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    Author’s Foreword


     


    To those who have already read The Fall of Eldvar series, these “short” stories will provide more information about specific characters or events that happened outside the viewpoint of the main characters in those stories. Some are intended to explore the history of people who were interesting but not integral to the main storyline. There are only so many viewpoints I can use within those books, and these stories often were thought out at the time, but could not be included due to viewpoint or perspective limitations.


    If you have yet to read The Fall of Eldvar series, these stories may spoil some of the surprises or seem a little disjointed, as you will be lacking information about characters that these expound on. Consider this your only spoiler warning. I’ve noted which book each story matches with. I recommend finishing the paired book from the original series before reading the short story associated with it. 


    Any potential stories related to characters who better fit in Turess’s lifetime will likely be released during or after the release of the second Eldvar series. Characters involved would include On’esquin, Dorralt, Kharali, Turess himself, and others.


     


    “A Pack’s Closing Story” – This story occurs during the thirteen months that Estin and the kits were away. Here we see what happened in the final days of the first pack when the Turessians swept in. This story had a great deal of significance for me, as Lihuan and Asrahn were always a reflection of how Estin and Feanne would be if they somehow lived to old age. I could not allow myself to gloss over the last days of the pack without putting it to paper.


    As noted in the books, Feanne was reluctant to reflect on these events, and so we see them through her father’s eyes instead. The entire story takes place over the course of four days. This story is paired to the first book, In Wilder Lands. I highly recommend not reading this story until you have read the first book, or at least gotten past the thirteen-month time gap in that story.


    This story was previously released in 2012 as a limited bonus to people who purchased copies of book one at conventions. Only fifty copies were printed. Now, several years later, I feel it’s time for others to be able to see this story. 
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    Day One


    “Observation”


     


    As a child, I heard a story of a man—it was a human in the story, but that makes for such a bad retelling—who spent his entire life seeking out wealth and happiness, only to find himself lacking both at the end of his days.


    This story spoke of how the man struggled to cling to his money, trying to keep every copper to himself so it would be there when he needed it most. Let us just change that for clarity, as you children likely don’t care one bit about what a human did with coins.


    The male—a not-so-clever fox, we will say—knew he had all he needed after a good summer. He had caught enough food to feed himself and had collected enough hides to create shelter for the colder months. He knew he had enough and feared losing it to another, who might be stronger or faster than he was.


    Digging a deep den, the fox set himself on the task of protecting all he had. He would hide himself away, keeping his food and shelter from others, lest they take it from him. It was a smart enough choice, if that were the end of the story.


    Even the most clever can only hide so long…


     


    Reverently, Lihuan touched the walking stick he had borne for years as his health had begun to fail. He knew the cane was a sign of his increasing weakness and someday that would be his undoing as the leader of his pack of wildlings, but there was little he could do to undo the effects of aging and the pain from old wounds that now crept back on him.


    Once he had been young and faster than any other he had known. That alone had kept him alive and bought him the freedom he now cherished and practically demanded others enjoy as well. That wild youth had brought him more than his fair share of whippings from masters who had no appreciation for the wit or clever antics of a young fox who was trying to prove himself to the females in the area. That speed and guile had placed him at the head of his pack and still intimidated the younger members who wished to challenge him, though the tales would not protect him forever.


    Now his body had slowed near to the point of uselessness, and he wondered how long it would be before another decided Lihuan was no longer strong enough to enforce his will on the pack. A challenger was unlikely to lose, but the pack still had enough fear of Lihuan and his influence to give him one day after another without much threat. It was coming, but not today, he hoped. The few challengers he had seen in recent years had been persuaded out of their decision by his daughter or he had managed to talk them down. A fight would likely be fatal for him.


    Raising his eyes to the sky behind the tent he sat before, Lihuan watched as the sun descended behind the mountains, swiftly changing the landscape from daytime to darkness and casting the sky in pink and purple hues. Once the colors had been far brighter, but they still were vivid enough for Lihuan to enjoy staring at them each evening.


    “Pack-leader,” repeated the young deer wildling, his overly large eyes watching Lihuan with a mix of nervousness and annoyance.  “This is really important.”


    “Everything in its own time,” Lihuan told the youth with a laugh, reluctantly returning his attention to the younger male.  “So you say the Altisian army marches east?”


    “Exactly! My brothers and sisters were roaming near the city, looking for food the furless might have abandoned when the city went dark last summer…”


    “You were forbidden to go near the city,” Lihuan said grimly, knowing this child had likely already learned more than he had hoped his pack would know about what had happened in the city.


    Far earlier in the year, back when the season had still been warming, he had learned from his spies—in this case, the annoyingly brash dwarf he had managed to talk into helping him keep an eye on the other wildlings—that the massive human city of Altis had fallen entirely under the sway of the walking dead. It had been a tale that had made his blood run cold and convinced him that allowing his people to roam too close to those abandoned walls would be unwise. He prayed this youth had not found out the hard way why that edict had been put in effect. Altis was within a few hours walking distance, and it would not do to have the inhabitants searching for Lihuan’s camp. The story he had passed to the pack had spoken of disease and death without letting them know the specifics of what waited in Altis.


    In the months since learning Altis’s fate, all manner of beings had wandered into their camp, starting within weeks of the discovery. The first to arrive had been more wildlings, joining Lihuan’s camp and mingling without too much disruption. Then everything had changed overnight.


    Lihuan had woken from his restless sleep one early summer day and found his camp’s perimeter patrol waiting at his door. They had managed to hold back a hundred refugees from all known races, many of whom had escaped the fall of Altis. Others had stumbled upon travelers who had heard there was still a safe place to be found deep in the woods. Unfortunately for Lihuan, their destination had been his pack’s camp, which had survived in isolation from the other races for so long. Accepting the first hundred had been difficult for Lihuan…the next hundred did not even ask his permission before setting up camp nearby. Food and water were becoming difficult to provide for so many. If things continued along their current course, they might have to move to a larger stream. 


    “Pack-leader, I’m really sorry,” the young deer offered, his ears flattening near his stubby antlers. 


    From what Lihuan could see, the youth was on the verge of a panicked dash for safety—an unfortunate mannerism the breed often exhibited. It was one of many traits Lihuan had learned to endure in the decades of leading other wildlings, and the prime reason so many other packs would not accept breeds outside their own. 


    While Lihuan watched the deer patiently, allowing him time to calm, he knew any other fox wildling would have felt the urge to maul such obvious prey. Deep down, even Lihuan felt the desire to chase if the deer were to run, but he had learned to control that feeling years earlier. It was an odd, old feeling, and one easily ignored by a fox, but he knew that had he been a wolf or other breed, the urge would have been far more difficult to push aside.


    “I…we found things down there,” the youth continued, trembling slightly. “Not just the dead, but I found one of the Altisian soldiers. One of the ones who was here during the summer. I recognized his stink. You know, the ones with the fancy armor.”


    That made Lihuan’s hackles raise, and he bit down a growl before he scared the messenger. Such anger had rarely overtaken him that swiftly since he was young. He regretted it immediately, even if the youth had not noticed his loss of control.


    The humans had come with the others, seeking safety at first. Their leader had hatched a plan to attack the undead using a weapon not of their own design. They had claimed they were working with the other city in the region to form a unified front against the army of the dead. Their plan had not been overly unreasonable, and Lihuan had reluctantly gone along with it. Several of his own people had gone along with the Altisians to do battle, but none had returned, and even those who had developed the plan had vanished from the camp before Lihuan could wring answers out of them. It stunk of betrayal.


    Idly, Lihuan looked over at his personal guard, Ulra. The large wildling bear generally took great care to ignore Lihuan’s conversations, but this time even she was watching with interest. Her brown fur bristled angrily, and Lihuan saw her flexing her giant hands, ready to wring someone’s neck if given the chance. They all wanted to find the person or people who had cost them so many lives.


    “My third-oldest sister found them first,” the deer wildling was saying, drawing Lihuan’s attention again. “Two of the soldiers who had come here. Mind, I didn’t recognize them at first—humans don’t have enough patterning for any normal person to recognize them. We tried to scare them off…”


    “You ran away,” Lihuan translated, dragging a ragged claw across his temple in annoyance.


    “Yes, we ran, but they didn’t follow, so we knew they weren’t trying to kill us. We went back and started asking questions. We may have said something about you demanding answers, but they did finally start talking.”


    Laying his cane across his lap, Lihuan watched the youth and waited. The deer stared back at him, eyes so wide it made Lihuan want to slap him, but he just waited, knowing eventually the deer would feel compelled to babble. Until then, Lihuan would bide his time, refusing to show impatience, which he considered beneath him.  Besides, with the lands at war against the undead and his camp hopefully hidden away miles from any intrusion by civilization, he was in no appreciable rush. At his age, rushing anything was a lost cause.


    Reaching down to pick up the cup of tea he had been ignoring since the youth began, Lihuan stopped with his fingers inches from the small clay bowl. Those fingers trembled with age, his bent claws and the greying red fur on his hands shaking as the tremors ran up his arm. 


    Hoping he had not been noticed, Lihuan snapped his hand into a fist, lowering it to his side angrily. A cursory study of the deer convinced him the youth was oblivious—his expression had never wavered. Reading others had always been a talent of Lihuan’s, and this child was an open book. Had it been one of the others who saw him falter, such a simple thing would have prompted conversations of challenge within an hour. That was the last thing Lihuan needed.


    Lihuan smiled reassuringly at the youth—Olattin, he remembered at last, having been struggling with remembering which of the many deer children this one was—who just smiled back blankly. Like several of his sisters and brothers, Olattin was not the brightest of the wildlings under his care. Lihuan tried to ignore the concerned gaze of Ulra from his side. At a word she would tear this child apart if she believed it would allow Lihuan to lead the pack a little longer without challenge. Her loyalty was astounding…and frightening even to Lihuan.


    “They said that they were sorry…for something,” Olattin said quickly, eyeing Ulra as though she were going to attack him at any moment, though she was possibly one of the most gentle people in the whole village when Lihuan had given her no reason to strike. “There’s some giant metal thing that they said exploded and killed a lot of people.”


    “The war golem. That was where we sent Gohar’s son and Estin to attempt to destroy the undead army. They were to set off some kind of magical weapon against the undead. Surely you heard mention of this?”


    Olattin blinked hard and nodded, though his eyes told Lihuan that somehow he had no clue what Lihuan was speaking of. It had been discussed at length, both in rumor and in open announcements by Lihuan himself to the pack. Olattin had either been missing during every meal for the last few months or had somehow managed to ignore everything people around him said.


    “So…then they went on and on about how it wasn’t their fault, but the undead got away…”


    “Got away?” Lihuan roared, regretting his reaction immediately as Olattin scooted nearly ten feet from him near a gap between tents, where he might be able to escape. “How does an army just escape an explosion?”


    “I really don’t know! They just said that you needed to know that the undead are trying to get revenge now and that our soldiers were executed in Lantonne. That and to give you the bag.” Olattin immediately shrunk as much as he could, trying to hide himself from Lihuan’s attention.


    Lihuan eased himself back into a more relaxed seated position and glanced around for what the child was speaking of. He had yet to be given any such bag. After a moment, he realized a filthy sack hung near Olattin’s flank on the belt that held his loincloth, apparently forgotten. “Is that the bag you spoke of?” Lihuan asked, pointing a claw at the bag.


    “Yeah!” Sliding over and handing the bag over quickly, Olattin then backed away from Lihuan in a direction that kept him far from Ulra. “Did I do right, pack-leader?”


    “You did well, Olattin. I will think on what you’ve told me.”


    Grinning broadly, Olattin scurried away, disappearing into the ramshackle tent village the pack occupied.


    For a long time, Lihuan sat with the bag in his lap, afraid of what he might find inside. Through the thin canvas, he could feel something with firm edges, but without examining it, he had no idea what to expect. His mind roamed through the possibilities, but he stopped himself, not wanting to create more uncertainty within himself. Stories and fantasy were his expertise, but they tended to lead him astray when he needed facts.


    “Are we getting so old, my friend?” he asked Ulra, setting the bag on the ground in front of himself, near his paws. “When did we begin hearing of our children and their peers dying, while we crawled on through our final years? Aren’t we the ones who should be passing?”


    The bear snorted and leaned against the tree behind her, causing the bark to crackle against her weight. “You have gotten old, my pack-leader. In case you forgot, I’m still ten years younger than you.”


    Lihuan squinted across his muzzle at her, amused by her rare moment of prideful humor. “That may be, but you are still old enough to have lost children to the trappers and watched as those younger than you have lost children of their own. Your body may not have caught up with mine, but your spirit certainly has.”


    Her face sinking, Ulra nodded. “We have all had losses through the years. I would not see you as one of my losses, pack-leader.”


    “I am going nowhere anytime soon. Without me, who would lead?”


    Ulra sighed deeply and looked away, apparently unwilling to engage his banter further.


    Satisfied that he could stall no longer, Lihuan untied the cord that held the bag closed. Carefully he opened the sack, revealing what at first he thought was a random pile of leather scrap. He picked it up and realized he was looking at the remnants of what had once been a fine suit of armor. The vast majority of the straps and smaller pieces were long gone, but one of the shoulder-guards remained, as well as a section of plates that were too narrow to protect an arm or leg. They were etched with a care and loving attention rarely seen by armor smiths.


    Those odd pieces sparked a memory that Lihuan had hoped to suppress. Picking up the narrow plating, he sniffed at them, recognizing the scent of another wildling. It was tail armor. At that scent, he realized he knew the etching. It had been made by his daughter’s claws when she had crafted the armor for someone she had not allowed herself to love. 


    Delicate patterns that had once resembled various plants from the region were now intersected by cuts and burns in the armor, telling him more than he wanted to know about the one who had worn it.


    “Estin’s,” he said softly, placing the armor back on the sack. “The child was correct. Our people failed.”


    Ulra said nothing, but Lihuan could feel the sorrow radiating from her as a reflection of his own. Estin had been their pride before he had left. The young ring-tailed male had been set to replace Lihuan’s mate, Asrahn, as the pack’s healer. He had been not only promising, but the best pupil she had ever found, and who she had said in private was growing to be far greater than herself. After losing Feanne—due entirely to Lihuan’s own failures—Estin had made the decision to risk everything to turn the tide of war. 


    Perhaps he got what he had wanted in the end, Lihuan thought, turning over a piece of the armor, looking for blood stains. There were none, but given how little of the armor remained, that did not mean much. Certainly Estin would be happier wherever he was than he would have been lingering in the village with his love turning her attention elsewhere.


    “Shall I tell her?” Ulra asked, motioning toward the armor.


    Lihuan shook his head grimly and let his fingers trace the intricate carvings on the remaining pieces of leather. That his daughter had made the armor had been a remarkable statement of her adoration for Estin, though he knew she would never admit such a thing. This had been the only way she could express it without feeling she had betrayed her own duties in life.


    To see young love come to such ruin broke Lihuan’s heart. It ran counter to the stories he had preached to the pack for years about idyllic romance. Sadly, that was how he had seen love among wildlings end more often than not. One or both of the young lovers would wind up dead, even as the other became cold and jaded at their loss. It was a difficult thing to avoid, and a far more difficult thing to forget.


    “This is my responsibility and duty, Ulra. I caused this and I will deliver the news.”


    Getting his feet under himself slowly while trying not to step on his own tail—once it had not drooped so—Lihuan stumbled and nearly fell as his knees flared with pain. 


    As though she had teleported, Ulra was at his side, steadying him.


    With a reflexive snarl, Lihuan slapped away her hand, growling as he regained his balance. “I can walk still!” he hissed at his old friend before calming himself. “I am sorry. Old age has made me conscious of how weak I appear. If you were to have done that in front of others, I very well might have tried to chew your arm off.”


    “Has the weakness gotten so bad?” she asked, giving no indication of being upset at his reaction. Unlike Lihuan, she had no fear of the members of the pack. They would not come for her, even if she would be required to face them on Lihuan’s behalf.


    “I am not weak, Ulra,” he chided. “I am in pain. How many other wildlings do you know who have lived to nearly forty and still draw breath? My bones cry out for rest.”


    Lihuan used his cane to hook the remnants of the armor and pull them onto his shoulder to carry as he walked slowly away. Thankfully, Ulra left him, heading toward Lihuan’s tent to wait for his return. Though that was exactly where he had hoped she would go, Lihuan knew it posed new troubles. Asrahn would be waiting there and would question Ulra…which would certainly result in Asrahn coming looking for him.


    “Asrahn, my mate, please give me a night to sort through these troubles,” he said softly to himself, wishing for the time he would need to break the news to his daughter. “For once in your life, I beg that you don’t usurp me on this. I need to not see the sadness in you too.”


    Through the northern camp he went, offering greetings to the various humanoid wolves, foxes, bears, coyotes, and other breeds from farther off beyond the mountains. They were all cordial, but Lihuan was not oblivious to the younger predator breeds—mostly the males—who watched him for any sign of weakness. Every step he took was measured and controlled to ensure they saw what they needed to for the sake of the whole pack. Stumbling or flinching could mean the deaths of many when infighting began. That was not something he wanted to live to see.


    At last he made it past the last of the tents and into the darkening night, shivering as the winds off the mountains blew across him now that the camp could not shelter him. Lihuan chose to keep pushing on, pulling his various fur pelts tighter to keep himself warm. Once his own fur had been enough to allow him to frolic in the mountains through much of the winter. Now, with his fur fading from red to grey and thinning, he found himself relying more and more on blankets and small animal furs to stay warm, even this early in the season. He had honestly not thought he would live long enough to see his own age become an issue, but now he was both seeing his own mortality and enduring it long enough to feel familiar with its issues.


    He crossed through a quarter mile of deeply dark woods, until he emerged in a small clearing that few from the camp ever would visit. That was how it had always been, as his daughter had considered it her personal sanctuary. Those who had visited in the past were those who were invited or were children, who she had always accepted into the grove. Now the place of solitude was no better than a cage for her.


    Lihuan stood at the edge of the clearing, studying the tightly packed trees that encircled the area, their shapes blurring in the dark. Even with so little light and his own failing eyesight, he could see the clearing was vacant, his daughter having left for her nightly search in the mountains for something he knew she would likely never find.


    Limping around the perimeter of the trees, he touched the wall of wood, feeling deep gouges in nearly every tree. Had he not known better, he could imagine that a vicious battle had been fought here, with swords or axes tearing at the innocent trees whose only mistake had been being in the wrong place. To his dismay, he knew these to be claw marks. He could smell the dried blood in the wood, left by the torn fingers of the one who had done the damage. Caused by the very person who had tended those trees for years as though they were her own children.


    At the northwest of the ring, Lihuan stopped before a large pile of wood that had not been present the last time he had visited, two days prior. He knew without a doubt it was a funeral pyre, though there was no body to place upon it. Idly he wondered if his daughter meant it for herself or another. She would likely not tell him, so he moved on, trying to put it out of his thoughts.


    Lihuan sniffed at the air, catching the smell of his child instantly. She had not been gone long, though that meant it could be quite some time before she returned. He had no idea how far she roamed during her searches, but she rarely returned quickly.


    Groaning, Lihuan sat in the middle of the clearing, setting the leather pieces beside him as he lay down on the ground. Far above, a sliver of moonlight caught his eye.


    “Someday soon, father,” he whispered, watching the stars. “I’ll run the mountain woods at night with you again soon enough, if you were telling the truth. Another month or two. We both know it won’t be long.”


     


    *


     


    Sometime around midnight, Lihuan came fully awake to a shuffling in the woods that was different enough from the normal sounds of small creatures that it cut through the drowsiness that kept him on the edge of sleep.


    His ears turning to and fro, trying to place the sound, he eased himself upright. When he had been young, he could have seen a mouse in the dense woods with the small amount of moonlight given to him. Now he found himself squinting for any movement.


    “Show yourself,” he commanded, shifting toward his left as the sounds grew closer.


    From the dark, a thin humanoid form inched into the open field, its head low and arms hanging limply at its sides. 


    In the dim light, Lihuan had only his sense of smell to rely on, but whatever approached smelled of the woods, mud, and wet fur. “Feanne?”


    The newcomer froze for a moment and then stumbled in his direction, coming closer until Lihuan could make out the pointed ears of his daughter, flattened back in fear. He felt the now all-too-familiar ache in his chest as she came fully into the moonlight, her wasted body making him want to weep for her. She radiated weakness, which he knew she once would have wanted to die for exhibiting even for a moment.


    Feanne had been his great hope for the camp’s new leader in his passing. She had been willful and even foolish, but he had always believed she would find her place when she had grown. Now, she was a withered shell of who she had been months earlier. She had been strong and a natural leader, but now she was an emaciated wretch and little more.


    “I…I don’t see them,” she mumbled, collapsing at his side, resting her cheek against Lihuan’s chest, despite being seemingly unaware that he was present. Burrs and mud that had clung to her once-red fur pressed against his clothing. “I was close…they were near. Maybe he will listen now. Maybe he will come? So tired…”


    “Sleep, daughter.”


    “No time…no time.” Feanne started to get back up, likely intending to run off into the woods again, but Lihuan pulled her back onto the ground to rest. It surprised him somewhat that she had weakened so much that he could actually hold her back. Just a few months earlier, Ulra would have struggled to control her. “They might be nearby. I need to go to them so he doesn’t think I abandoned them.” Even as she drifted along the edge of sleep, Feanne continued whispering about those she sought.


    Lihuan leaned against the pyre, letting Feanne sleep against him as she had when she had been a kit. Carefully, he stroked at her fur, listening to her breathing slow and become steadier. Even so, every few minutes, she would twitch or snarl at monsters that haunted her dreams.


    “So much anger, my child,” he mused softly, examining a ragged cut in one of her ears. At a guess, she had torn it on a tree branch and made no effort to clean it or cover the wound. Though he was no healer, Lihuan was willing to bet it was already infected.


    Lifting one of Feanne’s hands, he felt mud in thick layers on the pads of her palms. The fur had been matted so badly that he could barely tell it was under there. From what he could see, her bare paws and legs were caked to the knees, the black fur of her feet now blurred into a muddy brown.


    He turned her hand over and saw many of her long and razor-sharp claws—a trait she had inherited from her mother’s side—were broken off. Some had been broken so close to the fingertip that he could see blood oozing through the mud. Those injuries he mentally compared to the deep gashes in the trees and various shallow holes torn in the soil.


    “Can you ever forgive, Feanne?” he whispered, as he lowered her hand back to her chest.


    “Never,” Feanne mumbled, swatting in agitation at her nose, as though a fly were buzzing about. “Not until I have them back.”


    Lihuan wrinkled his nose a bit in anger. Since Estin had brought Feanne back so many months before, she had raged and spoken in incoherent rambles to herself. This was the closest he had come to hearing the actual thoughts behind the madness that consumed her. Of course, he knew why she had lost her sanity, but had never been able to speak with her about it. “Your children?”


    Trembling, Feanne nodded, burying her face in Lihuan’s fur clothing. Her body was wracked by sobs that soon faded back to a semblance of rest.


    Every day she pushed her body to its limits, searching the woods for her lost children, Oria and Atall. Lihuan had been nearby when she had learned that her mate, Insrin, had stolen them away, fearing she was an unfit mother for the kits. The search for them had become an obsession he knew would kill her long before she ever found them. By now, Insrin could be halfway through another nation.


    “What will you do when you find him?”


    Feanne’s eyes snapped open, but she was staring off at something that was only in her own mind. “When I find him, I will kill him and take back my children. I…I just cannot find them…” She settled again, digging her filthy hands into Lihuan’s shirt, pulling herself close. Her eyes remained open now, her mouth occasionally moving with words that were inaudible and her body twitching angrily.


    Reaching behind him, Lihuan pulled Estin’s armor to his side. He was still not sure whether he really wanted to show the pieces to Feanne, but knew he owed it to her. After all, it was Lihuan’s fault that she had found herself mated to a male she did not love, while the one who she adored went off to war and certain death, rather than watch her descend into madness.


    Lihuan mused a while, pondering his mistakes in much the same way Feanne argued with herself about the things she could have done differently. Idly he stroked Feanne’s neck, calming her enough that she seemed to sleep, albeit lightly.


    Three years’ prior, Lihuan had watched the pack starving during a harsh winter. Unwilling to watch any more children die, Lihuan had approached the nearest nonhuman village he could find, seeking aid. It had been Insrin’s father’s village, hidden in the mountains. The larger pack of foxes had looked down on Lihuan’s rag-tag group of both predators and prey, living together for survival. They but had agreed to an arrangement that required Lihuan to convince one of his camp’s fox wildlings to take Insrin as her life-mate, helping to unify the two camps. It had been a smart arrangement for both sides, and Lihuan had been overeager and foolish.


    In hindsight he dearly wished he could have been wise enough to ask Feanne her feelings on the matter and had given her time to consider it. Instead, Lihuan had informed her that he had found a way for her to save her fellow pack-members, knowing such a presentation guaranteed her acceptance without hearing the details. He had not been wrong. 


    By the time Feanne had fully grasped just how she would be helping him bring food to the village, the damage was already done. She had been cornered and forced to make a decision immediately. Though she had glared at Lihuan the entire time, she had agreed to the life-mating. It was an oath, and Feanne had never been one to back down from a promise.


    His foolish handling of that situation had left his own mate, Asrahn, unwilling to speak with him for nearly two years. Asrahn’s mixed ancestry—lioness and fox—gave her a temper unmatched among the other wildlings. 


    Feanne had been far less angry, just shrugging off the decision and not speaking of it again. It had troubled her, but she would never discuss it.


    When the time had come for the life-mating ceremony, Insrin and so many others had fallen during a raid by hunters sent from the nearby city of Altis. Lihuan and Feanne had believed the deal to be as dead as Insrin. That had not earned Lihuan any forgiveness from his own mate, but Feanne had begun to live her own life again, no longer hindered by the unwanted mating.


    Lihuan glanced at the armor again, his shoulders sinking.


    It had been during the time when they believed Insrin dead that she had met Estin. Never had she spoken with Lihuan about their relationship, but he was no fool. His daughter loved Estin, perhaps more than she would have admitted to herself. There had been something between them, but neither had spoken of it anywhere that Lihuan’s eyes and ears had caught wind of it. Still, he could see it in every breath Feanne had taken and in Estin’s incessant desire to keep her safe.


    When Insrin had come back and taken Feanne away, Lihuan had watched Estin die slowly. He had put on a good face that had fooled many, but Lihuan considered it no more than an act, like those he had seen on stages in the cities he had visited as a child. Estin had been nearly as lost as Feanne now was, knowing she was with another male—a male she did not love and was with solely out of duty and adherence to a pledge she had never wished to make. Though Estin had never known it, Lihuan had followed him to a cliff face north of the camp and watched him debate killing himself. Even after Estin had gone back to the village, Lihuan had wondered whether he deserved to walk off that ledge instead.


    Through it all, the kits were the most unfortunate victims. The two children were Feanne’s pride and joy, the one thing she found happiness in while living with Insrin for half a year. Lihuan had only met the two little fox kits once before they had been taken, and they had stolen his heart in that visit.


    Something—Lihuan still was not sure exactly what—had happened between Feanne and Insrin with Estin present. That had led to Insrin fleeing the camp with the kits in the deep of night. No one would speak of it to him. Perhaps no one but Feanne knew.


    That had been months prior, and yet Feanne continued her search, trying to bring back her children.


    “My daughter,” Lihuan whispered, but Feanne stared blankly at a nearby tree. “You must know what has happened to Estin. I owe you far more than this, but it is what I can do. You know I gave up deceiving you long ago.”


    At Estin’s name, Feanne’s ears twitched, but she showed no other indication that she understood his words.


    Easing the armor bits in front of Feanne, Lihuan held them between her eyes and whatever she stared at. As he did so, Feanne’s eyes widened and she took a deep breath, her muzzle pulling back to reveal her sharp teeth briefly.


    “You came back,” Feanne muttered, snatching the armor from him and holding it against her cheek happily. “How many days has it been? Did you bring them back with you? Where are my children, Estin?”


    Lihuan sighed and stroked at her matted fur again. This time she reacted far differently, purring faintly, her imagination letting her believe a different person was near her—yet another detail about her relationship with Estin. It did not surprise Lihuan anymore. “Feanne, Estin has been gone for most of a year. He is not coming back.”


    Feanne got to her knees quickly, eyeing Lihuan as though she were seeing him for the first time. She appeared confused, holding the fragments of the once-fine armor near her nose. Her tail darted randomly, indicating uncertainty. “He…he’s coming back,” she insisted, looking around frantically. “He promised he would bring them back to me. Estin promised…Estin would never lie…”


    “Feanne…”


    Abruptly Feanne’s fearful demeanor snapped to one of anger as she sniffed at the armor. The change was so sudden that Lihuan forgot what he intended to say and instead watched her as her fur bristled where the mud did not prevent it from doing so. Without warning, Feanne threw the scraps of armor into the woods and let out a shriek that faded into an eerie howl.


    “Estin has my children!” she cried as the howl faded away into echoes. “I can smell them on the armor. He is working with Insrin to keep them from me!”


    Lihuan groaned and watched with pity as she remained kneeling, closing her eyes and panting in fury. He could only imagine the ghosts she was grasping at in her own mind to find a hold on the world.


    “My child, Estin is dead. The Lantonnians have executed our troops, likely him included. If he had escaped, he would have returned. Your—” Lihuan quickly corrected the words that came to mind first, for ones more appropriate, “—friend is dead.”


    Growling loudly, Feanne got to her feet, strength seemingly flowing into her. 


    Lihuan expected her to run off and search yet again, but instead she began collecting dry wood from the edges of the clearing. Each time her arms were filled, she threw the twigs and branches into a pile near the existing pyre.


    “What are you doing, Feanne?”


    She stopped, turning to stare at Lihuan while holding a heavy branch. “When I find Estin and Insrin, they both will die for stealing my children. I want to have their pyres ready for when I drag their corpses back here. I will hunt them both until I stop drawing breath, and no one will keep me from finding where they have taken Oria and Atall. Someday soon my children will help me light these pyres.”


     


    

    
      

    


    
  


  
    Day Two


    “Tidings of the Future”


     


    Deep in his hole, the fox hid night after night. Though he never once heard anyone coming for his food, he worried greatly. His cleverness ensured that he knew—absolutely knew—someone was going to steal from him. Surely someone would take what he had rightfully claimed!


    Fool that he was, the fox spent days and weeks down there, fearful of what might come. He was alone, seeking solace in the knowledge that he had taken what was needed, even as his mind raced with fear and doubt—feelings that come when you truly do not have what you need, no matter what you may believe.


    At last, finding a touch of wisdom in the depths of his worry, the fox poked his head up from the den and found that he had not been entirely wrong. Surrounding his hidden place, a dozen more wildlings had come and set up a home.


    They were happy, he could see, but he could not understand why. They were thin and had little food among them. They were not strong or fast or even clever, from what he could see of them, cowering in his hole. What they did have was one another.


    They were a pack of equals, all sharing their burden. Even lacking what they needed, they could find happiness and survive…


     


    By dawn Lihuan had managed to slip from the clearing. Feanne had eventually exhausted herself and fallen into another fitful sleep. He had remained a while, but there was only so long that Lihuan could listen to her mutterings about murdering Estin and Insrin.


    Lihuan was nearly too tired to limp back toward his tent, but he struggled along through the woods, taking his time. He had not gone far from the clearing when he first realized he was being followed. Hoping to not tip off the pursuer, as well as to get himself farther from Feanne and closer to the camp, he continued on as though he had heard nothing.


    The rustling through the woods moved closer as Lihuan continued onward, the path of his pursuer moving to intersect with his own. Lihuan knew he could not outrun an attacker, but he guessed it was someone from the camp either checking on him or coming to issue a challenge. Someone from outside would have already attacked.


    “You can stop following me,” he stated dryly, stepping past the last tree and into the flattened northern end of the area, where the pack’s tents sprawled out as far as he could see. Wagons lined the upper foothills to the west end of the camp, and distantly he could see the training grounds on the eastern end of the camp, where former soldiers from Altis now trained the young and unskilled to fight. Someone would see him if he were about to be attacked.


    “Always worried about who might appear,” whispered a female voice among the trees behind him. “Maybe I was just going the same direction today, my mate. Are you so prideful that you still think I follow you around?”


    Lihuan smiled, not bothering to turn around as Asrahn approached.


    Though Asrahn was as old as he, she had weathered the years far better. Grey had begun to show along the yellow fur of her muzzle, but it was harder to spot and far less abundant than Lihuan’s. Much to Lihuan’s long envy, she had also managed to maintain the rich red fur that ran from the tip of her nose up between her eyes and showed in various other faint streaks through the rest of her coat.


    Asrahn was a half-breed, and Lihuan had never lost the fascination with her appearance that he had felt as a child when he had first met her. Though her father was a fox of the same breed as Lihuan, she had taken after her mother in almost every way, bearing the facial features, most of the coloring, demeanor, and claws of a lioness. It was that fierce aspect of her personality that Lihuan had always believed his daughter had claimed for herself.


    Asrahn’s heavy doeskin robes, fur hides, and trinkets began to make much noise now that she allowed them to do so. She was anything but silent as she marched to Lihuan’s side, her large clawed paws digging into the soft ground as she walked. It was another thing Lihuan had noted from her mother’s side: foxes, whether wildling or animal, often worked hard to cover their tracks, whereas the lions could have cared less—unless they were stalking someone or something.


    “You saw when I showed her the armor?” Lihuan asked, watching her face for reaction. After twelve years mated to her and much longer knowing her, he was keenly aware that she would be a fool to lie to him. He would see it in her face. “How long have you known him to be dead?”


    Asrahn twitched an ear, likely without realizing it, slightly flapping the feathers she had hanging on a string from an earring near the tip. She intended to lie or mislead, but it would have some shades of truth. “I heard a rumor several weeks ago that some of the humans were being hung by Lantonne for crimes of war,” she mused, taking his arm as they walked past the first of the tents. “I did not know that Estin was captured or why the attack on the undead failed.”


    “But you knew we had failed to stop the undead army and that Lantonne blamed us?”


    Asrahn’s ear twitched again. “The failure, this I knew, but wanted to wait and see what the result would be. It was just a rumor…”


    “Where are my spies, Asrahn?” he demanded, pulling her to a stop while they were far enough from any others who might wish to overhear. “Finth has not been seen in almost a month, and I believe he took Yoska with him. What have you done?”


    Both ears twitched slightly: she was going to lie completely. She had no shame.


    “I think they went hunting for more food. Your camp, it overflows with hungry humans who can barely feed themselves if handed a feast on a platter. Drive off a few for the sake of the rest, I think?”


    “Lie better or do not lie, my mate,” he chided. “I know who my hunters are, and those two are not among them. If I sent them to hunt, they might return dragging either a keg of ale or the king of Lantonne.”


    Asrahn smiled wryly, nodding. There was no indication of her intent to continue lying. “The two spies were all too eager to help you, after seeing our daughter’s grief. They volunteered to bring back Estin or his remains when I told them of the rumor that he had been executed. They pledged to bring me something to show Feanne to put her at peace. They likewise offered to drag Insrin back here…mostly alive. I did not question their phrasing in that. I thought I would not have you waiting for their return any day soon. Besides, you would have been angry, as you are now.”


    “She is anything but at peace, Asrahn. Just seeing his armor, she had decided that he conspired against her to steal away the kits.”


    Asrahn began walking again, putting them both in motion. “Lihuan, was I any different when we lost her sister?”


    He shook his head, grimly refusing to think about that day so many years earlier. Furriers had raided the camp, making off with many wildling youths and skinning others in full sight of their parents. Though she had never spoken of it, Lihuan had always believed Feanne had seen her sister die. When she had become an adult, the first thing Feanne had done was murder several elves and humans that she had accused of being wildling furriers.


    “She will rage at herself until she can find someone to strike at,” Asrahn continued, bringing them to a stop in front of their tent, where Ulra waited, sitting more upright at seeing Lihuan. “I would—and have—done the same. Pray that Insrin returns before we find Estin’s body. I would wish Insrin face her wrath before adding more grief.”


    Asrahn motioned for Lihuan to enter the tent first, but he hesitated as Ulra stood and blocked their way.


    “Pack-leader,” Ulra said, towering over Asrahn and Lihuan as she moved closer to speak quietly, “you have a visitor. Another of the deer wanted to speak. She says that she’s returning with the information you asked for.”


    Lihuan growled, knowing he had requested no information from any of the deer wildlings, and looked over at Asrahn. Both of her ears twitched. No reason to even ask, he thought as he stepped past Ulra into the darker interior of his large tent. His mate was using his position to manipulate the young and ignorant.


    Inside, the air was warmer even than the warm late-summer morning he had come in from. A small fire was kept burning in the center of the tent at all times, the smoke mostly venting through an opening above it. Piles of furs, odd trinkets Lihuan had collected from foreign lands, and a variety of items gifted to him from others lay in various sections of the room. Though it was a tent, the structure had been fitted together from a half-dozen smaller sheets of canvas to build a large enough area for Lihuan to meet with important guests away from the eyes of the other wildlings.


    Seated near the fire, a young deer wildling—Alafa, he realized, somewhat surprised to see her—was poking at the logs, grinning foolishly as plumes of sparks rose. She was dressed, like the rest of her numerous brothers and sisters, in woven fabrics of dull earth tones, unlike Lihuan and other predator-breeds who wore furs and skins. Eyes wide with self-amusement, she had not even noticed their entry as she played with the bright sparks.


    “Can I help you, Alafa?” Lihuan asked softly, walking slowly into the room to keep from startling her too much. It was a habit he had gotten into over the years dealing with the deer or rabbit wildlings in camp. Even so, she jumped a little and looked around furtively until she saw who had entered and calmed.


    “Hello again!” Alafa exclaimed, smiling at Lihuan. Her smile faded a little as she stared at Asrahn’s doeskin robes, but then shook her head and made a very visible point of avoiding looking at the clothing. “Did you know that the fire is like a million little stars in your tent?”


    Turning, Lihuan gave Asrahn a dark look. Her face remained neutral as she stared back at him, daring him to question her in public. Instead, he chose to take a seat near the fire. “I did not. Now, you had information that I,” Lihuan had to force himself to keep the flow of speech from revealing his dislike of his word choice, “requested of you?”


    “Oh! Yes! I did as you asked in your message. I ran down to Altis to see what the dead were up to.”


    “Were you seen?” Lihuan asked, fear prickling down the back of his neck. If Asrahn had endangered the whole pack by asking this child to scout for her…


    “No. Well…yes, but I ran away from them to the east until they gave up,” Alafa admitted, smiling. “I run faster than any undead. Did you know I’m the fastest in my family?”


    That part Lihuan did know and had made note of long before. It was part of what he did with every member of the pack, tracking their strengths and weaknesses in case he had need of either at a later time. A young wildling who could outrun nearly any two-legged creature that entered the woods was a valuable asset.


    Asrahn had apparently figured that out as well.


    “Just what did you find while roaming the outlying parts of that city? Last I heard, it was entirely controlled by the undead, and their attention was firmly set on Lantonne.”


    Alafa bounced on her knees with excitement, her little tail wagging happily. Her gaze then shot to Asrahn, down to the elder’s claws, and back to her face—likely to her teeth. The enthusiasm faded instantly, and Alafa shifted so the fire was between herself and Asrahn, without blocking Lihuan.


    “Not quite,” Alafa explained, lowering her voice and watching Asrahn as though she were a distinct threat. “The undead do control the city, but they’ve stopped sending troops out toward the east. I think their whole army is out on the plains. They’ve got more than enough to patrol the city, but that’s what it looks like…a patrol, not an army.”


    “Do you think we could retake the city?”


    Alafa’s furious head-shaking left little doubt of her beliefs on that matter, and Lihuan wondered how she managed to not make herself dizzy. “There’s thousands of them still there!” she insisted nervously. Much to Lihuan’s annoyance—though he would not show it—she grabbed his wrist and frantically tugged on his arm as she continued talking. “There’s more of them than there were furless in the city before the undead came! Everywhere I went, there were more and more and more. From one of the cliffs, I could even see that there were groups of them working in the middle of the city, almost like real people, but without the fur!”


    “What did you see them working on?” Asrahn asked, leaning toward Alafa. 


    Seemingly without even realizing she was doing it, Alafa inched away, though Asrahn in turn moved closer. “I…I don’t really know,” she answered, directing the reply toward Lihuan. She gave him a nervous look that was clearly “protect me,” but Lihuan chose to ignore it, letting her continue in time. “Um…maybe a statue? I heard the humans liked to make statues of dead people. Maybe the dead people make statues of living humans?”


    “Why did you believe it’s a statue?” Asrahn pressed.


    “It was big, metal, and had arms and legs. That’s a statue, right?”


    Lihuan thought back to the description of war golems that the humans had brought to him many months earlier. They had described them as incredibly huge metal statues that could crush the undead army under their feet. It was with one of those that he had sent Estin to use against the undead forces, to his death. If the undead had one…


    “How tall?”


    Alafa crinkled her muzzle in thought. “A little shorter than my tallest brother and taller than my youngest sister.”


    “That’s it? The statue is no more than five feet tall?”


    “Oh!” Alafa blinked hard. “I thought you meant how tall my father was.”


    It was Lihuan’s turn to stare stupidly. 


    She seemed to understand his confusion and explained without prompting. “I was thinking about how tall the statue is. That made me think about how my father is tall, but not as tall as my one brother. So when you asked, I thought you meant my father.”


    Slowly, Lihuan turned to Asrahn, finding this time even she was fighting to keep from laughing. “No, child, I meant the statue.”


    “It’s big!” she exclaimed, holding her hands over her head. “Maybe fifteen or twenty feet tall.”


    “Not a war golem,” Asrahn said, relaxing visibly. “The humans described them as being well over a hundred feet.”


    Lihuan rubbed at his long chin, thinking aloud, “Still large enough to be a problem. If that were to head west, I doubt we could stand against it.”


    “That…might be a little…um…okay, a big problem,” Alafa said sheepishly. “Did you know that the undead have a map of this area, with our camp marked on it? I didn’t either, but then I saw one after they chased me around an area and dropped it.”


    “How could they know where we are? Was someone caught that I was not informed of?” Lihuan roared, then sighed as Alafa yelped and dove behind Asrahn. Within seconds, she yelped again and moved over near the door, only to return to the spot in front of Lihuan when she found it blocked by Ulra. “I am sorry, Alafa,” Lihuan said, wishing for once that he had someone with him who would not be seen as a predator by the girl and her kin. Though she was clearly uneasy around Lihuan, she still appeared to trust him more than the others. “I was surprised, not angry. What I meant to ask was whether you still have this map.”


    Alafa nodded vigorously and fumbled through the folds of her outfit, searching for the requested document. She took long enough that Lihuan began wondering if she had lost it and was unwilling to admit that. At last, though, she pulled out a wadded bit of parchment and held it to Lihuan triumphantly.


    Taking it from her, Lihuan could only stare at the ball of parchment in mild bemusement, pondering how long Alafa had carried it or how hard she had worked to smash it down so small. It took him time to pick the ball open, his claws tearing it in a few spots as he tried to find an edge. Slowly he managed to flatten it out on the floor, revealing a sketch of the mountains.


    Lihuan traced his forefinger claw over the badly drawn map, finding Altis prominently labeled near the upper left. To gauge the scale that the original artist had intended, he referenced the lower right, where Lantonne had been noted, and then went back to the foothills and mountains, using the distance to plot out where the camp lay in the mountains.


    He found Insrin’s village, marked clearly along the mountains. Paths to the ruins of the hidden area were even traced in, giving the reader easy routes there. That was not surprising to Lihuan, given that the undead had destroyed the village months prior. What sent anger and fear through every inch of his body was that there were several other points near there marked with a note that read “Bodies?” One such mark was on top of their camp.


    “How long ago did you leave Altis?” he asked, squinting at several other spots on the map, looking for any reason the wildling camps had been singled out. He soon noticed similar references to bodies at locations he knew to be graveyards and farm houses east of Altis. “I need to know exactly.”


    Alafa screwed up her face, rubbing one hand against her ear as she struggled with details. “It was right after they finished the statue, so maybe two days? I took the long way back so they wouldn’t follow, just like you asked.”


    “Did they follow you at all?”


    Alafa shook her head. “I was fast enough that they must have missed me. They all set off out the west gate, when I ran east.”


    Lihuan felt his ears flatten instinctually, but could not muster the resolve to hide his feelings. He just hoped Alafa would not understand. “Alafa, leave us. Thank you for this.”


    She bounded to her feet and practically skipped from the tent, keeping a healthy distance from Asrahn.


    “They are already on their way,” Asrahn said once they were alone, voicing Lihuan’s thoughts. “At a walking pace, we have less than two days to prepare, if they come straight here. Three or four if they do not know exactly where we are.”


    “Whether they do or not, I want them stopped and the camp emptied before they could arrive. You will leave with the rest…”


    Asrahn stood slowly, taking her full height to look down on Lihuan angrily. Though her tail darting side to side was more obvious, Lihuan’s attention was drawn to her claws. A lioness could fully retract her claws, but Asrahn’s never fully disappeared. Now they were fully extended and ready to strike. As a youth, Lihuan had found a female with long claws to be enticing. At his age he knew better than to dismiss the threat that accompanied such a trait.


    “I will leave with the rest, will I?” she snapped angrily. “Your own mate you would banish from your camp like a child? Am I too weak or old to fight? Explain yourself.”


    “Who would you have watch Feanne? The girl is lost in her own mind, and the other predators wait for a chance to kill her and ensure that she will never lead the pack. Do you think I take the idea of leaving her lightly?”


    Asrahn calmed somewhat, but her red-and-yellow tail continued to swish with muted anger. “We will find a way, but I will not leave you to fight a battle when you can barely walk,” she chided, stalking back and forth in the tent. “If I left you to your own, you would play the imbecile and die in the field.”


    “It would free me from the nagging, at least.”


    “Mangy fool fox.”


    “Bitter old feline.”


    Asrahn’s shoulders sank and her tail returned to a more neutral posture as she moved to sit in front of Lihuan. “My mate,” she began again, her tone now the one he heard only in private. In public she had always been harsh, but this was who he had chosen to spend his life with years ago. A quiet creature who could hide her affection behind sharp fangs. “This is not how this pack will end. We will find a way to stop them before they arrive. Do not do this.”


    Though his hand shook, Lihuan ran his fingers across her cheek, stroking the soft fur of her face. He knew she would never let him risk himself, but he could not let Feanne be left without either parent if the undead found their way to the camp. He could not risk her life like this.


    “Asrahn, please help me find another way, then. I cannot lead while I run, and neither of us can protect Feanne if we stay. Would you have me let the undead take the entire mountain range? Do you believe this pack can flee them without something to slow them down?”


    Her whiskers sinking sadly, Asrahn shook her head slowly and took his hand in hers. Her sharp claws traced the scars from years of battle and many more years of slavery that lined the pads on his palms. Some of them had been earned freeing the two of them from slavery—more freeing her than himself, he noted.


    “We will have the camp leave, no matter what we decide,” she answered, turning his hand over and examined the very old scar that covered his wrist, where manacles had once torn into the flesh day after day for years. “Feanne will either stay with us or we will find some way to keep her safe. I would rather my child die with me than be murdered by those who fear her.”


    Asrahn let Lihuan’s hand fall back to his side, then absently touched the slaver’s mark that marred her shoulder—a match for the one on his. “I left your side for years, Lihuan. That was my choice. The decision to leave you again will not be another’s, even if you command it. I will find a way to make this right. Give me at least until tonight before you make any final plans. Give me that much time. Have them pack and prepare, but give me time to find a way.”


    Clasping her hand in both of his, Lihuan leaned forward, letting their muzzles touch affectionately. “I cannot change your mind now, just as I could not all those years ago,” he said softly. “You have until tonight to find a way to protect her. If you cannot, promise me that you will go with her when the camp empties.”


    “Promise that, I will, even if I hate you for the rest of my days for making me do so,” Asrahn answered after a long silence. “I will do this for Feanne, not because you demand it.”


    Before he could reply, Asrahn got to her feet and left the tent, disappearing into the camp beyond the closing flap.


    “Ulra, please enter.” 


    Practically crawling to get under the low hang of the tent flap, Ulra entered and waited patiently for his command. 


    “Go and find the heads of each breed or family. Tell them that we might be in danger and that I want them to quietly prepare to move the camp. They will understand. If any doubt you, send them to me.”


    He heard Ulra leave but chose to continue watching the fire. So many problems, so little time, he mused, smiling grimly to himself. The pack had never been without more than its fair share of issues, usually involving starvation, drought, or furriers. Having an undead army find them with no suitable leader to lead the battle was certainly new.


    Idly Lihuan thought of Feanne’s lost life-mate, Insrin. The male would find himself set upon by half of Lihuan’s pack if he showed himself again after stealing away the children and leaving Feanne to fend for herself. Despite that, he had been a skilled warrior and a renowned teacher of his own soldiers. In this situation Lihuan could only wish things had turned out differently. Having him would have helped turn the tide of any battle, coupled with Feanne being capable of adding her incredible skills. 


    Sadly, that was not to be, he admitted to himself. They were both lost to him.


    Lihuan sat in the dimly lit tent for a long time, wondering how he had come to this point in his life. Closing his eyes and leaning into the pile of furs that served as both his throne and daytime resting place, Lihuan sought solace in the memories of his youth. It was something he did often, seeking answers within stories he had been told, experiences long past, and the friends and allies he had lost in years long gone.


    His mind roamed to the last days of his slavery in the far north. There he had worked for years in the mines of a group of humans dwelling in the outskirts of the Turessian empire. He had watched his own parents die of starvation and overwork, but he had managed to escape with his first life-mate—long before he and Asrahn had come together. That female—the love of Lihuan’s young life—had been killed like a common animal when they had been caught and brought back. The memory haunted him, but he had suppressed it much of his life and continued to do so now, pushing it back in his mind as he sought some way to save his people or his child.


    Though the memories were painful, Lihuan had long before learned to let his mind wander. When it did, he sometimes found things he had not expected, even in his own stories. Knowing that, he let those memories flood back, remembering the pain of punishment that did not come close to matching the agony of watching his first mate’s death.


    After being recaptured, Lihuan had languished many weeks in manacles, with a thick chain around his neck. He had raged the way Feanne now did, wanting revenge against those who had so callously killed the female he loved. He had bit at everything that came near him, nearly killing himself with his struggles against the chains—the reason he now bore such scars on his wrists. It had only been through the kindness of a young fae-kin woman that he had managed to find his sanity and begin the long process of freeing himself again. That time he had brought Asrahn out with him and never looked back.


    His eyes snapped open as he backtracked within the old memories.


    It was the girl—the fae-kin with hooves and large antlers, not so unlike some breeds of wildlings, but so different in mindset—that his thoughts jumped toward. She had done something to him as he lay in his cell, exhausted beyond the ability to stand. She had touched his head, and the haze of anger had slowly lifted enough for him to think clearly again, but by then she had been gone. The girl had never given him a name, but her face was burned into his mind as clearly as the blood pouring from his first mate’s throat. He had never seen her again, but to this day, he credited her with saving him from himself.


    The fae-kin had some form of power that had aided him in recovering. It was the only explanation he could come up with. It might have been imagination, but he believed it to be true. She was either some form of witch or there was something specific about fae-kin themselves. Given their evasiveness with outsiders, Lihuan was willing to bet on the latter.


    He had spent years wishing for a way to thank her, and now, almost fifteen years later, he found that her aid had been more than just simple kindness. She had been reluctant to speak to him and had never returned, but in hindsight, her reaction had been one of polite embarrassment. She had done something she normally would not do publically. That told him it was not an unheard-of talent, but one she did not approve of others knowing about. Perhaps something she hid not from her own kind, but from his.


    Getting to his feet as best he could, Lihuan limped from the tent, noting that Ulra had returned while he had been lost in thought and now hurried to shadow him into the camp. She would follow him until he could no longer walk and would likely stay at his side until his last breath had left him, so asking her to stay behind was foolish at best.


    Through the camp they went, with Lihuan checking each tent they passed with a sniff or a glance. This far into the camp, most tents were occupied by wildlings, but he was too old and cautious to not take such a small effort to be sure he had not passed any fae-kin who had joined the camp during the last round of refugees they had welcomed. Likely he knew they would be closer to the southeast section, where those who were not wildlings and who claimed no particular title in Altisian or Lantonnian lands had grouped for mutual protection.


    It was an unlikely bet at best, and Lihuan knew it. Memories were so fluid that what he remembered could be fantasy or the delusions of an old fox, built from stories he had heard over the years. The girl might have simply been kind to him and it sunk through all the anger and hatred. Perhaps the fae-kin had possessed a talent beyond his knowledge that was unique to her. Still, the chance that she had been less than unique and there might be others was worth exploring for Feanne’s sake.


    Wandering onward, he made his way slowly southeast, greeting his pack-mates as they approached, giving each a small bit of his time. Throughout it all, Ulra tried to stay out of the way and avoid conversation. As he neared the end of his people’s area of the camp, he found himself seated in front of several young rabbits, retelling a story they had begged of him. He had not meant to stop, but the demands of the young had derailed his intentions.


    Nearing the conclusion of the story, Lihuan looked up and realized the afternoon was well underway, the majority of the day having slipped past him in a simple trip to the edge of the city of tents. Even when the task was dear to him, Lihuan realized he could be distracted far too easily.


    Turning while sitting, he looking at Ulra, who stood nearby, watching the gathered wildlings for threats.


    Lihuan excused himself when he had finished the tale of the rabbit wildling hero who had saved a dragon—a popular elven children’s tale from the far north that had been intended to be so silly that children would laugh, but had become a hit with the actual rabbit wildlings here. It was one of many he had adopted from other lands or peoples, changing to suit his peoples’ tastes.


    With Ulra lumbering along behind him, Lihuan hurried the remainder of the way through the camp and soon found himself at the edge of the wildling area. The transition was startling to him, as he had never passed into this section of the camp since its formation, despite meaning to quite frequently.


    Whereas fifty feet back he could have stopped at any time and had a dozen people approach him, asking for stories or inquire about his day, in this section no one so much as lifted their heads at his approach. Humans, elves, and even several halflings rested outside tents that looked as though they would collapse at the first winds of winter. The people inhabiting the tents looked as weather-beaten as their homes.


    Lihuan found himself drawn to watch the halflings. These people were somewhat smaller than humans and generally built like them, aside from their often child-like faces and the way they tried to always travel in groups. A few months earlier, despite knowing what a halfling was, Lihuan would have assumed these to be young humans.


    The halflings were nearly as disliked in some lands as Lihuan’s people. While the wildlings were seen to be animals, bearing no more intelligence than beasts of burden, the halflings had actually been bred to serve humans in their homes. A wildling might pull a farmer’s plow, but a halfling would serve the farmer his dinner. At least that was how it had been farther east, before the halflings had been set free. 


    Even that freedom had been mocking, with them being dubbed the half-men by their former masters, citing their lesser status in most societies. Unlike the wildlings, the halflings had embraced their past troubles with slavery and refused to let it burden them further.


    Lihuan slowed his pace as he watched the halflings, but then yelped a little in surprise as several young human children tugged his tail. That behavior stopped when Ulra growled nearby, but they instead started running in circles around Lihuan, begging for food.


    “I am sorry,” offered a woman, running over to collect the children. She eyed Lihuan warily and shooed the children back toward a nearby tent that had holes in it large enough that they could have been additional entrances. “The young have no manners.”


    “Nor do the old, it would seem…I have not introduced myself,” Lihuan said, offering one of his hands in a traditional human greeting, but the woman just stared at it and then back at his face. “I am Lihuan, the pack-leader.”


    “That means nothing to me,” the woman said, shrugging. “Should I know what that means?”


    Clenching his jaw for a moment, Lihuan shook his head. “No, possibly not. I am just another wildling in a camp full of them. May I ask how much food your family brought with them?”


    The middle-aged woman laughed, glancing back at the children. “We brought nothing. Just like everyone else.”


    Lihuan studied the people around him, looking for anyone who might disprove her statement, but they did all appear to be half-starved. Though it was nearly evening meal time, he saw not one person eating anything. His own people were likely in the middle of setting aside their differences to eat together, even as these refugees hid from one another, all starving.


    “We will find a way to feed these people,” he mused aloud to himself, looking over the newcomers. 


    Lihuan had seen his own people in a similar condition when they had first come to him years before and again during one particularly harsh winter. He would not see others suffer the way they had, watching their children die slowly of hunger.


    The woman’s laughter broke Lihuan from his observations. “Will you roast one of yours for us, or should we just wait and hope that you really intend to carry through on that? I wouldn’t trust a fox with my hens. I won’t trust one to feed by children.”


    Lihuan stiffened angrily. Among his own people, such a lack of trust in the pack-leader might wind up with a challenge or at least Ulra growling menacingly to get the unruly person back in line. 


    Beyond his initial reaction, he found himself also motioning to Ulra to remain calm without looking back to see how she had behaved at the woman’s words. He knew his protector well enough to know she was likely watching him for cues for whether to attack.


    “Trust us or not, the food that can be spared will be brought down here,” Lihuan told her firmly, gritting his teeth until his jaw ached when the woman laughed again at his words. 


    Slowly the woman seemed to take notice and cleared her throat. “If you manage to do that, it will mean a lot to the people in this part of the camp,” she admitted, looking somewhat embarrassed. “We just don’t expect anyone to try to help us. It was more than we’d hoped for when we were told we could stay here. No offense, but it wasn’t our first choice to come live among the animals.”


    Lihuan thought through any possible scenario where that would not have been offensive, finding not a single one, but gave the woman a smile anyway. He would not stoop to hatred and racism, no matter how these people acted. They were refugees, no different from anyone else fleeing the war. Whether they knew it now or whether it would take time, they would learn that survival against an army like the undead’s would require that they learn to work with others…even “animals.”


    Exchanging good-byes that were at least civil, Lihuan went to leave, but stopped before he had gone more than a few steps. “If I could trouble you with a question?” he asked, noting Ulra’s glower when the woman huffed as though she were being harassed.


    Despite her obvious reluctance to continue a conversation with Lihuan, the woman did stop and turn around.


    “Do you know of any fae-kin in the camp?” Lihuan asked. “I have an odd question that I believe one of their heritage might shed some light on. This old ‘animal’ would seek their advice.”


    Thinking for a moment, the woman then nodded and pointed toward the east. “One came in last night. Started a small fight with some of the men when they brought her food and wanted companionship. Good luck with her though. She’s an angry one.”


    “You should meet my wife,” Lihuan answered, happy with himself for remembering to use the humans’ preferred term.


    Giving his thanks to the woman, he set off in the direction she had pointed, picking his way through those humans who were outside their tents, working on mending clothing or repairing weapons. There were many who had no tents and simply lay on the ground, resting or staring off into the woods, the shock of some recent horror still plaguing them. He dearly wanted to help them, but he knew there was only so much he could do.


    Though Lihuan could slowly work through the tangle of people, even with his cane, Ulra faired far worse. She had to detour several times and once was forced to snarl at a man to make him move out of her way. Each time she was slowed, Lihuan waited until she caught up.


    After several stops to find a way through the dense group of new arrivals, Lihuan walked out of the camp on the eastern edge and stopped, wondering if he had somehow missed his intended destination. Before he could turn around, he saw several more humans near the wood line. They appeared to be the latest arrivals, who had no one else to join and no belongings to unload. These were the poor, even among the refugees.


    Lihuan started toward the individuals and soon saw the fae-kin woman who had been mentioned to him. The girl lay at the foot of a tree nearby, curled up against the rough bark, with the last light of the afternoon sun shining on her. She sat far from anyone else, which was the only reason he spotted her in the first place.


    Though she was easy to recognize as a fae-kin once seen, she was far harder to see near the tree. The girl’s entire body was wrapped in layers of thin vines, and her skin was a mottling of greens and browns that blended her into the scenery. Aside from the coloring, she looked to Lihuan as any young human woman would, if the vines were removed. Knowing what little he did about their kind, he had to believe the vines were actually a part of her. The few other fae-kin he had met in passing had often been overly conscious of their odd features, so he made a mental note not to acknowledge the leaves and vines.


    Fae-kin, as Lihuan had heard in stories—his preferred form of education—were a type of humanoid who had descended from the ancient woodland spirits. While many considered wildlings like Lihuan to be somewhat more human-like than the animal breed that dominated their instincts and appearance, fae-kin were viewed in a similar light, with their random physical oddities being easily traced to something normally found in nature. In this girl’s case, the vines were a type Lihuan had seen in gardens farther east, hundreds of miles away. That told him as much about her ancestry as she might have been able to gather about his, based on his particular fox breed. She could have been born in Altis, but her ancestors hailed from far off.


    “Child, I have a question for you,” he said as he limped toward her, hesitating as the young woman’s eyes snapped open, revealing forest-green eyes that matched her vines.


    The fae-kin backed against the tree, even as she put on an act of being entirely at ease. Despite her attempts to pretend she was comfortable with his presence, Lihuan noted how as she sat up, her hands searched for something to grab—likely a rock. Her eyes were wider than they would be if she were not fearful. So many telling signs of what she was thinking, and like so many others, she thought she was hiding it well. 


    She had been hurt by someone, and Lihuan sparked fear in her, reminding her of something in her past.


    Taking a seat more than ten feet from her, Lihuan waited patiently for her to calm herself and soon realized her behavior might be a result of Ulra’s towering presence. The bear was meant to be intimidating and for someone already fearful, he could not imagine having her too close would be a good thing.


    “Ulra, please leave us, but do not stray far,” he said softly. 


    Heavy footfalls moving away told him that she was obeying, even if she disliked his choice.


    Minutes ticked away, with the fae-kin woman watching Lihuan cautiously. She remained where she was, her eyes occasionally drifting over parts of his clothing before darting back to his face. The only change in demeanor he saw was that she moved her hands onto her lap, nervously twisting her fingers together.


    “You fear me, not my friend,” Lihuan noted aloud, cocking his head slightly in surprise. “May I ask why? Few fear an old fox, even if they do not choose to trust.”


    Her hands tensing briefly, the fae-kin’s eyelids narrowed into a distrustful stare, but she kept quiet.


    “Are you like the others in fearing the animals that now offer shelter? I feel many of the humans would rather cook us than work with us.”


    A faint smirk curled the corner of her lips. “Not hardly, Elder Fox,” she said softly, her voice a charming tone that belied none of the nervousness Lihuan saw in her posturing.


    “If you do not fear all of us…why do you fear me? A strong wind could probably defeat me.”


    She watched him for a long time and then at last answered. “Men of all races share some traits. I’d rather not learn that yours are equally cruel. My days of putting up with that are long gone, but I have no desire to harm you. Not yet, at least.”


    Lihuan would have laughed off words such as those from some, but not from a stranger who carried no weapons. He knew better. There were strange magics in the world and he had no desire to discover another by accident. If this woman had gotten as far as the camp wearing little more than her own vines, he doubted she was truly unarmed.


    “I did not limp these old bones all the way down here just to find a fae-kin girl to hurt,” Lihuan replied, smiling at her. There was no smile in return, just that cool stare. “I came looking for information.”


    “There is no one else you can bother? If not, are there no women among your kind who would be willing to hound me for answers to questions that have nothing to do with me, rather than putting yourself here where you are not wanted?”


    “Whatever your quarrel with my gender, I need an answer to a question. Depending on the answer and its truthfulness, I will likely leave you alone. Is that fair, or shall I send my wife in my stead to pester you? Whether you want me here or not, I am the more polite in most situations.”


    The woman watched him unblinkingly for some time and eventually shook her head. “Leave me alone and send another. I will have nothing to do with any more men who want me to do something for them that they likely can already do for themselves.”


    “A slave?” Lihuan asked, lifting the fur pelts that covered the slave marks on his shoulder.


    Turning her head to look away from the deep scars, the woman replied, “No…a servant. Not that there was much difference when my master came calling. Even now he likely believes that I am obeying his last order to go find help before the undead attack. If my prayers are heard, he will die slowly, painfully, and maybe at the hands of a woman.”


    “I understand,” Lihuan offered, getting to his feet. Nearby, Ulra shifted to see what he was doing. “I am sorry for whatever was done to you. Rather than force you to face questions from another male, I will ask my wife to speak with you.”


    “Ask your question, Elder Fox. I would rather hear the end of this before I send you away. I know I’m being foolish.”


    “May I ask your name first?”


    The woman smirked and shrugged. “I have been called many things. Pick one. The humans and elves that have owned me called me Serving Girl, Peasant, and the ever-pleasant Green-Vined Freak. Those who intended to force themselves on me often just called me Whore, as though that justified their behavior. Any of these names are as acceptable as another. If you wish to pretend to show me more respect, you could call me Dryad, though that is what I appear to be, not what I am—no different than when I call you Fox.”


    “I would have the name your parents gave you, not your masters,” Lihuan pleaded. “I’ve had my own names that those who held the whips chose for me. None of them are used here, and I would not use any name a master gave you.”


    “Dalania. Thank you for asking. Now…your question?”


    Lihuan wanted desperately to go over to the woman and tell his story in flowing verbosity up close, but he knew that would not endear him to her in any way. Such a simple change in conversational tactics and he felt somewhat disarmed. Perhaps she would react better to directness, though it rubbed painfully against Lihuan’s desire for lengthy tales.


    “When I was a slave,” he began, trying to watch Dalania for any indication of her thoughts. She hid them better than most, now that she was unsurprised. “I was forced to watch something…something that made me angry beyond reason. I had to be chained or I would have killed until they had killed me. Nothing dimmed the fire of that rage.”


    “Your anger is little concern of mine, Elder, though I see none of that in your eyes now.”


    “This is true, but it is part of my question. That anger left me half dead in a cell far below ground, where I was to die. One of your people came to me and soothed my rage. I have seen too many things in my years to believe it was just kind words or a sympathetic ear that brought me back from the brink of insanity. I wish to know if your people possess some ability to ease the mind.”


    Dalania’s eyes sparkled with amusement, but her face remained smooth. “You believe that a fae-kin can relieve the burden of guilt in your mind? You wish another to take away something that haunts you, just so that you can sleep better? Why, Elder Fox, would you even imagine that I could or would do such a thing? Perhaps you should look elsewhere. I hear the gypsies have drink that might accomplish the same thing.”


    “This is not for me, child.”


    “Not for you? Then why ask me? Send me the person who would ask such a foolish question. I will tell them the same thing I intend to tell you. I wish you luck in finding someone who will confess to having the ability to influence one’s mind.”


    Lihuan took a knee as near to Dalania as he felt comfortable, using his cane for support. Lowering his head in what he hoped she understood to be submission to her, he kept his eyes on the ground before him. “My only living daughter has lost everything but her parents,” he explained, finding his throat tightening on him. “I would see her sanity restored to her at any cost to myself. If you can do this, name your price to do so. Food, a tent, or anything else. I will give you anything you demand of me, if there is even the smallest thing you can do to save my child from herself.”


    Dalania moved from her tree for the first time, approaching him cautiously. With one long finger, she raised his muzzle so she could look him in the eyes. “You will do one thing for me, no matter how dire. There will be no argument, no question of appropriateness, no turning back. If I demand your death, you will take your own life. These are my terms, whether I can help her or not. Would you agree to this, even if it cost you more than she gained?”


    Meeting her steady gaze was difficult even for Lihuan, despite years of staring down challengers. Making it even more difficult was Ulra, now standing nearby, shaking her head angrily at him. She would not speak up and give the appearance of disagreeing with him, but she had no qualms about letting him know what she thought of the offer.


    “I accept without reservation. For my child, I would let you take the pack from me. Name your price.”


    Smiling broadly now, Dalania shifted away from him on her knees, giving Ulra a brief glance as she returned to her tree. “My price is that you will obey one command from another, as though it were my own order under the terms of our agreement. This person may only make one such request, but it will bind you.”


    “Who will make such a demand of me? I came to you for help, not another’s.”


    Dalania whistled briefly and then leaned back against her tree as Asrahn slipped into view a short distance away in the woods, passing by Ulra with a smile. “Your mate is a skilled negotiator,” she noted as Asrahn came into the clearing, avoiding Lihuan’s eyes. “The test of your commitment to this was mine, not hers. I had already decided to help your daughter if I am able, but decided to find out if you were worthy of your mate’s kind words earlier. You are not a complete disappointment, Elder Fox. I will rest tonight and come to you tomorrow. Then we will see what can be done. I promise nothing, but will hold you to the terms I set on you.”


    Asrahn’s mouth twitched amusedly, but she kept quiet as Lihuan led her and Ulra back toward the heart of the camp.


     


    

    
      

    


    
  


  
    Day Three


    “Finding Self”


     


    The fox watched the others every day, wondering when they would come for what he had hidden away. When they came close to his den, he hid and they would pass by, leaving him in his belief of safety and fear for the future.


    His worry grew with each passing day, wondering if they were taunting him or just waiting for the right moment to strike. Fear consumed him, until he no longer slept or ate. Each day was filled with sitting in the shadowed entrance to his den, watching for an attack that never came.


    Every movement, every sound, every imagined noise would drive that fox closer to madness. He was losing himself in his fear. All day he trembled, believing he would fail to protect what was his if he looked away even for that moment.


    In time, what he had meant nothing. He was starving, even though his den was filled with food. He was freezing, with furs within reach. He was dying, not even realizing that the enemy he feared was not the true threat.


    The fox was an enemy to himself, entirely because of his fear. No matter how much he might watch, there was no chance he would find the actual danger.


     


    After a much-needed sleep, Lihuan woke the next morning to find Asrahn had managed to slip from their bed of furs and was sitting by the fire in the middle of their tent, sipping tea. Even as Lihuan sat up, feeling the crackling of the bones in his back, she did not look up from her drink. Despite the morning chill in the tent, the clay cup did not steam. She had been up a while, it seemed.


    “Care to tell me a story of what you’re thinking?” he asked, amused by her slight jump of surprise.


    “Since when am I the one to tell stories? That has always been your role in our life-mating.”


    Lihuan forced himself to get up, despite the agony that flared through his hips, knees, and even his tail. Mornings were never pleasant, especially when the air was chill. Hobbling without his cane, he came to the fire and sat back down, reaching out to take the cup from Asrahn as he did. The beverage was still full but long-cold, and she barely seemed to notice it being taken from her.


    “When I chose you to be my mate, after—” Asrahn looked up, gauging Lihuan’s initial reaction carefully. He already knew at least part of where the conversation was going and did not look forward to it one bit. “—after she died, I expected anything from refusal, to anger, to the possibility that after knowing you for much of my life, you would leave me simply because I had dishonored the memory of her. Instead, you asked me a question that has made me wonder for years. Lihuan, that day, back in the northern approach to the snow plains of Turessi, you looked me in the eyes and insisted that I tell you whether my family was religious. To this day I have never heard you say whether you are or why you asked me. I do not know if you remember that, but I certainly do.”


    Though so many years had passed since then, Lihuan remembered that moment as vividly as he did the stories he had cherished all his life. They had stood on a rise in the plains at sunset, having just come into sight of the mountains where they now lived. The group with them could barely walk or stand, but Lihuan had seen the mountains as their only hope of hiding from those who would kill them. It had been then that Asrahn—his childhood friend—had come to him in the night, asking him to share her bedding.


    “That was not a proud time in my life,” Lihuan admitted, dumping out the cold tea and pouring fresh steaming water into the cup from a metal basin near the fire. Adding a pinch of tea leaves from the bowl Asrahn often kept nearby, he offered the cup to his mate, who took it readily. “She was dead and a dozen wildlings were following me, expecting me to save them from being dragged back to slavery or killed. The last thing I was prepared for was my childhood friend to come and ask me to be hers.”


    Asrahn watched him but said nothing.


    “I had been thinking about death far too much during those days,” Lihuan explained. “My parents had died not even two years prior, and my mate almost a year before. It made me think on something my father had told me when I was young. I wanted to know something to help me decide whether to accept your offer.”


    “And I told you of my mother’s belief that the gods of the cities are fools and we all make our own peace within the spirit-realm when our bodies die,” she reminded him. “I still believe that when I pass beyond, I will roam the endless plains under eternal sunlight with my mother. The only change since then is that I believe I will seek out my children when they are ready to join me. This answer did not seem to displease you, but I don’t know where it fits into your thoughts.”


    Lihuan sighed and shrugged slightly. “My parents claimed that our kind was drawn to the mountains by nightfall, to do endless battles of cunning with the old forest spirits and to chase prey through the woods. When we were enslaved, they demanded that I remember their stories of the old lands, so that even if I died a slave, my spirit could return to the mountains. I used to think it was because the forest spirits would be lonely without us. I find myself now thinking more on that every night when the moon rises. I’m already older than my father was when he died. I doubt I have many years left before I will join them.”


    Asrahn sipped at her tea for a time, then added, “Why did you want to know, all those years ago?”


    “Death loomed for all of us.” He tried to meet Asrahn’s eyes, but she made a point of only watching the fire. Avoiding his eyes was something he found her doing often when she was either hiding something or trying to make him reveal a secret. “When you asked me…I initially wanted to refuse you—not for lack of love, but for fear of watching another mate die. I had convinced myself that I would see my first mate again after my death if my parents had been right, though I had never found out if she believed in the same afterlife. If I were to take another mate, I wanted to be sure that death would not be an ending. I needed to know.”


    “Yet you disregarded it,” she observed, cocking her head. “Our breeds have very different beliefs for their afterlife. Why would you accept, knowing that?”


    “I decided it was worth it, even if life was too short,” he said, smiling.


    Asrahn blinked hard and nodded, sniffling faintly as she rubbed at her eyes. “Then let us give our daughter back her own life so that she can make equally foolish decisions,” she said, getting up and walking from the tent.


    Lihuan was not surprised. Asrahn had long felt that revealing her emotions was a weakness, even to her own mate. He should not have expected more. He had always revered that strength, even if it did infuriate him at times. At least she knew how he felt, which made it worthwhile. After all, he could read her feelings in the subtle behaviors that she failed to hide from him. He needed to know that she understood his heart, especially if the camp were attacked. Life was too short to hide such things, as their time together might be nearing its end.


    Groaning as he lumbered after Asrahn, Lihuan found Ulra already waiting with her outside. The two females had not spoken—that he would have heard—but as Asrahn kept her face turned so he could not see, Ulra glowered at him with the same annoyance he had seen many times from Asrahn. Past Ulra and Asrahn, he could see Dalania, waiting near a tent, eyeing the group with impatience.


    “What did you do?” Ulra growled softly.


    “I did the unthinkable,” Lihuan said, smiling. “I told her how much I care about her.”


    Ulra grunted and shook her head, clearly confused about their relationship, despite having been present for most of it over the years.


    “Ulra, please go make sure preparations to leave are underway. There is no more need for the leaders of each family to hide what is happening. I put you in charge of getting the camp moving by nightfall.”


    She stared at him as though wondering if he were serious and then nodded and walked away toward the west. 


    Within seconds, Lihuan saw the first signs of movement in that part of the camp as tents came down. His people were apparently ready to depart at a moment’s notice, and that notice had arrived.


    “Let us deal with our own issues,” Lihuan said, looking to the others. “The camp can fend for itself.”


    Dalania—who had been keeping her head low and avoiding any of the many wildlings that passed near her—looked to Asrahn, who said nothing but set off toward the north. With a dark look of disapproval, the fae-kin passed Lihuan and followed Asrahn.


    “Are all females so prone to anger, even when we do the right thing?” Lihuan asked himself aloud once the others had gotten a few steps ahead.


    They traveled in silence for the next half hour, making their way as quickly as Lihuan could manage to the edge of the camp and then more slowly through the rough woods. A brief rain shower during the night had made the ground slick, causing all of them to slow their pace considerably, especially in the more rocky or root-strewn areas.


    When at last they did reach the clearing, Dalania stopped well past the outer row of trees, looking around nervously. She leaned against one tree, pressing her cheek against it as though listening. “This place is not something either of you mentioned,” Dalania said to no one in particular. “Where are we going? What is out here?”


    Asrahn kept walking, so Lihuan approached Dalania, keeping a careful distance out of respect for her feelings. “These trees,” he said, brushing a hand across the bark of a nearby pine whose branches began well overhead, “were sparse and diseased when we first came here. Feanne chose this place to sleep when the pack cast her out, and it filled in like this. She had an affinity for the old spirits of the woods.”


    Dalania’s eyes widened slightly. “Your child is a druid?” she asked, looking again at the trees. “I had no idea.”


    “She calls herself a Keeper,” Lihuan chuckled. “Her mentoring fae gave her great power, but abandoned her when she needed him most.”


    “A truly male thing to do,” Dalania mumbled, but then seemed to remember Lihuan was nearby. “I am sorry, Elder. I am not yet used to being free to speak my mind. I find myself either saying nothing or saying things that I do not intend.”


    “No need to apologize. Whatever you have endured is likely no more pleasant than what the rest of us have seen at times in our lives. None of us have been kind when thinking of those days.”


    Dalania looked down at her feet, digging her toes into the moist soil. She stepped into the denser section of trees, advancing slowly, as though she were absorbing the dirt under her feet as much as the scenery of the grove. “She has great power,” she said, gaze moving from one tree to the next. “Perhaps she could yet teach me a thing or two.”


    “You have studied magic?” Lihuan asked, walking alongside her.


    “Studied and then was forced to forget,” she said wryly, glancing over at him. “Masters have no use for a serving girl who can speak with the trees. Likewise, a serving girl has no use for speaking with trees when kept indoors much of her life. They only recently started replying again.”


    “A long time away?”


    The fae-kin woman giggled softly. “Until a month ago it had been two or three of your lifetimes since I last had trees around me. I was a child then, but I remember it well.”


    “You will never be kept away from the woods out here. At worst you will attract those who wish to learn from you. My people have never been overly educated in the ways of magic. They tend to revere anyone who can teach them.”


    Dalania smiled briefly at him before stepping clear of the last row of trees and into the clearing beyond. Her expression of amazement fell away in that instant as she looked over the clawed trees, the twin unburned funeral pyres, and two freshly dug holes dug in the ground. Horror gradually replaced her expression of joy. “What has happened here?”


    Lihuan shook his head as he surveyed the area. Little had changed from the previous day, aside from the graves and a fresh bowl that had been shattered against a tree, the meat and soup that it had contained now splattered at the foot of the pine. Sohan had likely delivered that food to Feanne within the last few hours, so Feanne was not long gone, though she was not here.


    “My daughter’s rage,” he explained, while Asrahn took a seat at the foot of one of the pyres. Now that Lihuan could see her, he noted that she had certainly been crying. The damp fur near her eyes was hard to hide. “She mourns the loss of her children and her love.”


    “Where has her man…or woman…gone, then?” Dalania asked, eyeing the pyres. “Or has her lover died?”


    “Her mate is gone. Run off with her children. Her lover…we believe him to be dead.”


    Dalania looked back at Lihuan, her green eyes studying him briefly. “This is more complicated than I had expected, Elder. Do you care to explain further?”


    “Not especially,” Lihuan answered, sitting down in the shade at the edge of the clearing. “The mating was not by her choice. The lover she has never admitted to and never will.”


    “Whose children?”


    Lihuan laughed, despite the confused stare of the woman. “Who would know and who would care? They are her kits and she adores them. Her mate stole them away out of love for them. Her lover risked himself to see them and her safe. There is no lack of love for the kits, so who fathered them is of no concern to me.”


    Nodding grimly, Dalania moved through the grove, touching each wounded tree in turn. As her fingers bushed each, she winced and pulled her hand away, only to repeat the process with the next. It was a similar manner to the way Lihuan had seen Asrahn tend to injured patients.


    “She reveres the forest, yet she attacks her own grove,” Dalania said, as much to herself as Lihuan or Asrahn. “This is hopelessness at its clearest. She believes she no longer has any future. In her mind she has already died. She is killing a piece of herself out of grief.”


    A low growl from the edge of the clearing made Lihuan look up. Nearer to Asrahn than himself, Feanne had entered the grove and stood watching Dalania with unadulterated anger. Asrahn, in turn, slid back a little between the pyres, as though realizing she was in the path of Feanne’s rage, should a fight break out.


    “You dare intrude on my woods?” Feanne hissed, stepping fully into the grove. Flaring her fingers, she made what claws she had left as visible as possible.


    Watching Feanne approach, Lihuan was struck by just how much she had changed over the months. Of late he had rarely gotten to see her during daylight, as she was normally out searching the mountains for her children. When he did encounter her, she was stumbling home to rest at night before traveling again.


    Seeing her fully in the light was painful. Feanne had wasted away more than he had realized. Self-imposed starvation had withered her once-strong body, and her frequent travels without tending to herself had caused many parts of her previously fine red coat to be torn, leaving bare skin or cuts in her flesh. Mud caked much of her body, with twigs and other debris clinging to her fur or the mud.


    Dalania raised her hands defensively, apparently trying to calm Feanne. “I mean no insult by being here,” she said, gesturing for Lihuan, the far more distant Ulra, and Asrahn to stay back. “I have come to talk with you. I want to know what has happened both here and to you.”


    Though her footfalls were unsteady, Feanne marched into the grove, watching only Dalania. Her eyes were glazed as though she had exhausted herself beyond the ability to see clearly, but she had locked onto the fae-kin woman. Growling, she flexed her fingers, ready to strike. Weak or not, there was still fight left in her. Lihuan could tell this was no bluff by subtle aspects of her posture. If anything, Feanne looked to be wishing for a fight that she could not hope to win.


    “Let me help you,” Dalania insisted, but wound up backing away as Feanne gave a slight lunge forward, clearly testing her resolve. “Your parents are concerned.”


    “I do not care about anyone’s worry,” Feanne snarled, stumbling and nearly falling. Lihuan could see she bore several fresh wounds to her legs that had not been there the night before, possibly from walking through briars or from an animal’s teeth. “Get out of my grove.”


    Despite her initial demeanor, Dalania surprised Lihuan by standing straight and saying firmly, “No.”


    Roaring angrily, Feanne rushed the girl, but in her weakened condition, Dalania easily moved aside, shoving Feanne off balance. With a stumble Feanne fell hard and then struggled to stand. As she managed to get her feet under her, Lihuan could see her ears flatten out—she knew she was in trouble but was unwilling to yield. Feanne’s own pride would never allow her to stop, even if she knew she would die in battle.


    “If you cannot find yourself, you will lose your grove and possibly your life to someone stronger. That has always been the way of the wilds,” Dalania stated, even as Feanne turned and made to attack her again.


    Words and reason seemed lost on Feanne as she rushed at Dalania over and over, her attempts almost embarrassingly slow. 


    From across the field, Lihuan watched Asrahn’s face darken, pitying how weak her own daughter had become. In that look he could see Asrahn’s contemplation of killing Feanne to spare her from herself. To Asrahn’s family, such a death would have been merciful, but to Lihuan it was no better than watching Feanne’s self-destruction.


    Avoiding every lunge, Dalania struggled to stay ahead of Feanne, which it was clear she would have been unable to do if Feanne were healthier. Dalania moved like one who had never fought, but who was not afraid to get hit if the battle turned that way. She was brave but not skilled.


    The willingness to step into that kind of danger for someone she did not know impressed Lihuan. Though many of his people were fearless in the face of threat to their kin or pack, this girl knew no one here and gained nothing from her fight. Admirable, no matter her race.


    Feanne was slowing noticeably now, her arms and tail hanging weakly even as she tried to lunge at Dalania. Missing yet again, Feanne fell to the ground on her hands and knees, panting as she tried to find the strength to stand. Her muscles shook uncontrollably.


    “You were a warrior,” Dalania said, kneeling beside Feanne. When Feanne tried to grab her, Dalania took her wrist and held it. “Let me help you return to what you were before all this.”


    Lihuan felt his heart break as Feanne collapsed onto her side, weeping openly. That was never how she would have wanted to have herself seen. He knew Asrahn was as deeply impacted. She stared off to one side of the field, her jaw tense, refusing to look at her daughter, even as her tail darted sharply with anxiety.


    “Elder,” Dalania said over her shoulder, “you will not interfere. Do not allow either of us to be touched.” Without waiting for a response, Dalania grabbed Feanne by the head, hooking her fingers behind Feanne’s ears.


    Feanne lurched at the touch, trying to bite Dalania’s hands, then fell still, letting her arms drop alongside her. She entirely relaxed, as though asleep, her eyelids closing slowly—not so much giving up as there was something happening that Lihuan could not see.


    Lihuan got up and walked slowly over beside the two women. Dalania remained as still as Feanne, keeping her grip on Feanne’s head. He could see they were both still breathing, but that was the extent of their movement. “Do you know if this is normal?” Lihuan asked, glancing at Asrahn, who had also gotten up from where she had been sitting and was approaching him.


    “No, I know nothing of this. This is not magic as I know it.” Leaning close, Asrahn studied Dalania carefully, being cautious not to touch her. “She is concentrating, but beyond that, I do not understand this,” she admitted, her tail giving one sharp swish of annoyance. “This is no healing I have ever seen.”


    Pulling her robes around her to keep them from tangling as she sat, Asrahn situated herself in front of the two younger women. She put on an air of calm, but her eyes darted between Feanne’s trembling face and Dalania’s restful demeanor the whole time.


    Lihuan took his time sitting down beside his mate, watching for any indication of what might be happening between Dalania and Feanne. Feanne’s whole body twitched every few seconds and her eyelids fluttered endlessly. Dalania remained perfectly still, aside from her own eyelids shifting constantly.


    They sat there, watching silently. Lihuan could make out the sounds of the camp to the south growing louder. Likely the tents would all be down by the time he returned, but he had begun to worry that nearly a thousand people would be standing around, waiting for his return. A quick glance up at the sky only deepened his worry, as the sun was well overhead.


    “Forget your duties just this once,” Asrahn whispered, taking his hand in hers, surprising him with the gesture in public, where others could have seen. “We will wait as long as it takes.”


    The camp forgotten for perhaps the first time since he had reached these lands, Lihuan focused instead on his mate and daughter, waiting for some sign that there was hope to be had. The wait took well into the afternoon, with Dalania unmoving the entire time.


    When at last there was an indication that things were at an end, Dalania snapped awake and fell over backward onto the ground, gasping for air. She slid away as Lihuan and Asrahn rushed toward Feanne.


    Unlike Dalania, Feanne appeared not so much exhausted as terrified. Tears poured down her face as she crawled toward the edge of the field, getting her feet under her as Lihuan reached her side. She mumbled something, shoving Lihuan away as she ran for the woods, disappearing with a swish of the white tip of her tail.


    “Let her go,” Dalania whispered, closing her eyes as she curled up, clutching her head. Asrahn took a knee at her side, checking her pulse. Snarling, Dalania shoved her away. “The girl must fight for her sanity now! I gave her the tools to do so, but there is no more I can offer her.”


    “What can we do?” Lihuan asked, standing over Dalania. Anger flared in him, wondering if this entire effort had been a waste of precious time.


    Dalania smiled and chuckled as she lay there, snickering slightly at being investigated by Asrahn’s firm hands for any injury, even as she fought off the efforts. “She is willing to let this whole world burn to save her children,” she said. “Her mate, her lover, and possibly even the pack mean nothing to her if those children are harmed. She wants revenge or a direction to pursue them, but the confusion over how to proceed is destroying her. Until she learns of their fate, I doubt she will recover much. You cannot help her with this. Losing her master only further scatters her thoughts, making it impossible for her to think clearly.”


    Sitting up, Dalania grabbed Asrahn’s hand and held it tightly. “You, she thinks of fondly as her teacher and her idol.” She refused to release Asrahn’s hand when she pulled away. “No matter what she shows on the outside, she adores you.”


    Asrahn grumbled and freed her hand, backing away.


    “So she is just like her mother,” Lihuan said, smiling despite the glare Asrahn gave him. “The truth is always buried under hostility.”


    “You…” Dalania continued, pointing at Lihuan, “she has hated for years.”


    Lihuan’s heart fell, and he fought to maintain composure as Dalania stood and walked up to face him.


    “She has hated that you have pushed yourself beyond your limits, that you have demanded so much of her, and that you caused the situation leading to her lover being lost,” she said, then sighed. “However, that is the anger of a child toward a strong father. She loves you but will never admit it. The only thing she still struggles with is why you will not let her learn to lead the pack.”


    “Feanne is far too head-strong and unpredictable to lead, and as she is now…”


    Dalania’s eyes darkened as she glared at Lihuan, stepping up toward him suddenly. “I am more than capable of leading!” She practically howled, towering over him as she advanced. Her entire bearing changed in that instant, her fingers fanning as though she were about to strike with claws she did not possess. “You pick a mate for me, thinking I cannot make a rational choice for myself? Do you not even know me, Lihuan? Every crazy thing I have done was to prove that I could be better than you and stronger than the others who wish to lead the pack! Every choice I made until the twins were born was intended to preserve your pack in the hope that you could see me for who I am. The only choice I ever made for myself was deciding to go through with Insrin’s renewed offer of life-mating for the sole reason to save Estin’s life, and I will regret that until I die!” 


    As abruptly as the anger had hit her, Dalania went calm again, stumbling and putting a hand to her head. “This,” she whispered, steadying herself with Asrahn’s help, “is why we do not admit to having the ability to touch minds. Others would fear what we would find there. I am sorry. I must have spent too long in the depths of her memories. The anger that consumes her pushed some of her thoughts into my own mind, as though something influencing her is able to control me, as well. I believe I can control it again now.”


    A cough drew Lihuan’s attention, even as he struggled for words. 


    A dwarven man stood near one of the claw-marred trees, twirling a dagger in one hand while stroking large metal-and-gemstone clasps that had been woven into his beard. His dark eyes watched the three others in the clearing as though sizing them up. Then the sense of hostility disappeared with a lecherous grin. “Can’t say I ever thought plants were attractive, but a man’s gotta be open to new things,” he said in his gravelly voice. “We bringing in new kids to beat some sense into that paw-licking nut-bag?”


    Dalania growled, sounding like an attempt to copy Feanne’s throaty cries, twisting her hands in in movements Lihuan recognized as the shaping of magical energy. He reached to stop her, but before he could close his hand over her wrist, Finth was slammed to the ground by vines that grasped at his limbs and neck, tightening until he choked and gasped for air. “How dare you, Finth?” Dalania hissed, then blinked and looked back at Lihuan. “Who is this fool?”


    “Finth, as you seem to know without having learned it,” Lihuan answered. “He is a fool, no doubt there, but he is one of ours. Please release him.”


    Waving a hand, Dalania dismissed the vines, turned, and marched from the clearing without another word.


    As the retreating vines freed his throat, Finth looked around, coughing loudly. “What happened to a good kick in the family ore nuggets for being an insensitive ass?” he grumbled, sitting back up. “Tree-humping girl can’t take a complement. At least you furballs know when I’m trying to be nice and don’t bloody stomp on my face with a tree.”


    “Don’t think for a moment that it has not been considered,” Asrahn noted dryly. “You just attempted—badly, as usual—to woo a female who has reasons to hate males. Pick your prey better.”


    Glowering as he looked between the two wildlings, Finth picked up and sheathed his knife before looking off in the direction Dalania had gone. His scowl made Lihuan wonder if he meant to harm the woman for attacking him. “You just gotta go and tell me a damned thing like that. Now it’s a challenge. You know nothing about men, fang-face?”


    Asrahn snarled, revealing her fangs for a second before apparently realizing she had been baited and quickly hid them again. This game had gone on between them for some time, with Finth usually the victor.


    “Finth, you never fail to be a thorn in my side,” Lihuan said, trying not to show his amusement for fear of his mate’s reaction. “Why are you back? Where is Yoska? I understand you were not to return without information about Estin.”


    Finth clomped over to them, grabbed Lihuan’s hand, and clasped it in greeting, then repeated the gesture with Asrahn. Despite any pretense of anger or dislike, he always tried to include proper social graces in between his off-color humor. “Old human’s got himself up to his chin in trouble down in Lantonne,” Finth explained, grinning broadly. “I think I got him arrested for treason! Probably getting executed next week.”


    “This…helps us how exactly? And again, why are you here if he’s been jailed?”


    “You tail-biters can’t keep a damned thing straight, can you?” Finth grumbled, snorted and spit. Almost as an afterthought, he glanced at Asrahn, who looked ready to gut him. Giving her a sheepish nod of apology, he continued. “No one talks to outsiders. Kinda hard to find that fuzzy monkey’s…”


    “Estin,” Asrahn growled.


    “…fuzzy monkey’s corpse in a city that won’t talk to us. Can’t even figure out if they bury outsiders or burn them. Pain in my fat hairy ass, if you ask me. So we decided that we’d get arrested to see what the prisoners would tell us, since they don’t give a snot about telling secrets.”


    “So this became a game?”


    “Yeah. I won, since he’s the one in the cell.” Finth laughed, but stopped when he looked at the two of them, seeming to understand that he was the only one who found humor in it. “He’s got leads. It’s not so bad. I don’t even think they’ll hang him. He’s sneaky, you know.”


    “So why are you here instead of helping him?”


    That question soured Finth’s humor. He marched off, kicking at a small rock before answering. “We heard things weren’t going well. Found out you’re about to get your damned paws stepped on.”


    Lihuan gave Asrahn a glance. “Meaning what exactly?”


    “The bouncy deers—deer…deer-peoples…aww hells, you know who I mean—they told me that you were expecting an attack. I checked the camp and saw you’ve got everyone’s tail in a bind, running around like a bunch of cowards, heading for the hills.”


    “I made the decision I had to,” Lihuan admitted, starting toward the camp. He was losing his patience. “I would rather be wrong with everyone still alive than be right and watch my people die.”


    Finth tromped along at Lihuan’s side. “That’s the thing, oh mighty paw-licker…you were right. Besides, coward’s way is usually the right way, if you ask me.”


    Lihuan stopped and glanced back.


    “They’re coming,” Finth explained to both Lihuan and Asrahn. “You have one bloody day. Tomorrow by noon, they’ll be close enough to spit on…and I don’t spit that damned far. Saw them with my own eyes, and this time, I swear, it wasn’t the ale talking. This is gonna be Insrin’s village all over again.”


    “Speak up, dwarf. What is coming?” Asrahn demanded, grabbing Finth by the shoulder and turning him to face her.


    “Dead guys, small contingent,” Finth said, his tone suggesting that numbers were not the whole story. “Probably a hundred or more dead, one or two who look like someone slapped a dress on them, and then a big statue. Thinking a steel gole—my dad used to build them when he wasn’t too drunk to use a hammer. He didn’t build them often…”


    “A dress?” Asrahn hissed, looking at Lihuan for interpretation, but he just shook his head in equal confusion. “What do you mean?”


    “You know…a dress! Like the wizards wear.”


    “Robed undead,” Asrahn said, closing her eyes. “That cannot be a good thing. No one dresses up a corpse without a reason.”


    Lihuan tried to conceal his own fears by angrily giving orders. “Finth, go organize the hunters. I want to have a group ready to hold them back while the camp empties.”


    With a flourish Finth bowed. “Whatever you say, your fuzziness. You’ll leave with them or are you going to do something stupid?”


    Lihuan shook his head, knowing Finth was aware of how things had to be, even though he would argue. “I will stay until the last of my people leaves under their own power. That is my duty as the pack-leader.”


    “Can I talk you out of it or arm-wrestle or something?” Finth asked, sounding almost worried. “Last one standing in a drinking contest?”


    “No, this is what I must do. Dying is not much concern if the others are safe.”


    Chuckling, Finth looked up at Lihuan, his eyes glittering. “You really should have gotten to know Estin. You and him are too much alike some days. No wonder Feanne jumped his…er…found, uh, comfort in his company. You know what I mean.”


    “Please be silent, Finth. The next time you open your mouth, I will turn you over to the camp’s children and let them play dress-up with you.”


    Finth scowled and appeared to contemplate arguing, but finally crossed his arms over his barrel chest and said nothing.


     


    *


     


    That evening Lihuan could not force himself to eat. The food that had been prepared for the—mostly items that would not survive a journey—lay before him in large piles, even after he had sent the vast majority away to those who were less fortunate. The aromas made his mouth water, but his stomach warned him against eating. 


    He had not felt fear like this in many years. Not fear for himself, but fear for others. No matter how he tried to avoid the thoughts, he could imagine the people of his pack dying at the hands of the undead. Foremost in his mind, Lihuan saw Feanne’s death, her throat ripped out in a mirror of his long-dead mate. 


    That thought troubled him more than he cared to consider.


    Any plan that came to mind would ultimately fail. They could build defenses to slow the undead, buying them a small amount of time, but any stand would be fatal, sooner or later. The undead would keep coming. They had no choice but to run, and that was hardly a plan. Many would be run down and killed during their flight, as a group as large as theirs could never be fully hidden while moving through the wilderness.


    Blinking away the worrisome thoughts of loved ones’ deaths, Lihuan realized he had been staring at the fire for far longer than he had expected. When he had last looked around, Asrahn had been gathering together bits of metal and old jewelry—mostly stolen from Altis or acquired in trades with merchants over the years—but now he saw she was putting the finishing touches on a project. He had assumed she had merely been packing trinkets, but she was working hard at something.


    Despite her criticism of Lihuan’s love of stories, Asrahn had her own passion beyond tea: jewelry. She had seen the trinkets the humans in the cities wore and fallen in love with the notion. Whether it was feathers, braids, or simple metal bands, she had taken to always wearing a handful of the items at any time. Frequently she had tinkered with metals they had acquired to make similar items for others in the pack as gifts, usually to help them woo a potential mate.


    Asrahn sat at the edge of the fire, polishing a silver ring. He had seen her working with the silver earlier and recognized that she had melted down a larger piece. The original item she had scavenged for the metals had been a heavy bracelet, but she had reduced the silver down into two simple bands, with some leftover metal nearby. One lay already completed near her toes.


    “What are you doing now?” Lihuan asked, genuinely confused at her priorities. “We are about to be overrun by undead and you are making jewelry?”


    “Yes. I am doing exactly that.” Asrahn examined the ring one more time and held it up to him. “Make your mark in the metal,” she ordered him, picking up and holding out the other ring as well.


    “I will do no such thing. There is no purpose to it.”


    Asrahn shook her head, bouncing the feathers hanging off her ear. “These will be sent with Feanne to be given to Estin when she finds him,” she explained. “The humans have their ceremonies for binding people together. I hope she has the sense to understand the meaning of these.”


    “My mate,” Lihuan said sadly, taking the two rings from her. “That male is dead. We have what is left of his armor as proof.”


    “Death has rarely stopped one as determined as my Feanne. She will find him and she will find her children, even if she must pull the mountains down to do so.”


    Lihuan took the two rings and turned them over in his hand to see a simple drawing of a fox’s head etched into each. Though Asrahn had been working them over the fire, the metal was cool to the touch, as though they were soaking up the heat. If he had less important concerns on his mind, he would have asked more about them. “Do you have such faith in all of our people?” he asked, picking up a metal tool from the floor near Asrahn. With a few brushes of the carving tool, he created the lines he had taken as his mark years earlier.


    Lihuan had never told Asrahn, but the three lines were a match for the whip-lashes he had received the day his first mate had been killed. Those scars had healed over time, and she had never known—or if she had, she never said so. He had wondered more than once if such a mark was still appropriate to represent him. His life since then had changed who he was as much as that female’s death had changed him from a willful child to an adult, always worried about others.


    “Not at all,” Asrahn said, taking the first ring as he finished. She snatched up a polishing rag and shined the metal where he had marred it. “I listen to what the spirits tell me, and they are saying that Feanne will see him again. Whether she will meet him in this life, I do not know, nor do I care. The least I can do is hope that all is not yet lost for her. She needs that hope, as do the children.”


    “Two simple rings will not make him return or give her back her children. They solve none of the problems she faces.”


    Asrahn smiled as she looked over the ring before glancing up at him. “The rings are a symbol that we have not left her. The gift will be more than that, but like all gifts, it is much better when one finds out the secret on their own.”


    Taking the second ring from Lihuan, Asrahn tucked both into a piece of cloth and folded it over several times on itself. Once it was tightly closed, she began sewing the cloth shut with a heavy thread and needle.


    “Why do you still hope for him to return?” Lihuan asked as Asrahn slowly worked. “Feanne is mated to Insrin…should we wish for his return instead? Does wishing for her to betray her mating vows make us less worthy of respect?”


    Asrahn shook her head but did not look up from the sewing. “I watch my daughter the way you watch others, looking for clues to what they think,” she explained, tying off the thread. As she spoke, she took up a small brush and began dabbing a clear liquid onto the cloth. “Any male who believed he could control her and then would steal away the children to hide from something she did is not worthy of her. Her mate is dead, whether in actuality or when I or Feanne finds him. Estin…she never gave up hoping he would come back. She may be angry at his perceived betrayal, but Feanne does not truly believe he would cause her harm. He treated the children as kindly as their own father. Estin is a good male, and I would see Feanne find happiness again. To this end I would beg the spirits to guide him back to her side.”


    Finishing with the brush, Asrahn blew on the cloth until she appeared satisfied that it was dry. From her side she picked up the worn, battered little book where she had written notes about how to cast the many healing magics she had learned over the years. With a sad look of loss, she slid the bag with the rings into the book and then tied it closed with a leather strap.


    “May the spirits find you and bring you home, Estin,” she whispered, touching the book to her forehead. “Bring me back my Feanne when you do return. If you cannot bring her to me, bring her back to herself.”


    

    
      

    


    
  


  
    Day Four


    “Found”


     


    Driven mad by his fear that those who would attack him were just outside his den, the fox never heard the scratching in the depths behind him. With winter coming near, he was not alone in wishing to find shelter and safety through the long, dark months. The scratching went on intermittently for days, until the wolf digging at the back of his den finally found its way in. 


    The wolf did not find the fox right away. At first it was happy to eat the fox’s food and use his shelter. It lived right under the fox’s nose, a clear threat that he should have run from or at least prepared to deal with. Instead, the fox thought he knew who his enemy was and had become blinded by that obsession. That very blindness kept him from seeking aid that he likely could have gotten from the very people he feared would steal from him.


    Even with the wolf stepping ever so gingerly onto the ramp up to the surface where the fox waited, still the fox watched the threat he believed was real. He probably knew what was coming, but by the time he was willing to truly believe all he had prepared for would not protect him from the true dangers, there was hot breath on the back of his neck.


    Now, now, children, there is a point to this tale. Don’t my stories always have a purpose? Yes, sometimes I have to make one up, but at least I give you one. Never claim that Lihuan does not give you a reason for the tales he tells.


     In this case we are no different from the fox in my story. We believe ourselves so clever, hiding our pack so far out in the woods. We keep our scouts on the move every day, trying to watch for those who we believe to be our enemies. All of us, in our own way, feel secure here with the shelter we have found. We all hide in our dens, believing we are prepared.


    Do we really know who the threat that breathes down our necks is?


    I watch your parents attempt to protect us from hunters and furriers. This is something we must do, but is not all of what it means to be safe. While we watch those people nervously, another enemy may sneak up on us, ready to destroy everything we hold dear. Watching for the enemy you know will never shield you from the unknown enemy who attempts to outsmart you.


    Who knows what might show up in camp today or tomorrow, ready to harm us without warning, if we are too busy looking elsewhere?


     


    Daybreak found Lihuan already awake and standing near the center of what had been his camp for years. Scattered remnants of the residents’ belongings and trampled dirt were the only indication that anyone had ever been here. Nearly every soul had left during the night and early morning, aside from those who had sworn themselves to Lihuan’s service, to give their families a chance at survival. The last few stragglers had departed half an hour before, though Lihuan had a hunch more might be still in the southwestern part of the camp, trying to get underway.


    There would be no walls, no proper defense of the village. When the undead arrived, the sole intent was to slow them and distract them from the paths that the departed had left. With luck it would be enough to allow most of the villagers to escape.


    Turning to the group that stood with him, Lihuan surveyed what he had left. Twenty people would not hold off undead for long, let alone a force with wizards among them. He doubted they would even be a hindrance to the undead.


    Wildlings were most predominant in the group, but others had silently refused to leave the camp when Lihuan had made the call for warriors to sacrifice themselves for the sake of the whole pack. Forefront among them, Finth stood, watching Lihuan dourly, with Asrahn near him. Off to the side, keeping her distance, was Dalania, trying to ignore two of the halfling men, who appeared to have no qualms about staring rudely at someone. Twice already Finth had physically moved the halflings to keep them from Dalania, but they somehow managed to keep sneaking back over to her. A spattering of humans and elves stood near the wildlings, ready for what might come.


    “With hours or less head start, our families are still vulnerable and can be hunted down,” Lihuan announced loudly to the wildlings, halflings, and others who now stood with him. “I want to give them an extra few hours. The longer we harry the enemy, the more likely those we fight for will live. The undead can run forever without tiring, and a small lead will not save our kin. We will stay behind and ensure that the trail is cold when the undead pass though. I will not see my pack butchered like animals. Not today. Not ever.”


    A rumble of agreement passed through the assembled group.


    Again Lihuan stared off to the south, where he knew his people were hurrying toward the destination he had chosen for them. Only a handful knew specifically where they were going, and he hoped they would be able to make it, as the terrain was not easy. Most, he knew, were of the belief that they would arrive within a day. The reality was that a small group would easily travel a week to reach the new campsite. With a group that large, the trip could be even longer.


    Among those traveling, he had sent Ulra, carrying Feanne against her will. Feanne had fought until she could no longer raise her arms to strike at her lifelong friend, screaming the whole time that she would not leave. Whether it was out of need to hunt for her children or desire to stay by her parents, Lihuan knew he might never find out.


    “Ulra,” he had said hours before the dawn, as Feanne lay on the ground under Ulra’s heavy hand, “you will do me one final duty, after which you are released from my service.”


    They had argued for no less than twenty minutes, until Asrahn had stepped in, ordering Ulra to obey as she had sworn time and time again throughout her life. That had settled things, though Ulra’s anger had never been clearer.


    “You will take her with the others.” Lihuan had to stop until Ulra’s growling had ceased. “She will be your ward from this day forward. If she regains her sanity, guide her to lead like a true pack-leader. If she does not regain her sanity and continues to harm herself…let her die. It’s how she has always wanted to be treated, and I will not shelter her from her fate any longer.”


    That phrase had stopped Ulra and Feanne cold, and even in her delirium, Feanne had stilled, seeming to sense the conflict among them, though she had just stared at the ground.


    “I will not kill your child,” Ulra had snapped loudly, releasing Feanne and shoving Lihuan angrily against a tree. “How dare you ask me this?”


    “My child is dying a little already, by my own mistakes,” Lihuan had countered, unable to meet Ulra’s stare. “If she can live on her own, let her. If she will destroy herself, let her do that as well. My parents will welcome her into the realm of the moonlight for a far better afterlife than her true life was. Perhaps there she will find happiness.”


    Ulra had shaken her head and left, carrying Feanne over one shoulder and a pack of food, personal items, and the notebook Asrahn had handed to her over the other shoulder. The wisp of Feanne’s white tail-tip had been the last glimpse Lihuan had gotten of her. Likely the last he would ever have.


    “They will be here within four more hours,” he announced, shaking off the dark memories. “I want them held back before they get here. My goal is simple: we give our kin until tomorrow to run. Whether we are alive or not at the end, I care less. If your death will slow the enemy, do not hesitate.”


    Grim nods and several disturbingly excited cheers from the halflings made Lihuan think over his words, making sure he had said what he had intended. In the end he decided they had stayed because they were insane or suicidal, whereas the rest of those assembled seemed more duty-bound.


    “Go and plan your strike points.” Before he could say more, the many archers in the group took off into the woods at a run, apparently eager to select vantage points. “I want us to be ready to fight, not for a quick victory, but to endure as long as we must. That is all.”


    The remainder of the force hurried off, with the overly excitable group of halflings openly discussing who would be able to find a way to kill the most undead without even facing one in battle. The last he heard as they vanished into the woods was a challenge that the winner must not have seen the undead while still destroying the most. For some reason all of them had pulled out shovels rather than weapons.


    With the others gone, only Asrahn, Finth, and Dalania remained, all watching Lihuan.


    “I have no more guidance for you,” Lihuan admitted, thumping his cane on the ground. “Go and do what you do best. Asrahn, I would have words with you.”


    Leaving the others, Asrahn marched up to Lihuan, her back straight and her face stern. Her posturing told him she knew what he intended, but Lihuan could not do otherwise.


    “You will go with the rest of the camp,” he began, but was surprised when he saw no reaction in his mate’s face. “They will need a healer.”


    “I refuse. What else would you like to ask of me?”


    Lihuan had been countered by his mate a thousand times over the years, but it was rare that she would openly disobey an order he gave as the pack-leader. An order as her mate would get him flogged, but this was very different.


    “I have asked that you defend our pack, female,” he growled, pointing at the woods. “Go and help where told to by your pack-leader.”


    “No,” Asrahn reiterated, smiling slightly. “You will rescind that request.”


    “I will not…”


    Leaning close, Asrahn whispered, “I call in your pledge to Dalania. You will rescind your demand. You are not as unpredictable as you would have people believe.”


    Lihuan winced, looking over at the fae-kin, who watched him with a cool, evaluating stare. She wanted to know if he would honor his promises. “Very well,” he conceded, leaning more heavily on his cane. The weight of standing seemed far more than it had been in years. “Please do not make me watch you die.”


    “I would do no such thing,” Asrahn answered coyly, bowing in a feigned acceptance. “I hold you to the same request.”


    Pushing off the tree, Dalania came over to them, keeping well clear of Finth as she walked. “You have done well for your people,” she said, stepping between Asrahn and Lihuan. “A better leader I could not have asked for.”


    “Little good it does us now,” Lihuan lamented, lowering his head.


    “No battle is lost this early,” she answered, standing closer than Lihuan expected she was comfortable with. “I cannot join this fight, but I wish to give you both gifts before I depart.” Dalania whistled at Finth, who reached around a tree and pulled out a small stack of weapons.


    Coming over toward them, Finth nearly tripped as his attention was split between walking and eyeing Dalania while he was still behind her. When he stumbled, Lihuan faintly heard him mutter, “Not damned fair…” With his gaze back where it belonged once he was in Dalania’s line of sight, Finth set the bundle at her feet and hurried away.


    “I do listen to the stories whispered in this camp,” Dalania continued, releasing their hands and untying the weapon bundle. “They say that Asrahn was once a great warrior, not just a healer. Your weapon of choice—aside from your own claws—has been difficult to find on such short notice, but I hope this is close enough.”


    The weapon Dalania lifted to Asrahn was wicked-looking. Built like a short sword, the blade of the weapon had sharpened teeth every few inches that could have easily torn into most types of armor and the person beneath it. It looked heavy and deadly, assuming the wielder could manage to strike a foe.


    Lihuan smiled in amusement as Asrahn handled the weapon, her eyes wide in surprise. It had been nearly a decade since she had held one of the plains people’s weapons of war. When they had taken their vows as a mated pair, she had put aside the weapon, saying she would no longer lead the warriors into bloodshed, lest Lihuan lose another mate to warfare. He knew she had missed the violence dearly, but with age taking its toll on both of them, the choice to put aside the blade had been easier than it would have been earlier in life.


    “This is not something I can still use,” Asrahn said sadly, the heavy weapon shaking slightly in her hands. “I am too weak at this age to still fight like I once did. Thank you, but I cannot take this.”


    Dalania ignored Asrahn, turning her attention to Lihuan. “Your people still pass stories about your skill with both bow and spear,” she said, pulling a thick bow and a quiver of arrows while Finth fetched short spear from the trees. “I doubt all of it is true, but if any of the lies you told them were close to truth, these might be of use to you.”


    Chuckling, Lihuan took the weapons in his own trembling hands, feeling the familiar weight. Once he had felt naked without such weapons in his hands, but that had been a lifetime ago. “Giving us gifts that remind us how feeble we are does not help our cause one bit,” he told Dalania. “I do thank you…”


    “I am not finished,” she answered, sounding somewhat annoyed. “Both of you deserve the chance to use all that you have learned over the years one more time. I do hope it is enough. The stories always say that youth is wasted on the young.”


    Closing her eyes, Dalania began whispering something, her hands moving in intricate patterns in the air. Even the vines that covered her body shifted as though they were part of the pattern.


    “Forest magic,” Asrahn hissed softly. Once Asrahn could have cared less about other forms of magic than her own, but ever since Feanne had sworn to the Miharon, Lihuan had seen her gradually turn against unfamiliar magics.


    With a last flourish, Dalania gestured at each of them and then let her arms drop to her sides. “The effects will be subtle,” she admitted, smiling. “Trust me that you are not so feeble as you believe. The magic cannot hold forever, though. Do not push yourselves if the magic begins to fail. This will only buy you time and will fail completely before the end of the night, if not before.”


    Lihuan stared at her with confusion, not really understanding. A similar expression on Asrahn’s face told him he was not alone in that.


    After tapping the jagged sword in Asrahn’s hands, Dalania walked toward where the other pack members had departed hours earlier. Just as she reached the woods, she looked back over her shoulder and called back to them. “Good-bye, elders. I will watch your child for you, whether you wish it or not.”


    Without another word, the fae-kin slipped into the woods and was gone.


    “Strange girl,” Asrahn noted. A moment later she stared in surprise at the sword in her hands. “My mate, do you feel different?”


    “Not much, why?”


    Picking up the weapon by the hilt, Asrahn brought it through a spinning flourish that belied the way her arms had shaken when the heavy blade had first been put in her hands. She twisted and thrust with it, the speed slower than Lihuan remembered when they were younger, but the talent and training still there.


    “She has given me back my strength,” Asrahn whispered in shock, staring at one of her hands.


    Lihuan looked down at his own hands, seeing the painful bends in his fingers were gone. Even the trembling had vanished. “I doubt she can make this last long at all,” he said, smiling as he flexed his fingers. There was no pain anymore. “We should go quickly. Having this wear off before we reach the enemy is not worthy of any story.”


    Following the other warriors into the woods, the two ran like they had as youth, darting through the trees as fast as they could, heedless of branches or risk of injury. The last time they had been so thrilled with the run, while not fearing for others’ safety, Lihuan had still been a hot-headed youth, scouting the edges of the slave camp with his dear friend—Asrahn—trying to find a way to sneak out at night just to say they could.


    Since then, burdens of life, fear for a pack, and their own aging had taken such freedoms from them. Not this day, though. At last they were free again to run together.


    Lihuan did not even realize he had left his cane behind until an hour later, when the idea of being without it struck him as amusing, even as he leapt off a large stone, trying to keep up with Asrahn.


     


    *


     


    With the sun directly overhead, its intense heat burning into the top of Lihuan’s scalp and ear-tips, he lay in the heavy brush of the foothills, watching the enemy approach. He dared not move, even as a large brown grasshopper bounded onto his nose, sitting dangerously near his eyes. 


    The undead force was far worse than Lihuan had expected. Though Finth had detailed their numbers rather accurately, deep down Lihuan had hoped him to be wrong or exaggerating. What had come out of the woods had been a nightmare come true for Lihuan, stretching as wide as any living army might and many rows deep.


    Not far away from where he lay, a group of twenty corpses shambled ahead of the main group, their movement deathly silent until one would snag itself on a branch before groaning and thrashing until it could free itself. The creatures stared blankly, marching as a fairly tight company, as though set in motion and then unable to vary one step from their course.


    Among the walking corpses, Lihuan saw three more visually similar creatures, who he could have initially mistaken for more zombies had he not seen the difference in the way they moved. These corpses were more free-willed, hopping around through the force, snarling and hissing as they ran. Once he saw one of them leap and snatch a bird from midair and then sit down on the ground to pick at the poor thing. Though clearly as dead as the zombies, these creatures were pale-skinned and bore less distinctly fatal wounds.


    Farther back, a single dark figure marched along in tattered brown robes, the likes of which Lihuan had seen in the southeastern lands on wizards trained at the Lantonnian schools. That particular creature kept its head hidden, as though it feared or hated the sunlight. It was that undead Lihuan had been watching the longest, as he knew it was likely the leader of the group. Even if it was not, he had never seen that style robes on anyone without some talent in magic, so he had to assume that creature possessed some ability.


    Behind the rest, a fifteen-foot metal human stomped along, its body smashing through trees that got in its way. Strapped to its chest, Lihuan saw a device he could not identify, but knew it was magically constructed in some fashion. It looked vaguely like the item sent with Estin and the others to destroy another golem. If it was the same, it likely could destroy most of the area if he was not careful. Lihuan had heard the explanations of what the previous weapon could do, and he had no desire to see the results first-hand.


    If he were reading the intent of these creatures properly, based on their direction and specifically the golem with the weapon strapped to it, Lihuan guessed they were not coming here to kill and gather more undead for their ranks. That had been his first thought, based mostly on the notes scribbled on the map. Seeing them up close, he realized that if they were trying to duplicate the weapon used near Lantonne, where better to try it than hidden away in the mountains? No one would be aware of the attack’s success or failure.


    They were going to set off an explosion in the middle of the pack’s camp just to see how well it worked.


    The lead zombies marched across Lihuan’s path, coming within five feet of where he lay, seemingly unaware of his presence. At their approach, the grasshopper leapt into the middle of the group of corpses, only to be smashed underfoot.


    “Now!” came a voice in the nearby woods.


    Arrows flew from three different directions, whizzing through the trees. Though some were snagged by branches and fell too soon, most thumped loudly into the zombies, staggering more than half their number. Several pelted the golem and the robed undead, but neither appeared to care, and the golem was not even harmed.


    Leaping from the brush at the same time as a half dozen others, Lihuan ran into the undead force, sweeping two zombies off their feet with his spear. He turned, driving the weapon through the rotted face of a third, even as Asrahn ran past him, her blade and claws severing limbs of half a dozen undead before she had reached the trees again and was gone.


    Lihuan followed his mate’s lead, diving into the trees as an airy voice ordered the undead to attack. As fast as the strike had happened and then dispersed, the shambling corpses just stood around, turning in circles as the robed creature demanded they attack enemies they could no longer find.


    The zombies who had been felled by arrows or blades soon began crawling to their feet as Lihuan watched from his hiding spot. He had been afraid of them being able to continue fighting, based on stories he had heard and retold over the years. However, Asrahn had proven the most effective in the quick strike, as most of the creatures’ severed limbs were left behind. Several more such attacks would put them at a disadvantage if direct combat broke out, especially if she continued whittling down the number of limbs they could use against the living. The arrows had not kept even a single creature down, though those were moving more slowly and seemed to have difficulty working limbs that still had arrows protruding from them.


    Easing slowly backward, Lihuan tried to slip off the edge of the rock and down into a sheltered gap near a tree’s trunk to hide until the next attack. Halfway over the ledge, pain flared through his knees, making him wonder if the undead had snuck up behind him. When he looked down, there was no injury, just a throbbing pain that would have felt more familiar hours earlier.


    “Won’t hold forever?” he whispered to himself, checking his hands as he slid the rest of the way into the shelter. They had not begun to tremble again, but he could faintly feel the ache of age returning throughout his body. “At least make it last until night.”


    As he settled in his new hiding spot, Lihuan’s ears perked at a snarling noise. The sound was not any of his people that he could recognize, so he had to assume it was one of the undead.


    He eased himself around the side of the stone, trying to get a glimpse of his surroundings without exposing himself to attack. Inching out, he saw the zombies moving away, with the large statue lumbering behind them and the robed undead pointing as it talked quietly to the corpses nearest it.


    Lihuan leaned back into his hiding place and then ducked as razor-like claws slammed into the stone where his head had been seconds before, grinding loudly as they raked, leaving long marks.


    Rolling as best he could—mostly from memory rather than skill—Lihuan crashed into the nearest tree, knocking the wind from his lungs and sending his spear tumbling away. Blinking away the dizziness from the impact, he found himself lying at the feet of one of the creatures he had seen attacking birds earlier. This humanlike creature stared at him with baleful white eyes and a wide mouth of broken teeth, its decaying hands up and ready to grab if Lihuan tried to run. A broken-off arrow protruded from its chest, having punched through where its heart should have been. The whole creature’s skin was white and so thin that he could see the dried blood within it.


    “Now!” came another call from beyond the line of stones that shielded Lihuan from the main group of undead, as arrows struck again.


    The attack caught the attention of the creature near Lihuan, making it look toward the sounds briefly, snarling as it did.


    Lihuan reacted as quickly as he could, grabbing his bow and an arrow. As he raised the weapon, the undead rushed at him, claws and teeth coming for him. Then, as fast as it had begun, the creature stopped, staring at him numbly before its arms fell to its sides and its head lolled forward.


    Standing behind the creature, Asrahn clutched her sword, which was buried in the monster’s back, appearing to have severed its spine. Though she said nothing as she kicked the body aside, she checked Lihuan muzzle to tail for injuries. 


    That, he noted, had not changed since childhood.


    “We need to get moving,” Asrahn said, now watching the departing undead. “We need to get ahead of them again.”


    As she spoke, Lihuan spotted another of the creatures like the one that had attacked him crawling slowly over the stone behind Asrahn. The creature seemed oblivious to his attention, focused instead on Asrahn.


    “Move!” Lihuan hissed, coming up to a kneeling position to steady his bow.


    The movement alerted the creature, and it leapt, trying to attack ahead of his shots.


    The first shot flew true, striking the creature just above its left eye, snapping its head backward as it fell. Unwilling to risk the creature surviving, Lihuan fired again, hitting it in the throat just as its now-limp body slammed into Asrahn’s shoulder as she tried to get out of the way.


    Dropping his bow, Lihuan got to Asrahn as she angrily ripped her weapon from the first creature’s back. “Are you all right?” he asked, trying to reach for her shoulder, but she brushed him away.


    “I have been healing people since I gave up this weapon. Picking it back up does not make me forget how to tend to myself. I will be fine.”


    They stood there a long time, Lihuan initially gauging whether Asrahn was lying. There were no telling indicators, but he watched her anyway.


    “You need to stop worrying,” Asrahn said, touching a hand to his face. “Tonight either we will both walk home together or you will be with your family again, as you have long wished. The spirits will watch over us whether you want them to or not.”


    “The spirits don’t whisper to me,” he said, grabbing his bow and spear. “I don’t have your faith, my mate. Hope to see my parents again as they promised is all that lets me believe in such tales.”


    “You will see them again,” she insisted. “If that is what you and they wish, there is no ending here, even if we fail. Whether it is today or tomorrow, you will see both of them…and her…again.” Asrahn ran off toward the camp, skirting far around the edge of the undead group to avoid detection, leaving Lihuan standing alone.


    She still has not forgiven, he mused, running after her. Though the jealousy had been hidden for years, the gift from Dalania had brought it back to the forefront—that or the fear of death. Asrahn had been furious when he had taken a mate all those years ago, largely claiming it was because the other female was not strong enough or good enough for him. Though he had known Asrahn since his family had first been taken into slavery, she had nearly killed him out of anger the day he told her about taking his life-mate. Asrahn had been respectful thereafter and had mourned with him when the other female had died, but her remark made it clear that not all had been forgiven. 


    He ducked some low-hanging branches as he ran. They had not spoken of his first mate since her passing, and now, with the threat of death so close, Asrahn had likely been pondering it once again. Though Lihuan truly believed Asrahn knew he loved her, the afterlife and spirits had always been a focus of hers. It probably would have hurt Asrahn less to think of Lihuan living with another female than to imagine him spending his afterlife with one.


    Mulling over his own feelings, Lihuan had to acknowledge that he did still care for the female he had chosen all those years ago. He had chosen her, whereas Asrahn had chosen him. The difference was subtle and in the end meant little, but somehow it kept the two females distinct in his heart.


    An argument for another night, he told himself, pushing his aching back and legs to keep up with Asrahn. They would hash it out one way or another. He just needed to live that long.


     


    *


     


    Pain lanced through Lihuan’s shoulder as he fired yet again into the stumbling crowd of undead, his arrows rarely slowing them. Even when one fell, more often than not it would rise again seconds later. The shots slowed him more than it did them, his arms weakening.


    Behind him, what was left of the main strike force scrambled for cover as flames roared through the trees, flushing the archers from their cover and keeping them on the move. Each time Lihuan would find a place to shoot from that was not yet burning, he would watch the robed undead gesture toward him, sending waves of fire across stone, dirt, and brush to envelope the area. Every time, the deadly rush of heat would be a little closer. For once Lihuan realized just how much he missed his old friend Ghohar…and specifically his magic. It would have been truly valuable against creatures such as these.


    Dust and smoke burned Lihuan’s eyes, nose, and mouth, but he held his ground. Arrow after arrow arced into the undead force until, when Lihuan reached for his quiver, he found no more arrows waiting. Already the undead that still moved were within ten paces of him, giving him no time to scramble for the arrows protruding from their fallen comrades.


    Lihuan growled and yipped as loudly as he could at the lead undead—an old instinct of challenge that had resurfaced during the day, though it was pointless against the mindless creatures and he knew it—then turned and fled into the smoke-filled trees after his fellows. Not far in, the smoke disoriented him, making Lihuan choke and stumble, even as the sounds of another flaming explosion sounded somewhere off to his right.


    Wheezing, he searched the faintly visible trees for an escape, but he could not make out the terrain. With more light he would have known every tree and rock for miles around by heart, but he was blind in the smoke, no matter where he looked. His head was foggy from the exhaustion and lack of air, making it hard to think through what he could see.


    Appearing from the heavy smoke, Finth nearly slammed into him. He had one hand holding his beard over his mouth and nose as he ran, but used the other to grab Lihuan’s arm and drag him into the woods, as yet another nearby explosion rocked the ground, pelting them both with bits of rock or tree bark.


    They ran for several minutes, until at last they broke free of the smoke into Feanne’s grove, where despite the echoes of battle and magical attacks behind him, the air was clear and relatively still.


    “Finth,” Lihuan croaked, unable to catch his breath, “I want you to go back to camp. Make sure everyone is gone. If not, we need to push the undead north.”


    “Not a damned chance, old man.”


    “I order you.”


    “Go hump a tree.”


    “Go or I’ll let Dalania know you’ve been carefully checking her backside for a tail every time she turns around.”


    Finth’s eyes widened and then narrowed angrily. Spitting near Lihuan’s feet, he ran off toward the southwest, disappearing into the trees. “Leg-humping, tail-chasing, batty old coot” was the last Lihuan could hear of his mutterings as the trees covered his departure.


    Alone after hours of fighting, Lihuan slid to his knees, coughing up the smoke that had burned his lungs. He gagged and hacked, clutching his chest for what felt like hours. At last the coughing eased, though he still felt as though his chest had been burned from the inside.


    Lihuan knelt there a little longer, assessing his options. Pain wracked his body as it had before Dalania’s gift, though he still felt as though he could move a little longer if he had to, if only out of stubbornness. With no arrows he was as good as dead if he went near the fighting again. His spear he had lost during the first attack by the robed creature, when a tree branch had nearly crushed him, taking the spear under its limbs instead.


    “Lihuan,” Asrahn called, stepping into the grove and then rushing to his side. “Are you all right?”


    He nodded but could not find enough breath to speak just yet. Struggling to his feet, he found he had to practically dig his clawed toes into the ground to stay upright as his balance wavered.


    “The archers are scattered and most of them are fleeing,” she warned, passing him a full quiver of arrows. “Several dropped their belongings.”


    “The others?” he gasped, clutching the quiver to his chest as he strained to keep from coughing further.


    Before answering, Asrahn put her hand gently on Lihuan’s chest. She concentrated briefly, and his breathing became easier, though his weariness seemed to grow in intensity. “I have seen few of them. Most are dead.”


    Lihuan looked down at the bow he held. Suddenly it felt so useless in the face of what was coming. Perhaps the other archers had the right idea. “How many are left?”


    Asrahn’s whiskers flicked a little, letting Lihuan know she was not very sure of the answer she was giving but believed she was being as accurate as she could be. A guess would have to do. “The robed one, the statue, and four of the zombies. We have done well. There is no shame in fleeing now.”


    Lihuan gazed at his slightly shaking hands and used his bow to prop himself upright as he stared up into the sky. Far above, the stars glittered brightly, though they were occasionally covered by smoke that rolled past in thick columns, blotting out all light above. “Feanne chose her grove well,” he mused, searching through the clouds and smoke until he saw the moon. It was barely visible near the tops of the trees, but at least he could see it. His parents had always said the moon would watch for the departing spirits of foxes. Somehow it made it easier knowing the clouds were not hiding it. “Do you think we will see sunrise, Asrahn?”


    Snarling, she struck him hard on the shoulder, nearly throwing him to the ground. “Enough of your dark stories of the mind,” she growled, lifting her sword slightly—Lihuan could see her hand was trembling as well. “Death comes when it chooses. Until it does, stop spending your time worrying about it. We fight tonight, and spirits-willing, tomorrow we join our daughter on the road to a new camp. If not, we rejoin our lost families until the skies fall and the lands burn. Do not waste our time with fear again. I have more than enough in my heart for both of us without you speaking it.”


    Lihuan found himself smiling at her, despite her anger. Reaching out, he caught her around the neck with the bulk of his arm and pulled her close. She resisted initially, then finally relaxed into his embrace. “I will fight for you,” he assured her, resting his muzzle against the soft fur of her neck. “This grove will be where we stop them.”


    A crash of trees splintering made Lihuan look up, though he kept Asrahn close and she made no effort to pull away.


    The inner ring of trees splintered and fell into the grove as the metal statue tore them from the ground. It stepped fully into the open, while the robed undead and two zombies rushed toward the two wildings, standing by themselves in the clearing, less than thirty feet away.


    “Stop the zombies and I can kill the spellcaster,” Asrahn whispered near Lihuan’s ear. “Against a healer, he will fall without the others to protect him.”


    Asrahn passed her heavy sword to Lihuan and stood straight, her back to the enemy. She watched Lihuan’s face for her cue to react.


    Behind her, the two zombies were getting close quickly. They crawled over the funeral pyres that blocked their path, scattering wood and toppling one of the pyres as they came. Once they had cleared the stone-and-wood constructions, Lihuan stepped toward the zombies, slipping his bow over his shoulder as he lifted the unwieldy weapon Asrahn had handed him.


    Many years before, Asrahn had told him that her mother’s mother had adored such weapons, not for their functionality, but for the fear they struck into the enemy when they watched their friends being torn apart. That fear would be lost on the corpses that rushed at him, but the damage it could cause would not be. He just had to make his swing count before they overtook him. Lihuan did not need to be skilled to cause grievous injuries on creatures that felt no pain and would do little to protect their bodies.


    The first zombie reached Lihuan just a second later, and he swept the blade upward as hard as he could, feeling his body shudder under the sword’s impact against the soft flesh of the zombie. He pushed through, covering his side with gore as the weapon opened the creature’s stomach, chest, and very nearly took its jaw off. The zombie stumbled backward, unable to move its head properly to see him.


    Lihuan could not recover quickly enough from the first attack before the second zombie was atop him, its flailing hands battering him to the ground. In an instant the sword was gone and the stink of death lay over him, claws and a dislocated jaw reaching for his face and throat while blind eyes stared mercilessly at him.


    The sound of magic crackling with power boomed nearby in two distinct voices, exchanging their attacks.


    Forcing his knee up between himself and the corpse, Lihuan kicked at the undead, trying to force it off him. Instead, it reached down, grabbed his leg, then turned and bit into the flesh of his calf, teeth tearing deeply into the muscle as fur and flesh were ripped away.


    Lihuan screamed in agony. Finding within himself the last of his strength, he drove his own claws into the creature’s neck, pulling it up and off his leg until he could clamp his fangs down on its spine. Never had he resorted to such a tactic, but it was all he had left, and he was still not sure it would be enough, even as cold, putrid blood rolled out the sides of his mouth.


    Struggling with hands and teeth, Lihuan finally felt the bones of the corpse’s neck separate, and with another painful tug, he tore it apart, breaking its head from its body. It continued to twitch but stopped fighting against him as he vomited to clear his mouth of the taste of death.


    Nearby, Asrahn fought her own horrific battle. Though she had clearly gotten some of her magic to land on the robed creature, judging by the smoking burns on one of its arms and the glowing chains that held its leg, Asrahn herself was not faring well. Frost covered her side and upper left leg, and long stretches of burned ground surrounded her where she had somehow diverted attacks. She looked tired, her motions for the spells she was trying to form getting slower even as the undead pushed forward as though it cared little for its injuries.


    Meanwhile, the giant metal statue stood perfectly still, its cold eyes watching the robed undead as if waiting for a command. It was rigid enough that Lihuan was willing to believe it was nothing more than a regular statue for the moment.


    Lihuan rolled to get himself off his bow, bringing it up as fast he could. He fired once, placing the shot in the undead’s robed chest with a thump. As he did so, his wounded leg gave out, making him fall heavily onto his trembling arms, the bow sliding away from his grasp.


    The arrow appeared not to hurt the robed creature in the slightest as it impacted, vibrating eerily. Nonetheless, the creature turned its attention toward Lihuan. As its head swiveled, dim red glowing eyes focused on him angrily. That hate-filled stare made Lihuan grin broadly. Wizards were all the same, whether alive or dead, from one land to the next. 


    Days after escaping slavery, a wizard had cornered Asrahn, nearly killing her. Lihuan had used the same tactic, firing wildly at the man until he had looked up to give Lihuan a victorious stare, knowing his magic shielded him from the arrows. During that moment of ignorant pride, Asrahn had gutted the man.


    This time was not appreciably different.


    Even as the robed undead turned on Lihuan, raising a hand to call down death in some form, Asrahn accelerated her own attacks, weaving spell after spell. Unlike the dramatic explosions, fire, ice, and other created effects that the undead wizard had summoned, Asrahn’s attack was barely visible, with wisps of energy snapping out like whips to strike at the wizard, knocking him off his feet.


    Flourishing her arms to draw in enough strength for the spell, Asrahn roared as the power flowed through her and slammed down onto the wizard. He attempted to stand one more time, but then crumbled to ash, which flowed freely onto the burned ground, blowing away in the night’s breezes. All that remained were his robes, dust-covered and ragged.


    “Find the halflings,” Asrahn called to Lihuan, dropping to a knee as she gasped for breath. “I can hear that weapon on the statue’s chest buzzing. They may know how to disarm it. We need to hurry before the undead send more of their kind out here to regain control of the statue.”


    Lihuan glanced at the statue again, standing among the smashed trees near Asrahn, with the bundle tied to its chest that they assumed was the weapon the undead intended to use or test against them. It was unmoving, still watching the spot where the robed undead had stood. Turning, he limped toward the southwest, using his bow as a cane to support his bleeding leg. Then he heard a long metallic creak behind him.


    Over his shoulder, Lihuan watched in horror as the golem lurched into motion, sweeping its massive arms low to the ground. Lihuan was too far away to act. The gleaming arms came between himself and Asrahn, striking her with a resounding crack and flinging her limply into the nearby trees.


    Time seemed to slow for Lihuan. 


    Asrahn smashed into the thick trunk of a nearby tree and fell in a jumbled heap at its base. Deep down, he knew no one could have survived the impact, but he moved as fast as he could toward her, only to be cut off by the statue. If he could just get around it…


    Seemingly aware of Lihuan’s thoughts to save his mate, the metal statue brought its heavy foot down where Asrahn had fallen. 


    There would be no hope now. She was already dead.


    Lihuan came to a stop, his heart pounding erratically as tears poured down his face. Instantly, every bit of strength he had clung to throughout the day fell away, putting the full weight of his age back on his weary joints. How long he stood there, staring at the golem’s back as it surveyed the crushed trees, he had no idea.


    “Come on!” called a soft voice behind him, hands grabbing at him.


    After running from the undead all day, Lihuan would have thought unknown fingers grasping at his clothing and trying to drag him away would have triggered a reaction, but it did not. He just stood numbly, his eyes focused on dark areas on the trees near the golem that he believed were bloodstains.


    “Drag him,” said a second speaker.


    The hands locked onto Lihuan’s arms and carried him from the grove in a near-run while he watched the golem rise to its full height, its unmoving eyes sweeping over the clearing in search of a new target. It was checking the woods first but had begun to turn around.


    “Hey, hey, pay attention!” snapped one of the men carrying him.


    Lihuan finally managed to look away from where Asrahn’s last image had burned into his mind. On either side of him—with another behind him, leading the way—were three halflings. Practically excited in appearance, as though they were enjoying the battle, the halflings offered him broad smiles of reassurance. Behind their façades, Lihuan could see fear and worry.


    “She’s fine. Just get your head in the right place,” whispered the one holding Lihuan’s left arm. “Just need to get out of here before…”


    A groan of metal, followed by the resounding crash of weight on the loose ground, made Lihuan’s heart sink further, if that were possible. Looking at the halflings, he saw panic in their eyes, despite maintaining their cheery smiles. They were going to die, just like Asrahn, and they knew it.


    “Almost there,” announced the one on his right, hurrying his pace. “We’ll just stop that golem, then go back and help your wife. She’ll be fine after a little healing. I think I saw her sit up. Might have just grazed her.”


    “She’s our healer,” Lihuan whispered, the tears still running freely down his cheeks. Was our healer, he corrected himself. Lies did not change what he had seen.


    “No worries, no worries. We’ll get help once we’re done here,” the third announced, veering off to one side, followed by the two carrying Lihuan. “Everything’s fine. We’ve got it under control, boss.”


    The halflings rushed Lihuan around a section of disturbed soil near the edge of the camp and then stopped on the far side of that area, near where the northernmost tents had been the night prior. Now the camp lay still and empty, with only a few old tent poles visible farther south. Hundreds of small stone rings from campfires that had been inside tents were the only remaining indication of why the region was clear of trees and brush.


    “Leave me here,” Lihuan begged, tugging against the halflings. After a second pull of his arm, he managed to free himself of their grip. “Let it find me while you run.”


    The three stopped and looked at one another. Grinning again, they nodded. “Great idea!” exclaimed one, his uncombed mop of hair bouncing.  “Sit right here.”


    Easing Lihuan down to the ground, the three halflings took several steps farther into the camp, but stayed within sight of him, as though intending to watch his death. Meanwhile, the crashing in the woods grew closer each second.


    Lihuan closed his eyes and waited, hoping for the brutal end he knew was coming. He had failed Asrahn and fully intended to accept whatever came without struggle. His mind fogged by grief, he sobbed uncontrollably, hoping each breath brought him closer to his own death.


    When he opened his eyes again, the golem was emerging from the woods, its arms flinging the ancient trees aside as it uprooted them effortlessly. It stopped once it was in the open, standing still to stare at Lihuan as though it recognized him. There was an intelligence in the construct that he had not expected. He was meeting someone’s gaze, not the eyes of an object animated by magic.


    “You see through its eyes,” Lihuan said, cocking his head as he bit back the pain that filled his own mind. “Whoever you are controlling this golem, you murdered my mate…my wife.” 


    The golem’s head turned to check for other threats nearby and then refocused on Lihuan. Slowly it advanced, watching him all the while. The long shadows the moon cast across the metal skin seemed to make the golem grin wickedly back at him. 


    “Did you know that she’s the one person I have known since childhood who had managed to live through all the hellish things this world threw at us?” Lihuan continued, sliding his wounded leg out in front of him to ease the stress on the injury. Blood ran freely from the open wounds, but he was too tired to care. “You killed her while I watched.”


    The moving statue’s foot came down with a rumble, bringing it closer to Lihuan.


    Checking behind him, Lihuan found the halflings were gone. He was alone. Possibly for the best, he thought, returning his attention to the golem. He did not need an audience to watch him weep for Asrahn as he met his own death. Death for a wildling was almost always a lonely affair, and his would be no different.


    Another step forward and the golem looked around again, as though whatever controlled it feared an ambush. The golem’s foot came down again, bringing it within fifteen feet, but the foot went right through the disturbed ground the halflings had led Lihuan around. With a creak and a sudden crashing sound of dirt and stone collapsing, the golem fell forward into a hidden pit, slammed its chin on the lip of the hole, then settled into nearly a seated position.


    “That was brilliant!” one of the halflings announced, appearing from the trees near Lihuan again. “Boys…get ’em before he starts moving again!”


    With whoops and cries, the three leapt into the hole atop the golem. The youngest of the lot fiddled with the package on the golem’s chest, even as the other two rigged makeshift explosives to its head. Within seconds they had released two of the four straps holding the weapon in place.


    “Give us one minute and we’ll have this thing blown halfway to Lantonne,” one of the bomb-handlers told Lihuan, grinning more broadly, if that were possible. He held up a long fuse for Lihuan to see. “I don’t care what they made this thing out of. When we pull this cord, the whole…”


    Lurching, the golem smashed the halfling against its metal face, leaving a bloody smear. 


    The other two attempted to run. With screams, they dove from the golem toward the lip of the pit.


    Numbly, Lihuan pushed himself to his feet, his eyes barely taking in the brutal deaths of the remaining two halflings and the bitter silence that followed. He shambled toward the woods, his heart craving the death that the golem would bring him while his mind fought to survive a little longer for no apparent reason. Through it all, the shrill whine of the weapon on the golem’s chest grew louder, making his ears ring.


    The crashing of the golem climbing free of the pit and its ensuing footsteps behind him left no doubt it was pursuing him as he dragged his wounded leg step after step without knowing where he was going or why. Soon the ground leveled out again and Lihuan stopped, staring around him in a daze as the thundering footfalls came nearer. 


    He was back in the grove—or what was left of it. Of the two pyres, only one remained standing. Near the middle of the clearing, the two zombies lay where he had left them, though the one he had sliced with Asrahn’s sword still twitched and moved every so often.


    Stumbling across the grove to the far side—grabbing his bow from the ground on the way—Lihuan found himself before the felled trees where he had last seen Asrahn. Blood covered much of the area, and bits of fur clung to the broken tree trunks. The smell of blood and death was clear, even if he closed his eyes and refused to see it. A human might be able to lie to themselves about who or what had died there, but a wildling’s senses were far clearer. He knew Asrahn’s blood without having to see it.


    Panting with both fear and exhaustion, his mouth wide in an effort to catch enough breath to slow his heart, Lihuan felt a calm slowly creep over him as he stared at the gory remains on the trees. Closing his mouth as his heart and breathing returned to normal, he looked around the clearing as if for the first time, taking in what remained there.


    Lihuan’s eyes locked onto the remaining pyre, and he dragged himself to it and hoisted himself atop it. As he did so, the golem entered the clearing, though he saw this only from the corner of his eye. Lihuan settled himself atop the pyre, facing the golem and letting his legs hang off the side. Sighing, he looked up at the sky, seeing the stars clearly this time, as the smoke had been blown more southward.


    “I promised her it would end here,” he said, laying his bow across his lap. “I taught Feanne that pledges must be honored. She never broke hers.”


    The golem began its steady march toward him, closing the distance swiftly. Dirt was tossed into the woods behind the golem as its feet tore at the soil, leaving deep pits with every heavy step.


    Lihuan calmly placed a single arrow on the bow’s string and then tossed the quiver and remaining arrows aside. Feeling nothing in his heart or mind as he raised the weapon, he leveled it at the golem’s head, knowing it would be able to strike at him in seconds. He had nowhere left to run and no desire to do so. There was no chance that the arrow could even scratch the golem’s surface.


    “My people will survive, and my Feanne will find you someday,” he said, drawing back the string and leveling his aim as best he could. His arms shook violently, but he held the shot as the golem neared. “Whoever you are controlling it, know that my blood and kin will destroy you.”


    The pain in his arms was intense, but Lihuan would not wish for anything less. Dalania’s magic was long gone, leaving Lihuan as he was meant to be. A fitting way to meet the end of his own story. Age and all its burdens would be with him at his ending. He was himself at the end of his days, with no one else helping.


    Exhaling with the knowledge of the finality he was facing, Lihuan lowered the arrow’s target to the bundled weapon tied to the golem’s chest and let his fingers slip from the string. With a sharp twang, the arrow flew true, even as the golem’s hands reached for Lihuan.


    “Good-bye my pack,” he whispered, as the arrow struck the weapon.


    Fire and light washed over Lihuan, easing the chill in his bones for the first time in years. He was fairly certain he lay back on the pyre as pain flooded over his body, but the details faded as fast as the woods around him in the explosion.


    Such an end to a story, he thought as the light wrapped around him. Too bad they will all tell it wrong…


    

    
      

    


    
  


  
    Day Five and Beyond


    “The Chase”


     


    For the first time in all the years he could recall, Lihuan woke at the first hint of dawn with no story in his heart or dream to turn into one. Lush grass lay under his hands and feet as he struggled into a kneeling position, trying to sort out what had happened and why he was alone in the woods. His bow and the grove were gone, replaced by a deep woods he did not recognize. It was as though he had been moved somewhere else when he had fallen asleep.


    Turning his head toward the western sky, Lihuan could see the mountains as clearly as if it were day, though darkness still held the whole range. The stars shown brilliantly in all their splendor, surrounding the full white disk of the moon, hanging majestically near some of the taller peaks. 


    As if cued by his attention, the cries of wolves and other nighttime predators echoed off the mountains.


    He pushed himself upright and sat on his haunches, pleased with where he was, even if he did not fully understand how. There was no pain, no ache of age, no sense of threat. The woods nearby were entirely still, but in the way that only the wilder places can be just before the dawn as the animals seek rest and the lands are left to their own for a short time. It had always been his favorite time of the dark.


    Time passed, but the land grew no brighter for it. Lihuan watched the mountains for some indication of where he was or where to go. Nothing here seemed familiar at all, but it triggered no fear in him. It was almost as if he had found himself somewhere he was meant to be, just without knowing where that was or how he had gotten there.


    Movement caught Lihuan’s gaze as he watched the foothills above and beyond the trees he sat among. Several shapes were moving in his direction, but he knew deep in his heart they were not a threat. They were still far off and might take several hours to reach him. Even if they were closer, his instincts told him not to worry.


    Lihuan stood, stretching out the kinks that had worked themselves into his body from lying where he had been. None of it was unpleasant, just the feeling of tired muscles. He kept his eyes on the trio’s approach. They were not nearly so far now, but it was harder to see them through the section of woods they had entered.


    The wait seemed to cover many hours, but each time Lihuan looked up, the sky was still dark, yet on that brink of dawn. There was time before the dawn for a fox to run the woods, but he knew by now there should not have been time remaining to be free before the dawn brought out the hunters and scattered one’s prey.


    Though Lihuan knew he should not be waiting out in the open so long, he paced the area, keeping his eyes on the approaching group. He had to know who they were before he moved on. He needed answers, and he would not move on without them.


    On a whim, Lihuan turned slightly eastward and blinked in surprise as he saw the woods in that direction came to an abrupt end. Where the last trees stopped just a few feet past where he was standing, waist-high grass flowed in an afternoon breeze under a cloudless sky for as far as he could see. Warmth and brilliant sunlight filled the horizon. It was a dramatic change, as though the two directions were divided by hours, rather than any form of distance.


    Unenthused by the idea of midday and open terrain, Lihuan turned back to the nighttime woods, feeling the cool air wash over him and the sunlight vanish. In the time he had looked away, the trio had come close enough that he could make them out more clearly. 


    They certainly were not who he had expected.


    The leading two figures Lihuan had seen when he dreamed since he was a child. The two red fox wildlings approached with a confident stride, watching out for each other as they moved. They were a perfect pair, protecting each other even when no threat was known. His parents had been like that even once they had been enslaved, refusing to leave each other’s side. 


    Here they were alive and in their prime, likely no older than Feanne was when Lihuan had last seen her, dressed in hides of the things they hunted rather than the rags of a slave. Even the marks on their wrists and ankles from the chains Lihuan remembered were gone. They were young and strong once more.


    Moving into view behind them, another young fox wildling smiled coyly at him, her posture and shy eyes warming his heart. It had been too many years, too many sad memories since he had last seen her face. The last time he had seen her, those eyes were dimming as she bled her last after being butchered by their masters to punish Lihuan. Her face now held no hint of that misery.


    Lihuan felt young again, just like those who approached. His skin was on fire at seeing his first love, almost as though he were sitting under the midday sun. He knew this was his chance to be happy with her, that one moment he had dreamed of on and off for years. His father had promised him the chance to run the woods at night with his family once the burdens of his days were over. He had barely been able to convince himself that he would have the chance to see her again too. 


    They came closer and Lihuan’s parents fell behind the female with them, letting his former mate lead the way toward him. She glanced back at them briefly and then focused her attention on Lihuan, smiling as one who knew him completely.


    Lihuan found himself smiling, but the smile faded as he turned. Sunlight shone down on him, though only on his right side. He wanted to hide from the light, to find his prey in the night, but everything in him made him look anyway. Even the touch of his long-lost mate on his left arm was not enough to make him look back into the night.


    Down on the plains and bathed in sunlight, another female waited in the grass, stalking something Lihuan could not see. Golden fur stood out against the yellow-white stalks of dry grass, though what made her obvious in the fields were the red stripes that covered her arms, back, and legs. The first time he had seen her, Lihuan remembered thinking she had the most uniquely colored stripes for a tiger, before seeing her up close.


    Though they had originally met in a slave camp as children, Lihuan now watched as Asrahn stalked the plains as she had always hoped to. It was a place she had never known herself, hearing of it only from her own parents and from stories like Lihuan’s. Despite that, she looked entirely at ease, darting from place to place, her attention far from where Lihuan stood.


    “You said you would come back to the mountains when your story was over,” whispered the fox female to Lihuan’s left. “You kept your promise.”


    “I did,” Lihuan answered, still watching the plains. “Many years have passed and a great number of stories.”


    “Will you tell me those stories?” she asked, brushing close to him. Her scent was so familiar and tantalizing, but Lihuan could not look at her.


    “My stories once had to end with two lovers. Things have changed. I am not the same male from those days. Things are more complicated in my head now.”


    The female backed up slightly, and even in Lihuan’s peripheral vision, he saw her cock her head in confusion. “Your stories no longer end happily for the lovers, or are they gone entirely? Or…do we not end happily?”


    Lihuan smiled and finally looked at his former mate and then past her to his parents, standing just behind her. “All my stories end with her now. Asrahn is where they all lead. I am sorry.”


    “She does not even pay attention to you,” the other fox noted, looking at the fields in the distance. She was not upset or hurt by his statement, but instead looked concerned for him. “Is this how you wish to spend the rest of days?”


    Nodding, Lihuan turned back to the plains. “If the stories end with her, I’ll be chasing her forever, I think.” With trepidation, Lihuan took a step toward the plains, coming fully into the sunlight. Instantly the mountains, the night sky, and his kin were gone, leaving only plains in every direction. 


    At that moment Asrahn looked up from her hunting and watched him, though only for a second, before taking off toward the east.


    “That female can tire even the dead,” Lihuan mused, grinning as he took off at a run after her.
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