King’s Guard taking the baby into the forest, but the destination is currently unknown.”
That didn’t sound very promising.  “The child could be eaten by wild foxes before I find him or her.  Hells, he’ll probably be dead long before I can track him down.”
“That is why it is a quest.  You will need to use your ingenuity at certain times to find the children, and then keep them safe.  We have confidence in you.”
I wish I held the same view.  “Thank you.”  I realized all the killing I had done in the past two years had been a precursor for my upcoming life.  If anyone tried to harm the children, I could defend them.
“If I were to accept, what exactly would I be doing?”
Dragon-Eyes told me, “The first mission is to find the Wamhoff babe.  The next part of the plan will be several years from now.  I will contact you with more information as it becomes available.  Then you will raise those children until they are ready to attend the School of the Learned Warrior in Gama Traka.”
“That’s it.”
He smiled.  “Sounds easy, yes.  It will not be.  If you are to be found, the children’s lives will be in grave danger.  However, most will assume that these special children are dead after being cast away, so that will create a veil for you to operate under.”
I wondered why I was fighting this.  I needed this.  My soul needed this.  Veralee deserved this.  My thoughts careened into a deep valley with two red rock mountains on either side.  My fingers were locked with the love of my life.  She stood up on her toes to kiss me on the cheek as the setting sun flirted with the mountain peak.
I heard voices.  Children’s voices.  They sounded glorious.  A boy and girl appeared before me.  The children we never had.  The children I needed to save.  “I accept.”
His eyes widened.  “Good.  Great.  You will need this.”
He held out his hand and a big silver coin hung over the sides of his palm.  I grabbed the coin and looked at it.  A dragon holding a pearl that had been embedded into the center of the coin was engraved on it.  
Dragon-Eyes said, “That will get you into the School of the Learned Warrior.  They will have to pass the requisite tests, but this will allow you entry.”
I tucked it into the leather pouch that hung from my sword belt.  
One week later, I entered the tree line of the King’s Woods.  I’d woken up today with a piece of parchment that said Pearl on my chest.  That was the signal word Dragon-Eyes and I had agreed on.  I had to be wary for members of the King’s Guard, who were instructed to kill anyone who illegally entered the royal family’s property.
Armed with a longbow and a quiver of arrows, I plunged into the olive abyss.  Shades of brown and green competed for prominence as only pinpricks of sunlight sneaked through the heavy canopy above.  I tried to move in silence, mindful of the twigs and brush beneath my boots.
A surge of anticipation cascaded from head to toe, leaving my feet tingling as I jumped over a small stream.  I didn’t see or hear anything as I found a trail and decided to follow it.  I remained off the beaten path to avoid detection.
I came to another creek and wanted to disguise myself a bit more.  I scooped up fistfuls of mud and plastered them to my bearded face, my forehead and around my eyes.  I squeezed my leather hip pouch, making sure the silver coin was safe.
A bolt of panic struck my chest.  Was this all real?  Was the wizard setting me up?  It didn’t make any sense.  My heart finally calmed down and I realized I was overreacting.  I spotted a golden snake at the last moment and jumped over the snapping reptile.
I heard the crunching sounds of leaves, which started to get closer, and I hid behind some thick brush.  I peered through the branches at two members of the King’s Guard heading south.  Good for me.  I continued northeast in a race to find a castaway child before the wild animals did.
Could this really cleanse my soul and allow me into the heavens?  Had I gone too far?  How do you undo the past?  
I detected the soft pounding of horses’ hooves in the distance, drawing nearer.  I hid behind the wide trunk of an oak tree.  I strained my ears as they passed.
One man said, “Rodgers.  Go back and kill the babe.  It won’t do to let down our king.”
I carefully peeked around the tree and noticed one man pivot and turn his horse in the opposite direction.  I took off at a smart pace, trying to keep up with the man on horseback, but there were too many obstructions in my path.
I couldn’t let him get to the innocent child.  I kept fighting the landscape to get closer to the path and stop the man before he killed the baby.  I ran brazenly along the path, not caring if someone saw me.  After two more steps, I suddenly dove into the thicket.
A stream intersected the path and the man had stopped to let his horse have a drink.  I took the longbow off my right shoulder and plucked an arrow from the quiver.  I knocked the arrow and moved quietly onto the path.
From a crouched position, I slowly stood up, drawing the arrow back as I rose.  I aimed, held and exhaled to steady my body.  My two fingers released from the bow string with a twang.  The arrow hummed through the air, speeding toward its target.  
The wide tip burrowed into the left side of the man’s back, felling him from the horse.  The charger bolted, sprinting past me and down the path.  I needed to hurry.  I scurried down the beaten trail and jumped over the red waters of the stream and the body.  
A foul odor assailed my nostrils.  The scent of burnt flesh put an immediate frown on my face as I continued on my quest.  I hopped over another golden snake and followed my nose.  The smells were intensifying, and a sick feeling ran through my gut.
I heard angry growling and painful shrieking all at the same time.  I increased my pace and shoved some branches out of my face.  My heart almost stopped pumping.  Surrounded by a bevy of scorched animals lay a beautiful baby boy.
I scooped the redheaded child up and immediately noticed the cut on the top of his foot.  The bastards known as the King’s Guard had cut him so the animals would find him faster.  How cruel could a person be?  The boy had a cleft palate, but other than that, he looked perfect.  How could the king have sent this boy away to die?
I stared at the babe and smiled.  At least, I thought I smiled.  I couldn’t tell as it had been so long.  Tears streaked down my mud-laden face and my thoughts went to Veralee.  I would raise him for my wife’s redemption and for my empty soul.  This would help to fill it up.
My destiny had been carved out, and now I had to follow it.  I was a father now.  Felt damn good to say.  Overwhelming emotion streaked through my body, causing a numbing sensation.  Life.  I was alive again for the first time in years.  I was going to complete this mission and be the best father I could be.  My life had meaning again.
I clutched the baby to my chest and our hearts beat in unison. 
 
 
THE END
 



 
***
This was a character backstory for the Pearl of Wisdom Saga.  To find out more visit my website.
http://jasonpaulricebooks.com/
***
Newsletter:
http://wix.us12.list-manage1.com/subscribe?u=665dc0f022fe051e64658f2a5&id=fe264a44d3
 
 



 
About the Author
 
 
 USA Today Bestselling Author Jason Paul Rice was born and raised in the steel city of Pittsburgh. A strong work ethic was instilled in Jason from a very young age. Dedication and sacrifice were constantly exemplified by his mother, Judy, who taught Jason that nothing comes easy. After working extensively as a Chef (yes, you can ask him questions about food or cooking), Jason took the polar bear plunge into the icy waters of the book publishing world. He uses the accumulated lessons from a crazy life, and puts heart and soul into his writing.
 



Ragged Heroes
By Andy Peloquin
 
 



Chapter One
 
"Keeper's beard, boy, you're one hell of an overgrown bastard!" Corporal Rold, a large man with a heavy black beard, dark eyes, and craggy face, shouted up at Endyn. "I've never seen a man so ugly a whore'd kick him out of bed, but blacken my boots, if you ain't the exception to the rule."
Duvain winced. Endyn bore the tirade with his usual stoic silence, but Duvain recognized the hardening around his brother's mouth, his typical response to the mockery he always drew. 
The corporal's abuse continued unabated. "I'd say you have a face only a mother could love, but I can still see traces of the Keeper-damned raptor's egg you crawled out of." Though he didn't even reach Endyn's chest—few men did—his volume more than made up for the size difference. "Quite frankly, I'm sick just imagining the draconic-looking slit that managed to spew you out."
Duvain shifted and coughed. The movement drew the corporal's attention. "And you're not much better, shite-for-brains! Here I thought the big one was the ugliest of the lot, yet you look like some afterbirth disgorged from a demon's taint."
Duvain managed to keep the smile from his face. Corporal Rold's words rolled off him—his father had been particularly creative with his insults when he'd had a few cups of agor. He'd learned to take the abuse; better he endure the stream of derision than letting Endyn, always an easy target, suffer under the shouts and stares of those who met him. Endyn's brutish exterior hid a kind, gentle soul. 
"So you think you're good enough to join Jade Battalion, eh?" Spittle flew from the corporal's mouth.
"No, sir!" Duvain responded at full volume, fighting the urge to wipe the moisture from his ear. "But we've been ordered to join the Fifth Company, and a good Legionnaire never questions orders." He thrust out the rolled up parchment that contained their instructions.
Corporal Rold looked at it as if at a leper's privates. With a disdainful expression, he took it, unrolled it, and scanned the contents with a disgusted grunt. "As if things weren't bad enough, now they're sending us the dreck of the army."
Duvain said nothing. He and Endyn had been at the bottom of their training company back in Voramis. They'd been lucky to be sent across the Frozen Sea to join the war against the Eirdkilrs at all. 
"Bugger it!" Corporal Rold threw up his hands, rolling his eyes to the heavens. "At least they've given us a meat shield big enough to protect a few of us real Legionnaires from enemy arrows." He shot a glare at Endyn. "Not much good for much else, I wager."
Endyn's stiff posture and the hard set of his jaw spoke volumes. His right hand twitched at his side, the way it did when the dragonskin
was driving him crazy. Duvain had no idea how his brother put up with the constant itching of the scaled, stiff, thickened patches of skin. The heavy mail shirts and breastplates would be making the friction far worse. The dragonskin was one of the few things that could crack Endyn's stoicism.
"Get out of here!" The corporal gave a dismissive wave. "Owen here will show you where to stash your gear, then report back here for duty. Got it?"
"Yes, Corporal!" Endyn and Duvain shouted, giving their best salute.
With a snort and a muttered curse for "the fresh batch of incompetents", Rold strode off.
Private Owen, a sandy-haired Voramian with a weak chin and weaker shoulders made even narrower by his heavy armor, had stood behind the imposing corporal, listening to the tirade with a half-smile and a gleam in his grey eyes. Now, he stepped forward and extended a slim hand to Duvain. "Glad to meet you." 
Duvain shook. He was surprised to find the private's hand strong and callused, despite its small size. "Duvain. This is my brother Endyn."
When Endyn shook, his huge hand—too large even on his massive frame—swallowed half of Owen's forearm. Owen tried hard not to show how much Endyn's height impressed him. Duvain had always been tall among the boys of Northpass, but Endyn stood at least head and shoulders above him, taller even than the huge warhorses roaming the camp. His brother had enormous shoulders and a barrel chest any blacksmith would envy, feet the size of a small coracle, and a patchy beard that concealed the outgrowths of skin that covered his oversized jaw. On the bad days, his dragonskin appeared above the neck of his gambeson. Thankfully, no trace of the grey rash-like growth was visible today.
"Don't mind the corporal," Owen told them. "He's a mean son of a bitch, no doubt about it, but a good one to have at your back in a fight. Stay out of his way, keep your hands out of his pack, and mind your shield, and he'll stick to just shouting at you."
Endyn and Duvain nodded. Endyn said nothing, but Duvain caught the tightness in his brother's expression. People tended to find an excuse to pick on Endyn, no matter what he did or didn't do. The fact that he stood nearly twice the height of the average man and, as Corporal Rold had taken pains to point out, had a face only his mother could love—had loved, with all her dearly departed heart—made him a target. He'd bear the abuse with his stoic silence until Duvain intervened. Intervention had earned him more than a few beatings, at least until Endyn realized his size gave him an advantage. None of the boys in Northpass had picked on either of them after Endyn waded into a few fights.
"This way," Owen said, nodding toward the muddy main avenue that cut through the heart of the encampment.  
A city of tents, picket fences, stables, sprawled across the plains to the west of Icespire. The camp of the Legion of Heroes spread out over more acres than Duvain could count—roughly four thousand men were housed here at any given time, but the camp was sized for ten thousand soldiers. Plus the draft horses, oxen, carts, wagons, and teamsters that comprised the logistics trains delivering supplies around the conquered lands on the enormous island continent of Fehl. 
Every Legion-issue canvas tent was identical: dun-colored square structures slightly taller than the average man, held up by ropes attached to iron stakes driven deep into the muddy ground. Despite the chaotic movement of men and animals in the camp, there was an orderliness that any architect would envy. The tents had all been erected in neat lines, with soldiers' and officers' tents surrounding the tents of their battalion commanders. As Owen explained, the soldiers were grouped by company and broken into platoons, with every eight to twelve-man squad occupying one of the huge tents.  
The singular smell of "army camp" hung thick in the air. It was a distinct odor of dirt churned to muck by animal hooves and booted feet, sweaty men who bathed far too infrequently, and wet canvas and rope. Mud covered everything and everyone, painting the simple tents a dull, dusty grey. Men lounged in various states of undress, drank from pitchers and skins of every conceivable size and shape, and argued at full volume. 
The camp of the Legions wasn't much to look at—certainly not the place of glory and heroism the recruiters had promised.  
The city of Icespire, however, exceeded the fanciful descriptions of the men that had returned to Voramis. Duvain had spent his final hours on the boat watching the city drawing closer, the details of the city growing clearer.
Icespire derived its name from the single crystalline tower that rose from the highest point of the hill upon which the city sat. The tower reflected the blue of the ocean and the white of the fluffy clouds that clustered around the enormous structure. To Duvain, it seemed like a dagger of clear sapphire thrust by a giant's hand into the belly of the sky. 
The city had grown up along the banks of the Frozen Sea, gradually expanding as more and more Einari settled the land. While not as large as Voramis or Praamis, the two largest cities in the south of Einan, its denizens numbered well over a hundred thousand. 
By comparison, the camp of the Legion of Heroes was small. Hard to believe that the army camp—a massive, sprawling thing that occupied the entire western slope of the hill—occupied enough farmland to raise crops for the entire village of Northpass.  
Private Owen led them through the muddy lanes toward a tent that looked identical to the others around it. "This is us," he said, motioning for them to enter.
Duvain had to stoop to enter, but Endyn nearly bent double to fit through the door. He remained hunched over—the peak of the tent barely cleared Duvain's head. 
The slim private indicated the wooden two-level bunk bed beside the tent's opening. "This'll be your bunk," he said. "Your packs get stowed beneath. The good news is that you won't have to worry about anyone filching your stuff. Sergeant Brash doesn't take kindly to that sort of thing. Last one who got caught with his hand in a comrade's pack…" He gave a wry grin. "Let's just say Brien is going to have a mighty tough time scratching his behind for the next few weeks."
Duvain stashed his ruck—heavy after the long march from the dock—beneath the bunk and did the same with Endyn's. 
He cast a glance up at his brother. "You good, Endyn?" 
Endyn's eyes darted around the tent. Two pairs of bunk beds ran down each side of the tent. All were empty save for a grizzled man sitting on the bottom of the rearmost bunk. He paid them little heed—his focus was entirely on the leather wineskin in his hands. 
Endyn nodded, his jaw clenched tight. Duvain knew his brother had an aversion to getting undressed with witnesses. He'd wait until he was alone.
Duvain removed the jar of unguent from his pack and set it on the top bunk, beneath the straw-stuffed pillow. "It's here if you need it."
"What's this, now?" A new voice greeted them. "Fresh meat, Owen?" 
The newcomer that slunk into the tent was a shifty-eyed, rat-faced man with the wary, darting gaze of a career criminal. He walked on the balls of his feet, as if prepared to flee at a moment's notice. But the truly remarkable thing about him was his jewelry: a leather thong hanging around his neck, threaded with what looked like thick mushrooms. When Duvain got a closer look, he recoiled. They were human ears! 
"Duvain and Endyn," Owen said. "Brothers, right?"
Duvain nodded. 
Owen gestured. "This paragon of cleanliness is Weasel."
Weasel scowled. "Now, that ain't nice, Owen. We can't all go around smellin’ of lavender and lilies like you." 
Owen gave Weasel a grin. "Sure, but at least I've got the good sense to wash before and after I visit the ladies down at the Soldier's Rest. Minstrel knows I don't want half the diseases you've got."
"Better a diseased prick than a useless one, says I." Weasel gave a suggestive thrust of his hips. "Oh right, yer savin’ yourself for the missus back home, ain'tcha?"
Owen's face hardened. "You know I am."
Weasel turned to Duvain and Endyn with a cruel grin. "Says he's got a wife back in Praamis waitin’ for him. Knowin’ the ladies like I do, I doubt very much she's doin’ any sort of waitin’. Too much coin to be made in the right trade, if you catch my drift." 
Owen's face reddened, and he opened his mouth to retort.
"Though, I very much doubt any missus exists at all!" Weasel continued before Owen got a word out. "I don't know no one here who can verify that particular claim. A lady back in Praamis, hah!" He shook his head. "Ain't nobody waitin’ at home for any of us. It's why we came over here, innit?"
In Duvain and Endyn's case, Weasel wasn't far off. Their father and mother had died the year before—the Bloody Flux had claimed them, along with fully one third of their village of Northpass—leaving them with a barren tract of land they had no desire to farm. Dreams of a better life in the city of Voramis had called to them. Reality had been less kind. After a few weeks wasted in a fruitless search for work, with no coin to their name, they'd been wooed into the Legion of Heroes by a silver-tongued recruiter. The tales of glory and wealth held appeal—the promise of gold for their service and the spoils of war sold them on the idea. Six months of hard training, three weeks' march overland, another month on a ship, and a week of marching later, they had more than their fair share of sores and blisters. They hadn't seen gold or glory in all that time. 
"Stop pissing with Owen, Weasel." The grizzled man at the back of the bunkhouse spoke for the first time. He threw the wineskin, now empty, aside and, standing, strode toward them. Grey showed at his temples and peppered his beard, and his face showed the signs of wear. A thick scar—either from sword or rope, Duvain didn't know—ran across his throat, hardening his voice to a harsh rasp. "You'll put him in a mood, and you know how our gruel will turn out when he's in a mood."
Owen's face brightened from a furious purple to a smug pink. "You never did guess what that mystery ingredient in yesterday's soup was, did you?"
Weasel turned an interesting shade of disgusted green. "If I find out you put somethin’ in my food, I'll gut you like—Captain, sir!" He trailed off, his mouth clamping shut as he straightened and saluted. Owen and the grizzled man did likewise, Endyn and Duvain following suit a moment too late.
The captain was a tall, handsome man with broad shoulders, long blond hair tied back in a tail, and a serious face. He had a confident gait, and he moved with shoulders thrown back, head held high, and hand never far from his sword. A man of action and war, with the poise and self-assurance that only came through years of experience. Yet for all his professionalism, his eyes held none of the arrogance Duvain had found in other officers. 
"So this is what they send me?" He studied the brothers. Duvain felt himself shrinking before those piercing green eyes. "Not a lot to work with, from what I hear."
Duvain snapped a salute. "Captain, we'll fight hard and work harder, sir!"
"Indeed." The captain stroked his smooth-shaven chin with a strong hand that bore no scars—a sign that he knew his way around a sword. "It's all I can ask for, I suppose." 
He turned his attention from Duvain up to Endyn. The big man tensed, his spine going rigid. Duvain didn't need to see his expression to know Endyn had grown nervous, no doubt expecting something derogatory from the captain, as he'd received from so many others in the past.
The captain only nodded. "You'll be a good addition to the ranks, once you're fully trained." He turned to the grizzled man. "Corporal Awr, drills at first light. Put the big one in the middle rank."
"Hewing spear, sir?" the corporal asked. "Shieldbreaker'll be too heavy, but I reckon a pig-sticker'd do the trick."
"Aye." The captain's eyes narrowed. He addressed Endyn. "Strong, but not too quick, am I right?"
Endyn colored, but nodded.
"There's no shame in it, soldier. We've all got our strengths." He held out his hand. "I trust you've got a good grip?"
Endyn took the captain's hand and squeezed, his massive forearm cording. 
"You'll do, soldier." The captain turned back to Awr. "Anchor the formation on him, with the brother—" He shot a questioning glance at Duvain, who nodded. "—on his right. He'll need someone looking out for him. Once he gets the hang of the shield wall, he'll be a bloody hurricane."
"Aye, Captain." Corporal Awr snapped off a salute. The grizzled man treated the captain with a deference that struck Duvain as odd, given his previously taciturn demeanor. 
"At ease, Corporal." The captain turned to Duvain and Endyn. "Welcome to the Deadheads, soldiers." With a nod, he turned and strode from the barracks.
As soon as he disappeared from sight, Owen and Weasel deflated. Owen let out a long breath. "No matter how many times I see him, I can't get over the fact that it's really him."
"Him?" Duvain asked. 
"Captain Lingram." Weasel's brow furrowed. "Surely you've heard of him across the waters!" 
Of course they had—everyone from Malandria in the north to Praamis in the east had heard of Captain Lingram, the Blacksword, Hero of Garrow's Canyon. He and a company of fewer than a hundred Legions had faced down four hundred Eirdkilrs in the canyon. The barbarians had hurled themselves against the Legionnaire's shields. Captain Lingram stood firm, refusing to give ground, intent on cutting off their advance into friendly territory. The captain had been one of the four men to walk out of that battle alive. Not a single Eirdkilr had survived. He'd received an honor from both the King of Voramis and the Prince of Icespire. Some had even whispered that he was being granted a patent of nobility.
"A shame what they've done to him." Owen shook his head. "He deserved better."
"What do you mean?" The tales of Lingram Blacksword had been filled with platitudes and honor; the private's words held a dark, dangerous undertone.
Owen frowned. "Captain Lingram should have been commander, even general, by now, but he's here stuck with Deadheads."
"Some say he pissed in the wrong man's boots," Weasel said, shaking his head.
"Way I hear it, he slept with the wrong lordling's wife." Owen turned to the rat-faced man. "No wait, that was you."
Weasel grinned. "Nothin’ I enjoy more than beddin’ a noblewoman. There's somethin’ wonderful about soilin’ a fresh, clean—"
"Shut it, both of you twats!" Corporal Awr growled in his rasping voice. He fixed Duvain with a hard stare. "Captain Lingram stood up to a nobleman who was abusing his power. He took it upon himself to intervene when no one else would. He saved a man's life, and it cost him his career."
Weasel rolled his eyes. "No way you can know that, Awr. You're just a corpor—" 
"I was there." The power in the man's quiet voice held more power than an ear-splitting shout. "He stood over the flogged man's body, sword in hand, facing down half the pissant lord's guards. Not a trace of fear in him, our Blacksword. He'd have fought and died, too, but the nobleman was too cowardly to cut him down. It wouldn't have gone over well, that sort of death."
Duvain exchanged glances with Endyn. This half of the story hadn't reached the mainland—he doubted it ever would.
"But that Keeper-accursed lordling has influence on the mainland. He whispered in the wrong ears, got Captain Lingram demoted. That's how he ended up as head of our company, doing duties of a lieutenant." His face grew grim, dour. "No way he ever reaches commander now." 
"Why not?" Duvain glanced at Owen, Weasel, and Awr in turn. "You've called the company Deadheads twice now. What's that mean?"
"Means we're the side of the Legion of Heroes you don't see in the parades, lad," Awr's voice was quiet, hard. "The kind they don't talk about when they're recruiting fresh-faced lads like you."
Duvain's forehead wrinkled in confusion.
"See that hideous necklace around Weasel's neck?" Awr motioned to the chain of ears. "He got most of those from the wrong barbies. Friendlies, the lot of them."
"How was I supposed to know?" Weasel asked, throwing up his hands. "They all look the same."
Awr scowled. "Owen here can't stand the sight of blood."
Owen colored. "Awr!" he protested. 
Duvain raised an eyebrow. 
Owen's red deepened in embarrassment. "I…I didn't know before I joined." 
"Gets proper sick, he does." Weasel's grin broadened his face, making it even uglier. "Vomitin’, shakes, the works."
Owen scowled. "At least—"
"I don't know what you did to get yourselves sent here," Awr continued, cutting off Owen with a scowl, "but it means you're one of us. You're a dreg." With a sneer, he shouldered past Duvain and out of the tent. 
"Damn!" Weasel's eyebrows rose. "I ain't heard him speak that many words in months. Now you lot show up and he's talkin’ like a bleedin' orator."
Owen rolled his eyes. "Anyways, that's the Deadheads for you."
"Seems like we'll fit right in," Duvain said with a smile. 
"Meat!" Corporal Rold's harsh voice jarred Duvain to the bone. The corporal burst into the tent, glaring at them. "What in the bloody hell are you doing jack-jawing like a Blackfall doxy in a crowd of blind men? I said stow your gear and get your asses moving!" 
"Sir, yes sir!" Duvain straightened, Endyn following suit.  
"Ditch the sir sandwich, meat! It's Corporal, not 'sir yes sir'!"
"Yes, s—" Duvain swallowed. "Yes, Corporal! Gear's stowed, sir. Ready for duty."
"Good." Corporal Rold thrust a finger toward the open door. "You're off to do every soldier's favorite job. Owen, Weasel, seems like they need a couple of someones to show them the ropes."
"But Corporal—"
The bearded man loomed tall over the rat-faced soldier. "Not a word, Weasel, unless you'd rather do the job by yourself!" 
Weasel's mouth snapped shut. 
"Good," Rold snarled. "Now get the bloody hell out of here before I lose my patience."
Duvain noticed how Owen and Weasel gave the corporal a wide berth, and he determined to do likewise. Rold's eyes tracked Endyn as the big man shuffled from the room. A sinking feeling rose in the pit of Duvain's stomach. Rold had found a target, and Endyn would suffer. 
 
* * *
 
Duvain fell to his knees, retching, emptying his meager rations into the span of muddy trench they'd just dug.
"Watcher's teeth! Not again!" Weasel grumbled. He leapt backward, out of range of Duvain's vomit. "Least you can do is point your spew the other way! These boots'll be hard enough to clean without your gettin’ sick inside them."
Duvain wiped his mouth and staggered to his feet. His stomach was empty, but the foul smell of the latrine trenches twisted his stomach in knots. On his father's farm, he'd spent years mucking stables and hauling away horse and oxen droppings—this was far, far worse. The entire western half of the camp did their business in these latrine trenches. The meat-heavy diet of soldiers did little favors to reduce the stench of their meals on the way out. 
Not for the first time, Duvain cast an envious glance at Endyn. His brother stood a short distance away, halfway through digging his own trench. They still had far too much ground to break before cutting off for the night. Endyn's strong arms made him the perfect candidate for hauling massive clumps of dirt in the wheelbarrow. He got to escape the trenches every once in a while, while Duvain was stuck down here, where the smell was overpowering enough to…
His stomach emptied again. Little more than watery acid came out. 
"Keeper's taint," Weasel muttered. "Much more of that, and you'll start bringin’ up blood."
"Duvain." Endyn's voice was clumsy. His thick tongue and heavy jaw struggled to form words, and they came out mangled. He rarely spoke because of it. "Here." He set the wheelbarrow down and reached for Duvain's shovel.
"No, Endyn." Duvain tried to tug the handle from his brother's massive hands—with less success than an infant tugging at a donkey's bridle. "I've got this."
Endyn fixed him with a stern glare and shook his head. "Go." 
Duvain read the stubbornness in his brother's eyes. He'd never match Endyn's physical strength, but it was his brother's strength of will that was the true marvel. Endyn bore the burden of his dragonskin in near-silence, never complaining, rarely even admitting his pain or discomfort. Once his mind was made up, not even King Gavian himself could change Endyn's mind.
Concern filled his brother's expression. Duvain reddened, but Endyn's eyes bore no trace of accusation. Endyn's huge size and slowness had been one of the primary reasons they'd been sent to the Deadheads, but it was really Duvain's fault. Duvain had never been strong as a boy, and the illness that claimed his parents had left him weak. He could carry a shield and swing a sword, but more than a few minutes of effort left him exhausted. His stomach was weak, his senses too delicate for such potent smells. The army's training had pounded strength and stamina into him, but his muscles hadn't grown like Endyn's. He'd nearly been kicked out of the Legion—only Endyn's insistence and the demand for shields and swords had convinced their drill sergeant to send them across the Frozen Sea to Icespire and the legions stationed here.
Face burning, Duvain released his grip on the shovel handle and climbed out of the trenches. He gripped the wheelbarrow handles and pushed it toward the pile of dirt. He hated that his brother had to take care of him—Endyn had his own troubles to worry about. He'd thought joining the Legion would help him become strong. If anything, it had shown him how much he needed Endyn's help.
A man stood watching nearby, silent, his face hard. He wore a sergeant's uniform, and though he wasn't particularly large, there was something looming about him. Captain Lingram had been a large presence of confidence and concern, but this man radiated menace enough for a giant twice his size.
Duvain nodded as he passed, but had to fight back a shudder as he met the man's eyes. The eyes were cold—colder even than the Frozen Sea—with the dispassion of a reptile studying its prey. 
He hurried to empty the wheelbarrow onto the growing mound of dirt and rushed back to the trench. The last thing he wanted was to see the anger or censure in those blue eyes. Those eyes held no approval or acceptance—they saw only weakness to be culled. The way the sergeant's gaze followed him, Duvain had no doubt he was the weakness that would be dealt with. 
 
 



Chapter Two  
 
From the slump of Endyn's shoulders and the weariness on his face, Duvain knew his brother was close to collapse. After hours of digging, Endyn moved stiffly; the dragonskin had to be getting to him, irritated by sweat and chafing beneath his heavy armor. Exhaustion would make things worse.
Duvain felt ready to collapse as well. They'd dug a latrine trench close to forty paces long, two paces deep, and six paces wide—military standard, according to Owen. He and Endyn had done enough digging on their father's farm to know their way around a shovel, but the work had left his back, arms, shoulders, and legs aching. 
Owen and Weasel, however, showed little sign of fatigue. 
"Quittin' time, lads!" With a cheery grin, Weasel thrust his shovel into the ground and spat into the trench. "Not bad for a first day of work. You embraced the suck as well as any recruit, I suppose."
Weasel glanced at Duvain. "You know what that means, don'tcha?" He held out a hand to help Duvain out of the trench. "Nothin’ like a visit to The Old Wolf after a day like today. A drink'll sort you right out."
Duvain couldn't believe the man. Sweat soaked his tunic and the padding beneath his armor, and foul-smelling mud covered his legs, arms, face, and boots. Right now, he had no desire to do anything but bathe. Or sleep. No, bathe first, then sleep. 
Owen shook his head. "I'd rather go someplace where beer is better than piss water. Besides, at The Old Wolf, you're more likely to get knifed or beaten than served a decent meal. Old Hartha hasn't cooked anything close to half-edible since his fifth decade. And he's pushing a hundred, easy."
Weasel shrugged. "Better than the chow they serve at the mess room." He shuddered. 
"It's that bad?" Duvain asked.
Weasel's expression grew grim. "About the same as what me dearly departed mum used to make back in the Beggar's Quarter. Except she didn't shit in my food, like they do here." He glared at Owen. 
"You took your chances when you pissed me off," Owen said with a satisfied grin. "Maybe you'll mind your mouth next time. Your lips are looser than a two-copper Praamian tart."
Weasel rolled his eyes. "Well, all that's said and done, time for us to be gettin’ a drink." He turned to the brothers. "At least there's one good thing about this bleedin' cold: there's more'n enough ice to keep the drinks frosty."
For the first time, Duvain noticed the chill that had descended with the setting sun. A whistling wind carried cold through the camp, setting him shivering. A distinct smell of ice hung on the air. 
"Gets bloody cold at night here." Owen said. "It's why we spend our time at The Old Wolf."
Weasel grinned. "Fightin’ is always a good way to keep warm."
Duvain shot Endyn a glance. His brother's face was tight; he needed to get out of the armor and apply some of that salve before the dragonskin got too bad.
"Come on, lads!" Owen slapped Duvain's back. "First drink's on Weasel. Deadhead tradition."
"Hey now!" Weasel protested. "That ain't fair—"
"Run your mouth a bit faster next time, and you won't be stuck with the tab." Owen grinned.
Grumbling, Weasel motioned for them to follow. 
Owen explained on the way. "First drink of the night's always on the last man to call it. Though, knowing Weasel, he'll end up taking a few coins from one of the other companies. Man hasn't paid for his own ale since the day I met him. It's why we always make sure he's stuck with the tab." He studied Duvain. 
 "You get your first pay, yet?"
Duvain shook his head. "They said we get it after our first week."
"Bloody money-grubbin’ pricks," Weasel growled. "We didn't get paid until after the first month."
Owen rolled his eyes. "You'd think with all the riches we're pulling out of these hills, the cake-eating powers that be would be a bit happier to fork over our rightful pay."
Duvain's eyebrows rose. "Riches?" 
"Ah, right," Weasel sneered. "I forget you all back across the sea only hear the rosy side of things."
Owen's face fell. "Weasel, that's not—"
"Don't let this one"—Weasel jerked a thumb at Owen—"tell you this war had anythin’ to do with King and country. For some, like him, it may be good and well to serve for patriotism, but that ain't the reason most of us are here. Especially not the ones at the top." 
His rat-like face darkened. "There's gold in those hills. A bleedin' lot of it. Enough to fill every bathtub in Voramis, Praamis, and Malandria and then some. Silver, too, along with plenty of precious stones. All of which our gracious hosts of Icespire are itchin' to get their hands on."
Duvain exchanged a glance with Endyn. His brother's face mirrored his own surprise. The tales of glory and honor fighting to protect Einan from the savage Eirdkilrs hadn't included any mention of riches. 
Weasel snorted. "Half the gold flowin’ around the south of Einan has come from these hills. It's what brought us Einari here in the first place, five hundred years ago."
Duvain's brow furrowed. "I thought we came to punish the raiders that tried to invade Einan."
Owen inclined his head. "Aye, there's a bit of that, as well. The Fehlan raiders pissed off the wrong people back when, so they sent an army first to wipe out their ships, then invade their land. But some lucky bastard found himself lost in a mountain filled with gold, and that's when muckety-mucks decided the land of Fehl needed a bit of civilization. They started a settlement here and kept shipping more and more men across the water. Eventually, the settlement grew into a city, which became what we know as the city of Icespire."
Duvain cast a glance back. The glassy surface of Icespire itself caught the fading rays of sunlight, gleaming in myriad hues of orange, red, and purple. 
Owen continued. "The bigger the city grew, the more us Einari kept coming and taking more land from the Fehlans. That's when the gold really started flowing. And would have kept on flowing, had the Eirdkilrs not decided they'd had enough of us."
Everyone in the south of Einan knew the grisly tales of the Eirdkilrs, a massive tribe of barbarians that lived in the deep, winter-laden south of Fehl. No one had ever seen where they came from, but they outnumbered the other barbarian tribes that lived north of the Sawtooth Mountains. Anyone brave or foolish enough to travel south beyond the mountain range never returned.
"When they decided it was time for us to give them their land back, they started coming through the Sawtooth Mountains and pushing back the small colonies and settlements established. That's when the lords of Icespire called for help from the big cities on Einan."
Malandria, Praamis, and Voramis were the main cities to send armies across the ocean, but many smaller cities had joined in the fight as well. Not for patriotism or colonization, it seemed.
Weasel shook his head. "The Eirdkilrs wanted to charge the Icespire lords more for the gold than they was willin’ to pay. The noblemen decided it was easier to pay soldiers and mercenaries than the savages. Thus, we find ourselves on this glorious side of the world, along with all the other sods too dumb, ugly, or useless to find other employment."
"You speak so kindly of yourself," Owen chuckled.
Weasel shrugged. "I know what I am and what I ain't. I never had a problem with my role in things. Here, I get paid to do what I woulda done back home. Except I ain't fightin’ in a gang on the streets of Praamis. Though, given this bloody freeze, I'm almost tempted to go back to that life. Hunger ain't nothin’ compared to the Keeper-damned cold."
Duvain glanced at Endyn. As expected, his brother had pulled his cloak tighter against the chill. Endyn's dragonskin was sensitive to the chill, which only made things worse. He couldn't get out of his clothes to relieve the terrible itching, but the more he bundled up, the more the sweat added to his discomfort. Endyn's jaw was clenched tight; his brother was suffering, and there wasn't a thing he could do about it.
Not much the healers at the Sanctuary could do either. They'd tried all manner of salves, unguents, and potions to treat the strange rash they called dragonskin. One had even called in a Secret Keeper, who'd poked and prodded at the flaking, crusted patches of skin in silence for an hour before shrugging and walking out. The Ministrants had given Endyn a salve that reduced the itching and soothed some of the irritation, but did little for the hardening. On the bad days, Endyn could hardly move for the thick scales covering his chest, shoulders, and arms.
And that was just the rash. The healers hadn't found an explanation for Endyn's abnormal growth either. He'd been born the same size as any of the other Northpass kids—or so his mother had said—but by his tenth birthday, he'd been taller than both their parents. Endyn grew and kept on growing until his father had no choice but to build a special, oversized room in the barn. He and Duvain had lived there until the day they left home, with only each other and the animals for company. 
That had saved them when the Bloody Flux hit, or so the Bloody Minstrel priests had said. The Trouveres had droned on about evading most of the noxious vapors of death that swept through their house. Duvain had caught a bit of the Flux, the cause of his weakness, but the priests had insisted they were blessed to have survived when their mother, father, and so many others of Northpass succumbed. 
Even though Duvain recovered from the Flux, Endyn's sicknesses had never been explained. No one had found a cure or treatment. Though he tried not to show how much it bothered him, Duvain knew his brother well enough to recognize the signs. Endyn wanted to go and rest, but he wouldn't show his discomfort. They had already been relegated to the Deadheads, the dregs of the Legion of Heroes, because of Endyn's strange conditions and Duvain's weakness.
The sea of tents ended, and beyond stood the only proper structure Duvain had seen outside Icespire. The Old Wolf was aptly named: the wooden building had faded and gone grey, fraying around the edges, with a tired look. Hard-drinking soldiers caused the sort of damage no tavernkeeper could ever fully repair. The roof wouldn't survive the heavy winter, not the way it sagged beneath the weight of its thatch.
A tumult of shouts and laughter echoed within the tavern, but a handful of Legionnaires stood outside, drinking in the cool, night air rather than suffer the stale, stinking reek of sweating men, vomit, and yeasty ale. 
"Here we are, lads!" Weasel gestured toward the tavern. "Best ale in camp."
"Only ale in camp," Owen whispered. "At least legally."
One of the Legionnaires, a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark eyes and a jawline that could cut diamonds, stepped forward and thrust out a hand to bar their progress. "Not a bloody chance, Deadheads. Not when you smell as bad as you look."
Another man, slimmer, with angular features, narrow shoulders, and bright scarlet hair, snickered behind him. "There's a pig trough around the back of the tavern. I might be able to convince the tavernkeeper to pour some ale in there for you."
Weasel shot the red-haired man a rude gesture. "Get bent, Indar!" He squared up with the other Legionnaire, uncaring that the man towered over him. He gave a little sniff and a theatrical groan. "You don't smell much better yourself, Dahvynd."
"Ooh, good insult." Dahvynd laughed. "You'll have to get a bit more creative if you want to get past me." His eyebrows rose as his eyes fell on Endyn. "Bloody hells, Weasel! You found yourself an ogre roaming the mountains, did you?”
Endyn's face hardened. 
"No," Duvain stepped forward. "In your mother's bed. Said he was the best lover she'd had since your uncle-father."
Dahvynd's face darkened. "Little puppy's got some bark on him, does he?" He moved around Weasel to stare down at Duvain. "What's your name, meat?"
"Your father," Duvain snapped. Behind him, Endyn chuckled, a low, rumbling sound that resembled a half-growl. 
Dahvynd's fists clenched, but Endyn stepped forward to loom behind Duvain. Dahvynd studied Endyn, as if sizing him up.
"If you don't mind," Owen said, interposing himself between Duvain and Dahvynd, "we'll just get our ale and be on our way."
"Not smelling like that, you won't," Indar sneered.
Owen shot the man a sweet smile. "You put in a hard day's work sometime, Indar, and maybe you'll find out what it means to be a real man."
A third Legionnaire, this one not quite as tall or wide as Dahvynd, snorted. "Seems like you real men are busy mucking around in shite, while us little nobodies get to do all the fighting." He shook his head, tsking. "It's an unfair world we live in. I know I'd love nothing more than latrine duty."
"You'll get your chance," Weasel retorted. "Now step aside before I set my ogre here to rearrange your spinal column. I'd say havin’ your head shoved up your ass could improve your looks significantly."
Endyn loomed over Dahvynd. Despite his height, the Legionnaire barely reached Endyn's chest. Endyn flexed one huge fist, the size of Dahvynd's head.
"Bah!" Dahvynd stepped aside, pinching his nose. "I doubt the place could get any worse than it already has. Third Platoon is in there, and you know what that means."
Weasel rolled his eyes. "Aye, the dog-buggers are wavin’ their pricks around like they know their business."
Dahvynd snorted. "All they know to do is stick their fingers in their bungholes. I'll bet even Owen here could figure that out." 
Owen colored and bristled, but Dahvynd gave a dismissive wave. "Enjoy your ale, Deadheads. And keep the big one on a leash. He gets too much liquor in him, he's likely to collapse and crush half a dozen men." With a one-fingered salute, he turned back to his drink and his squad.  
Weasel hustled them toward the door, where a crowd of men stood between them and their drinks. The little rat-faced Legionnaire slipped through the press of people with the expertise of a thief in a crowd. Heads turned toward them as Endyn ducked beneath the lintel. When he stood, his head nearly scraped the wooden ceiling beams. Men gave way for him, and all eyes followed his progress toward the bar. 
Duvain read tension in Endyn's shoulders, his stiff spine. His brother had no desire to be the center of attention—he'd drawn stares since his fifth birthday. Endyn wanted to be normal, not the freak of nature people had believed him to be for so long. 
Corporal Rold sat at the bar, a tankard of ale clutched in his hands. Despite the crush of Legionnaires, there was an empty chair on either side of the corporal. Perhaps the dagger driven into the wooden bar top had something to do with that. The tavernkeeper shot nervous glances at the blade every time he hustled past, but said nothing.
The storm brewing in Rold's eyes swelled to a full blown gale as he saw them approach. "Piss off, the lot of you. Only real men drink here."
"Real man, reportin’ for duty!" Weasel snapped off a mocking salute. "Tavernkeeper, four of your finest ales. On me." With a wink, he hefted a purse. 
"You didn't!" Owen groaned.
Weasel shrugged. "He was the one stupid enough to get within liftin’ distance of me. Second Platoon ought to know better by now. If Dahvynd's pockets end up bein’ a few imperials lighter, it will teach him to be more cautious of his belongin’s."
Four tankards of ale arrived a few moments later, filled to the brim, with a thick layer of froth. Duvain hesitated a moment before taking a sip. The potent taste—a mixture of malted barley, yeast, juniper berries, and herbs he'd never tasted before—set him coughing. Weasel and Owen laughed, and even Endyn smiled. 
Duvain scowled, which only made the two Legionnaires laugh harder. He'd never been much for ale—he'd prefer a good Voramian wine or Nyslian brandy, on the rare occasions he'd managed to scrape together enough coin to buy it. He knew better than to order such "woman's shite" at a Legionnaire's bar. He'd gotten his bollocks kicked in the last time he'd made the mistake.
Gritting his teeth against the syrupy brew, he forced himself to swallow. Thankfully, Endyn emptied his tankard in a few quick gulps, and Duvain could pour the rest of his into his brother's mug while Owen and Weasel drank deep from theirs. Drinking was one of the few ways to bond with one's fellow comrades—rejecting a drink was paramount to spitting in a fellow Legionnaire's face. 
"You bastard!" A furious roar cut through the commotion in the tavern. The raucous conversations died, and all eyes turned toward the door. 
"Crap," Weasel muttered, and drained the last of his tankard.
Duvain turned to see Dahvynd stalking toward them, his face flushed in anger, fists clenched. "You weasel-faced bastard!" The Legionnaire stabbed a finger at Weasel. "You bloody stole my purse."
"I did no such thing!" Weasel proved a superb actor. He managed to look both offended and outraged, with a hint of dignified mixed in. "If anythin’, I saved your purse! I saw it lyin’ on the ground, and I thought to myself, 'I can't let my good friend Dahvynd's coin be stolen by a lowlife.' So I picked it up and brought it here for safekeepin’." He dropped the purse into Dahvynd's hand. "And now it's safe."
Dahvynd opened it, his scowl deepening. "There's coins missing." 
"Damned thieves!" Weasel muttered, angry. "I'll be sure to speak to my sergeant in the mornin’, and we'll get to the bottom of this first thing in the—"
Dahvynd's fist was a blur in the lamplight. It connected with Weasel's jaw, a meaty thump that echoed through the room. The impact rocked Weasel's head back, where it bounced off the wooden bar. The little man sagged and didn't get up.
Dahvynd leaned over the unconscious man. "That'll teach you, you thieving bastard!"
Rold went from hunched over his mug to on the attack in an instant. His knee came up into Dahvynd's face, snapping the Legionnaire's head up. He drove his fist into Dahvynd's gut and swung his elbow around into the side of his
head.
Dahvynd followed Weasel to the floor. 
"He's our thieving bastard!" Rold snarled down at the fallen Legionnaire.
Dahvynd lay on the filthy bar floor, his eyes glassy and unfocused. After a moment of stunned silence, Indar and the other man shouted and charged, fists swinging.
For the first time, the perpetual frown on Rold's face disappeared, replaced by a hint of a smile. The sort of smile a cat gives to a mouse trapped between its paws. Duvain had known many boys and men like Rold—he and Endyn had been their targets all their lives. The corporal wanted the fight. It gave him an excuse to hurt others. 
Roaring in laughter, Rold squared off and met the two charging men. He turned aside Indar's punch and drew back his fist to answer with his own, but the other man went low, arms encircling his waist. Rold was slammed backward into the wooden bar counter with bone-jarring force. The two Legionnaires went down to the ground in a heap of tangled limbs and cracking wooden stools. 
Indar drew back to kick at the prone Rold, but Owen's boot caught him in the fork of the legs. The red-haired Legionnaire went down hard. Another man wearing the same company insignia charged, catching Owen in a grapple. Before Owen could break free of his attacker, a third and fourth Legionnaire rushed to join the fight. 
Duvain knew he had to act. He'd never been much of a fighter, but he'd learned the basics of unarmed combat—hammered into him by the ruthless drill sergeant at basic training. He'd pounded at the straw dummies until his lungs burned and his fists bled. He stepped in the path of the oncoming Legionnaires and lashed out with a right cross at one man's jaw.
The problem with fighting men instead of dummies—one he'd failed to anticipate—was that real men fought back. His blow barely fazed the man, who answered with a punch of his own. Duvain ducked beneath the powerful swing, only to be caught in the chest by the second strike. Without his armor—they'd left it in the barracks before heading off to the bar—he had nothing but a thin tunic to take the punishment. The impact drove the wind from his lungs and he fell back against the bar, wheezing. 
With a savage grin, the Legionnaire drew back his fist to finish Duvain. A massive shadow loomed over the man, and Endyn's hand engulfed his forearm. Barely grunting with the effort, Endyn lifted the man from his feet and hurled him across the bar, where he crashed to the ground and rolled into a table. The sound of shattering crockery and clattering metal tankards was followed a moment later by a furious roar of rage.
A new figure stalked toward them. Stocky, bearded, with a scarred face and a voice harder than granite, the man wore a sergeant's colors. An inferno raged in his eyes. "You spilled my drink, you poxy wankers!" He strode toward Endyn and stared up at him. "Are you the one responsible?" 
Endyn didn't have time to react before the sergeant attacked. He drove a fist into Endyn's gut, doubling him over. Duvain winced as the following uppercut caught his brother under the chin. 
Endyn staggered and caught himself against the bar, blinking hard. Shaking his head, he regained his feet and kicked out. His huge boot caught the sergeant in the gut. The force of the blow lifted him from his feet and hurled him backward. His falling body bowled over three more men rushing to join the fight. 
"Enough!" The single word, loud and harsh, cut through the din. All eyes turned toward the door.
The man Duvain had seen earlier stood there. His eyes held no anger—they held nothing at all. They were ice cold, lifeless, like a walking corpse. The crowd of Legionnaires gave way before him as he strode toward them.
"Sergeant Brash, sir!" Owen managed to choke past the arm encircling his throat. The man holding him immediately released his grip and stepped out of the way. Owen snapped off a salute, wincing as he swallowed.
Rold staggered upright, one opponent unconscious at his feet and facing off against two more. At Owen's words, he whirled toward the sergeant and mirrored the salute—an action made difficult by the way he hunched over his left side.  
Duvain helped Endyn to stand. His brother wobbled but stayed upright. 
The sergeant who'd attacked Endyn strode toward them. "Sergeant Brash, get your dogs under control!" He wiped blood from the corner of his mouth. "If you don't, I will." 
Brash regarded the man. "Sergeant Gardner." He said nothing else, simply met the man's glare. The two sergeants squared off, their eyes locked on each other. An unspoken war of wills passed between the two of them.
After a moment, both nodded. "Deadheads," Sergeant Brash called out, not taking his eyes from Sergeant Gardner. "To your barracks, double time." 
"Yes, Sergeant!" Owen struggled to lift Weasel's unconscious form.
Duvain slipped Weasel's arm over his shoulder and, together, they dragged the limp man from the tavern. 
Duvain cast a worried glance up at Endyn. Blood trickled from Endyn's massive mouth, and a bruise was already forming underneath his jaw. That would hurt like hell in the morning. 
"Damn, Endyn!" Owen whistled softly as they hustled up the muddy alley toward their tent. "You just knocked Sergeant Gardner on his ass. Not many in camp can say the same. You're a good piece of gear." He nodded to Duvain. "The both of you."
Endyn said nothing, but a ghost of a smile appeared. Duvain grinned and adjusted his grip on Weasel's arm. "Will he be all right?" The unconscious man had begun to come to, though he did little more than mutter incoherently. 
Owen nodded. "Weasel's taken more than his fair share of knocks. He'll hurt bad in the morning, but serves him right for messing with Dahvynd and the rest of Gardner's crew."
Duvain chuckled, but it made his chest hurt. The effort of hauling Weasel set him wheezing. He'd do his own share of hurting the following day.
They reached their tent and deposited the still mumbling Weasel into his bed. The grizzled corporal, Awr, filled the night with his heavy breathing, another empty wineskin hanging limp from his hand. With a wink, Rold muttered about "seeing a woman about a stiff flagpole" and disappeared. Owen excused himself to find some water and wash up before getting to bed. 
The prospect of a bath sounded glorious, but the long morning of marching, the afternoon of digging, and the night's skirmish had left him exhausted. Endyn's fatigue mirrored his own.
"How bad is it?" Duvain asked.
Endyn shook his head. "Little bit," he said in his thick, heavy voice. 
"Strip down. Let me take a look."
After a moment of hesitation, Endyn removed his tunic. 
Duvain winced. Thick, grey scales covered Endyn's broad back, with red, inflamed cracks throughout. Dragonskin, a condition for which the Ministrants at the Sanctuary in Voramis had found no cure. The scales had thickened, grown harder to the touch. They made an eerie clicking as Endyn's movements rubbed them together. 
Duvain strode around Endyn, examining the scales. They'd first appeared on his back, but soon spread along his sides, up his chest, and down across his stomach. Judging by the stiffness of Endyn's posture, the scales had reached his legs. 
"Damn it, Endyn, this is bad!"
His brother shrugged huge shoulders, but sorrow filled his eyes.
Duvain dug under his pillow and produced the jar of unguent. "I'll put some on now, but I have to apply it again in the morning if you don't want it to keep getting worse." The salve—a fragrant mixture of rose hips, milk thistle, ground oats, aloe leaf, mint leaves, chamomile, slippery elm, and evening primrose oil—soothed Endyn's skin and softened the scales. But nothing could slow the growth. Eventually, the scales would completely cover Endyn's body. Duvain didn't know how long his brother had left—it could be months or years—but the dragonskin would someday kill him. 
Not if Duvain had a say in it. He'd do everything in his power to keep that day at bay. With a heavy heart, he opened the jar of salve and began the arduous process of applying it to Endyn's huge back, sides, and chest. Endyn was the only family he had left; he couldn't lose him, too. 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
"Keeper take you!" Weasel shouted up at Endyn, rubbing the back of his head. "First you keep me up last night with your abominable snorin’, then you stink up the barracks, now you can't stop swingin’ that spear around like you're showin’ off your prick for a line of whores. If we were in proper battle, you'd have killed me a dozen times over, and not a single bastard barbarian dead!" 
Endyn colored and hung his head. He hadn't slept well—the dragonskin made him uncomfortable no matter what position he slept in—and the ruck march had left him exhausted. Now, he struggled to master the unfamiliar hewing spear. The forearm-long blade was heavier than a typical spear, and though his muscles could handle it without difficulty, the odd balance threw him off.
Duvain wanted to stand up for his brother, but the look in Endyn's eyes told him to keep his mouth shut. His own performance in the battle line made Endyn's seem coordinated. He'd crunched the toes of the men behind him, stumbled into Corporal Awr on his right, and knocked Endyn's spear arm wide of a measured thrust. Once, he'd actually managed to drop both his spear and the long, rectangular shield issued to every Legionnaire. And he had been the one to nearly decapitate Weasel.
"Again, Sergeant!" Captain Lingram shouted. The captain sat atop his horse a short distance away, his eyes narrowed in concentration as he watched his company perform maneuvers. People as far away as Voramis could see his displeasure. 
"Keep it forward, Endyn," Owen said from behind them. "Weapon toward the enemy at all times."
"Hewin’ spear like that'll lop a head off," Weasel snarled. "Just make sure it ain't mine."
Duvain adjusted his grip on his spear and raised his shield. The sergeant had positioned him and Endyn in the third row. The two front ranks held the enemy at bay with shields and short swords, while the third and fourth rows used long spears to strike at the enemy. They were the foremost offensive line, but all they'd accomplished was to butcher their formation in all the wrong ways.
As Sergeant Brash called the maneuver again, Duvain desperately tried to move in step with the men behind, ahead, and beside him. He stumbled but caught himself before he toppled into Awr. The grizzled corporal shot him a venomous look, menacing despite his red-rimmed, bleary eyes. Awr winced with every barked command, every clank of their mail and breastplate. Duvain didn't envy him—he'd spent one agonizing hour training while hungover and determined never to do it again.
With a shout, Weasel dropped his weapons and whirled on Endyn. "That's it! I've had enough of your damned fumblin’. "
"Sorry," Endyn rumbled. 
"Sorry ain't going to cut it when I get a barbarian arrow in my face because you're too stupid and clumsy to keep the formation." Weasel's face darkened to a furious purple. 
"Private Cerlin!" Sergeant Brash's voice cracked like a whip. "That's enough."
Weasel's jaw worked. He turned to Captain Lingram. "All due respect, Captain, but this one's just goin’ to get us all killed! He'll do as an arrow magnet, but not a whole Keeper-damned lot more."
"Silence, Private." Captain Lingram dismounted and strode through the parting ranks of Legionnaires toward them. "Are you trying to tell me you were a lot more competent on your first day in drills?" 
Weasel reddened. "Sure, but not as bad as—"
"The Legion of Heroes is more than just an army, Private. It's a group of individuals fighting a common enemy, striving to achieve the same goal. Do you know what that goal is, Private?"
"To survive, Captain." Weasel swallowed. "And with him at my back, I don't see much chance of that happenin’."
Captain Lingram's face hardened. "Private, in my years of service, I've learned that you should never discount the man at your back. They may be the only thing standing between you and certain death when the time comes." 
Weasel, finally, kept his mouth shut. 
The captain met the little man's gaze. "You say he's rubbish at holding the line? Perhaps it's because no one took the time to think about how hard it is for him to hold a line organized for men half his size." He turned to Endyn. "With a bit more room, you think you can manage?"
Endyn hesitated, then nodded. "Yes, Captain."
"Good," Captain Lingram said. His eyes came to Duvain. "You're the shield guarding his weapon arm, but give him a bit of room to swing." He moved Duvain a single step to the right. "Keep your shield close, but not so close he can't move."
He strode around Endyn and moved the Legionnaire on the far side a single step away. "In proper formation, this space would be filled by two men." He winked at Endyn. "Seems like you're big enough for two of us, eh?"
Endyn grinned. "Yes, Captain," he rumbled.
With a nod, Captain Lingram strode back to his horse and swung up into the saddle. "Again, Sergeant Brash."
"Company, move!"  
 
* * *
 
"Well I'll be damned." Weasel dumped the ladle of water over his face. "Turns out the two of you ain’t as useless as you seem."
Owen frowned. "I remember you being a pretty pathetic Legionnaire your first day, Weasel. Hell, even now, you're about as useful as a sack of smashed eggs."
Weasel scowled, bringing a laugh to Owen's face. 
"Chuckle it up, fools," Rold snapped. The corporal stood a short distance away. His perpetual scowl had returned. "When they're the ones who get you killed in the battle line, you won't be cracking jokes."
"Give them time, Rold," Owen protested. "They've been here one day. If their drill sergeants were anything like mine, they were more concerned about breaking their spirits than actually getting them ready for war." He dropped his voice to a mutter. "Almost reminds me of you."
"I heard that, you poxy runt." Rold's scowl deepened, and Owen took an instinctive step back. "And if the captain wasn't sitting over there, I'd stick my foot up your ass and wear you around the camp like the world's ugliest, dumbest sandal."
Owen's face tightened. He turned back to Duvain and Endyn. "Look, you two aren't all that great in a fight just yet, but you've got time. We're the Deadheads—we're not going to battle any time soon."
The high, ringing sound of a horn reverberated through the camp. All of them glanced toward the entrance to the training ground. A rider galloped across the barren field, horse kicking up clods of dirt churned to mud by their boots. He reined in before Captain Lingram. Though Duvain couldn't hear the brief exchange, he caught a glimpse of white as the messenger took a scroll from his pouch and handed it to the captain. With a salute, he rode off. 
"That can't be good," Rold muttered.
Duvain followed Rold, Owen, and Weasel toward the captain. Awr stood beside Captain Lingram, engaged in a quiet conversation. 
"I don't like it," Corporal Awr was saying. 
"We've our orders, Corporal." Captain Lingram's voice held an odd tightness, and a new tension lined his face. "Ours not to question."
"Aye, Captain." Awr snapped a salute. 
The captain raised his voice to address them all. "Fifth Shield Company, we have been given marching orders." 
A worm of anxiety squirmed in Duvain's gut. He'd expected their company, the Deadheads, the dregs of the Legion of Heroes, would remain in camp. But the captain's face told a different story.
Captain Lingram held up the parchment. "Jade Battalion is to reinforce our troops at Hangman's Hill, and that includes us." 
Duvain's gut clenched. They were going to the front line? He wanted to vomit.
"But our orders are to remain at Saerheim, where we will provide support and a rear guard for the main force." The captain clasped his hands behind his back and lifted his head. "We may not be fighting the Eirdkilrs directly, men, but we are still charged with safeguarding the supply route in case of emergency. That is as much an honor as meeting the enemy head on."
Rold gave a quiet snort beside Duvain. "Honor, my hairy arse."
Captain Lingram held up a finger. "We move out within the hour. Check your gear, break down your tents, and prepare to march. We have been summoned, men, and we will answer the call to arms." With a salute, he mounted his horse and trotted off the field.
For a moment, none of the men of Fifth Company moved. They exchanged glances, as if struggling to believe their ears.
"You heard the captain!" Sergeant Brash's words, eerily quiet and calm, broke the silence. "One hour, lads. Be ready." He didn't need to shout; the assurance in his voice had enough effect. The knots of men rushed toward their tents to break camp. 
"Get a move on, meat!" Rold shoved Duvain toward the encampment. "We've our marching orders. Any thought of desertion, and I'll string you up by your innards, got it?" The look in Rold's eyes made it clear: the corporal would enjoy carrying out his threat.
Duvain nodded. "You've nothing to fear from us. We're Legionnaires, just like you." He only wished his voice didn't quaver so much, or that he felt a fraction as confident as he tried to sound.  
 
* * *
 
Duvain's pack weighed twice as much as it ought to. He couldn't get the straps to sit on his shoulders right, and it felt as if it would drag him backward. During basic training, he'd gone on enough ruck marches to know not to expect a featherweight load, but this was too much. How could they possibly expect him to haul such a heavy pack and march all day long?  
Endyn actually groaned as he struggled to slip his arms through the straps of his oversized pack. The dragonskin made his movements stiff and clumsy, and the heavy ruck would rub the scales raw. 
"Is it bad?" Duvain asked. 
Endyn hesitated, his jaw tight, and gave a half-hearted shrug. 
Duvain fumbled at his pack's drawstring. "We've got time to apply a bit of the salve before—"
"Move it, you hedge-born yokels!" Rold's voice appeared in the tent a moment before his bearded face. "The other companies are already in line, and you two are dawdling like a pair of moonstruck milkmaids."
Endyn met Duvain's gaze. Though his brother's face was stony, pain filled the big man's eyes. "Let's go," he rumbled. There was no helping it. Endyn would have to tough it out until they had a chance to rest.
Groaning beneath the burden of their packs, they hurried after Rold. All around them, the soldiers of Jade Battalion hastened to tear down their tents, stow their equipment, and don armor. The men moved with the speed of practiced experience. Less than an hour had passed since the captain gave orders to move, and already a long line of Legionnaires streamed toward the companies waiting on the road, following him through the camp. 
The Legion of Heroes was on the move. 
Fifth Shield Company held position at the rear of a league-long column of men, horses, and wagons. The Deadheads, the men of the company's Third Platoon, stood at the back.  
Rold shoved Duvain into place behind Owen. "You and the arrow-magnet," he nodded to Endyn, "go here, where I can keep an eye on you." He lowered his voice. "Keep the pace, keep your mouth shut, and we'll get through the day fine."
Duvain cast a glance at the sky. The sun had reached its peak—they had at least five hours of marching before calling a halt to rest. Days this far south in Fehl were longer than on the enormous continent of Einan, the nights shorter. 
"How far is Saerheim?" he asked Owen.
"Not sure," the Legionnaire answered without turning his head. "Four, five days, maybe more. Cavalry'd get there faster, but us dust-eaters got no choice but to hoof it."
"Pleasant enough day for a walk, though," Weasel said, humor in his voice. "I figure this little jaunt is as good a hump as you're goin’ to get until you make it home to that pretty imaginary girl of yours, Owen."
Duvain didn't catch Owen's retort, but his middle finger salute conveyed the message. 
"From Saerheim, the main army's got at least another two or three days' march to the front. They've got to cross some rough terrain, so goin’ is a bit slower." Weasel hitched up his chain mail shirt and scratched vigorously at his rear. "But we've got the cushy job. Sittin’ around a Fehl village, eatin’, dinkin’, standin’ watch. All very humdrum and dull." He turned now and grinned at Duvain. "Just the way I like it." 
Owen shook his head. "Just remember, no adding to your ear collection while in Saerheim. They're all friendly Fehl, allied with Icespire and aiding us in our war efforts against the Eirdkilrs."
Weasel muttered something that sounded like "can't tell the Keeper-damned savages apart".
Sergeant Brash marched down the line, inspecting the men and their gear. He tightened the strap on Owen's pack and snapped an order for Weasel to tighten the laces on his boots. When he reached Endyn, he gave him a cold-eyed stare. "You slow us down, we'll cut you loose. Got it?" 
Endyn nodded. "Yes, Sergeant," he rumbled.
The sergeant's gaze shifted to Duvain. "Goes for you, too. You're a Legionnaire now, so act like it. Long day's march ahead of us, but if you get tired, I'm sure the corporal here will be happy to give you a cup of suck it the fuck up."
Duvain snapped a salute. "Yes, Sergeant!" He caught himself before saying “sir” again.
Sergeant Brash's face didn't change. He moved on without a word.
Rold snorted. "Whatever you do, do not piss the sergeant off. Especially after last night."
"You mean the fight you started?" Duvain asked. 
He felt Rold's glare burn into the back of his neck. "You've Weasel to thank for that. I just stood up for our company."
Weasel snorted. "Bull-shite! You're just an ornery bastard who likes to fight."
"You'll be glad for that when I save your hide on the battlefield," Rold retorted. "Maybe next time, I'll leave you to be pummeled so you'll remember it."
Weasel's reply was cut off by Sergeant Brash's booming shout. "Company, march!"  
 
* * *
 
Two hours into the march, and Duvain couldn’t wait for the day to be over. His lungs burned and his legs ached despite the slow, steady pace. The straps of his pack dug into his shoulders. He wanted nothing more than to cast off his pack and run free of its burden. Only Rold's presence at his back—and the nervous fear of what the corporal would do if he slowed down their company—kept him moving. 
According to Owen, they'd be expected to cover at least a league to reach their campsite before nightfall. At this rate, Duvain felt as if his feet would be worn to the nub by the time they stopped. 
He cast occasional glances up at Endyn. Sweat streamed down his brother's huge forehead, and his breath came in labored gasps. Beneath the mask of dirt and road dust, his face was pale with the exertion. He looked one gasp away from collapse.  
Fear increased Duvain's burden of weariness. They had left the safety of the Icespire encampment and marched toward the front lines. He'd always known he would fight—he'd signed up for the Legion of Heroes for that very purpose—but now it was all too real. A middling soldier at best, he could march in a straight line most of the time and swing a sword as well as any untrained village boy, but he wasn't cut out for battle. Rear guard or not, they'd been posted too close to the fighting for his comfort.
And that terrified him more than he cared to admit. He wasn't strong like Endyn, fast like Weasel, or a brawler like Rold. He was just a farmer's son armed with standard issue weapons and filled with a nerve-wracking anticipation. 
Weasel had spent the entire march south cracking wise, but Owen hadn't spoken a word. He marched with hunched shoulders, back abnormally stiff. Perhaps he, too, felt the fear that dragged on Duvain.
Gritting his teeth against the fire in his legs, spine, and shoulders, he forced himself to match Endyn's pace. He had to stay with his brother, if nothing else. He'd promised as much to his mother before the Bloody Flux claimed her. Endyn needed him as much as he needed Endyn. He gripped his brother's forearm and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Endyn smiled through his pain. 
After living among the plains of southern Einan, the terrain around Duvain had an almost magical beauty. Dense forests of oak, pine, elm, and aspen trees stretched in all directions, a sea of greens, browns, and reds that glowed in the bright sunlight. To the west, steep hills rose to vertical rocky cliffs of a brilliant white. To the east, the colors of nature deepened, marking the presence of bogs, marshes, and swamplands. The jagged ridges of the Sawtooth Mountains far to the south held his gaze. His mind filled with images of the mystical creatures—frost bears, white mountain apes, even the fabled ice dragons—that lay in the Frozen Waste beyond.
The Eirdkilrs lived there as well. He'd heard tales of the huge, shaggy-haired men of the Frozen Waste. Tales that sent a shiver down his spine as surely as the chill of the ice floes of the Frozen Sea. The thought of facing them in battle set his hands quivering. He clenched his fists and thanked the Swordsman, god of war, that they would be stationed far from the front.
Relief filled him as the sun dipped toward the distant horizon, and the order to make camp came down the line. He fought the urge to drop his pack and sag to the ground. Instead, he forced himself to keep marching until they reached their designated campsite. The moment Sergeant Brash turned away to attend the other platoons under his command, he shrugged out of his pack and sank to the ground with a relieved groan. Endyn did likewise. His face had grown steadily paler throughout the day. He closed his eyes and took deep, ragged breaths.
Weasel looked down at them, a mischievous grin on his face. "Survived the first day, eh?" He snorted.
Behind him, a smile tugged at Owen's lips. "Packs feeling heavy?" 
Even Rold's scowl cracked. Grim mirth twinkled in his dark eyes.
Duvain looked between the three men, then at Endyn. He was the butt of some joke, but what?
"Made sure you got all your gear, did you?" Weasel failed to stifle a little laugh. "Got enough to keep you goin’ until Saerheim?"
At this, he and Owen burst out laughing, and Rold chuckled.  
Duvain's confusion didn't abate. He exchanged a puzzled glance with Endyn. "I…I don't get it."
"Your packs, lads." Corporal Awr's voice drifted over from the patch of grass where he'd taken a seat. "Empty 'em."
Duvain frowned. He'd taken great pains packing his ruck that morning. "Why?"
"Do it," Rold snapped. "That's an order."
After a moment of hesitation, Duvain complied. He spilled the contents of his pack across the ground. 
"You, too." Rold said to Endyn, who followed suit.
"Funny thing about fresh meat like you is that they never know what all to pack." Weasel crouched over their piles of stuff. "Yep, as I expected!" He held up the cloth-wrapped bundles Duvain had requested from the camp cook. "They came prepared to feast like kings."
Duvain's forehead wrinkled. "What's wrong with packing a few extra rations?" 
"In the grand scheme of things, not a lot." Owen shook his head. "But when you're marching, you want to stick to the bare essentials. Emphasis on bare!" 
Weasel pawed through Duvain's belongings. "All that armor you're carryin’—helmet, mail shirt, breastplate, gambeson, boots, greaves, bracers, and so on—is goin’ to weigh you down. Throw in your shield, short sword, spear, and throwin’ axes, and the weight adds up." He built a small pile of items off to one side. "There are the things you can't live without: flint for startin’ a fire, all-purpose knife, waterskin, and day's rations. A few extras like your wooden bowl and spoon, and you've got enough to weigh you down." 
He reached for the three glass jars. "But when you start throwin’ in extras, that's when you suffer. The pack gets heavier and heavier with every step, until you end up…well…like this." Weasel's gesture encompassed him and Endyn, sprawled on the ground. "Many an idiot recruit has marched himself into an early grave by packin’ too heavy. Though, to be fair, you all handled it a lot better than expected."
Duvain scowled. "And you didn't think to tell us before the march?"
Rold shook his head. "No better lesson than experience. You'll make this mistake exactly once." He reached for one of the glass jars. "Stuff like this, this'll slow you—"
Duvain swiped the jar and snatched the other two from Weasel's hands. "There's no way I'm getting rid of these." He stuffed them back into the pack. 
"Is that so?" Rold sat up, a cold, spiteful look in his eyes. "And if I ordered you to leave them?"
"I'd take it up with the sergeant, or captain if I had to." Duvain met Rold's gaze without flinching. He'd go to General Vessach himself if necessary. The salve in those jars was the only thing keeping Endyn's dragonskin at bay. 
Rold snorted and gave a dismissive wave. "Suit yourself. You're the one who'll have to lug it all the way to Saerheim on your back." 
A supply wagon rumbled past, depositing one of the collapsible hide tents the Legion used for their marching armies. Owen and Weasel stood and set about erecting the shelter. 
Rold sneered at them. "Your highnesses, if you'd be so kind as to help?" His face hardened. "Move."
With a groan, Duvain forced himself to his feet. Every muscle from his neck to the soles of his feet ached. His standard-issue boots had rubbed three new blisters into his right foot, with a painful four to match on his left. Each step proved more arduous than the last, but the corporal seemed disinclined to be merciful.
Rold dragged Endyn off to collect firewood from the nearby forest. Duvain had no time to worry for his brother, for Corporal Awr ordered him to lug his fellow Deadheads' packs into the tent. When Rold returned, he set Duvain and Endyn to build the fire, telling them they needed to practice using their flints. Duvain welcomed this last task. He'd had plenty of practice over the freezing winters spent huddling around a tiny fire in the barn. His father had failed to build adequate weatherproofing for their sparse room.
Dinner was a quick production, thanks to the rations he'd hauled from camp. It grated on Duvain to see the others devouring the food he'd packed for himself and Endyn, but kept his complaints to himself. No sense antagonizing the other Deadheads.
"As a reward for a hearty meal," Weasel declared, patting his belly, "let me show you somethin’ they don't teach in basic." He produced his wooden spoon and held it up. The handle had been sharpened to a narrow point. "A bit of work, and you've got yourself a skewer to eat with. Handy for those rare occasions when fresh meat's on the menu." 
Duvain and Endyn set about sharpening their spoon handles, listening as Owen and Weasel chatted about their journey to Saerheim. They'd be expected to cover at least four leagues per day, but the General could push them up to eight if the fighting at the front took a turn for the nasty. The thought of covering eight leagues—nearly half the distance between Northpass and Voramis—filled Duvain with dread. 
"At least we've got roads to travel on between here and Saerheim," Owen told them. "Going will be a lot slower after that. All that dense forest and those awful roads—little more than muddy beaten paths, really—will make it hell on the rest of Jade Battalion."
"Yes, indeed." Weasel leaned back against his back and stretched out. "We definitely snagged the easy duty." 
Owen spent a full half-hour teaching them how to repair their boots. The horsehide exteriors could take a beating, but the woolen interiors would wear out quickly if they got wet. Five layers of laminated leather provided a sturdy sole as well as a bit of cushioning for the feet. Compared to the shoes they'd worn running around Northpass, the boots were a luxury.
Throughout the meal and into the evening, Duvain kept an eye on Endyn. His brother's hand had begun to twitch, his jaw muscles clenching and relaxing. Duvain was worried. The itching had to be driving Endyn mad. When he caught his brother's attention, he held out the jar. Endyn gave a frantic shake of his head. 
Duvain understood. His brother was embarrassed by the dragonskin—and why shouldn't be he? It had brought him nothing but ridicule and scorn—but he would rather suffer the torment in silence than show weakness. Weakness had earned them beatings from their father and the other boys in the village. 
After a moment, Endyn climbed to his feet and stumbled off into the forest. 
"Where's he going?" Rold demanded.
"Nature's calling," Duvain lied.
Rold grunted, but kept his eyes fixed on the forest where Endyn had disappeared.
"Tell me," Duvain asked, trying to divert the corporal's attention, "what are the Fehlan like?"
Rold's head snapped around. "What?"
The ferocity of the corporal's expression surprised Duvain. "The Fehlan. We're going to be staying among them in Saerheim, right? So why are some of them called Fehlan and some Eirdkilrs?"
Rold snarled. "Do they teach you nothing back across the water?"
Duvain met his gaze in silence.
"The name Fehlan literally means 'people of Fehl'. It's a name they gave themselves, but it's like calling us Einari." Rold gestured to each of the men around the fire. "Just like all of us are from different cities—Praamis, Voramis, Malandria, and, in the case of the sergeant, Drash—the Fehlan have their own clans. Each clan has its own name. For example, the people of Saerheim belong to the Deid clan, or the clan of the Cold Lakes."
"And the Eirdkilrs?" Duvain asked.
Rold continued, "The people we know as Eirdkilrs are actually of the Tauld clan, or clan of the Great Wastes, as they call it. When they declared war on us, they changed their name to Eirdkilrs. In the Fehlan tongue, Eird means 'half-men'. When you see the size of these savages, you'll understand." He glanced at the forest. "Not quite as big as your brother, but some of them'd give him a run for his money."
"Eirdkilrs," Duvain tried out the name. 
"That last part of the name don't need a lot of explainin' does it?" Weasel grinned.  
Eirdkilrs. Killers of the half-men. Duvain shuddered. 
Weasel's expression grew somber. "No scout's ever made it past the Sawtooth Mountains to find out just how many of them there are livin’ in the Frozen Wastes. But by last count, we've killed more than ten thousand of the bastards since they first showed their ugly faces ten years ago, yet they still field army after army. They seem to be breedin’ new ones as fast as we can cut them down."  
The nervousness in Duvain's gut returned. The icy hand of fear gripped the back of his neck.
"But cheer up, meat!" Weasel reached over and slapped his shoulder. "We're stuck far from the front, and there's no way the bastards'll cut through the main force to reach us. We're as safe as anyone can be in this cold, cruel world." He gave a harsh chuckle.
"Whatever gods you worship, boy," Corporal Awr's rasping voice made the night seem suddenly chill, "get on your knees and pray that's true. Either that, or make your peace with the Long Keeper. We run into any Eirdkilrs, you'll be meeting the god of death face to face." 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
"Enjoy your holiday, Deadheads!" Dahvynd's voice carried toward them as Second Platoon marched past. "Be sure not to stub your toe or get frostbite while the rest of us are doing real men's work."
Rold scowled and shot back. "All you'll be doing is finding the enemy's arrows face-first!" 
Weasel had a more eloquent response. Duvain's ears burned at the string of profanity spewing from the little man's mouth. Even Endyn seemed shocked.
'That's enough, Private," Rold snapped. "That mouth of yours will get you killed, if you keep running it like that."
"Just givin’ our brothers in arms a fond farewell," Weasel said, snickering. "Motivatin’ them to face the enemy, and all."
Rold shook his head and shouted, "Company, line!"
Groaning, Duvain stood from his comfortable seat on the soft grass. When they'd reached the crossroads, the Deadheads had been ordered off the road to allow the rest of the army to pass. The main bulk of the army took the route to the west, toward the front lines. The Deadheads would take the eastern road—though calling the muddy, winding track through the forest a "road" was generous—to reach Saerheim.
Sergeant Brash and the other four squad sergeants barked orders to hurry the men. As Duvain took his place in line beside Endyn, he couldn't help but feel vulnerable. With the other two platoons of Fifth Shield Company joining the main army force, the Deadheads numbered fewer than sixty, including Captain Lingram. They were on their own. In the next row, Weasel was shaking his head. "This ain't good. The company couldn't hold off a stiff breeze."
Duvain glanced at the other Deadheads. More than a few had paunches far thicker than Legion regulation permitted. Some sported wounds just shy of debilitating. Only a few bore the professional demeanor of a true Legionnaire—according to Owen, all of those had followed Captain Lingram to the Deadheads after his demotion. Corporal Awr was one of those, as was Sergeant Brash and another of the sergeants. Weasel had estimated they could field twenty men capable of proper battle. The rest—and Weasel included Duvain and Endyn among that number—would do little more than serve as meat shields and arrow magnets. 
Duvain glanced at Captain Lingram. The captain sat on his horse at the head of the line, his expression somber as he studied his company. No doubt similar thoughts ran through his mind.
Beside him, Endyn shuffled in place. The twitch in his hand had gotten bad, and he'd begun muttering to himself, the way he always did when the itching grew unbearable. Hours of marching in the heavy armor had to have made the dragonskin uncomfortable. He'd be going mad, but unable to do anything about it without breaking formation—and suffering terrible punishments at the hand of Rold, Brash, and the other officers. 
"The minute we reach Saerheim," Duvain told his brother in a low voice, "we'll get some of that salve on it."
Endyn met his gaze, and misery filled his expression. The itch was just one of the dragonskin's effects—the thick scales would chap and crack, causing the skin around them to grow red, raw, and painful. 
Duvain felt sorry for his brother, but he could only grip Endyn's massive forearm and squeeze. "You've got this," he whispered. "Just a little longer."
According to the two scouts assigned to their platoon, Saerheim stood just four hours' march away—two, if they pushed their pace. With the sun still high in the sky, they had no reason to hurry.
Duvain's feet, legs, and back definitely wanted him either to hurry or not to move at all. His shoulders felt like they'd forever bear the indents of his rucksack. Even though he'd emptied out all the unnecessary items, it still weighed too much. The wooden frame rubbed his back and hips raw. His blisters had worsened with each new day, though thankfully no new ones had formed after Owen instructed him to double up on his woolen socks. 
None of the others seemed to mind the march—no more so than usual, at least. Legionnaires tended to grumble about everything: from the occasional rain to the bloody heat to the blistering, Keeper-damned cold nights to the piss-poor chow. Weasel, in particular, found something new to complain about every hour. 
As they marched, Weasel went off on a rant about the ugly backside of the Legionnaire marching in front of him. The man ignored him as Weasel spouted nonsense about his womanly shoulders, bullish hips, and flat arse. By the time he got to "chicken legs", Owen had had enough. 
"Shut up, Weasel!" he snapped. "Can you just keep your mouth shut for a Watcher-damned minute? I'd rather listen to Endyn's snoring than your constant whingeing."
Endyn colored. The previous night, in a moment of irritation, Rold had described Endyn's snoring as "a cross between a constipated horse fart and the braying of a drunk donkey". None of the other Deadheads appeared to care that Endyn could do nothing about the problem, another side effect of whatever caused him to grow to his massive size.
Weasel remained unfazed by Owen's outburst. "Talkin’ helps to pass the time. Not all of us believe in the righteousness of our cause like you do." Disdain echoed in his voice.
"Of course," Owen snarled. "It's all about the gold with you!" 
"Why shouldn't it be?" Weasel asked. "Most of us are only here because it's the best way to earn a livin’. When you're good at somethin’, you find a way to use that skill to turn a coin. Just so happens most of us are pretty darned good at killin’."
Owen snorted. "How noble of you." 
"Nobility is for the pompous lords and ladies." Weasel's shrug jostled his pack. "Some of us don't have the luxury of nobility. Either we join the Legion, get drafted into a gang, or swing at the end of a hangman's noose. I know which I choose. Besides," he gestured to the forest around him, "I get the chance to see the world. Before I joined, I never thought I'd get out of Lower Voramis, much less the city. Now, I've seen more of the world than I ever expected. I don't mind dyin’ away from the piss-hole I was raised in. Not all of us have somethin’ to return home to."
Duvain found himself nodding. He and Endyn had joined because Northpass had no longer felt like home after the death of their parents. Everywhere he looked, he saw the pain of his childhood, his life under his father's boot, watching Endyn suffer for his condition. The Legion had given him a way out, both him and Endyn. And a hope for a future. The coins they'd earn serving here would go a long way toward setting up a life. What he'd do after his service, he didn't know, but it was enough that he'd have options—something he never had in Northpass.
He allowed himself the luxury of daydreaming. Images of what his future could hold distracted him from the drudgery of marching. It took little effort to keep in step with Weasel's back, and the rest of his attention could go toward imagining a bright, hopeful future.
As they marched, the woods grew denser, thickening in a way only old-growth forests could. The muddy track wound through the towering trees, and it seemed the yew, elm, and oak branches reached toward them, welcoming them with leafy boughs. The pine and aspen trees grew straight and tall, reaching conceited heads high into the sky. A cool wind whispered all around them, turning the shade of the forest decidedly chilly. 
Around a bend in the road, they came upon a patch of open, muddy ground that spread out a few hundred paces from the west side of the road. Fallen trees and dead logs littered the space. The track curved around the expanse. As the column passed the open space, a sound filtered into Duvain's ears. Almost like someone was cutting wood, similar to the sounds he'd heard back at the lumber camp outside Northpass.
He glanced around, nervous. Maybe the Fehlan were working nearby?
"Woodcutters!" the shout came from two rows back. Real fear echoed in the cry.
He jerked around, scanning the forest for any sign of attack. He had no idea why woodcutters would be a source of concern, but this close to the front, he wouldn't take chances. 
His eyes darted through the trees, but no barbarians charged from the woods, no war cries broke the silence. Instead, a flicker of movement on the ground caught his attention. 
A serpent darted from beneath a fallen log. Though not large—barely the length of Duvain's forearm—it had bulging eyes, shielded nostrils, and a short, rounded snout. It slithered in an odd sidewinding undulation, and the movement set its emerald green and bone white scales rubbing against each other with a buzzing sound like a steel saw biting into a thick tree trunk. 
The man behind Duvain cried out and leapt back. Endyn never saw the viper before it buried its fangs in his leg. His eyes went wide in fear, and he froze as the snake's jaws clamped tight on his calf. Rold reacted before either of them—he drew his short sword and chopped off the serpent's head in one stroke. The body twitched and writhed, flopping around.
"Back!" Rold shouted. He seized Endyn by the collar and dragged him away from the muddy expanse. Even as he did, two more of the green, scaled vipers reared up from the ground. They coiled like a figure eight, head poised in the center, ready to lash out at the nearest Legionnaire. All the while, their scales made the terrifying whirring sound. 
Weasel's dagger took one in the head, pinning it to the sand. The other darted toward the column of marching men, only to be met by the metal rim of a Legionnaire's shield.
The sawing sound grew louder for a moment, then slowly quietened. 
"Damn it!" Rold cursed. "A Keeper-damned woodcutter viper pit." His finger indicated the patch of fallen logs a short distance from the road. "Deadheads, keep well away from there if you don't want to end up dead like this one."
Endyn's eyes went wide. "Dead?" he rumbled.
Weasel's face was pale. "Woodcutters are high on the list of don't-fuck-with snakes. Little bastards burrow into the sand and sleep the day away. They're bloody feisty if pissed off. And the venom's enough to kill a grown man twenty times over. Anyone who gets bit…" He trailed off, his eyes darting away. "Sorry, Endyn."
Rold was kneeling, his knife already out and sawing at Endyn's pants. Cloth tore, and the corporal scanned Endyn's leg. 
"Bloody Minstrel!" he recoiled, nearly falling onto his ass. "What in the frozen hell is that?"
Weasel gasped at the sight of Endyn's leg, and Owen's face had gone a strange green. Duvain's heart sank. He recognized the patches of scaled skin, the red cracks covering Endyn's shin and calf to the ankle. The dragonskin had spread. It was worse than he expected.
"Whatever it is," Rold said, his voice a mixture of revulsion and incredulity, "it just saved your life." 
The words took a moment to sink in. "What?" Duvain asked.
"A woodcutter's bite packs enough venom to take down a full squad of men, and then some." Rold tapped the tip of his dagger on the thick scale. "But this shite's so thick the serpent's fangs couldn't get through." He ripped the bottom of Endyn's pants and used the fabric to wipe a stream of clear liquid dribbling down his leg. He held it up to them. "See this? The bastard sprayed his load all over, but his fangs never punctured the skin."
Face burning with embarrassment, Endyn quickly tugged the pant leg down over the dragonskin. 
Duvain extended a hand to help Endyn up, and Rold did the same. The corporal stared up at Endyn through narrowed eyes. "Does the captain know about…" He gestured to Endyn's leg. "…that?"
Endyn glanced at Duvain, who shook his head. "No, and he doesn't need to know."
Rold raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?"
Duvain met Rold's, Weasel's, and Owen's eyes in turn. "It won't spread, if that's what you're worried about."
The three Deadheads exchanged suspicious looks.
"Look," Duvain insisted, "it's something he's had since he was young, but it can't be passed on. The healers at the Sanctuary said as much."
After a long moment, Rold shook his head. "Captain still needs to know." 
"It's his way of things." Awr's quiet rasping voice cut in. 
Duvain's head flashed around. 
Awr had come up without a sound. He stood behind Weasel, staring at Endyn, yet without disdain or disgust on his face. "He cares about his men. He's unlike most commanders that way."
Duvain met Awr's gaze. He could have stared at stone. The man was hard, not cold, but revealing as much as the stone cliffs to the west. "Very well. But I'll tell him."
Rold scowled. "Chain of command says—"
"I will tell him." Duvain clenched his fists. 
After a moment, Rold snorted and shrugged. "You have until end of day."
Duvain's gut clenched, but he nodded. "So be it."
Rold held his glance for a long moment. The look had as much warmth as if the corporal were staring at a rake or a feather duster. Rold didn't care about him—all that mattered was that his comrades wouldn't get him killed in battle. 
The tension snapped, and Rold turned to the rest of the company. "What are you lot doing, sitting about like doxies on holiday? Back in line!" he roared.
The rest of the Deadheads hurried to form up. A low mutter ran through the ranks. Duvain hoped none of them had seen Endyn's leg, but there was no mistaking the hushed whispers, the backward glances. They'd seen the woodcutter viper bite Endyn, yet Corporal Rold was treating everything like business as usual. That spawned speculation aplenty.
The sound of hoofbeats grew louder. Duvain looked up to see Captain Lingram trotting down the line of men toward them. 
"All is well, Corporal?" he asked Awr.
"Aye, Captain." Awr nodded. 
Rold interjected. "Spot of bother with a nest of woodcutter vipers.” He shot Duvain a look. "Got it sorted out." 
"Good." Captain Lingram nodded. "We've a good deal of ground to cover, and Skelan tells me our path leads through some heavy woods that'll get dark before the sun sets."
"Aye, sir!" Corporal Rold saluted. 
With a nod, Captain Lingram turned his horse and rode toward the front of the line. A moment later, Sergeant Brash's barked orders of "Company, march!" echoed out.
Duvain's eyes widened when Weasel darted out of rank to snatch up the decapitated serpent's body. 
Weasel shot him a grin. "Just because they bite like bastards, don't mean they taste like 'em. No sense wastin’ good meat, says I—anythin’ is better than rations."
Owen shook his head. 
"What?" Weasel protested. "It's not like I'm riskin’ my hide huntin’ them down. Thanks to Endyn here," he winked up at the big man, "we've got ourselves a little somethin’ extra for supper tonight. Gods alone know what sort of grub they'll serve at the Fehlan village."
He pointed to the muddy patch of ground and the pile of fallen logs. "You see anythin’ like that in these parts, you steer bloody well clear. Even you, big man. That's where they hang out, and I doubt even you can survive for long."
Endyn nodded. "Got it." 
Duvain noticed that Endyn seemed subdued, shy. He looked at the men around him with wary eyes. The other Deadheads also shot him occasional glances, and a gap had opened around their rank. Sorrow weighed on Duvain, but the reaction came as no surprise. People tended to act like that when they saw Endyn's dragonskin—it was why he kept it hidden.
Tension lined his brother's face. His jaw muscles worked, and as the hours of marching wore on, the twitching in his hand grew more pronounced. Once, he actually reached up and scratched at his neck. Duvain caught a hint of grey above his collar and cursed. He had to get some of the salve on Endyn's dragonskin before it spread. The fatigue of the march and the emotional turmoil hiding behind Endyn's stony expression would only make things worse.
From a young age, Endyn had been his mother's favorite, and the arrival of Duvain a few years later did little to change that. Even after he reached his gigantic height, his mother had been gentle, tender with him. Endyn was a gentle soul, one who wanted to be liked and accepted by everyone. His size made him stand out, so he tried to work extra hard to fit in. 
The dragonskin was a curse, one that kept others at bay. The previous day, when the Deadheads found a stream to wash in, Endyn had refused to undress with the others. He'd sat on the bank and watched as Owen, Weasel, Rold, and the other Deadheads relaxed in the cool water. Their cramped tent offered no privacy for him to change, so he would disappear into the woods to scratch the itch away from the eyes of his comrades. But now they knew his shameful secret, and their sidelong glances pained him.
Duvain hated to see his brother suffer so—physically and emotionally. Though Endyn was the older brother, Duvain had always looked out for him. He'd continue to do so, even if it meant being the one to face Captain Lingram's wrath when he told him Endyn's secret. 
His mood soured as the forest grew denser. The thick canopy blocked out the sunlight, and a chill wind whispered through the woods. The shadows hung heavy about them as they marched through the eerie silence.
"Bloody trees," Weasel muttered. "You can't trust 'em."
"Think they'll uproot themselves and bite you?" Owen teased.
Weasel glared. "'Course not, because I ain't an idiot." He punched Owen's shoulder. "But you never know what's hidin’ in trees that thick."
The image of a pack of howling barbarians ran through Duvain's mind. He'd never seen an Eirdkilr before, but had heard the descriptions: howling savages clad in furs, waving huge weapons, shaking the ground with their war cries. He gripped his shield tighter. With every step, the forests grew more impenetrable, the shadows deepening. Fear thrummed the back of his mind; his imagination screamed that the densely packed trees concealed an army of Eirdkilrs come to massacre them all.
He nearly cried in relief as the thick forest gave way to a clearing. The muddy track cut straight across the open ground, climbing a short incline toward a palisade wall. The tension drained from his shoulders. They had reached Saerheim. 
The walls around Saerheim, erected by a Legionnaire company stationed there years earlier, stood roughly three paces tall. Once, the sharpened stakes would have deterred enemies from climbing over; time and weather had dulled the keen points. But the wall stretched a full three hundred paces across, with a heavy gate in the center. 
Beyond the wall, Duvain caught a glimpse of a cliff's edge, with farmland spreading out below. In the distance, a few hundred paces from the cliff, the blue water of Cold Lake sparkled in the fading sunlight.  
The gates swung open at their approach.
"Company, HALT!" Sergeant Brash shouted. The column of Legionnaires stopped just short of the opening gate.
The man who emerged to greet them had to be closing in on his seventh decade. He wore thick woolen breeches, a sheepskin vest over a simple tunic, and a cloak of heavy fur. His eyes and mouth were lined by sun and mirth, but he walked with a straight back. He smiled and spread his arms. "Greetings, men of Icespire." He spoke Einari with a thick accent. 
Captain Lingram dismounted and strode toward the man. "Elder Asmund of Saerheim, I am Captain Lingram of the Fifth Shield Company. You do us honor with your greeting." He continued speaking, but in a language Duvain didn't recognize. 
The elder's eyes lit up. "You speak our tongue?" he asked in Einari. 
"Not well, I fear." Captain Lingram replied. "The people of the Fjall clan would be ashamed to hear me, believing their lessons wasted." 
Duvain's eyebrows rose. The Fjall were the largest and most powerful of the clans north of the Sawtooth Mountains. Captain Lingram had spent time among them? 
"Few of your kind have tried to learn, so it is a welcome change." He stepped aside and swept an arm toward the open gate. "I welcome you to Saerheim. We have prepared a place for your men to stay while you are here."
"We have our own tents, and—"
Elder Asmund shook his head. "The Saer is a cold place at night. Your tents will do little to keep out the cold rolling off the lake. Our structures may be simple, but they are warm."
Captain Lingram bowed. "You do us honor, Elder Asmund."
"It is no more than our peace accords demands." The old man's weathered face broke into a smile. "Now, come, enter Saerheim and find rest."
At the captain's command, the Legionnaires marched into the village.
Duvain couldn't help staring at everything around him. People dressed in simple garb like Elder Asmund's stared at them as they entered. Women carried baskets of wool, tended cook fires, or hustled after energetic children. The few men they encountered busied themselves applying a fresh layer of daub to the wattle walls of their simple wooden homes.
The road led from the gate, past a collection of small, single-room houses, toward a broad expanse of paved stone—no doubt Saerheim's main square. Four huge longhouses faced the main square, stretching easily seven or eight paces wide, five paces tall, and at least twenty paces long. These structures were made of sturdy logs, their roofs covered with thick layers of thatching to keep out the chill.
When the Legionnaires reached the paved stone square, Sergeant Brash called for a halt. 
Endyn gave an audible groan. Duvain glanced up at him. Tears brimmed in his brother's eyes, and he shifted from foot to foot in visible discomfort. He breathed through his massive nostrils, as if struggling to restrain himself. The pain had to be bad.
Sergeant Brash strode toward them. "Squad Three, get settled into your billets, get some chow, and prepare for midnight watch."
Corporal Rold snapped a salute. "Yes, Sergeant."
Sergeant Brash moved on to the next squad, giving orders in his calm, even voice.
"You heard him, lads!" Weasel turned with a grin. "Midnight's still a ways off. I wonder what sort of trouble we can get into before then."
"None," Corporal Rold barked. "We're doing exactly as the sergeant says. We stay in quarters until it's time for watch." He stabbed a finger at Weasel's chest. "And lose the jewelry." 
Weasel glanced down at his grisly necklace. "Aww, really, Corporal?"
Rold snarled. "Now, soldier!" He glanced around. "No need to antagonize the natives further."
Duvain eyed the villagers of Saerheim. The Fehlan watched them with hooded, studied expressions, turning away whenever he looked at them. None spoke or approached. Though they showed no overt hatred, a tense silence hung in the air. They were not welcome guests. 
Grumbling, Weasel removed his necklace of ears and tucked it into his shirt. 
A middle-aged man with a straw-colored beard strode toward them, speaking in Fehlan. Surprisingly, Corporal Awr responded in the same tongue. The villager raised an eyebrow and tried to engage in conversation with Awr, but the corporal only shrugged. After a moment, the man gave up and gestured for them to follow him. 
The Fehlan villager led them to the northwest side of the village, toward a house that stood just a short distance from the main square. It was small, just five paces wide and six long, with a roof barely higher than Endyn's head. Thick mud had been caked over the woven sticks as weatherproofing. The man said something in Fehlan and motioned toward the house. 
With a nod for the bearded villager, Awr turned to the rest of them. "This is us." He strode toward the open door and entered. 
The interior was small, far smaller than Duvain had expected. Three wooden steps descended to a single room dug below the level of the ground outside. The people of Saerheim lived simply. The room had no windows or any decorations—only a door and a space to live. 
"Damn!" Weasel muttered. "Looks like we're goin’ to be nut to butt in here."
"When the nights get cold," Corporal Awr replied, "you'll be glad for your comrade's body heat."
Weasel turned to glare at them. "Just make sure none of you go pokin’ anythin’ into me when I sleep, eh?"
Duvain rolled his eyes and entered the hovel. He selected a corner of the room and dumped his pack there, making space for Endyn beside him.
Weasel muttered. "Damn, with the big man here, we're goin’ to be even tighter. It'll be like—"
With a rumbling sob, Endyn shoved past Weasel and rushed toward his pack. He nearly ripped the drawstrings open with his frantic pawing. 
Duvain's eyes widened. He'd never seen it this bad before.
"What in the bloody hell?" Weasel asked, picking himself up from the ground. "What's gotten into him?"
Ignoring the others, Duvain rushed toward Endyn. "Ditch the armor, I'll get the salve."
Endyn's eyes shot toward the men crowded at the door, but after a moment of hesitation, began ripping at his armor. 
Duvain heard the clink of the breastplate falling, followed by the jingling of his mail shirt. By the time he'd dug the jar from his pack, Endyn was out of his gambeson and down to his undertunic, which he pulled over his head with frantic movements.
Duvain gasped at the sight of Endyn's back. The thick, grey scales had grown to the thickness of his finger, the cracks running between them turned an angry red. Sweat and dirt clung to the weeping sores. Pus dribbled from a fresh wound in his side. Endyn scratched at himself frantically, his huge fingers nearly ripping the scaly flesh in his desperation to stifle the itching. 
"Endyn, stop!" Duvain shouted. "That'll only make it worse." 
Endyn was beyond caring. Tears streamed down his face, and sobs of misery set his shoulders heaving. The dragonskin was worsening at a far faster rate than Duvain had dreamed.
He whirled on the others. "Help me hold his arms!" 
Owen, Weasel, and Corporal Rold stood open-mouthed, gaping at the sight of Endyn squirming and pawing at his encrusted flesh. 
"Help me!" Duvain shouted again. 
Corporal Rold reacted first, seizing Endyn's right arm and tugging it out to the side. Endyn cried out and tried to break free, but Owen and Weasel seized his other arm. 
"Get him on the ground!" Duvain shouted. "If he scratches too hard, he'll tear the scales wide open." 
The four of them wrestled Endyn flat onto his stomach, no easy task given Endyn's enormous size and strength. The huge man protested, tears streaming. Duvain wept at his brother's misery, but he had no choice. He had to stop Endyn from making the problem worse.
"Whatever you're going to do," Rold shouted, "better get on with it!"
Duvain fumbled the jar lid open and scooped a handful of the cream from within. He slathered it over Endyn's back, coating the scales and the raw, weeping skin with a thick layer. Slowly, Endyn's struggles quieted, and he lay still. Owen, Weasel, and Corporal Rold clung to his arms, breathing heavily. 
When Duvain had covered his back, he nodded to them. "You can release him." 
The three Legionnaires leapt back as if afraid of getting burned. Rold wiped his palms on his uniform, and Owen simply stared down at his hands, as if expecting to see grey scales form. 
Duvain ignored them. He helped Endyn to sit up, and he applied another layer of the salve to his brother's chest. Endyn sobbed, but the cries were more from relief than of pain. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the hut wall. 
The smell of the salve filled the hut. The jar was nearly empty by the time Duvain had covered Endyn's enormous chest and torso. He carefully replaced the lid and tucked the jar into his pack, letting out a long, slow breath. He turned to his brother, who gave him a grateful nod. The flow of tears had slowed but not stopped. Though cream soothed the itch and dimmed the burning pain, it didn't alleviate the torment completely. 
Even seated, Endyn was nearly as tall as Duvain was standing. Duvain gripped the back of Endyn's neck and leaned his forehead against his brother's. He could find no words, but simply remained there, sharing his brother's suffering in the only way he knew how. 
The only sound to break the silence came from the wooden door closing behind his departing comrades. 
 



Chapter Five
 
"And you're certain this won't affect anyone else?" 
Duvain cringed under Captain Lingram's stare. There was no recrimination in the captain's eyes, only concern. He nodded. "No, sir. The healers at the Sanctuary in Voramis spent weeks poking and prodding him, and though they didn't find any solution, they determined it's not contagious." He rolled up his sleeves to reveal his unblemished arms. "I've been touching it for years and not a thing."
Captain Lingram pondered a moment, then nodded. "Then we've no problems." He tapped the hilt of his sword with a long fingernail. "You say the itch gets bad after a few hours in armor?"
Duvain nodded. "Yes, sir."
"Nothing to be done about that, but I'll let Sergeant Brash know your brother may need to take the occasional break to have a moment to himself. Should make it a bit more bearable."
Duvain's eyes widened. "Thank you, Captain!" He'd expected recrimination and vitriol, and the captain's reaction caught him off guard. No one had treated Endyn with such understanding, even compassion.
Captain Lingram gripped Duvain's shoulder. "Man like him, he's the sort who will come in handy if we ever find ourselves in trouble. I've seen commanders use up their men like a wastrel spending gold, and that never turns out well. If Garrow's Canyon taught me one thing, it's always take care of your assets. I'd have died there if not for a one-armed soldier who threw himself in the path of an enemy axe. Lost his other arm, but walked away from that battle alive. One of the few who did. A man's outward appearance or lack of skill never dictates his true limitations. Remember that for when you rise in the ranks."
"I will, sir!" 
"Good." Captain Lingram nodded. "Now, I believe Squad Three has the midnight watch."
Duvain snapped a crisp salute. "Aye, Captain!" He turned and marched toward the hut where he and his squad bunked. He understood why Awr and the others had followed Captain Lingram to the Deadheads. He, too, had seen officers who pushed their men to breaking and discarded them when they no longer served a purpose. Captain Lingram was the sort of officer worth following, it seemed.
A shadow passed over Endyn's face as Duvain entered their hut, and his brow furrowed. 
"Don't worry, Brother." Duvain gave him a small smile. "Captain says you're good."
The relief in Endyn's eyes mirrored Duvain's own. "Thank you," he rumbled.
Duvain smiled at his brother. "Let's get you into your armor. We've got a watch to stand."
 
* * *
 
Duvain's gut clenched as they approached the brazier burning beside the southeast corner of Saerheim. Owen and Weasel sat next to the fire, warming their hands against the chill that had descended on the village after dark. They glanced up at him and Endyn, then quickly looked away.
The two of them and Rold had acted strange since that afternoon—exactly what Endyn feared. They looked at him with new eyes, as if staring at a freak in the Praamian circus. Beyond the basics of their watch, none of them had spoken since the shift began.
Duvain glanced at Endyn. The pain in his brother's eyes didn't come from the dragonskin—the salve would soothe the itching and pain until morning. No, the pain came from the harsh truth: no matter where he went, he would always be an outcast. He had been since a young age, thanks to his height. The dragonskin just compounded the problem. 
With a sigh, Duvain turned his back on the fire and took another lap of their patrol.
Rold had paired the two of them together, assigning them a patrol of Saerheim's west side. They'd entered through the western gate earlier than day, and not even animals moved across the empty expanse of ground between the village and the forest. They were essentially guarding the village's rear, certainly a punishment of some sort. With the front line far to the southeast, there was more chance of their wall being overrun by the woodcutter vipers than by Eirdkilrs. 
Duvain found himself wishing for a patrol along the eastern wall. The wall ran parallel to the edge of the cliff atop which Saerheim sat, and was really the only direction from which a threat could come. Here in Saerheim, far from the front, there would be no risk of an Eirdkilr attack. He wanted to use the few quiet moments, those not spent in ceaseless patrol, to look out over Cold Lake to the southeast. It would remind him of Hunter's Lake outside of Northpass, the place where he and Endyn had spent many happy hours laughing, splashing, and swimming as boys. The lake's mirror surface would reflect the moonlight, and the stars would glimmer like a thousand sparkling jewels. In the morning, tendrils of mist would creep onto the land like ghosts of legend come to visit the land of the living. 
Sighing, he turned his attention back to his patrol. Saerheim was smaller than he'd expected. Roughly two hundred Fehlan made their home here. Most lived in the four massive longhouses fronting the village's main square. The village's only blacksmith had a large house and attached smithy on the southwest corner. Beside him, the weaver, potter, and wheelwright plied their trades in smaller houses. A few families chose to live in their own small houses, made of wattle and daub with thatched roofs barely able to keep out the winter chill. 
Back when Weasel had been on speaking terms with them, he'd gone on about how towns and villages among the Fehlan were distinguished by the purpose of the town. Villages existed to farm, herd sheep and cattle, and make the goods they needed to live. Towns did all that, but they also provided a hub for traders to buy and sell goods. Towns thrived on the presence of trade rather than the consumption of their own goods. 
The main square was fifty paces on all sides, with a well on the southeastern corner and dominated by a broad courtyard paved with dark grey bluestone. It was here that the people of the village would gather, Weasel said, for their celebrations, festivals, and whatever other "savage" rituals they engaged in. The people here lived simple lives: farmers, shepherds, and woodcutters content to scratch out a comfortable existence from the land. Why they had been sent here was beyond Duvain.
The palisade wall was certainly not of the villagers' doing. According to Owen, a garrison of Legionnaires had erected the structure during the conquest of Fehl a century before.
The Legionnaires had chosen a good site for their fort. Saerheim had been built near enough to the lake for the villagers to have easy access to fresh water, but the village itself sat upon a high cliff. Their position provided excellent visibility of the surrounding area to spot any unwelcome visitors. A single muddy road—wide enough for a horse- or ox-drawn cart to navigate—descended from the eastern gate to the farmlands below. Channels had been cut into the earth to supply the land with water for crops. Aside from the food grown on the farms, the villagers hunted in the woods and caught fish in Cold Lake. Yet, should they find themselves in peril, they could retreat behind the palisade wall and close the gates. A company of Legionnaires could hold off two or three times their number. 
Duvain found himself fascinated by the Fehlans. He'd expected fur-clad savages in war paint, as the tales of the Eirdkilr War suggested, but the people here resembled villagers on Einan. They wore tunics and breeches, made from wool and cut in a simple style. The colors, however, were brighter than even the popular cloth in Voramis. The blues, especially, were deep and rich. The product of the glastum plant, he'd heard.
The problem was that none of the Fehlans seemed inclined to talk. If any of the people in the village spoke even basic Einari, they hadn't made an attempt to open dialogue. Indeed, the few they'd encountered that afternoon had quickly scurried the other way when they tried to talk. One had even shot them a venomous glare before striding in the opposite direction. 
He contemplated the villagers' dislike of them. Weren't they here to protect Saerheim? Why would the people hate them?
When they reached the end of their next round, they found the brazier abandoned by all but Corporal Awr. Weasel, Owen, and Rold were walking the wooden rampart platforms on the interior of the wall. The grizzled corporal sat alone, his back to the fire, staring off into the night. 
"Corporal, you were speaking Fehlan earlier, right?" Duvain asked.
Corporal Awr gave him a sharp look, but said nothing. 
"Can you teach me some?" 
Awr's look changed to one of mild surprise. "Why?"
Duvain shrugged. "I figure if we're going to be here a while, it could come in handy, knowing a few words."
For a long moment, Awr fixed him with a piercing glare, then shook his head. "Don't waste your time."
It was Duvain's turn to be surprised. "What?"
Awr spoke without meeting Duvain's gaze. "It won't do anything. They aren't going to like you, any way you cut it. After all, we've kicked them out of their homes."
Duvain's eyes widened. He hadn't given it much thought. The village had a few small houses, no doubt each built for a family. If they occupied one of the homes, it meant one of the families had to be evicted. With all fifty-seven men of Fifth Company's Third Platoon, that meant a lot of displaced villagers, no doubt crammed into the longhouses.  
Awr stood. "Listen, meat, we're here because we have to be, but none of us want to be—not us, and certainly not the Fehlan. All they want is to be left alone to tend to their farms, cattle, and fish. They'd rather have nothing to do with the war—they'd be perfectly happy if they never saw an Eirdkilr or Einari face. But we've brought that war to them, and they're doing what they do best: surviving. But that doesn’t mean they have to like it, or us."
Duvain swallowed. Awr spoke infrequently—he'd barely said a word over four days of marching, except in response to Captain Lingram or Sergeant Brash's orders—but when he did, he delivered piercing insight. 
"Still," Duvain said, hesitant, "I'd still like to learn a bit of the Fehlan tongue."
Awr said nothing for a long moment. Silence stretched on, broken only by the crack of the firewood and the churring trill of a nightjar. Finally, Awr shrugged. "Fine. Not like we've a whole lot better to do around here." 
Duvain smiled. "Thank you."
"It'll cost you, though." Awr growled. "Bring me something to drink—wine, ale, or whatever swill is brewed here—and I'll teach you."
Duvain's smile faded. He had no idea where to find liquor. Without his first pay from the Legion, he had no coins to buy with. He'd have to find another way. But how? 
A solution presented itself at the end of their watch. One of Squad Four's privates stumbled from his bed mumbling about a hangover. When Duvain offered to take his watch in exchange for the liquor he'd imbibed too much of, the man gladly agreed to the trade. 
Worry lined Endyn's face. He looked tired—the hours of endless walking had taken its toll on him. 
"Go," Duvain told him. "Rest."
Endyn raised a questioning eyebrow.
"I'll be fine. I couldn't sleep anyway." A yawn forced itself past Duvain's lips. 
Endyn snorted. 
"Look, I have to do this." Duvain dropped his voice. "You've seen the way the others look at us. Both of us." 
Endyn's face clouded, and pain filled his eyes. 
"If doing this will earn me a bit of goodwill with the other squads and Corporal Awr, you know I'm going to." Duvain stifled another yawn without success. "I'll find time to sleep before next watch." The Legion divided their days between rest, drilling and training, and standing guard. He had just volunteered his rest time—he'd be in for a long session of marching, weapons practice, and formation drills. But he'd get through it. 
Endyn hesitated, but Duvain shoved him away. "Off with you." His stomach gave a growl nearly as loud as Endyn's snores. "But bring me some chow, will you?" 
Nodding, Endyn lumbered away from the watch post. When he disappeared, Duvain groaned and sagged to a seat in front of the dying fire. His feet and back ached, and his armor felt as if it weighed far too much. He wanted nothing more than to rest. Sadly, he wouldn't have a chance to—
"Riders, in the east!" The shout from behind him snapped him from his gloom. Immediately, he was on full alert, his heart racing and adrenaline pumping. A sudden fear raced through him. Were they under attack?
Danver, the Fourth Squad sergeant, rushed past him. "On your feet, Legionnaire!" 
Duvain realized he hadn't moved. Panic had rooted him in place. His stomach churned, and he felt as if he'd vomit. He was afraid, and hated himself for it. 
The sight of Captain Lingram striding toward the eastern gate galvanized him into action. He stood and rushed after the sergeant, taking his place on the wooden ramparts beside the rest of Squad Four. 
He caught a flash of white through the early morning mist rolling off Cold Lake. The sound of pounding hooves drifted toward them. He narrowed his eyes, trying to see through the tendrils of grey hovering over the water. The horses were coming around the lake, riding straight toward them.
The thundering in his heart rose to a roar, and blood pounded in his ear. He tightened his grip on his spear. His hand was sweaty and shaking. So there was to be a battle with the Eirdkilrs after all.
"I wonder who that is," said the man beside him.
Duvain frowned. There was no fear in the man's voice, only curiosity. He glanced at the men crowded at the east gate beside him. Private Kipper, one of the men who had come to the Deadheads with Captain Lingram, stood alert but not in a fighting stance. His shield rested on the ground, and his sword remained sheathed. 
Duvain's eyes darted back to the horses. They'd come closer, though the mist and distance turned them into little more than blurred forms.
The horses! He cursed himself for a fool. All the tales of the Eirdkilrs told that the massive barbarians didn't ride horses. Their size made it nearly impossible for them to ride—no horse could carry Endyn or anyone nearly that large—and horses wouldn't survive in the Frozen Wastes. They had shaggy-haired, horned wild oxen that hauled their supplies, but they marched and fought on foot.
So who could the riders be? 
The tightness in Duvain's gut slowly relaxed, and his tension turned to curiosity as well. He watched, transfixed, as the figures drew closer. 
He got a better look at them as their horses labored up the incline toward the gate. Four men rode in a protective circle around a fifth figure. The four wore mottled brown robes, fur cloaks, and leather armor, but bore no insignia or mark of rank. Mercenaries, perhaps, or a nobleman's private guards. 
The fifth man wore a cloak of costlier furs—Duvain had no idea what animals had died for that garment, but it looked expensive—and he rode a destrier instead of the coursers ridden by the others. The sword hanging at his hip had a gilded hilt, the sort fancied by wealthy noblemen in Einan. The scabbard showed signs of wear, and mud spattered his fancy boots, but he somehow managed to look haughty even when covered in road dust. Definitely a nobleman. 
Captain Lingram appeared on the rampart beside him. His face tensed as he studied the approaching riders. "Open the gate," he commanded in a tight voice. 
The gate swung open just as the five riders reached it. They reined in just inside, and the well-dressed rider glanced around. "Who is in command?"
"I am," Captain Lingram said, his words flat, hard.
Surprise registered on the man's face, followed by a snarl twisting his lips. "Lingram." His voice had a whiny, nasal quality, matched by the petulant look on his narrow, angular face. He would have been handsome had it not been for the large ears protruding from the mess of brown hair flopping around his face. His blue eyes were ice cold as they regarded the captain. 
"Lord Virinus." Captain Lingram gave a stiff bow. "I trust your mission went well?"
A sneer twisted Lord Virinus' face. "The details of my mission are highly sensitive, and for the general’s ears only."
"Of course, my lord." The captain's jaw worked. He turned to regard the men beside the gate, and his eyes rested on Duvain. "Soldier, will you escort Lord Virinus to the house prepared for him?"
Duvain tried not to register his surprise. "Aye, Captain!" He saluted.  
Captain Lingram turned back to the nobleman. "The Fehlan have graciously made space for you in the main longhouse."
"The main longhouse?" Disdain marred Lord Virinus' face. "They expect me to room in the same place where they house their livestock and crops for the winter?"
The captain's face grew hard. "It is a rare honor for—"
"Honor?" The nobleman shook his head. "Call it what you will, but I will not. I expect lodgings that offer the privacy I am due as a lord of Icespire."
Captain Lingram, clearly struggling to control himself, nodded. "Of course, my lord." He turned to Duvain. "Soldier, Lord Virinus will be billeting in the hut where your squad is, and you will take the space in the main longhouse."
Duvain wanted to protest—Endyn would hate being in such a public place, where people stared at him even more than they already did—but knew better. "Yes, Captain!" With a salute, he raced toward his hut.
He banged the door open, earning a shout from Rold and a growl from Awr. Their fury only increased as he told them the reason for interrupting their rest. 
"Lord Virinus?" Awr bolted upright at the nobleman's name. "Did you say Lord Virinus?"
Duvain nodded. "He's demanding the privacy—"
"Bloody cake-eating bastard!" Awr's sword slid from its sheath, and he stalked toward the door clad in just his boots and undertunic. 
"Awr!" Rold snapped. He threw himself between his fellow corporal and the door. "Don't do anything stupid." 
Awr glared at Rold. The fury burning in his eyes would have melted all the ice in the Frozen Sea. He was shorter but broader in the shoulder. "Move," he growled. 
Rold shook his head. "Not a damned chance. We both know what'll happen if I do."
"And you think he deserves any less?" Awr demanded. "After what he did, he'd be lucky to get off with just my sword buried in his gut."
"You'd be throwing your life away," Rold insisted.
"Like you care," Awr sneered. 
"Not even a little," Rold replied, "but you're one of the few men who pass for a true soldier in this place. You think I want to put my life in the hands of men like this one"—he jerked a thumb at Endyn, who was watching the whole thing from his bedroll—"so close to the front lines?"
Awr tightened his grip on his blade. "If you know what's good for you, Rold, you'll get the bloody hell out of my way."
Rold's eyes flicked to Awr's sword, then back to the corporal. "No."
"Keeper damn you, Rold, I'll—"
"Corporal!" Captain Lingram's voice echoed in the tiny hut. 
Awr snapped to attention, his spine stiff. "Captain, sir." He saluted.
Captain Lingram strode closer, and Rold moved aside. "Do we have a problem, Corporal?"
Awr's jaw worked. "Captain…" he started.
"Corporal, let me make one thing abundantly clear." Steel echoed in the captain’s voice—his tone brooked no dissent. "Our true orders are to provide an escort to Lord Virinus as he returns from a classified mission. He has information that will prove critical in our efforts against the Eirdkilrs. Which means it's in our best interest to keep him from harm." He lowered his voice to a menacing growl. "Despite any personal feelings on the matter. Is that understood?"
Awr's silence dragged on for heart-pounding seconds before he replied. "Aye, Captain." Vitriol tinged his words; he could have poisoned an entire platoon with the acid in his tone.  
"Good." Captain Lingram stepped back. "Now, as Duvain here said, this building will be turned over to Lord Virinus, and you will be billeted in the main longhouse."
Endyn stiffened, his expression tightening. 
"Get your gear and clear out at once. You have two hours to settle in, then Sergeant Brash will be running you through drills." Captain Lingram's gaze fixed on Awr. "I trust this will be the last time I hear anything on this particular subject?"
Awr answered through clenched teeth. "Aye, Captain."
"Good. Then you have your orders." With a nod to Corporal Rold, he strode from the tent. 
Like a good soldier, Awr went about stuffing his gear into his pack. Rold, Owen, and Weasel gave him a wide berth, but they all watched him from the corners of their eyes. The grizzled corporal kept up a steady stream of curses under his breath. "Useless as a soup sandwich" and "cake-eating ponce" counted among the kindest of words he had for Lord Virinus.
When Awr slung his pack over his shoulder, Rold hurried to do the same, and motioned for Owen to follow. Clearly they meant to keep Awr from doing anything stupid. 
When the others had gone, Duvain turned to Weasel. "What was that all about?"
"Remember how I said he pissed in the wrong man's boots?" Weasel asked. 
Duvain nodded. 
"They were Lord Virinus' boots."
Duvain's eyes widened.
Weasel frowned. "I couldn't figure it before, but it's startin’ to make sense, us comin’ here. There ain't no reason this little village should matter to anyone. And it don't. We're only here to escort the toff because he's afraid of a few savages. He's got enough clout to get a whole platoon to do his biddin’." A wry grin twisted his lips. "Not too much clout, though. He got stuck with us. Bloody bootless fop!" Shaking his head, he shouldered his ruck and strode from the hut. 
Duvain looked over at Endyn. "How is it?" His brother moved without wincing, but Duvain knew the salve would only alleviate the discomfort for a short time.
Endyn shrugged. 
Duvain drew in a breath. "Don't let it get that bad again, you hear me?"
Endyn grimaced and nodded.  
"Let's go." Together, they exited the hut, their packs and bedrolls slung over their shoulders. Lord Virinus stood outside, his arms folded across his chest. Beneath his costly fur cloak, he wore dull brown clothing that still managed to look more stylish than practical. Duvain stifled a snigger as he pictured the nobleman marching in his high-heeled riding boots. 
Three of his guards had dismounted and stood in a defensive position around him. Their clothes showed no trace of finery, but were the simple, utilitarian robes of fighting men. Their leather armor had been as well-maintained as the Legionnaires’ mail shirts and breastplates, but they bore the marks of use. They moved with the self-confident poise of career warriors—very much at odds with the nobleman's assumed hauteur.
Lord Virinus tapped his toes. "What's the delay, Captain? After a long night of riding, I expect a bit more professionalism and alacrity than this."
Captain Lingram's expression tightened. "You may enter, my lord."
"Not much to look at," Lord Virinus muttered as he strode toward the hut. After a cursory examination, he shook his head. "Abysmal, but what choice do we have?"
He turned to one of the two guards. "Bring her."
Saluting, the guard turned back to the horses. The fourth guard had remained in his saddle. At Lord Virinus' command, he removed his heavy fur cloak. Duvain's eyes widened. A young girl sat in the saddle behind the man. Thick bands of cloth bound her to the man's back. Her long tresses were the pale yellow only seen among the Fehlan, and despite her tender age—not yet a young woman—her features were as strong and pronounced as any in Saerheim. 
Duvain's mind raced. What was Lord Virinus doing with a Fehlan girl? A captive? Someone he'd found on his travels? A slave? No, that couldn't be. Slavery had been outlawed by Prince Toran of Icespire decades before. So what, then? And why was she bound to the man's saddle?
His last question was answered when the mounted man removed the straps and the girl sagged into the arms of the waiting guards. Her eyelids flickered open, but her gaze was glassy, unfocused. Sweat trickled down her face and stained her thin garments. Fever tinged her cheeks bright red, and she mumbled incoherently. She made no protest as one of the guards gathered her into his arms and carried her into the hut. 
A sick Fehlan girl? Duvain's imagination ran wild. Already, the few Legionnaires within eyeshot had turned to each other, no doubt speculating about her identity.  
With a scowl for Captain Lingram and the Legionnaires, Lord Virinus turned, stalked inside the hut, and slammed the door behind him.
 
Chapter Six
 
Growing up, Duvain had believed the spinsters of Northpass to be the worst gossips in Einan. With far too much time on their hands, the biddies had concocted all manner of spurious rumors: the widower blacksmith was having an affair with a visiting nobleman's wife, the mayor had a predilection for enjoying the company of his horse a bit too much, and the tanner's youngest daughter practiced witchcraft—the only explanation for the odd pox scars on her face. Even the local Beggar Priest failed to escape their notice; according to their wagging tongues, he spent donated coin on ale at the Northpass Inn rather than on caring for the poor. No tale was too small to be inflamed out of proportion, twisted, or dissected.
Those women had nothing on Legionnaires.
In the five days since Lord Virinus' arrival, every rumor had been discussed and discarded a dozen times over. Of particular interest was the girl he'd brought. Her Fehlan features left no doubt of her parentage. But if not his daughter, who was she? More than a few Legionnaires whispered that the nobleman's taste in women ran far too young for the people of Icespire, but the savages had no such restrictions on age. Some even wondered if she was his slave, his mistress, or a barbarian witch disguised as an innocent child. 
His presence and the secrecy of his mission also received its share of argument. Many called him a spy who had penetrated deep behind enemy lines, while others insisted he was on a scouting trip studying the Eirdkilrs' positions. His four protectors—definitely mercenaries or private guards, given their unkempt appearance and non-standard issue clothing and weapons—gave no answer to the multitude of questions. In fact, they tended to avoid most of the off-duty Legionnaires. When not standing watch before Lord Virinus' commandeered home, they spent their time amongst themselves, talking in low voices. Duvain had caught a few words of Fehlan when they spoke.
His lessons with Awr had proceeded slowly. He could exchange a few greetings in Fehlan, but little more. However, as long as he kept the liquor flowing, the grizzled corporal kept teaching him. He'd picked up a few more words while off duty in the longhouse. Elder Asmund had given Squad Three a corner of the longhouse with a bit of privacy—for which Endyn was grateful—but the constant movement of villagers in and out of the structure gave him a chance to hear them speak. Always in hushed tones, though, with wary, even suspicious glances at them.
Every member of Squad Three had pressed Awr for details on Captain Lingram's history with Lord Virinus, but he refused to expound. When questioned about Lord Virinus' mystery guest, Awr had simply said the girl was important—important enough to delay the nobleman's travels as she convalesced. Whether he knew more or remained as in the dark as they, he didn't let on.
That proved the only sliver of excitement or intrigue in what had become very long, very boring days. Sergeant Brash began their days with a thorough examination of their quarters, followed by a detailed inspection of their armor and weapons. Failure to meet his exacting standards resulted in either an additional turn at watch or an extra-brutal training session.
Before morning chow—decent food, thanks to the villagers providing meat, vegetables, and grains from their meager stores—Corporal Awr pushed them through a ruck march. They trooped around the village in full armor, packs loaded on their backs. When Awr was in a truly foul mood—a lot more common since Lord Virinus' arrival—he'd take them a full three leagues through dense forest, thick brush, and muddy trails. By the third day, Duvain had come to dread the end of their march. Awr vented his frustration by setting them running up the steep hill beyond the east gate. On the last run, Duvain would have fainted if not for Rold's hand on his back, pushing him onward. Endyn didn't fare much better. His brother fatigued quickly, and Squads Two and Three had done hundreds of push-ups—in full armor and their packs—Awr's sadistic way of encouraging Endyn to recover from his exhaustion faster.  
Meal times gave them a few minutes to recover before the endless base duties: fortifying the palisade ramparts, digging ditches and latrines, cleaning their cramped quarters, and providing muscle power for whatever tasks the villagers needed to prepare Saerheim for the coming winter. 
Then came the drills. Oh, so many drills! Formation practice bled into quick-time marches, rapid redirectioning, and recovery from a collapsed shield wall. Awr and Rold usually spent their last hour of training hammering tactics into their heads, then finished with extra weapons practice. On the bad days, they'd spend another hour marching at top speed. Stragglers would be left in the dense forests to find their own way back to the village.
Thankfully, the quality of the evening meal had improved over the dinners served back at Icespire. The villagers grew their own herbs and spices, and one of the mess officers even spoke enough Fehlan to learn a few Saerheim tricks for turning dried meat, stale bread, and withered root vegetables into surprisingly edible meals. 
If they were lucky, they had an hour or two of personal time—usually spent polishing, sharpening, and mending their gear. Awr lost himself in the bottom of a wineskin or mug of ale whenever possible. Weasel, Owen, and Rold diced and gambled. Endyn joined in whenever they allowed him, but retreated when they stared as if he'd infect them with his dragonskin. Duvain had tried in vain to explain that the condition wasn't contagious. They'd simply given him the cold shoulder as well.
The rest of the Deadheads were friendly enough. They invited him and Endyn to gamble, drink, and swap stories with them, though they still shot odd glances at Endyn. The fact that he'd survived a woodcutter viper's bite made him phenomenon enough, but Duvain suspected Weasel or Rold had talked about Endyn's condition. 
Every man in Fifth Shield Company stood one of the three eight-hour watch shifts. Most of the Legionnaires in the other four squads hated night shift, but Duvain preferred it. The chill cooled Endyn's skin, preventing the dragonskin from growing worse. Though the armor still rubbed the skin raw, at least he didn't have to worry about sweating. However, some nights grew terribly cold, exacerbating the pain of the dragonskin.
Tonight, Squad Three had evening watch, which ended at midnight. Duvain, on patrol of the south wall with Endyn, caught a glimpse of Captain Lingram sitting in the main square. The captain was talking with Elder Asmund and sharing a cup of drikke—a potent brew made of fermented malt, hops, yeast, juniper boughs, and sugar. The captain appeared relaxed, at ease with Elder Asmund, speaking in Fehlan. Duvain only caught occasion snatches of their conversation but understood none of it. 
Duvain wasn't the only one watching the captain. Lord Virinus stood at the door of his hut, his gaze fixed on the two men lounging in the main square. Even from this distance, Duvain caught the unmistakable venom in his expression. Duvain had noticed that Lord Virinus' eyes followed the captain's movements. Just as Awr's glare tracked the nobleman. 
"This is gettin’ silly," Weasel was saying as Duvain and Endyn reached the brazier at the northeast corner of the wall. "We've been here nearly a week, sittin’ around holdin’ our pricks and doin’ piss-all. Not that I mind a lot of doin’ nothin’, but I'd rather be doin’ it back in camp."
Owen said nothing. He sat on the wooden rampart, reclined against the wall, a faraway look in his eyes as he stared at the fire. His fingers toyed with a silver sword pendant hanging from a leather thong about his neck. 
Weasel scowled. "Hey, taintwad!" He snapped his fingers in front of Owen's eyes.  
Owen jerked upright. "What?"  
Weasel shook his head. "Snap out of it before Sarge thinks you're nappin’ on watch."
"I wasn't sleeping," Owen said in a heavy voice. 
Weasel rolled his eyes. "Lemme guess, thinkin’ about your girl again?"
Owen nodded.
"She give you that?" Weasel asked, indicating the pendant with his chin. 
Owen glanced down and nodded. "Her father taught her to pray to the Swordsman."
"God of heroes." Weasel snorted. 
"God of war, too." Owen's brow furrowed. "Said it would keep me safe."
Weasel rolled his eyes. "Yes, a piece of bleedin' metal is going to keep the barbarians' swords from guttin’ you." 
Owen's face hardened. "At least I have someone to pray to, someone to respect. No doubt you're too good for the gods."
Weasel shook his head. "Not at all. I just never had much use for heroism. Now, the Watcher in the Dark, god of the night, patron of thieves, that's a god worth talkin’ to."
"Patron of thieves?" Duvain's eyebrows rose. "I thought the Watcher was the god of justice."
Weasel shrugged. "To some people he is. I prefer him as the face of vengeance. More poetic, that way." He fixed Duvain with a hard look. "Don't tell me you buy into all that rubbish about the Swordsman, too? Endyn?"
Endyn shook his head and produced a small crown-shaped pendant made of iron. Duvain had one to match; they'd been the last gift from their mother, who had instilled in them a reverence for the Master, god of virtue and nobility. Though she'd been as lowborn as anyone in the little village of Northpass, she'd had an inner dignity that would have belonged in any court on Einan.
"Mock all you want," Owen said, "but I'll keep it if it means a better chance of getting home to her safe."
"How long has it been?" Weasel asked, his tone surprisingly free of mockery.
Owen sighed. "Two years, eight months, and two days." His brow furrowed. "I'm starting to forget what she looks like."
"Might be for the best," Weasel said. "You know how these things go. Woman promises a man she'll wait. Man goes off to war, comes home a hero and finds woman in bed with his neighbor. And his neighbor's brother."
Duvain raised an eyebrow at the oddly specific detail.
Weasel threw up his hands. "I'm just sayin', you may want to think about findin’ yourself a new dame once you get home. You'll have enough Icespire coin in your pocket to get any girl."
Owen shook his head. "I don't want any girl. I want Issala."
"Name like that, she's definitely imaginary." A vulpine grin spread Weasel's rat face. "Or a horse-faced nag."
Owen scowled. "She was the prettiest girl in the Merchant's Quarter. All the other men were after her, but she picked me. Her father, though…"
"Didn't want her marryin’ a penniless git like you, eh?" Weasel nodded. "Oldest tale in the book."
"Not at all," Owen said. "Her father didn't care that I didn't have money. But he said he could never let his daughter marry a man who hadn't served his city with pride. He was a Legionnaire himself. Fought at Garrow's Canyon. With our captain, actually."
"Wait, you said you're from Voramis?" Weasel asked, and Owen nodded. "And your girl's pa was one of the only four men to walk away from Garrow's Canyon?" 
Again, Owen nodded. 
"Keeper's icy teats!" Weasel whistled. "You're dreamin’ about the daughter of Tiaban Bloodfist, a bona fide war hero? I underestimated you, I did."
Owen gave him a sad smile. "Can't marry her as long as I'm on this side of the Frozen Sea. I still have two of my four years left to serve."
"Damn!" Weasel shook his head. "That's a long time to wait."
Owen nodded. "It is, but she's worth it."
"If her old man's the Bloodfist, you're damn right she is." Weasel settled back into a comfortable position. "You'd never pay for a drink again, marryin’ into a military legacy like that." 
"Scouts returning!" Rold called from his perch atop the ramparts. "Squad Three, get that gate open."
Owen, Weasel, Duvain, and Endyn rushed to the eastern gate. With effort, they lifted the heavy locking bar and swung one massive gate open. The two scouts trotted through with a nod of thanks, but didn't stop until they reached Captain Lingram.
"I wonder what news they're bringing," Duvain pondered aloud.
Weasel snorted. "Like as not, a whole fat lot of nothin’. We're way behind the front, with an entire army between us and the bastard savages. The worst thing we've got to worry about is the whorefrost." He grinned. "Too bloody cold, and if you fall asleep in her arms, there's a good chance you'll end up dead." 
Owen shook his head. "Not that you'd know. There isn't a whore in the Beggar's Quarter that would come within a league of that diseased lump of flesh you call a prick."
Weasel grinned. "Tarts ain't my type, Owen. Ask anyone."
Owen rolled his eyes. "You sleep with one general's wife, and you suddenly think you're the Mistress' gift to women."
Both Duvain's and Endyn's eyebrows shot up, which only made Weasel's grin broaden. 
"It's how he got his name," Owen said with a disdainful shake of his head. "In all the battles he's fought, he's somehow managed not to get dead. Slippery as a weasel, and about as trustworthy, too. He'll shag any woman within thirty paces—and that's using the term 'woman' generously."
"Your mother didn't seem to mind it," Weasel retorted.  
The insult rolled off Owen without effect. "Look, I get you're nervous," he told Duvain. "This close to enemy territory, it's normal for a tenderfoot to get a bit antsy. That's why we're on watch, and that's why the scouts go out. The Legion's trained to prepare for anything. But even Captain Lingram will tell you there's not much out here that can kill you besides bears and snakes."
"That, and our bloody Lord Virinus." Weasel's face creased into a scowl. "I'll be keepin’ out of his way, thank you very much."
Duvain nodded and leaned against the wall, listening to the sound of Weasel and Owen's conversation. They were right. He was worrying for nothing. He chalked it up to the nervousness of inexperience. But after long minutes of trying to relax, he couldn't.
He got to his feet with a groan. "If it's all the same to you, I'll do another round of the walls. Just to be sure."
Weasel gave him a dismissive wave. "Suit yourself! If it gets you to shut up and stop worryin’, do what you have to."  
Duvain climbed onto the palisade ramparts and strode along its length. His eyes searched the shadows of the forest for any signs of life. He occasionally thought he spotted movement, but it always proved to be the leaves and branches blown in the chill evening wind. Tension knotted his shoulders. Yet no matter how hard he stared, the nagging doubts in his mind proved unfounded. 
There was nothing to fear out there.
 
* * *
 
Endyn winced as he set down his breastplate and reached for his helmet. He'd made a right turn when Sergeant Brash shouted to wheel left, and had earned a shield rim in the ribs for his effort. The sergeant's reprimand had been quiet but effective. Endyn hadn't made a mistake the rest of the practice. 
Duvain tried not to think about his own failures. He'd started to get the hang of marching in the shield wall and moving in time with the shouted orders, but he still had a long way to go before he'd feel ready for battle. The disdain in Rold's eyes cemented that belief.
Weasel looked up from where he sat, working on his own gear. A sly grin twisted his face. "You may be rubbish in the shield wall, big man, but, by the Keeper, you polish your helmet with the best of them!"
Endyn stared down at his helm, then back up at Weasel. A moment later, understanding dawned, and his face turned a dark scarlet.
Weasel snickered, and Rold and Owen added their chuckles. Endyn ducked his head and focused on his task, but the harder he worked, the more Weasel laughed. Face aflame, he set aside the helmet and reached for his boot.
He dropped the boot and leapt to his feet with an uncharacteristic cry, eyes wide. Duvain's pulse spiked in alarm. Were they under attack? A moment later, his worry faded as a hideous creature crawled from Endyn's boot. Long, segmented, with scores of tiny legs and vicious pincers, the critter's bite could cause swelling, fever, chills, weakness, and, in some cases, even proved fatal.
Weasel's mirth turned to full-bellied guffaws. Endyn's eyes darted between the centipede and the small Legionnaire, his face darkening. Seeing Endyn's expression, Weasel darted from the longhouse and out into the main square, laughter echoing in his wake. With a scowl and shake of his head, Rold set aside his armor and stalked out of the longhouse. 
Endyn's fists clenched and relaxed, and he sucked in great angry breaths through his nostrils. Duvain hadn't seen his brother this furious since the time Mal the miller's son had blackened his eye. In his rage, Endyn had nearly snapped the older boy's spine. His brother had been fourteen at the time—now, at his full size and strength, he'd crush Weasel's head in his huge hands without breaking a sweat. 
Owen spoke first. "Easy, big guy." He looked up from his polishing, a little smile on his face. "Pranks like this don't deserve a beating—they deserve a bit of payback."
Endyn's brows knit. "What?" he rumbled. "What do you mean?"
Owen set aside his breastplate and reached for his mail shirt. "Weasel's earned a thrashing, but that'll just get you in trouble. Brawling's forbidden in the Legion, especially when it comes to someone of your size pounding on a needle-prick like Weasel. But nowhere in the regulations is it forbidden from getting a bit of justice in your own way. As long as it's not flashy and doesn't keep Weasel from standing shift or drilling, you can get creative."
Endyn's expression grew pensive, and he returned to his seat to resume his care of his equipment. Duvain caught his brother's eye and raised an eyebrow. Endyn gave a little smile. Clearly, vengeance against Weasel would come—they just needed to figure out how. 
The sound of a clearing throat drew his attention upward. A white-haired woman stood at the boundary of the space they'd marked for the Legion, just within the curtain of hanging furs that offered a modicum of privacy.
Duvain had seen her before. She had to be at least in her eighth decade, her back slightly stooped, yet she moved with speed and grace that belied her. Her hands were always moving, her eyes darting around. He didn't need to speak the Fehlan tongue to recognize the tone of command in her voice. 
She rattled off a string of words in her language. Duvain searched for Awr, but the grizzled corporal had gone in search of drink rather than care for his gear. Only Owen and Endyn remained beside him. 
He fumbled for the few words he'd learned. He stammered out what he hoped was a greeting in Fehlan—either that, or he'd just bid her farewell.
The old woman rolled her eyes, and the acid in her voice made her opinion on his grasp of the Fehlan tongue plain. She said something in her sharp, curt tone. 
Duvain didn't understand a single word. He shook his head. "I'm sorry, I—"
She thrust something at him: a wooden bowl, containing a thick green paste that reeked of herbs, spices, and something earthy. His brow furrowed. What did she want him to do with it?
She thrust a gnarled finger at the bowl, then at Endyn. 
"For him?" Duvain indicated Endyn. 
The woman nodded. She patted her chest and pointed at the paste once more. 
Duvain's eyes widened. Endyn had tried to hide his dragonskin from the villagers, but the wide-open longhouse offered little privacy. More than a few of the people of Saerheim, including Elder Asmund, had caught glimpses of the thick grey scales. Yet the Fehlans' reaction lacked the disgust of the Legionnaires. They saw him as an oddity—he was far taller than any Einari, taller even than the Eirdkilrs, and had the strange incrustation covering his body—but not something to be shunned. No more so than the rest of the men who had invaded their village. 
Duvain mimed applying the cream to his chest. The woman nodded and thrust the bowl at him again. 
He took it and bowed. "Thank you." 
The woman gave him a smile, revealing three white teeth among a sea of pink gums. With a final string of Fehlan words Duvain didn't understand, she disappeared into the shadows of the longhouse. 
A small shadow remained in her wake: a boy, no older than four or five, peeked from behind a hanging fur, his grey eyes wide in curiosity. Duvain smiled and waved. The boy squeaked and fled after the retreating matriarch. 
Chuckling, Duvain turned to Endyn. "Hey, look at this." He held out the bowl. "They made it for you."
Endyn sniffed at the bowl and recoiled with disgust. 
"Not to eat, idiot!" Duvain rolled his eyes. He motioned to Endyn's chest. "For the dragonskin."
Endyn's eyebrows shot up. "Are you sure?" he rumbled. "Is it safe?" 
Duvain studied the paste. The potent mixture of herbs and spices made his eyes water, but he had no idea what it contained. After a moment of hesitation, he shrugged. "I don't know. But if they were trying to poison us, I doubt they'd start with the two lowest-ranking Deadheads."
Endyn's expression remained dubious. 
"Your call, Brother, but maybe it can help?" Duvain met his brother's gaze. Endyn had been forcing a brave face, but Duvain knew the truth: the dragonskin was worsening. The patches of scaled skin grew thicker every day, and the Sanctuary healers' ointment hadn't prevented the painful cracks and inflammation. 
With a sigh, Endyn nodded. "Do it."
Owen looked up as Endyn struggled with his shirt. His face turned a shade of pale, but he offered, "Here, let me help." 
Endyn's face darkened, but he made no protest as Owen helped him tug the tunic over his head. 
Duvain scooped up a small amount of the paste. "Tell me if this stuff hurts." He applied a thin layer to a small section of Endyn's back where the cracked skin was red and inflamed. The smell of infection had grown stronger. 
"How's that?" Owen asked, genuine concern in his eyes.
Endyn hissed. "Burns a little." After a moment, however, the tension in his face dissipated. "Huh. Better."
Duvain stared down at the paste with interest. He sniffed it again. He'd have to ask the old woman for the recipe. 
As he covered Endyn's back with the stuff, he noticed a burning sensation in his hands. The sting grew more painful with every passing minute. By the time he'd finished, his hands were red and felt hot and sensitive to the touch.
He'd experienced that sensation once before: he'd made the foolish mistake of rubbing his eyes after eating the spicy red peppers his mother grew in her herb garden. Something in those peppers burned not only the tongue, but the skin as well. The more sensitive the skin, the stronger the burn. 
He glanced down at his hands, at Endyn's boot, and back up at his brother. A slow smile spread his face. "I think I've just found out how we get back at Weasel."
Endyn's rumbling chuckle brought a lightness to Duvain's chest. It felt good to see his brother smile after so much pain.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
"Keeper take it, Weasel!" Rold snarled. "If you need to relieve yourself, just drop your britches and get on with it."
"I-I'm fine, Corporal." Sweat trickled down Weasel's forehead. He'd shifted back and forth for the last fifteen minutes, his face growing redder by the second. "Really."
Duvain did his best not to look at Weasel. If he did, he knew he'd burst out laughing. 
"If you were fine, nob-gobbling buffoon, you wouldn't be hopping around like a one-legged nitwit at an ass-kicking party." Rold's face went hard. "Is there something you'd like to explain to me, soldier?"
"No, Corporal." Weasel shook his head, but his face had taken on a desperate expression. After another long minute of wiggling, he'd had enough. "Keeper's twisted gobnards, it burns!" With this, he ripped off his breeches and underwear and, tackle flapping in the wind, raced toward a nearby longhouse. He thrust his hands into one of barrels set to collect rainwater falling off the eaves and splashed water frantically over his crotch. 
Endyn's snort turned into a rumbling chuckle. Duvain elbowed him, but struggled to discipline his own expression. Rold shot the pair of them a suspicious glance. "You two know what's going on?" 
"No, Corporal!" Duvain said. "Might be those diseases are finally getting the best of him."
Corporal Rold's brow furrowed. "Or someone put something in Weasel's underwear."
"Might be that, too, sir." Duvain plastered his most innocent expression. "Can't truly say for certain."
After a moment, the severity on Rold's face gave way to a smile. "Fair enough, meat."
"You bastards!" Weasel shouted. Judging by the water splashed over his boots and the sodden ground beneath him, he'd emptied nearly a quarter of the enormous barrel. "I know it was one of you tossers. When I find out who did it—"
He swallowed his words as Captain Lingram emerged from the longhouse where he'd been billeted. With a look of pure horror, face going pale as a corpse, Weasel raced out of the captain's eyesight, toward the back entrance to their longhouse. Duvain had never seen anyone run so fast.
Deep in conversation with one of the two scouts, Captain Lingram either didn't notice Weasel or pretended not to. After a brief exchange, the scout saluted and strode toward his horse. Captain Lingram watched the man ride out of the gate, then turned toward their guard post. 
"Squad Three, it seems Sergeant Brash has taken pity on you and given you the morning watch."
Corporal Rold saluted. "Aye, Captain. Either that, or the pricks of Squad Five pissed him off worse than we did."
"As you say." He lifted his eyes to Endyn. "How fares your health, soldier?" 
Endyn, surprised by the captain's interest, managed to rumble out, "F-Fine, sir."
"Good," Captain Lingram said, but without really listening. His brow had a deep line down the middle. He seemed distracted, out of sorts. He usually paid attention to everything around him, yet now his eyes never focused on anything. 
"Is everything well, Captain?" Duvain asked. 
"What's that?" Captain Lingram looked up, and the light returned to his eyes. "Oh, yes, of course." He nodded. 
The captain's distraction worried Duvain. Something had to be seriously wrong to make Captain Lingram look worried. But he didn't know the captain well enough to persist. 
Without another word to them, the captain strode away. 
"It's bad." Awr's rasping voice sounded quietly from behind them. "I don't know what's got under his skin, but he only gets like that when the sky's about to break open and piss acid."
"But what could it be?" Rold demanded. "You heard the last scouting report, just like I did. Not even a hint of any Eirdkilr getting past the front lines. In fact, General Vessach seemed in high spirits. He'd planned something special for the savages."
"Might be that's it," Awr said. "Vessach's competent enough, but the Eirdkilrs are smart. Captain may know something we—"
"You Keeper-damned useless heathen witch!" A high-pitched shout cut off Awr's words. "You're trying to poison her!" 
All eyes darted toward the small hut, and to the elegantly-clad figure stomping out the front door. Lord Virinus held the old woman by the arm, dragging her along behind him. She looked like a cornered wildcat, protesting and spitting what could only be Fehlan curses. With a vicious snarl, the nobleman shoved the old woman. She stumbled but caught herself nimbly and unleashed a fresh torrent of angry words on him.
Lord Virinus waved a slim finger in her face. "I bring her to you to heal her, and all you've done is make things worse with your ridiculous potions and poultices and witchcraft."
The old woman—the village healer, Duvain had learned—was uncowed by Lord Virinus' rage. Though she barely reached his chest, she had no problem squaring off with him, meeting his anger with an acerbic stream of Fehlan that needed no translation.
"My lord!" A breathless Captain Lingram raced toward them. "My lord, what is the matter?"
Lord Virinus rounded on the captain, his tone apoplectic. "This savage is killing my guest. She—"
"Lord Virinus." Captain Lingram cut off the nobleman with a voice hard as iron. "While I can appreciate your concerns, remember where we are."
"Wading in the mud and filth of barbarians and ignorants!" Lord Virinus' voice rose to a shout. 
"We are in their home," Captain Lingram said, "where they have done nothing but welcome us and provide us the best they can."
"The best?" The nobleman's voice turned shrill. "I haven't had a proper meal in the last week, and I sleep on a mat of reeds rather than a real bed. Under any other circumstances, this would be an insult!" 
"But we aren't under other circumstances." The captain spoke in a cold, calm voice. "We have each been given a command by our superiors, and we are to make the best of the situation. Which I took to mean accepting the hospitality of our allies and not insulting their revered elders."
"It's no insult if it is the truth!" Lord Virinus shouted. "After all this time, the girl has shown no sign of recovering. That…that crone has spent every day applying one foul brew or poultice after another, to no effect. If anything, the girl is getting worse."
For the first time, it seemed he noticed the crowd of Legionnaires that had gathered—soldiers loved anything that distracted them from the drudgery of their mundane rituals. "And do your men have nothing better to do than stand around lolly-gagging?"
Captain Lingram turned and nodded to the assorted Legionnaires. "Back to work, or back to your tasks, men. This doesn't concern you." He turned back to Lord Virinus. "I'd be happy to listen to your concerns, my lord, but perhaps somewhere more private?" He gestured toward the small, muddy track that ran between Lord Virinus' hut and the northern longhouse.
With a snort, the nobleman stomped off. Captain Lingram followed, his expression as tight as his stiff shoulders.  
Owen and Endyn returned their attention to their post at the northwest corner of the wall, but Weasel turned to Duvain. "Seems like a good time to patrol along the north wall, doesn't it?" He winked. "Never know what sort of enemies could be hidin’ out there."
Duvain understood. He shot a questioning glance at Rold.
The corporal nodded. "Good thinking, Private. Keep your eyes open."
With a crisp salute, Weasel began to march eastward along north wall—toward to the place where Captain Lingram and Lord Virinus stood arguing.
"…must understand who she is, Captain," Lord Virinus was saying in a clipped tone. "Eirik Throrsson is more than just the leader of clan Fjall—he is the only one who might unite the rest of the clans against the Eirdkilrs. The future of the war depends on this alliance. Duke Dyrund went to great lengths to make peace with the Fjall. It is only by the Minstrel's mercy that I was not struck down by the same fever that claimed him, half our escort, and soon the Hilmir's daughter. Were that to happen, calling it a diplomatic fiasco would be the understatement of the epoch."
"I can appreciate that, my lord." Captain Lingram inclined his head. "What you and the Duke have accomplished with Throrsson is truly admirable. His wisdom will be sorely missed."
Lord Virinus' lips pressed into a thin line, and he scanned the captain’s expression as if expecting an insult hidden in those words. 
Captain Lingram's face could have been carved from stone. "With the Duke's passing, you are the Prince's envoy to the Fehlan. And we are among the Deid, the oldest of our Fehlan allies among the Fehlan. Insulting one of their elders would be like slapping Prince Toran in the face."
Lord Virinus' eyes narrowed. "Nonsense!"
"You've spent time among the Fehlan, my lord," Captain Lingram replied. "You know how they venerate their elders. Eira is considered one of the greatest healers not only among the Deid, but all the Fehlan clans."
Lord Virinus snorted. "Bloody Minstrel have mercy!"
Captain Lingram didn't dignify that with an answer. "Your frustrations at our guest's wellbeing are valid, but we must remember that we are in Saerheim, not Icespire."
The nobleman ground his teeth. "Very well, Captain." The words came out in an almost-sneer. "If you feel so strongly about it, you smooth things over with the natives." He shook a finger in the captain's face. "But mark my words, that crone isn't coming near Branda again!" 
The captain shrugged. "I will relay your message to Elder Asmund and Eira." With a stiff nod, he turned and strode toward the main longhouse.
Duvain kept his eyes fixed straight ahead and did his best to keep his pace even. The last thing he needed was to attract the ire of Lord Virinus. He and Weasel reached the northeast corner of the wall, turned, and marched back to Corporal Rold at the northwest. 
"Well?" 
Weasel relayed the information they'd gleaned from the captain's conversation.
"By the Watcher," growled Rold. "Branda, the daughter of Eirik Throrsson? If the Fjall join the war against the Eirdkilrs—"
"Things would end a lot more quickly," Weasel finished. "But if she dies…" He drew his thumb across his throat. 
"The most powerful clan leader in Fehlan history becomes our enemy." For the first time, genuine fear echoed in Rold's voice. He made the sign of the Watcher. "Keeper have mercy on us if that day ever comes."
 
* * *
 
Duvain labored under the weight of his two packs. His own armor and ruck weighed enough to slow him down, but Sergeant Brash, in a particularly foul mood, had loaded them all up with double weight. They'd barely marched five hundred paces from camp, but already fatigue threatened to drag him to the ground.
"Company, shield wall!" Sergeant Brash shouted. "Spear formation." 
Squad Three weren't alone in their misery. Sergeant Brash had dragged Squads Two and Four along for good measure. Squad Five only escaped by merit of snoring the day away after a long midnight shift. Squad One had called out insults and gibes from their position on the ramparts. More than one marching Legionnaire had growled at the "lucky bastards on watch".
With the three squads, thirty-two men stood in the shield wall. Sergeant Brash barked out the orders from ahead of the line, while the sergeants of Squads Two and Four snapped and snarled at any Legionnaire too slow to respond to commands. 
With an exhausted groan, Duvain hitched up the packs and struggled to take his place in line without losing his grip on his shield and spear. He shook his head as Endyn tried to help support the load. The last thing his brother needed was to piss off Sergeant Brash any more than he already had. Endyn's performance in the last few drill sessions had not improved.
The sergeant loved to push them to their limits. When on forced marches, he'd wait until they were exhausted, then order them to form a shield line and advance in tight formation. During line drills, he'd have them fast-march in every direction until their legs ached and they couldn't remember which way they were originally headed. He'd call new formations, speeds, and patterns of movement before they'd finished forming up the last one. 
Duvain understood the need for such drills—after all, they needed to be prepared to face any enemy anywhere—but basic training had been nowhere near as challenging. The exertion had strengthened his muscles, but his body suffered under the strain. He was one mistake away from snapping. Or collapsing. 
Endyn tripped over his own feet and stumbled forward. His hewing spear knocked off Weasel's helmet, and his massive knee struck Owen in the back.
"Keeper take it!" Weasel shouted, whirling on Endyn. "When are you goin’ to learn—?"
"Easy, Weasel." Owen interposed himself, rubbing his back. "Give him a break." 
Weasel's voice rose. "A break? What the bloody hell for?" He snarled up at Endyn. "There's no way you're a Deadhead. You're not even fit to be a Legionnaire."
Endyn mumbled an apology, but Weasel launched into a tirade, cussing him out for his uselessness. Sergeant Brash made no move to stop the tongue-lashing. When Weasel finally ran out of insults, all the sergeant said was, "Back in line, soldier."
Red-faced, eyes downcast, Endyn took his place beside Duvain. 
"How the Keeper's name did he even get into the Legion?" Weasel muttered in a voice loud enough for Endyn to hear. 
"Forward march, double time!" Sergeant Brash shouted. He'd abandoned the shield wall practice…for now. No doubt he'd spring it on them again when they least expected it. 
As they marched, Duvain felt himself flagging. His shoulders ached, his lungs burned, and his head began to spin. He couldn't keep it up much longer, not with the double load. 
"Embrace the suck, soldier," Rold muttered behind him. "Fight through it, or you're nothing more than an air thief and don't deserve to wear Legion colors."
The corporal's words caught Duvain by surprise. Beneath the insult, there was genuine concern for his wellbeing. Rold actually wanted him to succeed.
Gritting his teeth, he forced himself onward. One foot in front of the other, though it felt as if molten lead filled his legs. He'd get through this hell one Keeper-damned step at a time. 
"Company, halt!" 
At the sergeant’s shout, Duvain's head snapped up. They'd come around a bend in the forest track. A short distance away, a team of draft horses struggled to pull a wagon free of the thick mud. 
"Ho, Deadheads!" shouted one of the two Legion guards accompanying the wagon. "Give us a hand, won't you?" 
"Got yourselves stuck again, Eltin?" Rold shouted. "That's the third time this week, way I hear it."
The Legionnaire Eltin scowled. "Just for that, I'll make sure the quartermaster gives you a tankard of piss instead of ale."
Sergeant Brash turned to them. "Company, rest!" he called. 
With a groan, Duvain dropped his two packs and sagged to the ground, uncaring of the mud seeping into his breeches. He was just glad to be free of his burden. 
"On your feet, meat!" Sergeant Brash shouted. 
Duvain's heart sank. The sergeant stared at him, his eyes cold and hard. He marched toward Duvain and crouched beside him. "Last one to the gate, first one to the heavy lifting." He only shouted when giving orders, yet every Legionnaire feared his quiet, calm voice. 
Duvain wanted to weep. He had nothing left—he doubted he could even stand, much less march over to the wagon and be of any use. 
Sergeant Brash's eyes held no mercy. "On your feet." His eyes were cold, dangerous. "Now."
Duvain struggled to rise. Every muscle in his body protested. Tears of frustration and anger brimmed in his eyes. It felt he was lifting the weight of the world on his shoulders as he fought to one knee, then…
A huge hand rested on his shoulder. Endyn shook his head. "I've got it." Dropping his pack beside Duvain, he strode toward the mired wagon.
"Get back in line, soldier." Sergeant Brash stepped in front of Endyn. "I gave your brother an order."
"Let me do it, Sergeant," Endyn rumbled. "Please."
Sergeant Brash locked eyes with the big Legionnaire. "Is that how this is, meat?" He spoke to Duvain without taking his gaze from Endyn. "Are you that weak you're willing to let your brother here carry your burden for you?" 
Duvain realized Sergeant Brash spoke to him. "No, Sergeant." He staggered to his feet, but Endyn whirled—a startling movement from one so large—and shook his head. Duvain yielded to the drag of his pack and sagged again.
"Let me, Sergeant." Endyn's thick voice carried across the line of Deadheads. 
"Let anyone do it, Sergeant!" Eltin called. "We're burning daylight here."
Sergeant Brash narrowed his eyes. "You sure you want to do this, meat?" His voice held a dangerous tone. 
Endyn nodded. "I've got this."
"So be it." Sergeant Brash stepped aside. "You've got it. Alone."
Duvain's eyes widened. Barrels, crates, and boxes of supplies were piled high on the back of the wagon. The load required two enormous draft horses to haul it, and all their struggles had failed to drag the wagon out of the muck. "But Sergeant—"
"Sit your candy ass down, soldier!" Brash's voice was cold, hard. "You let your brother fight your battles for you, so by the Swordsman, he's going to fight it."
Endyn didn't hesitate. Squaring his shoulders, he lumbered toward the rear of the wagon and gripped the wagon's backboard in his huge hands. 
"Eltin, get your boys out of there," Sergeant Brash called. 
"What's that now?" Eltin said, his expression puzzled. 
"Big man's going to haul the wagon out of the muck for you. Isn't that right, soldier?" The sergeant didn't need to sneer—the utter absence of expression conveyed his disdain to perfection.  
Endyn nodded. "Yes, Sergeant."
Sergeant Brash took the lead reins of the draft horses and waved Eltin away. "We've got this."
Eltin exchanged glances with his fellow Legionnaire and the three teamsters riding with the wagon. They shrugged and stepped aside. 
"Suit yourself," Eltin said. "Just get it done before nightfall, eh? I've got a schedule to keep."
The sergeant gave him a withering glare, and Eltin snapped his mouth shut.
"You ready, soldier?" Brash called out.
Endyn nodded. 
"Push." The single word, spoken in a quiet voice, came out so cold and hard it could have been cut from the icebergs floating in the Frozen Sea.  
The sergeant tugged on the lead rope, and the draft horses leaned into their traces. Endyn's face reddened with the exertion as he shoved, and a groan escaped his lips. 
The wagon didn't budge. 
"Again," Sergeant Brash said in the same low tone. 
Teeth gritted, spine arching, Endyn pushed once more. The muscles on his forearms corded with the effort. Still, the wagon remained firmly mired. Duvain sucked in a breath as Endyn's boots slipped on the muddy ground. His rear foot flew out and he fell to one knee, gasping for breath. 
"No man wins a fight alone," Sergeant Brash said. "You succeed and fail as a unit. Every man carries their weight, or we all die."
Sweat trickled down Endyn's flushed face. His eyes were closed, and he sucked in deep breaths. Yet his expression remained unyielding. Duvain had met few men who could challenge his brother's stubbornness. He simply refused to quit—he'd done so when his father worked him harder than any of the other farmhands, and he did so now. Climbing to his feet, he dug his toes into the muddy ground, filled his lungs, and threw his weight against the wagon once more.
Shaking his head, Sergeant Brash tugged on the lead reins. The horses added their weight and strength to Endyn's effort. Nothing. A low rumble echoed from Endyn's throat, growing louder and stronger until it rose to a roar. 
Duvain's heart stopped. Endyn was overexerting himself. He couldn't take the strain much longer. He couldn't—
With a wet sucking sound, the wagon wheels rolled free of the mire. 
"Bugger me sideways!" Weasel muttered. Rold and Owen drew in sharp breaths. 
Endyn sagged to his knees, his arms and head hanging down.
Exhaustion forgotten, Duvain rushed toward his brother. Owen appeared on the other side, lending his support to the huge man.
"You idiot!" Duvain whispered in Endyn's ear. "Why'd you do that?" Owen appeared on the other side, lending his support to the huge man.
Endyn looked up with a tired smile. "Mother made me promise to look out for you."
Duvain swallowed. Their mother had been the only good thing in their young lives. She'd sheltered them from their father's wrath, wiped away Endyn's tears when the boys of Northpass called him "freak" or "monster". Even now, from beyond the grave, she looked after them. He gripped his brother's shoulder and helped him lumber around the wagon.
Endyn moved slowly. The exertion had taken a toll on him. Duvain feared his brother would collapse if he let go of him—the healers of the Sanctuary had warned against such effort. His heart, as enlarged as the rest of him, couldn't bear the strain. 
But Endyn didn't collapse. He stopped in front of Sergeant Brash, who remained standing at the head of the wagon, the lead rope still in his hands. 
Endyn straightened to his full towering height. "Permission to return to the line, Sergeant," he said.
Sergeant Brash nodded. 
With a salute, Endyn, Duvain, and Owen marched toward the column of Legionnaires and took their place in the marching line. With effort, he shouldered his pack. Though his shoulders drooped, he held his head high.
After a moment, Sergeant Brash returned to the head of the column. "Enough for one day," he said quietly. "Back to camp." 
Without a word, the column of Legionnaires made an about-face and began the short march back to the village. 
Duvain spoke in a voice pitched for Weasel's ears. "Still wondering why he made it into the Legion, Weasel?"
For once, the little man had no reply.
 
* * *
 
"Aren't you goin’ to share any of that?" Weasel asked.
Awr ignored him and continued emptying the wineskin. He'd bartered for it—well, Duvain had worked for it—with the quartermaster, and he seemed disinclined to spare even a drop.
"Come on, Awr," Weasel whined. "All we've got is this rancid goat's milk." He shook his cup, sloshing the pale white liquid.
"Not rancid," Owen said, rolling his eyes. "Fermented."
Duvain took a sip from his cup. The pungent ayrag, made from fermented goat or cow's milk, left a taste of almonds on his tongue. He vastly preferred it to the ale back at Icespire, but it couldn't hold a candle to a Nyslian vintage or a good Voramian Snowblossom wine.
Endyn sat in silence a short distance from the group. He had emptied his tankard long ago, and was lost in thought, his eyes fixed on the ground. 
"He's a bit of an odd one, ain't he?" Weasel asked, inclining his head toward the big man. 
Duvain's brow furrowed. "No. He's just—"
"Sure he is," Weasel persisted. "He's always off on his lonesome, or hangin’ around you. I get that you two are brothers, but surely you're no better than the rest of us."
The statement surprised Duvain. "Better than you?"
Weasel took another mouthful of ayrag. "You keep your own company, spend every free moment hoverin’ around each other, and he don't talk to the rest of us. Seems odd, is all. When it comes to battle, it's the bond between soldiers as keeps 'em alive."
Duvain's jaw dropped. This was the last thing he'd expected from any of them—Weasel most of all. The rat-faced Legionnaire had been the most vocal in his disgust after seeing Endyn's dragonskin. He'd been the one to pull the prank on Endyn. 
"He…" Duvain took a deep breath. How could he explain that Endyn felt rejected, both because of his size—a deformity, according to the Ministrants at the Sanctuary in Voramis—and the dragonskin? His words came out in a slow, hesitant voice. "He's not used to fitting in, I guess."
"Story of our lives, kid," Awr said. He took another long drink of wine. "Deadheads is for misfits and freaks." He indicated Weasel. "Bloodthirsty cunt." He thrust a finger at Owen. "Soldier afraid of blood." He indicated Rold and himself. "Career soldier and disgraced ex-convict." 
Weasel shrugged. "Seems like fucked-up skin makes him right at home." He raised his voice to a shout. "Oi, big man!"  
Endyn looked up. 
"Yeah, you." Weasel waved him over. "No reason to be a stranger, now." 
Endyn shot a glance at Duvain, who gave a tiny shrug. He'd wanted so much for the others to accept them, but he'd resigned himself to being an outsider. Endyn's happiness mattered more than his own—he'd made a promise to his mother to watch out for him. But if the rest of Squad Three was welcoming his brother…
Endyn stood with a groan and lumbered over.
"Here you go." Weasel handed him his half-full tankard. "I can't stand this stuff, so you might as well drink it."
Endyn hesitated. He'd grown wary of Weasel after the centipede prank.
"No trick," Weasel insisted. "Take it. After today, you earned it."
Endyn accepted and, bringing the tankard slowly to his lips, took a hesitant sip. After a moment, he downed the rest of the contents. That was the closest Weasel would come to an apology for his earlier remarks.
"Though I'd be real thorough checkin’ your bedroll later," Weasel said to no one in particular. "I hear there's centipedes squirmin’ around the longhouse." 
Endyn voiced his anger with a growl and reached down for Weasel's collar. He lifted the little man physically from the ground and shook him like a dog shaking a rat. 
"Take it easy!" Weasel cried. "Just a joke, I swear!" 
Endyn held Weasel up to his face, fixing him with a furious glare. After a moment, a smile cracked his scowl. "Joke," he rumbled. "Good one."
Weasel's fear faded, replaced by disbelief. "You bastard!" he shrieked and lashed out with a half-hearted punch at Endyn's chest. The blow had as much effect as a mosquito pricking a bear. But when Endyn put him down, the little man was smiling. 
Duvain's heart lightened. It was as close as the Legionnaires could come to acceptance. For someone who had been an outsider his whole life, it was more than enough.
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
Duvain couldn’t help his fascination at the transformation that had gripped Saerheim. Colorful garlands festooned the longhouses, and the last autumn leaves had been carefully gathered and strewn over the ground of the main square like a carpet of red, yellow, and orange. The villagers of Saerheim wore their finest clothing, bright-hued tunics, breeches, vests, and cloaks dyed purple, green, and blue. A pair of musicians—the baker and blacksmith, oddly enough—sat at one corner of the square, filling the air with the sounds of pipe and drum.
Saerheim had become a lively place for Heilirkvam, the annual festival commemorating the arrival of winter and departure of the harvest months. It was a celebration of a good year, an ode to summer and life, and a night to be filled with poetry, songs, and dancing. 
Duvain understood little of what was being said, but he could certainly enjoy the bright colors of the festival. The smell of fresh-baked bread had permeated the village all day, and the rich, meaty scent of roasting pig, venison, and poultry hung thick around him. His stomach growled with anticipation of the feast. 
He was fortunate: Squad Three would be off duty during the festivities. The Legionnaires of Squad Five had shot furious glares their way as they donned their polished armor and prepared for the night watch. The on-duty Legionnaires would be able to watch the ceremony only from the fringes as their patrol patterns permitted. But not too closely. Sergeant Brash had promised a flogging to any man caught away from his post. The sergeant wouldn't be attending the party, all the better to keep a sharp eye on his comrades.
A few of the night watch had tried to switch duties with them, especially Duvain, who had proven amenable to such bargains in the past. They'd offered him coins, liquor, trinkets, and other valuables—things he could have used, but which held no allure for him now. He wouldn't miss the celebration for anything.
Winter Festival in Northpass had been the one time of year he'd looked forward to. The little town had come alive with decorations, music, food, dancing, and laughter. People didn't stare at Endyn, for they were too busy having a good time to care. His brother had actually had a chance to step out and enjoy himself as well.
He checked his equipment one last time. He'd polished his armor to a bright sheen and buffed his boots until his hands ached. He had even taken pains to wash his extra tunic in the lake. He felt clean for the first time in weeks.
Endyn looked a fine sight in his armor. The brightness of Endyn's breastplate—crafted specially for him by a Legion armorer back in Voramis—outshone his own. A smile played on his big face. He enjoyed the Winter Festival as much as Duvain.
Owen and Rold had also paid extra attention to the state of their gear—they almost might have passed for respectable Legionnaires. Weasel, however, looked utterly miserable in his freshly polished armor. Opting for sleep rather than caring for his gear, he'd emerged from the roundhouse looking like he'd lost a battle with a muddy stick. Which had prompted a very angry, very loud lecture from Corporal Rold, and a stream of invective at the "dirty runt". Weasel had only just finished the thorough buffing of his breastplate after a full hour of listening to the corporal promise all manner of inventive disciplines—including digging for gold with nothing but his pencil-prick and running all the way back to Icespire in the buff—for disrespecting their squad.  
The villagers of Saerheim had set out sawn tree trunks for chairs, arranging them in a broad circle around an empty space in the middle of the square. The clearing needed no boundary to outline it—the very stones themselves seemed to shine with an inner light. In the daylight, they appeared unremarkable, aside from their color: a black somehow darker than any onyx or obsidian he'd seen. But when the sun set, the stones had come alive, radiating a soothing glow that pushed back the shadows.  
The one night he'd been in Icespire, he'd seen the city's namesake crystalline tower light up the same way. According to Weasel, the tower had been built by the ancient Serenii as a lighthouse and observatory from which to study the Frozen Sea.
Whatever the origin, Duvain couldn't help marveling at the stones' unique properties. He'd never seen anything like it on Einan.
Corporal Awr was already seated when they reached the square, face buried in a tankard. He hadn't lost his usual somber mien, but he seemed a bit less dour than usual. From beneath hooded brows, he watched the laughing, playing children, the woman dressed in their colorful finery, and the men in their elegant furs and tunics. 
"Corporal," Owen nodded and took a seat beside the man. Awr responded with a grunt. 
"Is that more ayrag?" Weasel asked. 
Awr nodded.
"Damn," Weasel groaned. He patted his stomach. "I've had the shits for three days now. That stuff don't sit well with me."
Awr shrugged and took another long swig of his drink. 
One of the older men of Saerheim, a man who tilled the fields beside Cold Lake, approached with four large tankards. He said something in the Fehlan language; Duvain caught the words "welcome" and "night", but not much else. 
Awr gave a two-word response and a nod, bringing a smile to the man's face. He held out the tankards for Weasel, Owen, Rold, and Duvain. 
Endyn's brow furrowed, and a shadow passed across his face. Duvain could see his brother's mind working, his pain at being left out. 
With a grin, the villager disappeared into a nearby longhouse. When he emerged a moment later, he carried a wooden vessel that was more cauldron than cup—easily half the size of a small barrel. Laughing, he presented it to Endyn and said something in the Fehlan tongue.
"Big cup for a big warrior, he says," Awr translated.
Endyn blushed, which only made the man's grin broader. 
Duvain chuckled. "Look at that, Brother." He slapped Endyn's shoulder. "They like you."
Endyn bowed in thanks, and the Fehlan man responded in kind. Duvain waited for Awr to translate, but the corporal had his face buried in his mug. 
"What did he say?" Endyn asked.
Duvain hesitated. "It sounded like he was saying 'thank you'. I think there was something about one of the houses in there, but I'm not sure."
"Oh." A grin broadened Endyn's huge face. He rumbled out a word that sounded like the Fehlan equivalent of “thank you”. The villager laughed and gestured toward the hide containers that held the ayrag.
Endyn stood and went over to fill his massive bowl. 
When his brother returned to his seat, Duvain cocked an eyebrow. "Since when have you been learning Fehlan?"
Endyn shrugged. "Listening to you and Awr." 
"And why is he thanking you?" Duvain asked. 
Endyn's face turned a bright pink. "I…helped them fix one of the houses," he rumbled.
Weasel snorted. "Held up the bloody roof single-handed, more like." He shook his head and gave a wicked grin. "Strong as an ox, your brother, even if he's almost as ugly." 
Endyn said nothing, but took a long pull from his drinking bowl. When he wiped the line of ayrag from his mouth, a ghost of a smile remained.
A steady stream of Fehlans trickled into the square, until the open space was awash with laughing, talking, drinking men and women. Children darted among the adults, shouting and playing the sort of games youngsters enjoyed when the adults' backs were turned. Duvain counted close to two hundred people. Everyone in Saerheim had arrived for the festivities. 
Someone produced a bone whistle, and soon a high-pitched tune drifted through the open square, adding to the refrain of the baker on the terracotta pipe and the blacksmith on his hide-skin drum. When the tinkle of bronze hand bells entered the fray, the celebration began in earnest.
The people of Saerheim certainly knew how to celebrate. Their dancing was like nothing Duvain had seen in Northpass. Men and women formed into two long lines facing each other. They followed the rhythm of the song with clapping hands, boots clacking against the stone of the square, keeping pace with their fellows. Back and forward they went, a combat of smiles, laughter, whirling skirts, and kicking feet. 
Duvain, Endyn, and the other Legionnaires stomped and clapped in time with the music, adding their shouts and cries to the happy mix. For a few minutes, Duvain forgot where he was, but let himself be drawn into the marvelous new ceremony. He'd never experienced anything like it. These people led such simple lives, yet they celebrated that simplicity with such abandon. He was grinning like a fool and loving every minute of it. 
Finally the music died down, and the breathless, laughing villagers surged toward the food and drink. The ayrag flowed freely, accompanied by mouth-watering food: roasted pork and goat, smoked fish, cooked grains, and the last autumn fruits and vegetables. The Fehlan language filled the square as two hundred people carried on a multitude of conversations.
No one invited the Legionnaires to join in. The villagers of Saerheim treated them with courtesy and served them along with the rest, but the language barrier caused a rift that could not be bridged. Awr, the only one who spoke the Fehlan tongue, refused to be drawn into any conversations. He remained hunched over his tankard, only moving to refill it when it was empty. 
Duvain couldn't help watching the young women of Saerheim, with their long, flaxen tresses, pink cheeks, and strong features. Many of them rivaled even his height, a fact he found fascinating. He didn't try to strike up a conversation—he was too shy to talk to them, even in his own language—but found nothing wrong with simply observing them. They seemed aware of his eyes on them, and a few even looked his way with inviting smiles.
A tug on his sleeve snapped him around. Before him stood the young boy he'd seen hiding in Eira's skirts days before. He wore the colorful festive clothing like all the other children of Saerheim, and someone had clearly taken pains to scrub his face and hands, though his white-blond hair stuck out at wild angles.
With a broad smile, the boy rattled off a string of Fehlan words and held out a piece of bread. Duvain didn't need to understand the language to understand the gesture. When Duvain took the bread, the boy darted away. Duvain shouted a "thank you" after the fleeing child, who took refuge in the safety of his mother's skirts. His big blue eyes followed Duvain's movements as he broke the bread and stuffed a piece in his mouth. He exaggerated his enjoyment of the food, which elicited another shy smile. 
One of the older men brought over a platter of food for them. Weasel and Rold dug in without a word, but Endyn and Duvain both used their limited Fehlan to offer their gratitude. The man smiled and gave them a polite nod before returning to the others. Owen sat in silence next to Awr, an odd expression—a mixture of longing and sorrow—on his face. 
When Weasel noticed Owen's expression, he rolled his eyes. "Keeper's beard, Owen! Not this again."
Owen looked over to him and gave a sad shake of his head. "Can't help it. Issala would have loved this. The dancing, the singing, the celebration of life." 
"Of course she would!" Weasel shook his head. "Awr here's the only one who hates a party."
Awr scowled but didn't rise to the bait. 
"Look," Weasel said, "you're just goin’ to make things worse if you keep thinkin’ about it. You've still got two years left before you see her. Might as well make the most of the life you've got." A sly grin broadened his face, and his eyes went to the pretty brunette he'd been eyeing all night. "And let me tell you, life here ain't all that bad."  
"Keep it in your pants, Weasel," Rold snapped. "Captain's orders."
Weasel's head snapped around, and his eyebrows rose. "You serious?"
Rold nodded. "Like a sword to the gut. Lord Virinus has already pissed off the natives enough for one lifetime—the man's no bloody diplomat, he's made that much clear, just a man rich enough to throw his influence and gold around to feel powerful. His treatment of the healer hasn't won him any allies. The last thing we need is someone getting in the family way and complaining to the captain."
A nasty smile spread Weasel's face. "Oh, there're plenty of means around that particular outcome."
Rold gripped Weasel's collar and yanked his face close. "Lay one finger on those girls, and Sarge has given me the thumbs up to slice your little prick off. Got it?"
Weasel scowled, but muttered, "Got it." 
Rold looked at Duvain, Endyn, and Owen in turn. "Captain's made it crystal clear: enjoy the celebration, but keep your hands to yourselves. The Fehlans get mighty prickly when it comes to their daughters."
"Daughters are worth a fortune," Awr explained. "Fehlan fathers try to marry them off to the right men with a big enough dowry, set themselves up for life."
Duvain was disappointed, but he nodded. "Understood." Endyn nodded his comprehension as well.
"Good." Rold raised his tankard. "Then drink up and enjoy the party. Our watch doesn't roll around until dawn."
A drum beat sounded, and all eyes turned toward the cleared space in the center of the square. The blacksmith pounded on his hide drums, the rhythm changing from festive to somber. The villagers quickly rushed to take their seats around the stage. 
Elder Asmund strode into the cleared space and began to speak. The man's strong voice had a hypnotic rhythmic quality that reverberated across the square. Duvain found himself leaning forward to pay closer attention. Though he caught only an occasional word or phrase, he guessed it was a speech celebrating the end of the harvest or the arrival of winter.
Applause greeted the end of the speech, and Elder Asmund took a seat at the front of the crowd. All eyes turned toward the main longhouse.
Captain Lingram appeared in the doorway, dressed in his finest clothing, his armor polished to a brilliant sheen. A woman clung to his arm. She was beautiful, more beautiful than any of the other women in Saerheim. Her flaxen hair hung long and silky down to her waist, and she was tall—almost as tall as the captain—and lean. In her left hand, she gripped a stick that she swung across the ground, using it to navigate through the square. 
The captain escorted the blind woman through the rows of seated villagers, helping her to step over the boundary logs and onto the stage. Her arm lingered for a moment on his before she released him. 
"Now that ain't fair!" Weasel protested. "Why does he—?"
"Captain's prerogative," Rold cut him off with a sharp smile. 
More than a few in the crowd caught it as well. Someone shouted something in the Fehlan tongue, eliciting an embarrassed smile from the captain. The blind woman answered in a sharp tone that brought laughter to the crowd, but there was no anger in her voice. The people of Saerheim clearly enjoyed this part of the spectacle. 
One of the villagers placed a stringed instrument in her hands. The instrument resembled a harp, but with a hollow body that echoed and amplified the sound of the strings. When she strummed it, the strings resonated with a deep, throaty pitch that Duvain found alluring. 
She started slowly, a rhythm that came quietly at first but grew in strength as each strum built upon the last. A tenuous sound, almost hesitant, yet holding the promise of growth. One of the hand bells joined her, adding into the building melody. When she opened her mouth and began to sing, Duvain was lost. 
The words didn't matter—the music and her sonorous voice carried him along. From behind her, a willowy figure dressed in bright green scarves glided onto the stage. She was young and beautiful, graceful, with a supple body and fair skin. She danced to the tune of the music, her movements airy, playful, like a river sprite or fairy. 
The rhythm of the music changed. From slow to chirpy and energetic, with a happy tone that brightened the light glowing stones and the torches ringing the stage. Another figure appeared on the stage, this one clad in bright yellow. Strong and confident, he twirled the young woman in his arms and lifted her high over his head. His power added to her grace, and her beauty enhanced his strength. 
Duvain caught the word for "summer" among the lyrics of the song, and suddenly he understood. Spring and summer. Beauty and life. 
The tune changed again, this time changing to a deeper, richer tone, melodious. It seemed the trees themselves bent toward the sound. The two dancers threw off their green and yellow clothing, revealing robes of orange and red beneath. The coming of autumn. 
From behind the singer, another figure appeared. Elder Asmund, dressed in grey and white, with a long white cloak hanging from his shoulders. When he stepped onto the stage, the notes floating up from the lyre shifted lower. The drum added a quiet beat, which only increased the menace of the cloaked figure. Winter had come.
The man in grey and white stalked toward the dancing couple, who frolicked unaware of him. They twirled and spun, eyes locked on each other, faces radiant. Duvain found himself holding his breath as the white-robed man drew closer, reaching toward them with outstretched arm. He and the crowd sighed when the couple glided away at the last moment. 
Winter pursued autumn. Though the colorful figures eluded their pursuer, the red and orange scarves hanging from their clothing fell with every step. The ground was soon littered with the bright-colored cloths. Beneath the scarves, the dancers wore dull brown robes. A bone pipe added its high-pitched wailing to the tune. 
Melancholy mingled with despair in Duvain's chest. The music touched something deep inside him, and the lyrics and dance brought tears to his eyes. He knew the inevitable was coming: winter would triumph.
At last, the cloaked figure caught up to the two lovers, drawing them into the embrace of his white and grey robe. The young man and woman remained intertwined as they disappeared beneath the cloak, and the music fell to a quiet, mournful tune. A few final notes of the pipe, and it fell silent. The drum and hand bells faded into the night. Only the strumming lyre remained, accompanied by the haunting sound of the woman's singing. 
Finally, her voice trailed off, leaving the lyre to carry them to the end. Yet, in those last moments, the tune changed again. The song remained deep and forlorn, yet here and there a few of the bright, cheery notes were sprinkled in. From beneath one corner of the white and grey robe, a green-gloved hand appeared. 
Silence.
Thunderous applause broke from the crowd, and the people rose to their feet. With a broad grin, Elder Asmund lifted his cloak and helped the two dancers to stand. They swept a bow, which brought fresh cheers. The three of them supported the blind woman as the crowd shouted and whistled their approval. Though she blushed, a broad smile spread across her face. 
Duvain found himself at a loss for words. Judging by the expressions of the others beside him, they felt something similar. Endyn brushed a tear from his cheek, and Owen swallowed hard. Weasel buried his face in his mug. 
Oddly enough, Awr was smiling—an expression Duvain had never seen before. 
"Always loved that," the grizzled man rasped. He spoke to no one in particular. "She's better than anyone I've seen in Storbjarg."
Duvain's eyebrows rose. Storbjarg was the largest Fehlan village—almost a city, really—home to the Fjall clan. When had Awr been among the Fjall? 
Before Duvain could say anything, an enraged shout echoed across the square. He whirled toward the source of the sound: Lord Virinus' hut. The nobleman himself was striding toward the village square, dragging a struggling Eira in his wake. 
"Legionnaires, to me!" the nobleman shouted. 
Whether entranced by the song or shocked by the fury in Lord Virinus' voice, none of the Legionnaires moved.
"To me!" the nobleman cried again. He dragged the ancient healer through the crowd and onto the stage, where he hurled her to the bluestone courtyard. 
Captain Lingram stepped onto the stage. "What is the meaning of this, Lord Virinus?" he demanded. 
Lord Virinus' face was twisted in a mask of rage. "Captain Lingram, I demand you execute this witch at once!" 
 



Chapter Nine
 
The villagers were on their feet in an instant. Angry shouts echoed from the crowd, and a couple of men surged toward the old woman to help her up to her feet. 
"Captain Lingram," Lord Virinus snapped, "I have given you a command."
"I heard you, my lord." Captain Lingram's face could have been made from flint, so hard was his expression. "But I don't believe I understood."
"What's not to understand?" Lord Virinus thrust a finger at the healer. "That witch went against my instructions and administered more of her foul concoctions to my guest. As a noble of Icespire and commander of this military outpost—pathetic as it may be—I am fully within my rights to have her executed."
"My lord," Captain Lingram protested, "this is no outpost. This is a village. Their village."  
"As long as I am here in my capacity as Envoy of the Prince and your Legionnaires are stationed here, this is considered by the laws of Icespire to be a military outpost."
"Be that as it may," Captain Lingram gave a dismissive wave, "surely you cannot expect me to execute her. She was doing her duty—she is Saerheim's healer, after all."
"And if that duty leads to the death of my charge?" Lord Virinus demanded. "By then, it will be too late—not only for the innocent girl who lies ill, but for our alliance with the Fjall."
The name of the clan, well known to all Fehlans, brought a gasp from the crowd. The villagers muttered amongst themselves, shooting glances at the hut Lord Virinus had claimed for his own. 
A hand gripped Duvain's shoulder. "Move, now," Awr rasped in his ear. 
Duvain shot the corporal a look. "What are we doing?" he asked from the corner of his mouth.  
"Supporting our captain." Awr's face had gone cold, dead, but fury burned in his eyes. "Just in case he needs us." His hand rested on the hilt of his sword.
Slowly, Duvain stood, trying hard not to jangle his armor. He followed Awr and Rold as they slipped through the crowd. A few of the villagers they moved aside shot them angry glares, but their expressions changed as Awr muttered a few words in Fehlan. Some of the men of Saerheim broke from the crowd and hurried toward their homes.
Duvain's gut clenched. This could get ugly very quickly. 
"My lord, I fully understand how important the girl's life is. Indeed, important enough that I and my entire company of men have been sent to safeguard her." Captain Lingram gestured to the healer. "But Eira was only trying to help. Duke Dyrund would—" 
"The Duke is dead!" Lord Virinus shouted. "Taken by the same fever that even now ravages the girl. The same fever that would destroy all we've worked so hard for."
The old woman held up a wooden bowl and rattled off a stream of angry words in Fehlan. Captain Lingram listened, then turned back to the nobleman.
"She says the fever is about to break, but only if you allow her to help." He pointed to the bowl. "That poultice should bring her temperature down and restore her to consciousness. By tomorrow, she would be able to eat solid food."
The old woman continued speaking, and Captain Lingram translated. "She has seen the sickness before—The Wasting Decay, they call it. It is a stubborn illness, one that weakens the body until it can no longer fight for itself. If you keep her away from the girl, she will die."
Lord Virinus' lips twisted into a sneer. "Of course she'd say that! She would say anything to save her life."
Captain Lingram spoke in a quiet voice. "I believe her." 
The nobleman's eyebrows rose. "You'd take the word of a savage?"
"Not a savage, my lord. A Fehlan. One of our allies."
The sneer returned to Lord Virinus' face.
"They may lead simple lives, my lord," Captain Lingram said, "but there is wisdom in their ways. Their healers may not live in temples or wear shining white robes. But I've seen what they can do."
The captain shot a glance at Awr. "They have brought men back from the brink of death. When I lay dying from my wounds, they did the impossible. I only stand here today because of them." He looked at Endyn. "But more importantly, they have shown us compassion when they have only reason to resent us." He thrust a finger at the old healer. "I have watched her provide comfort and relief to my men since our arrival. She has done nothing but help. So yes, my lord. I will take her word when she says that she believes she can cure the fever. Only a fool would ignore advice from one so experienced." 
Lord Virinus recoiled as if slapped. "You call me a fool, Captain? Insulting your superiors is—"
"I gave no insult." Captain Lingram shook his head. "I simply made a statement; whether you choose to embody that fool or not is entirely your decision."  
Lord Virinus took a step closer. "And if I choose to exercise my prerogative and simply order her execution?" There was no mistaking the menace in his voice. 
"I would entreat you to reconsider, my lord." Captain Lingram said, simply. "You fear the repercussions of what would happen if Eirik Throrsson's daughter dies, and rightly so. But what will happen when the other tribes discover you executed their healer? One of the most revered among all the clans?"
"Nothing!" Lord Virinus spat. "They are our subjects."
"Allies," Captain Lingram corrected.
"Vassals!" The nobleman's voice rose to a shout. "They pledged their loyalty to the Prince long ago." He gestured around. "Why else do you think we can simply march into their village and demand they house us?" 
Captain Lingram shook his head. "My lord, if you order her execution, you will doom the alliance between Icespire and the Fjall. Perhaps all the clans."
"Nonsense." The nobleman snorted. "They will do nothing, because we are the only thing standing between them and the Eirdkilrs." He raised his voice so all the Legionnaires around him could hear. "That's right, the Eirdkilrs have sworn to exterminate any Fehlan who aid us in our war. They have wiped out Elfr and Skoglund already, and decimated the Eyrirrim. Why else do you think the Hilmir himself was so willing to talk peace? We are their only hope of survival."
He turned his attention back to Captain Lingram, and spoke in a low, menacing voice. "We are their only hope."
By now, Awr had maneuvered into position behind Captain Lingram. At his command, Duvain, Endyn, and the others of Squad Three spread out. They'd keep the angry villagers back, give Captain Lingram time to control the situation. The look in Awr's eyes spoke clearly: if it came down to it, they'd be ready to jump to Captain Lingram's orders.
"But what happens when we become worse than the monsters they fear, Lord Virinus?" The captain's tone matched the nobleman's, but filled with ice and steel. "That is how revolts begin."
 "Revolts that are always crushed." Lord Virinus shook a clenched fist. "They cannot hope to survive against us." 
"With the Eirdkilrs on one side and the rest of Fehl at our backs, what are our chances then?" 
Lord Virinus' face creased into a scowl. "What do you know of such things, Captain?" He spoke the last word as an insult. "I learned diplomacy at the feet of Duke Dyrund himself. But, you, you are just a soldier, not accustomed to the ways of politics."
"Perhaps," Captain Lingram admitted, inclining his head, "but I've spent enough time among the Fehlan to know that this will not end well."
"We'll see about that," Lord Virinus snapped. 
Duvain had been watching Lord Virinus so intently that he'd failed to notice the four men moving into position behind the nobleman. The mercenaries were no-nonsense, hard men with wary eyes. Their hands hovered near their sword hilts as they watched their lord.
"Be ready," Awr rumbled. 
"Corporal, this is madness!" Owen whispered. "Surely you can't expect us to—"
"Lord Virinus, I will say it one last time: please reconsider your orders." Captain Lingram's tone turned pleading. "This will only end badly."
Lord Virinus’ jaw set into a stubborn. "Captain Lingram, as your superior officer, I am giving you a direct command." He thrust a finger toward the healer. "You are to carry out her execution immediately." 
Though only a few villagers spoke Einari, clearly they understood the nobleman's words. Hand axes, scythes, and even a few old swords sprouted in Fehlan hands, and a line of men formed between Eira and the nobleman.
"Captain, you have your orders," Lord Virinus shouted.
"No." The single word, spoken with such determination, rocked Lord Virinus to the core. 
"What?" The nobleman demanded. "You refuse to carry out a command from your superior officer?"
"This command, I do." Captain Lingram's voice remained calm, but his back was rigid, his shoulders tense. 
"You bastard!" Lord Virinus' sneer transformed into a vicious smile. "You've finally done it. You've finally given me an excuse to have you court-martialed." He waved at the Legionnaires in the crowd. "I've dozens of witnesses who saw you refuse a direct order from your commanding officer. Your days in the Legion are finished."
"I didn't see anything of the sort," Awr rasped. He turned to Duvain. "Did you?"
After a moment of hesitation, Duvain shook his head. "No, Corporal!"
Awr turned to Endyn and Owen. "In fact, none of us did, did we, lads?"  
"Sorry, Corporal!" Weasel replied. "Had a bit too much of the ayrag! Damned alcohol's messin’ with my eyesight. I couldn't tell you if I was lookin’ at a man or a horse's ass."
Lord Virinus' eyes went wide, and his expression grew enraged. "Why you little hedge-born pissant!" He spoke through clenched teeth. "I'll have your head for that. All of your heads!" 
Captain Lingram shot a disapproving glare at Awr and the rest of them. "Enough of this, Virinus. If you intend to have me court-martialed when we return to Icespire, so be it. I will hold my head high and give testimony in the Swordsman's Court."
"When they hear that you disobeyed a direct command—" Lord Virinus began.
"My orders from General Vessach were to protect you, to keep you safe." He dropped his voice. "Even if that means from yourself."
The nobleman's face grew livid. "And there he is: Lingram the Bold. Lingram the Hero." Disgust twisted his face. "You think you're better than me because you earned some ridiculous nom de guerre for fighting. Any lowborn whorespawn can fight and die. And that's exactly what you are, what you've always been. I saw it in your eyes even when we were boys running around my father's estate. You resented the fact that you were the stable boy and I the lord's son. You've always been jealous of me, and now you get your moment to take it out on me." He spread his arms wide. "Congratulations, Lingram. You've won."
The captain shook his head. "I never hated you, Myron. If anything, I admired you. You and your father both. I wanted to be like you. It drove me to join the Legion so I could earn a name you both would be proud of." 
This revelation hit Lord Virinus like a blow to the gut. 
"But the boy I knew became the man that stands before me." Captain Lingram gave a sad shake of his head. "A man driven by pettiness, greed, and a desire for power. That is not a man I admire."
"So you turn against me?" Lord Virinus took a step closer, his four mercenaries at his heels. "You defy me in public, humiliate me, then do it again in front of your own Legion?"
"Get ready," Awr muttered.
A small gesture from Captain Lingram held them at bay. "I did not mean to humiliate you, Myron. I simply could not stand by while you raised a hand against a man who deserved better than to swing from a hangman's rope. Just as I will not stand by now." 
"A decision that will be your last!" Lord Virinus shouted. "Your career in the Legion is over! By this time next week, you will be swinging at the end of a hangman's noose."  
Captain Lingram raised his head. "Then I will accept my fate, as I always have, knowing I died doing as your father taught me to: the right thing."
Lord Virinus' face turned white, and a look of mixed outrage and shame burned in his eyes. 
Duvain tensed, hand on his sword hilt. The mercenaries behind Lord Virinus had already half-drawn their swords. Squad Three had the odds on their side, but once blood was spilled, there was no going back. 
He glanced up at Endyn. His brother's eyes were firmly fixed on the mercenaries, his massive jaw set. He knew what he had to do. 
A blood-curdling scream shattered the tense silence. 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
Duvain whirled toward the sound. It had come from the east gate! 
Another scream, followed by the clash of steel. A moment later, the trumpeting blare of Squad Five's cornum echoed in the night. 
"We're under attack!" Rold cried. 
Awr's was already sprinting toward the gate, sword in hand, with Owen, Weasel, and Rold a step behind him. 
Duvain's feet refused to move.
"Let's go!" Endyn shouted.
Duvain stared up at his brother. His mind screamed at him to move, but his body failed to cooperate. 
Captain Lingram's voice pierced the buzzing in his head. "Get to the east gate, now, and send reinforcements to the west gate to cover our rear!" 
"Aye, Captain!" shouted one of the other off-duty Legionnaires.
A strong hand gripped Duvain's arm and dragged him after the rest of his company. After a moment, he found his own feet and ran without Endyn's help. Somehow, in the confusion, he'd managed to retain his grip on his sword. 
Chaos reigned at the east gate. Four Legionnaires fought two dark, hulking figures, while a fifth Legionnaire raced toward the two huge men struggling to lift the gate's locking bar. The Legionnaire cut one down, only to be crushed by the huge bar, swung by the second fur-clad barbarian. The man howled and yanked the gate open. A heartbeat too late, a thrown hand axe silenced his cries. 
Dark figures spilled from the shadows, rushing toward the open gate without a sound. Somehow, the absence of noise was even more ominous. The foremost figures burst through the gate and engaged the Legionnaires rushing to meet them. They were huge—nearly as tall and broad as Endyn—wearing huge pelts slung over their back. One of the Legionnaires hacked at the back of one enemy, only for his sword to bounce off the pelt. The barbarian whirled, swinging his huge axe, and the Legionnaire's head rolled free.
Two of the gate guards had fallen, but the alarm had been raised. Dozens more Legionnaires rushed from their patrols, streaming toward the skirmish before the open gates. 
Awr reached the battle well ahead of them. A furious cry burst from his lips as he hacked at the nearest barbarian. The shaggy-haired man turned the blow aside with his axe, but Awr followed it up with a chop that nearly took off the man's leg. Awr's sword took the fallen savage in the throat. 
"Form up!" he shouted. His rasping voice echoed even above the din of battle. "Form ranks now!" 
Duvain's training kicked in. He raced toward the shield wall forming just inside the gate. He took his place in the third rank, just next to Endyn. 
Horror raced through him as he realized he'd left his shield in his quarters. Captain Lingram had insisted on the Legionnaires wearing full armor at all times, but he'd left his heavy shield and long spear behind for the celebration. He had only his short sword to face the onrushing threat. 
"Forward, march! Double time." At the corporal's command, the line began a steady jog toward the enemy. The foremost two ranks had their shields, and the rest of Squad Four joined the third rank. Their swords would only serve if an enemy broke through the line. 
The barbarians saw them coming, and raised their voices in an animal howl. Shaking their massive weapons—axes, spears, and spiked wooden clubs—they charged.
"Damn, damn, damn, damn!" Someone in the line was cursing at a steady volume. Duvain realized it was him. A fist of iron clenched his heart, and panic tugged at the back of his mind. He had no time to think before the wave of barbarians crashed into their shield wall.
The impact drove the foremost ranks a step backward. The man before him slammed into him, nearly knocking the breath from his lungs. Sergeant Brash's training asserted itself and Duvain caught the man and shoved him forward. The shield wall held. 
The barbarians swung their massive weapons in powerful arcs, but they clanged off the iron rims or crunched into the wooden faces of the Legion shields. Men cried out beneath the impact. One Legionnaire dropped his shield, and a barbarian spear disemboweled him.  
But the Legion had teeth of its own. The short swords of the foremost rank struck low, aiming for legs and abdomens. The stabbing, slicing blades made quick work of the huge figures pressing against the shield wall. At the corporal's shouted command—Duvain's mind hardly registered the words, but his body reacted—the ranks shoved forward, driving the barbarians back. They stumbled from the impact, only to recover and hurl themselves at the shield wall again. 
The clash of battle and the screams of dying men filled Duvain's world. The stink of blood, mud, and loosening bowels flooded his nostrils, accompanied by the reek of his own terrified sweat. A hand on his back kept him moving forward, pressing him toward the enemy no matter how much his mind shrieked at him to flee. Endyn's presence at his side was the only thing keeping him grounded in the midst of such chaos and terror. 
Suddenly, there was silence. The last barbarian fell beneath a stabbing short sword, and a heavy boot crushed his throat. The pounding of Duvain's pulse in his ears drowned out everything.
"Meat?" A hand shook his arm. "Meat, you hurt?" 
Rold's face hovered in his vision. Duvain blinked and tried to speak. His mouth refused to form words. 
Rold slapped his face; the pain barely registered. "Snap out of it! You've got to move."
"Duvain." The rumbling voice—Endyn's, a dim part of his mind registered—drew him back to reality. "Duvain."
He drew in a shuddering breath, gasping, and staggered. Blinking hard, he wiped the torrent of sweat from his eyes. 
"Welcome back, meat." Rold said. The harsh anger had gone, replaced by a congeniality terribly at odds with the corporal's usual demeanor. "You survived your first shield wall. We'll celebrate later—there's work to do. Find a shield and spear and arm up."
Duvain scanned the area. Bodies lay on the ground—close to a dozen Legionnaires and at least as many of the white fur-clad barbarians. Blood, so much blood, turned the earth to mud. The metallic tang rose into his nostrils. He wanted to retch, wanted to empty his stomach at the scene of carnage, but Rold's insistent voice kept him moving. "Now, meat! There may be more of them."  
He turned to stumble back to his quarters, but Rold snagged his arm and shoved him toward the corpses. "Get one of theirs. Keeper knows they won't need it!" 
Duvain stooped and fumbled for a fallen spear. Blood stained its edge and soaked into the wooden haft. When he lifted it, he found himself with two cracked halves. He stared down at the fallen soldier—the same axe that shattered the spear had split open his skull. 
He tugged the shield free of the soldier's lifeless fingers. The fallen Legionnaire gave up his protection without a protest. Duvain turned and stumbled over another prone figure. This body had once been a barbarian. His flesh was stained an odd blue color—similar in shade to the festive robes of the Fehlan—but he had the same long, blond hair, strong features, and heavy beard of the villagers of Saerheim. Yet there was an oddly bestial quality to his features. Even in death, he appeared more monster than man. 
"Watcher's twisted taint!" Weasel's voice echoed from a short distance away. The rat-faced Legionnaire was crouched over a fallen body, knife in one hand and the corpse's ear in the other. "It's the bleedin' Eirdkilrs, ain't it?" 
The word turned Duvain's blood to ice. 
Awr, standing over him, nodded. "Damned right it is." His face twisted into a frown. "What the bloody hell are they doing all the way over here?" He lifted his eyes to the east. "Front lines are a long way off. Raiding party, maybe?" 
With a savage cut, Weasel sliced the barbarian's ear free. "Judgin’ by the number, has to be." His voice held a note of desperation—he truly wanted to believe it. 
"Corporal Awr, report!" Captain Lingram's voice sounded cool, confident even amidst the carnage. 
Awr snapped a salute. "Four dead, Captain. Eight wounded, two seriously."
"Get the wounded to the main longhouse for Eira to tend to them. Haul the dead off to the side—Eirdkilrs in one pile, ours in another."
"So they are the Eirdkilrs, Captain?" Owen asked. He'd come up behind Weasel on Captain Lingram's heels. Blood trickled from a wound in his forehead. He looked queasy, and vomit stained the corners of his mouth, but he'd gotten his hands on a spear and shield. 
"Much as I hate to say it, that's them, no doubt about it." Captain Lingram crouched over the body. "Their size alone would be a dead giveaway. Add to that the war paint and these furs—they come from a Wasteland ice bear—and there's only one clan they could be."
"Keeper's horny elbows!" Awr breathed. 
"Where are my scouts?" Captain Lingram demanded of Sergeant Brash, who stood a short distance away tending to a wounded soldier.
Sergeant Brash shook his head. "They went out earlier, haven't gotten back." He pressed a cloth against the Legionnaire's shoulder, trying to stanch the flow of blood from a deep gash.
"Damn!" Captain Lingram's forehead furrowed—the first sign of worry Duvain had seen. He pondered a moment before speaking. "All companies, arm up and get to the gates. Double the watches, and keep patrols along those lines. If there are more of them out there, I want to know before they hit us. Got it?"
"Aye, Captain!" Sergeant Brash said. 
Squad One, already clad in full armor, rushed toward the gate, which someone—in all the confusion, Duvain didn't know who—had had the good sense to close. The Legionnaires mounted the parapets and stared out into the darkness. There was no mistaking the sudden nervous tension that permeated the entire village. 
"Squad Three, grab your weapons and get back here. Double time." Sergeant Brash ordered.
"Sir!" Weasel saluted—every trace of his usual mockery gone, all professional soldier now—and sprinted toward their quarters in the main longhouse. Duvain, Endyn, and the rest of the company followed. Duvain's legs felt leaden, his feet numb. But the sight of Endyn stumbling ahead of him forced him to keep up. He couldn't let his brother face this threat alone. 
Entering the longhouse felt like stepping into a hell of blood and pain. The eight wounded had been dragged here to be tended by Eira. The old woman knelt over one soldier, using a needle and thread to stitch up a gaping tear in his shoulder. She barked out commands in Fehlan, and two young women rushed to obey her orders.
"I bet Lord Virinus sure is glad he didn't have her executed now," Weasel muttered. 
The cries and groans of the wounded men followed Duvain through the longhouse. His shield and spear remained where he'd left them resting against the wall. Seizing them, he rushed back toward the exit. He couldn't help glancing down at the still, pale figure lying on the ground. The man had succumbed to the gaping wound in his abdomen, where an Eirdkilr axe had hacked through his mail shirt, just below his breastplate. He'd died a painful death. 
The night seemed suddenly chilly when Duvain emerged from the longhouse. He sprinted to catch up with Endyn and Weasel, who raced toward the gate at full speed. The clanking of their armor sounded oddly quiet beneath the hum of the village. Most of the people remained gathered in the main square, talking in low voices. Their faces were grim. They knew why the Eirdkilrs had come.
Of Lord Virinus, there was no sign. His four mercenaries stood at the entrance to their little hut, swords drawn and faces serious. If they were afraid, they showed no sign. 
Duvain could only imagine what his face looked like. He was terrified, no doubt about it. Only the shouted orders of Rold, Awr, and Sergeant Brash kept him moving. 
The tension among the men around the gate had grown so thick it almost stifled him. They felt just as he did, as unprepared and fearful as he. Only the few Legionnaires who had served under Captain Lingram showed no sign of fear. 
"Orders, Captain?" Sergeant Brash was asking. 
"Gates fortified, patrols moving?" Captain Lingram asked. 
"Aye." The sergeant nodded. "No one's getting within pissing range of us before we see them."
Captain Lingram rubbed his chin. "If we had scouts, we might be able to get a better view of what's going on out there. But I don't want to risk anyone else getting lost or caught by surprise."
"So what do you suggest?" the sergeant asked.
Captain Lingram ground his teeth. "We hold. Get the villagers buttoned up in the longhouses, and keep a sharp eye on the surrounding forest, lakeside, and farms. Any movement, you sound the alarm."
"Aye, Captain!" Sergeant Brash saluted. 
"Captain Lingram!" A nasal, pompous voice sounded from behind the captain.
The captain's jaw worked, but his voice was calm as he turned. "Yes, Lord Virinus?"
"I demand a situation report at once." The words were spoken in the petulant tone of a toddler.
"Eirdkilr raiders, a small detachment, by all appearances. The scouts haven't returned, so there's no way of knowing what's out there." 
"And what do you intend to do, Captain?" the nobleman demanded.
Captain Lingram replied. "Sit tight. Keep watch. If there are more of them, prepare ourselves for a fight."
The nobleman crouched over a dead barbarian. "What in the Keeper's name are the Eirdkilrs doing this far from the front lines?"
Captain Lingram shrugged. "My guess is that this party managed to skirt the main force. They either stumbled across the village and decided to raid, or…" He trailed off.
"Or what, Captain?" Lord Virinus insisted.
"Or somehow they knew you were here." The words were spoken so quietly Duvain nearly missed them.
Lord Virinus' eyebrows shot up. "Impossible! Our mission was kept absolutely confidential. Only the highest-ranked members of the Icespire court knew of the Duke's task."
"But there's a chance someone from the Fjall camp leaked the information, isn't there?" Captain Lingram asked.
After a moment, Lord Virinus inclined his head. "The possibility does exist."
"Then we have to assume the Eirdkilrs know why you're here, and that they're coming for the girl." The captain pointed to Lord Virinus’ hut. "We also have to assume there are more out there—how many, I don't know, but the Eirdkilrs wouldn't send such a small detachment for such an important task. Which means you have to make plans to depart immediately." 
Lord Virinus shook his head. "Absolutely not! We have no idea if the way to Icespire is safe, or if there are more lying in wait to ambush us."
Captain Lingram's jaw clenched. "At this point, my lord, I believe there is a greater risk in your staying here. The Eirdkilrs know you're here, so here is where they'll be coming. My men can hold them off, give you a chance to cover some serious ground."
"Branda is in no condition to travel," Lord Virinus said, crossing his arms. "Her fever hasn't broken, and she hasn't eaten in days. Such a hasty flight would kill her."
"And so will the Eirdkilrs. At least if you flee, there's a chance she'll live long enough to recover." Captain Lingram spoke in a firm voice. "I strongly suggest you heed my advice and prepare to depart."
Lord Virinus gave a dismissive wave. "I will take your advice under consideration, Captain, but for now we stay put."
Captain Lingram drew a deep breath through his nostrils, but nodded. "Of course, my lord. Now, if you will excuse me—"
"Rider from the southeast!" the cry cut off his words.
Captain Lingram whirled. The cry had come from one of the Legionnaires on the wall. He raced toward the gate and rushed onto the rampart. "Where?"
The soldier pointed off into the distance. "There!" 
From his position in the line, Duvain couldn't see the rider. His gut tensed. Were they about to be under attack again? He tightened his grip on his spear and wiped his sweaty shield hand on his pants. 
The pounding of hooves grew louder, and a shout echoed from beyond the walls. 
"Open the gates!" Captain Lingram commanded. 
Two soldiers rushed to the gate, lifted the bar, and swung one of the doors open. A rider pounded through the opening. His horse’s hooves kicked up crimson mud as he drew to a halt in the courtyard. 
"Where's the commanding officer?" the man shouted. It wasn't one of the two scouts that had gone out earlier. 
"Here!" Captain Lingram shouted. Lord Virinus' echoed "I am!" came a moment later.
The rider glanced between the two men, then strode toward Captain Lingram. "Captain Lingram, sir, I've a message for you from the front line."
"Hand it over." The captain held out a hand. 
The messenger drew a parchment from his satchel and pressed it into the captain’s hand. "I'm sorry I couldn’t bring better news." He suddenly deflated, as if relieved of an enormous weight. He staggered and would have fallen if not for Sergeant Brash's strong arm. 
Captain Lingram unfolded the parchment and scanned its contents. His face grew ashen. The sight of their unflappable captain afraid filled Duvain with a gut-twisting dread. 
"Thank you, soldier," Captain Lingram said in a quiet voice. "Get yourself to the longhouse for some food and rest."
"Aye, sir." The rider saluted. "Been riding hard since yesterday afternoon. It'd be good to get some warm food in me."
"Go," the captain told him. "But if this message is true, we'll have need of you soon."
With a salute, the messenger strode toward the main longhouse.
Captain Lingram spoke before Lord Virinus. "My lord, you need to see this." 
The nobleman snatched the parchment from his hands. As he read, his face went from florid to pale to a sickening shade of grey. "By the Swordsman!" he breathed. "It can't be."
Captain Lingram’s expression grew somber. "We have to assume it is. The question, sir, is what you want to do now."
Lord Virinus' mouth hung open, and he stared at the captain with unseeing eyes. "What…I…want to…do?" he mumbled, as if dumbstruck.
"Yes, my lord," the captain said. "As the ranking officer in Saerheim, you have a choice to make. Do we hold our position and hope we can stand against that?" He thrust a finger at the note. "Or do we flee?" 
Lord Virinus' lips worked soundlessly. All his pompous arrogance had fled, replaced by hesitance. Dangerous in such a perilous situation. "I-I…" He swallowed.
"My suggestion, my lord," the captain said, "is flight. The walls will only hold for so long. If we can get out before they reach us, we've a chance of reaching safety. Or at least enough of us escaping to get you back to Icespire with the girl in one piece. Right now, that's all that matters."
Lord Virinus stared at the captain, agog. He seemed at a loss for words. 
"My lord, you need to make a decision now!" Captain Lingram snapped. "Our lives are all in your hands. Either take command, or step aside so I can do my job." He fixed the nobleman with a baleful glare. "The choice is yours."
Lord Virinus' face went even paler.
Captain Lingram nodded. "So be it." He raised his voice so all could hear. "Deadheads, as of this moment, I am the ranking officer in Saerheim. Lord Virinus has given me command, and I am in charge until such a time as we reach safety. Is that understood?"
"Yes, Captain!" the Legionnaires echoed. 
Captain Lingram turned his back on the dumbstruck nobleman and strode toward the men gathered before the gate. He held the parchment high. "I have just received a message form General Vessach. Our army suffered heavy losses at Hangman's Hill, and they were forced to retreat. An entire clan of Eirdkilrs broke through their ranks, and they are roaming the countryside, razing friendly villages and slaughtering our allies. The general sent us warning to be aware, but I believe the Eirdkilrs are coming directly here." 
He thrust a finger at Lord Virinus. "The girl accompanying Lord Virinus is the daughter of Eirik Throrsson, and the Eirdkilrs know what will happen should our alliance with Fjall be cemented. There is no doubt in my mind that they are coming here to kill her. If she dies, so too dies our hope of peace in Fehl."
The captain looked from soldier to soldier. "But the Eirdkilrs didn't count on one thing: us. They failed to account for the Deadheads that stood between them and their prize. I say we make them pay for that mistake. What say you?" 
"Hoo-rah!" Corporal Awr shouted. The other veterans echoed the shout, and a few of the older Deadheads echoed it as well. 
"They call this company Deadheads because they believe you are the dregs of the Legion of Heroes. So be it!" The captain smiled. "Let them call us what they will. Let us wear the name with pride, and let us make it a name that every Eirdkilr bastard remembers. For it will be the name of the brave Legionnaires that spit in their faces when others cowered!"
"Hoo-rah!" More voices took up the cry. 
"We cannot stand before the Eirdkilrs—according to General Vessach, they number at least five hundred."
"Now four hundred and some, Captain!" Weasel shouted. 
"Right you are, soldier." Captain Lingram nudged one of the barbarian corpses with a boot. "We've proven that our shields, swords, and spears are as deadly as any of the other companies in the Legion. We've already shown that we can stand our ground and face the barbarians head on. But now it's time for us to prove that we can think with these dead heads of ours."
Laughter rippled among the ranks. 
Captain Lingram grinned. "The walls of Saerheim are strong, and the cliffs provide us cover to the south and north, guard our retreat. But we are too few to hold off five hundred—"
"Four hundred and some!" Weasel chanted.
"—Eirdkilrs," Captain Lingram continued without pause. "We have a duty to protect the people of Saerheim, and a duty to protect Lord Virinus and Throrsson's daughter. If we stand and fight, we fail in those duties. If we retreat, we have a chance of survival. Though it goes against everything I have learned as a Legionnaire, I value my life over my pride or a chance at glory. We run, Deadheads. We run to fight another day, fight to the last man in order to protect those given into our charge. What say you?"
"Hoo-rah!" Every voice in the line echoed the cry now. 
"Sergeant Brash!" Captain Lingram called.
"Yes, Captain!" Brash said.
Captain Lingram pointed to the east gate. "I expect the enemy to come from that way. The cliffs give us cover enough that they can't come from north or south, and I doubt the Eirdkilrs have had time to go the long way around. That means this is their only way in. Keep the walls manned until the last minute, but be prepared to pull out when I sound the alarm." 
"Understood, Captain." The sergeant saluted. 
"Sergeant Danver, have Squad Four prepare the villagers to leave immediately." 
The sergeant named saluted. "Aye, sir." He snapped his fingers, and the men of his squad fell out of line and raced toward the city square. 
Captain Lingram strode after them. "I will explain everything to the villagers for you, and will translate…" His voice faded as the distance grew.
"Squad Three, Squad One, onto the wall!" Sergeant Brash shouted. 
Duvain, Endyn, and the others raced up to the ramparts. They crowded in beside the men already in position, jostling to get a good view. The pointed tips of the wooden palisade wall ended just below Duvain's neck level. Endyn's head, shoulders, and chest protruded well above the protective cover.
"Meat shield!" Rold called. "Get down to the gate, now." 
Endyn shot a curious glance at Duvain, then at the corporal. "Sir?" he rumbled.
"Much as I'd love for the Eirdkilrs to send all their arrows at that pretty head of yours," Corporal Rold said, "a strong man like you'd come in handy keeping that gate closed in case the bastards decide to bring a battering ram."
Endyn nodded. "Yes, Corporal!"
Duvain gripped his forearm. "Be safe, Brother."
"You, too." With a nod, Endyn lumbered down the steps. He strode to the gate, where he stood waiting, shield and massive hewing spear gripped in his huge hand. 
A tense silence descended on the ramparts. The camp behind them was abuzz with activity, but the only sound on the ramparts was the clanking of armor or the nervous coughing of the Legionnaires. All eyes fixed on the forest and lake. They knew what lay out there—all that remained was to wait. 
Long minutes passed without movement. The wind no longer whispered across the lake, and it seemed the leaves had ceased their rustling. Utter stillness, an absence of sound that felt terrifying. Duvain's heart hammered against his ribs. 
A light appeared across the lake. Little more than a pinprick, so small it had to be far away. Another appeared beside it, then another, and still more. Golden lights appeared in the darkness, skirting the lake, dancing through the forest like will-o-the-wisps, growing larger with every passing second. Duvain lost count after thirty, and still they continued to multiply. The lights outnumbered the stars twinkling in the sky.
They drew closer, growing until Duvain could make out the massive figures of men carrying torches. The shores of Cold Lake stood a mere three hundred paces from the east gate, and the huge barbarians covered the ground in loping strides. Their shaggy bears and fur coats gave them a bestial appearance, like monsters from the stories his father had told him and Endyn to terrify them. 
But they were very real.
The call of a horn shattered the tense silence. Not the piercing note of a Legion's horn. No, this was a harsh, lugubrious sound that set the lake's surface rippling and sent the birds screaming from the trees. A second horn joined in, echoed by two, then three more. The clarion cry sent a shiver of fear down Duvain's spine.
The Eirdkilrs had arrived. 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
The ground shuddered beneath the tramping feet of the barbarians. The darkness disgorged them like a swarm of enormous ants rushing toward Saerheim. But the general’s message had gotten it wrong: the Eirdkilrs numbered not in the hundreds, but the thousands. 
Duvain clenched his fists, but found his hands shaking. He gripped his shield tighter and hoped no one noticed.
"Steady, lads." Corporal Rold spoke from nearby, his voice soft. His presence was solid, reliable at Duvain's back. Gone was the mockery, the disdain, the harshness from his voice. He spoke to keep them in line, stand strong against the enemy. "Pucker factor may be a ten out of ten, but that's no excuse to piss yourselves. Clench tight, and keep your eyes and steel forward."
Duvain almost found himself laughing in hysteric fear. Panic gripped him with a hand of ice, and only the solid feel of his weapons and the cold voice of the corporal kept him from emptying his bladder.
The barbarians' rush slowed, and they drew up in a ragged line a short distance from Saerheim. 
"What're they doing?" Duvain whispered to Owen.
"Keeping out of bowshot," the private whispered back. His voice shook—he was as terrified as Duvain. "They know what our ballistae can do to them."
Duvain turned to Owen with a confused expression. "But we don't have ballistae."
Owen nodded. "I know. And the moment they realize that, we're doomed."
Long minutes passed, and the mass of Eirdkilrs thickened as more and more came around the lake to join the ranks, until they became a solid black mass brightened sporadically by torches. The Eirdkilrs' chant carried the short distance to the palisade wall. Duvain didn't understand the words, but the meaning was clear. They called for blood.
"Shite!" Rold cursed. Duvain followed his gaze. A small contingent of men had broken away from the mass, advancing toward the gate at a steady pace. They walked slowly, their steps hesitant. They no doubt expected to be scythed down by the massive ballistae bolts.
No bolts came. The Deadheads had no artillery. 
The Eirdkilrs drew within forty paces of the gate and stopped at the base of the steep hill. They crouched behind a low farm wall, their gazes searching the ramparts. Duvain felt their gazes pause on him, and ice ran down his spine. From this distance, he imagined his death written in their eyes.
After a few moments, the Eirdkilrs stood and spread their arms wide. A few shouted in a derisive tone, and one dropped his leather breeches to expose his naked rear to the ramparts. This sent a ripple of laughter through the mass of waiting barbarians.
Still no response from Saerheim. With a shout, the throng of barbarians began to move forward, surging up the hill.
"Keeper have mercy," Rold muttered. "There's no stopping them now."
Duvain chest tightened at the grim tone in the corporal's voice. Rold's face had gone pale. Weasel's eyes were closed, and his lips formed silent words. Was he praying? 
Duvain sought out Endyn near the gate. His brother was lucky. On the ground, he couldn't see the wall of barbarians approaching. He didn't have to see his death drawing closer one lumbering step at a time.
A lone howl rose from the mass of Eirdkilrs. Another voice added to the keening cry. More and more joined in, until thousands of throats shouted their rage into the darkness. The cry died slowly, the sound seeming to echo from all around them. 
The Eirdkilrs charged.
"Brace yourselves!" Rold shouted. "Here they come!" 
The barbarians raced toward them, leaping walls, their booted feet trampling the few plants remaining on the barren farmland. Up the hill the Eirdkilrs came, thousands of massive, fur-covered brutes wielding huge axes, heavy war clubs, and spears nearly twice the length of a man. Moonlight glinted off their helmets—not the horned decorative headpieces of legend, but skull caps that looked all the more ominous for the simplicity. Wooden shields rode on their backs, and long knives hung like wolves' teeth from their belts. 
"Ware arrows!" a voice shouted. Rold's, Duvain realized in the back of his mind. 
He blinked. The men around him had crouched, but his body refused to heed his commands.
"Get down, you idiot!" A strong hand seized his collar and dragged him to the wooden ramparts. Something whizzed past his ear, narrowly missing slicing a furrow across the side of his head. Arrows thunked into the walls, thumped into the soft earth behind them, and, in the case of one unlucky Legionnaire, carved through flesh with deadly precision. The man went down with a scream, arrow embedded in his thigh. 
Wide-eyed, Duvain looked at the man that had dragged him down. "Th-Thank you, Corporal," he stammered. 
"Brick-headed, mouth-breathing numpty!" Rold scowled. "You're going to get yourself killed unless you wake the bloody hell up."
"Y-Yes, Corporal." Duvain's mouth was suddenly dry, yet sweat poured down his back. His hands shook so hard he couldn't hold his shield.
Rold seized his collar and shook him. "Snap out of it, meat! Stay focused or get dead."
The jostling shook something loose in Duvain's brain, and he found his mind and body back in harmony. He crouched with the other Legionnaires as the arrows rained down around them or slammed into the palisade wall. The tremor in his hand lessened as he forced himself to take deep breaths.
The rain of arrows diminished, replaced by the cries of the onrushing Eirdkilrs. 
"Now, up!" Rold roared. He stood, the rest of the Legionnaires moving with him. "Loose hand axes!" 
Duvain fumbled to draw the weapon. He'd never even hit the target during the weeks of practice, but that didn't matter here. He had a sea of targets to choose from. The Eirdkilrs racing up the narrow wagon path clustered so tightly together he was assured to hit something. Someone.
He hurled his axe with the rest of the Legionnaires. The steel head flashed once in the torchlight and disappeared in the darkness. The war cries of the Eirdkilrs mingled with shouts of pain. 
The command came again. "Loose second axe!" 
Duvain's muscles moved slowly. His arm seemed to take an age to come up, back, and forward. The haft of the throwing axe slipped from his sweat-slicked palms. He didn't know if it hit anything, but had no time to think about it. Someone shoved him aside, and an arrow sliced through the air where he'd been standing a moment before.
Rold slapped him hard. "Eyes open, meat! Get ready to repel them!" 
Duvain turned back to the wall and found the barbarians had closed the distance to the palisade. The Eirdkilrs didn't bother to use their shields—they simply charged the walls heedless of the risk of death. Among the chaotic mess of men, a few of the huge figures bore crude ladders, which were brought forward and quickly thrown up.
"Push 'em back!" Corporal Rold screamed. "Don't let them get over the wall!" 
A ladder slammed onto the wall just beside Duvain, and he reached forward to shove it away. The heavy wood refused to budge. Lowering his shield, he used both hands to push. Weasel seized the ladder's other rail, and together they hurled it away. 
Another ladder clanked on the wall, this time on Duvain's opposite side. By the time he had turned toward it, a wild, bearded face appeared over the edge of the wall. Owen drove his spear into the man's open mouth. Blood sprayed over Duvain's face, and the barbarian fell backward. With a shove, Owen sent the ladder after him.
The clash of steel melded with the cries of men, the Eirdkilrs' maddened howls, and a deep thump, thump. Duvain spared a glance for Endyn. His brother was hurled backward by the gate creaking inward. Endyn recovered his balance and threw himself against the huge doors, only to be thrown back again as the barbarians drove a battering ram against the gate. 
"Push them back!" Rold was calling over the din of battle. "Keep the Watcher-damned bastards off the wall!" He punctuated his words by thrusting his spear into a barbarian's throat. The Eirdkilr's howl was cut off with a gurgle, and he fell back. A moment later, another barbarian replaced him on the ladder. When Weasel hacked him down, another man came.
And so it went for an eternity. The Legionnaires cut down as many as they could, but still the Eirdkilrs came on. The blood-curdling war cries continued, a wailing that pierced the clash of steel on steel. The sound grated on Duvain's ears. He fought back the instinctive fear and tried to focus on the task at hand. 
Suddenly, without warning, there were no more. Duvain stumbled and fell to one knee. He found himself gasping for air. Fire consumed his arms and shoulders, and his forearms ached from gripping his spear and shield. Blood covered his arms, ran down his clothing, stained his face, leaked into his nose and mouth. How many Eirdkilrs had he killed? Had he killed any? He couldn't know for certain; it all faded into a crimson blur. 
"Meat, you wounded?" someone shouted at him.
Duvain blinked. Corporal Rold hovered over him, his face spattered with gore, his expression concerned.
"I…" He found himself at a loss for words. He wanted to say he was fine, he wasn't wounded. 
"You're bleeding," Rold told him.
Duvain looked down, and his brow furrowed. A gash ran from his left elbow to his shoulder, but he felt no pain. He felt nothing but the bone-numbing terror of battle.
"Damn, meat!" Rold shook his head. "If you don't get that stitched up, you'll bleed out." 
As the fog of battle retreated, the pain asserted itself. A throbbing ache ran to his shoulder. His left hand felt weak as he gripped his shield. 
"Owen, get meat here to the healer, double time!" Rold shouted.
Owen sat on the parapet, his back against the wooden wall. He had his eyes closed, his lips pressed in a tight line, as if fighting to keep down his meal. 
"Private!" Rold gripped Owen's collar and dragged the man to his feet. "Do you hear me, soldier?" 
"Yes, Corporal," Owen managed to mutter. His eyes opened, and he paled at the sight of Rold's bloodstained face. 
Rold shoved Owen toward Duvain. "Get him to the healer, now!" 
Owen moved as if in a trance, reaching for Duvain and helping him to stand. Duvain winced at the pain in his arm; with the fog of battle retreating, he was fully aware of its presence now. He needed Owen's help to climb down the ladder from the parapet. 
He shot a glance at Endyn. His brother had a cut on his forehead and a mud stain on his knees, but otherwise looked unharmed. 
"Corporal Rold!" Captain Lingram's voice cut through the night. "Status report." The captain strode toward them, his face a mask of concern.
Rold leapt from the parapet, landing on the ground beside Duvain, and pushed through the Legionnaires to meet the captain a short distance away. "Situation's dire, sir." He spoke in a voice too low for the men on the wall to hear, but Duvain caught everything as he limped past. "We've no hope of holding. We can stall them, but…"
"Understood." The captain nodded. "How long do we have?"
Rold shrugged. "They took a beating in that first round, so they'll retreat for a few minutes to lick their wounds before trying again. But they'll be back on us in five, ten minutes at most."
Captain Lingram's face hardened. "Then we've got to make use of the time."
Rold's face went blank. "Orders, Captain?" 
Duvain slowed further. The fate of the Deadheads rested on Captain Lingram's next words.
The captain drew in a deep breath. "We've got to get as many of the villagers out of here as we can. Lord Virinus and his entourage as well. I want your squad heading up the flight." 
"My squad?" Rold asked. "With respect, sir, the big one's our best hope of holding the gate as long as possible. Squad Three may not be the Legion's finest, but—"
"Corporal, you have your orders." Captain Lingram's voice brooked no dissent. "Get your men to the wagons and get the people moving."
"And you, sir?" Rold asked. 
"I'll be commanding the rear guard, buying the rest of you time to escape." 
"Not a bloody chance." A new voice entered the discussion: Sergeant Brash's. "You can stuff that order up your keister, with all due respect, sir."
Duvain stopped, unable to help himself listening to the debate. 
Captain Lingram's expression grew angry. "Sergeant, while I appreciate—"
"Appreciate nothing, sir." The sergeant spoke in his cold, quiet voice. "You know as well as I do that you're the best chance of any of us making it back to Icespire in one piece. You know the terrain better than any of us, and you're one of the few that speaks enough Fehlan to communicate with the villagers. That makes you the best man to head up the retreat party."
"He's right, Captain." Awr had joined the debate now. "And you know it. It's just your Keeper-damned pride and loyalty that's talking you into staying. We both know how that'd turn out.”
Captain Lingram's face hardened. "I thought my soldiers had more respect than this."
"We've all the respect in the world, Captain," Brash replied. "Which is why we're all going to tell you that we'll knock you out cold and tie you to the wagons before we let you command the rear guard."
Captain Lingram's eyes narrowed. "You speak of mutiny, Sergeant."
"Call it what you will, captain." Brash shrugged. "Whatever it takes to get you out of here in one piece."
"Damn it, Brash, I won't stand by and let you do this!" Captain Lingram's voice rose to a shout.
"Begging your pardon, sir, but I'm not giving you much choice." Brash folded his arms over his chest. "After what you did for me in Garrow's Canyon, I owe you. Seems like as fine a time as any to make good on that debt."
Captain Lingram tried to speak, but Awr cut him off. "You've a part to play in all this, Captain. You've got to get the Fjall chieftain's daughter back to Icespire and make sure that treaty gets signed. Would you really trust Lord Virinus with command of your men?" 
The captain's brow furrowed. 
"He'd get everyone killed before daybreak." Awr shook his head. "The rest of them are counting on you, sir." He saluted. "Brash and I'll mind the village in your absence. Might even have a nice warm meal prepared for you when you get back."
Captain Lingram tried to speak, but no words came. He swallowed and tried again. "How many can you spare?"
Sergeant Brash turned back to study the walls. "With fifteen, I can hold long enough for you to get out."
Awr nodded. "We'll keep them busy for you, Captain."
Captain Lingram's eyes narrowed. "Awr, you don’t have to do this. There's no debt between us."
"That's where you're wrong, sir." Awr gestured to his throat. "The bastards would've finished the job if it weren't for you. It cost you everything to stand up to that cunt Virinus for me. Not a day's gone by that I want to tell you to take it back, to sit down and let them hang me for thievery. You wouldn't be in this mess if it weren't for me."
"I did what was right, Awr. You were trying to feed your family. You didn't deserve—"
"And that right is what got you sent here in the first place." The corporal folded his arms. "I won't let your pig-headed insistence on being a good man get you killed."
Sergeant Brash and Corporal Awr straightened and gave Captain Lingram a solemn salute. "It was an honor, sir," Brash said. 
The captain returned the salute with a hard expression. "Make the bastards pay, Sergeant."
"Aye, sir." Sergeant Brash nodded. He turned to Awr and clapped the corporal on the back. "Seems like a nice night to dance with the Long Keeper, doesn't it, Corporal?"
"That it does, Sergeant." Awr returned the grin. "And I've got my dance shoes all polished and ready for the party." With a nod to the captain, he turned and strode with Brash toward the east gate.
Captain Lingram watched them go, unable to take his eyes from them. When he finally turned away, tears glimmered in his eyes. 
Duvain set off without a word. The captain deserved a moment alone.
"They're staying to die," Owen whispered.
Duvain nodded. "Die like Legionnaires." It was as much as anyone in the Legion of Heroes could ask for.
The villagers bustled about the town square, under the shouted commands of one of the other sergeants. Duvain stumbled through the mess of men and into the main longhouse where Eira had set up her makeshift infirmary. 
One of the young women assisting the healer directed Duvain to take a seat. After a quick glance at his arm, she rattled off a question in Fehlan and held up a needle and catgut thread. Duvain nodded. The woman scurried away, returning a moment later with a bowl of water and a cloth. She bathed the wound, eliciting a wince from Duvain, and set about stitching it up. Duvain gritted his teeth against the pain and bit back a cry. So many of the others were far worse off than he; it would dishonor their suffering if he cried out.
Four men lay silent on the pallets, eyes wide and unseeing. Another Legionnaire screamed as Eira wrestled with the shaft of an arrow buried in his gut. Blood pumped from two more arrows in his thigh and shoulder. His cries grew weaker as the pool of crimson around him widened, until he fell unconscious. The healer cursed in Fehlan and moved on to the next Legionnaire.
The young woman said something in Fehlan, gathered up her bowl, and left. Duvain studied his arm—the stitching was crude, but at least the wound would heal. He'd bear a nasty scar for the rest of his life. He'd be lucky to get away with just a scar.
The smell of death hung thick in the longhouse. The metallic tang of blood mixed with the stench of loosening bowels, accentuated by the pungent aroma of Eira's potions, poultices, and salves. Smoke from the fire burning in the earthen pit filled the enclosed space. 
Duvain's brow furrowed. No, that couldn't be right. The few embers in the firepit emitted little smoke and no heat. The smell of burning straw came a moment later. He glanced at the roof, and his eyes went wide at the sight. The wooden ceiling beams and dry thatch of the longhouse was ablaze. 
"Get out!" he shouted at the top of his lungs. "Fire!" 
Eira turned to him, and he pointed upward. "Fire!" he shouted again.
The healer followed his finger, her eyes widening at sight of the burning roof. Without hesitation, she barked orders to her assistants, and they scrambled to finish tying the dressings on the two Legionnaires they tended. Duvain raced toward the nearest wounded, a Legionnaire with his arm in a sling and a bandage around his head. 
"Can you stand?" he shouted.
The man fixed him with a blank stare.
"The longhouse is burning!" Duvain reached for the man's good arm and tried to help him stand. 
The Legionnaire stared dumbly at him, fresh blood staining the bandage on his head. 
"Owen!" Duvain shouted. "Owen!" 
Owen appeared a moment later. His face turned a nauseated green at the sight of so much blood, but Duvain's shouts drew his attention. 
"We have to get them out of here before the longhouse burns down!" 
Nodding, Owen stooped to help another wounded Legionnaire to stand.
Duvain half-dragged, half-carried the man outside the longhouse. Horror thrummed through him at the sight that greeted him.
Saerheim burned. 
Fire consumed the thatched roofs of the longhouses. Smoke hung thick in the air, setting him coughing. The Legionnaire beside him grunted, and the weight on Duvain's shoulder suddenly lessened. He whirled, wide-eyed. The man lay on his back, a flaming arrow buried in his chest. 
"Duvain!" A thick voice echoed above the crackle of flames. "Duvain!" 
Duvain recognized the voice. "Endyn!" he shouted. "Over here."
A massive figure lumbered through the choking grey clouds. Endyn's face creased into a relieved smile. "We need to get out of here!" he shouted.
"I know, but we can't leave the wounded." Duvain turned back to the main longhouse. Owen had a wounded man's arm slung over his shoulder. A moment later, Eira appeared at the door, supporting another Legionnaire. 
Duvain rushed past them and into the longhouse. Smoke, so thick Duvain could hardly see, set him coughing. A terrible heat filled the air, constricting his lungs. His eyes scanned the murky haze for any sign of movement.
His foot struck something hard and he stumbled, falling forward. He cried out as pain raced up his injured arm. Looking down, he glimpsed a body through the smoke. One of the healer's assistants. She wasn't moving. 
With his good hand, Duvain grasped her collar and dragged her toward the door. Soot filled his lungs, setting him coughing. The heat in the longhouse intensified as the fire spread down the walls. A wooden beam collapsed not five paces from his head, and another crashed to the ground somewhere in the back of the smoke-filled longhouse. The building crumbled around him, but he couldn't drag the unconscious woman any faster.
Endyn's bulk materialized beside him. He bent, lifted the woman, and slung her over his shoulder. "Let's go!" he shouted.
Duvain stumbled after him out into the night. A heartbeat after he staggered through the open door, the longhouse's central beam crashed to the ground. The roof collapsed, bringing down the walls with a thunderous roar. Dust and smoke billowed around them.
"This way!" Endyn cried. 
Duvain rushed after his brother. Outside, the wind kept the smoke at bay enough that they could see their way. The light of the burning village illuminated the outlines of the people rushing toward the west gate. Women, children, and the aged huddled just within the gate, surrounded by the thirty remaining Legionnaires. Captain Lingram, Lord Virinus, and the four mercenaries were there as well. Two of the mercenaries gripped a hastily-improvised litter, upon which lay the small form of a girl. Branda, daughter of Eirik Throrsson.
The men of Saerheim, however, marched in the opposite direction—toward the east gate and the Eirdkilrs waiting there. Their faces were grim, set in hard expressions. Duvain read it in their eyes: they knew their pitchforks, scythes, and rusted weapons couldn't hope to match the Eirdkilrs' weapons, but they would fight to give their families a chance to escape.
"Soldier, is that the last of the wounded?" Captain Lingram shouted at Endyn. 
Endyn hesitated. "The longhouse collapsed."
"We got out the ones we could, Captain," Duvain answered.
Captain Lingram's brow furrowed, but he nodded. "That's all anyone could ask for." 
"Captain, if we are to make our escape, we must move now!" Lord Virinus snapped. "As you know, it's imperative for me to reach Icespire with our guest."
The captain nodded. "I understand, my lord. I have no desire to hesitate any longer than necessary, but the retreat must be coordinated."
Lord Virinus drew himself up to his full, less-than-impressive height. "As commanding officer of this garrison, I—"
Captain Lingram rounded on him, his eyes flashing hotter than the burning village. "You surrendered your right to command, my lord. Until we are safely back in Icespire, I am in charge here. Do not forget it."
Lord Virinus bristled, but Captain Lingram's glare silenced him.
Expression sorrowful, Captain Lingram glanced toward the east side of the camp, where the Legionnaires and villagers fought to buy them time to escape. Clearly he wanted to be with them, but he knew his duty lay in protecting the villagers, Lord Virinus' company, and his men still alive. With a sad shake of his head, he turned back to the people assembled at the gate. 
"All right, lads," he said in a quiet voice, "it's time to go."
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
Duvain forced himself to take slow, steady breaths. The fear roiling in his stomach threatened to overwhelm him. Judging by the nervous shifting of the men beside him, dismay held them all in its icy grip.
Twenty Legionnaires formed the shield wall—two ranks deep, and ten men long—barely enough to span the broad gate. Duvain had no doubt the Eirdkilrs would overrun them easily, but Captain Lingram's orders had been clear. They had to stand. It was the only way the villagers would escape. 
It took two hundred people a surprising amount of time to leave. Two heavily-laden wagons had evacuated the soldiers too wounded to stand, along with enough supplies for the journey to Icespire. The villagers had left behind everything they couldn't carry—their entire lives' work burned in their longhouses, but they had no choice but to flee.
If only they'd flee faster! Close to fifty villagers crowded toward the gate, waiting for their turn to leave. The exodus could only have taken ten minutes, but to Duvain, it felt like a lifetime.
The cries of the Legionnaires holding the east gate drifted through the crackling of the burning longhouses. Every sound pierced Duvain's heart. He knew what was happening at the gate. Sergeant Brash, Corporal Awr, and their Legionnaires fought beside the men of Saerheim to give them a chance to survive. They faced Eirdkilrs in the thousands, and they numbered fewer than forty. It was only a matter of time.
Time ran out sooner than Duvain expected. Huge figures appeared in the smoke, racing around the village, filling the night with bestial war cries. Two, three, five, six. Six Eirdkilrs, massive men with beards as shaggy as the Wasteland ice bear pelts they wore. They gripped massive war clubs, axes, and spears far too heavy for any but the strongest Legionnaire to lift. Duvain had no desire to see the carnage those weapons could wreak. He gritted his teeth and whispered a silent prayer to the Swordsman that the barbarians would be too busy with the burning houses to notice them.
Icy blue Eirdkilr eyes came to rest on the line of Legionnaires, and vicious grins split their huge faces. Howling into the sky, they hefted their weapons and charged. Their long legs ate up the ground at an impossible pace—or maybe it was just Duvain's fear that sped everything up. His mouth went dry, and his arms refused to respond to his commands to raise his shield. 
The pack of Eirdkilrs crashed into the shield wall with bone-jarring force. The front rank of Legionnaires stumbled back, and a shield rim slammed into Duvain's face. Blood filled his mouth. The taste snapped him from his stupor. Lifting his spear, he thrust it toward the barbarian pressing against the Legionnaire to his right. The spear head struck a glancing blow, bouncing off the thick, white hides slung over the barbarian's back. With a wild cry, the Eirdkilr raised his axe and brought it smashing down onto a stocky Legionnaire in the front row. The man—Duvain didn't know his name— barely managed to raise his shield to block the blow. He cried out as the impact shattered his arm and drove him to one knee. 
Duvain struck again, and this time the spear found its target. The blade cut a long gash across the barbarian's cheek. The Eirdkilr whirled toward him and unleashed a war cry, raising his axe to strike. Another Legionnaire brought the savage down with the thrust of a short sword into his gut. When the Eirdkilr fell to his knees, the same soldier tore out his throat with the edge of his blade. 
Something big and heavy slammed into Duvain's left side. He turned and raised his sword to defend himself, but it was only Endyn. His brother had been knocked into him by the Legionnaire in front of him. The soldier in the front row fell without a scream, an Eirdkilr axe splitting him from crown to shoulder. The barbarian released his grip on the heavy battle axe and drew his sword. Endyn's hewing spear removed his head in one great, sweeping motion. The barbarian's decapitated body fell backward, spraying blood.
The sudden rush of battle faded as the last Eirdkilr fell beneath the stabbing Legionnaire short swords. Duvain stared wildly around, unable to believe it. They'd survived! 
Not all of them. Four Legionnaires had fallen to the Eirdkilrs, and two more were too badly wounded to keep fighting.
"Legionnaires, fall back!" 
The cry came from the gate. Captain Lingram stood there, beckoning for them. The gate was clear, and the retreating backs of the fleeing villagers could be seen disappearing into the darkness.
"Double time!" Corporal Rold shouted. Wiping blood—his own, and that of the man who'd died beside him—from his eyes, he reached for one of the wounded Legionnaires and helped him up. "Let's go, soldier!" 
"My arm!" the man screamed. His sword arm ended just below the shoulder; the rest lay on the ground. 
"We'll get you a new one, soldier!" Rold snapped. "For now, we run."
The man's cries of agony grew louder as he stumbled after Rold. Duvain found himself rooted to the spot. He couldn't flee—his feet refused to heed his commands to move. He couldn't tear his eyes from the lifeless bodies around him. Eirdkilr lay beside Legionnaire, each equally silent and motionless in death. 
"Duvain!" Endyn's cry filtered through the blood pounding in his ears. "Let's go!" 
Duvain moved, slowly, as if lead filled his legs, stumbling after his retreating company. 
Beside the gate, the last wagon waited for the wounded soldiers. The driver fought for control of his horse, which reared and plunged, its eyes wide. The smell of blood and smoke drove it wild with fear. 
The beast let out a terrified shriek and reared once more. It took Duvain's mind a moment to register the arrow that had suddenly sprouted from the horse's neck. Beside him, the driver fell with a cough, hurled to the side by an invisible hand. He lay where he'd fallen, blood trickling from the arrow lodged in his throat.
"Enemy contact!" Rold shouted. "About face, lads!" 
The corporal seized Duvain's arm and whirled him about. At the far end of the main square, a few hundred paces away, dozens of Eirdkilrs appeared through the smoke. Ten of them carried bows, which they drew back and loosed at the huddled Legionnaires. Duvain ducked behind his shield as the arrows thunked into the earth around him.
"The gates!" Captain Lingram shouted. "Get to the gates!" 
Duvain watched from behind his shield as Weasel, Owen, and two other Legionnaires rushed toward the open gate. He knew it would be futile—the Eirdkilrs would swarm over them in a matter of minutes.
A looming figure lumbered past him. Endyn. His brother raced not toward the gate, but in the direction of the cart. The horse's protests had quieted, its struggles weakening as the blood gushed from the arrow wound in its neck. With a quiet moan, it fell and lay still.
"Endyn, what are you doing?" Duvain screamed. 
"Help me!" Endyn cried. Drawing his sword, he cut the horse's traces and seized the cart's wheels. 
Duvain suddenly understood. Closing the gate would do little, but Endyn had found a way to block them. 
He raced toward Endyn. "Owen!" he cried, thrusting a finger toward the nearest burning home. "Get fire." 
With a nod, Owen raced off. 
The barbarians' howls of delight filled the night, adding to the clatter of arrows thumping into the earth around Duvain, Endyn, and Weasel. Endyn heaved on the wagon, dragging it toward the gate. 
"Corporal, we need to get the wounded out of here!" Duvain shouted. "We'll hold them off, at least a little while."
Rold's jaw had taken on a stubborn set. "You're idiots if you think this'll work."
Duvain ignored him. He reached the wagon and gripped one of the shafts, lending his weight and strength to Endyn's. Weasel did the same with the other shaft. 
The wagon, loaded with provisions, weighed more than Duvain had expected. Even after Rold got the wounded off the wagon and on their feet, the three of them struggled to move it even a hand's breadth. He cast a glance back and his heart sank. The horse's struggles had cracked the front axle. 
But that didn't stop him from pulling for all he was worth. They had to cover the escape, no matter what. If they didn't, Awr, Brash, and the other Legionnaires at the east gate would have sacrificed their lives for nothing. 
The approaching Eirdkilrs seemed to understand what they were doing. Arrows whistled down around the three of them, and Endyn grunted as one pinged off his breastplate. Duvain ducked into the protective cover of the wagon. 
Weasel had nowhere to hide. He shrieked and fell, an arrow piercing his leg. Without a shield, he couldn't protect himself from the arrows. Howling in pain, he crawled under the wagon. 
Endyn cried out. Duvain's eyes widened—an arrow protruded from the side of his breastplate. A moment later, another thunked into his upper shoulder, followed by another in his leg. But the big Legionnaire refused to fall. With a grimace, he leaned forward and dragged the wagon onward.
Duvain had a choice: help Endyn or shield him from the arrows. It was no choice at all. Releasing his grip on the wagon, he dove for a fallen Legionnaire's shield and raced around Endyn. He took up position between his brother and the oncoming barbarians. Arrows thumped into the shield as Duvain tried to block the incoming shafts.
Too many slipped past. Every time Duvain looked back, a new shaft had pierced Endyn's chest, shoulder, back, sides, and legs. The barbarians loosed as they raced toward the struggling Legionnaires. Within seconds, Duvain knew they'd be overwhelmed.
"Endyn!" he screamed. 
With a cry, Endyn threw his weight into dragging the wagon. The wheels creaked forward for a moment before, with an ominous crack, the axle snapped. The wagon tilted precariously—right toward the open gate. Duvain shielded Endyn as his brother raced around to the side of the wagon, crouched, pressed his shoulder against the underside of the wagon, and heaved. His muscles corded, his huge legs driving upward. A thunderous roar rumbled from his throat. Slowly, the wagon wheels lifted from the ground, and it toppled over onto its side with a tremendous crash. 
Endyn sagged, exhausted. The effort had taken everything out of him. 
"Get over the wagon!" Duvain shouted. 
Endyn struggled to his feet and tried to scramble up onto the wagon bed. His arms trembled, exhausted from the effort, and he fell. 
Duvain's gaze darted toward the oncoming Eirdkilrs. They had reached the well, and closed the remaining distance to the gate at full speed. Their howling war cries grew louder as they drew closer.
A small figure appeared from the thick smoke. Owen raced toward them, a torch held in his hands. 
Duvain's gut tightened. The Eirdkilrs spotted the racing Legionnaire, and their bows turned toward him. More than a dozen barbarians loosed at the same time. The shafts streaked through the darkness toward Owen. 
The first took him in the leg, just above the knee. The second punched into his side, followed by two more. He fell hard, and the rest whistled over his head. He crawled toward them, keening a cry of agony.  
Before Duvain realized what was happening, Endyn had pushed past him and raced toward the fallen Legionnaire.
"Endyn, no!" Duvain shouted. 
His brother, heedless of his warning, crossed the distance to Owen in five great steps, reached down, and lifted the man into his arms. He whirled, shielding Owen's body with his own. Arrows pelted all around him, more than a few slamming into him, sending him staggering. He crashed into the wagon and fell hard, but staggered up again. He lifted Owen high and passed him into the waiting arms beyond. 
He turned to Duvain. "You're next!" Without waiting, he lifted Duvain, armor and all, and propelled him over the wagon. Duvain crashed to the ground. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs. Ignoring the ache, he leapt to his feet and spun toward the cart.
Endyn's massive figure appeared over the wagon, a mountain illuminated by the village burning behind him. Something slammed into his back, knocking him forward. He fell hard and landed face-first in the churned mud. He didn't move. 
"No!" In horror, Duvain stared down at his brother. More than twenty shafts protruded from Endyn's back, neck, and legs. Some of the broad-headed arrows had punched through his breastplate, mail shirt, and gambeson. 
He crouched over his brother. "Damn you, Endyn, get up!" 
His brother didn't respond. 
"Endyn!" Tears streamed down his cheeks, and sorrow thickened his throat. He shook his brother. "Don't do this to me, curse you." 
Strong hands gripped him and dragged him away. "Meat!" Corporal Rold shouted in his ear. "We've got to move." 
Duvain fought to free himself. He couldn't leave Endyn, not like this…
"Damn it, Duvain!" Corporal Rold tackled him, bringing him down to the muddy ground. "Your brother's gone, soldier." The corporal's voice was harsh in Duvain's ear. "And we'll all join him if we don't get out of here."
Duvain screamed and shouted, but the corporal held him fast.
"Corporal," a weak voice cut through the din. Owen, lying on the ground, held up the torch. "The wagon." He coughed, bringing up blood. "Fire…the wagon."
The momentary distraction gave Duvain the chance he needed to break free. He squirmed out from under Corporal Rold, staggered to his feet, and snatched the torch from Owen's hand. 
As Duvain reached the wagon, the face of a massive Eirdkilr loomed over the side. Howling a cry of delight, the barbarian raised his massive club to crush Duvain's skull. Terror froze Duvain. The torch in his hand hovered just short of the straw piled high beside the wagon.
A throwing axe hurtled past Duvain's head, burying deep in the Eirdkilr's face. The savage's delight turned to agony. Blood sprayed, and the huge barbarian toppled backward.
Corporal Rold appeared beside Duvain, sword in hand. "Do it, damn you!" 
Duvain threw the torch into the pile of straw. The flame licked eagerly at the dry strands and, within moments, the wood was ablaze. The clash of steel echoed just beside Duvain's head. Another Eirdkilr had climbed onto the overturned wagon, only to be cut down by Corporal Rold. Another Legionnaire battled a second barbarian beyond.
As Duvain turned away, he caught a familiar hand poking out from beneath the wagon. The long, slim fingers, still gripping the sword, could only belong to Weasel. He turned away, not wanting to watch the fire consume the corpse of his comrade. His friend. 
The lump returned to Duvain's throat as his eyes went to Endyn's body. With the last of his strength, he willed his brother to move, to stir, to breathe. Nothing happened. His brother hadn't moved. With all those arrows in him, he wouldn't move again. 
"Let's go, soldier!" Corporal Rold gripped his arm and dragged him away. "We've got minutes before they find a way past."
Duvain didn't protest. He followed, his limbs numb, his mind blank. Only the corporal's hand on his arm kept him moving, kept him from collapsing. His mind refused to comprehend what had just happened. His world had shattered with his brother's death.
He cast a final glance back. The light of the burning wagon cast a funereal glow on Endyn's body, so silent and still. 
Wait, was that—?
It was! 
Endyn's back rose and fell. He was breathing! 
Duvain blinked. Was it just a cruel trick of his brain? No, it was real. Endyn blinked, and his head lifted slowly from the ground.
Eyes wide, Duvain watched, incredulous. He couldn't believe it. 
"Help…me," Endyn rumbled.
The words pierced Duvain's shocked numbness. He ripped his arm from Rold's grasp and raced back toward his brother. "Endyn!" 
"Damn it, meat, he—" Rold's cry cut off with a surprised gasp. 
Duvain skidded to a halt beside Endyn. His brother struggled to rise to his elbows, groaning with the effort. Duvain hauled on Endyn's arm, helping him to his feet. 
Rold appeared on Endyn's other side. "By the Keeper!" he breathed. "How in the bloody hell…?"  
Duvain had no answer, but it didn't matter. All that mattered was that Endyn was alive! More than that, he was walking and talking, though pain rendered his voice tight. 
Together, he and Rold helped Endyn limp down the hill and out of the light of the burning village. When they'd reached the shadows of the forest, Rold slipped out from beneath Endyn's arm. 
"How in the bloody hell are you still alive?" he demanded.
Endyn glanced down at his body. "I-I don't know."
Duvain studied his brother. A few of the arrows had fallen loose in their struggle. Through the holes in the mail shirt and gambeson, Duvain caught a glimpse of the thick, grey scales. 
"Impossible!" he gasped. 
The scales had grown thicker since the last time he'd seen his brother's back. Blood trickled from small puncture wounds in the stony grey surface. The Eirdkilrs' arrows, driven by the force of their powerful bows, had punched through his breastplate, mail shirt, and gambeson. But the dragonskin had saved him. 
Duvain tested the theory by tugging on another of the arrows. Though Endyn yelped, the arrowhead pulled loose of the mail shirt with little effort. 
One by one, he tugged the arrows free, to the astonishment of the other Legionnaires around him. Thirty arrows had struck his brother—thirty arrows fell to the ground, leaving little more than small punctures to mark their passage. 
"Watcher's beard!" one of the Legionnaires breathed. "It's a miracle!" 
Rold lifted Endyn's shirt, revealing the thick, crusted scales on his back. "Not a miracle," he growled. "Bloody good fortune, I'd say."
The two arrows in Endyn's leg pulled free as well, though without armor to protect his lower body, the arrowheads had been driven in a bit deeper. None of the Legionnaires could believe it—Duvain struggled with it himself. 
The dragonskin that had plagued Endyn for so many years had just saved his life? Impossible! Yet there was no mistake. Endyn had survived because of it. 
Rold whistled. "If anyone'd told me that story, I'd have called him a madman." He shook his head. "You're one lucky bastard, you know that?"
A broad grin spread Endyn's massive face, and he colored, this time with pride instead of embarrassment. 
The howling of the Eirdkilrs shattered the momentary calm. Their cries echoed with fury at being stymied in their attempts to capture the Legionnaires. 
"Can you walk?" Rold asked Endyn.
Endyn nodded. 
"Good," said the corporal, tightening his grip on his sword, "then we need to get the fiery hell out of here. It won't take long for them to find a way around. When they do, we'd better be as far away from here as possible."  
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
A hundred fearful faces turned toward them, and relief shone in the eyes of the villagers as they recognized the Legionnaires. Captain Lingram pushed through the crowd of people and rushed toward them as they approached.
"Situation report, Corporal."
Corporal Rold gave a tired salute. "Saerheim has officially fallen, sir." 
Captain Lingram's face grew pale. "Watcher have mercy," he said in a quiet voice, bowing his head.
"The bastards had overrun the village, and they'd have caught us if not for the big one." Rold inclined his head toward Endyn. "He blocked the gate, bought us a few minutes at least."
Captain Lingram turned to Endyn. "All of us owe our lives to you, soldier. You've done the Legion proud."
"Thank you, sir," Endyn rumbled. "But I didn't do it alone." He dropped his gaze to the body in his arms. Even after Owen had grown too weak to walk, Endyn had ignored Rold's orders and carried Owen all this way. He didn't care that the Legionnaire hadn't moved in half an hour. Duvain could see the weariness in Endyn's limbs and face, but his brother refused to leave Owen. "He…he was the real hero, sir. Weasel, too. Gave everything he had."
Sorrow filled Captain Lingram's eyes. "All of you are." He lifted his eyes to Duvain, Rold, and the six Legionnaires that had guarded the rear. "Each and every one. Your courage and loyalty will be rewarded when we reach Icespire."
Rold nodded. "Let's get on with that, then, sir. The more distance we put between us and those savages, the better I'll feel."
"I couldn't agree more." Lord Virinus' voice held the petulance of a spoiled child. He had joined them at the rear of the company. "It's a pity more of you didn't survive. We'll need every able-bodied man to reach Icespire ahead of the barbarians." He looked up at Endyn. "You, giant. Your friend is dead. Your strength is needed for the living."
Captain Lingram turned to Virinus, his jaw clenched. "My lord—"
Lord Virinus ignored the captain, but turned to the crowd. "Barkus, Scathan!" He called out. "Bring the girl here."
The mercenaries pushed through the crowd, gripping the makeshift stretcher upon which lay the chieftain's daughter. 
Lord Virinus waved at Endyn. "Let him carry her. Your swords will be better served protecting us all." He turned a hard gaze on Captain Lingram. "Unless you can truly say your man is worth my four blades?"
Captain Lingram's eyes narrowed and his mouth opened.
"Captain," Endyn rumbled, cutting off whatever he'd been about to say. "I will carry her. But give me a moment." He lifted Owen's body. "He deserves to be set to rest."
After a moment of hesitation, Captain Lingram nodded. 
Endyn disappeared into the woods, Owen's body cradled in his huge arms. Duvain wanted to go with him, but the look in Endyn's face held him back. When he returned empty-handed a few minutes later, tears streaked his huge cheeks. Without a word, he lifted the girl from stretcher. He strode toward the head of the line in silence. 
"Thank you, my lord." Captain Lingram spoke through clenched teeth. 
"For what?" Confusion stained the nobleman's face.
"For volunteering your men to join my company." 
The nobleman's eyes went wide, but Captain Lingram turned away, addressing the four mercenaries. "You know these woods better than us. You will serve as the rear guard. Stay two hundred paces behind the main group. If the Eirdkilrs come, do not engage, but report to me at once. Understood?"
The mercenaries' eyes darted to Lord Virinus, whose face had gone a furious shade of purple. "How dare you command my men?" he railed. "You—"
"You said your men would be better protecting us all," Captain Lingram retorted, his voice hard. "I am simply doing as you said, my lord." The last two words came out in a growl. 
The nobleman's eyes narrowed. "You overstep yourself, Captain. These men serve me, and—"
"Do you wish to live long enough to see Icespire?" Captain Lingram snarled. "If so, shut your mouth and follow my orders. Or by the Keeper, I'll string you up and leave you to the Eirdkilrs myself."
"You wouldn’t dare!" Lord Virinus actually took a step back. "I am a nobleman of Icespire."
"And I am the commander of these men." The captain looked at the mercenaries. "All of them. Every one of us will be needed to survive. Even you, my lord. Now, get back to the head of the line and keep people moving." He dropped his voice. "Be useful, for once, Myron."
Virinus gaped, but no sound came out from his mouth. 
Captain Lingram turned to the mercenaries. "Move out. Now!" His voice brooked no disobedience.
The mercenaries obeyed. Their mottled brown cloaks blended with the shadows of the forest as they returned down the road toward Saerheim, until Duvain lost sight of them in the darkness.
"As for the rest of you," Captain Lingram said to Duvain and the other Legionnaires, "bring up the rear, and be wary. We're counting on you to alert us if the Eirdkilrs catch up."
Despite his exhaustion, Duvain snapped a crisp salute. "Aye, sir." He adjusted his grip on his shield and spear and stood straighter.
With a nod, Captain Lingram strode away, leaving a gaping Lord Virinus. 
Duvain and the other Legionnaires ignored the nobleman, but took their place at the rear of the line without a word. A moment later, Lord Virinus stormed past, muttering dark curses on Captain Lingram.
Duvain strained his ears, listening for any sign of pursuit. Dread grew heavy within him. Any minute now, the howling of the Eirdkilrs would split the night. 
After the din of battle and the roaring fire, the sounds of night were oddly muted to Duvain. A night owl hooted high in a yew tree, while the chill wind filled the air with the rustling of dry autumn leaves. The clanking of the Legionnaire's armor seemed to echo from the forest around them, amplified by his anxiety. Boots squelched in mud. Children wailed for their beds and their fathers, only to be hushed by mothers who spoke in voices filled with sorrow. They would never see their men again, yet they marched on. Their children had to live. 
Fear hung like a thick pall over them all. They all knew what pursued them, and that knowledge spurred them to move faster. The Eirdkilrs, unencumbered by belongings, children, and the aging, would eventually catch up, and the wave of death would sweep over them. They had every reason to move faster.
As they rounded a corner in the trail, Duvain caught a glimpse of the muddy patch of ground and fallen logs they'd passed on their way to the village. The Legionnaires gave the pile of logs a wide berth, herding the villagers into the forest to avoid pissing off the woodcutter vipers. Duvain shuddered at the memory of what lived there. Endyn had nearly died—he would have, had not the serpent's fangs struck the dragonskin. The dragonskin had saved him then, as it saved him back at Saerheim. 
"Captain!" A voice pierced the tense silence of the night. Duvain's stomach twisted. It came from behind him.
He turned to see two of the mercenaries racing toward them, his eyes wide. "They're coming, Captain!" he cried. There was no sign of the other two.
Captain Lingram appeared at the rear of the train of people and animals. "How far?"
"They can't be more than five minutes out, sir!" the mercenary gasped, winded. 
"Damn it!" Captain Lingram clenched his fists. He looked at the procession of people and soldiers—they had no way out. "We have to move faster!"
He shouted in Fehlan, and his words had an immediate effect. Women, children, and the village elders broke into a run, panic on their faces. The drivers of the two carts whipped the draft horses to move faster. 
Duvain, Rold, and the other Legionnaires hustled after them. Duvain couldn't help looking over his shoulders. At any moment, the Eirdkilrs would appear around the bend in the road. He and his fellow Legionnaires would hold the rear in the hope that they could buy enough time for the rest to escape. A desperate hope, one with no chance of success.
As he cast a fearful glance back, his eyes fell on the pile of fallen logs. An idea struck him like a bolt of lightning. A dangerous, potentially suicidal idea. At this point, they had nothing else. 
"Captain," he called. "Permission to remain in the rear?" 
Captain Lingram shook his head. "Denied, soldier. This is neither the time nor place for a desperate last stand. We have to try to outrun them." His expression and the tone of his voice spoke volumes: he knew they had little hope, but he had to try.
"Captain, I've got an idea that could buy us a bit of time, but it'll only work if I'm the only one the Eirdkilrs see."
The captain’s brow furrowed. "What are you thinking?"
Duvain explained his idea. The captain shook his head. "Not a chance!"
"It's the only chance, Captain," Duvain insisted. "It'll work—I know it. Get everyone off the road, into the forest. Keep moving north, toward Icespire. I'll catch up as soon as I can." He glanced toward Lord Virinus' mercenaries. "And I'll need someone to guide me."
One of the two mercenaries, the one named Scathan, stepped forward. "I'll go with him."
"So will I." Corporal Rold joined them. 
Duvain shook his head. "Corporal, this isn't going to—"
"Get stuffed, meat." Corporal Rold replied, folding his arms. "I'll be damned if I let you have all the fun. Besides, someone's got to watch your back."  
Duvain glanced up the road. He was glad Endyn had disappeared around a bend—he would have protested or insisted on coming along. He didn't want that. The plan was desperate and foolish, like as not to get him—and anyone who went with him—killed. But it would give Endyn a chance of survival.
The weeks spent marching and training had helped improve his brother's stamina. Though he was no doubt exhausted, he would keep going as long as he had to. And Duvain's plan might buy enough time for him to have a chance to reach safety. 
Captain Lingram held out a hand. "Show them what a Legionnaire's made of, soldier."
Duvain gripped it. "It's been an honor, sir." He gave a salute, and the captain returned it. "One favor, Captain?"
The captain raised an eyebrow.
"Watch out for my brother, sir." A grin tugged at his lips, and he didn't try to fight it. "Mother'd have my head if anything happened to him." 
The captain's smile matched his own. "I'll keep an eye on him, Legionnaire. But I'm sure your mother would want you to keep an eye on him yourself."
"I'll see what I can do, Captain." 
Captain Lingram gripped Rold's hand, nodded to the mercenary, and rushed up the road after the retreating villagers.
Corporal Rold turned to Duvain with a derisive expression. "Time to hear this plan of yours, meat."
Duvain drew in a deep breath. "We're going to need torches."
 
* * *
 
Silence hung thick in the forest where the three of them crouched. The tension in Duvain's shoulders mounted with every passing second, knotting so tight he could barely move. He half-expected the barbarians to leap out from the trees and surround them. He forced himself to take deep breaths and keep his eyes fixed on the road that led toward Saerheim. The enemy would come from there.
Rold muttered in his ear. "If you get me killed, meat, I'm going to be bloody pissed!" 
The corporal's words pushed back Duvain's fear a little. He shrugged. "Pull your head out of your ass, and you've a decent chance of survival."
Rold chuckled. "Hate to say it, but it turns out you're not the worst Legionnaire in the world."
"You're too kind," Duvain muttered. He was about to return Rold's insult, but his mouth went suddenly dry. Something moved in the dark. Somethings. Figures coalesced from the shadows, tens, scores, hundreds. Huge, bearded figures wearing white furs and carrying enormous war axes, clubs, and spears.
The Eirdkilrs had found them.
"You sure about this?" Rold asked.
Duvain shrugged. "Not even a little." 
Drawing in a deep breath, Duvain stood and bellowed, "Hey, yak-buggers! Is it true you dye your faces because you're so ugly not even you'd fuck you?" 
The Eirdkilrs whirled toward the sound of his voice, their eyes scanning the darkness for him.
He made it easy for them. "Here I am!" he shouted and raised the torch he'd kept hidden beneath a fallen tree. "Big fellas like you, it probably takes a whole search party to find a good idea among you. But how's this for encouragement?" He dropped his trousers and shook his arse at them.
The Eirdkilrs howled and raised their weapons high overhead. The sound of their cries chilled Duvain to the bone. He fumbled with the torch and nearly dropped it.
"Ugly fuckers, aren't you?" Corporal Rold sneered. "You lot have all the charm and charisma of a pile of burning dog shite."
Though the savages didn't understand the words, the tone was crystal clear. With a howl, they charged.
Duvain, Rold, and the mercenary turned and ran, holding their torches high overhead. The light illuminated their path through the forest and limned them clearly for the Eirdkilrs to see. Ululating cries filling the air, the mass of barbarians surged toward them. 
Right through the muddy ground and over the fallen logs. 
The first screams began a moment after a terrifying whirring pierced the night. Duvain cast one glance backward and shuddered. Dozens of barbarians raced onto the open, muddy field. The woodcutter vipers didn't welcome the intruders. Though Eirdkilrs wore thick furs on their backs, their leather breeches and boots proved no match for the serpents’ powerful fangs. Men writhed on the ground, and the emerald green serpents slithered over them to bite at the next ranks. 
Duvain threw his torch toward the fallen logs, and Rold and Scathan did likewise. Hundreds of woodcutters darted from holes in the ground, their scales whirring like a biting saw. The fire enraged the serpents further, sending them slithering toward the mass of barbarians. Eirdkilrs fell screaming. The crush of warriors prevented the foremost men from retreating. Many farther back died, trampled beneath their comrades' boots in their haste to flee the wrath of the vipers.
Rold's laughter followed Duvain through the night. "Well I'll be damned," the corporal muttered.
Duvain had no time for mirth. "You know where you're going?" he asked the mercenary.
The man nodded. "We'll lead them west a while, then cross the Jokull River and backtrack toward the road to rejoin the rest of the company. If all goes well, we'll meet up with them before midday." 
Midday! Duvain stifled a groan. The fight and flight had drained him, and this last rush of adrenaline left him exhausted. He doubted he could run through the remaining hours before dawn. But what choice did he have? They had to lead the Eirdkilrs away from the rest of their company. It was the only way Endyn, Captain Lingram, and the others would survive. They had to get Branda to Icespire to cement the alliance with Eirik Throrsson and the Fjall. That was why the Deadheads had been sent to Saerheim, and he would be damned if he let a horde of barbarians make them fail. 
He dropped his shield beside a tree, and left his armor a few paces away. Rold did the same. The Eirdkilrs couldn't miss a trail that visible. Besides, the heavy steel breastplate, mail shirt, and shield would only slow them down. 
The night breeze grew suddenly chill, and he shivered. Alone, in the woods, with an army of Eirdkilrs behind them. Things didn't get direr than this.
But that was what the Legion did. They stood fast even in the most desperate situations. After all that had happened, he truly felt like he belonged. He was a Legionnaire. A Deadhead. 
He turned to Rold with a grin. "It's a nice night for a stroll, isn't it, Corporal?"
Rold nodded. "That it is, meat. That it is."
With a sigh, Duvain turned and set off at a jog, following Scathan west. They had a long night ahead of them. 
 
 
The End
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Chapter 1
The Council Chambers
Sixteen-year-old Ramos limped his way along the fluctuating pavement of the servants’ passage, his gait an uneven lurching step-hop. He worked his way down the dim hallway at the slow pace so as to not trip over the sudden change in elevation presented by the grey marble slabs. He gritted his teeth against the pain that throbbed with every step, ignoring its call. Despite his undersized frame and his gimpy left leg, he was determined to succeed in his task. They had entrusted it to him, he who was considered an idiot by most, a mental half-breed by many and a feeble wizard by all. 
Feeble or not, those with magical ability were prized. 
Magic was rarely found within the natural populace and those who were born with the gift were brought to the two main institutions of magic designed specifically for training the youth in the magical arts: the adept training center within the Wizard’s Keep, located on the highest citadel in the world, in the exact center of Gaia, and the school of Castle Ionia, in the province of Tyr. It was perched on the apex of seven hills which made up the city of Ionia. Built over the centuries, the castle was home to L’Ordre du Coeur Sacré, an order of elemental healers. 
Gifts of healing were most common among the female magical population. The witches manifested their legacy by combining the five basic elements, while the male wizards were gifted in the manipulation of the individual elements.
None of this was on Ramos’ mind as he hurried across the cold stone floor. Magic would not save him, if he was late.
The Council of Eight were picky. Every meal had to be served precisely on time and precisely at the perfect temperature. There should be exactly enough and not a morsel more for that was wasteful. Anything less and the one serving them could expect a tongue-lashing severe enough to ground years of age from their face. Ramos’s cherubic countenance did not require such refinement yet, but he still didn’t relish the idea of scraping up against their abrasive tongues. The heavy tray in his hands wobbled as his balance shifted with a lurch, the bowls chattering as they knocked into each other. Soup sloshed from the clay tureen in the center of the tray, washing the air with the fragrant scent of roasted cockerel, leeks, and garlic. Ramos’s stomach growled, rumbling with hunger. 
The chamber doors appeared, as he turned right into the main hallway of the keep. The ancient stone walls towered above him, cold, monolithic stone that sucked any generated heat away as fast as it was exposed. Ramos had the timing down. If he could manage the trip from the kitchens to the council chambers within eight minutes, the soup would arrive hot. Any later than that and the temperature would have dropped enough to cool the broth so that a skin began to form on the surface, a sure sign he was late.
He hurried down the hallway, his limp more pronounced with every step. Each painful lurch fed Ramos’s simmering anger. It would be a simple matter for the wizards to heal his leg. They had the ability, but they had chosen not to fix it, despite his humble requests. 
Reaching the double doors, he knocked with his foot, then put his back to the door and leaned into it, pushing it open with a grunt while balancing the heavy tray. 
“My lords, your lunch is served.” Ramos turned and limped over to the round table, setting the platter down on the edge and then pushing it toward the center. The wizards ignored him as he picked up the dinnerware and set bowls and cutlery in front of each wizard.
The men at the table were dressed identically in robes of the finest raw silk. Dyed a deep shade of forest green, the sleeves were embroidered with fantastical creatures and rune-enhanced symbols. Twinned dragons figured prominently in red, stitched onto the backs of the robes. Their heads were thrown back and mouths stretched wide, belching flames that climbed over the shoulders down the sleeves and front of the robes. 
Each wizard had shaved his head, and tattooed above each right ear was the master’s symbol, a staff held by a bejeweled fist. They ignored his entrance, and Ramos quietly went about his duties, listening hard. 
“…rumours of disquiet along the border between Samos and Cassimir that cannot be ignored. Those nations have been peaceful for years. Why this sudden antagonism? I say that trouble stirs in the arid lands.” Wizard Brice pinched his reading glass tighter to his nose as it slid in a familiar attempt to escape his face. He frowned at the parchment in his hand as his eyes scanned its contents.
“They are rumours. We need proof that the nations are gathering for battle before committing our energies to the problems of the commoner. They would not welcome our interference, no matter how good intentioned.” Wizard Damocles’s placating smile was meant to calm and relax the other nine, but it had the opposite effect. 
“It is our mandate to ensure peace, you dolt!” snarled the youngest of the counsel. Wizard Adonis was a muscular man in his prime, and a century younger than the next closest mage, Wizard Telling. Adonis glared at the assembly. “Anyone with eyes to see should be able to read the signs. The people are having no problem seeing the truth. The signs are everywhere! Drought, in the arid lands, that does not cease. Torrential rains in the swamps of Peca, expanding their size to gobble up the tiny amount of arable land. The rainforests of Bastion are experiencing hurricane after hurricane, stirred up by the sea creatures. Wildfires burn through Tunise destroying crops and forests, and these fires are not stopped by a line drawn in the sand. They jump the borders and enter the neighbouring provinces with abandon.”
Wizard Telling shared a small smile with Adonis and said, “He speaks the truth. The elementals are out of control. Something is upsetting the balance of magic. It can be the only reason that these catastrophic events are occurring.”
“Pitosh! What fabrication is this? Elementals are not sentient. They do not have thought or direction. They simply are. An elemental cannot plan, cannot create, they cannot multiply. It is not alive.” Wizard Tanis glared at the younger pair, white-winged brows straightened into a seamless bridge across both pale blue eyes. He was the eldest of the Wizards, born of the Bastion province.
Ramos placed the last set of cutlery then backed away from the table and turned to leave the masters to their discussion. Before he could reach the door, a voice stopped him. “Ramos. Wait.” 
Ramos turned back to the men, folding his hands within the sleeves of his robes, and bowed toward the speaker. “Yes, my lord Tanis?” Ten pairs of eyes pinned him to the door. Ramos locked his arms in his sleeves so as to not twitch with nerves.
“You were tasked with observing the border between Samos and Cassimir, were you not?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Do you have anything to report to this council?”
Ramos’s fingers twitched then stilled.
“I do not, my lord.”
“Not? Why not? You have been at the looking glass for a week now.”
“My findings are inconclusive.” He paused. “I need more time to study the situation.”
“No one asked you to analyze, Ramos. You were instructed to observe and report any unusual activity. Nothing more. What have you seen?”
Ramos’s gimp leg twitched as the muscle spasmed, causing his robes to jerk. He blushed and heat spread up his neck to colour his face. All eyes were drawn into identical frowns of annoyance. Ramos swallowed then said, “My lords, the border shows no signs of incursion. The no man’s land is quiet and intact, but there is something going on. I can feel it.” The last bit came out in a whisper.
“Feel? You think your powers extend to the empathic, such that you can sense what people are thinking? You think yourself capable of understanding their feelings from a distance of hundreds of leagues? Through a spyglass no less?” The council muttered but did not contradict Wizard Tanis’s assessment. “You are an untrained wizard of mediocre abilities. Your testing was an abysmal failure. You are an adept in name only and are allowed access to the keep on sufferance. Were it not for the wishes of your father, you would be shown the gates tomorrow and sent on to make your way in life, as do the rest of the commoners who cannot wield magic.” He leaned forward in his chair, his eyes bright with anger. “Return to your observations. If you do not discover anything worthy of this council’s attention within the next week, you will resume your old duties of assisting the librarian with the indexing and cataloging of the ancient texts. There, perhaps, you will learn something of value.”
Ramos jerked and bowed at the instructions, then left the chamber as fast as his hopping gait would allow.
 
Chapter 2
Madrid’s Arrival
Far above the foaming surface of the Forbidden Seas, a dragon flew. Perched on his back was a slight figure, neither animal nor human. Often mistaken for children, the Djinn of Jintessa were small when they chose to take shape as humans. The existence of humans was a new discovery and the first to shape-shift into the form had impressed on their group consciousness that humans were child-sized. The image stuck, as they relied on their memories to create the forms of the beasts, fish, and now the humans that they encountered. They could not shift into a creature they had never observed. To do so would be to die instantly. It was an art and a skill that took years to perfect. 
It was also impossible for the Djinn of Jintessa to leave their island home without the bond of their dragon. Djinn could not live outside of Jintessa’s magic unless they could draw magic from another source. The dragons were that source making the trip across the Forbidden Seas possible. 
Even with the advantage of the warping of time caused by the magical barrier between Jintessa and Gaia, it was a long, arduous trip. Madrid yawned and stretched, then patted Opaleye on the neck. 
We are nearly there, he whispered through the Dragonmerger bond. He felt Opaleye’s rumble of agreement deep in his chest, as a quiver under his legs. 
Good thing. I am hungry. You are sure there is food to be found on that rock? I hate leaving my nest where food is so plentiful, said Opaleye.
We scouted the richest sources of food when we searched the island the last time. The wizard’s keep sits on rich veins of every precious source known. The deposits are deeper and more concentrated, than the best ones on Jintessa. You will be able to gorge yourself when we arrive, said Madrid.
Will there be enough to support my family? I go on this venture for their sakes, not for yours, Madrid.
Of course, you do! I would not have it any other way. Once we have taken over the island, your children will never know hunger. 
The wizards will resist, will they not? What is your plan, Madrid? The humans are not peaceful. They war among themselves, for petty reasons. Even if the wizards agreed to share their store of food, will the other humans be willing to share? A brood of hungry dragons eat constantly and consume vast quantities.
Madrid sent comfort along the bond.  I will convince them to share. Leave this worry to me. I have a plan.
Opaleye huffed, snorting his disbelief.
A curl of smoke that issued from his nostrils enveloped Madrid in a cloud of smoke. 
Madrid choked and coughed. I do have a plan! The wizards will agree to share. If they do not, I have a back-up plan.
Opaleye bent his neck and fixed one glistening opal iris on Madrid. Why do you hide your plans from me? I sense that you are shielding your thoughts. There is much uncertainty in you, Madrid.
I am not hiding my thoughts, said Madrid. Annoyance skittered along the bond and was returned by Opaleye. My plans are not set in stone. I do not want to give the wrong impression to you. I may yet change my course of action. That is all.
Opaleye blinked then refocused on the approaching shimmer of land. My family comes first. Where our objectives separate, that will also be where we part, little Djinn. Bring sorrow on my kin and our bond will flash into dust, along with you. Do not betray me, Madrid. I sense that there is much you fear to tell me.
Madrid glared at the bony outcroppings of spikes decorating the ridge of Opaleye’s grey neck. The island of Gaia rose through the magical haze, growing larger as the distance decreased, rippling behind an opaque curtain. With a final thrust, Opaleye pushed through the barrier and dropped down into the atmosphere. Gaia and its multiple provinces spread out below them, a tapestry of deserts and swamps, mountains and volcanoes. Verdant pastures and orchards bound the disparate areas together. From above, Gaia appeared to be a peaceful place, but Madrid knew it was not so. During Madrid’s previous scouting forays, he had gained intelligence on the internal disputes, carefully recording the names of the parties involved and who was loyal to who. He had infiltrated the governments to the highest level, poising as a youthful servant. 
Adults forget that children have ears, which worked to my advantage and will do so again, Madrid thought. Their skirmishes are plentiful and easily manipulated to my advantage. The world was poised on the edge of civil war.
I need to but reach out my hand and all is mine.
All is yours? snorted Opaleye. Who would trust you here? A shifter among men? They will slay you first, and ask what your purpose was when you are dead.
Madrid grinned as he took in the rich spoils that slid beneath Opaleye’s wings. Her shadow ripped over the rise and fall of the land as she winged toward the central Citadel of rock where the wizard’s keep scraped the sky. 
You know only of the witches hold, which you visited before. I assure you, there is more treasure in the keep than the hold. They do not know the extent of their own keep. Tens of thousands of years old, they have forgotten more of its secrets than they realize.
I do not like sneaking into their fortress. It is not a dragon’s way. We announce our presence and approach boldly, inviting them to prepare to greet us. Friend or foe, we fight with honour. If battle is their desire, we will meet them with joy and ferocity, not with sneaking. Sneaking is for cowards, growled Opaleye.
We are not sneaking! We are utilizing an area of the keep that they have abandoned. How is this different from your home roosts?
We do not roost in Djinn areas. We claim the mountains as our home.
Yes, and you are doing the same thing here in Gaia. The mountains are yours to claim. Did you know that dragons are worshipped in some of the provinces? You will be a god! 
Dragons do not believe in gods. We have evolved beyond such artificial constructs.
They will worship you anyways, regardless of what you desire. They will bring you gifts of the best food, as much as you want. They will keep your mate and children fat and glowing with vitality. Your wings will shine with bejeweled health. Do you remember when food was plentiful in Jintessa?
Opaleye was silent for a moment. Madrid thought he was not going to answer, but then he said, My family is my life. All I do, I do for them. I will stay in the keep, he growled.
Madrid grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, my friend,” he said and patted Opaleye on the neck, as they flew behind a cloud to begin their stealthy approach to the caves hidden in the mist. The caves were joined by bridges connecting the highest reaches of the keep.
 



Chapter 3
War in the Provinces
 
Ramos bent over the looking glass, peering down into the bent eyepiece, squinting at the image presented by the tube. He straightened, stretching his back, then fiddled with a dial. It was one of many that fine-tuned the tube’s imaging. The degree marker was set for the border between Samos and Bastion.
He bent back over the eyepiece studying the image that scrolled by in the tiniest of increments. The jungles of Bastion faded away as the moisture-starved eastern flanks of the volcanic stone flattened into scrubby brush land. Lizards appeared lounging on rocks heated by the sun and rattlesnakes hid in crevices, lying in wait for the unwary traveller to walk within striking range. The occasional black-horned sheep leapt from rock to rock, sure-footed and nimble. Ramos scanned the area for sign of human activity but saw nothing to indicate that anyone had passed by the area. The looking glass completed its arc and reset itself to the starting position with a click.
Ramos fiddled with the image, this time stretching the resolution as far as he could, reaching for the end of the border where it met the sea. He bent back over the eyepiece. 
“Damn!” he yelled, stumbling back from the looking glass. He pressed his eye to the tube once again and a distorted face sprang into view, sneering at him. The beast was staring directly into the lens. Ramos backed off the resolution and the monstrous face resolved into the bony ridges of a grey dragon. Pale scales flashed and rippled in prismatic waves along the underside of its massive wings. Its body was lean and muscular with a tail that wove back and forth in flight, balancing the powerful thrusts into the air. The dragon soared over the tops of some feathery palms and then dropped out of sight.
Ramos searched the sky, longing to catch another view of the beast, but it did not reappear. He straightened, relaxing against the stone wall of the tower, thinking. Where did the dragon come from, and why was it here? Dragons were not native to Gaia. He knew this from his boring cataloging work down in the library. The head librarian had set him to summarizing a box of scrolls of a wandering hermit of a wizard, who’s area of expertise was the flora and fauna of the mountainous regions of the provinces of Tyr, Shadra, and Fjord. One of the crumbling pages had spoken of the discovery of massive bones of a winged creature scattered about in caves high up on the mountainside. The page was crumbling not from age, but as a result of exposure to damp—in fact the scroll appeared to have spent most of its time scrunched up in the bottom of the hermit’s pocket.
The cave was impossible to access but by air, and a silver ring found on the cave floor suggested that the beast was domesticated in some way, or that was the conclusion of the wizard. Curiously, there had also been an abundance of gems scattered around the cave floor, small shards and splinters of sparkling dust that had puzzled the wizard. In the end, the scholar had concluded that it was an ancient creature long forgotten and a relic to a time before the magical barriers had come into existence, possibly a stray from the mythical land of Jintessa.
Could the dragon be from Jintessa? Ramos mulled over the thought, turning the theory over in his mind. He pushed himself off the wall and limped toward the spiral staircase, sweeping his satchel up off the ground and onto his shoulder as he went. He moved as fast as he could down the treacherous staircase, steadying himself with one hand trailing along the cold wall. I cannot tell the masters about my sighting. They will not believe me without proof. But how can I get proof? He sighed with relief as the curved exit came into view, lit from behind by the torches burning in brackets on either side. He rubbed his hand over his cramping thigh, grimacing as he massaged the knot. Perhaps being assigned to the library again would not be so bad, Ramos thought, but then his thoughts drifted to the dragon sighting again and a thrill chased along his spine. He hurried along the corridor, ignoring the servants he passed. None bowed for him. He was only an adept and rumours had reached the staff that Ramos was not a particularly good wizard, either. For once, their lack of respect did not bother him. His mind was consumed by what he’d seen, and he wanted to examine the ancient sketches and drawings of dragons. 
The twin doors of the library presented themselves at the end of the corridor. Two stories tall, the oak doors curved to meet at the top in the center. The panels were heavily carved with leaves and plants long extinct, or at least he thought they were as he had never seen any of the plants anywhere nearby. Ramos shouldered open the door and hurried off along the curving, book-covered wall, past the head librarian, who sat hunched over a large stack of parchments, a large pot of wax open next to a rounded stamp. Ramos ducked his head and slowed, making as little noise as possible.
Just as he crossed behind the wizard, the man cleared his throat with a harrumph. “Ramos, you wouldn’t be trying to sneak by me, would you? You are late.” 
His voice was deep timbered and rumbling. It froze Ramos in his tracks, but he did not turn around. “No, sir. I am on a task for the masters. I will be back to work shortly.” Ramos clutched the leather strap of his satchel, as the silence stretched and hardened like taffy. 
“You may go. I will expect you to report here immediately after dinner. No excuses.”
“Yes, sir.” Ramos snapped back into motion, eager to vanish from sight and memory. He took the first aisle and put as many books as possible between himself and the tedious chore waiting for his return. 
At the far end of the library was a metal ladder affixed to the wall. He climbed up its rungs and onto the second level promenade that encircled the main chamber. Small study rooms were tucked between rows and rows of books, ending in high-topped tables set under the windows for reading. He hurried past them all and a few moments later reached another door. This one was very plain and outfitted with an ordinary lock. A skeleton key hung from a peg at its side. Ramos took it down and unlocked the door then pushed it open. Once inside, he locked the door and pocketed the key, then hurried over an alcove set with rolls of illustrations and manuscripts stored tightly furled in slender clay tubes. He ran his fingers along the labels, searching until they paused on a set of yellowed scrolls.
Ramos gathered up the curls and stumbled over to the window, easing onto the stool. The throbbing ran from hip to toes, and he groaned with pain as he settled onto the hard, round surface. His eyes were drawn to the window, their pale blue depths searching the heavens for a sign of the dragon. 
The dragon is coming here. I know it, he thought. I can sense its approach.
Maybe I am not empathic for humans, but that thing is on its way, I know it. Ramos’s eyes glazed over as he searched the sensations tickling his mind. 
He blinked and the mountains on which the wizard’s keep perched solidified before him. They created the perfect cradle, the perfect Citadel for the keep. It was also a perfect habitat for dragons. But why would the dragon want to come here? He shook his head and pulled his gaze away from the window. Pulling the top scroll from the pile, he smoothed it out and scanned it for the information he sought. Scroll after scroll was opened and rejected. On his seventeenth scroll, he found the gem he sought. The sketch was in charcoal with pigmented paints that added a three-dimensional depth to the drawing. A grey dragon, drawn in intimate detail, peered at him with opalesce orbs. The massive wings were spread wide, and the sketcher had detailed the undersides, to highlight that they were made of the purest opal right to the grey tips of the feathers. Rows of sharp white teeth curled past the narrow snout that tipped up at the end into two huge nostrils. Bony protrusions stretched along the neckline in two parallel rows of spikes that ended at the shoulder. The ridges reappeared on the tip of the tail. The dragon’s claws were long, curved, and also made of opal tipped with black. Intelligence was clearly captured in the dragon’s eyes.
Ramos weighted down the corners in order to read the fine calligraphy scratched onto the page. The sketch was entitled Opaleye. The artist was meticulous in his notes, detailing the size and weight of the dragon, its wing span, and suspected strength. He dragged the lantern closer to study the artist’s signature. 
It was signed Wizard Fahim Tanis.
 
 



Chapter 4
A Mysterious White Powder
 
Madrid and Opaleye skimmed low over the peaks of the Citadel mountain range, inspecting the keep. Night had fallen, and light flickered in a few of the windows on the lower reaches of the keep, but the tallest towers were dark. 
“We need to get closer. Dive near that secondary tower on the west.” 
Opaleye obliged and plunged to the cusp of the blackened window, which grew in size as he approached. The yawning mouth of a pane-less window loomed out of the dark. Opaleye huffed and a trickle of flame lit the opening. It was large enough to fit two flying dragons or one perched at the edge of the wall. A swarm of bats tumbled out of the opening, startled by the glare of light and flame. They clicked with annoyance as they flew, the bright light disturbing their nocturnal prowling. Opaleye landed at the edge of the opening and walked into the cavernous room, snapping at the stragglers as they passed. 
Madrid’s first thought was that it was a hatchery or a rookery for birds, but the dimensions were off. His eyes wandered over the interior of the cavern. “This isn’t a rookery. It’s a prison.” Cages lined the walls with rusting gates hanging from failing hinges. Madrid slid off the back of Opaleye and grabbed a wall torch, lighting it in the flame trickling from Opaleye’s mouth. Madrid swung the light around, examining his surroundings as he walked deeper into the room. “This is the perfect place to hide you, Opaleye. It hasn’t been used in years. You will have plenty of room.” Madrid kicked at a pile of bones on the floor, silhouetted by the firelight. “Looks like there are owls nesting in here too, along with the bats.”
Opaleye moved past the cages at ground level and hopped up onto the top of the metal bars. They screeched and groaned under his weight but his focus was on the curve of rock beyond the cages, a ledge of sorts. 
This will do fine, he thought, pushing his way back into the cavity and turning around. I am hungry from the long flight. Where is this food you speak of? I must eat. Opaleye sniffed hopefully at the rock and scraped at the natural stone, licking it with a long tongue. He growled at the taste, his head swinging back to Madrid. He bared his fangs.
Give me a few hours. I will find you food. Annoyed with the dragon, Madrid left the chamber by a hallway that opened into the mountain, disappearing into the dark.
You had better bring a feast when you return.
Madrid cursed aloud as he stomped down the corridor. “Annoying, pompous, demanding…,” he muttered in a growl. So preoccupied was he with thoughts of Opaleye and the implementation of his plan that he failed to see the pale shadow that hid behind a pillar of stone on a side passage.
***
Ramos stared at the retreating Madrid’s back, a puzzled frown on his face. He remained still until the boyish figure was swallowed by the darkness, then he turned up the flame on his shuttered lantern to light his way. He crept forward with a soft tread and paused in the middle of the intersecting hallway. He glanced back at the abandoned dungeon then strode down the hall, following Madrid. He could return to the chamber at a later date, and, besides, he suspected what he would find there was an opal-eyed dragon of massive proportions. The boy ahead of him was the real puzzle. Ramos hurried his gait, careful to not drag his leg and give himself away to his quarry.
The boy quickened his pace, moving along the hallways as though he was familiar with the layout of the keep. He moved swiftly along the hallways until he reached the wing that held the adept’s quarters, a wing that Ramos knew only too well. But he had never seen this boy before. It was strange that he would choose to enter this area. Ramos quickened his pace, trying to keep the boy in sight without appearing to be following him. He rounded a corner and saw the boy halfway down the long hallway. His stride had slowed as though he was searching for something.
Ramos took two steps to follow when a firm hand fell on his shoulder, bringing him to a halt. Ramos’s heart jumped into his throat as his head swung to the face of his assailant. 
Wizard Telling stared down at him, a bemused smile on his face. “Adept Ramos, I wish to speak to you about the elementals. Would you join me in my quarters? Say, in an hour or so? Hmm?” 
“I would be delighted to join you, sir.”
“Excellent. Bring those books you have been studying in the library. I hear you have been digging into the ancient scrolls. We can have a lesson at the same time.”
“Yes, sir.”
Wizard Telling nodded to him, then swept down the corridor. Ramos peered around his retreating form, but the hall was empty. His quarry was gone. 
Ramos hurried after the wizard, running past him to the end of the corridor. He skidded to a halt then scanned the hall in both directions. His quarry was no where to be found. Picking a direction at random, he ran down the left hallway, past door after door, glancing in those that were open. He ran right past the last open doorway before it registered that the boy was in the room. He lurched to a halt and nearly fell as his leg hitched. He threw out a hand against the wall and arrested his face-first fall, gasping for the short breaths that would calm his heart. Once he was sure that his breathing could not be overheard, he crept back to the open doorway and peered around the edge of the door frame.
“Well don’t just stand there. Come in!” barked the voice.
Ramos straightened, back rigid. Fear chased shock across his face. 
How does he know I am here? Ramos peeked around the door frame, and his mouth opened wide in shock. An adept-imminent stood before him in royal blue robes trimmed with silver. On the left breast was the badge of rank that declared him second only to Wizard Tanis. He was a clairvoyant, one of the rare wizards who could intuit their surroundings, but it didn’t end there. Some clairvoyants could also read minds. This man is the dragon rider? The thought crashed against the inside of Ramos’s skull as he forced himself to step fully into the open doorway. 
“Take these down to the laundry. They need to be cleaned and pressed before I meet with the wizard’s council tomorrow. I want every stain removed and not a crease to be found in my robes.” The man shoved a canvas sack into Ramos’s arms and turned away to examine his appearance in a mirror. The stranger smoothed his hair with a finger wetted against his tongue. The piercing eyes glared at Ramos. “Well? Why are you standing there? Get a move on!” he commanded and Ramos slid out of the opening with a bow, his hands clutching the soiled clothing to his chest. He rolled around the corner and flattened his back against the wall, stilling his pounding heart. The knot in his throat eased slightly as he relaxed, listening hard. No sound issued from the room. 
Ramos longed to peek around the corner, but courage abandoned him and he limped away to deliver the sack to the laundress five floors below. He limped down the stairs, mulling over the situation. Had he seen the dragon rider in the room or not? Was exhaustion taking its toll on his vision, on his wits? He did not recognize the adept-imminent, but that was not surprising. He was not allowed to mingle with those of higher skill sets. They trained at the highest levels. An adept-imminent would be an apprentice of sorts, his education coming at the elbow of a master. To accuse such a one was to accuse the master himself. He could not ever broach his fears, not without solid proof. Not without evidence of wrongdoing.
Ramos reached the laundress and shouldered the door open, depositing the bag on the floor and adding a tag with the room number of the adept to the twisted throat of the sack, or he tried to. There was something lodged in the thick of the twist so that the tag would not fit. He relaxed the twist and dug inside the bag to smooth the fold that was obstructing the closure. But it wasn’t fabric that met his searching hand. It closed around a small bag. He pulled it up and out of the sack. Brown animal skin with a cord of leather drawstring rested in his palm. He glanced quickly around the room and then slipped it into his pocket for later investigation. Wrapping the tag around the properly sized neck, he tied it off and left the laundry, anxious to discover the contents of the mysterious pouch in his pocket. Somehow, he did not believe the contents to be anything the adept wished to be viewed. 
Regardless of what the pouch held, it would not go well for him. The adept was not who he seemed to be. I know his secret, or at least a part of it. Anyone that can command a dragon is not from Gaia. Heck, dragons are not from Gaia. And he can change his appearance! There was no chance his being here bode well for the keep. But who would believe him? Attracting the imposter’s attention is a bad idea, very bad. He shook the pouch trying to guess at what it contained.
If the contents are innocent, he mused, the adept will know it was in my hands because I carried away his laundry. He will search his memory for a picture of my face. He might even think I stole it or pick-pocketed it…which I guess I did, but not intentionally! 
If the content is damning, he will be on high alert, searching to recover the pouch. He will be watching for me to stop me and question me…or even worse! Ramos chewed his lip as he limped away. He felt the press of imaginary eyes following him. He might be paranoid, but he knew he would not be able to sleep in his quarters that night nor any night to follow until he fully understood what was going on. He sensed they were all in danger, but he was the only one who knew of it. Something was going on, but he needed proof. 
Ducking into an alcove, he pulled the pouch from his pocket and pulled it open. Inside was a folded parchment. It was folded many times, and it took a moment to open it up. When Ramos did, he found that the paper contained a tablespoon full of a white powder. He was careful not to touch the substance. He gently folded the paper back up then tucked it back into the bag and into his pocket. 
Checking that the corridor was clear, he hurried down the steps to ground level and out into the gardens that supplied the kitchens with fresh produce. Situated behind a short wooden wall was an open refuse heap where the scraps of meals were tossed. It was located along the outer wall and was frequented by rats. He crouched behind the wooden wall and opened the package, sprinkling a tiny amount of the powder on a choice piece of garbage, sure to attract a rat or two.
Mission accomplished, Ramos walked along the gardens and out into the main courtyard. The hayloft of the stable was a place he had called home on more than one occasion. Better safe than sorry until he had the proof he needed. He entered the stables just as the clock tower gonged the hour. He counted the strikes. Seven o’clock. 
Seven o’clock? I am late for Wizard Telling’s lesson! 
Ramos sped to the back of the barn and slid open the door to the hay storage. He climbed up to the loft, wincing at the effort required to swing onto the second story then shoved the incriminating packet into a hole in the wall, his favourite hiding space. Then, he climbed back down and ran back toward the library as fast as his lame leg would carry him.
 
 



Chapter 5
Mad Theories
 
Morning dawned, unveiling a sky full of scuttling clouds, heavy with rain. They swept between the mountain peaks, rolling around the wet rock. Ramos had fetched his cloak on the way down from Wizard Telling’s chambers and was glad for it, as he pulled the hood up to shelter himself from the steady downpour. He nodded to the stable boy as he stepped out into the rain and crossed over to the main keep, dodging puddles as he ran with his hitching gait. How he hated his lame leg. It was a full two inches shorter than his left. As much as he tried to compensate for the difference no amount of packing in his boots could completely compensate for the difference.
The extra material he shoved into the bottom of his boot required him to wear a size too large, and mud was a major enemy. It had claimed his boot more times than he could remember, leaving him hopping around on one leg trying to pull it out of the thick mud. 
“Hey, Ramos! You planning on being a stork again?” The taunt was flung at him by another adept, who ran with two able legs, shoving Ramos into a puddle as he intersected Ramos’s path. Ramos stumbled and his foot ended up in the middle of the puddle he had been trying to avoid. The adept’s laughter was snatched away by the wind but not before he heard it. Ramos tugged on the boot. His foot slipped and rose half way up it. He shoved it back down, hard then with both hands gripped the side of his boot and tried to tug it out of the mud while balancing on his left foot, a feat that was quite impossible. Furious to find himself in this all-to-familiar predicament, he wrenched at the offending footwear, growing angrier by the minute. A cold wet trickle ran down his face. The rain was intensifying. 
Ramos straightened, looking around for something to use to pry the boot out of the mud and came face to face with a young woman, who he recognized from the kitchens. 
“Cara,” she said, reminding him of her name. “Would you like some help?” She bent down and tugged at the boot, prying it out of the mud with a slow squelch, raising his foot at the same time. Then, she placed it on a solid cobblestone. The boot weighed three times its companion and was twice the size with mud. “Here, I will wash it off for you.” She grabbed a stick and dragged off the worst of the mud then scooped up water from a puddle and rinsed the larger portion away. “Stomp your foot now to knock off the rest,” she said as she straightened and stepped back. 
“Thank you, Cara,” said Ramos, in a whisper. He blushed. “You are kind.”
Cara smiled. “And you are cute, Ramos.” A blush rose from Ramos’s collar at her words. “Come, let’s get out of the rain.” Laughing, she took his hand and led him to the servant’s door to the kitchens, ushering him inside the steaming interior. Breakfast preparations were underway. Cooks moved to and fro, stirring pots of porridge and frying platters of eggs. Bacon sizzled in a large pan. Ramos’s stomach grumbled, and he realized that he hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning. 
“Take your boots off and come back here. We can wash the rest of the mud off.” 
Ramos slipped his feet out of the boots and carried them to a side room where a wash tub sat on a tabletop. She poured some water into the tub and scrubbed at the clinging mud. 
“I will take the platter to the council wizards.” The voice froze Ramos in mid-scrape, and his head turned toward the voice. The adept-imminent stood beside the table, reaching for the platter that was normally Ramos’s duty to take to the council. 
“Ramos has been assigned the duty. You do not need to bother yourself with such mundane tasks, sir.” The head cook shook her head, waving him away from the menial task. 
“It is no bother. I am heading that way and would be pleased to serve the council. Tell this ‘Ramos’ that he has the day off. I will attend to their needs.” He picked up the tray and headed to the door, which was being held open by the dish boy.
“Thank you, kind sir. Just ring the bell in the chambers if anything is needed, and we will bring it immediately.” He nodded and vanished as the door swung closed behind him. Ramos stared at the door, mouth agape, and riveted to the floor. His face paled as the implications of what he’d witnessed, bloomed in his mind.
“Ramos, what are you doing? You look like someone just walked over your grave.” 
Water dripped from Ramos’s boot, forming a puddle on the floor. “He took the food,” he muttered. “He is going to give it to the council.”
“Yes, so what? He just gave you the day off.”
“You don’t understand…the rats!” Ramos gripped his dripping boots in his hands and ran for the door they had just entered, pausing only long enough to shove his feet into them before careening out the door.
“Ramos, wait!” Cara threw on her boots and hurried off after him. “Where are you going? What about the rats?” She followed his limping form along the soggy path that lead to the back gardens, where even more mud pooled. They had to pause twice to retrieve his errant boot but eventually reached the refuse pit.
Ramos climbed up on the short wall and scanned the contents. It did not take him long to find them. Five fat, healthy rats lay on the refuse pile, dead. 
Ramos’s heart lurched. This was the evidence he needed. “Do you have a bag?” 
“A bag? Why?” 
“A bag! Do you have one?” he said, impatient. His tone was sharper than he intended.
“Yes, here.” She reached into her pocket to pull out a cloth bag. 
Ramos scanned the area and found a twig with a Y of branches. “Hold the bag open. Hold it still and do not let any part of the rat touch you.”
He reached out with the stick and snagged a rat in the Y, lifting it up and placing it inside the bag. He took a second one and placed it in with its dead companion. “Come, we need to hurry!” 
He headed inside and took off his boots, leaving them at the door and continued on with stockinged feet. Cara copied him running silently down the hall at his side. “I don’t understand, what is going on, Ramos?”
Ramos told her of his encounter with the adept-imminent and the strange white powder, and how he had been suspicious of its origin and purpose. He told her about spiking the refuse to test his theory. 
“And now, he is taking the food to the chambers to poison the council!” 
“But why would he do that?” said Cara, bewildered. “What possible reason could he have for wanting them all dead? He is an adept-imminent for magic’s sake!”
Ramos shook his head. “I don’t know. But it is poison. The evidence is in that bag you are carrying! Hurry, we are the only ones that can save them!” He took Cara by the elbow and pulled her along beside him, cursing his gimpy leg. 
They climbed and climbed, and reaching the level of the council chambers, ran to the doors, exhausted and out of breath. Their feet slipped on the polished surface and they slid into the doors, which burst open under their combined weight. 
“Don’t eat the food! It’s been poisoned!” gasped Ramos. All the eyes swung in his direction and focused on him. The wizards, with plates piled high, were halfway through their breakfasts, staring at the winded teens with expressions ranging from surprise to annoyance. 
The adept-imminent stood behind the head wizard, a plate in his hand, frowning at the pair. “What is the meaning of this, adept? I gave you the day off I believe, and this is how you repay me?”
Ramos stared at the imposter and then at the assembled wizards. They waited, a sea of annoyed expressions floating around the table. 
“Yes, what is the meaning of this interruption? Speak up, boy!” Wizard Tanis scowled and returned to eating. 
Ramos swallowed then pointed at the adept-imminent. “He has poisoned the food. I know. I have the rats to prove it!” Ramos grabbed Cara’s hand with the bag and shook it at the wizards. “He poisoned them.”
“You fed our food to the rats?” a voice said. 
“No, they ate the garbage out back. I sprinkled some white dust on the garbage. I found it in his clothes.” Ramos said, his finger shaking with anxiety. 
Madrid smiled back at him, but his eyes were cold, black orbs. “I think the boy is confused. You really should not push him so hard in his lessons.” Madrid picked up a plate and piled it high with food and then took a bite, his smile widening when Ramos’s mouth opened in shock. Madrid waved a fork at the wizards, who had returned to their meals. “My compliments to the head cook. These are the best biscuits I have had in quite some time.”
“If you are quite finished, Ramos, I suggest you return to your quarters, and, for god’s sake, put some shoes on.” Wizard Telling waved them out of the room. Flushing with embarrassment over his second shaming episode in less than an hour, Ramos turned his back on the room. A soft chuckle reached his ears. He glanced back at the wizard adept, who grinned at his defeat.
Ramos left the chambers with Cara trailing in his wake. She pulled the doors closed behind them. Cara paused, staring at her hand clutching the bag of dead rats, a perplexed expression on her face. 
“If the food wasn’t poisoned, why did he want to carry up the tray?” said Ramos, frowning. “Maybe we got there too quickly and interrupted, although he had all the time he needed to poison that food.”
“How do you know it was poison that killed the rats?” said Cara. She walked away down the corridor with Ramos at her heels. Ramos puzzled over the answer to her question all the way back to the adept wing. 
“If it wasn’t poison, why did they die? Or was it poison that only works on rats?” said Ramos.
“Why did you think it was poison in the first place? Has he killed someone else with it?”
“No.”
“Did he threaten to kill someone?”
“No.”
Cara marched along in silence until they reached the entrance to his quarters.
She stopped outside his door and put her fisted hands on her hips, the rat-filled bag swinging. Her face was as dark as a thundercloud and flashed with anger. “You just had me race into a room full of wizards and accuse their apprentice of a crime with no proof?”
Ramos blushed again. “He is not what he seems. He arrived on a dragon late yesterday.”
“You saw him on the dragon?”
“No, I saw him in his room. The boy on the dragon went into his room.”
“You saw him enter the room?”
“No.”
“Then how do you know it was him?” She stamped her foot with impatience. 
Ramos could feel the blush rising again. “I felt that I was right.”
She stared at him, her mouth open in disbelief. She shoved the bag of rats at him, glaring. “I have had enough of this. You need solid proof, Ramos, before you go accusing people. Feelings are not enough.” She turned and left him, standing with his mouth agape and ready to argue his point, except he found his words failing him, as self doubt stalled his tongue.
As Cara walked away, he whispered to her retreating back, “Thank you for your honesty. I feel that, too. Time will prove that I am right. I just hope it isn’t too late.” Ramos opened his door and entered his room, sinking down onto his cot to think.
 



Chapter 6
Elemental Attack
 
Castle Ionia, in the province of Tyr, was perched on the apex of seven hills which made up the city of Ionia. Built over the centuries, the castle was home to L’Ordre du Coeur Sacré, an order of elemental healers. Harnessing the elements of magic, the women came from every province in Gaia to train as healers. Thus, every province incorporated a healer into each its populated centers as a cherished part of the community. Many of these women sat on the elders councils, assisting with the governing of the villages, towns, and cities.
Marion was one such young woman. Eighteen years of age and fresh out of school, she was unprepared for was the extent to which her skills would be needed. She had set out to return to her native province of Bastion, eager to settle into the community and teach at the elemental school located at the tip of the extinct volcano, which was the tallest land feature in all of Bastion.
She made the journey back to the town of Melina in the company of a cloth merchant. Rumours circulated with every passing caravan along the road known as the Citrus Route about a terrible plague that was sweeping the town. People claimed to see creatures roaming the streets at night that were not native to Bastion. They reported horrible burns and blisters as a result of contact with the creatures and many, many deaths. Some believed it to be a curse unleashed on the people due to a lack of piety to the old gods, but others blamed their closest neighbours in the provinces of Fjord and Samos, believing it to be a creature released with one simple purpose: to wipe out Bastion.
The healers had so far been stumped as to the cause of the blisters or how to stop their spread. Contagious, they spread rapidly through every infected household, infecting both man and beast. The townsfolk of Melina had taken to burning the homes of the infected, complete with the occupants. At the outset of the plague, the children were isolated from their sick parents and transported like chickens in caged wagons to the summit of Melina. As there was only one road to the summit, they were isolated from the town and the anarchy occurring below. 
It was late in the day when the caravan that carried Marion toward Melina pushed through the last dense forest screening Melina from view. As they spilled out of the verdant jungle, the town lay before them, undulating over the seven hills that ringed the volcano. The air above the town shimmered in the late-day rays of the sun, but the shimmer was not from humidity but from smoke. Fires burned all over the town so that it was impossible to separate one hill from another. A captain of the guard of Melina rode forward at their approach, trailed by a dozen heavily armed men. Marion heeled her horse forward and rode out to meet the captain, lowering her hood in greeting, as was the custom.
“What is this?” said Marion, her words sharp with command. “Who is behind this foul act?”
The captain eyed her healer’s robes and nodded. “My lady, the town is besieged by a black plague. The command has been given by the council to burn the infected houses to halt the spread. We are to stop all who approach from entering the city for fear of spreading the disease. Melina has been quarantined.”
“Why were the healers not called?”
“They were, milady. They were the first to fall. It is a curse, milady. The healers died trying to treat the infected. There are none left.”
The shock of this information shuddered through Marion. Her sisters were all dead? Her eyes searched the smoke, seeking an answer in the twisted forms that curled from the burning homes. “None have survived?”
The captain shook his head.
“I must speak to someone in charge. I need more information about this plague. Who has survived?”
The captain glanced back at his men, whose mounts shifted nervously under their tightened reins, before replying to her question.
“The council has taken up residence on an estate outside of the city. They are monitoring the plague’s spread from there. No one is allowed in and no one is allowed out, of Melina. The children were being moved to the Citadel healers school up until the time the council closed the town.”
Marion’s eyes rose to the shining dome of the bell tower of the school, glinting with reflected sunlight. It rode a cloud of smoke that obscured the stone structure at its base.
The merchant train driver, who Marion had not noticed until he spoke, said, “I will not enter that town with this caravan. You can stay with the guard, milady, or travel on with us, but we make for the border with Samos.”
“I will stay with the captain. My duty is to help Melina, if I can be of service.”
“As you wish, milady.” He nodded to the guards then returned to his companions and turned to the east to skirt around the doomed town.
“Lead on, captain. I wish to meet with the council.”
The captain took a road that looped to the west of Melina, keeping well away from the burning town. Marion rode alongside the captain, so that she could question him further. “So when did the plague begin?”
“About a month ago. At first the people went to see the healers as normal, lining up at their clinics to be assessed. Soon the lineups to see a healer stretched out the door and down the street. As people became progressively sicker, they were being carried to the healer on stretchers. Many died in the street waiting to see a healer.
“When the rumours began about the healer not being able to cure the illness, the people turned violent. No one wanted to be near someone sick and those in the street became targets of attacks by vigilantes who believed that their inability to be cured of the sickness was proof of their lack of faith in the old gods. When the healers themselves came down ill, the town convulsed and the healers were the first to burn inside their very clinics. Anarchy descended and neighbour turned on neighbour.
“We do not enter the town. We keep all who are inside within its walls. Those that try to leave, we shoot. No one is allowed to enter. To enter is to die.”
Marion let the shock of the words echo through her chest, settling into her mind like the stilling of a gong. “How could the town succumb to this so quickly? Are all the people inside carriers? Are they all infected?”
The captain shrugged. “No one knows. There is no way to tell.”
Marion frowned. “I heard rumours of a creature that might have started the plague. Do you know of what I speak?”
“There were rumours of a creature, yes. I have never seen it. I have never witnessed its presence outside the walls of the town, and neither have my men.” He jerked his head to indicate the men riding along side and behind them. “If the creatures exist, they are within the walls.”
“Is there anyone outside the walls that came in contact with a creature or witnessed it?”
“I do not think so, milady, but the council may know better. Look, there is the hacienda.” The captain pointed out an earth-coloured building set in a cluster of pines. A few minutes later, they rode through the gates and up to the manor house. The front door opened and a portly man stepped out onto the wooden porch, a mayoral badge of office pinned to his vest. Marion and the captain dismounted then approached the mayor.
“Greetings, mayor. I am Marion, a healer of L’Ordre du Coeur Sacré. The good captain has escorted me to you with ill tidings for the town of Melina. I have come to help. Are things truly as grave as reported?”
“Come, step inside, milady.” The mayor gestured for Marion to precede him inside then led her to a parlour just inside the door. Once she was comfortably seated, he answered her question. “It is worse than you have been told. Madness has gripped all with in Melina’s walls. The town is cursed.” He reached for a pitcher of water and poured two glasses, handing one to Marion.
“There must be something that can be done. How did it begin?”
“There were reports of a creature, which we believe to have been an elemental with physical form. The creature appeared in the middle of the night and by morning a third of the population was infected. A child was the first to get sick, and it quickly spread to the adult population. But here is the strange thing. The children recover from the infection, but the adults do not.”
“How do you know this?”
“The only bodies we found were adults. The children became very ill, but not one died. The healers wanted to see children only, to study why they were able to recover. That is why they were having the children sent to the peak, to study why they recovered, but before they could formulate any conclusions, they were killed. We had to withdraw from Melina. The infected adults reacted in a feral way, as though they were reverting to beastly version of their true selves.”
“How are the children able to cope in that environment? Are they still on the Citadel?” 
“We do not know. Perhaps they are no longer living. We cannot get close enough to tell.”
“Well, someone has to go in. We can’t sit here and watch the town tear itself apart.” Marion glared at the mayor, seething inside at his cowardice. “These are your people!”
“They were my people. The people I knew no longer live.” The mayor stood and walked over to a window that looked out on the town, smoke rising from its midst. “There is one person I know of who still lives, within Melina’s walls.”
“Who is that?” said Marion, her voice sharp.
“My niece, Cherise. She is eight.” His voice broke and his chin sank onto his chest. “She was on the last wagon to the school at the summit.”
Marion stared at the mayor’s shaking back, and her voice softened. “We will recover her, mayor. Tell me how I can find Cherise.”
 



Chapter 7
Pearls of Wisdom
 
It took most of the night to convince the mayor that Marion was the best person to enter the condemned town, but by dawn and after many cups of tea, he agreed to her plan.
“You are sure this will work, Marion?” asked the mayor, his brows furrowed with anxiety. 
“Elementals don’t just appear. They are creatures of magic. For magic to awaken in such a powerful and uncontrolled way there must have been a draw. Something has occurred in Melina that has concentrated the elemental magic in this one spot. I must go to the location of the first sighting. There is a clue there that only I or my sisters can detect.” She held up her hand to stop his diatribe of concerns. She had heard them over and over throughout the night. “Stop. We have agreed. It is time for me to go.”
“You must rest first. You do not understand what you are walking into.”
Marion shook her head. “There is no time. I am leaving.” She rose to her feet and swayed slightly. She was tired, no doubt, but she was drawn to the city. She could sense the elemental magic at work, and it was an itch that needed to be scratched. “Thank you for your hospitality. I will bring your niece to you if she lives.”
“Thank you, Marion. May the gods bless you.” He clasped her hands briefly then let her go.
Marion nodded and walked out the door to the front porch where a guard waited to escort her to the only accessible entrance to the town. She climbed into her saddle and took up her reins, and, with a final wave of farewell, followed the guard out of the gate she had ridden through twelve short hours earlier. 
They took a path that wound around one of the low hills, the village invisible except for the curl of smoke visible through the tall forest canopy. The trail was narrow forcing them to ride single file. The guard led her past a lookout tower. As they passed underneath it, a series of bird calls echoed through the woods. Her guard whistled back, and they carried on in peace. Marion shivered, feeling the eyes of the watchers, but when they passed out of range and she relaxed.
“When we reach the next guard tower, I leave you to go on alone. Remember, keep to the wall and you will come to a green door. Knock three times, and it will be opened for you from within. Once inside, you will not be allowed to leave. The road in front of you leads to the Citadel. The pink cottage at the base of the mountain was where the first elemental was reported to have been sighted. You will be on your own. Even the guards do not patrol any longer.”
“I understand.” Marion rode behind the guard, and a few minutes later the second tower came into view. As they rode abreast of it, the guard halted. 
“Good luck. I pray you can help the town. May the gods protect you.” He saluted and then turned his horse around and rode away. She walked her horse in the shadow of the wall then pulled her mare to a halt at a green door. Marion pulled up her hood then bent over and knocked sharply on the wood. She heard the rasp and clunk of bars being pulled out of sockets. 
“Ride on, milady. Do not be caught on the streets. You have a narrow window while the city sleeps, but soon it will wake and the screaming will start. You do not want to be caught in the open when those who are possessed awake. Take this,” he shoved a staff with a long, sharpened metal tip into her hand. “Godspeed.” Then, the door opened wide enough for her to ride through before it slammed closed.
Marion heeled her mare and clattered down the cobblestone street into town, heading straight as an arrow toward the Citadel she could see rising on the far side of Melina. The road to its top curved back and forth, a pale ribbon against the darker stone. Torches burned along the road, clearly visible in the shadow of the mountain despite the sun rising at its back. 
The town was silent except for the occasional rustle. A breeze wafted smoke across her path, obscuring her view of her goal. When it cleared, two men stood in the middle of the road. At least she thought they were men. They were hunchbacked and bald headed with their clothing hanging in tatters. They carried torches, and the flickering firelight washed over arms covered in festering sores. Marion’s mare snorted and tossed her head, nervous of the pair. They smelled of death, and Marion suppressed a shiver. 
“Move aside.” Her voice rang out strong and clear, masking her fear. She lowered the staff and spoke a few words. The spear glowed, magic dancing on the tip. The men grunted and ran at her, their gait a loping thing reminiscent of a bear. Marion heeled her horse and charged the men, swinging her spear to touch the right man on the shoulder. He howled and fell to the side, body jerking as a blue flame encased his body. It began to smoke and sank into the stones, a deflating sack of putrid flesh.
The second man grabbed Marion’s stirrup and reached up to pull her from the saddle, but her mare was having none of it and reached back with her teeth, clamping them onto the attackers arm. It ripped away, and the jerking motion dislodged his other hand as he stumbled and fell. Marion raced on toward the pink house, not pausing to look behind her in case others came to investigate the disturbance. Now that she was at a full run, her spooked mare refused to slow and Marion let her have her head. She also had no wish to linger in the diseased streets. 
Ten minutes of blessedly undisturbed riding brought her to the base of the climb to the peak and the healing academy at its summit. Marion reined in her mare to a walk, searching for the pink house described to her by the mayor. They rounded a curve and then she spied it. It was set in the middle of set of row houses, three stories tall. Wooden shutters of green were pulled closed over the windows. She rode up to the door, which was marked with a large red X. 
Marion slid from the saddle and tugged her gloves tight on her hands, then took her healer’s bag and the staff and put her hand to the latch of the door. It opened with a soft click and she entered the house. It was silent and empty. The lower floor of the interior had been ransacked, the furniture flipped over and cushions slashed. Broken crockery littered the floor and the curtains that once hung in the window hung limply from a broken wooden valance. 
She held her staff high, searching for signs of magic. She sniffed the air for the rarefied trail an elemental left behind, especially a beast tied to air. The lower level yielded no clues so Marion worked her way to a narrow staircase set against the back wall that led to the second level. Marion crept up the staircase. The treads squeaked under her booted feet. The sound was so loud in the silent house, it made her wince.
She stuck her head into the two bedrooms that were located on the second level. One was a master bedroom and empty, as was the nursery attached to it. She climbed the last flight of steps to two identical bedrooms, but these were obviously for children. Straw dolls decorated a ledge that ran around the perimeter of the room, pausing only for a large window set in a dormer. The bedroom was undisturbed, but a couple of bare spots on the ledge suggested a missing doll or two. 
I wonder…is this girl is up at the Citadel? Marion thought, stepping more fully into the room. Marion sniffed, closing her eyes to sort through the odours. Yes…there it is, a trace signature of rarefied air. An elemental has been here. She opened her eyes and took one last look around then stepped across the landing to the other room. She gripped the handle and opened the door. 
The blast of elemental magic that roared from the room hit her with the force of a charging rhino. Marion was blasted off her feet and flew back to land on the child’s bed, breaking her fall. She tumbled to the floor, her bag and staff tumbling away from her grip. Thankful for the soft landing, she rolled over onto the floor, just as a jet of flame roared over her head, catching the curtain on fire. Marion grabbed her bag and her staff and crawled along the wall back to the doorway. The flames roared up the curtain, and a choking black smoke filled the room, seeping out the eaves to join the rest of the smoke lingering in the early morning sky. 
No one will even notice this fire, thought Marion. Suddenly, it occurred to her why so many fires were burning in Melina. The creature was setting them, but whether on purpose or by accident, she did not know. 
Marion crawled to the door opening and peered around the frame. Nothing stirred in the room across the hall. She crawled out onto the landing and then up to the open doorway. Careful to keep low to the floor, she peered around the door frame. Perched on the headboard of the bed was…a baby dragon. Marion’s mouth opened in surprise. A dragon was the last thing she had anticipated finding. Dragons did not exist in Gaia. 
The dragon flapped, stretching up on its back feet, then nuzzled its chest with its nose. A long tongue flicked out to lick the shimmering scales on the underside of its wings. On the bed sat the shattered remains of what looked like crockery. Marion remembered the crockery that had littered the first floor. With dawning wonder, she realized that it hadn’t been dishes broken in a raid, but the shell of an emerging dragon. It would also explain the state of destruction on the first floor as the dragon had tried to escape the room. 
How many dragons are here? Marion wondered, studying the remains of the eggshell. Two at least or possibly more. But how did they get here? The baby dragon flapped once again, testing its wings, then hopped down from the headboard and clambered up on top of a dresser. It shoved its nose into an upended wooden box and began to nose around, sniffing at the spilled contents. A golden chain tumbled from the dresser to the floor. The dragon ignored it, scratching around at the interior of the box. Three fat pearls rolled across the top of the dresser, glinting in the rays of sunlight that pierced the cracks of the wooden shutters. The dragon spied the rolling pearls, and its tongue flickered out to snatch them. It crunched down with a tooth splintering snap and then swallowing, rummaged through the rest of the jewellery box contents. A ring tumbled out with a fat emerald solitaire. With a squeal, the dragon grabbed the gold with a claw and pried the emerald out of the ring. A contented purr sounded in its throat. 
Dragons eat gemstones? Marion watched the feeding dragon, amazed at the revelation. She reached into her neckline and pulled out the necklace of jade beads, gifted to her by her order. A crazy idea was forming in her mind. Can I coax the dragon to trust me with food? Marion took a deep breath then broke the necklace, spilling the beads into her hand. She rolled several across the floor to the base of the dresser. 
The baby dragon’s head snapped up and crooked to the side as an eye locked on the tempting treat. It lurched off the dresser and fell to the floor, licking up the beads. Marion continued to roll them a shorter and shorter distance, leading the baby to her. The dragon eyed her, and the treats and a contented gurgling issued from its throat. It stopped right in front of her and met her eye with an opal eye of clear intelligence. She could feel its mind pressing against hers. 
“Are you telepathic, my friend? I am sorry I do not know how to open my mind to yours.” 
The baby dragon’s head tilted at her words, then gurgled some more before crawling into her lap and curling into a ball, nose tucked under its tail. With a satisfied sigh, its eyes closed and fell asleep, snoring gently.
 



Chapter 8
Opaleye
 
Ramos laid the dead rats out on his study table, then crossed his arms and sighed. Self doubt teased his brain. 
Have I misjudged the adept-imminent? If the mysterious boy didn’t enter his room, where did he go? He sighed again, then flung a sheet over the table. First things first. Where is the dragon hiding? That is where I need to start. It’s bloody hard to hide a massive dragon. He must be up in the towers where I first saw the boy. I need to find my proof and the dragon is pretty hard to miss. 
Ramos changed his clothes and shoved his solitary pair of shoes on his feet then grabbing his cloak and a book, left his quarters for the long arduous climb to the peak of the east tower. He did not hurry. All he had done lately was hurry, and now he longed for a relaxing stroll. It did not take long for his shortened leg to twinge painfully. His shoe rubbed on the outside of his foot, but he ignored the discomfort. He pulled his hood up, wishing to not be immediately recognizable and whenever someone entered the hallway, he smoothed his gait which involved a lot of bending of the knees to bring his legs to the same length. He buried his nose in the book, and studiously ignored all he passed. 
He retraced his path of a day ago, calling himself all kinds of a fool for not checking on the dragon first. What if it wasn’t there when he got to the rookery? He was convinced that was where it was hiding, it only made sense, being the largest chamber in the tower. No one ever went there. 
Thirty minutes of hallways and stairs and passages later, he stepped out onto the hallway leading to the rookery. The only sound to disturb the silence was a raven, cawing as it passed by the arched stone window. He reached the crossing hallway where he had first spied the boy. Checking both directions, he took the right hallway toward the rookery, creeping slowly along the hallway and staying tight to the wall. The chamber opened up before him, vast as a cathedral to the old gods. The crow that had flown past the window earlier, flew into rookery, cawing. Its mate answered, ruffling feathers from a nest in one of the smaller alcoves. 
Ramos searched the interior with his eyes, ignoring the crow. All the dragon-sized chambers appeared to be empty, but he knew that some were very deep, especially the ones that stretched back into the mountain itself. He walked across the chamber, careful to not trip on the detritus scattered across the floor. Working his way around the perimeter, it wasn’t until the fifth cave that he found what he was looking for. The dirt on the floor of the cave was scuffed with clawed prints and swishing through the middle the serpentine swirl that could only be a tail. 
Ramos crept into the opening, walking to the back and as the light faded, he conjured a ball of light. He held it aloft, illuminating the dark. The cave was one of the deepest caves, complete with stalactites and stalagmites formed by a steady drip of water through the porous ceiling. He moved further back into the cave. The largest stalagmites were broken, the breaks fresh. The dragon had pushed into the very back of the cave, and the conjured flame sparkled off crystals embedded in the walls. He held the ball close to the crystals. A long gash ripped through the stone wall, exposing a vein of colour that reminded Ramos of jewels. 
Puzzled, he pushed further back into the cave, and that was when he saw it. The rear of the cave was piled high with jewels of every sort. It was not the polished things that kings and queens liked to wear, but the raw, unrefined rock that glimmered dully in the flickering light. Splinters and shards covered the floor in a fine dust that danced with rainbows. Ramos knelt and drew his finger through the dust, holding it up before his eyes. 
A rumbling snort blew down the cave, a hot wind that made his clock flutter. He tensed then slowly turned around. A massive dragon blocked the entrance of the cave. Grey-scaled, the beast moved with a swiftness that belied its size. Before Ramos could do more than yell, the dragon was looming over him. Ramos flung his arms over his head, waiting for the blast of flame that would curl the skin from his bones, but nothing happened. 
Slowly he separated his arms, peering up at the lone Opaleye that peered down at him. The great snout swung around and sniffed him, sucking his robes into his nostrils. Ramos was sure that they came away layered in nostril slime, but he couldn’t drag his eyes away from the beast. When the dragon did not attack him, some of his fear drained away and he lowered his arms. Ramos felt the dragon’s mind press against his and grabbed his head, trying to ease the pressure. “Are you trying to speak to me? I am not telepathic. Can you speak?”
The dragon lowered himself to the floor of the cave and considered his words. A small irritated curl of smoke huffed from its nostrils. He extended a claw and began to draw in the bejeweled dust on the floor. An image of an island and wavy lines Ramos took for waves and then a larger island that he knew to be the shape of Gaia took shape on the floor.  
“Is that a bird?” The dragon growled, and Ramos corrected “No, wait, is that you?” The dragon puffed assent. “You are from here?” He pointed to the smaller world. “Jintessa? Across the impassable seas?” The dragon blinked agreement. “You can cross the magical barrier? That’s fantastic!” enthused Ramos, all fear forgotten. “You have great magic!” The dragon nodded puffing out his chest, and then he started a new drawing. This one showed several round objects in what looked to be a nest. “Are those eggs?” The dragon nodded once again, then drew an X across three of them. “Those ones are missing? Are they yours?” The dragon nodded and then dragged his claw from the image of the nest over to Gaia. Ramos frowned. “Someone stole your eggs and brought them here? Why?” The dragon huffed, then lifted its claw and shoved it in Ramos’s chest. “To give to me? Or to wizards? Who would do such a thing?” The dragon rumbled an angry sound deep in his chest. His nostrils glowed with heat, turning a fiery red. “My name is Ramos,” he said, jabbing himself in the chest. “Do you have a name?”
The dragon raised a claw to his eye. “Eye? Your name is Eye?” The dragon snorted then clawed through the pile of rocks and flipped out a chunk of grey slag that tumbled over in a rainbow of colour, rolling to a stop at Ramos’s feet. He bent over and picked up the rock. “Opal. Opal…eye? Is your name Opaleye?” The dragon flashed long teeth in his direction. “So where is your rider? I saw him just after you arrived.” The dragon growled and shook his head. It was not a friendly sound. “I think I know where he is. The question is, what is he up to?” 
Opaleye rumbled then stomped over to the opening of the cave. A whining keen issued from his lips. Ramos walked up beside the dragon. “You are calling your young ones.” The dragon whined again. “How about I help you find them? I don’t know where to look, but I can try.” The dragon eyed him then nudged him out into the room. “I will find your eggs.” 
Ramos walked out of the rookery, the dragon’s hot gaze on his retreating back. The mystery deepened with every step he took. Was it possible to uncover the truth behind all the mysterious events before it was too late for everyone?
 



Chapter 9
Broken Promises
 
Madrid strode down the hallway, disguised as the late adept-imminent. The poor fellow had not seemed suspicious in the least of the offered cup of ale laced with a sedative, nor offered any resistance when Madrid had placed the pillow against his face, smothering him. Disposing of the body had been trickier, but the abundance of lye used in the refuse pit had taken care of that particular problem. Sneaking his corpse out under cover of darkness had been a challenge, but the serving carts used by the staff had proved to be the perfect vehicle to transport the body through the castle, once it had been stuffed into a meat box.
A slow smile stretched his lips. He was pleased with the finely tuned web of deception he had spun around the governing wizard’s council over the course of the last few weeks. They trusted their prize pupil, despite the gimpy-legged adept’s attempts to warn them. It had been ridiculously easy to divert their attention from the lad’s truthful accounts, to the reports of chaos and burning Bastion, Samos, and Shadra. The timing of the arrival of the provincial representatives was beyond perfect. He would have loved to claim credit for it, but they had simply appeared on the keep’s doorstep to demand that the governing wizard’s council declare a state of emergency. It took only a little discussion to convince them to nominate Wizard Tanis as the emperor-elect. With a few more, well-placed whispers in the crowd, Madrid convinced the provincial councillors streaming to the wizard’s keep to “demand a magical solution” as protection against “the aggression of their foul-minded neighbours.” Wizard Tanis, bowing to the demands of the populace, agreed to put the keep on high alert and discuss their demands with the council. First on the people’s agenda was that the rampaging magic of the elementals be brought under control. The crowds swelled in the lower town, and the lone stone bridge that connected the town to the keep seethed with angry throngs, intent on forcing their demands on the wizards. 
But the elderly wizards were ill, gravely so. Only Wizard Tanis was unaffected by the sickness sweeping the keep. Madrid smiled. It was by his design, of course. It had taken some careful discussion and not a few late-night sessions spent in the wizard’s chambers, but Wizard Tanis had come to trust Madrid’s counsel. Through reasoned deliberation, he had agreed that the current crisis could not be resolved by discussion, nor could the wizards simply ignore the problems beyond the walls of the keep. Long ago, the wizards had pledged to not interfere in the affairs of the non-magical population. But with the surge of the elements, magic was no longer in full control of the wizards. Elemental magic, out of control, would be catastrophic for Gaia. 
The strange cough spreading through the magical population of the castle, adept students and full wizard alike, was an illness unknown to the common village healers. Illnesses borne of magic or thought to be based in magic were treated by the witches of Castle Ionia, but they had been called away to deal with the tragedy unfolding in Bastion and none were able to be located when the current spread of illness within the walls of the keep took an extreme turn. The adepts were the first to succumb to the illness, falling into a catatonic state. 
The disease was highly contagious among those with magic, and, as no cure could be found, the adepts had been quarantined to their quarters and the wizard’s council to the actual council chambers where the illness had first manifested in an attempt to isolate the most contagious of them all from the rest of the castle. The disease bloomed at an exponential rate among the elderly wizards, eating away at their connection to elemental power. The illness at first was thought to be a common cold, but, as the days progressed, each of the wizards succumbed to painful boils that burst the skin. The relief was short lived as additional boils replaced the original, the boils multiplying with every rupture. A ragged cough that tore the lungs was soon followed by high fever and disorientation. 
Madrid stroked his lip, pleased with his efforts. The only person who was completely immune to the disease was the adept-imminent. Madrid had spun a story of exposure as a child in his home province and a miraculous cure and promised the council that he would care for them and the provinces until they could recover or until the healers could return and treat them all. 
Yes, my plan is working splendidly! thought Madrid, as he walked to the council chambers with the elixir he had concocted as a cure for all ills. He was down to the last of the white powder, but there should be enough of the elemental concoction in their system now, to be able to bend their will to his to command. That was the advantage of being in control. He was masterminding a huge chess game and only he could see the moves to come. 
Madrid paused outside of Wizard Tanis’s chambers and knocked on the door. It opened immediately, and he entered the room, closing the door behind him. 
***
Ramos nudged Cara in the arm, pointing at the adept-imminent. He placed a finger to his lips then pulled her out onto the balcony through the windows. They pressed their backs against the stone wall and listened hard.
“It’s time,” said Madrid. “The council must be brought to their knees. With death staring them in the face, they will agree to our plan. We can finally help the people of Gaia as emperor and assistant.”
Wizard Tanis stirred at Madrid’s words, lifting his eyes from the scroll he had been reading. “They are stubborn old men. They will not agree until there is no other choice. They will need to believe it in their bones, that they are a breath from death, before they will agree to our plans. Are you sure they are ready? I do not want to reveal our plans and deception until the outcome of that exposure is assured.”
“I tested the elixir before beginning its application. Their time can be counted in short hours now, a couple days at most. They will wish to live, not die. They will accept our terms.”
“You are sure that we will be able to control the radical elements, once we have gained control of the wizard’s combined magic? You could not have tested that theory, not completely.”
“Ah, but I have! There are creatures unknown to Gaia that are born of this elemental magic, and I have studied the annals about such creatures. Dragons and chimera and kulshreda are but to name a few. There was a time when such creatures existed in Gaia. The knowledge is there, if obscure,” said Madrid.
“Then it is time. Is that the last of the elixir?”
“Yes.”
“Then go, administer it to our friends. I will speak to the people by the gates and warm them up to the change in power that will soon occur.” At Madrid’s look of concern, he said “Oh don’t worry, I won’t give anything away. I will speak in vagaries so profound and incomprehensible, they would honour a politician. Which, I suppose, is what I am about to become.”
“Excellent plan…emperor.”
Cara heard the click of shoes on tile, and together they peeked around the corner of the window frame. Madrid left the room, leaving the door ajar, followed by Wizard Tanis, a royal purple cloak slung over his arm.
As soon as the door closed, Ramos and Cara crept back into the room and ran to the door, placing their ear against it. 
“Are they gone?” whispered Cara.
“Yes,” said Ramos. “We need to warn the council! Come on!” He wrenched open the door to Wizard Tanis’s chamber. After a quick check to make sure the coast was clear, he dragged Cara down the hallway after him. He wasn’t sure who he was going to talk to, but someone had to believe him! He would tell anyone who would listen. Anyone at all.
They ran down the corridor, anxious to find a wizard well enough to both hear and believe their story. Ramos’ hold on Cara’s hand tightened as he turned down the right hand hallway and smacked into a shimmering fold of air as solid as a wall. An electrifying bolt of energy froze their limbs and sparked along their nerve endings, flaming pinpricks of pain that sparked through their bodies. Twin screams filled the air then the force field flung them backwards through the air, where they crumpled to the stone, unconscious. 
 



Chapter 10
Here There Be Dragons
 
Marion reached the healer’s school at the crest of the extinct volcano about noon, the baby dragon walking beside her. She had given up on riding her horse as it was spooked enough already by the rioting in the town. The dragon was simply too much for it, so she had left it tied up in a small copse of trees off the main road, behind a barn, where she hoped it would not be found. She did not trust the mental state of the people in the town, and feared that her horse would be slaughtered in her absence.
The little Opaleye, testing her wings, fluttered and snapped at passing bugs, but spat them back to the stones when they did not satisfy. Every once in a while, Marion tossed a jewel, rescued from the condemned house, up into the air and the dragon gobbled it down like sweet treats on a holiday. The shock over the existence of dragons, an elemental born of air and fire, on Gaia was wearing off, but her amusement over a dragon’s choice of food had not. She grinned, knowing that there wasn’t a soul alive on Gaia who could afford to keep one. The idea of feeding the dragon someone’s hard-earned treasure everyday was laughable, but then again, wasn’t organic food the same thing? These thoughts entertained her as they climbed, but as the summit came into view, her thoughts sobered.
What were the condition of the children who’d fled here? Were her sisters still alive? Cautious of what she might find, she took a curving path off the main road. It ran through the stark woods that lined the roadway as it leveled out onto the flat bowl of the ancient crater where the healer’s school had been built. The dragon followed, like a trusted dog, padding along single file behind her, keeping to her footprints. She glanced back and noted that there was no evidence of the small dragon’s passage. Reaching the edge of the trees, she crouched down behind a bush and scooped the little dragon up into her arms. Already, she could feel the fire breather was heavier than a few hours ago. 
The building beyond was silent as a tomb. Not a creature stirred. The windows were shuttered against the cold night air and possible attack. “What do you think, little Opal? Is it friend of foe sheltered beyond those walls?”
The dragon nuzzled her pocket, snuffling for more gems. “Hey, you will burn a hole in my pocket!” She laughed and pulled out a fat sapphire, holding it out for the dragon. The dragon’s tongue flickered out and snapped up the gemstone. Marion patted its head, the spikes not yet hardened to bone and flexing under her hand. “What am I going to do with you? You can’t stay here.” Her eyes drifted over to the snowy tops of the mountain ranges of Fjord and Tyr. “I think we will need to go to another province. But first, we need to find Cherise.” 
She tucked the dragon under her cloak and crept up to the hospital, making for the area that would normally admit the sick. A striker was attached to the wall by the door and a little wooden mallet hanging from a peg. She picked up the mallet and struck the plate in a certain pattern that was known only among the witches of Ionia. There was a momentary silence and she heard the sound of he lock being released. With a creak, the door opened to a white-haired woman holding a lantern. “Come in, quickly.”
Marion stepped across the threshold. “Who are you?”
“Marion. I am a new healer. I came to help.”
“Follow me.”
The woman led her deeper into the building to an interior room with no windows. Bright light spilled out of the doorway and the murmur of voices cut off abruptly as she entered the room. It was crowded with women and children alike, sleeping on pallets that covered every inch of space. A cup of tea was brought to her, but she waved it away as she walked over to the head of their order, identifiable by a brooch pinned to her dress. 
“Mother, I am Marion. I came to assist you, but along the way I found this, a fire breather.” She pulled the little dragon from under her cloak. 
Marion handed it to the tall woman, who sighed and said, “We found two others. They are here, also. That should account for them all. They were planted on the town, according to witnesses. A peddler came through with the eggs and traded them to a couple farmers for goods. He left, promising that the eggs would bring good fortune. You saw the result behind you.”
“The dragons need to be taken away. I will do this for you, Mother. I know the hills and forests of Tyr. But first, I have a request from the mayor. He asks to know of the fate of his niece, Cherise.”
The mother healer handed the dragon back to Marion then took her hand and led her to the back of the room where the injured lay on pallets. A girl with red hair lay curled into a ball, a blanket bunched around her slender form. She appeared unharmed. 
“Is she hurt?” asked Marion, taking in the condition of her companions. 
“No, she is fine. But her gift is strong. Those around her recover faster than when alone, so we have grouped those who are hurt the worst, closest to her gift. She is a little miracle. But it exhausts her. She has no control over her magic and needs to be cared for as much as these others. She will make a great witch. We will pass by the mayor’s house and let him know that she is safe and cared for.”
“Thank you,” Marion said, and then gave the location of where the mayor could be found to the Mother.
“Now you must rest before starting out once again. We will take care of the dragons while you sleep. I will take your charge to where the others are being kept.” She led the way down the blackened corridor to a stone room where the dragons were being housed. Nests of sticks were covered with animal hides, and a bowl of bright jewels sat beside one of water in the middle of the room. The Opaleye struggled to be released from Marion’s arms and as soon as her feet touched the ground, she scampered over to her litter mates and curled up in the middle of the pair. Marion took the key from her host and locked the door back up, then paused when the door next to the dragons was pushed open for her. 
“We will prepare everything you need. Get a few hours of rest. We will send you on your journey the swiftest way possible, via a tunnel that stretches from here to Castle Ionia. It is the safest way.”
“I never knew such a tunnel existed!” said Marion. 
“It is not discussed. It is for emergencies only, and this is certainly such a time. But is a secret you will be forbidden to speak. You will know of its existence but you will not be permitted to speak the words to anyone else. Try to do so and you will find that your mind wanders until you have forgotten what you were about to say. Stand still while I plant the thought in your mind.” The mother healer reached up and touched Marion’s temples. “You will know the route and the passage, but that is all. Any mention of this passage is forbidden.”
Spell complete, the Mother dropped her hands. “Now sleep. We will wake you when it is time. Food will be brought when you awake.”
Exhausted, and grateful for the chance to rest, Marion crawled under the blankets and was asleep before her head touched the pillow.
 



 
Chapter 11
Captured
 
Ramos blinked. The motion was slow and painful. Every bone in his body hurt. Every fibre of his being, hurt. As far as he could tell, he was burning in a personal hell. His very cells burned with an all-consuming flame. Yet one thought rose to the fore of his consciousness. Cara. Ramos forced himself to wake, and with it came a sensation of helplessness. He was bound, hand and foot, and lying on a stone floor. He lifted his head and a measure of relief returned along with a renewed panic. Cara lay beside him, a large bruise swelling on her forehead. Her face was pale, but her chest rose and fell evenly. “Cara,” he whispered. “Cara, wake up.” She did not stir.
Ramos wiggled his body, rolling over onto his back to get a better view of where they were. The legs of a bed brought him up short and he spied a blue robe flung over the end of the bed. With a sinking feeling, he realized they were lying on the floor of Madrid’s quarters.
“Cara, wake up!” There was no response to his plea. He inched his way over to the corner of the bed where the ropes tying them twisted around a metal post. They were tied to the frame, but perhaps he could shift it. Ramos leaned into the corner and tried to push the leg but nothing happened. Unsurprised, his eyes traveled over the room, looking for something he could use to cut their bonds. 
The room was simply furnished. A dresser and wash basin sat against the wall that held the door and the lone bed was shoved up against one wall. A desk for studying was shoved up against the opposite wall and the fourth wall held a small window. It was exactly like every other adept room along the corridor. Ramos gathered his legs under him and tried to heave the bed up, but its weight was too much. He sat back down, panting and abandoned his attempts to free them. Instead, he crawled over to Cara. He nudged her with his shoulder then leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. 
Cara’s eyes flew open and she stared up into his blue ones and smiled. “Hello,” he said softly and straightened, giving her space to move. Cara smiled back and then it faded from her eyes.
“Ramos, you are hurt!” Her look of shocked surprise made Ramos look down for the first time. His eyes fell on his upper arm and chest. They were covered in blood, the robes rent from side to side as though a dull guillotine had dropped onto his body. Blood flowed from a deep gash that clearly showed his collar bone through the torn tissue. With the evidence before his eyes, the fiery sensation was replaced by a deep agony as pain slammed into him. 
“Oh my!” he gasped and swayed on his knees. Cara sat up, still bound and pressed her body against his, keeping him from collapsing. Forbidden tears glazed her eyes. “I can do this. I can do this,” she murmured. “Ramos, lean against the bed. I need to see the wound.”
Ramos leaned back with a heavy groan, as the room swam. Cara wriggled her way around to the edge of the bed then rolled onto her knees, pressing the ties binding her arms against the rough edge of the bed post. She sawed at the edge catching the taut fibres against the abrasive edge. The threads split as she sawed and with a final snap, her hands came free. She shook off the last of the ropes then placed her hands on either side of the wound and pressed. Ramos screamed, and then fainted.
 Cara bit her lip and then took a deep breath to steady her fluttering nerves and then reached inside herself to find the spark of magic she knew lurked within her core. It was an elusive thing, sliding away from her mental grasp like water running through a strainer. It took five tries before she could grasp the elements needed, to heal the deadly wound. She pulled earth and water and fire and added a touch of spirit to the mix and began to move her hands over his shredded flesh, knitting the skin back together. She moved her hands over his body, seeking out other pieces of shrapnel embedded under the skin, teasing and healing the cuts and lacerations. 
When she was sure that she had found every single cut, she opened her eyes. All that was left of the gash was a pinkish line of baby soft skin, to show where the life threatening wound had been. 
She untied the ropes on her legs then reached over to loosen the bindings on the adept’s arms and legs. She laid Ramos down to rest for a moment while she took stock of their situation. Ramos snored softly. He would be too weak to face the wizard. There was no choice, really, but to flee. They didn’t have the ability to take him on and if they were there when he returned, she was certain they would both die. 
I think the only reason we are still alive is that Madrid was in a hurry. He’d paused only long enough to secure them out of site. If Ramos had died of his wounds before Madrid returned, it would be one less problem for the imposter.
They needed a disguise. She hurried over to a storage chest shoved out of sight under the foot of the bed and pulled it out, opening the square lid. Inside were several pieces of clothing discarded by the previous occupant of the room. She pulled out two humble robes with hoods and threw one over her own clothes, then kneeled down beside Ramos and gently shook his shoulder.
“Ramos, wake up. We need to go.” Ramos stirred and woke, but could barely keep his eyes open. “What happened, where…?”
“Shhh, we don’t have time for that. Come on, wizard, we need to get out of here.”
“Not a wizard…only an adept.”
“If you don’t get up off that floor, you won’t even be that. Now come on.” She reached down and pulled him upright, swaying unsteadily.
“All right, I’m up. Let’s get out of here.” Memory came flooding back to Ramos, and he looked down. “Did you heal me?”
“Yes, now shut up will you? Come on.”
Together, they stumbled out the door and fled, wanting nothing more than to put as much distance between themselves and the castle as possible.
 



 
Chapter 12 
The Fall of the Keep
 
The moans of the ill wizards filled the chamber, their breaths mixing as they rattled from their chests. Death was imminent, and they knew it. Weakened beyond resistance, the magic in their veins fading, they stared death in its face. They knew that the source of the plague was the wizard adept standing before them in silver-robed glory. He had not sickened. In fact, he had not been affected in the least by their illness, as he moved among them offering tea and soup laced with the elixir that was killing them all.
This morning Madrid entered the chamber with Wizard Tanis at his side, equally as healthy and robust as the adept.  They brought neither soup nor tea, but instead the adept pulled from under his robes a rack of stoppered tubes with a blue liquid. They stepped into the middle of the chamber then Wizard Tanis addressed the wizards.
“My fellows. You are all dying. You have hours, perhaps a day of life left in this world. It is unfortunate, but true.” His gaze was somber, but pitiless. “For all that I have enjoyed your august company over the centuries, the world is changing. Magic is no longer a benign gift to the people. They demand that it be harnessed and controlled. We,” he gestured to Madrid “intend to honour that request, beginning right here and now. You have a choice. You can choose to die, or you can choose to live on, your magic harnessed to our will. We intend to build a bridge between the provinces to reform the Citadel keep to be the true center of the world. We will bring peace to Gaia and harness all magic to use to benefit all. It begins with you. It is time to make your choice.” Madrid stepped forward and held out the vials. “Drink this, and join us in ruling this world. Drink this, and your magic will be used for good as we harness it and your will to a divine purpose. Or refuse, and you will die right now, your magic lost to the elementals. This is your choice.”
The sick wizards stared at Tanis and Madrid, chests rattling, barely able to sit up on their beds. They exchanged glances and then, one by one, they accepted the proffered vial. They struggled to pull the cork then downed the contents in one gulp. As the potion hit their stomachs, they gasped, clutching at their throats. They rose off their pallets into the air and a whirlwind swirled around them, whipping their soiled clothing. Faster and faster the wind blew until they were nothing but blurs of grey. With a clap of thunder and an explosion of sparkles, they vanished. The wind died and silence descended in the chamber.
Madrid clapped Wizard Tanis on the shoulder. “Congratulations, emperor!” He clapped his hands and servants entered, heads bowed. “Remove these filthy pallets and clean the chamber. Bring a round table and chairs representing every province.” They bowed and set about the commanded task. 
“Come, there is something I want to show you.” He led Wizard Tanis to the window that overlooked Bastion. A shimmering white bridge had appeared, arching from the Citadel to the shore across the keep’s moat. The moat had widened into a rift that fell away into the depths of the earth. The crack extended out along the border between Fjord and Bastion, all the way to the monster-filled sea, and already water was flooding into the void. He led Tanis to the other windows. The view from each displayed a shining new bridge of welcome. 
“Your people will be able to come to the Citadel directly, not gathering before one bridge as in the past. And look here,” he said, pointing at the border between Bastion and Samos. “See that shimmer? It is a wall enhanced by magic. No longer will the provinces be able to attack one another directly. Their borders are now secure, secured by the control of magic from your office, here.”
Wizard Tanis stroked his short beard and smiled. “Very good, adept. You will make an excellent apprentice to me. You have learned well. I would never have thought to eliminate the council as a way to world peace, but I must admit, it was a stroke of genius. I will miss the old buzzards, but this is for the best. We need to keep our eye on what is best for Gaia, for the world at large. We are the only two wizards left in all of Gaia.”
Madrid frowned. “There is that runt, Ramos. He still walks free.”
“He is no wizard. Without further training, his minuscule abilities will wither and die like a rain-starved sprout. He is irrelevant.”
“Perhaps you are right. What is your next plan, emperor?”
Tanis smiled at the form of address, preening with pride. “The witches, of course. They wield a different form of magic, it is true, yet it is still magic. All must be under our control. It is time to turn our attention to them and root them out of their hidey holes.” He turned to Madrid and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know you are more than up to the challenge. Take the Citadel guards and begin a campaign. Oh, and one other thing, from this moment on, I am no longer Wizard Tanis. My new name shall be Emperor Pious.”
“As you wish, emperor.” Madrid bowed, and left the man, smiling down on the bridges formed by the bones of his former friends.
***
Ramos and Cara bounced on the hard wooden floor as a wheel rolled over a rock. The rough cloth of their hand-woven cloaks scratched their arms with the shifting of the wagon bead. They tugged at the threadbare hoods, pulling them forward to cast their faces into shadow. Feet dangling over the edge, they ignored the guards as much as possible.
“Kiss me,” hissed Cara, “right now!”
Ramos’s head turned, in surprise, and Cara bent in and kissed him full on the lips. Shocked, he froze, enjoying the sensation of her lips pressed to his. At first, they were hard, firm, but then they softened. He began to explore her mouth and just as suddenly she pulled away, blushing. 
Dazed, Ramos said “What was that for?”
“Guards,” she whispered, and her blush deepened. “You didn’t have to enjoy it so much!” she snapped, to cover her embarrassment.”
Ramos barked a laugh. “Why not?” He peeked out of his hood at the guards, who had been lost to view by the next wagon rumbling across the ancient bridge from the Citadel. “Look, it’s not like it’s my first…” His voice trailed away as he felt a surge of magical energy such as he had never felt before. It was like every elemental element on Gaia convulsed in unison. His stomach rolled, and he threw up as he felt the leeching of magic from his own soul. Gagging, he retched again. 
Alarmed, Cara bent over him and grabbed the back of his cloak lest he fall out of the bouncing wagon. 
“Ramos, are you okay? What happened? Ramos!”
Ramos wiped his sleeve across his mouth and pushed himself upright. “Something awful has happened. Something horrifying.” He shuddered. “Magic. It’s gone. Someone has stolen it. It’s gone.” 
“Ramos, that can’t be. I still feel magic. It must be a side effect of my healing.”
At that moment, an earthquake struck, tossing the wagon sideways and flinging them out the back to the ground. Rocks quivered and bounced beside them as the land groaned. The moat they had just crossed ripped open and rock fell into the chasm, swallowing up the banks. The ancient stone bridge cracked and fell into the opening along with every wagon, beast and person unfortunate enough to be on the bridge when it collapsed. Screams rent the air then faded away as the source of the sound fell out of range. The quaking stopped and Ramos looked up to see a new bridge standing in its place, pure white and gleaming. Identical bridges presented themselves at the borders of the various provinces. To Ramos, they looked like the limbs of a ten-legged spider.  
Cara gasped and pointed to the border a few hundred feet away. A shimmering wall rose into the sky, and Ramos did not need to touch it to know it would be deadly. In that shimmering field he could see every element of magic. The world had changed within the stroke of a hundred heartbeats. 
“Cara, we need to get out of here. Now!” Clasping her hand, they ran to two wandering rider less horses and scrambled into the saddles, heeling them into a full gallop. Ramos cared not where they went, only that they put themselves as far from the Citadel as possible. There was no more room for magic in Bastion. There was no room for magic in all of Gaia. As he rode away, Ramos knew his life had changed forever. He, as the last wizard of the keep, was a hunted man, and would stay a hunted man, forever.
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The cloak gave it away. No matter how much rain matted his hair, or mud caked his face, or even how his entrails spilled out to cover the rest of his body, the cloak was unmistakable. On the only patch of unsoiled cloth, a rose petal that Yulich embroidered with her own two hands stood out against the deep green fabric.
“Come, my child, let’s get you out of the rain. My boys will take care of him.” The old woman put one frail hand on Yulich’s back and tried to gently guide her out of the village square, away from her father’s body, and away from the silent stares of the villagers. They all stood a respectful distance away, huddled out of the rain under thatched eaves of circular earthen huts. Curious children were kept tethered to their parents with stern looks and unspoken threats of punishment.
Later they would send their condolences, and warm food, to atone for the guilt of not believing her, and for the relief that it wasn’t their loved one covered in mud and viscera. But for now, they were content to pretend their distance from the body was out of respect.
Daireh’s well-meaning insistence to lead her away was an attempt to protect Yulich from the brutal finality all must someday face. As if death would pass over those that refrained from morbid reflection. Death wasn’t an unwanted thought that would simply fade away if ignored. It was an unavoidable and inevitable conclusion.
“Come now, they know what’s to be done.” Again, Daireh gave a gentle push. “They’ll bury him next to your mother and sisters.”
“No, leave him.”
Daireh stiffened at the harshness in Yulich’s voice, then nodded her assumed understanding, and fell silent.
Let the old woman think it some form of sentimentality or unwillingness to let her father go. So long as he, and the surrounding tracks, were left unmarred. This was the second killing in as many weeks. Everyone thought Hanni had been killed by a desperate lion that had been scared off its kill before it could drag the bodies out of the village. Except for Yulich. She recognized the signs; nothing from any of the bodies had been eaten or removed. Shredded, mangled, crushed, yes, but not eaten. Last time the tracks had been spoiled by grief-stricken family members before anyone could get a look. She wanted them to know, down to their very souls, that had they listened to her after the first killing and sent for help, her father would be alive.
This time the pristine tracks were there for all to see. Not that she felt anyone in the village would know what to do. This was far beyond what simple farmers could handle. She wanted to make sure everyone got a good look at the foot prints of what had been terrorizing the village. Whatever did this had human like feet with claws longer than a large man’s finger.
Yulich again noticed the rose on her father’s cloak. All the villagers recognized the workmanship as the best in the land. Yulich’s father wore it with honor. He’d smile and say that it was fit for a king because it was made by his princess. No amount of ribbing or jeering could ever break through his steadfast pride in his only surviving daughter. Always quick with a kind word and free with compliments, Yulich’s father was, had been, the best possible father any girl could hope for.
The rain stopped and Yulich wiped away the tears. Mid-morning light now peeked through the clouds, which should have urged the birds to come out and sing, yet the square was quiet but for the rhythmic squelch of a horse and rider approaching from the north.
“Who is that?” Yulich turned to Daireh, who shook her head and shrugged.
Couldn’t have been anyone local. The horses around there had known only the plow and weren’t nearly as big…and none had patchy burn scars across the left side of their face, neck, and chest…and they all had both their ears. The rider wore a dark brown cloak, deep hood pulled low, knotwork insignia of the Ashosi over the right breast.
As they drew near, a whispered name began to spread around the square. A name that brought hope to some, and fear to others. Children, implicitly restrained from ogling a dead body, succumbed to the allure of a stranger on a horse and dashed out into the muddy village square.
“That can’t be Krestan, can it?” Yulich’s stomach twisted from despair and uncertainty, to apprehension, laced with hope.
“It’s Krestan, alright.” Daireh said with the self-assurance that could only be found in an elder. “He’s the only Ashosi that survived the uprising. And only the commander of the Ashosi could handle a horse that dangerous. Just look at that magnificent—"
The giant dapple grey tripped over its own foot and stumbled.
“—still, it’s an intimidating beast.” Daireh finished, undeterred from her praise.
It put its head down and its good ear went cockeyed with embarrassment.
“Huh, well, it’s a big horse, at least.” She stared into Yulich’s eyes, daring her to dispute this fact.
“But what’s he doing here? Do you think he’s here to hunt the creature?”
“I hope so. If half the stories of him are true, the creature won’t stand a chance.”
“But if the other half of the stories are true, neither will most of the village.”
“You can’t believe every bit of gossip you hear.”
“That gossip came from you.”
“I would never spread gossip, especially not about an Ashosi.” Again, she gave the stare that dared contradiction.
“What?” Yulich had trouble backing down from a challenge. “You told the elders that if they brought Krestan here he would insist on deflowering every virgin girl in the village. And half the boys. That he craved attention because he was nothing but a whiny little boy that had sucked at his mother’s tit for too long. And that if he showed up you were going to shove your cane right up his backside. Only you didn’t say backside.” And those weren’t the worst of the rumors.
“Hush now, Yully. He’s here.” The deflection was as close as Daireh would get to admitting defeat, which was good enough for Yulich.
Krestan stopped the horse next to them, just short of the tracks surrounding the body. After a heavy sigh from deep within the hood, the Ashosi swung one leg backwards over the rump of the horse and climbed down the side of the saddle like a ladder. Up close, he looked small, not much bigger than Yulich herself. He untied a walking stick from the saddle bags and slogged through the mud to stand at her father’s side.
“How long has this…” he bent down for a closer look at the body “…man, been dead?” His voice was raspy yet soft, like the tongue of a feline, with an accent much like the northern nobility.
“Sometime in the night. He didn’t come home. Are you here to kill the creature that did this?”
Krestan inspected the tracks with the tip of his cane. Two fingers were missing from his left hand, giving the impression that he held it with a claw.
“I’m surprised no one trampled the prints here. They are remarkably clear.”
“I kept everyone away. They thought Hanni was killed by a lion last week. I told them lions don’t shred the heart, liver, and lungs, and eat nothing. They didn’t believe me. They do now that they can all see, clear as day, that those are no lion tracks. Now that it’s too late. My father’s dead because no one would listen to me.” Damn the quiver in her voice and the unbidden tears. She wiped her face and walled off the despair. No man took a young weeping woman seriously.
“He isn’t the first killed like this?” Krestan straightened, threw back the hood and stared intently at Yulich. “A week ago? Someone was killed, like this, a week ago?”
The two villagers looked at each other and back at the Ashosi.
“Um…” Yulich managed to say, then fell silent again.
“Listen, this is damn important. Are you sure the other was killed exactly like this, seven day ago?”
“…” Daireh began, then closed her mouth again.
“What the hell’s wrong with you two?”
“Are you Krestan?” Yulich finally asked.
“Damn right I am. Now, about the death last week?”
“It’s just, you know, I thought, well, we thought, that Krestan was a man.”
“Seriously?! Do I look like a man?” Intricate sliver braids wove around half her head and disappeared into her cloak, standing in stark contrast to her dark, winkled skin. The left half of her head, along with face and neck, had been terribly burned, and a patch with the Ashosi knotwork covered her eye. She was beautifully fierce, and looked nothing like a man.
“But Krestan is a man’s name.” Daireh whispered.
“Clearly not.” Krestan stared the old woman down, daring her to challenge this fact. Now that that’s out of the way…the one that was killed last week…?”
“Um, yes, well, Yully is right. Hanni was killed seven days ago and just like this.”
“And now this man—”
“My father.”
“And now your father, and who else?”
“What do you mean?”
“The creature kills three or four on the second hunt. More people of your village have been killed.”
“How do you know?”
“Because that’s what has happened in the last seven villages.” A look of determination and regret passed Krestan’s face as her gaze fell to the body.
“Oh, my!” Daireh brought both hands to her mouth, eyes wide and tearing.
“What do we do?”
“First, you bury your father. I’m going to follow the tracks before the rain…” Her voice trailed off. “Did it rain all night?”
“I think so, why?”
“Fuck me, I can’t believe I missed it. Damn this doddered mind. Gather everyone here, now.”
“What’s going on?”
“These tracks haven’t been washed away or filled with water. This kill is fresh, and the creature may still be in the village.” Without another word, or looking back, the Ashosi stalked off
Yulich stood in worshipful awe as Krestan, intent on the creature’s tracks, stalked away without a glance at her warhorse. The giant beast stood rock still, eyes half closed in contentment. It was surely the finest trained horse in the world.
“So,” Yulich said to Daireh out of the side of her mouth, “you still going to stick your cane up her ass?”
 
***
 
Krestan had never been so close to the creature. No blasted way would it have stayed ahead when she was twenty years younger. Hell, ten years younger. Now there were fresh tracks to follow. Anticipation invigorated her aging body. No longer did she ache from toes to tits, or limp from the piercing pain in her hips, or care about the numbness of her ass from the long ride.
Shit, did she leave her horse behind again? What old age gave in wisdom it took in memory. Thank the gods Blossom was the laziest horse in the world. Blasted mare would stand in the same spot for weeks rather than exert the meager energy it would take to wander off. Best to leave her behind now. Don’t want to let on to the villagers how forgetful she had become in her dotage.
Behind her the old woman gathered the villagers. Ha, old woman. She was what, perhaps five years Krestan’s senior? And a bit of a sledge, that one, with her beady little judging eyes. Krestan’s a man’s name, my ass. Her name, no matter what name it happened to be, was that of a woman’s. Blossom was a woman’s horse. At her side was a woman’s sword. And tracking down a vicious creature was a woman’s job.
She quickly followed he creature’s tracks on foot, which came from, and to, the west. The dead man had walked down the center of the thoroughfare, but the creature had circled around one peasant hut after another, as if it stalked its victim like a human would. The shape of its feet was uncomfortably human like as well. If humans had five-inch claws like a bear.
That young woman, what was her name? Yully? She had promise. The way she held her shit together while her eviscerated father lay before her was downright impressive, though she had a hard lesson ahead of her. Grief had a way of seeping out in unexpected ways and inopportune times, and sometimes you just had to let the tears flow no matter who watched or judged. It was a lesson Krestan was sure the young woman could handle. She was a badass bitch in the making and had the fire in her eyes like a true Ashosi. Not that any of the warriors remained.
At the edge of the village the man’s and creature’s tracks converged at the doorway of another shoddily built hut. Honestly, the people in the south had no sense of style. As if abject poverty and living every day on the edge of death was an excuse for not taking the time to better their living arrangements. Sarcasm aside, if the nobles had spent even a single day living like the people they condemned perhaps there wouldn’t have been an uprising, and she’d still be teaching at the academy.
The man had come out of the hut and the creature followed, then it came back, went inside, and left again.
Knowing what, if not who, she would find, Krestan eased the door open. A lantern cast light on the remains of a middle-aged woman in a shredded nightshirt, eviscerated like all the other victims.
The rancid odor of the creature, like a cross between a goat buck’s musk, sour beer, and asparagus piss, wafted out like vapers of an outhouse. She braved the putrid bouquet and entered. Untended lanterns made her eye twitch, and no nasty smell would keep her from blowing this one out. Careful where she placed her feet, she stepped over the body. On the corner of the bed was a set of hobbles and a buggy whip. 
At least the mystery of why Yully’s father hadn’t gone home last night had been solved. If one could choose an activity to engage in the night before being ripped to bits, a rousing game of Breaking the Mare would be it.
Krestan continued tracking south. There was at least one more body to find. In Bamico, and every village before that, she had arrived days, or hours, after the final slaughter. Same pattern each time. Kill one, a week later kill three or four, then two days later, everyone. Why those numbers, and why that interval? Answer that, and the creature’s motivation would be revealed. Find what drives a thing and the means of its destruction would soon follow. But other than its likely size, and that it walked on two feet, two enormously clawed feet, nothing was known.
Circling around the edge of the village, she beheld a sight she didn’t expect. The tracks went into another of the crappy little huts, that wasn’t a surprise, but didn’t come out again.
Finally, after months of hunting, she had found it. The beast was there, in that hut. Krestan felt her body vibrating with tension. She took several deep breaths to calm her nerves, then drew her sword. The rain picked up again, soaking her hair.
With her left hand she reached for her second sword, only to find that she had left it somewhere. On her saddle maybe? Not likely, she never kept it there. Did she leave it at the last village? No, that wasn’t right either. Oh yes, she stopped carrying it years ago, and she did start leaving it tied to the side of the saddle. Fighting double swords became near impossible after she lost the smaller fingers on her left hand. Well, not lost exactly. She knew right where they went.
Oh, to be young and decadactyl again.
Krestan swallowed down her excitement, and chocked back the fear, as she reached the door to the hut. After a moment of indecision, she tossed the cloak to the ground.
She hitched up one leg, ready to kick the door in, when her back gave a little pop, and she nearly crumpled from the pain. Of all the shit timing, now, now, her back takes a sabbatical? She crumpled against the side of the hut as quietly as a crippled old lady could, propped up by one shoulder. Eyes closed, she rested the side of her head on the wall.
Now or never, Kres. Pain is temporary. Let that beast slaughter another village and the guilt will be forever.
Bracing against the pain, she straightened her back, only letting out a small groan. Quite impressive, if she did say so herself. Kicking the door in was out of the question. Next best option was to ease it open with the tip of her sword.
By some strange twist of fate, the door swung on its hinges without a sound. Lucky day.
Damn it, inside was another untended lantern. Krestan’s eye twitched. She gave the owner a pass due to her being dead in the middle of the room.
Just visible from behind the disheveled bed was the object of her year’s long hunt.
 
***
 
“Hear that folks?” Daireh’s elderly voice still maintained a scrap of its former commanding power. “Take stock of your families. Who isn’t here? No, Shandi, don’t run off looking for Mendin, the Ashosi said the creature might still be in the village. See, she’s right there anyway. Mendin, get to your mother’s side, thata girl.” She turned to Yulich and quieted her voice. “What about your father, Yully? Can we cover him now? He wouldn’t want everyone to stare at him like this.”
“He always said that as long as people looked at him, no matter the reason, he was happy.” He would do anything to make people laugh. With him, or at him, made no difference. “But no, I suppose this isn’t what he had in mind when he said that.” She knew covering him was for her own sake.
Daireh signaled to her boys, men older that Yulich’s father, and they unfolded a heavy cloth and covered the body with reverence. That was it. Her father was gone. Forever gone. No more late-night talks about the nature of the world. No more of his famous mechoui dinners or malva pudding. No laughing at his own jokes.
Grief overtook her mind and blurred her vision.
No more hugs.
“This isn’t working. Yully, dear, help me gather everyone into the meeting room. It’ll be easier to account for everyone if we can get them to sit instead of running around in the mud. See there, Shandi lost her daughter again. Mendin, get back to your mother and stay there. Don’t make me tell you again.”
The little girl ran and clung to her mother’s leg like a monkey, wide eyed and in tears from the reprimand. Yulich didn’t blame her, gods knew the old woman could be outright terrifying to the young. Especially when she is barking orders at everyone to get into the meeting room.
Daireh didn’t need help, she only wanted Yulich to stop obsessing over her loss. Which would have been fine had that been what she was focusing on. An ornate sword handle stuck out of a beat-up scabbard Strapped to the Ashosi’s saddle. Did the legendary hero forget her weapon? What if she finds the creature and can’t defend herself?
Daireh continued to verbally harass the villagers and, as families filed into the village’s central, and only large, building, panic eased to a more general anxiety. Soon only Yulich and Daireh remained outside.
The Ashosi was walking to her death. All she had was a cane. Someone had to do something, or she was doomed. They would all be doomed.
Daireh’s daughter Fenosa, best friend to Yulich’s late mother, slipped and nearly fell in the mud in her haste to reach her mother.
“Renni and Tanshi are both missing.” She was at the edge of tears. “I can’t lose any more friends. I just can’t.”
“Calm down, Fenosa. Those two are never up before midday if they can help it. Most likely they didn’t hear the commotion this morning and are still asleep.” Daireh was a solid bluffer when it came to games of chance, but even she couldn’t keep the worry from her voice.
“I have to go find them.” Fenosa wrung her hand together and cast her gaze about, clearly not knowing what to do.
“No, best to let the Ashosi handle this. No sense getting in her way. Running about in a panic will only make her job harder. I’m sure they are fine.”
“I hope she finds and kills that thing.” Fenosa wept into her hands.
“If she doesn’t, I will.” Yulich snatched the sword from its scabbard and followed the tracks Krestan left behind.
 
***
 
The creature looked disconcertingly like a woman, though twisted out of proportion by a dark dream. It cowered in the corner, skin drained of all pigment, whiter even than the people to the far north, and sobbed into spindly, blood-covered hands with frightfully long claws. Long stringy white hair hung down to the floor.
No legend or myth told of any such creature, other than humans, that wept for is actions. They were the only thing she knew that could act completely against their own nature and regret the very action they fought so hard to achieve.
Pity scratched at Krestan’s heart. Blind crying creatures weren’t normally on her list of things that need to die, though mutilating a slew of villages put it firmly on said list. The contradiction gave her a fraction of hesitation. The creature dropped its hands and sniffed the air, head turning back and forth like a dog seeking a scent. Its tear-filled, vibrant blue eyes fixed on Krestan.
“Shenka!” It growled as it darted to the center of the room to stand menacingly over the dead body, then sniffed around again. “Shenka nih.” It shook its head.
Startled, not so much by its ability to talk as what it said, Krestan stepped into the room, sense of danger stifled by wonderment. The language was ancient, though somewhat intelligible to Krestan. In her early scholarly days, back before the rebels burned all places of higher learning, she specialized in dead languages. Having never heard it spoken, translation proved difficult. Nih was a negation, while Shenka meant something like defile, or perhaps desecrate.
“No worries here, freaky little murder machine,” Krestan soothed as she eased into the room. “I’m not going to defile your kill. Just going to poke this here sword through your neck a little.”
“Shenka nih. Shenka nih henso.” It flicked the back of its hand at the door. “Henso.”
“No, I don’t think I’ll leave. Henso nih.”
It stood up straight and cocked its head, eyeballing Krestan in disbelief. It looked her up and down, hardly acknowledging the sword and knife. It eyes widened, and it pointed at the knotwork on Krestan’s sleeve.
“Ashosi,” it growled and hunched down in a defensive posture.
“How do you know what I am?” And why the hostility to her order?
It kept growling.
She should kill the genocidal monster, but curiosity overcame her.
“Ashosi.” Krestan pointed to herself.
“Ashosi nih,” it sneered. With one hand it reached down and grabbed the remains of the deceased woman’s heart and held it up for Krestan to see. With the other it pointed at itself.
“Ashosi,” it said, and tossed the heart down.
What in the name of all fuck was that supposed to mean? She was so baffled by the whole encounter she didn’t notice she had lowered her weapons until the creature leapt at her, claws first.
It raked the side of her face as she threw herself down and to the side, landing flat on her back with all the grace of an arrow-pierced duck.
It charged again.
She lifted and pinwheeled her legs, using the momentum to get back to her feet, just in time to be attacked again.
Claws dug into her shoulders and teeth sank into her neck. Krestan ignored the pain and stabbed her knife into the creature’s side several times in rapid succession and pulled its long hair to dislodge it from her neck. It responded by shaking its head like a dog, ripping into her flesh. At least it was the side already scarred. The knife caught a rib and the creature howled and thrashed around, wrenching the blood-slick handle from her hand. She ripped back on its hair again, pulling the teeth from her neck.
They fell to the floor, locked together, each struggling to regain their advantage. They bumped the door closed and knocked the table over, putting out the lantern. Krestan reached for her knife, but her hand slipped down the handle and was sliced open on the blade.
They somehow tangled themselves up with the dead body. Intestines wrapped around Krestan’s legs. Too slick with blood to hold on, they each gained freedom and scrambled away.
The creature panted in the corner where it had sat weeping when she arrived. Krestan took the brief respite to allow herself a moment of thankfulness. The lantern could just as easily have caught everything on fire as going out. That’s all she would have needed, a battle to the death while trapped in a fire. Again. Of course, that left them completely in the dark.
Who builds a hut without windows?
Darkness wasn’t a problem for Krestan. She had spent most of her waking life after the sun sank below the horizon, chasing monsters that breathed fire, or could stop your heart with a stare, or even bite off two surprisingly important little fingers.
Krestan felt sick to her stomach. Neither the nrgwenya that burned half her body, nor the kongamato that ate her fingers, had the ability to speak or recognize the Ashosi symbol. Fire and ferocity could be easily overcome. Intelligence mixed with sharp teeth and long claws sapped her confidence. The gaping wound in her neck didn’t exactly bolster her disposition either. She might not make it out of this one. Might already be too late to hope for, with how much blood she had lost and how unlikely she was to find a healer in time.
As long as she could take out the creature before it killed another village, she would consider her death worth it. She scooted on her butt to put her back against the wall, grabbing a scrap of cloth on the way, probably the dead woman’s shirt, and tried to slow the bleeding from the wound in her neck.
She marked round one a tie.
“Ashosi,” the creature said. “Di Ashosi?”
“Yeah, I’m still here.”
Words poured out of the creature too fast for Krestan to follow. She could only pick out one here and there. Repeated more than once were words associated with tainted, defilement, abomination. Something about the Ashosi and the word kelneh, evil.
“Look, I don’t think you’re evil. Don’t believe in evil myself. I’ve seen things that are tragic, devastating, horrific, things that’d make you piss yourself every night from the nightmares.” Her neck throbbed as blood seeped through the cloth. “Well, maybe not give you nightmares. You don’t seem the pissing yourself type.
“Evil is no more than the hole where we throw the inexplicable tragedies we haven’t the strength to examine. It’s a word that condenses the horrors of the world down to something we can wrap our minds around. Turns it into a singular cosmic force that we can do nothing about.” Here she was, on death’s door still repeating the same lecture she gave every year to new students. “But the world isn’t so small and simple. These things aren’t done because of some singular word, they’re done out of fear, desperation, ignorance, confusion, insecurity, hunger, pain, insanity. Which leads me to a question. Why are you doing this?”
The door of the hut eased open. Dim light made blinding by its previous contrast filled the room. Yully panted and scanned the room, holding Krestan’s second sword as if she were afraid it would leap out of her hand and cut her tits off.
“Oh no!” She startled at the sight of the dead woman strewn about the hut, then dropped the weapon when she noticed Krestan and rushed to her side.
“No, you foolish woman, don’t turn your back on the enemy.”
“Shenka?” The creature rose unsteadily to its feet, hands pressed tight against the knife wounds to slow the bleeding. It looked at Krestan and pointed at Yully, then the body, and back to the young woman. “Shenka?” it said again.
“Is that what killed my father?”
“Hand me that sword and get hell out of here.” Krestan pressed her back against the wall of the hut to help her to her feet. Yully picked up the sword without taking her eyes from the creature. “Quick, hand it over.” She reached out to the young woman, dropping the saturated cloth from her neck. Blood flowed freely again. Not much longer now and she wouldn’t have the strength to fight.
The creature staggered forward, growling and grimacing.
“It killed my father. It killed Renni and Tanshi.”
“Yully, that ain’t no normal creature. It’s smart and knows how to fight. Clear out and let me handle it.”
“No.” The sword dropped low as she struggled to keep the heavy blade pointed at the creature. “You’re in no shape, Krestan. I’ll handle this.”
“Ashosi,” the creature said, standing up straight and smiling.
Yulich raised the sword over her head and lunged forward like a mad woman. The creature easily side stepped the attack and slashed the young woman with its claws. Yulich crumpled to the ground grasping at her throat as blood gushed out in thick forceful spurts.
“NO!” Krestan jumped at the creature in a guilt-fueled rage and raked at its eyes. It struck her on the side of the head, knocking her back to the ground to lie next to the dying girl. Her vision blacked for a moment and sounds came as if from far away.
The creature sat on Yulich’s thighs and ripped into her abdomen, pulling out her intestines like rope from a bag. It reached in and pulled out her liver, shredded it with its claws, then went back for her heart.
“Shanti,” it said again as it wept and crushed the heart in one hand.
Krestan took the opportunity of its distraction to snatch her knife from the creature’s side. It twisted sideways and grabbed at the wound, bringing its throat within striking distance. With the last of her strength she drove the blade into the neck of the creature. It made a satisfying gurgling sound as it slumped to the ground.
Krestan, the last Ashosi, took a final breath, knowing that although she couldn’t save Yulich, the rest of the village, and untold future villages, were now safe.
 
The End
 



 
 
* * *
Continue the tale with the forthcoming The First Ashosi.
* * *
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