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    Chapter One


    “The Six”


    
       
    


    I have all but forgotten the many tasks I once considered important beyond measure. Once, I spent days scribbling down every dream, thought, and hope for my children to read when they were older. When I began the task, it was for myself, to help me deal with the insanity that life brought. I quickly realized that if I ever had anyone else in my life, they would want to know everything when I was dead. It was a sobering thought, but someone had to know and learn from the mistakes I’d made. They had to learn to avoid having the same regrets I’d felt growing up. I wanted to help someone…anyone…though my own failures.


    After having—and possibly adopting—children, the need to show them what I had experienced became a driving force for me. Not to educate them, which should have motivated me, but to leave a legacy for them to learn from. The other races leave tangible things for their young—a house, jewelry, or any number of other trinkets that honestly have no worth in times like those we live in. My people tend to leave knowledge meant to build on our children’s natural instincts. I found myself wanting to provide both in the form of these writings.


    I assumed from the earliest days of the war that I would die. That was the simplest way to explain why I wanted to leave a legacy. It’s morbid to think of now, even after so much death, but now that I know why I was doing it, I no longer want to. Instead, I dream each night not of my own life or death or even of my mate’s, but of finding some way to give our children lives that do not revolve around knowing they could die at any moment. I would have them live for tomorrow, not dread it.


     


    “Is very clear. Prophecy says we go east and find nice warm place to hide out until war is over. This is how we win war, I think. We ignore war until Turessians are so annoyed that they give up. I see section talking about Turessian impatience.”


    Estin glared at Yoska as the dark-skinned human grinned back at him, clearly hoping he would accept such foolishness. Yoska’s “readings” of the prophecies had gotten more elaborate of late, usually reaching the point of absurdity as soon as the weather turned worse. Whenever Estin argued with him, Yoska’s already thick accent would grow steadily stronger, until Estin either had to walk away or threaten him to get any further answers. This time, Yoska stroked at his greying beard, almost daring Estin to argue. Given that only Yoska could read the text laid out before them, Estin had little leverage.


    Glancing over at Feanne for support in telling Yoska he had gone too far, Estin was dismayed to see she was lost in conversation with Dalania and had likely heard none of the conversation. Without Feanne to support him, it was not even worth arguing with Yoska. Instead, he resorted to ignoring Yoska and chose to watch Feanne and Dalania, setting aside the debate about direction of travel until they were ready to actually go.


    The two women were such complete contrasts to one another that Estin was always amazed they got along the way they did. Then again, Feanne was quite the contrast to him as well, and she was his mate…his wife, according to other people’s terminology. Dramatic differences between people no longer held the same significance to Estin that they once had.


    Dalania was a fae-kin, a member of a race that some believed were descendants of the great forest spirits. Like the rest of her people, Dalania was vaguely human, but with some distinct oddities to her appearance that made her stand out in any crowd. For starters, she was naked at all times, her whole body surrounded by vines and leaves rather than clothing, even in the snow-swept lands they traveled through. Where her skin was visible, it was tinted a pale green, while her long hair was a brown-green blend. She was frequently referred to as a dryad, though Dalania seemed to dislike the association, as such creatures were actual fae and regarded by many to be lesser gods, which she certainly was not.


    Unlike the rest of the group, Dalania was a pacifist, nearly always disgusted by the others’ willingness to charge headlong into battle. For some reason, she had chosen to follow them straight into a war that they all doubted could be won. Estin expected that sooner or later she would give up on them and find somewhere safer to be, though he did like having her around. Sometimes it was nice to have another viewpoint, even if he did not often have the luxury to agree with her.


    Sitting with Dalania, Feanne was about as different from the fae-kin woman as possible, at least in Estin’s mind. She was lithe and strong—far stronger than most would expect, given her light frame and height of only five feet. Dressed like the rest of the party in heavy winter clothing and cloak, Feanne was sitting barefoot in the snow, her paw-like feet as numb to the weather as Estin’s…likely even more so, since she had spent her life in the wilderness.


    Feanne was a wildling, like Estin, a race of animal-people that most cities considered savage or unpredictable. In her case, that was fairly accurate. Feanne had grown up quickly, fighting to live through each day against hunters and worse. At a glance, anyone could see she was part fox in the most literal sense. Red fur covered most of her body, except her white tail tip, a white stripe of fur down her jaw and chest, and her black hands and feet. What few noticed until it was too late was that her claws were not those of a fox. Instead, her mixed ancestry had given her the deadly claws of a lioness and a similar temperament. Those claws were often sharpened and filed smooth when they stopped to rest, ensuring they were ready for the next fight. Even if one missed the weapons she preferred, it was harder to avoid noticing the scars that covered much of her body.


    Sighing, Estin looked to the others in the group for support against Yoska. The old human would be the death of him if Estin did not find someone else to argue on his behalf. Estin might not have much of a temper, but Yoska was pushing him toward it far too rapidly.


    A third wildling, Raeln, sat apart from the others with his eyes closed as he rested. His fur patterned mostly in grey and white with hints of black, his features tended to blend into the snow and stone surroundings in much the same way Estin’s did. The huge wolf-man had done almost no talking in the last week, except to give occasional edicts about which direction they would go or to settle arguments between Estin and Yoska. Otherwise he kept to himself, often walking away when Estin asked for his thoughts on anything. He would be no help in any matter he did not consider vital to their survival.


    Turning the other way, Estin stared at the sixth member of the group. This man had been the latest addition and was still a mystery to all of them. Estin was not even sure he felt comfortable having the man with them, let alone ignored more often than not. The man’s motivations might directly oppose their efforts, but they had no clear idea.


    Turess was a human, but not from a culture anything like Yoska’s. Dressed in a white underrobe made for the bitter weather of the north and a black makeshift jacket, he was an outsider among the group members, but he certainly belonged in these lands. More than two thousand years prior, he had conquered vast sections of Eldvar and created an empire larger than any in recorded history, stretching from the deserts to the eastern oceans. Thin tattoos running across his brow and cheekbones marked him as a respected member of that society. Those marks would have terrified Estin after years of fighting the armies of Turessi, but Turess had already helped them several times and was acting as a guide, despite not speaking their language. More importantly, he had written the very prophecies Yoska was blabbering about, which detailed possible ways to stop the violent uprising by the Turessians that had killed hundreds of thousands of innocents across many lands.


    “Turess?” asked Estin, hoping he could offer something in the debate.


    Smiling absently, Turess shrugged and said something that Estin could not understand. Estin was willing to bet that it was something akin to “I cannot understand you, you idiot wildling, but thank you for noticing me.”


    “Is settled, then, yes?” asked Yoska, pointing east. “We go someplace warm!”


    Frowning, Turess grabbed Yoska’s wrist and pushed his arm to point northward. The man tapped the prophecy parchments in Yoska’s lap and said something else Estin could not decipher. When Yoska did not reply, Turess added, “Sot eirhen ne li’wa.”


    “Scary should-be-dead man says we go north,” Yoska muttered, rolling up the parchments and giving Turess a dark glare. “I think he also says I am incompetent, but On’esquin did not teach me enough words to be certain.”


    Estin got up from the cold, stony ground and left Yoska and Turess to argue among themselves. He knew after the last few days that the two men could easily spend much of the night debating, though the truth was they probably spent as much time trying to understand each other as they did actually conversing.


    Yoska had learned some of the old Turessian language Turess spoke from a friend, On’esquin, but even so, his grasp of the language was somewhat questionable. Two nights prior, Yoska had told Estin he was having an argument with Turess about the terrain, only to learn an hour into the fight that Turess had been trying to suggest a different way of cooking some rabbits they had caught.


    Standing with the tips of his ears just below the tent roof, which flapped about in the winds that raged outside, Estin paused in thought as he realized the name of the language the men were speaking was probably not Turessian—unless Turess had created the language himself. While not impossible, Estin was willing to bet there was still plenty to learn about Turess, starting with what else he knew about how they could stop the war that had conquered or annihilated half the nations they had traveled through in the last few months. That would have to wait until Turess learned enough of the common trade language to converse. Estin was not about to spend his time learning Turessian, and he certainly was not about to trust Yoska to successfully translate that much information.


    Estin gave Feanne one more glance and then headed toward the entrance to the tent, where snow blew in under the flap. Raeln had placed stones on the edge to keep it from blowing in, but the snow managed to seep in around it. Even knowing what it would be like outside, Estin wanted the time alone, and the tiny fire in the tent had made the interior smoky, even with a small hole in the ceiling. A short time out in the storm would be a welcome relief and make returning to the warmer tent even nicer.


    Slipping past the tent flap, Estin was immediately hit by icy winds and blinding snow. The heavy wool shirt and pants he wore cut much of the wind, but without his cloak, he could still feel the snow stinging his skin through his fur in spots. His bones ached within seconds, making him wonder for perhaps the hundredth time how the furless people could survive there at all. It wore him down quickly and made him feel far older than the almost eleven years he had lived. He was not quite middle-aged and certainly hated feeling so sore after so little time in the cold.


    Closing his eyes, he let the winds clear his mind and lungs. He had once dealt poorly with the winter months, but after living both in the desert and the mountains, he now preferred the snow, despite his aching joints. His fur was thick enough to keep him warm most of the time, and when it was not, it became an excuse to cling to Feanne for warmth. Rarely did they travel in storms this severe, which was far more than he could handle for more than a few minutes at a time. Feanne could seemingly endure anything nature could throw at her, something Estin had never really learned how to mimic.


    Estin raised his hands and let the snow collect in his palms. Nestling into his fur and the thick calloused pads on his hands, the white powder contrasted sharply with the black fur there. He knew his dull grey clothing would likely blend into the swirling snowfall, helping to hide him from anyone who managed to wander past. Only the black fur on his hands and feet would be easily visible. Even his face, with its black patches around his eyes and muzzle, would be largely lost, thanks to the white and grey fur elsewhere.


    Glancing back, Estin brought his seven foot tail around into view, making sure it did not stand out too clearly in the snow. The black and white rings, which alternated the whole length of it, would have been easily spotted at a distance, but the storm seemed to blur the colors together, likely making it difficult for anyone more than a few feet away to see him.


    They had been running for so long, Estin could not help but think in terms of avoiding attention at all times. The Turessian people had marched on the southern lands, conquering everything in sight. But despite having no fear the armies of the lands they had attacked, they had one very basic fear: Turess. He had prophesied that in the days following a god’s death, six people would gather their troops against the heart of the enemy army and have at least some chance of doing something to stop the war. Unfortunately, that was about all they had gleaned from the prophecy so far.


    Estin had learned only recently that those absurd stories were coming true. A dragon—once revered as a god—had sacrificed itself to save the city of Lantonne. More importantly, it had failed. Lantonne had fallen and tens of thousands had died. That gave Estin little hope for anything else in the prophecies coming to pass either. Six people who could barely travel in a straight line would be no match for the armies of the dead that served Turessi.


    The group had once thought they could find an army of their own to aid them. On’esquin had led them to one city after another, where his old companions had intended to gather soldiers. In the end, they had found their army butchered by the Turessians and left to rot. Only the six of them remained. Even On’esquin, once as immortal as any dragon, had died in the pursuit of the prophecies. More specifically, he had died bringing Turess back.


    Estin desperately wanted to leave the insanity of the prophecies behind and to return to his children. They had already been alone far longer than he would have liked, given that three of the kits were still infants. In his head, being with them would bring a sort of quiet life with it, though he knew that was unlikely. Going to them meant months or more of hiking across lands Estin had never seen and expected to be under the control of their enemies.


    It had been Feanne who had convinced him not to go back to their children, despite the pain it obviously caused her to say it and the sadness he could see in her when she was left to dwell on her own thoughts. With Turessian forces hunting them both and an army likely standing between them and their destination, she had reasoned that going back to the kits would lead the enemy straight to them. By heading directly into the lands of Turessi, he and Feanne hoped to draw anyone pursuing them as far from the kits as possible, even if it was suicide. They would both rather die than risk their kits, and they had no allusions to this being anything less than certain death.


    “You’re thinking about Oria and the kits again,” said Feanne, startling Estin. Somehow she had snuck out of the tent and now stood behind him. Unlike him, she appeared as comfortable in the chill winds as she would on a spring day.


    “How did you know?”


    Feanne smiled, came up to him, and put her arms around him to keep him warm. Nuzzling his cheek, she answered, “You always try to be alone to brood about them. I told you the last time that I will not let you do this to yourself. I would rather we fight about the decision than have you stand out here being miserable.”


    Estin sighed and hugged Feanne close, thankful for her concern and warmth. He wanted to hide from everyone and cry when he thought of the kits, so far away without their parents, but she was right. There was no sense in beating himself up over what he could not change. Likely she felt exactly the same.


    “Do we have any chance of surviving this?” he asked eventually, staring off into the heavy snowfall north of them.


    Feanne squeezed him a little tighter. “Had you asked me that when the undead attacked our camp, the mists took us, or any number of other times, I would have been honest in saying that our chance of survival was slim at best. Even then, I would have been lying. We should already be dead. I already have been more than my fair share.”


    “That’s not very optimistic.”


    “Were you wanting hope or honesty? Honesty is that we’ve been lucky enough to survive everything Turessi has thrown at us for years. We may yet do that again. If what you want is hope, you yourself have said many times that you would willingly die for any of us…now we know that the Turessians want us and will not seek out our children. That will need to be enough hope, regardless of whether we live or die.”


    “You really need to work on your motivating speeches, Feanne.”


    Laughing softly near his ear, she tugged him back toward the tent. “We need to rest, Estin. It will be a long journey and not an easy one. Yoska will likely get us lost, and either of us will want to kill him within days if we become too tired.”


    Estin kept quiet until the wind’s chill began to make him shake, despite Feanne’s arms around him. He still had no desire to go into that tent and see the hopelessness on Raeln and Dalania’s faces or hear Yoska’s lies.


    “How are the others holding up?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from shaking the way his arms and legs had started to. Deep down, he wondered if he would ever be warm again, and they had barely entered Turessi. Yoska had claimed Turess said this storm was harsher than most, but he could not believe much the man said. “They’ve been quiet…except Yoska, of course.”


    “Yoska says everything that enters his head, other than how he actually feels. He’s as worried as you are and wants to run. He will not as long as we keep going, but he wants to. Turess is plotting something, though without being able to talk with him, I cannot be sure what. He may simply be trying to learn who we all are and what is happening. Dalania is terrified of violence, and there will be no end of that where we are going. Raeln…I have no idea what Raeln is feeling. He has closed himself to me after whatever happened near the tomb. I believe he will talk when he is ready and not a moment sooner.”


    Estin nodded and held her arms tightly to him for a moment before pulling away to head back into the tent. He hesitated when Feanne continued to stare off into the snow. “We should get out of sight. You never know when someone could be out there.”


    Holding up her arm to look at the bright red of her fur where it poked out of her shirt sleeve, Feanne smiled and shook her head. “Not tonight. I called to the bats that inhabit the area. They are watching for anyone hunting us and will relay what they see to me.”


    “How does that work? I knew you could call animals, but I thought seeing through their eyes was something Dalania did.”


    “It works the same way most magic works,” she told him, following him back toward the tent. “Once you know the trick, it simply does. Dalania taught me that some time ago, but I only remembered it while we rode yesterday. I cannot control what comes to my call or whether they will help as I intend. Dalania has far better control than I do.”


    “Any other surprises?”


    “None yet. If I surprise myself, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”


    They stepped back into the tent, with its mild warmth that did little more than melt the snow that had collected on their clothing and fur. Yoska and Dalania were attempting to sleep. Raeln sat in some kind of meditation, his ears and nose twitching as he struggled with something. Only Turess remained fully awake, his attention on the bracelet he had taken from Raeln. At their entry, he looked up, quickly letting his sleeve fall over the silver cuff.


    “You’re the only one who knows where we’re going,” Estin noted dryly as Turess met his eyes. “I’d love to know what you’ve got planned for us.”


    Turess frowned as Estin spoke, staring intently, as if he could decipher their language through force of will. After a moment, he shrugged and said something in his native tongue.


    “This will be a long trek with him making the choices,” Estin muttered, sitting down on the blankets he and Feanne shared.


    “He is not in charge,” said Raeln in his deep voice, without opening his eyes. “We agreed that I was. He will guide us only as far as we need him to, or until I lose faith in what he’s telling Yoska. Get some sleep and don’t worry about him. He’s my problem.”


    Accepting that reluctantly, Estin curled up beside Feanne, though he knew sleep was not going to be coming anytime soon. All he could think of were the various Turessians he had fought and the people he had seen them kill over the years. Now they were heading into those monsters’ homeland. Sleep was simply not going to happen until he was too exhausted to go on, even with Feanne’s reassuring arm across his chest, her claws resting on the still-healing wound over his heart.


     


    *


     


    Estin sat up, unsure where he was for a moment. Opening his eyes, he looked out over the miles of snowy plains to the mountains in the distance and knew. Rubbing his face, he tried to remember why he was sitting in the middle of the field, his tail growing numb in the snow drift.


    Movement at his side startled him, making him feel as though he were off-balance and rocking somewhat, causing his stomach to churn. He shut out that sensation and saw Feanne was beside him, cradling an infant kit in her arms. From where he sat, he could not see which of the three of their youngest children it was, but he strained to reposition himself, leaning toward her…


    Estin snapped awake as he nearly fell off his horse. He had not even realized he had dozed off, but it was becoming all too common lately. Sooner or later he would drop like a stone into the snow if he continued to try to stay awake each day after barely sleeping each night. Shaking his head to clear the fog of the dream, he saw the others were doing little better. They had been riding steadily for far too long, and everyone looked half-dead in their saddles.


    As it had for the week prior, the travels continued uneventfully for two more days, the horses trudging through snow nearly up to their knees. The first time the group had stopped, Estin had been tired enough that he was the first to hop out of his saddle, with the thought of tying his horse to a tree. But in doing so, he fell into snow up to his waist. Turess and Yoska had chuckled at his expense as he struggled to climb free. Dalania and Feanne had eyed the snow cautiously and moved their horses around to a rockier area where they could dismount without burying themselves.


    They had pushed on each day, rarely stopping long, unless there was shelter or some natural stone or tree formation that kept the area relatively snow-free. Always, they went north, with Raeln, Yoska, and Turess leading the way, and Dalania, Estin, and Feanne followed, watching the horizon for threats. Not that they could do much if they saw threats…they had little that could slow an enemy from afar, and even less that would stop the undead from charging headlong at them.


    It had not been voiced, but they all knew the Turessian Liris would be coming for them sooner or later, bringing with her dozens if not hundreds of corpses. She had escaped after Turess had come to their aid, but she knew they were in the area. The leader of the Turessians, Dorralt, would see to her repeated attempts to come after them. He could not risk them trying to fulfill the albeit ridiculous prophecy that they could do something about his attack on the nations. His resolve was most likely hardened further by knowing his brother, Turess, was alive again. More than once Estin had wondered if handing Turess to Dorralt might actually spare their lives, but from what he had seen of the Turessians, he doubted it would prolong their lives by more than a few minutes.


    Around midafternoon the second day of hard travel, Turess turned his horse and headed more northeast. Yoska and Raeln stopped the others to watch him go, and soon Turess stopped and looked back. Saying something in his language to Yoska, he pointed toward a distant section of evergreens that grew atop a hill or mound of some sort, far off the path they had been taking.


    “Crazy dead man says we can cheat,” Yoska explained, pausing to wait for the inevitable glares from Estin and Feanne, demanding he tell them what Turess had actually said. “Okay, he really say we can use old mines to bypass much of borderlands. They were tapped out and abandoned during his time. He thinks if they exist yet, we can go under the enemy for a time. If they collapsed, we use hills to hide and rest. The mines themselves end near areas that were to be mined later, giving us good chance of staying below ground nearly half the distance to the temple, which he feels is where we will find his brother.”


    “You expect to use two-thousand-year-old mines safely?” asked Raeln, glowering, his ears flattening back in annoyance. “I wouldn’t trust dwarven halls that old, let alone these.”


    Turess seemed to understand the objection and said something more.


    Yoska quickly translated. “Now he says you seem ignorant of his people’s fine crafting skills. They enlisted the most skilled of the dark elves and dwarves in their lands. He believes the mines are intact. I also think ‘enlisted’ is a polite way of saying slave, yes?”


    Turning in his saddle to look at Estin and then Feanne, Raeln appeared to seek any objections from them. Having none to give him, Estin shrugged. Feanne squinted at the hills, offering nothing.


    “Very well,” Raeln told the group, though he sounded to Estin to be deeply skeptical. “We’ll follow Turess through the mines. At the first sign of trouble, I want everyone to run for the nearest exit and scatter for a half day once you get out of the mine. We can try to meet up again after we lose any pursuit.” When no one replied, he added, “That is not a request. I’ll keep fighting until you all run, so if you don’t want to get me killed, you’ll run away. Hopefully, we find nothing.”


    The group began riding again, this time with Turess taking the lead. As fresh snow fell, they descended slowly into a bowl-shaped section of land where the existing snow cover was even deeper, gradually making their way toward the hills on the far side. At the foot of those hills, Estin made out dozens of huts, sheltered from much of the snow by the evergreens uphill from them. The sudden darting shapes of fleeing elk to the north drew his eyes briefly, but once he was sure of what was moving, he returned his attention to the huts.


    “An old mining village,” Raeln mentioned as they kept riding. “That wouldn’t have survived two thousand years. Be ready for anything. Turess can’t know this place as well as he thinks.”


    “It might be one of the old Turessian cities,” offered Dalania, giving them a halfhearted smile, likely meant as reassurance.


    “Looks like a mining village,” replied both Raeln and Estin almost in unison. They stared at each other for a moment.


    “Abandoned one near Lantonne was set up similarly,” said Raeln, returning his attention to the path ahead.


    “Same one I saw,” Estin added. “Right before it fell down around me.”


    That seemed to surprise Raeln, and he eyed Estin suspiciously but said nothing further.


    As they got closer to the village, Estin reached down and loosened his sword in its sheath. Feanne cast her cloak back to keep her arms and legs free—her preferred weapons, if she could not get her fangs onto an enemy. They all knew a trap could be waiting, but no one really wanted to say it.


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Dalania drop back, keeping well away from the others in case of violence. She would support them, but not fight on her own. If they were lucky, she would be able to use her magic to assist in some way.


    Their already slow pace slowed further as they approached the village, despite no sign of movement—except for the occasional white rabbit or small deer in the woods nearby. Estin could see the doors of most of the huts were rotted away or missing entirely. The place had been abandoned a while. Not two thousand years, but still a long time. Certainly far longer than the old village near Lantonne.


    Turess continued up the slope and past the first houses, pointing at a distant black spot on the hillside Estin had to assume was the entrance to the mines. Turess spurred his horse on, even as the rest of the group slowed to glance inside the huts.


    “These have no furniture and most have no place to light a fire,” noted Dalania, leaning in the open window of a hut. “Who builds a home in these lands without a place to warm themselves? Feanne and I could probably manage, but I doubt all of Turessi had the same tricks.”


    “Fires weren’t allowed in the slave camp I stayed at,” Estin said without thinking. It was not something he had willingly spoken of in years and now it felt so distant that it might have happened to someone else. “Only fires the taskmasters built were permitted. We lost five or six people a week during the winters. The fear was that the slaves would hurt themselves or others if they had access to fire.”


    Dalania looked over at him sadly, but then frowned and looked back into the hut. “There are rusted chains at the rear of the home. You may have it right, Estin.”


    Farther up the rise, Turess stopped his horse and called something back to them.


    Yoska watched until Turess had finished speaking and then translated. “He says that slavery was illegal under his rule, but that the clans tried to keep their old traditions. He agrees that they went back to their old ways after his death. Also, for some reason, he apologizes to Estin.”


    Ears perking in surprise, Estin asked, “How did he know? Does he actually understand what we’re saying?”


    Yoska relayed the question, and Turess held up one of his arms and tapped his fingers against his bare wrist, where he had visible scarring. When Estin looked down at his arm, the fur at that spot was still thin around the scars from wearing chains. Turess had apparently been studying him. They had those scars in common.


    “Keep moving,” Raeln interjected. “I don’t want to be caught out here. Good plan or not, standing around in the open is a sure way to get us all killed. We can reminisce about the awful things we’ve gone through another time.”


    Estin flicked his horse’s reins and followed Turess into the hills. The whole group formed into a single-file line as the snow deepened, each horse following the tracks of the one ahead. At the far rear, Raeln practically stood in his saddle, watching the rolling lands around them for anything that might have followed. When he saw Estin watching him, he gave a quick shake of his head to let Estin know he had seen nothing specific.


    They proceeded up the rise and into the trees, though most were young pines that were easy to navigate through even on horseback. Thicker tree cover everywhere else on the slope hinted at a road where they were walking, but if there had been one, Estin could no longer see it. There was little more than snow and trees between the slave huts and the gaping hole in the side of the stone-strewn hill. The only disruption of the terrain were several snow-covered mounds up the hillside that could have been more huts at one time, though Estin thought they could have just as easily been uneven stones. Every so often, another group of birds or small wildlife would abruptly race from the trees, trying to stay out of their path.


    Near sunset, they reached the opening to the mines, which looked little better than a natural cave to Estin. If the place had been crafted from the stone, it had been allowed to crumble in the elements for far too long. Dwarves, dark elves, or magic—it did not seem to matter after so much time.


    “We need light,” Yoska announced as he came alongside Estin and Turess dismounted and led his horse toward the mine. “Will be long walk in dark, unless one of you magic people does something. I do not bring torches so far, no?”


    Turess stopped at the edge of the daylight and raised his hand, as if he were about to cast a spell. Stopping, he turned partway and looked at Estin. Pointing at the dark tunnel, he said, “Light.”


    “Well, my days of having job that does not get me arrested may be over,” Yoska said, smirking. “Now we have Turess to say obvious things. Light?”


    Estin and Yoska both turned to look back at Feanne and Dalania, who were the only others who might be able to summon magical light if Turess was unwilling or unable. Given recent events, Estin was not about to try.


    “Ne lemur des ceristu…light,” Turess announced, sounding somewhat frustrated. “Ceristu lemur.”


    “What was that all about?” asked Estin, glancing at Yoska for some help. “I still don’t understand anything he’s saying.”


    “This time, I don’t either,” said Yoska, shrugging. “I think it was, ‘no, you will have something something make a light. The something does it.’ On’esquin did not give me enough words to keep up with him. I think he says have argumentative fuzzy man do it, yes?”


    Waiting on their horses, they watched Turess until his shoulders sank slightly and he pointed at Estin. Motioning for him to come over, Turess then pointed at the cave.


    “Didn’t you explain to him that I can’t do magic anymore without throwing up or passing out?” Estin asked Yoska, who nodded. “Feanne, would you mind…?”


    Turess let out an exasperated sigh and motioned for Feanne to stop. Pointing at Estin again, he said with more than a little frustration, “Light!”


    “I can’t!” Estin snapped back, and Feanne put a hand on his arm to calm him. That caught him a little off guard, given that she was normally the one who was quick to anger. “No magic. She will do it.”


    Turess eyed Feanne and shook his head. Pointing again at Estin, he motioned him closer.


    “Do not let him get to you,” Feanne warned softly. “He probably does not understand. Sooner or later he will figure it out and let me create a light. If he pushes the issue too long, I’ll ignore him and do it anyway.”


    Thanking her, Estin hopped off his horse and led it to the entrance of the cave. Stopping alongside Turess, he opened his mouth to object, but Turess made a sharp click with his tongue and pointed at the cave.


    “All right,” Estin told him, stepping into the crumbling entryway. “I’ll aim for your boots when this goes badly. Does ‘vomit’ translate easily?”


    Lifting his hands to attempt to form the spell he knew would make him ill, Estin stopped when Turess grabbed his wrist. Behind him, he heard a soft growl from Feanne or Raeln, though he was willing to bet it was Feanne. She had been a little overprotective of late, mostly under the guise of giving Estin time to recover his magic and strength.


    Turess eased his grip and started to say something before frowning, as though he could not think of the right words. Posing as though he were frozen with fear, he pointed at Estin again and made a point of relaxing with a deep sigh. He gave a meaningful glance at Raeln and then back to Estin, gesturing toward the cave.


    “Relax? That’s your advice?” Estin demanded as he realized he was tensing up. Taking a slow breath, he calmed himself and lifted his hands to cast the spell. This time Turess did not stop him.


    Whispers of the dead came to Estin as magic rushed in, bringing with it nausea and exhaustion. He nearly lost his concentration, but he kept trying to form the relatively simple spell. With a flicker, a ball of pale blue light formed in the palm of his hand, even as his stomach clenched painfully. The magical light held, but only barely.


    Turess smiled and nodded at Estin before marching into the tunnel ahead of the others.


    “What was that all about?” Estin asked when Yoska and Raeln caught up, and Feanne helped Dalania across the rough terrain at the entrance to the mines.


    “I think this has to do with something he said other night that made no sense,” Yoska told him. “He say something about everyone being too poorly trained to do what is needed of them. You get whipped into shape, yes? Maybe next comes jogging and other exhausting things?”


    Raising the light somewhat, Estin peered into the entrance of the mine, where smooth walls marked the change from the broken exterior to the well-constructed interior. Turess went on ahead, stopping only when reaching the end of the light’s reach. Outside the mine, Dalania whispered to their horses, gently removing the reins from each before sending them off toward freedom.


    Glancing down at the ball of light Estin held, Raeln commented, “Always hated those things. My sister used to cast them on my tail at night so I couldn’t hide from her. I think I was about the only thing she didn’t accidentally light on fire.”


    Blinking in surprise, Estin looked at Raeln as though he were joking, but he seemed serious. “You can cast these on something? I only learned to make them float over my palm.”


    “Poorly trained, he says, yes?” noted Yoska, heading into the mine.


    “Ignore him. He’s still upset that Turess told him he was an idiot again this morning,” Raeln explained. “They were arguing about whether we should turn around. Yoska lost. Again.”


    “How did you know? Am I the only one here who doesn’t speak Turessian?”


    Raeln snorted and began walking, with Estin keeping pace and the women following them. “The gypsy couldn’t keep a secret if our lives depended on it. He muttered for an hour in our language. I think he forgets that we understand his accent after this long.”


    The group continued into the mine, passing support beams every twenty feet or so. After the first few, Estin studied them as they went, trying to determine how the wood had held up for centuries. Soon he spotted engraved symbols in the wood, which likely would keep the mine intact until their magic faded completely. That made him wonder if the Turessians used magic for everything, if even slave-mined tunnels used this much. Altis had far less magic in use, and it was one of the largest human cities in the region where Estin had grown up.


    The tunnel wound around and descended into the hills, quickly destroying Estin’s sense of direction. Their group adjusted, leaving Estin and Raeln in the lead, with Turess and Yoska right behind them, occasionally indicating a turn in the passage or which part of a fork to take. At the rear of the party, Feanne helped Dalania, whose poor vision in the dark made it all too easy for her to trip or fall. Estin knew full well Feanne would have preferred to lead the way into danger, but she seemed to take turns mothering Dalania and Estin. This time it was Raeln’s turn to babysit Estin.


    “Are you ready if they find us?” Raeln asked in a near whisper, as the tunnel turned sharply again. “When, I should say. It may not be in here, but they will find us sooner or later. I don’t want any of us to let our guard down.”


    “Like you said, run and try to meet back up.”


    “We both know if it comes to that, we’ll keep running until they hunt us down. If the two of you get away, keep going. Don’t come back. I already told Feanne the same thing. Do not wait for us.”


    Estin stared at Raeln in surprise and nearly tripped over some fallen bits of stone that scraped his toes. “The prophecy…”


    “You will keep running. Get Dalania out with you if you can. Yoska and I will find our own way out with Turess.”


    “Expecting things to go that badly?”


    Raeln scowled at Estin and did not reply. From what Estin had gathered during their travels, Raeln did little more than expect the worst.


    “I’ll do what I can,” Estin offered. The tunnel leveled off and straightened, giving them an easy path ahead. “No promises out here. I won’t run while you die, Raeln.”


    “I wouldn’t expect anyone to promise anything. Just start running and I’ll be fine. I won’t let myself die unless everyone stays behind.”


    They walked on in silence for hours, until Estin had to open his mouth to pant as the magic of the light continued to sap his strength even more than the hiking. Sometime after that, as he gasped for breath, the glowing ball flickered and faded to less than candlelight as his head pounded from the effort. Before Turess could say anything about it, Feanne brought her own hand up and created a soft green light that floated over her palm-pad. Estin was thankful for her help, even if he dearly wished he were not still so weak. He let his own hand drop, extinguishing his magical light and easing the strain on his body.


    Pushing on, they made good time through the twisting tunnel, with Yoska and Turess stopping every so often so Turess could relay information about one family or another that had mined that area and for what. Estin tuned most of that out, not really caring much about the mine or the metals Turessians had claimed from the depths.


    Estin felt as though he would never stop panting until they stopped to rest, which had become his only real focus as they went on. It was all a blur of endless stone and wooden supports. Turess droned on and on about things Estin could not have cared less about, even if he could understand the man without Yoska’s aid.


    Eventually, Raeln brought the group to a halt when they came to a larger chamber that appeared to have been set up for a stopping point of mine carts or possibly a resting area for the workers. Whatever its original purpose, Raeln demanded they stop and threw down his bedroll, leaving little room for debate. Turess looked ready to object, but after glancing at the faces of his companions—stopping a little longer on Estin—he relaxed and nodded, sitting down at the edge of the chamber.


    Estin practically collapsed, putting both hands to his head. The headache and dizziness from using magic for so long was nearly enough to make him sick. He dreaded looking at the others and seeing the pity on their faces. They were all either skilled spellcasters or warriors, and Estin alone was helpless in the group. It made him want to scream some days. Once he had been as strong as any of them, but he had made his choices and these were the consequences.


    “Drink some water,” whispered Feanne, kneeling beside Estin and offering a small canteen they had filled with melted snow earlier in the day.


    “I’m fine!” he snapped more sharply than he had intended.


    Estin did not need to look up to know Feanne’s temper nearly took over. He could feel her body tense beside him, ready to pin him down and force him to drink if needed. Arguing with her was pointless, and he was not mad at her to begin with. Sighing, he took the canteen from her and drank deeply.


    Lowering the canteen, Estin saw Yoska was helping Dalania clear a space on the uneven floor for her to rest, where she could be behind Raeln and Turess. She appeared uncomfortable letting Yoska help her, but he insisted and would not back down. Estin had already overheard Dalania asking Raeln to make Yoska stop being “overly nice” to her, but Raeln was not intervening. He likely would not until Yoska overstepped some line that Estin did not fully understand. When that happened, Raeln would probably beat Yoska half to death.


    Shaking his head at the odd group he was a part of, Estin passed the canteen back to Feanne, who had not taken her eyes off him. He tried to avoid meeting her gaze, but the intense stare was impossible not to notice.


    “We will rest until you are able to travel again,” she told him, spreading some of their blankets on the floor. “I will keep first watch while you—”


    “Feanne, stop treating me like I’m crippled,” Estin told her, regretting it instantly as her expression hardened again. “I’m not as weak as you think I am. Please don’t coddle me.”


    With a quick snarl that was his only warning, Feanne slammed Estin down on his back and rolled onto his chest to pin him there. She held him firmly, and when he tried to push free, she dug her claws into his thick shirt, right over the tender skin that had only recently healed over his heart, where a Turessian had tried to tear open his chest. As her knee came down on his ribs, he felt the pads of her toes press against his stomach even through his thick clothing.


    “Do not tell me how to treat anyone from my pack,” she warned, her voice low and eyes narrowed. “The pack may be reduced to the two of us, but you swore to trust your life to me. If I say you are weak and need rest, you will rest. I will not have you dropping dead because of pride, Estin. You will rest and I will tell you when we walk again. I will stop coddling you when I do not think you need to be coddled and not a minute sooner. Am I understood?”


    Trying to cling to what little self-esteem he had left, Estin hissed back, “Feanne, stop. The two of us fighting won’t change anything. Get off of me.”


    Feanne’s paw shifted, and Estin felt her toe-claws press into his belly, poking through cloth and fur. He knew full well that she could disembowel him if she wanted to from that position. Deep down, he wanted to think she would never consider doing it, but when she brought up the pack…


    Looking away and forcing himself to relax, Estin surrendered, and after a second, Feanne eased her weight off of him, sliding into a squat beside him.


    “Get some sleep,” she told him, all anger already gone from her voice. That had always been her way, letting go of anger as swiftly as it arose. “Raeln and I will take the first watch. Yoska and Turess the second. You and Dalania are in the worst condition and will rest until we travel again.”


    Biting back the growl he wanted to let loose, Estin reluctantly nodded and settled down on his blankets. He looked over at Feanne, realizing she would not be joining him for hours, and then noticed Dalania’s beaming smile at Feanne. In that moment, he realized she had not been attacking him. She had been reexerting her role as the pack-leader that Dalania knew. It was a show of strength and control…though Estin knew there was truth backing it. Feanne might still gut him if he refused to rest.


    Soon Feanne and Raeln took up positions at the two entrances to the room, each sitting at the edge of the hall, Feanne with a glowing ball of magic beside her for light and Raeln likely depending on that same light source, though he kept his eyes closed as he rested. The group would be in good shape with those two watching and listening.


    Lying back, Estin tried to sleep, but the dark made it hard for him to keep his eyes closed. His people, whatever they were, were nocturnal, and the mines made him want to stay awake no matter how tired he was. Even forcing his eyes shut, he simply could not make sleep come. His mind raced with every faint clatter of stones falling in the distance and the slight creak of the leather in Feanne’s clothing, jarring him each time he began to relax.


    A faint scuff along the floor made Estin’s ears perk. Smiling, he thought Feanne had come to apologize or at least take her watch near him, but when he opened his eyes, he found Yoska was sitting alongside him, brushing dust and dirt off his heavy winter trousers. He had always looked uncomfortable in anything that was not made of silk, unless he was trying to impress a female, at which point he could make anything look comfortable, even if he were bleeding to death.


    “What do you want?” Estin asked, glaring. “She’ll do the same thing to you if you won’t rest.”


    Smirking and lowering his voice, Yoska replied, “She wouldn’t do same to me, because she doesn’t love me. Me, she would simply rip the face off if I were to argue so. Big dumb wolf might even clap for her. You, she warns. Very much the thing of love stories, no?”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder and saw Feanne had not looked up, but her ears were twitching. She heard every word. He would need to be careful, or whatever was bothering her might get him in far worse trouble than usual.


    “Is not why I came over, though,” Yoska continued before Estin could answer. “Crazy dead man asked me to bring you questions.”


    “What kind of questions?” Estin looked past Yoska and saw Turess watching from the shadows of his hood, twisting a chain through his fingers. Estin had not even realized Turess had taken the simple iron chain from On’esquin before he had been buried, but like the bracelet he wore, the chain was something Turess had left centuries earlier for them to find.


    “He asks if you are refusing to use magic because you are ashamed or because it hurts you.”


    Estin watched Turess as he answered. “Because it hurts me. I have never been ashamed of learning magic from Feanne’s mother.”


    Yoska nodded at that. “He thought that would be case. He then wanted me to ask if you are a coward.”


    “What?” Estin sat up and glared at Turess, who smirked slightly in reply.


    “I tell him is rude, but he insisted. You keep saying not to make up things he says, so I am being honest this time. Is shocking, I know, but I only do as you ask.”


    “Tell him that I am no coward,” Estin growled in reply. The simple accusation made him want to run across the small room and punch Turess, but he knew that would not help anyone. “I’ve fought beside Feanne enough times—”


    “This I already tell him,” interjected Yoska quickly. “He asked me then why you can endure so many scars, yet you cannot fight through this. He sees the marks from chains on you. He knows you are no weakling and are not a coward in other matters. You are not one who runs from pain. He believes this scares you more than the chains did. He also tells me that until you face your fear, he cannot help. You must want your magic back for it to return, even if there were a way to give it to you. It will be painful and take much time. You will need to work much harder for it this time than the last.”


    “What does he want from me, Yoska? I’ve fought it, and it makes me sick ever since I brought Feanne back from the dead. I’ve already done things no healer has done in centuries. Losing my magic is a small price.”


    Yoska nodded and looked back at Turess, who said something softly in his native language. The two spoke for a few seconds before Yoska translated. “Crazy dead man says the wound is deep but not fatal. Once we see the day again, he will help you reclaim your strength. It will take many weeks to bring back what you had, and may require help from others. You do not bear the marks of a learned man, but you are worthy of great praise and can be again, he adds. He even say you are greater than he was. Far greater.”


    Estin looked to Turess in surprise, and Turess bowed while still sitting, touching his palm to his chest. It was possibly the most respectful Estin had ever seen a city-dweller regard him in his whole life.


    “Tell him…” Estin began, trying to think about how he wanted to answer. “Tell him thank you. I may take him up on that.”


    Yoska turned to relay the message, but Turess put a hand up to stop him. Bowing again, Turess closed his eyes and went to sleep, leaning against the wall.


    “Crazy dead man is learning our words faster than I like,” Yoska muttered before patting Estin’s knee. “Get sleep, so Feanne does not punish me for keeping you awake. Much as rough women can entertain, I do not think I would live through your Feanne’s scolding.”


    Lying back down as Yoska headed toward his own blankets, Estin rolled onto his side in hopes of avoiding looking at anyone until it was time to march again. Doing so left him staring at Feanne’s back as she sat cross-legged, watching the dark passage, her tail slowly wagging along the floor. She was still angry, that much he could see from the way her tail moved and the arch of her back, but she was no longer as tense. That was a good sign.


    Sleep did not come until Feanne returned to lay beside him, putting one arm over him and nuzzling the back of his shoulder to let him know the argument was over.


     


    *


     


    A few hours after they had all gotten up—Estin wanted to call it midafternoon, but time had little meaning in the mine—the group walked on, following the bobbing green light Dalania had summoned. She had insisted on taking the lead to give others a rest. Since they had begun marching, the dull light of the orb drifted lazily beside her, casting long shadows.


    Sleep or walking seemed hardly different to Estin, with the unchanging scenery. The few times the passage did curve or dip, he, Yoska, and Dalania had stumbled and had to blink to keep from running into the walls. It was disorienting and mind-numbing, making Estin wonder how Raeln and Feanne managed to be immune to it. Turess kept one hand on the wall at all times, seemingly using the touch to maintain his focus.


    When Turess spoke, Estin jumped, as no one had talked in hours. Even Feanne and Raeln flinched at the sudden noise.


    “Uh…he…um,” Yoska murmured, staring intently at Turess as he continued in his staccato language. “He say we come to fork soon. We will take right-hand passage to see daylight again. Will be only for a short time, but he thinks it will improve spirits so vixen does not disembowel anyone…oh…he adds that this part was not meant to be translated and calls me idiot. I do not like this man, even more than I did not like him the last time he called me that.”


    Chuckling at Yoska’s ongoing muttering, Estin followed Feanne to the front of the group, using her own magical light as she moved away from Dalania. They hurried ahead, neither of them needing to say they were eager to see daylight again. It had been too long and would be even longer until the next time, if there would be more tunnels in the coming days.


    Getting about twenty feet ahead of the others, Estin and Feanne slowed as they reached a split in the tunnel. The left-hand passage continued on into darkness, its uneven walls narrowing shortly after the fork. From what Estin could see, the passage was far older than the one they had entered through, with fallen stones every few feet.


    He was thankful they were taking the other path, even just for a little while. Any more of the tight confines would have escalated tempers even further. As if agreeing with him without knowing he had been thinking about it, Feanne took his hand in hers and squeezed as they continued up the passage toward a faint light, keeping ahead of the rest of the group, giving them a small semblance of privacy.


    “I will push for a day’s break when we reach the surface,” she whispered, keeping their pace fast so the others stayed out of earshot. “I owe you an apology, and so long as we’re down here, I will be too on edge to give it properly.”


    “We all could use the break,” he admitted, tightening his grip on her hand.


    Smiling warmly, Feanne added, “Yoska says we have another week of underground travel, with only two or three more places we can stop. We must make the most of the few places we can get out of this awful place.”


    The passage curved around as the daylight grew brighter. Soon Feanne let her other hand drop, dismissing the ball of magical light she had been using. They rounded another large curve and then stopped abruptly as they faced a black-robed woman standing in the entrance to the passage.


    “Hello again, rodents. Having a lovely day together, traipsing through the mines, hand in hand?” came the woman’s soft voice, which Estin recognized immediately as Liris, the Turessian who had hunted them halfway across Eldvar.


    From what she had told Estin when she had been bragging in the moments before trying to kill him the first time, Dorralt had assigned Liris one specific task: to hunt down anyone related to the prophecy, with a particular preference for wildlings. If she found them, she was given free rein to kill them however she saw fit, and that was something she seemed to enjoy immensely. Each time the group had eluded her, she had grown more relentless.


    “Liris,” Estin hissed, eliciting a giggle from her as she folded her hands, leaning against the edge of the arched exit from the mine. “I thought you’d be gone longer. Your master done scolding you for letting us raise Turess?”


    Liris lowered her hood, letting her long brown hair fall over her shoulders. The series of tattoos around her eyes somehow stood out, even with the light behind her casting her face in shadows. The human woman’s soft face belied the brutality she had inflicted on their group more than once in the past few months.


    “Dorralt insisted, I’m afraid,” she replied, motioning to something outside the mine that Estin could not see. “He thought his dear brother might come this way. Very predictable. I find it interesting that the six of you made it into our lands and then walked right into the most basic of traps. You make me think I have been trying too hard in the past. Should I have simply left out a bowl of milk or cheese or something? What do your kind eat, anyway?”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder as Feanne let go of his hand and braced herself to fight. Behind them, the others had just come into sight, and at the rear of the group, Raeln was facing the dark behind them, pushing the group toward Estin and Feanne. A second later, Estin saw two more Turessians come into the light of Dalania’s spell, cutting off any easy escape.


    At his side, Feanne bared her fangs and shifted to block Estin from rushing at Liris.


    “Here is how this is going to work,” Liris went on, smiling pleasantly at them. The other Turessians quickly forced the group together. “Turess goes with us and home to his brother, who misses him something fierce. The wolf is mine, for a messy butchering at a time of my choosing. The rest of you can attempt to run while I dissect the dog. I will let you run until his body ceases to amuse me. You have declined my offers in the past and it has ended poorly for all of you.”


    Placing a hand on Estin’s shoulder as she came up behind him, Dalania whispered, “I can help all of you run faster and slow them at the same time. You may be able to slip past her. Run as a group. On three.”


    Behind him, Estin heard Dalania faintly tap the wall once, twice…


    On the third tap, Feanne charged, running hard for Liris. Estin raced after her, hearing the others right behind him. The Turessian was ready for them, but Feanne was faster than she was, slapping aside the woman’s hand as she tried to ready a spell and then tearing off part of her face with claws far sharper than they looked. With a kick that Estin recognized from Raeln’s training sessions, she knocked Liris over backward, clearing the tunnel as the rest of them caught up.


    Breaking out into the light, Estin finally saw who Liris had motioned to. A dozen rotting corpses stood in an arc around the entrance to the mines, all holding crossbows aimed at the tunnel. They were trapped between the zombies and the Turessians. The moment those Turessians gave the order to fire, the undead would kill them all.


    Estin checked behind himself and saw they had everyone outside the tunnel except Raeln, who had turned and rushed at the two Turessians following them. Before Estin could react, Raeln slammed into one of the men, taking him off his feet. Rolling off the man, Raeln kicked Liris in the face as she tried to stand.


    Ducking and turning, Raeln narrowly avoided a blast of flame cast by one of the other Turessians. He lunged at the man, punching him hard enough that the man’s head snapped back. Any mortal would have died from that punch, but the Turessian’s neck twisted back to its normal position with a sickening pop.


    The idiot was trying to slow three Turessians by himself so the rest of them could run. It was precisely what Estin had expected and the last thing he wanted to be right about. The moment Raeln had told him to run in case of trouble, he had imagined something just like this.


    “Cover us!” Estin shouted as Turess, Yoska, and Dalania ran past him. He drew his swords and ran for Raeln, feeling rather that seeing Feanne beside him as he went.


    The Turessians only had eyes for Raeln as he dodged among them, his sword and fist darting from one of them to another before they could recover. He was fast, but they were immortals, barely even feeling the wounds he inflicted on them. He stood no chance without help.


    Snarling, Estin slashed at Liris with one sword, opening the side of her face as she was trying to cast a spell at Raeln. He spun, driving his other sword into her chest and twisting it. Yanking it free, he tried to come around for another strike, but she had already recovered.


    Liris slapped aside Estin’s swords with enough force that his hands went numb and the weapons fell from his grip. With a grin, she slammed her palms into his chest, hurling him backward. The impact felt as though he had run into a stone pillar, and the landing was little better. He tumbled, trying to minimize his injuries as he slid across the uneven rock-strewn ground, sweeping his tail around himself to absorb much of the impact.


    Coming up onto a knee and trying not to fall over again, Estin saw Feanne was struggling. The Turessian she was fighting had cast something that had burned Feanne’s leg, and she limped as she tried to keep ahead of his attacks. Beyond her, Raeln was fighting the third Turessian, both hands locked around the robed man’s neck and shoulders. From the look of Raeln, he was using every ounce of his strength to hold that grip. Despite towering over the human, Raeln’s thick arms were shaking.


    Liris backed away from Estin, looking to the undead with the crossbows. Grinning wickedly, she called out, “Now!”


    “Run!” Estin shouted, raising a hand toward the closest undead. He summoned his magic in the hopes that he had enough strength to deflect their bolts. Once he would have been able to stop a volley in such a small area, shattering the bolts before they could hit anyone. A dozen loud snaps went off at almost the same time, and Estin collapsed as pain flared through his shoulder, his spell unraveling as quickly as it had formed. Thankfully the pain masked the nausea that threatened to make him fall. What he could see was that many of the crossbow bolts had gone wide thanks to his magic, but he had been close enough that they had hit him anyway. His companions appeared uninjured—a small blessing.


    Scrambling to his feet, Estin could barely see through his pain as he stumbled toward the others. The first people he managed to make out were Yoska and Dalania, with Yoska dancing through the undead with his knives, keeping them from attacking Dalania, who moved swiftly with him, trying to keep herself out of the melee and also keep from holding Yoska back.


    Past Yoska, Feanne dodged a swing from Liris, though her attention was largely on Estin as she ran. Feanne practically ran into him, hooking his arm and dragging him toward the undead archers. With a bestial snarl, Feanne tore through the only zombie that tried to stop them, severing tendons in its arm to cripple it as they kept going.


    They raced down the slope of the hill, both trying not to fall in spite of their injuries. Occasional flashes of magic going off behind them gave Estin some idea of how close the Turessians were. Each time Estin tried to turn and look for the others, Feanne pushed him even harder, making it difficult to keep his paws under him.


    They ran until they broke line of sight of the mine, coming down the snow-covered hill toward another abandoned village, Feanne still supporting much of Estin’s weight. The bruises on his ribs from Liris made it difficult to breathe, and his whole right arm felt as though it were soaked with warm water, right up to the throbbing point at his shoulder where he was willing to bet a crossbow bolt still protruded. With the old ache of his hip from when he had broken it years prior, he was not sure how much farther he could go, but he clenched his jaw and pushed on.


    Feanne slowed as they neared a group of horses tied off on a copse of trees outside the village. The whole area stunk of death, but Estin saw nothing left behind to guard the Turessians’ mounts. At their approach, the three animals looked up from munching on some brush that stuck out of the snow. Feanne turned Estin and headed for the animals, still almost dragging him.


    “We need to find the others,” Estin gasped, but Feanne nearly yanked him off his feet. “Feanne!”


    Stumbling to a stop, Feanne turned to look at him, and he realized she was barely hearing what he was saying. Blood covered much of her torso from two crossbow bolts, one in her side, between her ribs, and the other just below her collarbone. The burns across her thigh were blistered, and most of her fur there was blackened, making him wonder how she was walking at all. Swelling around her jaw hinted at other wounds her fur hid, as well.


    “No time,” Feanne said, panting. She stumbled and nearly fell. “Get on the damned horse.”


    “Feanne, we need to save them,” he pleaded, but she grabbed his shirt and dragged him toward the horse.


    “He gave us an order,” she hissed, catching the horse’s reins before it could avoid her. “We run. We will find them after we recover. Get on the horse, Estin. We don’t have long before Liris catches up.”


    “No.”


    Without warning, Feanne rounded on him and punched Estin in the face. The last thing he felt before he blacked out was feeling the snow chilling his back and tail.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Taken”


     


    Struggling for every inch of ground, Raeln fell back toward the tunnel as Liris hurled a bolt of lightning past him, scorching his arm and side. He turned away from the blast, avoiding the crackling energy, twisting again as another Turessian stabbed at him with a sword Raeln was certain had been Estin’s. The blade passed closer than he would have liked, hitting the stone archway hard enough that both the sword and stone shattered. Magic or raw strength, these three had a distinct advantage over Raeln and he could only evade them so long.


    “Please! There has to be another way!” Dalania cried, making Raeln’s heart sink. He had not seen her in a bit and had hoped she had run with Turess, Estin, and Feanne. That made him fight even harder, knowing he needed to buy time until she ran…if she would run. He had to hope Yoska would drag her off sooner or later.


    Raeln kicked the nearest Turessian against the wall as Liris lined up another spell. He could not keep ahead of her much longer—soon she would kill him where he stood. It would only take one spell and he would be done for. He knew full well what a wizard could do, and he had to keep moving or he would be at her mercy.


    Snarling, Raeln ducked under Liris’s hand as she raised it and came up with his elbow under her chin. He knew he could not really hurt her—not for long—but stopping her spell from going off would let him live a little longer so the others could run. Before Liris or the others could regroup or recover, Raeln spun and ran for Dalania’s voice, trying to get to her before Liris decided to kill her out of spite, not that Dalania had proven to be any threat so far.


    What felt like a wave crashed into Raeln’s back, hurling him forward onto the snowy ground. He slid, scraping up everything from his nose to his toes, his back aching from the impact. Only a few feet away, Dalania stood barefoot on the sloped ground, backing down the hill slowly toward where the others had run, staring at him with fear. He could see she would not leave him…he would have to keep fighting or Dalania would get herself killed beside him. He could accept dying, but not if one of the people he was watching over died first.


    Behind Raeln, the creak and pop of crossbows being reloaded warned him that he had little time left. Between the spells of the three Turessians and the remaining undead archers, the entire area where he and Dalania stood was about to become deadly.


    Raeln struggled to get up, but his back flared with pain, slowing him. He stumbled toward Dalania, hoping if nothing else he could get between her and the archers. When he fell, she would have no choice but to run. It was a bleak way to address the fight, but one he had known might come. That had been exactly why he had given Estin and Feanne the orders he had. Someone had to live or the entire journey was pointless.


    From the corner of his eye, Raeln saw Yoska reappear among some sparse trees behind the undead archers. He darted through them, slashing at the nearest crossbows, cutting the strings and causing them to fire wildly. He even managed to kick the weapon from one corpse’s hands. The man might be old, but Raeln could not fault his skill.


    A blast of flame from one of the Turessians washed over the area, reducing the snow to steam, and Raeln spread his arms in a vague hope of shielding Dalania. Almost at the same instant, the remaining crossbowmen fired.


    Raeln stood trembling as the flames died around them. Aside from the pain from his earlier wounds, nothing felt different. Looking down, he found Dalania with her hands toward the Turessians, her face twisted with strain and her eyes glowing faintly. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a faint transparent wall cooling from a red shimmer, with seven crossbow bolts embedded in it. As he watched, the barrier vanished and the bolts fell to the mud.


    “Dalania, run!” Raeln insisted, but Dalania grabbed his arm to help him try to stay upright. “Go!”


    With her free hand, Dalania motioned toward the nearest Turessian, slamming him against the mine wall with magic. As soon as he hit the wall, thick green vines erupted from the stones, wrapped him and squeezed. For all the strength of the Turessians, he appeared unable to extricate himself quickly.


    Raeln tried to turn to fight in an effort to slow the remaining Turessians. As he came around, the other Turessian man picked up a rock and threw it. It hit him in the stomach far harder than Raeln had thought a small stone could. With a choked gasp, Raeln stumbled, feeling blood running down his side from a hole an inch below his ribs. He could not breathe well enough to speak or shout and felt as though he were drowning.


    Dropping to his knees, Raeln had difficulty keeping track of the others as his head pounded. He was only barely able to register seeing Yoska slammed into a tree by Liris and then thrown to the ground, as two undead leaped onto him. Yoska curled up as the zombies beat at him, clawing for his face and trying to bite at his arms.


    Dalania stepped past Raeln. She was going to die, Raeln knew it, but he could not make himself stand with the stone in his stomach. Closing his eyes, Raeln refused to watch her be torn apart by the undead. He had failed his group, but he could not let himself watch as another innocent died while he was unable to help.


    Roars filled the area, followed by a deafening crack of thunder. Raeln lifted his head slowly and found a group of heavily armored six-foot bug-like creatures had erupted from the ground and were fighting the undead. The Turessians were hurling spells at the beetle-like monsters while Dalania dragged Yoska away from them and back toward Raeln.


    “Get back up!” Dalania told Raeln, grunting as she struggled to pull Yoska, who was groaning but barely moving. “My friends won’t hold them long. Raeln!”


    Raeln forced one of his feet under him and tried to stand, but he could not find the strength. Looking down, he saw blood was seeping steadily from his side, soaking his hand, running down his leg, and staining the snow all around him. He tried to shut out the pain and get up anyway, but his body refused to obey.


    “I said, get up!” Dalania repeated, putting a hand on Raeln’s shoulder. Strength flooded his body immediately and the pain subsided. “I’m not going to be able to talk reasonably with them…we need to go.”


    His breath rasping in his lungs, Raeln got to his feet, grabbed Yoska, and hoisted him over his shoulder. The stone still pressed against his stomach muscles, making it hard to breathe, but whatever Dalania had done was allowing him to ignore it. He ran, making sure to stay a step behind Dalania the whole way down the hillside so he was the target of any attacks.


    Within minutes, Raeln felt his strength ebbing and the pain returning. His pace slowed quickly, but Dalania was also slowing as they made their way from the hills to a rockier area of the region, where Raeln hoped they could hide for a time. He began to limp as his whole body ached. It was a struggle to even stay upright, but the stony rises ahead were beckoning him, and he knew he had to make it that far.


    Raeln made it to the first section of snow-free ground before he collapsed, barely managing to spare Yoska from being dropped on his head. Yoska groaned as Raeln set him down hard. The moment Yoska hit the ground, he clutched at his ribs, which might well have been broken after the beating Raeln had seen him take.


    Straining just to take in enough air to stay conscious, Raeln tried to check Yoska’s wounds, but his shaking hands would not obey. He fell onto his side, staring off in the direction Dalania had gone, hoping to see her come with a horse or some other beast that might carry them away in a hurry. Instead, she reappeared a minute later, walking slowly toward them with her hands in the air. Behind her, a group of ten black-robed humans followed, two with hands raised toward her, their gloved fingers crackling with lightning.


    “I’m sorry,” Dalania whispered as she stopped, and Raeln could only stare at her hopelessly as his lungs tightened. “They were waiting for us.”


     


    *


     


    Waking gradually, Raeln’s first sensation was agony as his stomach muscles clenched around the stone embedded in his flesh. Someone else was nearby and he was on his back, but it took him a minute or two to make out where he was. Even the cold winds seemed to be gone, making him wonder how long he had been unconscious. He wanted to lash out and try to get to his friends, but he was well aware that aimlessly swinging at the air would do little good.


    Opening his eyes, Raeln saw dry old wooden beams overhead that held up hardened clay bricks. It took him a moment to remember where he had seen similar building designs: the abandoned village outside the mine. Dismissing the idea that he was there, he noticed the rising smoke of a fire burning at one end of the room. Without being able to move easily, he could still see bits of furniture from the edges of his vision.


    “Do not move or this will be worse,” warned a man sitting beside Raeln. When Raeln looked up at him, his eyes went straight to the black tattoos around the man’s eyes. Panicking, Raeln tried to stand, but the man put a firm hand on his chest, holding him down. “I had hoped to have this done before you woke,” he said, frowning. “Calm yourself, beast. The pain will get worse before it gets better. Much worse.”


    Raeln could hardly breathe, trying to scream for help at the same time as he fought to stand. With the stone still in his stomach, it was all he could do to choke down small gasps of air. Before he could sit up, a woman and another man came to his other side. One grabbed his shoulders as the other moved down and grabbed his ankles. In his weakened state, he could not break their grip on him.


    “I am sorry, but we have to do this,” explained the original man, and Raeln realized he was applying pressure to Raeln’s stomach as he used some form of tool to grab at the stone deep in the wound.


    Raeln fought against the hold the Turessians had on him, but he was far too weak. They held him tightly as the man twisted the stone in his belly and adjusted his grip. With an agonizing tug against his insides, the Turessian ripped the stone free. Pain washed out Raeln’s vision, and his attempts to scream took the last of his breath away. Slowly, he felt himself sinking again, thinking he would never wake.


    Sometime later, the world seemed to lighten, and Raeln opened his eyes to find he lay in another hut like the last one. This time there was little furniture around him and the old woman who had held his shoulders down now sat beside him, her worried expression creasing the tattoos on her face. Thin white hair lay over her shoulder, swept away from the shaved sides of her scalp. When he looked up at her, she smirked and sighed.


    “We had thought we lost you, despite our efforts. Do you know where you are?”


    “Captive,” he managed to croak out.


    “Yes, after a fashion. Can you tell me what the last thing you remember was?”


    Raeln groaned and closed his eyes. “Liris and the others beat us down so you could catch us. Doesn’t matter after that.”


    “Liris?” the woman asked, frowning. “Could you draw her markings? I don’t know her.”


    “No. All of the markings look the same to me.”


    The Turessian woman chuckled and nodded. “I thought not. I am sorry for asking. I hadn’t thought about the fact that you can’t read. I sometimes forget and think you are people.”


    Raeln snarled at her, though she kept smiling at him, undaunted. She did not seem to recognize she had insulted him. “I can read and write. My sister was a wizard. I received the best education our parents could give us.”


    “A southern wizard? I doubt she could read more than a few words herself. I apologize, I know education is not the focus of your people. I do not mean to criticize. We get few uneducated barbarians out this way, unless they intend to invade. Were you trying to invade?”


    “No, we were trying to sneak in. Doesn’t matter now. Finish killing me and be done with it.”


    The woman laughed, reached down to Raeln’s stomach, and lifted a blood-soaked rag from his skin. When he looked down at it, he saw there was little more than a small cut remaining of his wound. It had been tended to expertly.


    “We will not kill you, beast,” the woman told him, switching the rag for a clean one. “I am Preserver Yiral. Do they name your people or shall I call you by your breed?”


    “Raeln of Hyeth.”


    “Very good, Raeln. We will continue to tend to your wounds until you are able to work. Your companions are nearly healed and will be put to tasks within the day. I have firm hopes for your capabilities. We have few strong slave-caste left after the purging. You will be worth quite a lot to the clan, assuming we can keep you alive. Infection is difficult to heal if it is deep enough.”


    “Slaves?” Raeln said, trying to sit up. Yiral shoved him back down. “Where are we?”


    “You are in the clanhold of clan Feirenn. Our scouts brought you in before the dark ones could claim you. You will work our hold’s lands, likely moving heavy items around, given your size.”


    “Oh, just kill me.”


    “Why would we kill you? You are worth far more alive. Feirenn would never kill a slave-caste that can work. Not even you, these days. That would be poor use of our resources. The council might have other plans for slaves—”


    “I’m no slave!” growled Raeln, shoving Yiral away as he sat up. Almost immediately his head spun and he nearly fell off the edge of the bed.


    Yiral eyed him suspiciously and lifted part of his torn shirt to look at his shoulder. Frowning, she said, “You have no slave markings. That is truly rare so far from the southern lands. Did you travel far?”


    “A few weeks,” he answered, the fight fading from his heart as dizziness made it difficult to think clearly. “No…a couple months, I think.”


    “You would likely have been tired even without this…interesting…injury. Rest, knowing you are safe, Raeln. We will not harm you without reason.”


    “Since when do your people need a reason to kill?” Raeln practically spat at her.


    Yiral’s eyes narrowed and she replied, “Since when do yours send a handful of incompetent soldiers into Turessi without an army around them? Be mindful of your insults, Raeln. Even I have a limit to my patience. We have crushed armies that came onto our lands, and we are being kind in not executing all three of you.”


    “My friends are not soldiers,” Raeln replied, rubbing at his face. “I was…not for some time, though. We were not attacking your lands. Yoska is a merchant, and Dalania little more than a watcher of the wilderness. They pose no threat.”


    “None of those who have invaded have posed much threat,” admitted Yiral, her anger already cooling, judging by her tone. “You claim to be educated and also a soldier. My studies of the southlands may be incomplete, but I was under the impression that your armies are made up of those strong in arm, not mind.”


    Raeln laughed weakly. “Generally true. We keep a few wizards in the ranks, when possible.”


    “We do the opposite, Raeln. Our people keep a handful of those strong in arm to help pull the valued soldiers to safety. A slightly different philosophy from yours, and I would hope that helps you understand why I believe you would be no match for any Turessian in battle. We gauge wisdom by capabilities on the field of battle, though not with a sword.”


    “I’ve held my own against plenty of wizards,” he said firmly, seeing she did not believe him. “Like I said, my sister is…was…a wizard. I wasn’t good at magic, but I had the same education.”


    Patting his knee in what Raeln could only see as a dismissive gesture, Yiral answered, “Rest yourself and we can discuss this tomorrow. If you are educated, we will find a suitable member of the clan for you to prove it. Until then, do not worry yourself so much about whether we see you as educated or uneducated. To us, you are still a wildling. We certainly are not keeping you alive for your mind.”


    Raeln stared at Yiral, trying to elicit any remorse or hesitation in her willingness to insult him. She neither flinched nor shied away, instead smiling slightly as she met his gaze. He wanted to claw her face off, but he could not make himself stand and go after her. His whole body hurt and he was so very tired.


    While he tried to calm himself to keep from killing an old woman, Yiral began prattling on about something related to her clan that Raeln had no interest in. Finally he blurted out over her in midsentence, “Where are my friends? Have you done anything to them?”


    Yiral stopped talking and glared at him, likely for being rude. He had seen that same expression on his mother’s face when he had been learning to abide by his oath to Ilarra and made the mistake of speaking publicly. “Your friends are alive and well. I take offense that you think we would harm them without reason. Given your unwillingness to even attempt to be pleasant, I believe I have made a mistake in trying to find any hint of civilization in you. You are no better than the other wildlings we find from time to time. Rest and we will see if your temperament improves.”


    Yiral got up from her chair and went out the door of the small hut, letting in a burst of bitterly cold air before she shut it again. Raeln heard a lock close on the outside of the door, letting him know exactly what his options were, given the tiny windows of the hut. Unless he went through the door, he was going nowhere. He would need to regain much of his strength before he could bash through it. Doing so would be far from subtle and likely draw the attention of every Turessian in the area.


    Raeln got to his feet slowly, keeping a hand at his side to be sure to know if it started bleeding again. Limping around the cramped quarters, he found basic amenities, such as a chamber pot, a bowl of water, and an old brush. There was nothing that would serve as a decent weapon or allow him to break out of the hut’s thick clay walls. The walls themselves appeared soft enough that he doubted he could crack them, no matter how hard he hit them, yet firm enough that he would likely wear down his claws long before digging through. That left him staring at the door again.


    Sitting back down on the cot, Raeln put his head in his hands and wondered if he was to blame for the enslavement of his friends. Whether he was responsible or not, he had to find a way to free them, or he would never forgive himself.


    As he thought on how to get his friends out of danger, he began coughing in the chill air of the hut, covering his mouth in the process. When he pulled his hand away, it was covered with blood. Escaping was not going to be easy. He would need to go along with the efforts of the Turessians to heal him, no matter the risk. Doing anything else would likely wind up with him dead before he got within sight of the others.


     


    *


     


    A little after the next dawn, Raeln woke from his meditation as the lock on the door snapped open. He blinked away the drowsiness that came with the light sleep he had put himself into, managing to compose himself and present the look of one who had been awake all along by the time the door swung open, revealing Yiral. He could see others, but Yiral closed the door quickly as she stepped inside and lowered her hood. Raeln had not noticed during her last visit that more tattoos ran across the shaved portions of her scalp and back over her ears. If it had some meaning, he had no idea what.


    “I had wished…” she began, before looking down at the floor, where Raeln had discarded his shirt before resting. “I apologize. I always forget southern barbarians do not expect their clanmates to walk in at any time. Do you wish to cover your body? I do not know what your people’s modesty requires.”


    Raeln made no effort to budge. If anything, he found himself straightening up to make sure that she had to see him clearly. “I’m fine. What did you want?”


    Frowning, Yiral made a point of not looking at him. It was not the nervousness of someone who was offended morally, but Raeln thought she seemed uncomfortable with the very idea of him having his shirt off. Thinking back on what he had seen and heard about Turessians shunning “prideful” displays of themselves, he guessed she found the act of removing his shirt to be distasteful. All the more reason to leave it off.


    “I have spoken to the other preservers,” she explained, looking anywhere but at him. “They reminded me that there have been a few other foreigners who claimed education, likely out of a hope of avoiding slavery entirely. You have admitted that you are no spellcaster, so we do not need to concern ourselves overly with honor and rank. However, they are willing to consider a place for you in a household, rather than as a laborer.”


    “What do I have to do to get out of here?”


    “Several things,” Yiral replied as she sat at the end of the bed, near his paws. She smoothed her robes and continued to keep her eyes on her own hands. “First, I need you to prove that you can read and write. Our children are taught that much before they are four, so I must begin there.”


    Raeln laughed at her, getting a scowl in reply. “Four? Most of the humans don’t learn that until they are eight or more, if they learn it at all. My people might learn it by two, but I’ve never heard of a human…” He watched Yiral’s face. She was absolutely serious. Clearing his throat, he said, “I can read and write.”


    Nodding, Yiral passed him a rolled parchment, which he took. “Read it to me.”


    Raeln grinned at the idea of how easy his task was, unrolling the parchment. Inside, he saw endless flowing patterns of the Turessian runewords, like those on Yiral’s face. They were as meaningless to him as trying to read words on the waves of a river. He could not even be certain which way the parchment should be arranged.


    Sighing, he rolled the parchment back up. “I can’t read that,” he said, leaning over the side of the bed. Putting the tip of his first finger’s claw into the dirt of the floor, he traced out several words. “My name, the names of my family members, and the proper spelling of the major cities from the region where I lived. I don’t know Turessian, but I’m not illiterate.”


    Yiral bent to study the text on the ground, which she then smoothed away with her boot. “I can read your people’s script. I will award you this test, though many of my fellow preservers may consider reading and writing that language to be little better than the paintings goblins and other rodents make on their cave walls. You will need to do far more, Raeln. You have only proven that you can match the skill of a child. I would ask for a more…drastic…test of your wisdom. If you wish, I can make the case for you working in a house now, but if you can pass another test, you may be able to ensure a far easier life for yourself, even after I am gone. With that, you might even be able to convince my brothers and sisters to allow your friends to join you.”


    “Do whatever you need to,” he answered without hesitation, thinking anything they did to ease his life would also mean it would be easier to escape.


    “You are not ready. Rest a few more days. I will have slaves bring you meals until your strength has returned. You will need it.”


    Without another word, Yiral got to her feet and started toward the door. She stopped there with her back to him, as though thinking for a while. Turning slightly without looking directly at him, she finally said, “We are not an unkind people, Raeln. If you wish company, we would not be averse to sending a missive to another clan to see if there are more like you in the region. A trade would be simple and possibly ease the burden I see in you. There is no reason to run if you have another at your side—”


    “Just send my friends to me,” he snapped, straightening his back and readying his mind to return to meditation. “I don’t want or need company of the kind you’re suggesting. Prepare your tests. I’ll wait.”


    Yiral smiled slightly at that before hurrying from the building. The lock clicked shut with a sharp finality that made Raeln flinch.


     


    *


     


    Several days later—how many, he had trouble guessing, given how much of each day he spent resting and how randomly the meals were brought to him—Raeln stood ankle-deep in snow with the sun rising behind him. From what he could see of Feirenn’s lands, the clan occupied a region east of the stony hills where he and the others had been found, mostly settled into a dense section of evergreen woods. Huts of varying quality had been set up all over the area, though most had been clustered either up on the side of a hill near where he waited or down in the lower lands, close to what appeared to be a mill of some sort. The hut where he had spent the last few days locked away was down there. He had gotten his first look at the village when Yiral had led him up to where he now stood, waiting for whatever test they intended for him.


    “They have found a reasonable challenger to prove your wisdom,” Yiral whispered, standing off to his side as he waited. She had escorted him up the hill and told him to stand there until the time was right—from what Raeln had gathered, he was not allowed out on his own. Still, he was in no position to try to escape just yet, so he was happy to follow her obediently. For now.


    As Yiral led him up the hill to a large open space, a dozen other Turessians had come out and gathered in a ring around them and silently watching. Like Yiral, they wore black robes, boots, and gloves, all of a very simple in cut. Some had completely shaved heads under their hoods, though not all. Many eyed Raeln with suspicion, though a few of the younger children watched him with curiosity, whispering questions to their parents. He had seen similar looks from his own village’s children the first time a vicious little kobold had wandered through, scaring them all.


    Standing there waiting, Raeln had plenty of time to study these people. They did not have the maniacal look many of the Turessians he had seen in the south. The children appeared as normal as any, aside from the tattoos that marked some of those nearing their teens. Were it not for those markings and the lack of physical contact among anyone—including parents and children old enough to walk—he could have let himself believe they were people of any other land.


    Beyond the Turessians, a second ring of “people” kept drawing his eye. These were similarly dressed, though they did not watch him—or anything else, for that matter. They were undead, kept so nearly intact that if he did not look at their eyes, he might not have known they were dead at all. The walking corpses followed families around, and he could see resemblances that hinted at them being the elderly relatives of the still-living people in the circle around him. Each time his eyes drifted back to them, his stomach clenched as he tried to prevent himself from remembering the thousands of undead that had overwhelmed Lantonne. A nearly instinctual urge to attack them forced him to ignore that group.


    Farther down the hill, a large group of people were watching in a more disorganized throng. These were not just humans like the Turessians around him, but the group contained halflings, dwarves, elves, and even a few marked Turessians. They were the slaves or slave-caste, as Yiral called them. They came no closer than about fifty feet away, though Yoska and Dalania stood at the front of that group, watching him nervously. A single Turessian stood between them and the main group of humans, acting as some kind of barrier to them approaching farther. Apparently someone had reasoned out that either Raeln might try to go to them or they would try to get to him.


    “So how does this work?” Raeln asked, flexing his fingers nervously. His stomach hurt terribly even after days of rest, but the chance to somehow free himself of these people was enticing. If he were very lucky, he might find a way to run with his friends and escape into the woods nearby. Dalania’s magic might hide them from anyone pursuing, giving them time to reach deeper sections of the forest.


    “Your challenger will come to you, and the two of you must prove your wisdom. I will be interested to see if there is anything you can manage here. We do not expect you to win, but if you can prove to be capable, there is a chance that someone will take you on as an apprentice. That is unlikely. At best, expect that if you can prove yourself, you will be elevated to caireth, as no one will want to educate a wildling, especially of late.”


    “What is a caireth?”


    “The most literal way I can say it is ‘house servant.’ As I told you, your options are limited as a wildling. I am already doing more than I likely should by letting you engage in a challenge meant for people.”


    Raeln looked over at Yiral for some hint she might be joking, but she was too excited to give him much. She had been practically giddy since he had said he would perform the challenge. That concerned him even more than the large group of enemies around him.


    “She’s here!” Yiral exclaimed a moment later, nodding toward the far side of the circle.


    Raeln searched the Turessians along that edge of the ring and saw no one new entering the area other than a young girl with shaved scalp, perhaps twelve years old. The robed girl had only a single tattoo between her brows, unlike the adults, with their many runewords that ran down to their cheekbones. That girl walked past the rest of the gathered Turessians and stopped opposite Raeln. She took a deep breath and then bowed to him, watching him nervously.


    “Am I supposed to debate her or answer obscure questions or something?” asked Raeln, now thoroughly confused. “She’s not much taller than my waist…surely you don’t want me to fight her.”


    “Oh, this is very much a battle,” Yiral told him, laughing. “Prove your wisdom against hers. She will not kill you. Just do your best, Raeln. Bow when you are ready for her to attack.”


    Rolling his shoulders and stepping forward, Raeln winced as he met the eyes of the little dark-skinned human girl. This was hardly what he had expected. He was not even certain he could hit her without hating himself for the rest of his life. Turessian or not, she was a child. He would have to subdue her and hope that was enough for these people.


    Rising to his full height, Raeln attempted to intimidate the girl in the hope that she might run. She did not back off, though he could see the fear in her eyes. It would have to do. Swallowing nervously, he bowed.


    The girl was suddenly a rush of motion as she began forming a spell with overly broad hand gestures that reminded Raeln of his sister’s early days of training in magic. The spell was so obvious in its creation that he easily danced aside as the snow exploded where he had been standing.


    Running at the girl, Raeln tightened one hand into a fist, hoping he would not need to hit her, but only jar her to break her concentration. Before he made it another step, invisible ropes snared him, constricting his chest and stomach before slamming him to the ground. As he fell, the girl backed away, wide-eyed and whimpering.


    “No physical violence!” Yiral shouted somewhere behind Raeln as the ropes vanished. He was free again, but even more confused about what they wanted from him.


    Raeln only had a second to tumble sideways as the Turessian child flung her hands toward him, sending up another spray of snow as magical force tore into the ground. His mind raced, trying to think through his training over the years on how to fight a wizard, though he had to dismiss everything that involved running up and striking them. He would have to defend himself somehow, but without any way to fight back, all he could do was stall and hope the child tired more quickly than he did.


    Lunging to get out of the way of another blast, Raeln cried out as something in his stomach tore. His wounds were not as healed as he had thought, and he immediately felt blood cover his side and fur. Gasping for breath, he tried not to show his pain as he watched her for cues of when she would strike next.


    The girl did not disappoint him, making obvious motions for the next spell.


    Pain was starting to slow Raeln. He knew he had to find some way to work through it or the child might well kill him by accident. He could endure a little while longer, but blood loss would eventually catch up with him.


    Raeln’s mind raced through his teachers’ lessons over the years, quickly casting aside all of the ones about weapon usage, training with heavy armor, and ways to kill a foe with minimal effort. He needed something less lethal and more likely to keep him going until the child had exhausted herself and fell over.


    He narrowly avoided another spell, this one grazing his leg and numbing his knee. Swearing softly, he stumbled as he tried to regain his balance. His thoughts darted to On’esquin’s brief training sessions almost a month earlier. The man had cracked Raeln on the same knee with his spear.


    The thought of On’esquin brought Raeln’s thoughts to a conversation they had near the end of their journey together. On’esquin had been adamant that Raeln regain his calm, and that had led them toward discussing Raeln’s various teachers…and one in particular.


    The elderly teacher had been crazy and a lecherous drunk, but he had always babbled about fighting in a relaxed state, moving fluidly to avoid the attacks of others, largely to preserve his own strength until he was ready to strike. That filthy old man had a reputation for his ability to cripple even the finest warrior without much effort, and had claimed he was untouchable by the greatest of wizards. Or rather, he had made those claims when he had not been preaching about how the people of Raeln’s village should spend more time worshipping the old gods. Raeln had given that training little thought, despite On’esquin’s interest in it, but now he fought to reclaim as much as he could of the man’s teachings before the next spell went off.


    Here, conservation of movement would allow Raeln to keep going far longer, and any chance of dealing with a spellcaster that did not involve punching the girl would be worth a try. Most of the old man’s training had focused on avoiding getting speared, but he was certainly willing to try against spells. He needed to minimize his movement if he were going to keep the fight going, and doing so might stall long enough for the Turessian child to wear herself down. This would become a fight of endurance.


    The principle was simple. Be somewhere else when the spear—or spell—reached you, but not far from where you began. Minimal movement preserved one’s strength. Use the enemy’s strength against them…though against magic, things were never that simple. There was no physical weapon to react to. He had done this enough times against Liris without thinking about it that he knew it was possible. He just needed to find a way to do it in a prolonged way without fighting back.


    Raeln held his position across from the child, knowing he had to be precise with his timing or he would be doing little more than throwing the fight. He watched the ground, keeping his mind empty as he waited for the child to begin casting her next spell. Seconds later, he saw her fingers go through the motions of tying together the strands of magic she intended to use on him. The girl was patient but predictable, using the same spell repeatedly to try and bruise him into submission.


    Waiting for the telltale pressure at the back of his mind that always preceded a spell erupting near him, Raeln turned sideways, instinctually making a deflecting motion as though the spell were a physical thing, the way he had been taught to defend against a spear. He felt the spell numb the pads of his hands, but he avoided it and the spell crashed into the snow again. The next spell came at him before he had recovered from the last, forcing him to dig his toes into the snow for balance as he tried again to escape the spell. This time he felt as though a club had slammed into his arms as he narrowly avoided it, but the spell went wide again, spraying snow into the crowd. If anything, the spell had wound up farther from him than the previous one, despite less movement on his part.


    The pain in Raeln’s shoulders from barely avoiding the spells made him think. He had side-stepped spells and a few magically thrown objects dozens if not hundreds of times growing up with a mischievous sister. Most of her magic had revolved around flames, making it something he wanted far from his fur, but this little girl was using a different type of magic. It had weight and substance, as evidenced by the bruises he felt on his arms and hands. Where there was something solid, there was the chance to use it as a weapon against a foe, as he had shown his sister when she made the mistake of throwing a chair at him when they were young. To the day of her death, Ilarra had sported a scar on her collarbone from that tussle.


    Panting and trying to stay on his feet, Raeln dug in as the little girl wove her next spell. He had no intention of going anywhere this time. He would act on his hunch or lose the fight in the process. Odds were that he would not last long without doing something. His strength was fading fast as the pain in his side dwarfed his ability to ignore it. Warmth had spread down his side to his hip, the wound bleeding freely. Another minute or two and he would become dizzy, and that would be the end of the fight.


    The spell went off, blurring the space between the Turessian girl and Raeln, the air thickening with force that would likely take him off his feet or possibly break bones. He reacted to it the way he had been taught, treating it little differently than a swung club, though he had to defend against it as much with his mind as his arms, given that it was virtually invisible.


    Magical force slammed into Raeln’s arms, and he swept it aside, turning it the way he would twist a foe’s arm to divert their momentum. Pain flared across his arms and shoulders with the strain of holding on to the magic, and he cried out as he released his hold on the spell, intending to hurl it into the crowd in the hope that it would create enough of a distraction that he could run. To his surprise, the girl he had been facing went flying and crashed to the ground at the feet of several scowling Turessians. She groaned and tried to get up, but fell onto her back with her lip and nose bloodied.


    Weakened to the point of collapse, Raeln wanted to run while attention was on the girl, but the ring of people never opened. He looked out toward Dalania and Yoska and realized both were gesturing frantically for him to stop. His momentum gone, he dropped to his knees as the girl’s parents carried her away. To Raeln’s surprise, they did not appear even remotely angry with him, though there was a sternness directed toward the unconscious girl he remembered from his own mother’s firm scolding. She was going to be lectured for losing the fight.


    People in the ring gradually scattered, some gathering over near Yiral. Others left the area, taking some of the slaves with them. Soon only a handful of men and women remained near Yiral, and only Yoska and Dalania remained down the hillside. Why they had not run, Raeln could not imagine. They just stood there, with Dalania wringing her hands nervously and Yoska tapping a foot as though he had any right or ability to hurry the Turessians or Raeln along.


    Yiral came over to Raeln and slowly took a knee beside him, wincing as her joint cracked with the effort. “The family heads have spoken about you, and to my surprise, much of it was good, though sadly not all,” she said, lowering her hood despite the chill winds that made even Raeln’s face cold. Her long grey hair flapped around her head as she beamed at him. “A few months ago, they would have gladly argued over which family you could serve. Now, things are different and none want that responsibility. That leaves it up to me to keep watch over you, or you must be returned to the slave-caste.”


    “I will not be called a slave. Kill me if you have to, but don’t ever call me that.”


    Yiral smirked at that and quickly added, “If you were brought into my house as a servant, your life would be pleasant until the council’s patrols came to visit. The moment they saw you, they would execute you. To avoid this fate, you will be my slave—”


    “I said, I will not be a slave!”


    “—along with both of your friends. Invaders are normally not allowed to be kept together, but I see no other way. I am not a wealthy woman and only have one slave house. If you will indulge my poverty, you will be reunited with your friends out of necessity…though I must say, after today’s performance, I feel you have earned it. Will that be enough to calm the storm of anger you feel?”


    Raeln eyed the woman, searching for some trick in what she was doing.


    Instead, she motioned for him to go to Yoska and Dalania, bowing her head to him graciously.


    Getting his feet under him—a rather difficult action, with both arms bruised to the point they shook and his stomach still aching and bleeding—Raeln stumbled down the slope toward Dalania and Yoska. As soon as he reached them, Dalania grabbed his arm and pulled him along. Yoska took the lead, watching the sparse trees with narrowed eyes, as though he expected an ambush. With both of them unarmed, Raeln honestly found Dalania to be far more ready for an attack than Yoska.


    “What’s going on?” Raeln asked, glancing back to see Yiral alone on the hillside, watching them go. The woman certainly did look like she was evaluating their worth. “She—”


    “Shut up!” snapped Dalania, tugging him hard enough that he nearly fell.


    They led Raeln rapidly through the patch of woods and into the slave village, where the few dozen small huts either had smoke rising from makeshift chimneys or out open windows. Through several of those windows, Raeln saw elves and dwarves watching him, as well as two orcs. They continued past those huts, steering him to one in the middle of the village. Yoska rushed inside while Dalania stopped Raeln outside the door.


    “Is clear,” Yoska announced a second later, and Dalania hurried Raeln in and closed the door behind them.


    “Now can I ask what in the hells is happening?” Raeln demanded, nearly collapsing as he sat on the floor of the mostly empty room. There were four mats with blankets set up around the edge of the place, plus one large rug at the center, where he would have hoped to see a fire pit. “Shouldn’t they be skinning us or calling Liris in to finish the job?”


    “Yes, they should,” Dalania admitted, sitting on one of the mats directly opposite Yoska. She could not have chosen a spot farther from him, and Raeln knew her well enough to know it was intentional. “From what the other slaves mentioned, that actually is an edict by the council. A few weeks ago, a group of the council’s people rode into this clanhold and executed the clan’s orcs and wildlings. It very nearly started a war on the spot. This was the last clan to keep any slaves of those races, and none of the ones here now have been here more than a week, from what we’ve heard. They’re collecting the slaves they were supposed to execute.”


    “Then why protect me? And didn’t I see orcs in the other huts?” asked Raeln, flexing his fingers. Every bone in his arms felt bruised.


    Yoska peeked out the windows before closing the shutters tightly. “All orcs are new to this clan. There is also one wildling, and he is new too. They were traded to this clan from others. The price negotiated was a pledge of aid in every case. Is rather curious, no? Why go out of your way to accept forbidden slaves for no payment?”


    “Where are the others? Estin, Feanne, Turess…”


    Dalania shook her head and pulled a thin blanket to her chin. “We lost them in the fight. I saw Estin fall with a bolt in his chest. Feanne took several, and even she can’t take that bad of a wound without a healer. I don’t think they made it. Turess ran when the order was given, but I don’t know if he made far. There was blood everywhere…”


    Groaning and flopping onto his back, Raeln tried not to think about the aches in his body or the puffs of steam each time he exhaled in the cold hut. “Can we run? The slave camp is almost a mile from their main village.”


    “No, is bad idea,” Yoska answered. “Village taught slaves that they are rewarded for defending the clan. That includes stopping those who would run. Other slaves would kill us. Is very clever to make the slaves enslave one another Is not so bad, though. Turessians are quite nice, at least so far.”


    “The fool gave some customary gypsy greeting, and they knew the other half,” Dalania said, rolling her eyes. “Not that it stopped them from sending us to carry wood immediately afterward. I think he amused Yiral, which is why she claimed us. If he’d kept his mouth shut, we might have been left with someone less concerned about what we do each day.”


    Yoska clicked his tongue at that. “It would not have stopped gypsy from killing us if we were talking to a cousin either. Is just nice to know they are not too uncivil, no?”


    “We’ll see how civil they are,” Raeln told them, closing his eyes. “We get to act the part of slaves until we see an opportunity to run.”


    Coming over and sitting beside Raeln, Yoska patted his shoulder. “Could be worse, no? Carrying small armload of wood is not so bad life. Beside, I find many lovely women in this village who are oh so fascinated by my stories of travel.”


     


    *


     


    The next morning, Raeln got the answer to whether it could be worse.


    Before dawn broke, the door of the hut was kicked open by three human men and one woman. They rushed in and grabbed Dalania before Raeln could wake fully. Yoska hopped up from his mat and raised his hands to surrender while Dalania was shoved outside.


    “What’s happening?” Raeln asked, rolling to hands and feet, ready to spring at the nearest human, who bore Turessian tattoos. He searched Yoska’s face for answers, but found annoyed acceptance rather than fear. When he bared his teeth, Dalania gave him a panicked shake of her head, warning him to stop.


    “Is regular wake up,” Yoska said, his voice calm, despite the dazed look on his face. He clearly had not been quite ready for it either. “They did same last few days. We are last slaves awake, so they come for us. Something about lazy southerners, no?”


    The human man nearest Raeln nodded at that and offered a hand to Raeln to help him stand. “No time for sleep when work needs to be done,” the man told him, pulling Raeln up. “You’ll get used to it. We all do. We aren’t going to harm any of you without reason.”


    Raeln let his eyes drift over the man’s tattoos and down at their clasped hands, as the human laughed.


    “Fallen clan,” he explained. “Feirenn crushed my clan during a challenge over some of the northern woods. I couldn’t prove myself in their clan’s trials, so I’m no better than you now, beast. The rule against contact is a matter of pride. Slaves have no use for pride. I could kiss you on the cheek and no one would care anymore, though I won’t deny it would disgust me.”


    “Don’t call me a beast,” warned Raeln, tightening his grip until the man winced. Despite his obvious pain, the man said nothing and did not stop meeting Raeln’s glare.


    Dalania came back into the hut quickly and put her hand on Raeln’s, silently asking him to stop. He relented a second later, releasing the man.


    The Turessian scowled at Raeln, rubbing his hand. He motioned toward the door of the small hut. “Get moving. One of the preservers is waiting for you three.”


    Dreading what they might want from him, knowing it could be anything from execution to being forced to fight with another child, Raeln led the way out of the hut and into the bitter winds that circled through the tiny village, snow swirling through the gaps between huts. Outside, the entire village waited in the “streets,” surrounding Raeln, Yoska, and Dalania. Nearly thirty slaves stared at them expectantly.


    “What’s this?” Raeln demanded as his friends were pushed up beside him. “You said a preserver was waiting.”


    “He is. This is to make sure you arrive safely,” the Turessian told Raeln. “We thought you three might do something stupid. Most newcomers do, and those with friends are the worst. This is entirely for your own good.”


    With a lurch, the slaves closed in on Raeln and the others, grabbing him roughly. He was practically dragged off his feet by the men and woman, but when he raised his hand to strike at them, he realized there were two small elven children clinging to his belt, helping the others move him. His anger cooling instantly, Raeln let the people push and pull him along, becoming more curious about them as he went.


    The group led him up the path that ran between the slave village and the woods—not far from the place where he had fought the child—where he saw dozens of abandoned work stations with sanding planes, half-chopped lumber, and trees being stripped of their bark. They pushed him on past this area and into an open section of the woods that looked to have been cleared long ago. There, little more than a large stone slab lay under the dawn light. At the far side of the slab, a robed Turessian waited, his hands clasped behind himself in calm relaxation, his shaved head catching the dawn and highlighting the black tattoos against his pale skin. After studying the man during their approach, Raeln realized it was the same man who had helped remove the stone from his stomach days before.


    “What am I supposed to do here?” asked Raeln, as Dalania and Yoska were brought up alongside him. They both looked as confused as he felt.


    “Stay calm,” one of the dwarven slaves told him. A dozen hands pushed him down onto his knees, holding him there. “We’ll be able to get to work soon.”


    Being told to be calm had the distinct effect of making Raeln anything but calm. He looked around nervously as the slaves adjusted their grip on his shoulders and arms, keeping him from moving at all. Yoska was being similarly held, though by a few less people. A pair of burly humans held Dalania, who was not resisting at all.


    After a few seconds, Dalania was pushed up onto the stone slab by the men holding her. She looked terrified, glancing back at Raeln every few steps, her eyes pleading with him to make some sense of what was happening. He could see no way of helping her, shy of beating down every single person out there. He also knew that was the last thing she would want of him.


    Once Dalania had been brought to the middle of the slab, the two slaves holding her forced her to her knees in front of the preserver, who approached her with his hands still behind himself. After she had been settled, he brought his hand around, revealing a metal rod with an elaborate metal shape at the end. He waved his free hand, and the metal flared bright red, heating almost instantly to the point that it steamed in the cold air.


    “No!” Raeln gasped, flailing to free himself. He had worked on enough farms growing up that he knew exactly what was going on. Dalania was about to be branded like cattle. “Let us go!”


    The slaves fought him, and more joined those holding him, trying to keep him from interfering. They encircled him to get a better grip on his clothing and fur, cutting off his sight of Dalania. He twisted and struggled, trying to free himself, but there were too many. Someone even kicked him in his wounded side, knocking the breath from his lungs. Then a scream and the telltale sizzle of flesh burning filled his ears.


    All of Raeln’s anger and fear vanished instantly, replaced by an utter calm. He was going to kill everyone between him and the Turessian that had hurt Dalania.


    Raeln twisted his arm and easily broke the hold of the three people on that side. Turning and using his freed hand, he struck out at the remaining people on him, gaining more freedom of movement with each person he got off him. He could hear screams and see people moving, but his calm shielded him from any detail beyond the constant drive to push through them. He felt bones break as he got his hands on one person and then another, until he was free of those that wanted to keep him from saving Dalania. He rushed up the stone slab, his long-dead sister’s face floating in his mind as echoes of Dalania’s screams faded.


    Icy blasts of wind slammed into Raeln with the force of a wall crashing into his chest and legs. He struggled on another step or two, but fell as the weight of the winds dragged him down, pressing him facedown on the stone. He was only a few feet from where Dalania lay curled into a ball, clutching her steaming arm. Raeln could see a bloody pattern of Turessian runewords, but he could not get to her. He felt like an utter failure, trying desperately to reach Dalania.


    Raeln gasped, trying to pull breath into his lungs, but the magical winds made even breathing difficult. He managed to slide along the smooth stone another few inches by digging in his claws and pulling, grinding his skin until he bled through his shredded clothing. Before he could make another push forward, polished black leather boots stepped between him and Dalania. A small group of the slaves ran past him to help Dalania to her feet.


    “I’m going to release you, beast,” the Turessian preserver said, taking a knee in front of Raeln. The man appeared sincerely worried, but not for himself and not at all angry. “I will explain this only once. If you strike me, I will execute the friend that you prize above working together with your fellow slaves. Obey me and relent, and you will be the only one punished. This is the most basic rule of living in these lands. Do you understand me?”


    The crushing weight of the winds faded a second later. Raeln rolled onto his hands and knees, rising slowly to growl at the man in front of him, ready to strike. Looking past the preserver, he saw Dalania and started to get his mind around what the man had told him. They would kill her for his disobedience. He could easily kill this man, but it would cost Dalania her life. It was insidious and crippling, knowing his actions would be reflected on others he cared about. He began to really understand why the slaves aided their masters here.


    Lowering his head and letting his tension fade, Raeln settled back onto his knees in front of the Turessian.


    “Yiral did say you were smarter than most of your kind,” the preserver said, raising the brand as it flared with heat again. “Do we need to hold you down, or are you stubborn enough to remain still on your own?”


    “I will not fight.”


    An elven slave moved to Raeln’s side and pulled his shirt sleeve up, exposing his upper arm for the Turessian holding the brand. A moment later, the hot crackle of burning-hot metal touching fur filled Raeln’s nose with its acrid scent as agony tore through his arm. He kept his eyes down and refused to cry out, clenching his jaw until the pain faded and the brand was taken away, leaving the lingering scent of burned fur.


    “Your other friend will be dealt with shortly. First, to the matter of trying to attack me,” the preserver went on, throwing the brand aside. The iron rod clattered on the stone slab, where a wiry man picked it up and held it as though waiting for the preserver to ask for it back. “You learned your lesson about what happens the next time you rebel. You still must be punished for this time. No one else will be punished for this incident because of your willingness to learn from your mistake.”


    Raeln looked up at the man, trying to control his anger through the throbbing of his shoulder and the sight of Dalania trembling among the slaves at the edge of the stone slab where he knelt. “What is my punishment?”


    “Ten lashes,” the man said, frowning as though he were saddened by the statement.


    “I’ve had far worse,” Raeln countered, staying on his knees but straightening as much as he could.


    The human shook his head. “Unlikely.”


    Crackling energy flowed out from the Turessian’s glove to form a long whip of sparking lightning. “You would be wise to take off your shirt and any other garments above the waist. Blood in clothing severely limits its warmth and we cannot provide new clothing every time you disobey. That is your choice, though. I would still find respect for you if you chose to hide your body from others.”


    Stripping to the waist, Raeln closed his eyes and focused on the incredible cold of the region, letting the wind soothe his body. The first crack of the magical whip nearly threw him onto his stomach, the force behind it surprising him. He kept his eyes closed and his back straight, ready for the next impact.


    He could endure anything so long as he knew he would not make matters worse for the others.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Bedfellows”


     


    Why do we dream when our dreams torture us? I have fought my dreams for much of my life, and when times were worst, I clung to better dreams for solace and a gentle nudge in the right direction when my waking mind resisted me. Those dreams got me through loss and emptiness, and helped me find peace when the world fell apart around me. Without the dreams that haunted me, I would never have found the love of my life, and I certainly would not have managed to live through the loss of my son.


    Now my dreams are filled with fear that separation will be my last living memory. Even worse still, I fear my children share those dreams and those dreams will become the nightmares of loss that haunted me growing up. I dread their own hatred of me for leaving them behind.


    My dreams also taunt me for my own weakness. I once was strong enough to defend my family against anything or escape those things I could not fight. Now I am powerless. During my waking hours, I do what I can to push on. During sleep, I know my limitations—I can no longer protect Feanne from the dangers that chase us. I am like a child among fearsome warriors.


    How can I protect my children a thousand miles away when I cannot even protect my mate at my side? I can’t. I know this and I must let go. I must accept that my children are gone, as I’ve accepted that Atall is dead. Only then can I move on and attempt to save both Feanne and myself.


    I must abandon what I most need and love if I am to protect it.


     


    Estin woke to a steady rocking sensation. He opened his eyes to see snow passing by and the long legs of the horse he was draped over only inches from his face. Turning his head, he could see stars and clouds overhead. He attempted to sit up, but a strong hand with claws came down near his spine, stopping him. Looking to his left, he could see Feanne’s leg hanging down, her paw not quite reaching the stirrups and the pads of her foot covered with dried mud and what he guessed to be blood.


    “Stay still,” warned Feanne, easing the pressure on his back. “I managed to stop the bleeding and stem any infection, but the wound could break open at any time. I had you sleep to give you time to heal and for the pain of removing the arrow to fade.”


    “You used magic to keep me unconscious?”


    “No, I fed you shadow weed…forced it down your throat is probably more accurate. It makes one drowsy, but once you’re already unconscious, it keeps you that way. In your case, about a four days longer.”


    “You drugged me? What is wrong with you, Feanne?”


    Estin did not need to look up to know Feanne was grinning at that. She had threatened to sneak various herbs into his food for years…one of many reasons he tended to prepare the meals for her and the kits. This was the first time he knew of her actually carrying through on it, though.


    “Where are we?” he asked, trying to sit up. His left shoulder felt swollen, and he could not move that arm at all, forcing him to use his legs and tail to swing himself into a seated position behind Feanne on the horse. “We should have met with the others by now.”


    “I never saw them escape the tunnels. Liris and one of her fellow Turessians chased us until about two hours ago. I had wondered if they would follow us no matter where we went. For some reason, they broke off.”


    “And where did we go, Feanne? Is this their horse?”


    She inclined her head to examine the sky and then answered, “Mostly south. There are some hills ahead. When we arrive, I intend to rest until morning. We can decide our course from there. And, yes, I stole Liris’s horse and scared off the rest. I thought it might keep her from following the others, though they found at least one horse, given that I could see one in the distance as recently as sunset.”


    Estin said nothing, knowing that arguing at this point would serve no purpose. Instead, he picked at the wadded cloth on his shoulder, peeling it away from the wound. Beneath, he found a large puffed-up section of raw flesh, where the bolt’s barbs had torn the skin when it was pulled free. He wondered how he could have managed to sleep through that, even with Feanne’s herbs.


    “No magic?” he asked, noticing the uneven thread she had used to sew shut the wound before packing it with herbs and the cloth.


    “Too dangerous,” Feanne said, keeping her eyes on the path ahead. “We both were wounded. My magic can either accelerate natural healing or transfer wounds from one to another. The former would have killed you, as the wound would not have closed properly on its own. The latter would have given you my wounds and killed you within minutes.”


    Estin put an arm around Feanne’s side to balance himself as he leaned forward, trying to get an eye on her injuries. The burns on her thigh appeared partially healed, though the furless patch surrounded by scorched clothing made it easy to see where they had been, the exposed skin raw and blistered. Where he had seen two crossbow bolts in her torso earlier, she now had wadded cloth like the one on his shoulder.


    “How bad?” he asked.


    “I’m able to recover faster than you are,” Feanne reminded him. “My leg will be fine in a day or two.”


    “That’s not an answer. Faster doesn’t mean you can’t be hurt or killed.”


    Feanne glanced sideways at him, her eyes narrowing, warning him that she was in no mood for that argument. She glared for a moment, but then looked away and sighed. “The wound in my stomach is infected. My arm is unusable. I cannot fight. When we stop, I’ll see if I can get the infection under control. It will take time that we did not have until recently. If I cannot heal on my own, I will die slowly.”


    “And if you don’t get the infection down, how long before I have to carry you?”


    “Another day. Maybe less. It largely depends on how badly torn things are on the inside. Be thankful that we did not have to crawl through a sewer this time. I would likely already be dead.”


    Estin sat back, watching the subtle changes in scenery for some time. The near-constant ache in his jaw prompted him to touch his face, finding dried blood spread across the whole side of his nose and muzzle. “Why did you hit me?”


    “I’ve hit you before, Estin.”


    “This wasn’t sparring.”


    “I’ve hit you in anger before. I have never claimed that I was as civil as the females in Altis. You need to learn to take a blow.”


    “I know how you are in a real fight. There would’ve been claws.”


    Apparently resigned to the idea that he would keep pushing, Feanne finally replied, “Raeln made me promise. He thought you would try to sacrifice yourself, when that was his intention as well. He was in charge and it was his choice. I obeyed an order.”


    “Did he actually tell you to punch me?”


    “No, he told me to make sure you left when told to. I was losing too much blood to argue. Had I debated it, the Turessians would have caught us before we got away. Hitting you was the right answer, as my mother always told me. Any male that argues too much deserves to choke on his own fangs, she once said.”


    “You’re making that up.”


    Feanne smirked and said nothing, making Estin question his belief that her mother, Asrahn, would or would not have said that. The more he thought on it, the more he wondered if she did actually tell that to Feanne. In the end, he decided she probably had. It sounded an awful lot like some of the lessons she had used to teach Estin magic.


    They rode on in silence for much of the night, gradually making their way to the hills Feanne had indicated. Even with several brief stops for water and grass for the horse, the animal was slowing, and Estin began to wonder if it would actually make it to the nearest of the hills. If Feanne had been pushing the animal for four days as she said, even with her magic helping it, the poor beast had to be ready to collapse.


    “We walk from here,” Feanne announced, bringing the horse to a stop a short distance from the hills.


    Estin climbed down. Feanne tried to do the same but lost her balance, falling hard into the snow. He rushed to her, but she pushed away his attempt to help her, getting up under her own power.


    With one arm cradled to her stomach, Feanne turned to the horse and slapped its rump with her other hand, sending the animal running off in a direction other than where they had been headed.


    “Feanne, let me look,” he insisted, but she snarled and pushed him back. “I might be able to help.”


    “Not until we stop. You can poke and prod my wounds once we arrive, but until then, I will keep going. Try to keep up,” Feanne told him, limping toward the hills. As she passed him, Estin caught the strong scents of dried blood and infection.


    Knowing he was in no condition to fight, Estin followed, trying to ignore the chill snow between his toes and the falling snowflakes that quickly hid their trail.


    They walked on until, as they entered the hills with their cover of pines, the first light of dawn crept over the horizon. Feanne led the way into the trees, guiding them to a sheltered location where it would be extremely difficult for anyone to find them without knowing where to look. She stopped there, studying the area briefly before practically collapsing in the thin layer of snow that had managed to settle under the trees.


    “Now,” she said softly, closing her eyes and wincing as she slid her legs straight and reclined against the stones behind her. “Now you can mother me. Anyone who finds us now is welcome to kill us so long as I don’t have to hike any farther.”


    Taking a knee in front of her, Estin reached for her bandages, but used the wrong arm. Hot pain all across his shoulder warned him not to do that again, and he quickly switched to the other, thankful Feanne’s eyes were closed so she did not see his weakness. Picking away the bandage near her collarbone, he found a mostly healed wound that continued to ooze blood. Overall, it appeared to be mending properly, and there were no indications of infection or broken bones, though the bolt had likely scraped her collarbone badly. Had it been anyone else, he would have guessed she had been healing for about two weeks.


    “I’m not trying to ‘mother’ you,” he muttered as he examined the wound and the stitches she had used. Feanne was anything but elegant with her tending to injuries, but it had been effective, halting the blood loss almost completely. The contrast of having been raised in a human city where people worried about scars had always amused Estin, as wildlings—Feanne even more so—could have cared less about lasting markings. Old marks on their flesh were a badge of honor and a warning to the next creature that attacked them. “What does that even mean, anyway?”


    Feanne flinched as he pressed the cloth back to her shoulder. “My mother was a stubborn and talented healer. You were her apprentice. It was meant to be a compliment. What did it mean to you?”


    Smiling at the memories of Asrahn and her aggressive methods for healing the wounded, he shoved Feanne back against the stones to hold her down when she tried to stop him from shifting to the other wound. She clearly did not want him touching it, but his forcefulness made her laugh weakly. Grimly, he noted that forcefulness was probably what she meant by ‘mothering.’ To Feanne, that word likely meant pinning her down by the throat.


    Around the bandage, fresh blood continued to seep. When Estin lifted the edge, the slow trickle accelerated immediately around the puffed flesh and Feanne’s makeshift stitches. The flesh there was black and sickly, heavily infected. Quick recovery might be a talent of Feanne’s, but this was far beyond mundane healing of any kind. Had it been anywhere else on her body, Estin would have resorted to burning it out. Halfway between her ribs and hip, that was not an option, especially as deep as the infection appeared to be already. He hurriedly covered the wound with the cloth again, hoping to keep her from losing more blood than necessary.


    “How bad?” She clenched her jaw as she adjusted her position so she could relax while pressing on the two rags. The change in demeanor from when they were safe versus when she felt like they were at war was dramatic and had always surprised him. One moment she was an affectionate partner, and the next she was a calm soldier, ready to kill as needed. “Patch me up before they find us, Estin. There is no time to wait.”


    Shaking his head, Estin sat back on his haunches. “Give me some time to rest. I might be able to use a little magic, but you’ll probably have to drag me along after. If I can heal at least the infection, you’ll be fine in a day or two.”


    “No time. What can we do without magic?” Estin met her eyes until Feanne smirked and nodded. “Wait for me to die. I understand. Rest and see what you can do, my love. We may have a little while before they find us again.”


    Crawling up alongside her, Estin flopped against the same stone she was using to prop herself upright. He laughed softly as he flexed his arm, evaluating how weak it had gotten. “We’re getting too old for this. Promise me this is the last war we fight.”


    Feanne laughed too before sucking in a sharp breath as her pain clearly grew worse. “I promise. We win this war and I won’t make you fight another. We will hide away and do whatever it is people do when they aren’t being hunted by furless and maniacal undead, bent on becoming living gods.”


    After a minute of them both smiling weakly and struggling to relax, Estin asked, “Why didn’t you change? You could have held three of them without too much effort.”


    “How many of you would have died in the process? I do not have enough control over it to keep the five of you safe in such a closed space. What point is there in killing our enemies if I murder my mate or my friends along the way? A small confined space is the worst possible place I can think of invoking that kind of power, Estin. Besides, once I was wounded, I was too weak to change. It would have killed me. I have nearly always needed some warning before changing, at least since the Miharon has been gone.”


    They fell silent then, neither looking at the other. They both rested until well after dawn, when birds began singing loudly among the trees and snow fell lightly around them. It was peaceful—something Estin could not remember feeling in a long time. Intending to rest only for a moment, he closed his eyes and jerked awake some time later, the sun low in the sky.


    Looking over at Feanne, he found she was also asleep, her muzzle hanging on her chest between her breasts as she breathed slowly. Her hands had fallen away from the blood-soaked bandages, and much of her winter clothing was covered with blood. Even the snow around her was a crimson-black.


    Estin rolled onto his knees and checked Feanne, finding her breathing was weak but her wound had mostly stopped bleeding. She was in no real danger of dying soon, though the infection had grown far worse. When he lifted his arm to raise her head and check her pulse, Estin felt bones pop in his shoulder. Whatever damage had been done there was worse than he had thought.


    Putting his good hand to her forehead, Estin closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. The voices of the dead rushed to him, even as a sickening wave of nausea came with them. Ignoring the spastic clenching of his stomach, he struggled to maintain control over his magic, shaping it into a burst of warming energy that would soothe Feanne’s wounds. Opening his eyes, he saw that while neither wound had closed, they both looked a little less enflamed, especially the one at her side. That would have to be enough to keep her safe for the moment. It would buy her precious time.


    A crunch of snow snapped Estin’s attention somewhere behind him. His ears shot up straight before turning slowly to listen as several more soft crunches came from elsewhere in the trees. Cursing his inattention, he reached for his belt and found his sheathes empty. He had forgotten his swords were lost back near the mine. Likewise, his utility knife was long gone. That left him with his claws, which would not be terribly effective with one arm hanging limply.


    Searching Feanne’s clothing and belt with his eyes while remaining as still as he could, Estin spotted the knife she had been using to sharpen her claws. He grabbed that and pulled it to his chest, bracing himself for the attack.


    “Drop the weapon!” called out a man to Estin’s left. Glancing over, he saw a rugged-looking human who held a drawn bow aimed at him. The man wore pelts that blended into the snow-covered terrain. He looked to be more of a hunter and far less a Turessian. Still, anyone could be working with them.


    Turning slowly on the pads of his feet, Estin saw eight more men and women, dressed similarly, with bows unwaveringly pointed at him. Feanne had not moved yet, still sleeping, despite her usual awareness of everything happening around her. He had been stupid. Healing her forced her body to rest and recover, to work with the magic. Had he stalled a little longer, she might have been able to fight.


    Estin gauged the distance between himself and the nearest archer. At his best, he could reach the man in three long bounds. That was more than enough time for the man to be able to fire at him with little chance of missing. Estin was also far from at his best. With one arm hanging and plenty of distance between the archers, he would have to run from one to the next and every one of them would have plenty of opportunity to fire at him before he could strike at any of them. Throwing the knife would be a waste of effort.


    Hanging his head, Estin let the knife fall into the snow.


    “Bag ’im!” called out one of the other archers, and Estin heard footfalls running up behind him. A second later, a heavy bag was thrown over his head, blocking out the light and making breathing difficult.


    The humans grabbed Estin’s arms, twisting them behind his back as they tied his hands together. He screamed in agony as they wrenched his shoulder, opening the wound and tearing away some of the stitches there. Almost immediately after he had shouted, he heard Feanne’s surprised growl, followed by a loud thump. He heard nothing more from her as rough hands pulled him along. Every unsteady step gave him more time to regret not fighting and wonder if she had been killed because of his failures. He would never forgive himself if she was hurt.


    They pushed Estin on and on, until his legs shook and his feet were numb from so long in the snow. Just when he thought they might be leading him to the middle of nowhere to kill him, his toe-claws came down on cold but snow-free stone. He took several more steps and found the whole area seemed clear of snow. He was on a road or platform of some kind, but not necessarily a shelter, given the bitter winds still flapping his clothing and shredded cloak.


    “Turn,” warned the man who was guiding him, putting a hand firmly between his shoulders to help him navigate. “It’s straight from here. Half mile. I will keep you from falling, but be careful with your steps. Not all the stones are level.”


    Estin could only concentrate on keeping his footing and struggle to stay upright as his legs trembled. He concern was not for where they were or what these people wanted. He wanted to live long enough to see if Feanne had survived…and to tear the face off whoever had hurt her, no matter the cost to himself.


    Abruptly, the wind came to an end, and Estin heard creaking above him. Somewhere ahead, the dull roar of hundreds of people in a closed space came like a wave, making him dizzy and even more disoriented. The man behind him put another hand on Estin’s good shoulder, helping him stay up by guiding him as they curved off toward the left. He then stopped Estin and announced, “Step up. There will be six steps.”


    Estin hesitated, sniffing the air for some clue of where they were. All he could smell were rabbits and birds, which likely had been carried in the bag that covered his head. Lifting his paw, Estin felt more stone under his pads as he tentatively walked up the six steps and onto even more cold stone. The man gently pushed him on a little farther before grabbing the scruff of his neck to stop him. With a shove, the human forced Estin onto his knees.


    This will be the end, Estin thought sadly. They were going to execute him, and he would never know what had happened to Feanne and their children. It was all so unfair, so wrong, after all he had been through. He would listen for the chance and try to kill someone, even if it was the last thing he did. Tentatively, he felt around with his tail, trying to determine where the nearest humans were. There was no chance of getting his hands free quickly, but he might be able to get his fangs, tail, or feet onto someone.


    The bag over his head was suddenly yanked away, blinding Estin as torchlight washed over him. He blinked until his vision cleared, revealing stone walls and some sort of platform around him. It seemed familiar…


    Estin turned to the nearest wall and saw the tree-shaped engravings there. He was in Jnodin’s temple, where he and Feanne had escaped a few weeks earlier. When he had left, a war had erupted within the city, with the Turessians attempting to seize it from the priests of that very temple. The place looked no different.


    Turning back toward the center of the platform, Estin saw Rishad, the Turessian who had healed Feanne during their last visit. Brown-robed—unlike the black most Turessians wore—the human had short-cropped hair, a clean-shaven chin, and a long run of runes tattooed across his brow. He sat atop a small throne, glaring angrily at Estin. He had been at the center of the battle for the city. Worse still, he was Liris’s brother.


    Looking around, Estin saw Feanne nearby on her back, blinking as she tried to focus her eyes. A gash across her brow let him know the archers had knocked her out to bring her in. He would still be out with that injury, but her eyes were already starting to focus, and Estin was willing to bet she would be ready to fight someone within a minute or two. He needed to stall that long, and they would be able to die fighting together. It was a morbid thought, but neither of them would have it any other way.


    “Welcome back, wildlings,” Rishad said, getting up from his throne and walking over, smoothing the simple robes he wore. “They told me they were tracking a few of your kind at the edges of our lands on the Turessi side, but I did not think it would be you two again. What was it I told you the last time?”


    “Don’t return or you’ll kill us,” Estin answered, letting his head hang. He could not find the strength to fight with his hands tied behind his back and his shoulder throbbing. “Your people brought us in. Wasn’t our choice. Finish us off if you’re going to so I can get some sleep. I’m tired of running.”


    Rishad knelt in front of Estin, eyeing his shoulder. Turning slightly, he surveyed Feanne’s injuries and shook his head. “Not even a month and you’re both back, in worse condition than the last time. You’re starting to make me regret choosing this path, Estin. I swore to help the people in and around this city. At the time, I didn’t think that included any of your kind, and certainly did not think I would get repeat visitors. Killing you might be a mercy on the world.”


    Estin closed his eyes, waiting for Rishad’s magic or fists to come down on him. Nothing happened for a long time, and eventually Estin peeked to find Rishad, still kneeling in front of him, smirking.


    “Do you know what happened when your allies left?” Rishad asked, lowering his head slightly so he could look up into Estin’s eyes. “Do you have any idea how many people died or the chaos you helped cause?”


    “I would guess all of them died, if you’re still here.”


    Rishad laughed, waggling a finger at Estin, a little closer to the tip of his nose than he would have liked. Estin thought about biting him, but that would accomplish little. “Clever boy, but no. Your friends forced Liris to call every one of her allies to fight for control of the city. They would have reduced the city to ashes and raised the entire population as undead.”


    Estin looked over at the hunters to either side of him and Feanne. They bore no Turessian tattoos and appeared very much alive.


    Sitting on the floor and crossing his legs under his robe, Rishad continued. “I swore an oath to the church of the wilds, Estin. I promised to stop killing except for survival. Liris, whether my sister or not, has put me in a position where my survival depends on keeping her away and killing her allies if they return. You forced me to pick sides. That was not my intention anytime soon.”


    A brown-robed human woman came around a section of the wall, went to Feanne, and checked her wounds. Shaking her head, she looked up at Estin. “We didn’t get a chance to meet during your last visit. I am the temple’s high priestess, Arella. Raeln made quite the impression on our order. I had hoped to keep him around longer to meet some of our younger members, but he had important things to do elsewhere.”


    “Don’t talk to me like we’re friends,” Estin snapped. Shifting his feet as subtly as he could, Estin braced his toes against the stones and prepared to leap at the woman if she made a wrong move near Feanne. Even without his hands, he might be able to bite her neck before Rishad could kill him. Twisting his hands behind him, Estin tried to free them, but the ropes only cut into his fur and skin beneath. “I’m tied up and you have an undead beside you. Tell me why I should listen to a word you say?”


    Arella’s eyes narrowed and she looked over at Rishad, who was smiling more broadly than before. “Rishad, kneel before our guests properly.”


    “I…wait, what?” asked Rishad, the smile vanishing as he started to get up off the floor. “Do not dare to…”


    With a speed that belied the woman’s age, the priestess came over and backhanded Rishad, knocking him onto his side on the smooth floor. “I told you to kneel. Travelers are to be welcomed, and these do not feel you are being welcoming enough.”


    Clenching his jaw, Rishad rolled over and slowly got onto his knees. Locking eyes with Estin, he bowed.


    “The high priest is not excused from the rules of the faithful,” Arella explained, getting a furious glance from Rishad that she either did not see or chose to ignore. “This reeducation has been part of our agreement after you left. That aside, it is time that you were allowed your freedom. Ropes and chains are hardly something Kerrelin endorses. Kerrelin’s teachings clearly say ‘the wild that is bound or trapped will one day bite the hunter.’ Free the wildlings.”


    Almost immediately, the archers behind Estin ran over and untied the rope from his hands. He thought briefly about attacking them, but with his left shoulder throbbing and Feanne on her back, he dismissed that idea quickly. Instead, he moved closer to Feanne and helped her sit up, as she watched Rishad suspiciously. To his surprise, Feanne put her head on his shoulder, seemingly unable to keep herself upright without his help. As soon as he put his arm around her, he felt Feanne’s muscles tense as she prepared to fight. A ruse.


    “Now, how may we help you both?” asked Arella, smiling warmly. “Jnodin is open to the two of you without reservation. It is the least we can do after the poor greeting last time.”


    Estin could not take his eyes off Rishad’s tattoos. Reformed or not, the man was a part of the enemy forces and a pawn their leader, Dorralt, could control at will. “You can start by killing that thing. He’ll turn on us the moment his master commands it.”


    His jaw muscles trembling with anger, Rishad clenched his hands and visibly tried to calm himself.


    Arella shook her head without looking in Rishad’s direction. “Rishad is instrumental in holding Jnodin against his former family, Estin. I will neither banish him, nor kill him, unless he disregards our treaty or loses his fight with his old master. I have my doubts that he would consider doing that.”


    “He’s one of them. Doubt all you want, but he’s not our ally.”


    Nodding, Arella opened her mouth to reply but hesitated when Feanne flinched when she moved. Feanne tried to hide the hint of weakness quickly, but Arella’s eyes lingered on her stomach wound.


    “Rishad,” Arella said, without looking away from Feanne. “Heal our guests.”


    “No!” snapped Feanne, sliding away from Rishad and hiding behind Estin as she panted weakly. “I will not allow him to touch me.”


    Losing control of his temper, Rishad finally burst out, “Might I remind you, you filthy fleabag, that I saved your life once already? If I wanted to kill you two miserable—”


    “Rishad, that is enough,” Arella warned, her tone brooking no argument.


    “—fine people,” Rishad corrected, his tone calming instantly, “I could do so. I chose this agreement and I will adhere to it. The terms the priests and priestesses have set for allowing me to continue to worship with them require me to protect your carcasses. A few hundred years of killing your people will not be forgotten overnight, I am afraid. My faith will allow me to work toward that with time.”


    Estin met Rishad’s eyes. “And when Dorralt makes you kill us?”


    Shaking his head, Rishad pulled a necklace from under his robe. “A gift from Arella. Dorralt cannot force his mind into mine unless he comes here in person, which he likely thinks is beneath him. For now, my decisions are entirely my own for the first time in hundreds of years.”


    “Why should I believe anything you’re saying?”


    Arella patted Rishad’s hand tenderly, instantly softening his expression. “He knows what our people are now. His faith opened the door, but his fear of what we can do to him will keep him loyal. The silly man revealed a few of his secrets to me. We will not use it against him, so long as he remains obedient.”


    Estin looked over at Feanne, and she met his eyes. They had been fighting together for so long they could easily read one another’s subtle expressions, and in that look, he saw reluctant acceptance. She saw no way around it, and he did not either. For the moment, they would go along with whatever was offered.


    “I don’t trust him, and I might never change my opinion,” Estin said at last, returning his attention to Arella, who seemed to be in charge. “Your order helped us escape the last time. I will trust you, Arella.”


    “Then you will allow Rishad to treat your wounds,” Arella replied calmly. “That is the first step toward our order helping your people this time around. Agreed?”


    Estin wanted to tell the woman to do something unspeakable, but when he opened his mouth to answer, Feanne quickly cut in. “We will allow it, priestess. We accept the healing and nothing else at this time.”


    Smiling in a way Estin could only call predatory, Arella answered, “I see your mate has figured out her place in such matters. Mine still attempts to speak up too often. A wise choice, Feanne, and I look forward to speaking directly with you in the future instead of through Estin.”


    Estin and Feanne gave each other quizzical glances, but he chose not to say anything. That was a question for another time.


    Getting up from the stone floor, Rishad came over to stand in front of Estin and Feanne. Patting Estin’s arm, Feanne stood and squared her shoulders, staring at Rishad as though daring him to try anything. Rishad smirked but bowed his head and raised one palm toward her stomach wound. With the wound covered, Estin could not see any immediate change, but Feanne’s tension eased almost instantly, letting him know the healing was well underway.


    “Now yours, Estin,” Rishad said after a moment’s concentration.


    Standing beside Feanne, Estin had to struggle to keep from flinching when Rishad put his hand on Estin’s shoulder near the crossbow wound. His mind raced with thoughts of Atall being torn apart by another Turessian, and he wanted to run, to keep this man from touching him. Thankfully, a second later the pain in his shoulder faded, and Rishad pulled his hand away. Weariness replaced the pain.


    “Guards,” said Arella, once the healing was finished, shifting close to Feanne to study the remains of her wounds. “Arm them. They are not prisoners or foes. I would have them be comfortable.”


    One of the hunters ran over to Estin and offered him a nicked old short sword, which Estin took from him gladly. Checking on Feanne, he saw her snarl at a man offering her a sword. She certainly did not need the weapon, but they did not need to know that. Instead, she took it and passed it immediately to Estin.


    “You have my sincere apology for how you were brought in,” Rishad offered, as Estin brought his newly claimed weapon around to bear on him and held the second at the ready. “I doubted you would come willingly.”


    Placing the tip of the weapon at the base of Rishad’s throat, Estin asked, “How did you find us?”


    Rishad grabbed the weapon’s blade, tightening his grip until the weapon creaked dangerously. Not a drop of blood ran down the steel. “Careful, wildling. I had a great many years of hunting your kind before finding religion. Liris and I once hunted together. There are limits to my patience. Kerrelin does not forbid us from destroying those who try to kill us.”


    Moving from Feanne’s side, Arella slapped Rishad on the back of the head hard enough that he nearly impaled himself on Estin’s weapon. “He found you because he listened to my advice for a second time,” she explained. “First, he drove out the invaders and surrendered to my forces. Later, he agreed to listen to the harbinger of the north when he fulfilled the terms of the prophecies sent to this city thousands of years ago.”


    “Harbinger?” Estin asked. He lowered his weapon slightly when Rishad released it. Estin tried not to stare at the dents in the metal where the man’s fingers had been. “What prophecy? On’esquin didn’t say anything about a harbinger or specific prophecies about Jnodin.”


    “We tend not to believe in prophecy, regardless of the source,” Arella answered, grinning as she did so. “We certainly don’t believe in prophecy as an instrument of fate. However, even we cannot ignore a prophecy as clear as ‘when the alpha wolf takes the enemy of life as part of her pack, the man of black-and-white will return to guide them.’ It is a little more than we could ignore, and we had to track you down, given your involvement.”


    “More of that black-and-white nonsense,” Estin sighed as Feanne tested her arm’s mobility. “Not sure who the alpha wolf is. Why do people keep lumping me into their prophecies?”


    Arella laughed openly, covering her mouth as she did. Lowering her hand, she asked, “You thought it was you? Oh, you dear child, no. He is walking up behind you now.”


    Turning, Estin saw Turess coming into the temple, straightening his black overcoat and white robe as he walked. He smiled nervously at Estin, giving cautious side glances at the priests and hunters around the temple as he moved to stand near Feanne, who eyed him dangerously. Once he reached them, he tucked his hands into his sleeves as he crossed his arms.


    “If you’re going to help us, get us supplies and we’ll leave here before dawn,” Estin said, trying not to look at Turess. He was still too much of a mystery, and Estin wanted to be gone from Jnodin. No more surprises, no more war. If Turess was with these crazies, they could have each other. “We won’t stand in the way of whatever you’re doing.”


    Rishad snorted and bowed his head to Turess. “Don’t be daft, wildling. Turess is alive. That changes everything. I swore an oath to Dorralt when he changed me into this…this creature. The first words were ‘I pledge my eternity to the true lord of Turessi.’ When we found Turess, I took a knee and repeated my oath to Turess. He has asked for the two of you by name, and I could not refuse him, no matter how much I wish to smash your smug face in. I am a weapon at his disposal, and I have provided everything I have control over to him.”


    “More than that,” Arella said. “Turess forced him to give up his knowledge of how to kill Turessians, though only to me as a concession.”


    Estin felt his heart accelerate. “How? How do we kill them?”


    Shaking his head and smirking, Rishad replied, “Why would I tell you? Do you think I want you using it against me out of some twisted sense of revenge? Arella knows, and when she is ready, she will tell you. That has to be enough.”


    “Will you march against your old master?” Feanne asked Rishad. “On’esquin marched hundreds of miles to find his army, and this is the only city in the region that might be able to provide one.”


    “My sister killed that army,” Rishad replied, smiling until Arella punched his arm, making him scowl and move out of reach. “No, we will not march on Turessi. Neither the regular believers of Jnodin, nor the priesthood will leave these walls until they find a true leader. The priesthood believes that the wild god Kerrelin will take physical form and lead them against Turessi. It’s an old story, but one they’re using as reason to stay here and wait.”


    Arella nodded. “Kerrelin’s oral tradition speaks of destruction for us if we go north before it is time. We will follow his avatar into the wastelands and crush the enemies of the wild when the time is right. Going before then will gain us nothing.”


    “Who or what is this avatar of the god?” asked Feanne.


    Rishad rolled his eyes, which did not escape Arella’s notice. She glared at him as she answered Feanne. “We do not know. Kerrelin’s legends are more of guides to watch the wilderness for signs and portents that seem valid. Aside from what I have already told you, we have no specifics.”


    Estin could not resist asking, “You’re waiting for a sign you couldn’t identify if it came up and hit you upside the head?”


    Grinning, Rishad nodded and made a point of staying out of Arella’s reach.


    “His faith is not as strong as he wishes to think it is,” Arella said, her eyes narrowing as she watched Rishad. “He’s a good man who struggles with evil within himself that wishes to kill. It is something all of us in the priesthood cope with every day and can be overlooked, but his struggle is not the same as ours.”


    Before Estin could ask anything further, Feanne put a hand on his arm, bringing his thoughts to a crashing halt. “We have not rested in days, priestess. Can we sleep somewhere? Safely?”


    “Of course,” Arella said, bowing deeply. “That is a reasonable request. The temple’s servants will show you to an inn. You may make your choice of where you will go once you have recovered fully.”


    From the side of the group of people, Turess said something that Estin did not understand.


    “You will also be given a map, which will help your planning,” Rishad added, bowing to Turess in acknowledgement. “I think my lord is getting a better idea of what I’m saying in this language. I may need to watch what I say.”


    Touching his chest, Turess bowed to Rishad, then motioned for Estin and Feanne to follow him. He went toward the entry steps of the temple, where a man and woman in red silky clothing waited. The two stood out against the brown-robed priests and the fur-clad hunters. They waited until Estin and Feanne reached them before they made their way down the steps. Taking Feanne’s hand in his, Estin started after them.


    “Estin, before you go,” Rishad called out, bringing him to a stop. Estin tightened his grip on Feanne’s hand, waiting for everything to abruptly turn deadly. “Come back here for a moment.”


    Squeezing Feanne’s hand briefly, Estin pulled away from her and went back toward Rishad and Arella, keeping one hand on the sword he had tucked into the right side of his belt. He walked up to the odd pair, half-expecting Rishad to kill Arella and then attack him. Instead, the man laid his hand on Estin’s shoulder in a manner of polite greeting, rather than attack.


    “I apologize for my rudeness,” he said, though his jaw remained clenched as he spoke. “My people have hunted yours far too long without good reason. By my oaths to the wild god, I will not harm you, unless it becomes a matter of survival for one or both of us. That is the way of Kerrelin’s believers, and I will adhere to it, no matter how difficult it may be for me. Know that my hostility is not how I was raised to be, and every harsh thing I say to you shames my ancestors and my faith.”


    Estin opened his mouth to reply, but could not find anything to say. Instead, he looked over at Arella, whose bemused expression gave him very little. Something about the way she watched both Rishad and Estin gave him the sensation of being stalked, which was something he rarely saw in a human. Shivering slightly at memories of the wolves at Feanne’s old pack and how they had looked at him, he mumbled his thanks to Rishad and went with Feanne and Turess.


    Almost immediately upon leaving the temple, six of the hunters fell in around Estin and the others, closing in both the two wildlings and the elegantly dressed humans leading the way. Feanne shied away from the nearest of the armed men, taking on a nervous and almost shy demeanor. She pulled Estin’s arm around her, surprising him at her willingness to cling in public when enemies were about. As soon as she was close, she made a show of hugging him and whispered, “Ten seconds and we are out of his sight. Turn toward the city’s gate and test his willingness to let us travel freely. If they attack, the three closest to me will die first…they think I am weak.”


    Estin hugged Feanne back and gave her a curt nod when the city’s gate came into sight a little north of the street they were on. Between them and the wall, hundreds of humans went about their lives as though the war had not yet touched the place. Aside from a few buildings that appeared to have been burned down after he and Feanne had been there last, the battle for control of the city had been hidden from sight. He had expected vast destruction and undead everywhere, not a smoothly running city.


    “Now,” he whispered, turning himself and Feanne as they walked, curving toward the gate. The man and woman guiding them—as well as Turess—continued on for a few more steps, but he and Feanne did not make it more than three feet off the intended route before two hunters rushed in front of them, cutting off their path and putting hands to knives and swords.


    “Free to come and go?” Feanne said, her tone low, her whiskers twitching angrily. None of the hunters budged. “I think we understand. Keep your weapons sheathed.”


    The hunters remained silent and met Feanne’s glares calmly, almost daring her to try anything with them. Estin could feel her tension and desire to attack, but she kept one hand to her side. She was not strong enough to fight yet, let alone through part of a city, especially with the lingering exhaustion from being healed, which he felt acutely himself. After several seconds, she relaxed and lowered her eyes, surrendering to the hunters. There would be another time for battle.


    Putting his arm around Feanne to ensure she did not change her mind and to help keep them both standing—his body begged him to collapse in the middle of the street, and he had to assume she was no better off—Estin followed the group as they made their way to a small inn near the gates. The hunters stopped at the door, and the man and woman leading the way proceeded inside, beckoning the three of them in.


    “Are they going to stand over us while we sleep or tuck us into bed?” Estin asked the two humans, narrowing his eyes threateningly when one of the hunters looked his way.


    “No,” the elegant woman said, laughing lightly. She motioned dismissively at the hunters, and they walked away. “There is a certain arrangement we came to when the city stood against Rishad’s kin. He has no say over the people, and Arella never had any say over houses of ill repute. We are our own little kingdom within the city walls. By letting you stay with us, they are giving you as much freedom as they can without letting you leave. The hunters understand not to cross us, lest we make their lives miserable during their visits.”


    “House of…?” Feanne began, looking at Estin with a touch of horror, her tail freezing midwag. “I’m unfamiliar with the term.”


    “You really don’t want to know,” he answered.


    The two humans grinned and tried not to laugh. Turess stood behind them, appearing confused at what was going on.


    “Consider it a shop that sells paid matings.”


    “Paid…I…Estin, get us out of here!” snapped Feanne, standing straight and tensing. She looked ready to claw at anyone who came near her.


    “No harm will come to either of you,” the human man assured her, his tone soothing. “Nothing happens in this home without everyone’s consent, I assure you. The two of you and your quiet friend will be left alone. Our business has turned more toward knowledge and control over it in the last few weeks. Our repute is far less ill than it once was.”


    Nervously shifting to put Estin between herself and the two humans, Feanne growled softly, holding Estin’s shirt as he walked. She stayed one step behind him as he went into the inn, watching the humans with angry fear. Estin knew he would have to explain the purpose of the house more explicitly to her, but that was not a conversation he really wanted to have, let alone on the front step of the inn. She had never spent time in large cities, and this was simply something that someone from the edge of the wilds would not fathom. Matings were done for fun, love, or convenience. Money itself was a difficult enough concept, but this would stretch the limits of her tenuous grasp on human culture.


    He led Feanne into the inn, making sure to monitor her tension, ready to intercede if she tried to kill someone for offering her a drink or some other harmless activity. Turess followed them, his attention mostly on Feanne, watching her with a nervousness Estin guessed matched his own.


    Once the three of them and the two human prostitutes were inside, the woman closed the door and barred it. The man peeked out the windows. After a moment, they gave each other nods and turned back to Estin, Feanne, and Turess.


    “Welcome to the heart of our city’s new leadership,” the woman said, straightening her posture abruptly and taking on such a regal demeanor that Estin felt like he had watched a wildling change their patterning. “Our allies were the driving force in getting control over the city from Liris and her troops, while the priests were the muscle. If you wish to leave the city, tell us and we will attempt to smuggle you past the walls. Anything you need will be gotten for you. We all oppose the Turessian advance, and the three of you play into that. Tell us what you need to help your cause, and it will be done.”


    Putting the tip of her nose near Estin’s ear from behind him, Feanne whispered a little too loudly, “What do paid matings have to do with governance of this city? I do not understand this at all.”


    “I’ll explain later,” Estin told her quietly.


    “Take any room you like and rest,” the human man told them, waving broadly at several halls that left the central room. “You are the only guests at the moment. Your wife may wish a proper explanation. We will be happy to give you time for that, unless you wish for us to explain. Meals will be prepared when you request them.”


    Picking a hall at random, Estin led Feanne to the first room he could find, taking her inside a lavish chamber with a massive bed and plush rugs thick enough that his toes sank into them. Before he could close the door, Turess slipped in with them and moved to the edge of the room, watching them expectantly. Estin stared at him a moment, hoping he would get the hint and leave, but he remained still. Sighing, Estin resigned himself to ignoring Turess.


    “Money and secrets have power in wars,” Estin explained once the door was shut. “Brothels have both and tend to be ignored by invaders. They probably started getting more powerful when the city was still fighting Rishad, and now that he’s working with them, it became a natural avenue for the flow of information. They have no reason to help the Turessians, but they will not join the fight directly.”


    Feanne’s brow crinkled as she tried to work her way through the ideas. “How do you know any of this, Estin? I have never known you to broker information. That seems something better suited to Yoska.”


    Estin’s cringe seemed to amuse Turess, who fought to hide a grin. Shooting him a warning glare, Estin replied, “I lived in a city without many wildlings for far too long before we met. I don’t want to go into any more detail than that. I was young and stupid in my own ways.”


    Opening her mouth to ask something more, Feanne hesitated, eyes slowly widening. Laughing, she shook her head and sat on the bed. Feanne was unlikely to judge Estin for his mistakes, given a few of her own, but she would certainly find humor in them, which hurt him almost as much as having her judge him.


    “And you…,” Estin began again, feeling genuinely angry as he turned on Turess. “How much do you understand?”


    Turess gave Estin a fairly convincing look of confusion, but Estin could see in his eyes that he knew exactly what had just been asked of him.


    “I’m not falling for that again. Dalania already played that game well past my patience. How much?”


    “Ne mott,” Turess replied, holding up his hands defensively.


    “I will tear your face off if you keep lying,” Estin insisted, taking a step closer.


    Dropping the act, Turess smiled mischievously and shrugged. “Few words. Wanderer talk much. Got words listening. Still learning words.”


    “He’s smart, I’ll give him that,” Estin said, going to sit beside Feanne on the bed, who nodded without really looking up from staring at the rug. She seemed entirely lost in thought. “What’s our plan, Turess? You’re the great strategist, or so I hear. What do we do now?”


    Frowning, Turess answered slowly, “We have not prophecies. Wandering man still has. Only guesses without them, yes?”


    “You’re sounding like Yoska. We need to work on your accent before people think you’re a gypsy. Besides, didn’t you write those prophecies? Why would you need them?”


    Turess mouthed the words Estin had spoken, as though sounding them out in his mind. After a moment, he answered, “Spend time dead and memories break. I see in fox’s eyes she understand, yes? My things gave some old thought back, but last days gone. Prophecy not in head anymore.”


    “The bracelet and other items?” Feanne asked, nodding at the silver bracelet Turess wore. “Those are how you remembered yourself? I had nothing like that.”


    Turess lifted his sleeve and touched the bracelet reverently, nodding his agreement. Raising his other sleeve, he jingled the chain he had wrapped around his hand and wrist. “We have memory when we see or smell things. I use magic to make better memories on some items. Without items, I would be new man. Start over, not best way help.”


    “How do we take back your lands from your brother and stop this war?” Estin asked.


    Raising a finger to have Estin hold his thought, Turess went to a simple painting of the region on the wall. He studied it briefly and tapped a spot, mumbling, “Jnodin here.” Tracing the area around the city, Turess stopped at another spot far to the west. “We go to old enemy. Enemies from then become friend now. We can go no other way or bright cloud destroy, yes?”


    Estin stretched his aching arm, finding the bones moved properly again and much of the pain was gone. He would likely be able to swing a weapon soon. “How long is the journey and when do we leave? I don’t want to stay anywhere near the mists.”


    Turess shrugged and sat on the rug, smiling absently as he ran his fingers across it. “Eight days until go and two week to arrive. We wait for dark moon so archers do not put more holes in you two. Only so many holes can be closed before they shoot me, yes? This time I stay dead, and do not want this yet. Do like breathing.”


    Sighing, Estin flopped back on the lavish bed, feeling almost as though it were too good for him to be reclining on after so long on the road. He felt filthy and knew he was still covered with dried blood, but it felt so good to relax, even if he knew he should be ready to run. He closed his eyes and attempted to lose himself in sleep, but the bed suddenly bounced.


    Sitting up quickly, Estin saw Feanne was standing on the bed, kicking the blankets Estin was not on top of into a pile. She flopped on them, twisting and fidgeting as she tried to get comfortable. After a moment, she grumbled softly, pulled an armful of blankets off the bed, and threw them on the floor between the bed and the wall where Turess was sitting. She climbed down onto them and curled into a ball, smiling.


    “My wife same way,” Turess noted as Estin got down off the bed to sleep beside Feanne on the floor. “Bed too soft, she say. Ten year sleep on floor as great ruler of much nations. Gave beds to servants instead. Was happier on ground with her than alone on bed.”


    Seeing the haunted loneliness in Turess’s expression, Estin felt sympathy for him for the first time. There was more he and this human had in common than he had expected. Perhaps they could work together after all.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Another’s Pain”


     


    “Raeln, wake up,” Dalania insisted. She touched Raeln’s arm, snapping him out of the restful state he had put himself in. The physical contact jarred him. “They’ll come for us soon.”


    Sitting up, Raeln groaned as his aching back objected. The lash marks had faded for the most part after days of rest and light work, though his muscles remembered the wounds all too well. The clan’s taskmasters seemed to genuinely want their slaves to heal and be capable of working, though that had not helped him much. Punishment such as the whipping was allowed to fester and linger to teach a lesson, but even those wounds were eventually healed by the preserver who tended to the slaves, once they were sure he had suffered long enough. In his case, Yiral had come back after four days, tending to him around the time he had begun to wonder if they would let him die of infection. The delay had left him with deep scars all across his back, where he doubted the fur would ever fully regrow.


    Most of Raeln’s current pain came from tired and pulled muscles, which was something no magic tended to do more than ease. Each day of the last two weeks had been identical, with the three of them waking before dawn labor in the woods. Dalania and Yoska, being of lighter frame, had been assigned tasks using small hatchets to remove the bark from the fallen trees and strip away any branches. Raeln had not been so lucky, and his duties ranged from dragging the trees to an open area to be chopped up or felling them himself. A day or two of that would have been easy for him, but weeks were beginning to leave him with pain that likely would not fade for quite some time. He could only imagine how he would feel after doing this for a lifetime. Making matters even worse, a tree had fallen atop him due to another slave’s carelessness the day before, breaking three of Raeln’s ribs. Yiral had healed the damage, but his body still ached, not having had enough rest to fully mend. Even the best healers could do little for the lingering pain he suffered.


    A second after Raeln sat up, the door of their hut opened and one of the other slaves came in. The stout dwarven woman grunted a simple greeting to each of them before nodding curtly at the door. “No work today. Preserver Orls wants us all indoors during the council’s visit. I’m the only one allowed out right now to let everyone know.”


    “The council is coming here?” Raeln asked, feeling his skin go cold and his ears flatten back. From first-hand experience, he knew the council was dead, after having been taken over by Dorralt. Even their undead bodies were gone now, after they had tried to follow Turess against Dorralt’s wishes. Whoever was coming would be acting on that madman’s behalf. At best that meant a brutal death for Raeln and the others; at worst, it meant the entire clan might be wiped out.


    “Not the bloody council itself,” the gruff woman answered, snorting. “They send a couple goons out to check on the clans every month or so to be sure they’re ready for war if we’re invaded. You three get extra roommates while the preservers rearrange the damned huts for their visit. Gotta hide the unwanted slaves, you know. Look respectable and whatnot. They see yer tail and we all get whipped.”


    A dark-skinned human woman with greying hair and the markings of a Turessian stepped into the hut behind the dwarf, keeping her head low as she moved. She wore the beaten rags of a slave despite her tattoos, and Raeln could see from the way she tried to hide herself in plain sight that she had served the clan a long time, though he could not remember seeing her at the lumber camp. He had to assume she was a house servant, which would probably be why she was sent down to the slave camp only during visits by the council. All she brought with her was a dirty sack he guessed contained any spare clothing she had, with a bedding mat tied to the outside.


    Behind her, a green-skinned orcish man and woman followed, their attention sweeping over the people already in the hut. They were far more confrontational but gave no indication they intended to cause trouble. The two of them practically pushed past the human, moving together to claim a section of floor between Raeln and Yoska’s mats. When Raeln looked at them, both orcs snapped to attention and glowered at him until he turned his attention to the Turessian. All he managed to gather about them before looking away was that both appeared far stronger than he was and had shaved their scalps smooth, something On’esquin had also done for reasons Raeln had never thought to ask about.


    While the human woman glanced around nervously, searching for a place to go, Raeln saw Yoska’s attention pique, but he kept quiet. He had said little since the brand had been burned onto his arm. To Raeln, he seemed to be biding his time or trying to get over an anger he could not cool. That likely meant a knife in someone’s throat before he was back to normal.


    “Keep quiet and don’t draw attention to any of us,” the dwarven woman warned, pointing an accusing finger at Raeln. “If your fuzzy ass gets us whipped…”


    “I won’t do anything,” he told her firmly, folding his legs under him atop his mat. “I learned my lesson.”


    The dwarven woman’s eyes narrowed and she snorted again. “I wasn’t born here, wildling. I know that look in yer eyes. Yer a damned fool, and you’ll do something stupid sooner or later. I can see it in you. If you don’t, yer friends will be stupid. New foreigners are always the worst. Yer gonna be the idiot that ruins everything around here.”


    “I’ve been called worse.”


    Turning to the Turessian woman, the dwarf added, “Call me if they get touchy. I’ll bash their heads and remind ’em who’s the boss when the masters are away. The orcs tend to keep to themselves, so don’t expect no chatty days with them. They will protect ya if they have to, but mostly they just don’ care.”


    Smiling demurely and bowing her head a little lower, the Turessian said nothing. She moved into the hut and took a spot along the wall where she would not intrude on the space of the others.


    The orcs pointedly ignored everyone, huddling together for warmth in the frigid hut.


    As soon as the dwarf closed the hut’s door, Dalania slid over to the newcomer. The human woman cringed slightly and hugged her sack to her chest. “We won’t hurt you,” Dalania told the older-looking woman. Every so often, Raeln had to remind himself that Dalania was easily a hundred years old, if not older. She was likely the oldest person in the village, despite appearing little more than thirty if she were human. “None of us will. Can you tell me your name?”


    The Turessian brushed a loose strand of her long hair out of her face and studied Dalania for a long moment before answering. “Ceran. I will only be staying until the council leaves…”


    “You can stay as long as you need,” Dalania offered, smiling warmly at the woman. “Would you mind talking about the clan or the council’s visits? We don’t hear much down here. I’m guessing you’ve been around longer than we have.”


    Ceran shook her head and clutched her sack more tightly.


    From the other side of the room, the orcish man said gruffly, “She doesn’t like talking to strangers. Tried prying information out of her myself on the way down, but she wouldn’t say anything. In case you were going to bother asking, I’m Ildorn and this is Vertin. Born and raised in the next clan over…until a council visit, when they kicked us out last month and sent us here. Not that you asked.”


    Raeln looked to Ildorn, who stared at him unblinkingly—the usual orcish greeting—and then over at Ceran, who was making an effort to avoid staring at anyone. To his surprise, he caught her glancing his way repeatedly. He wondered at that but forgot as Yoska suddenly spoke loudly.


    “Will be long day, yes?” asked Yoska, leaning back against the wall. “I spend many years to be this old and lazy. Working here may ruin my boyish figure, no? I think we all wish for easier life now.”


    Ceran stifled a soft laugh as she pushed the bag behind her up against the wall. Once the sack was no longer within reach of Dalania, Ceran seemed to relax immediately. The simple behavior struck Raeln as odd. He had thought she was nervous just being with all of them, but the change in her looked more like she was trying to hide something. It reminded him of how his sister had acted one day when she had accidentally burned his bed to ash and was trying to keep him from going near his room.


    “If we need food or anything during the day,” Ceran began, glancing quickly at each of them, “the wanderer or fae must go. The council would be unhappy to have the dog outside during their visit. The orcs will likewise be punished or killed. The council is very unpleasant of late.”


    “And what about you?” asked Dalania.


    “I should stay right here,” Ceran answered firmly, without explaining why.


    Yoska sat forward, drawing her attention. “What is plan for day, then? We sit and play cards with no cards or tell old stories? What do other slaves do during visits?”


    “They wait quietly until they can resume their duties, wanderer. We should do the same. We do not want attention on this hut. Sit back, close your yapping mouth, and wait.” Ceran met Yoska’s gaze with one stern enough that Yoska actually lowered his eyes and backed off, clearing his throat. Raeln no longer had any way to guess at her motivations, watching her rapidly shift between shy and confrontational.


    The two orcs muttered agreement as they settled in to sleep on the bare floor. Raeln realized that in months past, he would have seen them as rude. But after working years—or possibly their whole lives—for the Turessians, a day of rest probably was the greatest reward they could receive. Orcs were not the most open of people to begin with. Every orc he had ever met had been gruff, though a good portion of the impression they left seemed to draw from both their bulky, muscular builds and the large tusks that poked out of their lower jaws, making them seem rougher than they might actually be. On’esquin had actually been one of the more gentle people he had ever met, though he had looked even rougher than these two, having had a few hundred extra years to harden.


    After no more than five minutes of silence, Yoska hopped to his feet and walked across the room, causing Dalania to scoot back to her mat to avoid being too close to him. Ceran watched him come over to her with curiosity, clearly trying to figure out what he was up to. As an afterthought, she dropped her eyes to the floor when he took a knee in front of her.


    Preparing to grab Yoska by the neck if needed, Raeln realized the two orcs were watching from under their thick brows with the same watchful stare. There was something in their eyes telling him if Yoska tried to hurt Ceran, they would intervene quickly. They did not need to know Raeln had already shifted his weight to lunge himself.


    “Bandoleer Yoska,” the gypsy announced, making a grand bow as he tried to take Ceran’s hand. She flinched away from his touch, looking around at the others nervously. “Is only proper I introduce myself to latest lovely woman to share my home, yes?”


    “Sit down…Yoska,” Ceran told him, eyeing his offered hand. She slowly slid her hands under her legs, as though to keep them as far from him as possible. “I said wait quietly, not with proclamations.”


    “This is quietly for him,” Dalania said with a smirk as she reclined on her own mat. “You have not dealt with many gypsies?”


    “The wanderers do not come this far north, so he is one of the first I’ve seen. I have heard stories of their obsessive need to talk and touch.”


    “Is as though you have spent your life around us,” Yoska replied, grinning shamelessly. “Would you have me be quiet or live as I always have? Is not a true introduction if I behave different from who I was born to be, yes?”


    Ceran’s pleading glance toward Raeln did not escape his attention. In that one look, he saw a wish that she had picked any other hut. After taking a deep breath, she told Yoska, “Sit quietly. Beyond that, I do not care what you do. I will listen, but do not expect me to humor your need to touch hands.”


    Sitting right in front of Ceran, Yoska lowered his voice to a whisper. “I tell you of my wilder youthful days to pass time while we wait quietly…”


    Hours passed as Raeln slowly managed to relearn how to ignore Yoska’s incessant yammering. It had not taken Raeln more than ten minutes to realize Yoska was enamored with the Turessian woman, and given how infrequently Raeln realized such things, he had to believe Yoska was going overboard this time. Judging by Ceran’s uncomfortable stare, she had no idea how to bluntly tell him to go away…or she had fallen asleep. Raeln would have to rescue her sooner or later, but with Yoska merely telling stories of carousing during his childhood, he could not justify dragging him away. Besides, the orcs were still on guard, ready to help the woman too. He chose to watch them subtly, instead.


    Raeln rested and spent his time working the tension out of his sore muscles through gradual effort, tightening one muscle group after another until everything felt a little looser. Having control over his own body was a small victory given where he was, and it was one freedom they could not take away from him. His mind controlled his body and his body could be broken, but never truly enslaved. At least, that was what he had been taught as a child. A few years in Turessi might change his belief in that, but he was not ready to let it go just yet.


    Yoska continued to talk—seemingly without taking a breath—about the first woman he had shared drinks with, much to Ceran’s horror. Dalania was watching the exchange with clear amusement, her knees under her chin as she listened to Yoska’s blabbering. Raeln realized Yoska was using drinking as a euphemism for sex and wondered if the others had picked up on it sooner. Glancing toward the orcs, Raeln saw them grinning around their tusks. Maybe he was the only one who had missed the tone of the story from the start.


    A crackle of ice breaking underfoot snapped Raeln’s attention beyond the hut’s walls. The others had not heard, largely due to Yoska’s latest tale. Turning his head to track the sounds, Raeln soon picked out a group moving between the huts. There were three or four people out there, and he tracked them with his ears as they moved around toward the entrance of the hut.


    “What is it, wildling?” Ceran said, slapping her hand to Yoska’s mouth to silence him. When Yoska tried to free himself, she grabbed the back of his head with her other hand to keep him still. “You hear something?”


    “People outside,” Raeln said softly, pointing toward where he believed them to be, his finger slowly drifting toward the door. “Four, I think.”


    Ceran’s eyes widened and she kicked Yoska, knocking him backward onto his sleeping mat. She grabbed her sack as Raeln and the two orcs rolled to their feet, yanked a black robe from the bag, and threw it on over her rags. Seeing Raeln over her, ready to strike, she quickly said, “Can you endure pain and wait for a reason, if I swear that answer will come?”


    “What…yes,” he replied, unsure how to answer. “There better be a damned good reason.”


    “Have some trust in others,” the woman told him, tightening a belt around her robes. Both the belt and robes were finely made and relatively new. Even at a cursory glance, Raeln could see ornate patterning on them, something no slave should have. They were easily as nice or nicer than those of the rest of the clan’s members.


    A click at the door caught Ceran’s attention, and she hissed something in Turessian, motioning for Yoska to stay where he lay. Gesturing likewise at the orcs, the two hurriedly sat and pretended to sleep. Turning back to Raeln, Ceran pointed at the floor and mouthed, “Kneel!”


    Raeln did as he was asked, though he was unsure if he was doing the right thing. Nothing about this made sense. He could hear people at the door talking and felt the breeze coming in through where they were holding it ajar. Whatever was happening had everything to do with who was out there.


    With little hint of effort, Ceran created a ball of ice in her hand and hurled it at Raeln. The ice shattered inches from his chest, shards tearing through his shirt and bloodying his whole front. He growled and clenched his jaw, having more difficulty hiding his pain after the surprise. When he looked up again, Ceran held a sparking lightning whip like the one used on him his first day in the clanhold. Dalania had slid as far as she could from Ceran, while Yoska watched in confusion.


    Ceran reared back to strike him with the whip, but hesitated as four more Turessians entered the hut. They smiled and bowed at her, at which point she dismissed the whip and bowed also.


    “I had not expected the council’s representatives to come down here,” Ceran said, holding the bow far longer than the others. “Watching us execute the beast is hardly worthy of your attention, I would think. The orcs will be executed after the midday meal, if you were planning to stay that long. Our cooks are serving only the finest for your visit.”


    Raeln’s ears perked at the mention of execution, but he forced himself to remain calm. He would need to be ready to move if these four acted on what Ceran was saying. He had no intention of dying without taking two or more of them with him, but the surprising calm he got from the orcs told him there was far more going on than he understood. If he had learned anything from his training growing up, it was to only strike when the time was precisely correct.


    “No, we do not intend to interfere, preserver,” the lead man told Ceran, looking past her at Raeln. “The description we received hinted at him possibly being one of the ones a new councilwoman named Liris is looking for. Extremely dangerous and responsible for the death of her predecessor. May I examine him?”


    “You may,” Ceran said, giving Raeln a warning glance over her shoulder. “I doubt he is that one, though. I found him on our eastern lands, scavenging for food. I have worked on him for weeks and gotten little more than growls and snarls out of him. I doubt he can speak. A true beast, this one.”


    The man eyed Raeln and then looked at Dalania and Yoska. “What of the others?”


    “The wanderer was caught last month trying to sell us false relics. His own tribe has disowned him. The girl was given to us by the wanderer’s clan as an apology for his actions. We are considering allowing her into the houses to keep her from the lecherous man.”


    Raeln watched as both Yoska and Dalania hung their heads, silently acknowledging the lie. He could only hope his inability to believably lie would not out them. Ceran claiming Raeln was mute would make that a little easier. This got stranger by the minute.


    The Turessian glanced back at the other three who had come in with him. The other two men and one woman nodded, and he looked back to Ceran. “Finish killing the beast and come see us at the clanhold’s center. We are briefing the clans on the state of the southern aggressions and will need all of the preservers to know what is being asked of them. Bring his tail as proof that he is dead. Liris will want to have that. You may dine with us and return for the orcs later this afternoon. There is no rush in their execution, only the council’s mandate that it be done sooner rather than later.”


    Ceran bowed, and the four others left, closing the door behind them.


    “If you think I’ll make this easy…” Raeln began, but Ceran held up a hand to silence him. He opened his mouth again, and Vertin rolled onto her knees and grabbed Raeln’s arm tightly. The orc’s stare made him second-guess his decision to argue.


    When Yoska also looked about to say something, Ceran shot him an angry glare and he kept quiet.


    “They are far enough away now,” she told them a moment later, relaxing quickly. Shaking her head, she sat on the mat where she had been for much of the morning. “We hadn’t expected them to want to see you, but I came here to be certain. I apologize for the deception…that is not normally our way.”


    “You aren’t taking my tail,” Raeln warned, eliciting muffled laughter from the orcs. Vertin released her grip on his arm and sat back.


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ceran answered quickly, grinning. “Another preserver has been dispatched to the woods to find a dire wolf and bring back parts of its hide. The council has never seen through this ruse in the past, and I doubt they’ll start today. Your size and patterning is almost a match for the wolves of the area, so I expect it will be sufficient.”


    “You’re helping us?” Dalania asked. “Why?”


    Ceran replied, “Things are always more complicated than people wish them to be. You will understand when the time is right. Be good slaves until then. I cannot say more now. I will be expected at a meal with the enemy soon. After I have shared wine and food that we cannot afford to spare, I will work out our plan for the three of you.”


    Moving toward the door, Ceran hesitated and nudged the sack she had brought with her with the tip of her boot. Raeln had assumed it was empty after she had pulled her clothing out, but there was clearly more in it. “You may wish to see what I accidentally left behind. I always was careless.”


    Walking out of the hut, she closed the door behind herself, leaving the three friends staring and the orcs smirking, as though they were in on the whole thing. A second later, Yoska nearly leaped across the room to tear into the bag.


    “Is certainly strange, yes?” he asked, pulling mismatched hunting knives from the bag. Next he held up a clay jar and passed that to Dalania, who sniffed at it, wrinkling her nose. With wide-eyed amazement, he then produced the old goblet he had carried with him for as long as Raeln had known him, which had been taken when they were captured. The last thing he pulled out was a fresh shirt that looked large enough for Raeln. “Who gives slaves weapons, healing ointments, family heirlooms, and new clothing?”


    “I have a feeling we won’t know until they’re ready to tell us,” Raeln answered, taking off his bloodied shirt to let Dalania apply the ointment to his wounds. “Hide those weapons and don’t mention them again.”


    “You have no idea what you’ve walked into,” Ildorn muttered, smirking at Raeln as he leaned against Vertin. “You will know when the time is right, wildling. We live in interesting times.”


     


    *


     


    The next day, work resumed as it had in days prior, with Raeln swinging his axe all day long. The work became a mind-numbing blur, moving from one tree to the next at the direction of an older elven man who knew the job far better than Raeln. From what Raeln had learned during their breaks, the man had been doing this for nearly forty years, a prospect Raeln did not relish for himself. At least he knew he would not have to endure it that long—he probably only had ten or fifteen years left in his life, assuming he was not killed before then.


    His will to escape was dwindling, and he had begun to have trouble motivating himself to do anything more than work and sleep. Even eating took effort. The first few days, he had thought about Estin’s children in the slave camp near Lantonne, but even that had been put out of his mind as he struggled to keep himself from reflecting on anything prior to arriving in the Turessian village.


    He had not seen Yoska or Dalania for hours, but that was not unusual. Most of the slaves were dispersed in the woods by task, rather than by which hut they came from. That left him alone with Vertin and Ildorn, as well as the old elf who directed them. He normally would not see Dalania or Yoska until the sun had set. Not that they talked much anymore outside their hut. The work was the same each day, and even Yoska had run out of stories for when they were resting. Since Ceran’s departure, he mostly brooded, holding the knives she had left behind.


    “Midday meal!” came a shout from farther down the hill, and Raeln let his axe drop at his side midswing. It was all part of the routine. Once the sun was high, they were given bread and warm water near the edge of the woods before being sent back to work about half an hour later. They then worked until the sun set, at which point they were given hearty soups and more bread before they were left to sleep or socialize until dawn. It was after that meal that any injured would be taken to the preservers for healing. Those who did not survive their injuries until the evening would be mourned and forgotten.


    Stumbling toward the area where the meal would be served, Raeln blinked in surprise when Ildorn grabbed his arm, nearly pulling him off-balance.


    “Ceran wants a word,” the orc said softly. His wife or partner—Raeln had given up trying to understand the complicated relationships of others shortly after meeting Yoska—headed farther into the woods as though scouting ahead. “We’ll skip this meal. You can thank us another time.”


    With that, Ildorn headed after Vertin, leaving Raeln to stare after them. He had no idea what to expect, but part of him wanted to go to the meal anyway. He was not starving, but following the pattern of the average slave’s day was comforting in a sense, with nothing unpredictable. Raeln liked routine and order, but he knew he had to put that aside. Survival and freedom for his friends and himself was far more important, even if it seemed a distant impossibility. Sighing, he followed the orcs as a light snowfall came down for perhaps the sixth time already that day.


    They led Raeln far up the hillside, winding through the woods until he was fairly certain his own footprints would be the only way he could find his way back. Wind bit into his skin as they passed through gaps in the trees, making him strongly reconsider his choice to follow. They continued on as they neared one of the sheer stone walls created by the table-like rock hills that dotted the area. As they approached, Ceran stepped from a concealing section of fallen stone, her black robes and brown skin standing in sharp contrast to the snow around her.


    “Hello again, wildling,” she said as Raeln came up the hill, bowing to him with one hand pressed to her chest. “I find myself needing to apologize yet again. This is becoming a bad habit between us. My own masters would have flogged me in younger years for apologies to a slave, just as they would have flogged me for creating this dilemma in the first place.”


    Raeln stopped where he was and gazed down the hillside, finding the spot she had picked to meet was impossible to see by anyone farther down. Tactically, he would have considered the spot a perfect ambush. Still, his mind was fogged from labor and he could not decide what to do. “What do you want, Turessian?” he asked, getting glares from the two orcs, who fell in at Ceran’s sides. They were not just slaves, but guards of some sort. That explained much about their arrival with her at the hut.


    “I want to let you know that the clan will not be selling the three of you out anytime soon,” she explained, smiling warmly. That faint tenderness was the kindest expression he had yet to see from any Turessian. “Our clan has stood by its slaves and servants for centuries. The council will not have any of you. I wanted to be sure that you knew where you and I stood on this. The ruse was accepted, and they will not be looking for you anymore.”


    Raeln snorted without thinking about it. “We stand on opposite sides of a war that has killed everyone I have ever known who isn’t living in that hovel with me. So long as you’re standing with Dorralt and the council, you’re still my enemy, no matter what kindnesses you show us.”


    Ceran smiled sadly, nodding. “I do not know this Dorralt, but I know what you mean. Given what you say, I have little I can say except that you have proven my allies’ thoughts regarding you. We will talk again when I have worked out a few details that still elude me.” Saying nothing further, Ceran walked away with the two orcs at her sides, leaving Raeln alone in the woods.


    “Okay, now I’m confused,” Raeln muttered, looking around and finding the snowfall had covered his tracks. He took a few steps in one direction before realizing all of the hills looked identical. “And now I’m lost. Dammit.”


     


    *


     


    Nearly a week later, Raeln was woken early and led across the snow-laden plains by Ceran, Yiral, and the clan’s other preserver—Orls, the man who had branded them. They headed to some kind of meeting, though they had no reason to explain the specifics to him, Yoska, or Dalania. All he knew was that they set off before dawn and had been hiking for hours. Neither Yoska nor Dalania knew what was going on either. All three had been hurried out of the village before anyone else had woken.


    The three slaves, their hands fastened with leather and then tied to long ropes attached to the saddles of the horses, were the only non-Turessians brought along. Behind them, seven immaculate Turessian zombies lumbered along on foot, their emotionless eyes on the path ahead, never faltering and never slowing. The zombies were far closer than Raeln would have liked, though his constant watch of them made it easier to forget how tired his feet were getting.


    They walked for hours, well past midday, until Yoska was shaking violently from the cold despite his heavy clothing and cloak. Dalania shivered, and her green-tinted skin looked a little more brown than usual, but otherwise she managed to endure the cold more or less naked as always. Raeln’s paws were numb, but he could keep going a few more hours if he had to, which was likely, as they would have to make the whole return trip. He had endured worse back in the mountains near Altis, but that did not make it any more pleasant. Deep down, he thanked Greth for teaching him how to deal with the harsh winters. Before meeting Greth, this walk alone might have killed him.


    Ahead of them, there were a few rock formations rising from the snow near a thinly wooded area, but little else that Raeln could see. He could not imagine what their destination might be. He almost hoped Yoska had ignored his request to leave the knives behind, given that the area felt more like a burial ground than a true destination. It would be nice to see Yoska put a blade in a foe who would actually stay dead.


    “We will stop here and wait,” Yiral announced as they neared the woods. “The others should meet us within an hour.”


    The group stopped at the edge of the woods, with the four Turessians dismounting to feed and tend to their horses. The seven undead waited silently in the windy area outside the trees, their deep hoods almost making them look alive. Were it not for their faint scent of decay, Raeln could have imagined living troops standing behind him. With little else to think about, he wondered idly whether the Turessian children went undead-tipping, the way he and his sister had tipped cows as children.


    The Turessians ignored Raeln and the others, leaving them tied to the horses as preparations were made. Raeln fidgeted with the leather strap on his wrists, hoping to loosen it. The cord had tightened steadily as they walked, and even without removing it, he could see blood in his fur where it had cut in deeply. He could definitely get his claws into the rope that held him to the horses with effort, but that would accomplish little, as his claws were strong but not sharp. He needed a knife.


    “You are to remain silent and behave yourselves,” Ceran warned as she came around the horse to face Raeln. With a scowl at his wrists, she pulled the rope off the horse’s saddle and led him into the trees. Behind, Yiral and Orls brought Dalania and Yoska. They were taken into a section of the woods where the winds were far calmer and a stone outcropping nearby sheltered them from any storm that might come.


    The whole way into the trees, Raeln thought through how to take out all three Turessians, should the need arise. Ceran was certainly close enough that he could break her neck before she could cast a spell. Orls and Yiral would be more difficult, especially with his hands still bound. Killing Yiral might nag at his conscience, given her age, but he knew he had to be ready.


    “Kneel,” Ceran commanded a minute after they arrived in the shelter of the stones. When Raeln did not move, she stepped in front of him and stared at him with a chilling calm that made him question his decision to resist. “You owe your life to me, Raeln. Get on your knees and do not say a word unless we ask you to. We both know I can force you to do this, but I am trying to respect you and not resort to that. Earn that respect, and do not force me to treat you the way I have been commanded to by the council.”


    Slowly kneeling, Raeln did not look away. Yoska and Dalania knelt at his sides, and the other preservers handed their ropes to Ceran.


    “Those who are coming are less willing to accept who and what you are,” she warned, glancing back the way they had come. “I cannot protect the three of you if you are imbeciles. Remain calm and silent, and we all may live through this. Pride that leads you to resist will wind up with all of us in shallow, unmarked graves where our families will never find us to honor our memories.”


    While Ceran watched the trees for whatever was coming, Yoska nudged Raeln with his elbow and adjusted his thick jacket so Raeln could see the two hunting knives strapped to his chest with a cord of leather. He quickly shifted to hide them again as Ceran turned back to face them.


    “The others are here,” she announced, sounding worried. “Now we see how well we can negotiate this.”


    From the woods, three more Turessians appeared, walking until they were about ten feet from Raeln and the others. These newcomers remained silent once they had stopped walking, their hooded heads turning slowly to survey the woods around them, as though expecting a trap.


    After a minute of both parties quietly standing there, one of the other Turessians lowered his hood and spoke. “You believe these slaves to be the ones the council wanted?” he asked, his attention on Raeln. “The council’s people came to us days ago asking, so I assume you received the same visit?”


    Tensing his muscles until they ached, Raeln felt the leather strap on his wrists creak and stretch. Even if it held, he could fight with feet and fangs easily enough. He only needed to get as far as Yoska’s knives, and he would be able to kill at least half of the humans around them, assuming he could avoid the first few spells they threw his way.


    “The representatives came to us and gave descriptions of these three. Did you bring the proof that we made the right choice?” Ceran asked, moving between the other Turessian and Raeln. “We traveled far to see if you would uphold your portion of the bargain, Nellic. Your clan gains little from doubting us.”


    Nellic nodded and produced a scroll tube from under his heavy black mantle. He tossed it into the shallow snow halfway between the two groups and backed up a step so the other two with him were at his sides. “You know there was one more thing we wish to do before we’re sure, preserver. I have my commands, and my honor requires me to obey, no matter the cost.”


    “I am aware,” Ceran replied. “I am to ask you to step away from that scroll and leave. I will protect these three with my life and the lives of my fellow preservers. I swore an oath to their safety. We both have promises that we cannot break. Our honor is at odds.”


    Nellic bowed deeply. As he stood again, he added, “You should know that the command was given by a new council member that I have not heard of before now. Dorralt is the name I was given, passed to me by another council member I have not heard of, named Liris. Both are old names, it would seem. None of the clans use those names for their children in any recent memory. Dorralt’s orders are for us to kill those three behind you, and we were told that oaths no longer matter.”


    Ceran winced, pulling her hands out of her sleeves as the other five Turessians did the same. For a moment, Raeln honestly thought they were bluffing. None of them appeared angry or hostile, convincing him this had to be some form of Turessian custom. At any moment, they would all relax and talk out whatever was going on…hopefully leading to the release of the three slaves, though he knew that was unlikely.


    The entire area abruptly lit in harsh reds and whites as lightning and flame erupted from the hands of both parties, singeing Raeln’s face as he threw himself backward, yanking the rope from Ceran’s hand as she continued to fight. Neither side seemed to be making any progress, their spells evenly matched. For all the raw magical power unleashed, Raeln saw far more damage to the woods than to either group.


    Rolling away from an explosion of flame, Raeln scrambled for Yoska as the gypsy finished cutting away Dalania’s bonds. Within seconds Yoska had Raeln free as well and hurriedly pushed Dalania for the horses, running to get away from the battle. Almost as an afterthought, Yoska kicked the legs out from under one of the undead as they made their way out of the clearing where the Turessians continued to fight.


    A groan and the sound of a body hitting the ground made Raeln look back. Near Ceran, Yiral lay on the ground, clutching her arm. Orls was already facedown and unmoving. Only Ceran remained fighting against Nellic and his companions, and Raeln could tell she would not last long. She was already starting to slow as she resorted to a full-on defense, with no time to fight back. Explosions of white and blue light near her forced her back a step at a time as she struggled to hold back the deadly spells. A few more feet and she would be pinned against the stone outcropping with no way to retreat.


    Raeln hesitated and could not even say why. He wanted to be free, to get as far from Turessi as he could, but his upbringing got the better of him. Enemy or not, Ceran had just openly declared her willingness to fight to the death to save him and his friends for no good reason. He could not let her die while he ran. He would not let himself accept that much dishonor. He could not meet his own end knowing he had let someone—even an enemy in their own right—die trying to spare him.


    Snarling out of anger at himself, Raeln turned and ran into the battle, narrowly avoiding shards of stone that erupted from the snow at a gesture from Nellic. He raced between one spell after another. With one last lunge as Nellic attempted to round on him without ending his fight with Ceran, Raeln slammed his palm into Nellic’s chest, knocking the wind from his lungs. A follow-up sweeping kick took his feet out from under him, and Raeln finished him off with a punch to his throat. Nellic gasped and choked as he lay dying, with Raeln kneeling over him.


    Raeln realized then that there was no further sound of battle. Raising his eyes, he saw the two other Turessians who had come with Nellic were kneeling toward Ceran, their heads pressed to the ground. Ceran and her group stood calmly—Orls’s and Yiral’s injuries far less severe than they had seemed—while Yoska and Dalania waited fifty feet away with a horse’s reins in-hand and Yoska beckoning.


    “Such a stupid prophecy,” noted Ceran, walking over to each of the kneeling Turessians and motioning for them to rise. They both rose to one knee but did not stand. “We had to see if you would fight for your mortal enemies out of honor. That was essential.”


    Raeln skin went icy even with his thick clothing as he looked down at Nellic, staring lifelessly at the sky. “He knew this?”


    “Yes. We all did.”


    “You had me kill an innocent man as a test?” Raeln demanded, checking Nellic’s neck for a pulse. “Heal him!”


    “We do not do that. When life ends, we do not twist fate to bring them back without a very good reason. He will rise as an honored ancestor. He fulfilled his role willingly. There is no lack of honor in that.”


    “You made me a murderer for no reason!”


    Ceran came over, knelt in front of Raeln, and picked up the scroll tube that lay nearby. “His clan was honor-bound to the council and would be forced to kill every member of ours to find the three of you. Turess himself saw this in a fashion and left each clan a singular order that they were to wait to fulfil. Nellic’s clan was waiting for us to ask for them to betray their honor—and for a wildling or orc to risk his or her life to enforce our request. We are the victors, and his entire clan will seek to redeem their honor with our clan, ensuring their support. This morning, we were the smallest of the clans, standing against the council and their new master…who you named before I knew of him. Now we are two clans, and we know our enemy for certain. A single life was worth that, and Nellic knew it. He made his choice, as I made mine when I allowed you to live against the council’s explicit orders.”


    “Why?” Raeln asked. Yoska and Dalania cautiously approached, still leading the horse. “Why spare us? Why do any of this?”


    “Our clan’s bit of prophecy,” she answered, setting the scroll in her lap. As she spoke, Ceran traced the engraving on the tube with her fingertip. “We were to be the destruction for your kind. Two thousand years, our clan has never had orcs or wildlings among our slaves, though we often traded them to other clans. We were named the council’s sword, and we marched against the most barbaric of our neighbors. There were two signs that we were to embrace those we held lowest in the world and change our ways—one was the fall of darkness over the lands, and the other was a simple greeting from an old friend. The darkness was our warning months ago. The greeting only confirmed what we knew.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “You will, Raeln. Give me time to consult with the clans, and we will explain everything. You have my word.”


    Raeln looked over at Yoska and Dalania, wishing he could run with them, but he had to know what he had just gotten himself involved in. Straightening his shoulders, he shouted, “Run!”


    Yoska practically threw Dalania over the horse’s back and slapped its rump as he leaped up behind her. After about a half dozen steps, the horse stopped.


    Chuckling, Ceran said, “We train all of our servants well, including the horses. You still have not finished learning, Raeln. Do not push my willingness to let you live. The prophecy does not say what condition you are to be in, nor does it say how many would be with you.”


    “If we’re so important—”


    “I never said important, wildling. You have a role to play. That will not spare you from the whip. You can spare the others, though. What you just asked them to do is punishable by death. I will accept a few lashes, given what you have done before now. This is becoming a bad habit of yours.”


    Lowering his head in defeat, Raeln nodded his agreement. Not for the first time, he dearly wished he had ignored On’esquin’s urging to travel north.


     


    *


     


    “Are you all right, Raeln?”


    Coughing, Raeln grunted what he hoped sounded like an affirmative statement. For a moment, he had no idea where he was. Pain flooded his mind and body as he tried to get up. But while his legs and arms seemed to still have some strength, the muscles of his back gave out immediately, and he fell back down on his stomach. Memories of the beating he had gotten for trying to flee and for attacking a Turessian—even in defense of the ones who whipped him and fulfillment of the prophecy—came back slowly. Even breathing hurt incredibly. When he tried to push himself up, his arm shook, and he looked down at his wrists to see brutally torn flesh from manacles. He had forgotten they had chained him during the whipping, and his wrists had been badly torn up as the whip had battered him.


    “I’ve done what I can,” Dalania was saying as she put a wet cloth to his mouth. The moisture burned his gums, making him realize how dry his tongue and nose had been. “They will not heal you this time. Attacking any Turessian is normally punishable by death. You were spared. They even took the last of the salve they gave us the last time. I think they want these wounds to last.”


    Attempting to get up again, Raeln had to use every ounce of his concentration to ignore the burning across his back. He hoped the wetness all across his fur was from Dalania’s cloth, but he had his doubts. Once he got himself sitting straight despite the pain, he asked, “How long was I out this time?”


    “Overnight. The representatives from the other clan have arrived. From what Yiral told Yoska when you were carried back, if the clans do not come to an agreement, you and any other ‘savages’ will be executed immediately and the clan will return to the council’s service. If this clan refuses, every member of the clan dies.”


    “How long?” he asked through gritted teeth. The moisture on his back was warm and getting worse. He really did not want to know how bad things were.


    “They’ve been meeting for a few hours.”


    Looking around, Raeln realized Yoska lay in a crumpled heap on his mat, one arm and his blanket draped across his head. “Is the old man alive?” Raeln asked, half-expecting a rude reply from Yoska.


    “He is, but his nose and pride were broken after he called Ceran an honorless dog for having you whipped. I believe he managed to spit on her before she beat him with her fists. I was doubting for a while that she intended to let him live either.”


    Crawling, Raeln made his way over to Yoska. Lifting the edge of the blanket that had been draped over his face, Raeln saw Yoska had attempted to set the bones, but the wound would be ugly when it healed and the skin across much of his face was a deep purple. Likely, that knowledge was more painful to Yoska than the wound itself, though he was sleeping it off.


    “Next time I say to run, do not wait for me,” Raeln told Dalania. “Take any opportunity to flee. I will take the punishment for it.”


    Sighing, Dalania came over and pressed her cloth to his back, stinging the raw flesh. “Do you know why I was in Lantonne in the first place, Raeln?”


    “No. I don’t care. I’m giving you an order. Is Feanne the only one who actually listens to me when I give an order?”


    “My father’s father was born up in the woods near Altis. My father wanted me to return to the woods that we once considered our home. Now, I don’t even care about that wish. I’m far more concerned with going home—any home—with people I care about. You are my family, Raeln, and home is where the last of my family is. I will not leave you to die out here. I doubt Yoska will let you stay alone either. I will not obey the order if you give it. Not today…not ever.”


    “Is true,” said Yoska’s muffled voice, though he did not move. “To gypsy, home is where family is, not where pile of lumber makes big box. I have brother and sister here, but no clan to return to. I stay…and maybe I break Ceran’s nose next time, yes? Would be fair, and no one look down on me for hitting woman, no? Gypsy is meant to find much love in this world before he dies, but I think I replace that with vengeance for a time.”


    A faint chuckle from outside the hut’s door preceded it creaking open. Standing silhouetted against the light outside was Ceran. She walked slowly into the hut, pausing to study Yoska, before turning to face Raeln. “I will ignore the wanderer’s comment for now,” she announced, keeping her back to Yoska. “I have come to ask a question of you, Raeln.”


    Slowly looking up at her, Raeln had to suppress the desire to attack. He knew his tension was likely visible to her in the way his ears sat, but he managed to keep himself still and put on a show of patience.


    Sitting in the middle of the hut, Ceran thought a moment before speaking again. “My people do not kill anyone without giving them the chance to know who they were facing and why, should they wish it. We also allow those who were dishonorably wronged to face their accuser in a trial of wisdom. I lied to you about who I was when I first came here. That was dishonorable and it entitles you to face me in a trial of wisdom…which you may wish to do, as you were found guilty of murdering a clan member.”


    “You intend to execute me,” he thought aloud, lowering his eyes.


    “Intend, no. There are calls for it, though. This is your one opportunity. Would you strike me down while you have the chance? If I give you the right to strike at me, would you take it? Answer honestly. Our people do not punish anyone for honesty.”


    Before Raeln could reply, Yoska was on his feet, one arm around the Turessian woman to keep her from running and the other holding a knife to her throat. She seemed unsurprised, her lips a tight line as she watched Raeln.


    “Stop!” Raeln barked at Yoska. “If you kill her, that only makes matters worse.”


    Yoska muttered something and pushed the knife harder against Ceran’s neck, drawing a line of blood that ran to the tip of the weapon.


    Ceran stared at Raeln with an almost bored expression, daring him to act. She had to have known Yoska would strike at her. She was choosing not to act, instead forcing the decision of what to do onto Raeln.


    “Yoska, I will kill you myself if you disobey me in this,” Raeln said, slowly standing on shaky legs.


    “You lie, friend. We disagree on much, but you would not act against me for killing her. Many weeks you will be mad at me. You will not strike me.”


    Raeln tensed his muscles all across his body, knowing the intimidating effect it had on most people. Even Yoska seemed to shrink back slightly, as though he were debating whether he had misjudged. “Yoska, I put honor and duty above all else. That is one thing I think the Turessians and I agree on. In this, I did kill the man and so I am guilty. If their law mandates my death, I will die as they see fit. Drop your weapon.”


    Turning his head to spit on the floor of the hut, Yoska abruptly released Ceran and threw his knife aside. He stepped away but still looked ready to attack if given the chance. Raeln could see Yoska’s mouth working through some angry curse, directed at Ceran, but he kept his tone low enough that even Raeln could not make out the words.


    “An honorable way to handle yourself,” Ceran said to Raeln, touching the bloody nick on her neck. She lifted her hand and stared at the blood on her fingertips, as though surprised the knife had actually broken her skin. “Far more honorable than many of my own people these days. Is there anything else you would ask of me before the decisions are made? Ask anything you wish. If it does not dishonor either of us, I will attempt to grant it.”


    Raeln looked over at Dalania and found she would not look him in the eye. “Free my friends. If they can go free through my death, it was worth it.”


    “A request of a truly loyal man,” Ceran noted, smiling gently. “Would you not ask for your own life? Perhaps a plea for mercy? I gave you leave to ask for anything. Ask for all the world, and I will tell you if I can comply.”


    Looking around at the other two, Raeln shook his head. “If your people find me guilty, then I am guilty by your law. I have never run from responsibility, and I won’t start now. If you spare me unjustly, I’ll always know I was guilty. They have done nothing to deserve this sort of fate. I would ask for them to be spared, not myself. If I have to give you specifics, I ask that you forgive Yoska’s attempt on you today.”


    “I can do that and will gladly,” Ceran replied, bowing her head. “Are you certain you wish to accept punishment when you could as easily fight to escape? You could kill me and run. It would be hours before they knew you were gone. They would never know what you had done. You could even plead to the other preservers for mercy. This is not an offer I make lightly.”


    Raeln looked over at Dalania, who appeared ready to burst into tears. He then turned his attention to Yoska, who had retrieved his knife and was pointing it at Ceran’s back, giving Raeln an expectant stare and smirk. When Raeln did not give him any signal, Yoska made a half-hearted stabbing motion at Ceran, as though Raeln had not understood the more subtle gesture.


    “No, I can’t do that,” Raeln finally admitted, and Yoska nearly dropped his knife. “I’d know I’m guilty, no matter where I go. Killing you would only compound my guilt. I don’t expect anyone else to understand.”


    Ceran nodded and got up, giving Yoska a glare as he hid his weapon. “The three of you may rest for the next day. I will come for you the following morning to bring all of you to the place where Raeln is to be executed, if I cannot talk Nellic’s clan from their current demands. You may watch your friend’s last moments, should it come to that. There will be many arguments yet, so do not give up hope.”


    “Why wait?” Dalania asked angrily. “It is even crueler to make him spend that long worrying. You would not have come down here if you thought there was any chance of them changing their minds.”


    “I apologize,” Ceran said, and Raeln thought she looked sincere. “The council’s representatives will want to be present for his death. Despite the lie we already told them, they must be here for this. Our runners will attempt to bring them back as soon as possible. If we spare Raeln, they must be here to destroy our clans. If we execute Raeln, they must be here to witness.”


    Without another word, Ceran departed, closing the door behind herself.


    “I am going to stab that woman in face,” Yoska muttered once Ceran was likely well out of earshot. “You have my oath on this, Raeln. She so much as pets you funny, she will be dead before she can pull her hand back. I swear this by my mother’s mother, and she was not woman for me to swear lightly on.”


    Chuckling at Yoska’s bravado, Raeln answered, “Don’t bother, Yoska. She’s doing what her people’s laws require. I cannot fault her for that.”


    “I can,” Dalania snapped, pulling her knees up under her chin as she glowered at Raeln. “I can also blame you for not fighting to get away.”


    “Would you fight, when you know this is right?”


    Dalania’s expression told him she would not, but did not want to admit it. For once she wanted someone else to fight when she would prefer a calm solution.


    “I would never forgive myself, Dalania. Let me die how I feel is right.”


    Closing his eyes to meditate, partially to pass the time and partially to keep from having to see the pain in his friends’ faces, Raeln took and deep breath and waited. He would face his end proud and calm, as Greth had. Right up to his last moment, he was still learning from Greth, even this long after his death.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Old Friends”


     


    I will never get used to having friends, allies, and loved ones. It seems absurd to admit, but I spent most of my early life alone on the streets of Altis. Now, even with three more of my friends gone or dead, I somehow find myself with company I can rely on.


    Feanne will slap me around as willingly as any enemy, but her love is unquestionable. I have long since come to grips with the way our relationship works, and I will forgive nearly anything. She, too, has become accustomed to my quirks, and though I anger her far more than is probably wise, her frustrations rarely last long. She is my truest friend and most trusted ally.


    Turess is a strange one. I do not fully understand why he is helping us, but I see sadness in his eyes each time he looks at us. I had no reason to trust him and even less grasp on what motivated him until the day he forcibly intervened in an argument Feanne and I were having, demanding we stop. He would not let us continue until we stopped bickering and admitted the stupidity of our words, since we clearly loved one another. Turess is kind beyond words and hates conflict in those around him, even as he is ready to charge headlong into warfare. How he could have conquered the world, I cannot imagine. That contrast in his personality is why I have begun to trust him with my life.


    With these two at my sides, I have hope that we might actually find a way to attack the heart of Turessi. Surviving is another matter. If I manage to put these writings in your hands myself, it will be quite the tale.


     


    “Are we sure about this?” Estin asked, hunkering down in the alley not far from the city gates. He could see at least a dozen armed soldiers waiting at the gate and far more archers above. It looked the same as it had every day for the last week. The last time he had tried to slip through those gates, he had the priests helping.


    “The whore told us this would work,” Feanne replied. She lay on the ground to watch the same group from beneath a wagon. “I have no reason to distrust her, except when it comes to my mate. Are you certain she washes her hands before serving meals?”


    “I’m not going to leave you for a human prostitute, Feanne,” he insisted for the tenth time in the last hour. He regretted explaining the purpose of a whorehouse and letting her wheedle out his own experiences with them. Each day had only grown worse, with her assuming far more about the employees of the place than was probably healthy for anyone.


    “No,” she agreed and he swore he saw her smirk. “I would not let you. That female would be dead before she could get out of that absurd dress of hers. I have no fear of her taking anything from me.”


    Rolling his eyes, Estin returned his attention to the guards. Jealousy was not something Feanne came to naturally, so he had to assume she was goading him. If not, he would have to keep an eye on her around the house’s prostitutes or she might hurt someone. The last thing any of them needed was Feanne ripping someone’s head off for asking Estin if breakfast was pleasant or offering him a cup of tea.


    “There!” he noted a minute later, pointing at the man from the whorehouse who was moving closer to the gates. “Get ready to move.”


    Looking over his shoulder, Estin saw Turess leaning against the side of a building, his mostly black clothing allowing him to blend into the shadows nicely. He barely understood their plan, but he was going along with it, letting the two of them make any decisions. At Estin’s glance, Turess straightened and nodded, letting Estin know he was ready.


    From what Estin could see, the man they were watching was trying to market the whorehouse to the guards. Estin knew that was pointless, as Jnodin’s soldiers were like any others—they would not leave their post until the end of their shift. Despite that, within minutes, all eyes were on the loosely dressed man. Estin wanted to know what he had said to draw that many eyes, as it might come in handy someday. He honestly could not even be certain if the guards were intrigued or upset.


    A moment later, two women Estin recognized from the house—now dressed in commoner’s clothing—slid along the wall to one of the smaller doors that allowed individuals in or out without having to open the main gate. The two women descended on the single guard left there, striking him from behind with what looked to be a small club. The soldier dropped like a leaden weight, and the women motioned for Estin’s as they propped the man in a chair.


    “Go!” Feanne announced, hopping to her feet. “Turess, hurry up. Estin…do not touch those females.”


    Giving her an annoyed glare, Estin ran after Turess, making his way across the road to the door. They crossed without incident and soon ducked into the shadow of the doorway, the three of them and the two prostitutes all crowded into the small space. Feanne made a point of putting herself between Estin and the nearest woman and let out a very low growl Estin doubted the humans could even hear. He knew that sound to be a warning and so did his best to ignore it.


    “We will close the door behind you,” explained one of the women as she adjusted the guard to make it harder to see he was unconscious. “Hurry!”


    Turess opened the heavy door out onto the northern plains and went through, hugging the wall to be sure he was not seen by the archers above.


    Feanne followed Turess before reaching back and grabbing Estin’s arm as he tried to give his thanks to the two women. “This one is still not allowed to speak to either of you,” she warned the women, who seemed utterly amused. “Thank you for your help.”


    With a powerful tug, Feanne yanked Estin out of the city and nearly threw him to the ground. The humans closed the door behind them and locked it. There was no going back.


    “That was rude, Feanne,” Estin said once they were flattened to the wall like Turess.


    “No, that was making matters clear for females who have issues with staying a proper distance from someone else’s mate,” she replied sharply, moving quickly westward along the wall after Turess. “If I were being rude, I would have killed one and warned the other. I was as diplomatic as I ever needed to be in the pack. They seem oblivious to my quieter warnings.”


    “They aren’t wildlings.”


    “All the more reason to spare them. Humans may not know better about when they have entered another’s territory. Besides, I saw the males who visited that place. Most smelled of another female. They had no place being there. The females might have expectations that they can claim another female’s mate. That may work for Yoska’s people, but not for mine.”


    “I’m not territory…or property, for that matter, Feanne.”


    Grinning toothily, Feanne replied, “Of course not, my love. Keep reminding yourself of that while we run.”


    Before Estin could come up with a retort, she ran along the base of the wall, with Turess lifting the bottom of his robe to try to keep up with her. Estin had no desire to be left behind, so he gave up on the argument and ran after them, skirting the edge of the city.


    They continued that way, using the lip of the wall to hide themselves from the archers for most of the afternoon, until they finally reached a section of the wall that was less well-maintained and looked more like a natural formation. From there, Feanne led the way toward the plains and away from Jnodin. Their pace gradually slowed over the course of the day, once they no longer had to worry about arrows hitting them. Near sunset they finally moved into the open and walked more freely.


    “Where are we going?” Feanne asked as the sun began to descend behind the mountains in the distance. “It’s time we got better directions. I have followed the direction you pointed, but that may not be wise to do forever.”


    Trudging along beside Estin, Turess looked up at the sky and then down at Feanne. “To sun’s resting. You call…west?”


    Feanne came to an abrupt stop midstride and turned on Turess. “Where in the west? Mountains? Beyond them? Where? We have been hundreds of miles past those mountains. The world is too large for little more than a direction.”


    Turess opened his mouth and briefly closed it again, shrugging. “Mountains, yes. Where, do not know. Maybe I see place in memories after we are close. May wander few days until knowing.”


    “We’re traveling by vague memory?” Estin laughed as he sat down. “This is going well. The mountains are only about twelve hundred miles north to south and a few hundred deep. I know they end in an ocean in the south, but no idea where the northern reach goes. How could we possibly miss our destination with those odds?”


    Scowling, Turess thought a moment before replying. “Your words are jest. The tone makes familiar. The meaning of jest not see in head. For direction, we follow compass I left. Without compass, we not find anything in span of lifetime and certain not before war is over.”


    Feanne gave Estin a questioning glance that told him she was as confused as he was. “What compass, Turess?”


    “I made item I had on me drawn to place I was at, so I could find it again,” he explained vaguely. Lifting his hands, he tapped the bracelet and chain together. “Item lead us back like compass, yes? We find ally there who did not want me finding way. Compass was trick to make her not know I could find again.”


    “Wait, we are going to someone who does not want to see you?” Feanne asked. “And where is this compass? I have not seen any of our allies with a compass.”


    Pointing at Estin’s waist, Turess smiled broadly. “Man has compass. I saw compass when he was looking for flint other day.”


    “I do not,” Estin countered, opening up his pouches so the contents were visible. “Show me a compass. I know every item in these pouches, and there’s nothing like that.”


    Chuckling, Turess reached over and plucked a simple metal chain from one of Estin’s pouches, from which dangled a worn old coin. It had been on the corpse of an elven woman far south of Jnodin, who had likely been meaning to join up with their group as part of the army On’esquin had expected them to meet in the north. Estin knew it was a relic from Turess’s time, but he had not given it any thought in weeks.


    “Compass,” Turess repeated, pointing at the coin as he held it up, the tarnished metal still managing to catch the sun’s rays and cast long beams of light westward.


    “That…is a coin,” Estin said, closing his pouches. “It leads us nowhere, except maybe to an enthusiastic shopkeeper.”


    Scowling, Turess beckoned Feanne over. When she walked up to Turess, he moved to put her between himself and the setting sun. She shied away from his touch, and he smiled vaguely, pointing instead. Despite her position blocking the light, the coin continued to cast a beam to the west, creating a bright spot on Feanne’s heavy cotton shirt near the center of her ribcage.


    “Compass,” Turess insisted. “Father once say money leads too many people. I take him at word when I make this. Was joke to me. Regular compass not find person we need, anyway. Magic find her and nothing else.”


    Following the beam of light when Feanne stepped out of the way, Estin saw it pointed toward the mountains, which were easily two weeks of walking away. Even on horseback, it would take them nearly a week. Worse still, the destination could be in or past those mountains.


    “We should’ve gotten horses,” Estin said dryly. Feanne nodded in agreement. “At least we’re in no bigger hurry than usual.”


    Turess lifted his other hand, flicking his robe’s cuff back so his silver bracelet was visible. He stared at it intently for a moment, a frown slowly creeping across his features. “Have until next full moon, give or take. Glowing cloud will be strong soon and begin tearing through the wall between worlds. When it does, nothing survives. Must act before moon or we are too weak to stop it.”


    Estin and Feanne exchanged glances, and she spoke up, sounding close to panic. “How could you know that?”


    “Magic on wedding band,” he replied, holding up the bracelet, though Estin could see nothing special about it. “Was meant to help me know when to move people before magic break into Eldvar. Now it tell me when walls are too thin and we cannot recover. May have few more days than thought, but no more than that.”


    “Then how do we find this person, and can they really help us with so little time?” Estin demanded, though Turess did not even look his way.


    Squinting into the distance, Turess slid the coin’s chain over his head and tucked it away. “We will find horse. Vixen bring horse. We make faster travel.”


    Feanne stepped up to Turess, put her hands on her hips, and glared at him until he backed away. “I barely have more than the clothes on my back, human. There is no horse hidden in my pack.”


    “No, no,” Turess corrected, his face crinkling as he struggled for words. “I use wrong word. What is word for what you did with wolves when I woke from dead?”


    “Summon? Call?” she tried, staring at him as though he was insane. “I howled for help. Something answered. My magic allows that to happen from time to time. Usually I simply look foolish, howling at the sky. Foxes aren’t exactly known for howling. Anything larger than a rabbit thinks our howl is an invitation.”


    “Make it happen now,” Turess said. “You cry out for help with fear, you got angry wolves. Call out nice and get us horse. Very simple. I think is simple. You think is simple?”


    Feanne looked to be ready to throttle Turess. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she said, “It does not work that way. I call out, and whatever hears me decides if it will come. A horse is not likely to want to answer a fox’s cries. I would say our odds of a horse are about as good as a rabbit or chicken choosing to come to my side.”


    “Wolves eat foxes,” Turess countered, tapping his foot impatiently on the rock-strewn ground. “Wolves helped. You misunderstand gift. Horse not care about red fur. Do not know horse can even see color. I not ask them and not recommend others try. You confuse simple request.”


    Clenching her hands tightly, Feanne turned to Estin. “I will try what he’s asking, but be ready to fight or run, depending on what comes. I believe the animals that arrive assume I am in danger. They may try to kill him or all of us.”


    Estin drew his swords and nodded. He had never seen Feanne call anything that wanted to hurt him, but the few times she had done it in the past, the animals had no trouble identifying who her enemies were. This time, if they assumed she was in danger, it meant attacking Estin or Turess.


    Raising her nose to point at the sky, Feanne took a long deep breath and spread her arms to her sides. Once she could take in no more air, she let out a throaty cry that echoed off the walls of Jnodin. Estin had heard that cry only a few times since he had met Feanne, and it normally meant trouble. The first time he had lay dying at her feet, with hunting dogs chasing them down. It always sent shivers down his spine, making him think of the howls of wolves near their camp back in the mountains. The distinctly different tone of the call that Feanne used was unmistakably hers alone.


    The cry fading away, Feanne lowered her head and took several slow breaths. She searched the horizon for anything, but soon looked back at Estin and shrugged. “We will walk,” she announced, moving west again with Estin trudging along behind her and Turess behind him.


    Turess muttered under his breath as he looked around for horses Estin had to assume would never come. Had Turess been more fluent in their language, Estin might have taunted him for his belief that Feanne could call a horse, but Estin did not have the heart to mock him. It would not have accomplished much.


    They made it only about fifty feet before howling from the north brought all of them to a stop. Looking toward the snow-covered hills in the distance, Estin saw three shapes running hard in their direction. At first he thought they were small horses, despite the howls he had heard. Then, recognizing the way they moved, he realized what was coming.


    “Dire wolves,” he whispered, backing away from the animals racing across the plains toward them. “Can you control them, Feanne? Tell them to go home?”


    “I don’t control animals, Estin,” she snapped back, lowering herself into a ready stance to fight. “At best I might be able to talk them down. Be ready for anything. They might even attack me.”


    Unlike the two wildlings, Turess seemed entirely calm, clasping his hands behind his back as he waited.


    Soon the wolves were close enough that Estin could see their eyes and huge fangs. Pale, nearly white, grey fur helped them blend in with the snow farther north, but stood out against the bare stone ground near Jnodin. These wolves were as large as a pony—which was supposedly also one of their favorite meals—and from what he had heard, they were as intelligent as some humans. If it came to a fight, Feanne was likely the only one of them who might survive against three of the monsters.


    Slowing as they approached, the wolves glanced at Estin and Turess, snarling angrily as they did. They walked toward Feanne, though two of them kept watching Estin and Turess as they moved. Once they reached Feanne, the lead wolf walked right up to her, glaring at her with what Estin took to be a challenge of some kind. Feanne did not back down, meeting the large wolf’s eyes, but she also made no aggressive moves. After several seconds, the wolf lowered its eyes to her paws, as did the other two.


    “They will help us,” Feanne announced, sounding as surprised as Estin, her muscles slowly relaxing. “Not exactly the mounts we could have hoped for, but they can probably hold their own if we’re found out here.”


    “I said horse,” Turess said, looking uncomfortable. “Is wrong word? Horse is normal riding beast…”


    “No, it’s the right word,” Estin explained as he sheathed his swords. “Wrong howl.”


    Approaching cautiously, Estin came up on one of the wolves, which turned on him, eyeing him warily. From what he could see, the wolf was as skeptical about this arrangement as he was. He wanted to back away, but when Feanne climbed onto the wolf that had confronted her, he knew he had no other choice.


    Estin advanced as slowly as he could, trying not to make any sudden moves as he neared the wolf’s side. The wolf turned her head to glare at him, but allowed him to step alongside her, and did not move when he put a hand on her back. He could see her muzzle twitching as she fought to keep from attacking. This was going to be a dangerous way to travel.


    “I’m going to climb up,” he told the wolf, which continued to stare at him. “Don’t take my head off, okay?”


    Bringing her wolf around to face Estin, Feanne said, “They are not capable of speech, Estin. She doesn’t understand your words, but she knows why they are here.”


    “That wasn’t for her benefit,” he answered, trying to figure out how he was going to get atop the beast without pulling her fur. “I’m trying to convince myself.” Taking a deep breath and holding it, Estin leaped up, using his hand on the wolf to control his landing on her back. The wolf snarled and shuffled as he came down, but she did not attack or try to toss him. He grinned, happy to think he was actually surviving his first attempt to ride a dire wolf. Looking around, he saw Turess was already mounted on the third wolf, appearing relatively calm.


    “We rode stranger things,” Turess admitted when he noticed Estin looking at him. “Is first wolf, though. Many lands, many beasts act as mount.”


    “Let’s put the city behind us,” Feanne announced, nudging it west with her knee. The wolf dug its paws in and launched itself into a run that would have rivaled many horses. A second later, Estin and Turess’s mounts followed, nearly unseating Estin in the process.


    Flattening himself on the wolf and clinging to the fur at the scruff of her neck, Estin tried to guide the animal with his knees like he would a horse. The wolf ignored him completely, following whatever movement the lead wolf made. He had absolutely no control.


    “That’ll work,” he whispered into the wolf’s fur. “Just keep following Feanne and we can be friends.”


    The wolf leaped a cluster of stones and nearly tossed Estin aside as she came down. When the wolf glanced back at him, he swore he saw amusement in her eyes. They might not understand words, but they were not stupid.


    “Okay…not friends…”


     


    *


     


    For most of the next week, the three of them continued their high-speed run toward the mountains far west of Jnodin. The sheer-sided walls of the city and its lands surprised Estin with how far they continued into the west. It took almost four days before he saw the first possible route south, if one were to avoid the city itself. More than once he found himself wondering what route Feanne’s parents had taken in escaping Turessi when they were younger, given the terrain.


    Gradually the white-peaked mountains came into sight as more than a shadow on the horizon. Each day they grew more visible, but with the sunrise each morning, the wolves would force the group to stop until the next sunset. Estin found their pattern delightful, but Turess spent much of his time either muttering in his language or squinting into the night. He was definitely not comfortable with all of their traveling being done in darkness.


    With no more than a day left until the foothills, the wolves slowed to a fast walk as the sun began to light the ground behind them. Turning toward a section of dense woods a little north of the path they had been taking, the wolves sought shelter for the group without being prompted. That had been one of the most difficult things for Estin to accept—the wolves set the pace and direction, not the riders. He had wanted to argue with his wolf the first day, when she had diverted without apparent reason, but he had chosen to trust her. Afterward he’d seen the direction they had been going would have taken them straight into a rock dragon nest, situated so the twenty-foot lizard could catch anything that fell into its lair without having to leave.


    They soon reached the woods, and the wolves stopped and waited, which was their usual signal to their riders that it was time to get off. Once they dismounted, the wolves took off into the woods, seeking out food and shelter. They never stayed with the group during the day. In fact, Estin had been unable to track them at all once they were out of sight. Certainly not animals he ever wanted stalking him.


    Stretching his legs, Estin surveyed the dense wood for some sign of anything they might be able to eat, but the place was fairly barren. He and Feanne would need to go hunting, as they had several other days. As much as he wanted to rest, his grumbling stomach warned him there were other priorities. Rest could come on a full stomach and not before.


    Unfortunately, Estin also knew that once he had eaten, Turess would keep him up for another hour or so. He had taken every rest break to sit with Estin and help him work on regaining the use of his magic. There was slow progress, but it was not something Estin really wanted to spend time on when exhausted. Worse still, he never looked forward to the nausea and occasional vomiting after the only meal for the day.


    “Turess,” Feanne said, “set up camp. Estin and I will find something to skin and cook.”


    “Or maybe some fruit or berries,” Estin added, getting a disgusted look from Feanne. There were times he forgot how much their preferential diets diverged. Other times, he enjoyed rubbing it in.


    Shaking her head, Feanne walked into the woods, forcing Estin to jog to catch up. At first he thought she had already picked up a scent, given her pace, but she was hardly sniffing at all. She kept her head down and walked quickly, often turning sharply to put a tree between herself and Estin. After the third time she had diverted to cut him off without him picking up any scent, he had to believe she was angry about something.


    “What’s wrong, Feanne?” he asked once he was certain they were far enough out that Turess could no longer see them. “You haven’t really talked the last few stops. Is this about the fruit…?”


    Stopping abruptly, Feanne came around with a forcefulness that made Estin back up a step. A claw pointing at him threateningly, she advanced, forcing him back another few feet. “How many, Estin?”


    Blinking in confusion, he searched her face for some indication of what she was talking about. Whatever it was, she had been stewing on it long enough that she no longer saw the need to fill him in on what he had done wrong. “How many…fruits? How many…what?”


    Snarling briefly, she shook her head. “How many humans did you pay?”


    Realization dawned on Estin, and he felt a little sick to his stomach. She was still dwelling on how he knew what a whorehouse was. He had never known her to hold on to anger longer than it took to punch something, and this had been almost two weeks. “Feanne, that was a long time before we met—”


    “Just answer the question, Estin!” she snapped. “How many were there?”


    “What does it matter?”


    Growling softly, Feanne let Estin know in no uncertain terms that he should not be arguing that point. Still, it was not a topic he wanted to discuss. He was ashamed of most aspects of his life before Feanne. Every action he had taken since then had been to stay with her and leave behind that past.


    “No, we’re not doing this,” he replied firmly, holding his ground as she approached with a glare normally meant to frighten foes. “There weren’t any wildlings in Altis who weren’t caged. We all made mistakes. It doesn’t matter now.”


    Feanne’s expression said otherwise. Estin tried to walk away, but she shoved him, blocking him from going around her.


    “Fine, Feanne, you want to have this argument? How many males were there before me? I know about Insrin and that first fox your mother disapproved of when you were young, but how many others? You want a number from me, I want a number from you. It’s only fair.”


    Feanne blinked and backed away, turning sharply, and started to walk again.


    Unwilling to let it go, Estin ran to her and grabbed her by the wrist to spin her around to face him. “How many, Feanne? You want me to answer the same question. If it matters this much, I want to know too.”


    Flinching and looking anywhere but at him, she yanked her hand free. “You are right. We shouldn’t do this.”


    “Now we’re doing this,” he insisted, stepping in front of her as she tried to go around him. “It’s obviously bothering you enough that the ‘no regrets’ rule has been tossed aside. We’re talking about this now and getting it over with.” Feanne started to walk away, but Estin followed her. “How many? Three?” Feanne’s ears twitched, a sign she was hiding something. “Four?” Another twitch. “Answer the question!”


    Feanne turned and tried to push past Estin, but he shoved her back, getting a vicious snarl in reply. She hesitated a second, but then she leaped at him, claws and fangs attempting to get a hold on him. He blocked and evaded as best he could, eventually using a tree as a shield, narrowly avoiding a swipe of her claws that shredded the bark near his face.


    Coming around the tree swinging, Estin nearly managed to get a solid hit on Feanne’s ribs, but she spun in a way that reminded him of Raeln’s fighting style. She hooked his arm as she came around, locking his elbow and forcing him to the ground.


    “Do not ever make demands like that again!” she hissed near his ear. “I am not that child anymore, and there are far too many regrets that I will spend my life trying to avoid adding to. Do not ask me again.”


    Rolling forward, Estin yanked his arm free and nearly knocked Feanne over in the process. He got to his feet as fast as he could, barely managing to turn before Feanne slammed into him, driving him backward into a tree with enough force that it drove the breath from his lungs.


    The two of them held their ground, Estin locking his hands on Feanne’s wrists, while she used her greater strength to keep him pressed against the tree. When he tried to move his tail around to strike at her from behind, Feanne stomped on it, pinning it down with her claws dug into the fur. His whole body ached as he struggled against her. This was not a fight he could win. Even without her magic, Feanne was faster and stronger than he was.


    “Shhhh!” hissed another person, and both Feanne and Estin froze, moving only their eyes. They found Turess standing nearby, furtively glancing from one part of the woods to another. He looked terrified. “Do you hear?”


    Relaxing slightly, Estin stared at in confusion, listening for anything out of place. Aside from his and Feanne’s panting, there was nothing he could hear at all, though Feanne’s ears twitched as she sought the noise as well.


    “Is soft noise,” Turess said quietly, bringing his boots down as gently as he could as he made his way to them. Lowering his voice to a whisper, he added, “Must listen.”


    With Feanne and Estin still frozen midfight, Turess came to their sides and eyed their interlocked arms, then Estin’s tail still pinned to the ground. Shaking his head, he tapped Feanne’s shin with his boot until she moved her paw off Estin’s tail. Next, he peeled Feanne’s hand off Estin’s shoulder, and Estin’s hands off Feanne’s arms, until they stood close but not touching. They both stared at him in confusion, straining to hear anything.


    Taking Estin’s hand in his left and Feanne’s in his right, Turess whispered, “You can hear it if listen. Very faint. Say nothing for now.”


    Putting their hands together palm-to-palm and patting them as he let them go, Turess smiled at Feanne and Estin’s interlocked fingers. “There it is. Sound of lover squabble end. Much better sound. Next time angry sounds happen, I put both wildlings in magic cage until calmer. Big waste of magic, but Turess does not make fake threats.” Turning on his heel, he walked away, whistling softly to himself as he disappeared among the trees.


    “What just happened?” Feanne asked quietly, still not moving.


    “He scolded us for fighting…like how we used to scold the kits.”


    Eyeing their hands, Feanne’s shoulders drooped slightly. “He’s right. This was not something that should have come between us at all. I am still remembering things that were lost…not all of them are good memories, and they make me worry about my past more than I care to. It was easier in my old life to forget things years gone…remembering them now for the first time, I find myself wishing I had done many things differently. More than anything, I fear discovering something about myself that I cannot deal with, and I think I’m putting that fear on you, as well. I dread learning something about you…or us…that I am not ready for.”


    Estin leaned closer to Feanne and let his whiskers brush hers, making her smile. “I understand, and having you gone for so long has made me scared of what we say and do around each other. If you want to know, I’ll tell you anything, but does it matter?”


    Feanne shook her head, tightening her hold on his hand and putting the back of it to her cheek. “Not at all. I would only ask one thing.”


    “What?”


    “Why furless?” she asked, smirking as her eyes twinkled with mischief. “You say there were wildlings in cages. Free them and find a mate for a night. Why would you bed a human, let alone pay for that? I would have been fine with almost anything else…but a human?”


    Laughing and pulling Feanne into a tight hug, Estin clung to her as they both relaxed.


     


    *


     


    The last day of the ride brought them from the foothills into the mountains proper, crossing terrain no horse would have managed. Though the wolves might have been an accident, Estin could see the value in having them there. The beasts continued to run hard, even on the rocky and uneven slopes, more than once choosing to slide down a hill in the loose snow to maintain their balance. Horses would have fallen many times over or been forced to detour.


    Then the wolves picked up a scent and came to an abrupt halt, forcing Estin to cling to his wolf’s back. Turess went flying, tumbling across the snow.


    “I have no idea what they are doing,” Feanne admitted, sniffing as she turned her head about. “Do you have anything, Estin?”


    “Nothing,” he said. The air was crisp and he could smell goats somewhere nearby, but there was nothing he would term dangerous. At most, a bear had wandered past within the last few hours. “It smells like everywhere else out here.”


    Climbing to his feet and dusting off his robes and coat, Turess scowled at his wolf and came back to stand near Feanne’s. Lifting the coin necklace from his shirt, he held it up in the dim moonlight and waited as it spun slowly, casting a thin beam of light somewhat northwest. He held it there for a minute as the beam shifted a little more west. Once it had settled, Turess walked slowly, and the beam moved slightly as he went.


    “Old friend close,” he said, putting away the necklace. “Leave wolves?”


    Feanne gave Estin a nervous glance before hopping down and patting her wolf on his flank. The animal watched her for a moment, almost as though waiting for a new command. When none came, the three wolves took off east as soon as Estin got to the ground. Within minutes the animals were far out of sight.


    “We do not need wolves if old friend is welcoming,” Turess announced, giving them a half-hearted smile.


    “And if your friend isn’t?” Estin asked, knowing Feanne was likely thinking the same thing.


    Turess winced slightly as he turned and walked in the direction the coin had indicated. “If she is not welcoming, wolves make right choice by running.”


    The three of them continued down the sloping hill, steadily descending into a narrow valley. Soon even the trees thinned out in the distance behind them, leaving little more than stone walls and ground around them.


    They had been traveling for more than an hour in the closed space before Estin slowed and stopped, putting a hand to the wall of the valley. “Why are the stones warm?” he asked, realizing there had been no snow on the ground for some time. The ground had dried as they traveled. So far north, he would not have expected anything like that. Even his thick clothing felt far too warm for the weather, despite having felt overly thin hours earlier.


    Turess quickly replied, “She like warm places. Maybe old volcano. Maybe steam from ground. Maybe magic. I choose not to ask last time. Had bigger worries, such as death.”


    “We are after a wizardess?” Feanne asked, squinting and slowly sweeping her gaze over the valley. “You believe she will be strong enough to help us against your brother and his army?”


    The muscles near his eyes twitching, Turess nodded vigorously and clamped his mouth shut. Both Estin and Feanne stared at him for a minute, but he kept silent.


    “Let’s be done with this,” Estin announced, marching on. “The sooner we can get help, the sooner we might find out what happened to Raeln and the others. I hate not knowing. Plus, if we’re running out of time, it’s a long trip back into Turessi from here.”


    They continued for another hour, with Turess occasionally pulling out the coin to verify they were going the right way. Each time the beam of light was more accurate, wavering less. Eventually, they came to a curve in the valley and found themselves facing a small wooden hut with smoke rising out of a chimney. The coin pointed right at it, but then went dark, the beam vanishing. Turess jingled the chain on the coin, as though trying to make the beam come back. A moment later, the smoke stopped rising from the house’s chimney.


    “What does that mean?” Feanne asked, eyeing the coin.


    Before Turess could reply, the beam appeared again, the light pointing behind them.


    “It means that I moved,” answered a gruff woman’s voice right behind Estin. When he spun, he found an elven woman with long grey hair down to her waist and a faded old dress standing within five feet. There was no scent that accompanied her appearance. Leaning to look past Estin, the woman added something in Turess’s native language.


    “What did you just say?” Estin asked, backing up a few steps.


    “I reminded him that he was going to die if he came back.”


    From behind Estin, Turess replied, “I have died once. Times do change. Forgive?”


    Growling, the woman grabbed Estin’s shirt and fur and hurled him against the wall of the valley with enough force that he blacked out briefly. When he came to, the old woman had Turess held off the ground while Feanne tore ineffectually at the woman’s back with her claws. Somehow Feanne’s claws did not appear to even be getting through the woman’s dress, let alone her skin. Armored men had fared far worse against her claws.


    “I was reasonably clear that the prophecies were nonsense!” the woman roared at Turess, shaking him violently. “Why didn’t you leave it alone?”


    As Turess tried to answer, the woman hurled him into the side of the house, shattering the wooden planks and dropping him inside. The woman turned on Feanne, making a curt gesture with one of her hands. As she did, Feanne froze midswing, her eyes going wide as she fought to move.


    Taking a deep breath as though to calm herself, the old elven woman began studying Feanne, leaning first one way, then the other. She sniffed softly and shook her head before coming over to Estin. “Do not get up,” she warned as she approached, sniffing again. “I know why you are here, and I would hope Turess told you enough to keep you from being an idiot, Estin.”


    “He told us you were an old friend,” Estin answered, getting to his knees. His whole body hurt, but he knew attacking this old woman was probably not the best choice. He tried to take a slow breath, but could not inhale much before his aching ribs made him flinch.


    “Old friend?” She laughed lightly. Taking a knee in front of him, she asked, “Did you know that he got my sons killed?”


    “I didn’t,” Estin admitted.


    “Yes, that man’s ridiculous prophecy is self-fulfilling. My sons would be alive if they hadn’t believed in it and followed his suggestions. Well…that may not be entirely fair. Nenophar died following Turess’s advice. Sinelin died because I tried to save Nenophar, but the result is much the same. One action creates the next in the fabric, as it always has.”


    “Who are you?” asked Estin, studying her features. She was old, even for an elf, but he knew of no elves who could have lived so long that they knew Turess during his original lifetime. Even with magic, there were no stories of any living more than two hundred years. “Your sons…they died during Turess’s claiming of the nations?”


    The woman laughed again and sat down hard on the stone ground. “No, my sons died a few months ago. The pattern of your fate tells me that you had a hand in both of their deaths, though I can see it was not by intent or direct involvement. Your actions led to the formation of the mists, and they are what killed my sons. If you had not caused all of this, Dorralt would have manipulated another. I put no blame on you, Estin. You were a tool that Dorralt used, as so many are these days. As for who I am…call me Mairlee. It is a name I have been fond of since before Turess was born. A dwarven child gave me that name, back when others called me such ridiculous things as ‘destroyer of nations’ and ‘blight of the wilds.’ Mairlee sounds far more pleasant and peaceful, don’t you think?”


    Looking toward the cabin in hopes that Turess would show himself, Estin saw only a cloud of dust that lingered after the wall collapsed. Glancing the other way, he could see Feanne shaking with the effort of regaining control over her limbs, but she remained frozen in place. Whatever magic had been used seemed to be keeping her arm and leg muscles locked rigidly.


    “Let them go,” Estin pleaded. “We came for help, not to start a fight with you. If you won’t help, please send us on our way. We’ll find another way.”


    Grinning, Mairlee patted Estin’s shoulder gently. “Child, had I known your role in all this a few years ago, I would have killed you without hesitation in a half-hearted attempt to change the pattern of others’ lives. Now, knowing that we cannot go back, I find myself far more amenable to your presence. Besides, I can smell Raeln on you. Good boy, that wolf. Is his friend Greth still around? I did enjoy his banter.”


    “Greth died in Lantonne. Raeln…I don’t know if he’s still alive.”


    Mairlee’s smile faded abruptly. “A shame. At times I forget how easily your threads end, though anymore I feel that I am in no better position within the fabric of our world’s fate. I told myself that hiding out here until I was calm enough to keep from destroying a few cities over my sons’ deaths was wise. If you have come for help, that tells me that you have not managed to turn the tide of the war on your own and likely cannot.”


    “Dorralt has armies holding nearly every city we’ve found between here and Lantonne,” Estin confessed, lowering his head, trying not to think about all the death he had seen of late. “His forces number in the hundreds of thousands. We believe he may have called many of them back to Turessi to ensure we cannot stop him.”


    Mairlee nodded slowly, staring past Estin at the wall of the valley. She blinked hard and smiled as she said, “Raeln’s thread has not ended yet. We still have time. His thread should intersect yours again. If it doesn’t, I doubt either of you will live long. You were correct in seeking me out. Dorralt has done enough damage to the pattern of fate that I doubt a mortal has the common sense to sort out. I will help, if only to bring fear back to the world for my kind. We will need that if we are to survive another generation with our numbers so badly thinned.”


    “Your sons died and your entire kind is threatened? What are you?”


    Mairlee smiled again and shrugged. “If the great emperor of nations did not tell you, why should I? I can see what all of you are. Your wife is a were-fox and more who struggles to keep the rage that comes with that blood from consuming her. You were a receptacle for a creature nearly as dark as Dorralt at one time, though now you are haunted by what it left behind. Turess is and always was an idiot who overreaches and hides his weaknesses. If I can see this in all of you, the least you can do is humor me and figure my identity out yourself.”


    Feanne abruptly fell forward, her muscles releasing. A second later, a groan from the cabin let Estin know Turess was alive.


    “How do you know my name?” Estin asked, though he had far too many questions and that was low among them. He quickly held up a hand to stop Feanne from running at Mairlee, though he kept his eyes on Mairlee.


    “I saw you once before, Estin,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “You were fleeing Lantonne with Feanne, Yoska, Finth, Linn, and the two foxlings. I have very good hearing, dear boy. And before you ask, many of those you wonder about still live. The children are beyond my sight after the mists touched them. I had thought you and your Feanne were also beyond my sight, but you have proven me wrong. That does not happen often. In fact, that bit of surprise is why I will help you. Touching the mists has taken you beyond the pattern’s ability to destroy without effort.”


    Getting up slowly, Estin struggled to keep from losing his balance as his muscles shook. Behind Mairlee, Feanne looked little better off, and she gave him a questioning look to see if she should attack. He shook his head as subtly as he could, but Mairlee’s chuckle told him she saw the motion.


    “How will we travel back to Turessi to fight Dorralt?” Estin asked, once he saw Turess crawl out of the wreckage of the cabin. “We’re more than a week away by horse. We want this war to be done, if you’re going to help us. Turess thinks we have little time left before the mists begin tearing the world apart.”


    “The man is correct. But…are we really so far away?” Mairlee asked, drawing Estin’s eye. A faint sense of nausea washed over him, then faded quickly. “I think you need to work on your sense of direction, wildling.”


    Looking up, Estin saw the stars overhead had changed position, as though time had passed. Even the moon was higher than expected. Turning, he looked back up the path they had used to enter the valley and found that while stone walls still lined the sides, no more than fifty feet away he could see open plains covered with snow. “How…?” he asked, staring.


    “We will not defeat Dorralt alone, Estin,” Mairlee warned. “He is stronger than I am these days. I simply took us back to Jnodin. Unfortunately, you will not receive my help until the priests of that city join you. It is a requirement I must insist on. I leave such matters to you—I have never been a diplomat. I will, however, stay close in case you need my aid. I will give it, if it is not too much effort.”


    “Thank you,” he said, smiling at the prospect of something finally going the right direction. “Thank you for anything you’re willing to do to help, Mairlee.”


    “I have done little thus far, wildling. Do not assume I will be more help than I have promised. I will help myself and my kind first and foremost.”


    Looking down at her, Estin replied, “You may read fate, but I can see people’s intentions. You want to help, and that’s more than we get from most. You want vengeance, and you’ll only get it through us. I can count on you far more than you’ll admit.”


    Her smile widening until it looked like a wolf was baring its teeth, Estin wondered if perhaps he had overestimated her willingness to work with them.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “End of Alliances”


     


    With the coming of dawn, Raeln stood on the wind-swept hillside, trying not to shiver. He waited patiently, with snow above his upper ankles, slowly freezing his paws. Had he been walking, he had gotten good at ignoring the pain of snow stuck in the fur between his toes, but standing still made it almost impossible to completely put aside. Stubbornness only got him so far. Another hour without moving around and he would be in danger of having some real harm done to his paws, not that he figured that to be a real risk anymore.


    Ceran stood at one side, holding a heavy braided leather cord fastened to manacles locked snugly on his wrists behind his back. Standing on his other side, Orls held a similar cord, which was knotted around Raeln’s neck. From what Raeln understood of the situation, it would be Yiral who executed him, as he was her property and responsibility. The others were there to ensure he did not try to harm Yiral or flee, not that he had any intention of doing so. Resisting now meant he would watch Yoska and Dalania suffer before he died. The clan’s decision to punish him left him with no alternative that he could live with.


    Nearly every member of the clan spread across the hillside to Raeln’s left, from child to elderly, accompanied by their deceased ancestors. Though most of the living people looked at him with disgust, they all appeared distraught by the whole situation. A few even cried, something he had never expected from the owners of slaves when one was to be executed. Ceran had apparently noticed his confusion and quietly explained to him that Turessians considered it their responsibility to care for the slave-caste, and the death of a slave meant the clan had let them down in some way. The slaves were seen as ignorant savages, little better than small children. The clan felt they had failed him, and thereby his failings were theirs, reflecting on the clan as a whole.


    Opposite the Turessians, all of the slaves were present to watch his death as a lesson to them about obedience. At the front of the group, Dalania and Yoska stood waiting. Dalania was a wreck, fighting tears the whole time Raeln had been waiting, and Yoska’s anger was almost palpable from a hundred feet away. Raeln did what he could to ignore them, lest his resolve break. He certainly did not want to feed into their emotions or let theirs change his mind.


    Between the two groups, a wide path had been left open. At first Raeln had believed it was simply due to the slavers and slave-caste wanting to be separate, but he had learned that the council’s emissaries would be given that space to watch. That was also the reason for the delay.


    Now, after so long spent waiting, Raeln could see a group of twenty Turessians on horseback riding in their direction. It was almost time. He doubted there would be much delay once they were standing before the clan.


    “How will this be done?” Raeln asked softly, watching the horses move up the rise. “Noose? Axe? Magic?”


    “As painlessly as possible,” Ceran said, lowering her head. “Just because your actions warrant death does not mean we will be cruel. You will be given a warm drink that will mask the sensation of Yiral’s magic taking you. The magic will be quick and very final. There will be no suffering.”


    “And my remains?”


    Ceran glanced up at him with a touch of surprise, but then nodded as she looked over at the undead that stood with the clan. “Nothing like that, I promise you. Your head will be removed to ensure no one animates your corpse, and the two parts of your body will be buried separately with respect. We preserve our kin so that they are not lost when the clan moves. While I will give you what honor I can, your body will not walk with us.”


    “Will someone watch out for my friends?” he asked next, trying not to look at either Yoska or Dalania.


    “Yiral and I will both care for them. They will be kept as safe as we can manage. I swear on my clan and my ancestors’ blood, with Orls acting as my witness. Our honor as preservers would not allow us to lie to you.”


    “Good enough. I’ll hold you to that promise.”


    The group of the council’s representatives made their way steadily up the rise, slowing to a trot once they were close enough to see clearly. They all looked at Raeln with loathing that was far from masked, which somewhat surprised him, given the way the majority of Turessians made an effort to hide their thoughts. The way the council’s people carried themselves, they seemed to act as though they were above the other clans, with no need to adhere to the norms of their own people.


    Once they were close enough that Raeln could see the lines of their tattoos under their hoods, the whole group hopped off their mounts. They led the animals the rest of the way, forming into a tight line, with two men leading. Every group member was dressed identically, with heavy robes delicately embroidered, and boots and gloves with simple etching that was difficult to make out from a distance. Each step of the way, they stared challengingly at the clansmen around them. When they neared Raeln, all eyes swept across Yiral, Ceran, and Orls. They stopped about ten feet from Raeln, the leading men looking to the preservers at his sides but never directly at him.


    “You found another wolf?” one of the men asked, sounding to be on the edge of yelling. His voice wavered with poor control. “What are the odds of two showing up in your clan’s land so quickly? Explain yourselves, preservers.”


    “That is not why you were called back,” Yiral countered testily, her wrinkled face giving no hint of anything more than impatience. “We are obeying the order of the council. You were to be summoned if we found wildlings on our lands. Here is a wildling and you were summoned.”


    “So you are obeying at last,” said the man in front of Raeln, finally looking up at him. “Kill him and be done with it.”


    The ropes on him tightened slightly, and Raeln realized there was a tension not just in those holding him, but in most of the Turessians and even many of the slaves down the hill. Something was not right here. The slaves he could understand, but the masters should not be getting nervous, at least no more so than a slave being executed would bring on them initially. His own fear slowly faded as he wondered what politics were at work here.


    “There is a small problem with that,” Ceran explained, sounding distinctly distraught as she moved between Raeln and the councilman. “He has actually met all the terms of punishment our clan requires. The decision of the preservers was to allow him to live. Nearly unanimous, even among Nellic’s brethren. Death is not mandatory for his crimes, merely suggested. The council demands his death, but law does not. We have a conflict of tradition and law. For two thousand years, law had taken precedence over tradition.”


    Raeln’s attention snapped to the woman, but she would not look at him. She had misled him about the decisions made, though as he thought back, she had not outright lied. When he looked over at Orls, the preserver winked at him, though his face remained impassive. They were playing some kind of game, with his life in the balance.


    “Preserver, do not question the council’s decree.” The man tapped a scroll case at his hip. “Their decrees are binding to all clans.”


    “Yes, about that,” Orls said, putting one hand on Raeln’s manacles. “Present your papers from the council. I must insist. Our clan has taken a great much on rumor and statements. It is my right as a preserver to examine all evidence and make a decision from wisdom, not rumor.”


    The twenty Turessians from the council all tensed, many reaching for the weapons strapped to their horses, but as one the whole clan and many of the slaves drew weapons, summoned magical lightning that clung to their arms, or both. Freezing, the council’s people slowly raised their hands in surrender.


    “This is betrayal, you know that,” warned the lead Turessian, taking the scroll tube from his belt gingerly and passing it to Ceran. A muscle in his cheek twitched as Ceran graciously took the scroll from him.


    “Only if we disobey the orders of the council all the clans chose. Strange that our clan’s representative has not visited in some time,” Ceran replied, smiling as she popped the case open. “Strange indeed, wouldn’t you say, Yiral?”


    Yiral answered quickly, smirking. “He was my son’s second wife’s cousin, and I thought he would never leave the clanhold. We thought we would have to tie him to a rock at the temple to keep him there. I expected a letter, at the least. Months without even seeing him seemed odd.”


    Taking out the contents of the scroll tube, Ceran unrolled a half-dozen parchments and held them up for Orls to see. They read quickly, paging through the different sheets before rolling them back up and shoving them into the tube. Raeln could make out nothing from the flowing script.


    “These are clearly signed as being from the scribe of the council,” Ceran announced, loud enough that all could hear. None of the tension faded from either side. “Most were dated within the last few weeks. There is no doubt that it bears her seal.”


    The spokesman of the council relaxed immediately, holding out a hand for the scroll tube. “Then we return to where we started, preserver. Kill the beast.”


    Ceran motioned toward the crowd to calm them, and Yiral moved to stand in front of Raeln, her back to the council’s representatives. Once Yiral was in position, Ceran took the rope tied to Raeln from her.


    “This is your decision, preserver,” Ceran told Yiral, pulling on Raeln’s ropes. He reluctantly dropped to his knees. “Do we do this? I have seen the orders myself, signed by the same scribe who has signed every decree for the last two years.”


    Yiral studied Raeln briefly before turning her attention back to Ceran. “We must. All of the documents we have seen were as expected. There can be no doubt. We will do as we discussed.”


    Ceran and Orls put their hands on Raeln’s shoulders to keep him from standing, and one of the slaves brought Yiral a steaming cup. One of the orcs, Raeln noted with a touch of surprise, noticing the wide-eyed anger on the faces of the council’s people. Raeln had almost forgotten orcs were under the same decree of death as he was. From what he could see, they were going to wait until he was dead to address the topic of the orcs.


    The cup was lowered to Raeln’s mouth, its steam warming his nose. There was nothing unpleasant in the scent, though there were herbs he did not recognize.


    “Drink it and do not fight,” Yiral said, her voice barely above a whisper. “This will be painless for you. Do not fight anything that happens. Nothing at all.”


    Glancing past Yiral to where the slaves stood, Raeln could see Dalania had turned away and buried her face on Yoska’s shoulder. Yoska continued to watch with unbridled anger. There would be death soon, if Yoska had his way. For some reason, the slaves still held their weapons ready to fight the council.


    Steeling himself for what he had to do, Raeln dipped his mouth into the cup, lapping up the warm water as best he could. Drinking from a cup was difficult enough, but doing so with his head down required him to drink like an animal—somehow fitting, given he was about to die like one.


    He truly understood Estin clearly for the first time in that moment. He had endured so much pain, so many near-death escapes, and put up with it all to do what he thought was right by his family. Raeln’s family was dead and gone. All he had left was doing what was right, and that meant going through this. It would hurt Yoska and Dalania, but they could heal once it was over.


    Within seconds after he had swallowed the first mouthful, its warmth spread quickly through his limbs and made Raeln’s head spin. He was not even sure he could stand if he tried, and when he tried to move his fingers, toes, and tail, he could barely tell if they responded. The end of every limb was numb, and that sensation was rapidly spreading. The few times he had ever tried alcohol, the sensation had been similar, though not nearly as extreme or as quick. Despite knowing he was about to die, Raeln’s first thought was whether Yoska would have wanted to try the drink.


    Yiral lowered the cup from Raeln’s mouth and handed it to one of the council’s men, who scowled at being forced to help her, though he did take the cup. Ignoring him completely, Yiral opened her hand, and a long blade of red flame appeared. Raeln had seen a similar weapon once before, and Liris had very nearly killed him with it. Somehow it made him feel better to see the weapon before Yiral killed him. He had always been sure to face his foes, and having the person executing him look him in the eye before doing it eased most of his fears.


    “Are you ready, Raeln?” Yiral asked, moving to his side.


    Orls shifted behind him, keeping one hand on Raeln’s manacles. His job seemed to be to keep Raeln from trying to stand as Yiral killed him.


    “Finish it,” he told her through a thick tongue.


    Yiral raised her left hand over Raeln’s back and lifted the sword in her right over Raeln’s head. He immediately lowered his eyes to the feet of the council’s lead man, directly in front of him. If he were very lucky, he would never feel that sword come down. They had promised him a painless death, and between the drink and whatever magic Yiral possessed, he had to hope they were right.


    “About that decree,” Ceran said, eliciting a whisper through the crowd. “The councilman whose seal is on it…when did you last see her?”


    Yiral remained perfectly still at his side, but Raeln could not force himself to look up. The numbness was making it difficult to concentrate anymore.


    “You said yourself it was signed less than two weeks ago,” the council’s man answered, while several of the others muttered amongst themselves. “Get this done with, preserver. I am tired of your questions. You wish to stall for the life of your slave. It is admirable, but it must end now. You have done well by those you care for. Do what you must.”


    “I only have one more question,” Ceran added, and Raeln listened to the faint crackling of the sword over his neck. It slowly warmed his skin through his clothing and fur. “How long has Dorralt controlled the council and lied to us?”


    Before the others could react, Yiral’s weapon passed low over Raeln’s head with a sizzling hiss. The steaming, severed head of the council’s man landed at Raeln’s knees just before the body fell over, the neck already cauterized.


    “It is time we had a reckoning,” Ceran said as fighting broke out in front of Raeln. It took only a few seconds before the Turessians and slaves were holding down the nineteen remaining people from the council. A few steps away, Yoska had one of the men pinned down with a knife at his throat, all of his anger refocused. “I wish to know how many of you knew that the signatory for the council whose seal was on those papers has been dead for a month…and missing for nearly a month longer. I know this because we found her remains among those of a dozen other assistants to the council, left to rot where dire wolves could find them. If you lie to me further, your clan will never find your remains. Honesty will earn you a place among our slaves.”


    “You have no right!” screamed one of the council’s women, struggling to free herself from Ildorn, who held her down. “We’re acting on council orders! They died because they refused orders of their own!”


    “Kill that one,” Ceran declared calmly, and Raeln heard the telltale pop of a neck being broken. “The council was chosen. They are not kings or emperors. Their decrees have gone against tradition for more than a year, and against Turessian law for months. None of you stood against them. It took three strangers to show us the truth, and it is with pride that I declare two clans united against the council and the creature that now rules them. I would rather fight beside my own slaves in a losing battle than serve a council that has left behind our land’s customs.”


    Seconds passed with only the occasional muttered curse from council representatives on the ground. Not one tried to seek forgiveness or explain their actions.


    “Kill them all,” Ceran added, turning to Raeln as the remaining members of the council’s party were quickly butchered, staining the snow red as far as Raeln could see. “Now,” Ceran said, bending over to look into Raeln’s eyes. He could barely see her through the haze the drink had filled his head with, and he had to struggle to keep looking straight ahead. “You are not quite finished, wolf.” Reaching to the back of her belt, Ceran drew a gleaming knife that looked as though it had never been used. Given the way Turessians relied on their magic, it was not beyond belief.


    Orls’s hand on Raeln’s manacles grew hot for a moment, and then the manacles fell away. He removed the rope from his neck, leaving Raeln unrestrained, though still kneeling. Both Orls and Yiral backed away, allowing him freedom to move, even as Yiral’s magic weapon vanished from her hand.


    “My people have wronged yours,” Ceran said, taking Raeln’s hand and pressing the hilt of the dagger into it. “You have every right to kill me. Strike and flee. It is no less than any of us would expect from anyone we have treated this way. There is no law and no moral obligation to resist this. War is upon our clan, and you are not even considered a person, let alone an ally. No law mandates your death or punishment anymore. Do what you must. I give you yet another chance to free yourself at great cost to myself. I will not make the offer again.”


    Raeln struggled to stay upright. He stared at the knife in his hand, his eyes drifting lazily between it and Ceran, whose hard expression reminded him all too much of Liris. Memories of the fights with undead Turessians crossed his foggy mind, and he grabbed Ceran by the robe and slammed her to the ground. To his surprise, neither Turessian standing over him made any effort to stop him as he put the knife to the vein along her neck.


    He could kill her. It would take only a second to end her life, and only a minute or two to ensure no one could heal her before her blood cooled. It would be easy, and Raeln knew he would be told he was justified by everyone outside of these lands. Yoska would throw a party for him. Even Dalania might forgive him for that bloodshed.


    Looking over at the crowd of slaves who had mingled with the Turessian clan, he easily spotted Dalania, watching him with horror in her eyes. She was terrified of what he was about to do. His own sister would have had that same look. He had seen Ilarra give him that worried stare the first time he had lost his temper in a fight with another wolf who had tried to kill him. He knew he was doing something neither Dalania or Ilarra could easily forgive. No amount of anger would ever change the guilt he would put on himself if he carried through.


    He held on a little longer, trying to concentrate through the lingering haze of the drink, wondering if he was thinking as clearly as he hoped. Finally, Raeln tossed aside the knife and offered Ceran a hand up off the ground.


    Taking his hand gingerly, Ceran sat up and eyed their clasped hands. “I would have killed you for that simple gesture a year ago. There is no time for pride, now. The council will send a hundred or thousand more zealots this way within a week.”


    “The council is dead,” Raeln said, eliciting a slight rise of one of her eyebrows. “They were undead under Dorralt’s control. When they tried to defy him, he turned them to ash. Dorralt is the only one left in charge.”


    “Why should I believe you?”


    “Do you want to hear about the last three from the prophecy or not?” he asked in reply. “Turess wrote that jumbled mess. It should be worth something to you. I’m guessing you read it before you gave it back to us. We’re all that’s left.”


    Prying her hand free of Raeln’s, Ceran slid a short distance from him and gave Yiral and the others nearby significant looks. After a moment, she said, “Welcome to the clan, Raeln. It seems it is time for some old traditions to be…adjusted.”


     


    *


     


    Raeln remained on the hillside well into the evening, with Yiral at his side, watching the clan drag off the bodies of the council’s people. The clan’s slaves drifted aimlessly, unsure of what to do. Word had already spread that they were no longer to be considered anyone’s property and would be asked to aid the clan, but no one seemed confident of what that really meant. The Turessians did not see the slaves as equals, even as they said they were no longer to be called slaves. It was a strange state for all of them. The clan needed the slaves to work beside them, but neither the clansmen nor the slaves knew how to behave anymore.


    Midafternoon, a rider had come into the area to announce the whole population of the clan once headed by Nellic was on its way to join with Ceran’s. The rider claimed they were bringing a hundred Turessians and nearly twice that many slaves and ancestors. The area would soon be very crowded.


    “This is why I chose to protect the three of you,” Yiral said, sitting in the snow near Raeln, long after Ceran had hurried off to help with preparations. “Ceran was quite certain that anyone able to fulfil the prophecy would dishonor themselves, thereby denying the prophecy. I was less convinced. She truly believed you would kill her and prove yourself to be anything but the ones Turess spoke of in those rambling words he wrote. She was willing to sacrifice herself to prove the prophecies false. In that, Nellic and her had much in common. Years past, I would have attempted to match those two, but times do change.”


    Raeln looked over Yiral, who smiled at him in return. “You tortured and branded us to prove a point.”


    “Much of that was Ceran’s idea, to be honest. She felt that sparing you anything that the other slaves endured would nullify any purpose to keeping you alive. You had to be just like any other slave, or it meant nothing. I would not apologize for any of it. Our customs require three offers of sanctuary to our former enemies before we may accept them in. She felt three offers to trade her life for yours was fitting. Had you taken her up on it, we would have gone to the council and resworn our allegiance.”


    Raeln snorted and let his eyes drift over the dark stains on the snow where the blood of the fallen had faded to black with the sunset. He still had trouble focusing his eyes on details far away, though most of the feeling had returned to his limbs. In the back of his mind, he wondered how he had been freezing just hours earlier, but the violence he had not taken part in had managed to make him forget that for so long.


    “What does this stupid prophecy say this time?” he asked eventually, not sure he wanted to know. “I’ve heard so much insane babble from Turess that I want to have some time to let this one sink in. No one’s bothered to read the whole parchment to me.”


    Laughing, Yiral pulled out the scroll tube that Ceran had won fighting Nellic. Opening it, she pulled out a single sheet of parchment, with only a few small scribbled runewords. “Each clan got their own small prophecy when Turess passed into death. Legend states that his dearest friend delivered them,” she explained, smoothing the parchment on her knees. “Ours told us that when the empire sought to become whole again, we would embrace all who would be slaves and stand against the darkness that consumes our nation from within. A rather unpopular prophecy, to say the least. This one…it may be simpler.”


    Touching the different runes as she spoke, the way an adult would read to a child who still had trouble with their letters, Yiral translated, “Let the dog lead them. Sacrifice all and follow, if he does not bite.”


    “He prophesied that I wouldn’t maul you? You know, this isn’t really my war,” he argued, shivering as the wind picked up briefly. “I was led here. I shouldn’t lead your clan anymore than you should go to war over something Turess wrote thousands of years ago.”


    “We are all led to where we belong, Raeln. You are no different. This was going to happen with or without you and your friends. I am not telling you to help us…I am asking. We will have our war with or without you. If you help us, more lives may yet be spared.”


    Raeln looked over at Yiral, finding she appeared tired beyond words. “What are our chances of standing up to Dorralt?”


    “I do not even know who that is, despite you using the name a lot. The name has been whispered by the council as their newest member, but none of us know of him,” she admitted. “We have seen the undead, though. Not like our ancestors, but twisted and angry creatures that are being used as pawns in a war against the south. We have seen those who lead them, who appear to still walk among us but instead are as twisted as their armies. They are the darkness that consumes our nation.


    “You ask our chances, Raeln, so let me be honest. One clan against these forces will die. In the last two days, we have gained the support of a second. That will never be enough, even if we only fight the undead that the council controls. With all of the major clans and all of the tribal communities joined together, we are outmatched. Turessi will tear itself apart, and they will use our remains to create a new army. We see that, and it is why you are still alive. We need information and help from outside our lands. You have seen places we have chosen not to visit and have seen how our enemy fights. For perhaps the first time in history, a southerner may have knowledge we desperately lack.”


    “I don’t believe you would ask a stranger, marked as a slave, to lead your forces. Not at all, Yiral. You have no reason to trust me.”


    “No,” she said, tucking her nearly white hair back into her robe after the winds threw it about. “To be honest, we don’t trust you. Ceran was convinced by the gypsy. She trusts him.”


    “Then you’re crazier than I thought. No, I won’t lead anything.”


    Yiral laughed and nodded, turning to face him. Pulling up the sleeve of her robe, she showed a pattern of very old scars that covered her shoulder. They were similar to Raeln’s brand. “My family was raised as slaves of another clan. I understand who and what you are, wildling. If a slave can become a preserver, perhaps a wolf can become a leader and a drunk man a symbol?”


    “He’s a symbol of debauchery and little else. I love Yoska dearly, but why would you trust him?”


    “We have our suspicions, but until we confirm them, we are not going to discuss that further. For now, help us ready ourselves for what is to come. Share what you know is coming and what might help us.”


    Raeln thought on that a while, until he saw Dalania leaning against a tree down the hill, watching him. She had no judgment in her expression, just a vague sense of wanting to see what he would do next. She was waiting for him to finish with Yiral. Raeln still could not quite grasp how she managed to not freeze without fur or heavy clothing.


    “We came here looking for an army to fight Dorralt and stop the invasion of our lands,” Raeln finally admitted, lowering his head. He hated saying it to a Turessian, of all people. Still, they had spared his life, and that had to mean something. “We desperately need allies. Any allies.”


    “You have them as long as you are willing to lead them. We can grow their numbers by the day, but they will expect much of you. Many clans will not be so accepting…that is why the other clans have been sending orcs and wildlings to us. The council wanted all of you executed, and some clans obeyed, but others would rather foist them on someone else instead of staining their own hands. They will not be happy to see you at the head of any army, even symbolically.”


    “What do you need me to do?”


    “It is not that simple,” Yiral explained, sighing. “Our laws require that only an educated person may lead. They will not follow you right now. We are trying to work out an agreement that will allow you to speak to the clan’s leaders without being dismissed. For the moment, Ceran will lead.”


    “Then why bother telling me all this, if I can’t do what you’re asking of me?”


    “I have already spoken to the wanderer, and he says that you will not like the answer. Instead, may I ask what you are willing to do to end this war?”


    Raeln leaned forward, forcing Yiral to slide away a few inches. “I would give or do anything within my power to end this war. Everyone I have ever known, aside from Dalania and Yoska, is dead or likely dead. I have watched cities reduced to rubble and thousands die. I cannot say it enough…I would do anything.”


    “You may have to,” she said, smiling as she struggled to her feet. “We will talk more on that tomorrow. It will be another hard day for you. Go, be with your friends, and we will face the new day’s issues when they come. Not every problem can be solved in a single day.”


    She bowed deeply to Raeln, despite several flinches as her back seemed to object to the movement. Once she had risen again, Yiral walked slowly away down the hillside. She was almost immediately joined by Vertin, who fell in at her side protectively, watching the sparse woods nearby for threats.


    From what Raeln had seen the last few hours, the now-free slaves were fiercely protective of the Turessians who had been good to them, and no Turessian was walking alone. Any Turessian who wandered out had a former slave at their side within seconds. Yet another sign that they were truly at war. Everyone knew it was coming, but not when.


    The crunch of footfalls drew Raeln’s attention off to his other side, where Dalania had walked out of a section of the woods, her bare feet leaving small depressions in the snow. She came over and sat beside him, looking more to the stars and horizon than the mass of people going to and fro at the base of the hill.


    “Come to say that you told me so?” he asked after a minute of silence.


    “About what?”


    “The Turessians. You kept saying that they couldn’t all be monsters.”


    Dalania frowned and leaned against Raeln’s shoulder. “They may not be monsters, but they are still warlike, violent people. I had hoped for peaceful revolution against Dorralt, not the butchery of their own to start a civil war.”


    “Sometimes the way to peace is bloody.”


    “That doesn’t make it any easier to accept,” she admitted. “Just once I want to go somewhere and not watch people die or try to hurt one another. It’s tiring, Raeln.”


    Putting his arm around her despite her indifference to the weather, Raeln asked softly, “Should I trust them or not?”


    “I would trust Yoska, drunk and naked, more than I would ever trust them,” she answered, keeping her voice low. “We have little choice, though. We need them and they think they need us. That has value…at least until they find out we’re more helpless than they are.”


    Thinking on what she said, Raeln searched the hillside. “Speaking of Yoska, where is he?”


    Dalania sat up quickly and looked around as well. “I don’t know. He said he wanted to talk to the preserver. I thought that meant he was with you. Yiral was the only one who stayed out here. I honestly forgot about him.”


    Hopping up and grabbing Dalania’s arm to hoist her, Raeln’s attention went to the houses of the Turessians. A few slaves wandered there, still performing tasks they were technically not required to do anymore. There was no sign of trouble, but Raeln knew Yoska would not make a lot of noise with anything of this sort.


    “Where’s Ceran’s hut?” Raeln asked, and saw Dalania’s eyes widen in fear. “He’s threatened her a dozen times over what she’s done to me. I think he still means to break her nose at the very least. More likely, he’ll kill her and start a war within the clan.”


    “I have no idea, Raeln. They never let us get that close enough to their huts that I would know which is which.”


    “Get back to our hut and I’ll bring Yoska, once I find him. Keep the place quiet, and I’ll try to sneak in with him, likely unconscious.”


    Dalania nodded and backed toward the trees, where Raeln knew she would be safest. With her magic, she could have disappeared for days or weeks among them. In a pinch, she could change herself into a woodland animal, and few would ever be able to identify her. He might worry about Dalania, but if she were alone in the trees, his worries lessened considerably.


    Raeln sniffed the air and soon picked up Ceran’s scent and, very faintly, Yoska’s. Both went straight toward the Turessian village. Snarling, he took off at a fast lope down the hill, wondering if he would have to fight his own friend. Knowing the repercussions of Yoska killing a preserver, he had to stop the man by any means necessary. He had to hope he was going to get there in time.


    He reached the outlying homes and did his best to ignore the irritated and disgusted looks he was given by the humans there. Even some of the slaves eyed him suspiciously, but he had no time to be bothered with any of them. He pushed on, sniffing as he passed each house, trying to find a trail that was already badly faded.


    Coming to another section of huts, Raeln realized the scents were far stronger. He was close. Walking in a slow circle to try to find which direction was strongest, he narrowed the direction until only one house could be it. He walked over to that home, the smells growing stronger with every step.


    Raeln leaned against the door, putting one of his ears to the wood. Inside, he could hear muffled sounds, and the scents were very clear. Only two people had come through recently. Judging by their lingering smell, they were still inside, and there was no hint of blood. He might be in luck. He also knew that when he went in, it would have to be fast, or Yoska might kill her out of surprise.


    A soft whimper made Raeln’s ears shoot up. He might already be too late. Turning and kicking the door as hard as he could, he split the thin wood and sent half of the door tumbling to the far side of the hut.


    Yoska sat up on the bed, yanking a blanket over his lower half. For some reason, he was wearing no shirt and looked as though torn between being mortified and amused. “We need to talk about limits to how happy I am to see you,” Yoska said quickly, shifting to block Raeln’s view. “For now, I say go away. We have this talk before with Estin, and you seem not to learn.”


    Raeln snarled and marched into the room, searching for Ceran—or what was left of her. He half expected the woman’s bloodied corpse to be lying crumpled in the corner of the hut, but he stopped when he saw movement behind Yoska on the bed. His ears and nose suddenly got very hot as he realized what might be going on. “You…but she…” Raeln tried, but could not find words as he backed into the doorway. “She’s a…and you’re…Yoska!”


    Giggling like a far younger woman, Ceran sat up in the bed, holding a sheet to cover herself. “And he is a very convincing man, I am afraid. I do think his original intention the other day was to kill me, but we came to a different arrangement. Did you think I had you spared simply by your own charms? Yiral’s arguments were less motivational than Yoska’s.”


    Yoska smirked and then gave Raeln his best grin. “One finds creative ways to save a friend, yes? A grave sacrifice for me…”


    Blinking and wishing he could scrub his eyes clean, Raeln mumbled an apology and propped the pieces of the door back in place before hurrying away to hide his head under a pillow.


     


    *


     


    “The Turessians…” Raeln said, before realizing his mistake. He looked up at the thirty humans—Turessians—and then quickly back down at the map in front of him. “The enemy, they have lines here and here. These cities are gone. Everyone in this part of the world is dead or in hiding. This part over here…the mists are pretty thick there, from what we saw. For all I know, people there may all be dead as well.”


    Several of the Turessians nodded in acceptance, but many rolled their eyes or scoffed openly—and not all from Nellic’s clan either. It seemed the moment Ceran had allowed Raeln to speak, even her clan had begun to question that decision. Raeln was losing their willingness to listen far too quickly.


    “No dark mists have been seen in Turessi for thousands of years,” one man argued, slapping away the piece of wood Raeln had placed on the map to indicate the location of the mists. “They are a legend and nothing more. We do not let superstition rule us, beast. Even if you are right that they have appeared, they are not in our lands, so why would we be bothered?”


    Raeln growled, but Dalania’s elbow in his ribs reminded him that he was supposed to be diplomatic. Biting down his anger, he picked up the piece of wood and placed it back on the map. “The mists are real, and they’ve wiped out whole cities on their own,” he insisted, getting more glares than before. “It’s not even dark mists anymore. These are glowing, if that means anything. The cloud changed right after the elemental lords…”


    “Enough!” another man cried, throwing up his hands. “One legend after another. Next he will claim there are dragons or other old gods walking Eldvar. We should be making our own plans, not waiting for his so-called ‘instincts’ to guide us. I have a dog that watches my children that has more common sense than this one. Folklore will not help us stand against the council. We need to find a defensible location and build fortifications.”


    Raeln clenched his hands as he tried to control his temper. Killing someone would only make matters worse, but after two hours of off-handed criticism from these people, he was more than ready bang heads together. He dearly wished Greth was still with him. That man would have beaten them into submission quickly and then deferred back to Raeln. If Raeln got rough with them, he expected it would devolve into bloodshed in minutes.


    A young woman near the back of the group spoke up next. “We are two clans against the council and all of the other clans. We are not even among the strongest of the clans. This is foolish to even consider.”


    “Not so,” Ceran said, drawing most of the attention to herself. “We have more than I have been willing to share yet, but know that we already have runners to the next two clans over. With luck, they will have seen the same behavior from the council that we have. It will be difficult to sway them, but I have some belief that they may be waiting for some sign that the time is right.”


    “Or they will send your messengers back without a pulse,” another man warned. “That was what happened the last time we questioned the council’s motives.”


    Ceran cleared her throat, silencing several other Turessians who seemed determined to speak. “Given that Raeln and his companions have been outside our lands and seen what is happening, I would like to give their descriptions credence—”


    “No,” snapped a woman near Ceran, stepping forward. “He is a slave by birth. He has earned no degree of respect from our clan. Why would we allow him to speak to a war council, let alone guide our decisions? That is beyond foolish. I move for him to be taken outside and left there. Do I have the war council’s vote?”


    “He is not even a person. I move for its whipping,” another man declared, looking up at Raeln and adding, “No offense intended, slave.”


    Raeln glowered at the man. “You spoke in my language. How would I not take offense when you could simply have spoken in yours?”


    A sudden procession of loud agreements that drifted from the common trade language into Turessian soon filled the cave where they had been talking, echoing off the walls and making their arguments against Raeln seem even more numerous. Repeatedly, Ceran tried to intervene, but they spoke over her. Even Yiral tried to get a word in, but nearly every other person in the room was loudly objecting to Raeln’s presence. Several had even turned to suggesting he be killed for trying to give them advice.


    Taking a deep breath, Raeln looked down at Dalania, who gave him a sympathetic half smile. He would have to do something or it would continue to escalate.


    “Enough!” Raeln finally shouted, bringing the arguments to a halt and turning every set of eyes on him. “You want me to prove myself? Name the trial. I’ll do whatever I have to. I need you all to listen to me if you want to live through this, and if I have to risk myself to prove I know what I’m doing, I will.”


    It took several seconds before a low whisper spread around the room, with Ceran and Yiral watching him with delight. Somehow he had played into their intentions, but he had no idea how, just yet. The others in the room talked briefly in the Turessian language, hiding their words from him.


    “The trial of Turess,” a man from Nellic’s clan said, getting nearly two dozen nods in agreement, while others stared at the speaker in surprise. “Many of the clans still require it for anyone who wishes to lead in battle. It is not as telling as the trial of a preserver, but it would alleviate many of our concerns. Slaves die doing it all the time in a stupid attempt to prove they are worth freeing. I would consider it the least of the things he would need to do.”


    “Few survive that, even among the educated,” Yiral said, giving Raeln a look somewhere between worried and amused. “Are you certain that would be enough for a slave-caste to prove himself? We don’t openly let slaves do the trials, and you are asking to have his attempt sanctioned…”


    “That would be enough for now,” the man said, glancing around at the others for their approval. “Do not let the beast speak to us again until he has done that much. If he lives, it means he is more than his heritage would imply. I will listen to his words if he succeeds, though I will not promise more than that.”


    Raeln felt everyone’s gaze turn to look at him, waiting for his reply. Not knowing what the trial actually meant, he had little basis for argument. He could either do it or leave. Anything else would escalate to violence soon enough. His options were as limited as usual. “I accept,” Raeln said loudly enough for everyone to hear him. “When and where is this test?”


    Yiral stepped up beside Raeln, whispering, “It will take a few hours to ride there. We would need to leave within the next hour or two, or the trial would be delayed another day. The trial will test your ability to survive the wilderness in the worst part of Turessi.”


    “I’ve lived in the wilds before—”


    “Not like this,” she said sharply. “You are allowed to take anything or use anything you have at your disposal. The only stipulations are that you must be able to carry what you bring, you must live through the night, and must do it alone.”


    “How bad can it be?”


    Yiral’s eyes widened slightly at a thought she chose not to share with him. Instead, she said, “We will make any supplies you want available to you. If your friends can offer anything, please accept. You need every advantage you can get. This is as much a test of your resourcefulness as your own capabilities.”


    Swallowing hard, Raeln looked over the stern faces of those watching him and then down at Dalania. She took his hand and gave him her most reassuring smile, though he could see she was panicking as much, if not more, than he was.


    “Give me one hour,” he said, watching Dalania. “I want this over with.”


     


    *


     


    An hour later, Raeln was wishing he had stalled for another day. A dozen Turessians and twice that many slaves stood beside the path into the village, their heads down and hands clasped in front of themselves, as though in prayer. Yiral had explained—to his dismay—that it was a right of mourning for those who were about to die. It was apparently routine for anyone attempting the trial he had agreed to, Turessian or not. Not reassuring.


    “Do you have all that you need?” Yiral asked yet again, sitting atop her horse while Raeln checked the packs on his own. She sounded like the nagging mothers other people in Raeln’s village had been raised with. His own had been silent much of his life, using looks to nag at him…or a strong hand on the scruff of his neck. “Once we leave, there is no turning back.”


    Raeln went over the horse strap by strap, making sure each was snug. One held four short spears. Another had a bow and quiver tied to it. A third kept two sheathed swords against the body of the horse. The last held two saddlebags, filled with water and food. He had asked about bringing a tent or wood, but Yiral had warned that those were not allowed. He had to endure the wilderness on his own merits. Even the horse had to wait elsewhere, though he could ride to the edge of the trial area. He would have to carry all of the supplies on his own back.


    “I have everything I can take with me,” he said, tightening the strap that held the saddlebags. “Are you certain that things will remain under control until I can return?”


    “Ceran will manage in my absence. She always has. Yoska will keep the slaves under a watchful eye, as well. Do not concern yourself with people here. You have far more to worry about. Concern yourself only with survival.”


    “It’s just one night,” Raeln said, as much for his own sake as it was in reply to Yiral. “I’ll be fine.”


    Coming up beside him, Dalania forced herself between Raeln and the horse. He had tried to avoid her since making his decision, knowing the amount of worry she would endure until he could return. Instead of the fear he expected, he found determination in her eyes—a pleasant change. That simple look gave him more strength than he had possessed prior.


    Taking his hand and holding it up with both of hers, she said, “I’ve given you magic before to fight things greater than you. This time I’m going to do something different.”


    “Dalania, I’ll be fine.”


    “Tell me that when you come back,” she insisted, closing her eyes. “You’ll have all the strength and speed I’ve shared with you before, but this time it will come when you need it and not before. If nothing happens, the magic will linger at the ready for days. If you start fighting, it will only last a short while. The harder you fight, the shorter it will last. Be careful.”


    Raeln felt nothing different, but Dalania had never really lied to him—unless he counted the weeks she had pretended to be a mundane animal to spy on their group. He had to believe if she said it would work, it would.


    Bending down, he gave her a firm hug, despite her initial flinch at his arms enveloping her. A second later, she hugged him back, barely able to wrap her arms around his waist. They clung for a minute before Raeln let her go and put his hand on his horse. “Let’s get done with this,” he said to no one in particular. “The sooner I’m there, the sooner I can come back and get this clan marching.”


    “Don’t overestimate your own abilities,” Yiral warned, nudging her horse. “Turess’s teachings are clear that wisdom is far more important than bravery. Know that you are in danger, and your fear may protect you.”


    Raeln watched her go before reluctantly hopping onto his own horse and following. He wanted to argue about whether the Turess he had known would have said such a thing, but there was no point. These people had all but turned Turess into a god, worshipping his proclamations whether he had made them or not.


    They rode the remainder of the morning and well into the afternoon, until the sun was nearing the flat tops of the hills west of what he guessed to be their destination. From what Raeln could tell, they were moving roughly northeast toward a section of land where he could make out hills and a low-hanging cloud or fog. Thankfully, it looked nothing like the mists he had seen all too often south of Turessi. Had it glowed, he would have happily abandoned the whole trial in a heartbeat.


    On that thought, Raeln stood in his saddle, trying to look across the horizon in all directions. To the west, the light was still too bright to make out anything quite as vague as the mists. But across the east and southeast, he could see a faint line of yellowish light along the ground that covered dozens, if not hundreds, of miles. It spread in an arc across the entire horizon. “Yiral,” he called out. “I need you to see something.”


    “The mists. Yes, I know of them,” Yiral replied, nodding toward the east. “They have been coming for weeks. We are one of the most eastern clans, so we were the first to notice them at the edge of Turessi. The other clans are still in denial about what lies out there. Our best scholars believed it to be another sign of the darkness within Turessi. We had hoped to see dark clouds, as that would have meant we only needed to close the door on the mists. That they glow tells us that has already failed.”


    “How long have you known?”


    “Only about a week,” she admitted, still not slowing her horse. “The mists came quickly in the night, but stopped at the traditional border of Turessi. They spread each night, but they have not advanced farther into our lands. You had larger concerns than an old woman telling you of clouds.”


    Raeln squinted at the distant glow and realized Yiral was right. Even as he watched, he could see the cloud thinning as it moved north along the eastern edge of Turessi and west along the southern. It might take months, but it looked as though the cloud was trying to circle the whole region. Having seen what those mists could do to a city, he could only imagine the destruction that would come if they trapped everything in Turessi and then closed in. An entire nation would die in a matter of days, with nowhere to run.


    They continued in silence until Yiral brought her horse to a stop at the edge of a rocky region that blocked much of Raeln’s sight. Heavy fog filled the uneven area, giving it an otherworldly appearance, made stranger by the dimming light. The lighting played tricks on his vision, making his head hurt. He could see nothing without staring intently, and that brought headaches.


    Turning her horse to face him, Yiral said, “Leave your horse with me. Take everything else you can carry. You will walk into the fog for at least an hour, until you arrive at the broken ground. That is where you will camp for the night. When the sun rises, you may come back to me if you are able.”


    Raeln swung off his horse and pulled the saddlebags onto one of his shoulders. Staring into the thick fog, he tried to make out any shapes, but it was impossible and only made the ache behind his eyes worse. “What’s in there, Yiral?”


    “I do not know,” she said, taking the reins of his horse from him. “I am a preserver, not a battle leader. Few are willing to do this and take on that title. The last I know of who passed this trial was Therec, of one of the northern clans. We would have been well-served had he come home from a task in the south. None have succeeded in the last four years.”


    Raeln clenched his jaw and tried not to think on Therec, the one who had betrayed Lantonne. Hoisting the weapons onto his other shoulder, Raeln began walking, unwilling to wait for Yiral to say anything else that might wither his resolve.


    The fog closed in on Raeln within seconds, like some kind of blanket wrapping itself around him. Chill, wet air made the already cold weather worse with each step, soaking through his clothing and fur. Soon he could not even see his own paws and found himself tripping frequently on stones protruding from the snow. He had to slow his pace considerably, feeling his way along as if in a dark room. Little more than the texture of the ground on his paw pads told him whether to bring down his weight with each step. The rough mix of small stones and bits of ice made every footfall painful.


    “Broken ground, she says,” Raeln muttered to himself as he stubbed his toe yet again on a rock he could not see. Flexing that foot, he found he could not even feel his toes, giving him no good idea if he had done any real damage. “The whole place feels like broken ground.”


    He stumbled on a few more minutes and then stopped, realizing that there was something flickering ahead of him. Reaching over his shoulder, he drew a sword and inched forward, trying to make out what he was walking into. A few steps farther, the snow stopped, and Raeln could feel crumbling and cracked stones under his pads. The hard ground felt as though large gaps existed between the rocks, nearly large enough for him to step into if he was not careful. One wrong move and he would twist an ankle or break his leg.


    “Right…broken ground,” he acknowledged, stopping. Even standing still, the brittle ice and small stones underfoot continued to crackle and shift.


    The flickering Raeln saw in the fog ahead seemed to come from more than one direction. During his approach, the lights had blended together, so it was easy to believe them a single flame. It looked as though there were people hiding in the fog, holding torches as still as possible. Somehow he doubted the Turessians were huddled nearby just to scare him. If his sister had organized the trial, perhaps, but the Turessians would never be so silly. Those lights did not drift up, down, or side to side a single inch. Worse still, Raeln could not be certain how large they were through the fog.


    Dropping his saddlebags and kicking his only blanket out on the rough ground to mark where he intended to wait, Raeln made a mental note of the scent of the place. With luck, he could make his way back if he did not go too far. He set down his other weapons atop the blanket, taking one spear and leaning it across his left shoulder, still holding his sword ready in his right hand.


    “Hello?” he asked nervously, advancing toward the closest light. “Anyone out there?”


    The whole area creaked and crackled softly, echoing the sound of his own footfalls. There could be no one out there or a whole army, and he would not be able to tell the difference. He hesitated before taking his next step, and in that brief pause, he heard the crackle of footsteps continue a moment longer.


    Someone else was walking nearby.


    After another few steps of his own, the faint flickers ahead of Raeln became clearer, looking to be some form of fire that hung midair. As he got closer, he saw an uneven hole hung in the air, the edges burning a dim red, as though the air itself was aflame. The center of the hole was dark, soaking up the light the way the cloud near Lantonne had before belching out the mists. Somehow this one seemed different, though no less ominous.


    “Okay, what are these, Raeln?” he asked, trying to make out the other flickers in the distance, without luck. “Holes in the air…Ilarra babbled about something like this for days after a class. C’mon, Raeln, what she was talking about…”


    Raeln struggled to remember what his sister had gone on and on about that particular time. She had always obsessed about magic and her studies, and he had ignored most of it. Now, remembering those stories might be essential to his survival. It was infuriating and demeaning at the same time, knowing he had ignored things he should have taken to heart. His sister was long dead, and now those memories were all he could hope for any help from. A pang in his chest made the stress worse as he realized he had ignored Ilarra when she had been happy and alive. With her gone now, those memories would have meant so much more, had he not ignored her.


    He thought hard while backing away from the hole in the air, struggling to put his emotions aside. “She was talking about classes on magic…fire magic. What was that about? What did she say…pull magic through…through from where?” Raeln stared at the flame-edged hole until a realization dawned on him. “Pull flame magic from the realm of fire elementals. Like the one that attacked Lantonne. Shit. Damned wizards…that’s a portal to another world.”


    Raeln let his sword hang at his side. It would do him little good against elementals. The few times he had fought the creatures—living embodiments of fire, lightning, stone, or water—they had been “hurt” by weapons but felt no pain. A half dozen would quickly overwhelm him, and with a doorway to their home realm in front of him, he had to assume far more than a half dozen could come show up at any time. He had to ensure he did not draw attention to himself.


    Backing away from the portal, Raeln returned to his chosen camp site, trying to make as little noise as possible. He had no idea if the doorway was active, whether anything might be listening, or even if elementals could listen, but he had no desire to find out either. It had been a struggle to even piece together enough of his sister’s childhood ramblings to know what he was seeing, let alone guess at all the other possibilities associated with such doorway between worlds. He simply knew too little about such a thing to be sure of anything.


    Raeln’s foot came down on the edge of his blanket, and he stopped, slowly easing himself onto it. With luck, he could wait out the night quietly and without interruption. He just needed to stay very still, and nothing would be aware that he was even there. He would meditate and slow his breathing, drawing no undue attention. Few creatures bothered him in the woods as a child when he had slowed his breathing enough, so he had to hope elementals would overlook him too.


    Raeln reached over to where he had left his saddlebags. He felt around on the blanket, trying to find them, but there was nothing there. Even his extra spears and bow were gone. Sniffing, he could smell the oiled leather of the bags, though it was faint. The only other scent was animal—not his scent, though the specifics were too badly mixed with the mildew and other smells of the place. Somehow his bags had walked off. Something knew he was there. Worse still, if it was an animal of some kind, it likely had his scent.


    “All right,” he said softly to himself, sitting cross-legged and laying his sword across his lap. “Don’t pick a fight and they’ll leave you alone. Animals don’t like to attack anything bigger than them.”


    The crunch of a foot coming down on the broken stones made Raeln’s ears perk, but he could not pick out a direction. Another crackle nearby seemed to come from a different direction than the last. Seconds later, there were several more footfalls very close to him. If required to guess, he was fairly certain he was being slowly surrounded.


    “If you speak the trade language, I’m not a threat,” he said to the fog around him, turning his head slowly to look for anything out there. For a brief moment, he thought he saw gleaming eyes, but when he looked directly at them, there was nothing he could make out. Whatever had moved out there was trying to keep him from seeing it. “Leave me alone and I’ll leave you alone.”


    A puff of hot breath on the back of Raeln’s neck made him freeze. Whatever was behind him breathed again, sending chills down his spine. A faint sniff sent shivers across his skin all the way to the tip of his tail. The creature had gotten far closer than he would have liked and was evaluating him.


    Raeln moved as slowly as he could manage, turning his head just enough to look behind himself, as he rolled his spear into his hand. A wolf’s face stared back at him…looking down on him. He had only ever seen one kind of wolf that large, and they were native to Turessi. Dire wolves were rumored to be intelligent and deadly, even to the Turessians. He had also been told they would almost never attack unless someone came too close to their den or tried to hunt them. They also rarely traveled in groups of more than four to six when hunting.


    “Not hunting you,” he said in his most soothing voice, setting aside his sword. “I’m not prey…not prey…please understand what I’m saying…”


    Once Raeln had a chance to sniff, getting an idea of the wolf’s particular scent, he realized there were dozens more nearby. They were everywhere. On’esquin had been quite certain that dire wolves only hunted in small groups, leaving the majority back at their den. He had said that so many times that Raeln could hear the orc’s voice in the back of his head.


    “I’m in your den…” Raeln said in horror, putting his hand back on his sword. “Oh dear old gods…”


    The wolves attacked as a group, hitting him from both sides and behind at the same time, knocking him prone and sending his sword tumbling into the fog. Rolling away from the snapping jaws of one wolf, Raeln swept his spear around and knocked aside another wolf. He twisted, trying to clear his body of any other attackers to give him time to reach his sword, but a third wolf landed on him like a boulder, pinning him on his back.


    Kicking his legs up into the wolf’s stomach, Raeln heaved as hard as he could and pushed the heavy beast off him before it could get its jaws on his neck. Tumbling backward, he caught the hilt of his sword and came up on his feet, the sting of deep scratches all over his torso making him wish he had worn some kind of armor. Greth’s nagging about Raeln’s reluctance to weigh himself down came back abruptly, making him wish he had paid more attention to those who had warned him in years past.


    Dire wolves were everywhere. Though their bodies were mostly masked by the fog, Raeln could see silhouettes of wolves as large as a small horse, some as small as regular dog, and everything in between, moving in the area around him. Gleaming eyes stared at him from every possible direction. There were easily thirty of the monstrous beasts.


    When the wolves did not immediately attack again, Raeln took the moment’s break to check his wounds. Deep claw scratches had cut through his cloak and shirt in several spots, though his fur had mostly kept them from tearing into his flesh, leaving raw pink slices where they had almost gotten a larger piece of him after ripping away all of the fur. As he watched, the scrapes stopped aching, and a tingling spread through his muscles as Dalania’s spell took hold. His heart beat rapidly and his mind buzzed as though he were already far into an adrenal rush from fighting.


    “All right,” Raeln said, turning in place to size up the wolves that continued to appear from the fog around him. “Enough playing. Let’s get this over with. I know the rules, and I’ll be damned if I’m letting one of you be the alpha. Back down!”


    As the wolves advanced, closing off any chance of escape through the fog-hidden landscape, Raeln snarled and bared his fangs, trying to intimidate the animals. The smaller and younger ones backed away, but the larger ones matched his expression. Their teeth were far larger, and they were not about to be intimidated by a humanoid wolf half their size.


    Raeln braced himself as he heard a sizzling roar from somewhere behind him. He glanced in that direction and realized that was the way to the hole he had seen hanging in midair. There was something coming through the portal…or lots of somethings. He had made far too much noise and drawn attention to himself.


    “Son of a—”


    A wolf tackled him and the burning silhouette of a flame elemental came into sight. He rolled with the impact, using fists and claws to try to keep himself from being ripped apart.


     


    *


     


    With morning breaking over the snowy plains, Raeln limped out of the fog. Yiral had set herself up with a small tent just outside the hills where the low cloud lingered. A ring of symbols, drawn into the snow and somehow not fading despite fresh snowfall, likely contributed to her safety. More magic that he had no understanding of or interest in learning.


    Unlike Yiral, Raeln had nothing to shield him from the weather or the creatures of the region. His clothes hung in tatters, covered with blood in places. His cloak was long gone, burned away by one of the flaming creatures that had joined his battle with the wolves. Even his weapons were lost or shattered, leaving him with little more than his claws—several of which were broken, as well. His fangs even felt as though they had melted slightly under the thick caking of blood. He was too dazed and tired to even care.


    Burns, cuts, and punctures covered most of his body, making the forward movement difficult. Despite that, Raeln pushed himself one step at a time, unwilling to pass out, lest yet another creature show itself before he could escape. He pushed his muscles through each step to keep himself upright, his mind as numb as his body. He could not think, only push himself to make each new step forward.


    At his approach, Yiral came running from her tent, barely making it to him before he fell forward into the snow. He hardly even felt the chill anymore. His whole body ached, and freezing was barely even a thought for him. He could only stare off blankly, waiting for the next group of wolves or elementals to come. Blinking felt like a deadly risk. That moment of blindness that came with blinking meant another set of fangs digging into his flesh or flames burning away his skin. Despite his fear of losing consciousness, his mind drifted as he lay in the snow.


    Frantically searching his wounds while trying not to touch his body more than she had to, Yiral’s face told Raeln much about his condition. After a moment, Yiral said, “If it is any consolation, you are in better shape than most are when they return from this trial…if they return under their own power.”


    Raeln could do little more than grunt as he rolled onto his back, letting her check the rest of his injuries. His limbs refused to move, as though he had been tied down. Breathing proved difficult, consuming most of his remaining strength.


    “I can heal these, though most will scar badly,” she explained, holding a hand over his chest. From what he could gather, while most healers he had ever known required touch, the Turessians—with their aversion to contact—had somehow leaned to heal without laying a hand on their patient. Given how his skin burned, he was thankful for her discretion. Most days, he would have preferred Estin tending to him, but with the rawness of his nerves, the lack of contact was a welcome relief. “It will take me some time to heal everything. You will pass out once I start healing you, as your body works with me. It will take a great deal of attentiveness to keep you from dying from the healing as much as the original wounds.”


    “What about the others?” Raeln managed to croak out. “Don’t they need to see these wounds?”


    “Not at all. If I say you completed the trials, there is no further question. Our people will not lie to one another in such matters. Honor is all we have, and it will be enough. Do your people not trust one another?”


    Raeln turned his head to look at her, though even that small movement hurt. “You could lie. Why should they believe? Leave the wounds if it furthers my place with them. I can do this.”


    A familiar warmth spread through Raeln’s body as his wounds began to close. With it, a sense of drowsiness threatened to put him to sleep against his will. He fought it, still afraid of anything else coming out of the fog. He had to be ready for something. Anything.


    “No, I would not lie to them about a trial, Raeln. Our people do not do that. Honesty is beaten into us at a young age with regard to anything that pertains to status or honor. If I were to kill you, I would be required by my own honor to do it with you aware of why. Besides, much of this will scar, despite my magic. There is only one possible objection they can make.”


    “What’s that?” he asked, struggling to keep his eyes open. The more his pain faded, the more exhaustion pushed down on him. Healing magic was a burden he did not need this close to the fog. His mind screamed at him to crawl away before he lost consciousness, but he could not move.


    Yiral’s answer was lost to Raeln as he fell asleep.


    When Raeln woke, he lay atop his own horse, propped in the saddle by ropes holding his legs in place. Shaking his head to clear the grogginess, he looked around and saw they were just coming into the clanhold, where dozens of people waited, silently watching their approach. Foremost among the people were many of those who had objected to Raeln speaking in the first place, as well as Dalania, who was wringing her hands nervously as she watched him. Yoska was noticeably absent, as was Ceran.


    “They have made up their minds to object,” Yiral warned, her eyes on the people who had insisted on the trial. “Have you thought on what I said before you slept?”


    Raeln did not want to admit that he had no recollection of anything specific after leaving the foggy hills, but he knew it could mean life or death. Instead, he asked, “How can you be sure they will argue?”


    “Part of the training as a preserver is about knowing what people intend by the subtle cues in their behavior,” she explained. “Their cues are not very subtle if these old eyes can see from here. They will claim that you are not yet a member of the clan and so your efforts were meaningless.”


    “What do we do to avoid that?”


    Yiral studied him with a stern expression, and her annoyance told Raeln she had already explained this, even if he did not remember. That must have been what he missed as he had fallen asleep. “You said you would do anything you had to in order to win this war. Has your decision changed?”


    “No.”


    “Then we will bring you into the clan.”


    “What does that entail?”


    Yiral stared at him over her shoulder, saying nothing but silently expressing, “You said you would do anything. Stop asking questions.”


    “Right,” Raeln said, sighing. “Do whatever you have to. I won’t fight it, if it will get us even a step closer to facing Dorralt. I need an army, and I’ll do this if it gets me one.”


    Yiral led the way into the village, past the angry-faced group who met them on their way in. Halfway through the village, Yoska and Ceran joined Dalania and fell in on the sides of the horses, ostensibly to guide them, but Raeln realized it was likely to keep the more dour members of the clan from getting close to them. Yiral led them straight to the back of the village and stopped at the entrance to the cave where the discussions of war had happened just a day earlier—though to Raeln it felt as though weeks had passed.


    Yiral climbed quickly down from her mount. Raeln took a little longer, having to unstrap his legs and then work to maintain his balance. Almost immediately, a Turessian child—he realized with shock that it was the same little girl he had fought when he had first arrived—took the reins from him, smiling up at him as she led the animal away. It seemed some had accepted him, if not all. Where a child’s heart led, surely others would follow in time. He just did not have that much time left.


    “Are you all right?” Dalania whispered, stepping up beside him as they walked into the torch-lit cave. Yoska and Ceran worked to keep the large group of Turessians out of the entrance behind them. Dalania touched his brow gently, sending stinging pain through his whole head. Vaguely he remembered fangs coming all too close to that spot. Perhaps not all his wounds had mended. “You look awful…”


    Raeln realized that lying about his injuries would be pointless. His rags barely covered enough for him to be out in public, and with all the blood coating the remains of the clothes, there could be little doubt as to how things had gone. He likely appeared the very savage that the Turessians thought his entire species to be.


    “I’m hurting but doing much better now,” he said, putting his arm around her and hugging her. “Thank you for the magic. I wouldn’t still be here without it.”


    Dalania looked up at him skeptically. It was a failing in her that Raeln always worried about. She saw so little value in her own skills, when she was possibly the strongest of them all. He adored that humility in her, though he wished she could understand how much she meant to him. There was no doubt in his mind that she was a surrogate for his lost sister, but he had yet to find a way to express that affection in a way that she would not find frightening.


    “Now what?” she asked, looking pointedly at Yiral, who stood at the table near the middle of the cave, waiting. “Is there a ceremony or something? Proclamation of your deeds? Awards? Tabards? How do they do this?”


    “I think some kind of ceremony.”


    A group coming into the cave with Yoska and Ceran passed Raeln and went to the table. Most of the humans had remained outside, but the small group that came in included many of the objectors. They went out of their way to avoid looking at Raeln. Apparently they had made their decisions together and were intending to present a unified objection. Even in that determination, he could see anxiety—their honor was making it difficult for them to look at him and still object.


    “I should get on with this,” he finally told Dalania, stepping away from her.


    Walking to the middle of the room to face Yiral, Raeln waited to see what would come next. He put his hands on the table, trying to look natural and yet hide that the table was all that was holding him upright. Judging by the glare Dalania was giving him, she did not buy into his attempt at all. She wanted to either tend to his wounds or lecture him…possibly both.


    Once everyone had approached the center of the large room, Yiral announced, “This wildling…this man…has met the challenges we put before him. I proclaim him a battle leader of our clan this day, with rights to speak and to challenge the decisions of the preservers when it comes to war. By virtue of the meaning of that title, he is no longer of the slave-caste and would gain the status of a fellow ‘person.’”


    Raeln bowed to Yiral, but as he lifted his head, he heard the grumbling begin in the group.


    Almost immediately, a man shouted, “He is not a member of the Turessian people. He cannot be a war leader, let alone seen as wise enough to be my equal. I object to this. Would you name a southerner to be a battle leader? A child? An animal? You are recognizing all three this day. I will not stand for a barbarian leading the wise.”


    Yiral met Raeln’s eyes, and he could see she was waiting for him to tell her what to do next.


    “Whatever it takes,” he whispered to her, getting a nod in reply.


    Gesturing toward the cave entrance, Yiral waited quietly while the group in the cave continued to object more loudly. Soon their complaints were echoed outside the cave by others. Yiral remained calm and still throughout, until a young boy came running in with a cracked and weather-worn old wooden box, which he put in Yiral’s hands. The boy gave Raeln a horrified look before backing away and running from the cave.


    “Raeln,” Yiral said, setting the box on the table beside them, “will you go through even this?”


    “And exactly what is it?”


    Reaching up, Yiral traced part of the tattoo line on her brow.


    Raeln groaned but nodded. He had little choice if he was going to make this work. “Will they be visible through the fur?”


    That seemed to amuse Yiral more than Raeln had expected, and she covered her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Nodding her head, she said, “Yes, we enchant the inks to be visible, no matter one’s skin tone or the dimness of light. They will show through the fur.”


    Behind Raeln, the humans who had been arguing against his involvement went abruptly quiet, as though waiting to see what would happen next. Raeln rather wished he could stand aside and watch, but that was far from an option. He had to look strong. With effort, he pushed away from the table and stood entirely under his own power.


    “This is normally done by a parent or family member,” Yiral went on, opening the box to reveal a jar of what appeared to be black ink and several small stone tablets, with etched symbols on them. Raeln’s skin prickled at the idea that any of that was for him. “Who would you have do this, Raeln? The chosen person does not need to be a member of our people.”


    Raeln turned to Dalania, who stood off to one side of the room, trying to be invisible to the Turessians who dominated the place. At his look, she blinked and stared at him, clearly confused. She likely had not even heard Yiral from where she was. Her slowly widening eyes told him she was starting to reason her way through what was happening.


    “Dalania will do this,” he said loudly enough that Dalania would hear.


    The panic on her face abruptly turned to sorrow, and she closed her eyes. After a moment, she nodded.


    Coming forward, Dalania kept her head down, trying not to look at the groups of people who glared at her and Raeln. Obediently, she came to Raeln’s side, and her green-tinted brows furled as she stared at the box on the table. As he watched, her fingers traced the air with the pattern of the runes on the stones in the box, as though trying to reason her way through what they were.


    “Dalania,” Yiral announced so all could hear, “you are not one of us, but as the family of one who we are accepting into the clan, you must mark Raeln as one with wisdom and a place among the Turessian people. This is the act of one he respects and adores. We welcome you to come forward and expect that you will show respect to one who has earned ours.”


    Dalania let out a squeak as all eyes turned on her, glaring at Raeln as though he had betrayed her.


    Not letting Raeln get a word in, Yiral said, “The act is simple enough. You will be given the plate for the runes that are to be placed on Raeln. While holding the plate, you then put your finger to the ink and then to him. The ink and plate will create the rune on his flesh. Your part in this is simply as the conduit of the magic, passed down from one generation of the clans to the next. It requires nothing of you.”


    Grabbing Dalania’s arm before she could attempt to run, Raeln said softly, “I need you to do this, Dalania.”


    Dalania tapped her bare foot angrily, watching him with a look that seemed uncharacteristically angry. After a moment, she took a shaky breath, stepped toward the table, and took the stone plate Yiral offered her. She examined it briefly, tracing the etching with her finger. “This is old,” Dalania said, eyeing the stone. Her fear vanished as she studied the plate. “Several thousand years since it was carved. It’s not even from these lands. An exquisite piece, yet so simple. This came from the deserts?”


    “Our people once traveled other lands,” Yiral acknowledged, though she gave Dalania a concerned look. “These stone plates came from the days of Turess.”


    Dalania traced the rune with her finger, and as she finished the pattern, the whole thing lit faintly. “That was the first step, correct? The magic says that the plates are in the wrong order. Usually one joins the clan and then becomes a battle leader. We are reversing that.”


    “Yes,” Yiral replied, uncorking the ink bottle and setting it on the table beside Dalania. She quickly slid the box containing the other stone plates away. Yiral eyed the glowing pattern on the plate Dalania held with subtle confusion. “Continue holding it, and the ink will do as the runeword dictates. Touch the ink to a spot between his eyebrows…or rather, low on his forehead between his eyes. He is the first without eyebrows that I know of. Wildlings are hardly the norm among our people. I am honestly unsure how this will turn out.”


    Raeln knelt, lowering his head so his forehead was close to Dalania.


    She hesitated, but soon reached out and touched her finger to the ink, which clung to her like a gel. Looking between the ink and the stone plate she held, Dalania stepped right up to Raeln, holding the hand with the ink near his head. “Are you sure?” she asked pleadingly.


    “Please,” he insisted.


    Dalania’s finger pressed into Raeln’s fur on his forehead just above his eyes. At first he felt nothing but the cool dampness of the ink. Then a slight burning sensation spread from that point, growing in intensity and radiating through his forehead as though a torch had been put to his fur. The pain grew, and he clenched his jaw to keep from screaming as the sensation made him feel as though his skull was being pried open. Once the agony faded, Raeln blinked away tears and looked up at Dalania, who was watching him with horror in her eyes.


    “Welcome to Turessi, brother and war leader,” Yiral announced, removing a small mirror from the lid of the box. Turning it toward Raeln, he could see a pattern of black runewords stood out against the rest of his grey and white fur, with elaborate whorls that continued past each of his temples and down to his jaw. The “tattoo” looked to be a dying of his fur, but when he brushed at it with his claws, the shape of the symbol never changed, all the way down to his skin. “What would you have your family’s armies do to protect Turessi?”


    The room went silent for several minutes, making Raeln feel overly conscious of the glares directed his way. Slowly, one by one, those who had objected bowed their heads in submission.


    Once all of them had acquiesced, Yiral leaned close to Dalania and whispered only loudly enough that Raeln could hear. “What did you do, child? The symbols on his brow are not the ones on the plate I gave you. They say something different than what should be written on him.”


    Dalania shrugged and looked at Raeln, turning the plate so he could see it. The symbol there was a match for one of the four now on his brow. The others did not appear on either that plate or the others he had seen in the box.


    “What does it say?” Dalania asked, placing the stone on the table.


    Yiral sighed and turned her attention to Raeln. “It says that he is a battle leader, but it also says that he has been marked as a wise one by the spirits of nature, and declares him to be the greatest among dire wolves. The last one is not one I have seen before, though it does reference Turess in a fashion. I do not even know what any of this means, child, but it will lead to many fearful rumors in the days to come.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Kerrelin”


     


    How do you convince the stubborn to help a cause that will likely lead to their deaths? It’s a struggle I have had, and others have had with me, since the start of this war. Most of us simply want to survive, to make it to the next day, to protect our loved ones from harm. We do not want to fight a war, but there is no other way.


    This is why I agreed to go with Raeln and why we never left. The war was too widespread. My family would suffer unless someone could bring an end to it, no matter how unlikely that might be. It took knowing that doing nothing was a cowardly act that would doom my children to convince me.


    I can see why others are unwilling to join. They have a home and shelter from the war, or they simply have not seen that the war will come to them sooner or later. Until one loses everything, how can they believe it can get worse? I would have gladly believed I could avoid the war, had I been able to stay in the camp near Altis safely. I would have blissfully lived out my remaining years with Feanne and the kits, unaware of the war miles away, though I knew enough to know it was occurring.


    That is what we face with the city of Jnodin.


    These people believe their god will send a spokesperson—an avatar, Turess calls it—to lead them into war. They will take much convincing to leave the shelter of the only city that has held against the Turessians. I would dare say it might take an act of a god, though I don’t honestly believe in such things. Prayers have always been a way to vent my own fears, rather than an act of communion with anything beyond my own mind.


    Normally, when faced with my inadequacies in a situation, I turn to Feanne for help, no matter the issue. Unfortunately, this is a matter of human diplomacy. I might just need to be more convincing and try to keep Feanne from killing someone if talking does not get us anywhere.


     


    “This is a waste of time, Estin,” Feanne said as they marched back up toward the gates of Jnodin. “They will trap us here again. I would not be caged.”


    “We need them,” he reminded her, as he had every few minutes since the city walls had come into sight.


    “Because the old human witch told you?”


    “Yes, because the old human that bested you told me. When was the last time you lost a fight, Feanne?”


    Feanne glared him, but he refused to look at her and had to struggle to keep from grinning. She hated that anyone had beaten her in a fight, and that it was a furless old woman made matters that much worse.


    “Agree with vixen,” Turess told them, surprising Estin. Turess had been quietly nursing his bruises from their run-in with Mairlee all day and had barely made enough noise to remind them he was following. “Once in gates, is harder to get back out. We find other allies, yes? Do not need priests. Need warriors. Priests good for temperament of army, not so good for winning war.”


    Estin stopped and turned to face Turess, who slid to a halt and backed out of Estin’s reach. “You insisted on us getting Mairlee to help us. She says we need the priests. Either we lose Mairlee or we go back into Jnodin and try. I have faith that we can sneak out again if we have to.”


    “But…need warriors,” Turess repeated, looking crestfallen. “Mairlee might be wrong. Might be uncommon thing, but still may be wrong. She not here to kill me for saying so.”


    “You know who and what she is, don’t you?” Estin demanded, and Turess quickly hid a smirk. “Is it worth trying to recruit the priests, if it gets us her help?”


    “Yes. That is true. I cannot argue this. We need help of Mairlee.”


    “Then we go back into the city. You two need to stop fighting me on this, unless you have a better plan. Do you?”


    Both Turess and Feanne’s shoulders drooped, and they followed Estin the rest of the way up to the gates of Jnodin. The massive iron portcullis stood open, though the archers high above kept their weapons at the ready. It was not as pleasant a greeting as Estin had hoped for, but it could have been far worse.


    Rishad and Arella walked to the middle of the gateway and stopped once they were visible. Despite the nearly twenty foot wide opening, something imposing about the two humans managed to make the whole entrance appear blocked. Estin tried to convince himself it was entirely because Rishad was a Turessian, but Arella intimidated him as much, if not more.


    “You are not welcome back here, wildlings,” Rishad called out, and Estin saw the archers above notch arrows. “Turn back and return to Turessi. We offered hospitality once and will not do it again.”


    Motioning for the others to remain where they were, Estin walked toward the open gate. He got within twenty feet of Rishad when the archers raised their weapons, pointing dozens of arrows at him. Stopping and raising his hands defensively, Estin meant to try to negotiate, but then he realized Feanne was standing right behind him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Turess cautiously following right behind her.


    “What part of ‘stay there’ was I not clear about?” Estin asked in frustration, but Feanne’s glowering expression told him not to push the issue. Grumbling to himself, he returned his attention to the gates.


    Rishad and Arella remained silent, standing in the middle of the path into Jnodin. Finally, Arella was the one to speak first.


    “Wildlings, we have no quarrel with you,” she called out, touching Rishad’s shoulder as though to stop him from moving. “Turn around and return to the wilderness where you belong. This city is not for you. We will not welcome anyone coming from the north.”


    Estin looked up at the battlements and the archers waiting there. He had to hope it was nothing more than a threat and they would not actually fire on him. Taking another step forward, he watched as the archers looked around nervously. That was a good sign. He was more than willing to gamble on the doubts of those men and women.


    “We want to talk about what it would take to join forces,” Estin called to Rishad and Arella. He kept his eyes on the archers as he continued taking slow steps. Thankfully, Feanne and Turess stayed back.


    Moving in front of Rishad, Arella replied, “We already have discussed this briefly in the past, wildling. The priests of Jnodin will not leave these walls for you or anyone else. Turessi is not our ally. That will need to be enough for you. Fight your war without us.”


    Feanne walked quickly up alongside Estin, making him want to scream. If they kept creeping up as a group, sooner or later the guards would open fire. Before he could say anything, Turess ran up behind him, practically using him as a shield.


    “Feanne, please just stay here,” Estin begged, getting another warning glare in response. “Don’t argue. Stay here. I need to look harmless if I’m going to get anywhere near them. If we all march in there, this will be a bloodbath.”


    “I can work with that, Estin.”


    “Let me try again…they will kill us all.”


    “I would like to see them try.”


    “Feanne!” Estin snapped, not really wanting to argue in front of a group of archers, a Turessian, and the head of the priestly order they were trying to recruit. “This one time, let me do what I have to do! Stay here! This is not your fight. I need to do this myself.”


    Baring her fangs, Feanne hesitated before slowly calming down. With a sigh, she gave an angry swish of her tail and walked away from Jnodin, grabbing Turess by the sleeve of his robe and taking him with her. They continued back up the road about thirty feet, then stopped and turned to watch Estin. If he was reading Feanne’s expression correctly, she was silently telling him, “Do this right or I’ll butcher the whole city to save you.”


    Once he was sure the others were far enough that they would not appear threatening, Estin turned back to the gates. “I’m coming over. I want to discuss this. I will not argue through shouts or threats from your archers.”


    Arella pushed Rishad back when he tried to advance. Walking out of the gates, she met Estin halfway, both of them directly under the line of archers. Having Arella out there near him appeared to make the archers even more nervous, and many lowered their weapons somewhat. It was a small victory, but one he was happy to accept.


    “I will not change my mind, Estin,” Arella said, pulling up her brown hood as the wind intensified, carrying light snow with it. “This is the way it has been for centuries and will be until Kerrelin sends his spokesman to us. No amount of arguing will change that. You are not the voice of our god, even if you are of the wilderness. Discuss all you wish. Jnodin will not march to war or welcome anyone from the north again. Turessi has declared war on the whole world, and we will wait here within our walls for our god to come back or the world to fall. It is our duty and our right.”


    Estin looked up at the walls and the tense faces of the archers there. “I don’t suppose I could arm wrestle Rishad or something to convince you?”


    “Rishad does not fight my battles, wildling. I am certain your mate understands this sentiment all too well. This is not a matter that brute force will resolve, I believe. However, if you attempt to continue into the city, I will use brute force to stop you. I do not wish to, but I will protect my city as I see fit.”


    “You’d have them shoot us for trying to come inside? Seems like they’re fighting your battles.”


    “No, I will not need their help,” Arella said, smiling. She motioned toward the walls and dropped her arm sharply, causing all of the archers to lower their weapons. “I can manage to stop two wildlings without depending on others. Turess I would leave to Rishad, though. It would make him happy. Disturbingly happy, I think.”


    “I think you’re bluffing,” Estin answered, walking right up to her. Arella’s glare felt as deadly as Feanne’s in that moment. “If you have to kill me, do it, but we need your help. I’m going to walk into the city now. Stop me if you have to, but this needs to be done.”


    Estin started around Arella, but she slammed her hand into his chest with as much force as any of the Turessians he had fought, grabbed a fist-full of fur through his shirt, and held him still. When he tried to pull free, he found he could not budge her arm.


    “I told you that I would not need their help,” she said, shoving Estin back a step and then releasing him. “Good-bye, Estin. Fight your war and leave us alone. I wish you well.”


    Estin eyed Arella, thinking about what he could do. He knew Feanne often used magic that enhanced her strength or speed, and had to assume this priestess was doing much the same thing. She certainly could not keep it up for long. From what little he knew of Kerrelin-worshippers like her, they prized resourcefulness, standing up to adversity, and strong-willed people. He had to try.


    Taking a quick breath to steady his nerves, Estin moved again, and when she put her arm out to stop him, he tried to push past her. Grabbing him with vice-like fingers, Arella picked him up and slammed him down on his back, knocking the breath from his lungs. She did not even appear to be exerting herself.


    “I told you that you may not enter!” the woman growled at him, her eyes gleaming briefly. “Do not push your luck!”


    A roar preceded Feanne slamming into Arella by only a second or two. Feanne hit her hard enough that they both tumbled away from Estin, with Feanne snarling and hissing as she tried to bite or claw at Arella’s face and neck. Arella held her own, keeping Feanne from getting a grip on her. Kicking Feanne hard in the side, Arella rolled her away, and both women scrambled to their feet.


    “It’s been a while since any of mine had the nerve to challenge me,” Arella said, her voice deepening by the second as she circled Feanne. From where he lay, Estin could see her legs shifting and bending, her steps unsteady as she changed shape. “Foolish move, fox. I will not spare you.”


    In seconds, Arella’s body looked far more like Raeln’s than the middle-aged human woman Estin had meant to face. Pale grey-white fur covered every visible section of skin, and he could make out a tail trapped under her robes. Her large wolflike paws dwarfed the simple sandals she had been wearing before, crunching loudly on the snow beside the road. Using her long claws, Arella tore away part of her robe, which was now far too small to hold her.


    “Werewolf,” Estin muttered, groaning. “Maybe I should’ve let Feanne negotiate…”


    With a warning bark, Feanne threw aside her cloak and faced off against the humanoid wolf that stood almost two feet taller than her. Neither seemed willing to back down. They circled slowly, each keeping their claws at the ready, refusing to be the first to act.


    Rishad waited at the gates, smiling as he watched.


    “Take your mate and leave,” Arella ordered, her voice now deeper than most human men, with a low growl behind every word. “I have humored you long enough. Tuck tail and run, fox. Wolves hunt foxes, or have you forgotten your place in nature?”


    Estin thumped his head against the snowy ground, knowing if Arella actually wanted Feanne to leave, that was possibly the worst way of asking. Rolling to his feet, he started toward them, but Turess grabbed him from behind and held him back. “What are you doing?” Estin demanded, shoving him away.


    “Let women do this,” Turess warned. “Both will turn on you if you step in. Is not your fight. Have seen this before. Is very bad for man who get in way. Beside, women fighting is popular thing in many cultures, no? Or is that thing men have grown out of since my days?”


    Estin looked back in dismay as Arella and Feanne slammed into each other again. Feanne drove her elbow into Arella’s muzzle and then kicked her legs out from under her. It took only a moment before Arella was back on her feet, running into Feanne’s midsection with her shoulder and knocking them both down.


    “I…I can’t let them just…,” Estin said, trying to convince himself. To his surprise, Feanne flipped Arella onto her back, using a move Raeln had taught her. “I’m just in the way again, aren’t I?”


    “We pick strange women,” Turess confessed, shaking his head and patting Estin’s shoulder. “We are not warriors, Estin. Know place and let her fight this. I learn this long ago and it let me conquer nation after nation. Was good arrangement. Women much stronger than men some ways. Just need to find the way and surrender.”


    Feanne swung her claws across Arella’s face, taking off a chuck of fur and flesh, but Arella laughed and shook off the deep wounds, which closed as Estin watched. She got back to her feet and punched Feanne with enough force that Feanne tumbled back, sending a spray of snow in all directions. When Feanne came back to her knees, Estin could see blood on her muzzle, shirt, and the white fur along her neck.


    “I can’t just stand here,” Estin said, trying to determine what he could do that would not end up with Feanne attacking him for embarrassing her.


    “We are doing other important thing. We are waiting for him to try to intervene and we stop him,” Turess explained, pointing at Rishad. “Will take both of us to stop him. Maybe more. If not else, is good excuse to watch woman-fight.”


    A pair of loud growls made Estin look back at the women, both smeared with blood and circling again. Unfortunately, Feanne already showed signs of weakening, trying to keep her distance from Arella and favoring one leg. With Arella healing faster than Feanne could hurt her, something had to change and quickly.


    As if hearing his concerns, Feanne let out a roar and flung her arms out to her sides. As she did, her claws and hands grew monstrously, and her muscles visibly tensed with fresh strength even through her clothing. Now magic was in play, and hopefully that would be enough for Feanne to at least walk away from the fight in one piece.


    Feanne swept her hand across her body as Arella charged. As she did, the snow between herself and Arella flew up, creating a blinding snowstorm. When it cleared, Estin saw Arella hit the ground in another spray of blood. Feanne stepped over her.


    A chorus of howls from within the city drew Estin and Turess’s attention.


    Even Rishad, leaning against the side of the gate, looked around nervously. He walked quickly out of the city and toward them. “Call this off!” Rishad yelled as he hurried over. “Get them to stop or this will turn into a massacre.”


    “You think I can make her stop?” Estin asked, genuinely confused.


    “I can’t make the high priestess stop either,” he replied, looking genuinely afraid. “We are all in a lot of danger if we don’t find a way to stop this. The other priests are on their way. I cannot control them any more than I can control Arella.”


    “Then call this off and talk about going north with the priests,” Estin insisted, but Rishad shook his head.


    “I have no say in this, wildling. Arella is the high priestess. My title is meaningless to her followers. Her interpretation of Kerrelin’s teachings is absolute. So long as she rules the pack, they will not leave these walls.”


    “Pack?” Estin asked, looking back at the city as another set of howls echoed off the walls. Above, the archers were moving to make themselves less visible from the ground. “They’re all werewolves?”


    “Most, not all. Enough that they can kill all of us…myself included. Why do you think I surrendered to them?”


    “I thought that was a matter of faith.”


    Rishad laughed nervously. “It’s easier to be obediently faithful after having a few dozen werewolves tear your body to pieces each time you regenerate for days on end. You’re lucky—you will only die once. Dorralt found my misery amusing and let it continue.”


    “Do you think we can hold them off while these two sort things out?”


    Rishad turned to the gates as no less than thirty werewolves appeared, on all fours. They slowed at the gates, assessing the situation outside, where Feanne and Arella continued to trade blows. The group stopped completely as Feanne was knocked to the ground again, bleeding from dozens of wounds.


    “I hold back wolves while women fight,” Turess said, stopping only to give Rishad an evaluating look. “Maybe you learn something Dorralt did not bother teaching. He always was sloppy.”


    With Rishad scowling at Estin’s side, Turess quickly walked to stand between the large pack of wolves and the two women fighting outside the gate. All eyes from the group went to Turess, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. For the first time since Estin had met him, Turess appeared entirely calm. He tucked his hands into his robes and watched the wolves, almost daring them to attack.


    “Why are we doing this?” Rishad asked, sounding tired. He shook his head sadly. “I need Dorralt dead as much as you do if I ever want my freedom back. Is there any chance you can talk Feanne into standing down, so I can talk to Arella? We can find a way to help everyone if they would stop trying to rip each other apart.”


    Estin shook his head, as Arella slammed Feanne into the ground again. “No. Feanne won’t stop until one of them is dead. Can you talk Arella down?”


    “There’s blood drawn already and the pack is watching. She cannot allow herself to stop. If she did, the pack would not respect her.”


    “Trust me, I understand. Feanne was a wildling pack-leader.”


    Sighing, Rishad nodded. “This will not end well, Estin. If they both live through this, I swear to you that I will argue your case to her. As much as it pains me to be standing here being civil with your kind, even I can see this is foolish. You’ve stood up to things that you should run from. I respect that.”


    “And I understand what you’re going through—something inside you that you can’t control. It’s terrifying and humiliating to have it dominate you and override your thoughts. On’esquin put me through something similar.”


    “Perhaps we are more alike than I had thought,” Rishad admitted, smirking. “Don’t expect me to say that near anyone else.”


    Barking and yipping, the werewolves ran for Arella and Feanne, who were both on their feet again, though Feanne looked ready to fall at any moment. Turess remained perfectly still, standing in their way. They would reach him in seconds.


    “Call this off, if you can,” Estin begged, unfastening the clasp on his swords. “I can’t let them kill Feanne.”


    Rishad looked to be as nervous about the situation as Estin, though he shook his head helplessly.


    Seeing nothing else he could do, Estin walked toward the battle, but stopped when Turess held up a hand toward him.


    Turess pointed at one werewolf after another, his face tense with concentration. One by one, the werewolves he pointed at collapsed midstride and transformed back to their human shape. Within seconds, a dozen naked men and woman lay curled up in the snow, shivering and looking around in confusion. Atop the wall, horrified archers stared at the fallen priests.


    The remaining few werewolves that escaped Turess’s initial spell nearly reached him, but crashed into an invisible barrier inches from him, as he raised a palm toward them. Soon all of the werewolves stood at the edge of the barrier, trying to find a way around it.


    “I can’t stop this,” Rishad admitted, sounding distraught. “I don’t want to see Arella or Turess die for something this stupid. I’ll try to calm Arella if you will try with Feanne. With luck, we will both live through this. Turess can keep the others off us.”


    Estin took off running toward Arella and Feanne. Rishad raced past Estin with a speed only one of the undead Turessians could manage, running to intercept Arella, who had pinned Feanne to the ground and bared her teeth.


    Leaping, Rishad crashed into Arella’s side and knocked her over a second before Estin reached Feanne, who was struggling to stand. Blood covered her face and arms, much of it her own, and she stared at Estin with a dazed expression. Snarling weakly, she lunged at him, likely not even aware who she was attacking anymore.


    “Feanne, stop!” Estin told her, grabbing her arms and holding her in a hug to calm her down. “She’ll kill you.”


    Nearby, Rishad and Arella were trading blows, with Arella shouting something at him about being a pack-leader. Estin ignored them, having heard the same ranting from Feanne more times than he could count. It was Rishad’s turn to take a beating over the rules of a pack.


    “I…I won’t give up,” Feanne said, barely keeping her legs steady enough to stand. From what Estin could tell, he was providing most of the strength to keep them both upright. “She tried to kill you…”


    “Feanne, there are thirty werewolves over there, ready to tear you apart.”


    She looked toward the city, her body tensing in surprise when she saw the pack tearing into the magical wall Turess held in place. From what Estin could see, the entire wall was shuddering and becoming more visible with each impact, though Turess remained outwardly calm.


    “Don’t die for this. I’m fine.”


    “This is not about you anymore,” she countered, shouldering him off. She very nearly fell over without his arms on her. “They’re wolves. They will never understand until their leader agrees to help us. I have to make her help us, or this trip is a waste. Heal me if you are able.”


    Estin stepped in front of Feanne, stopping her from rushing at Arella and Rishad, who were conversing rather than fighting. Putting a hand to her collar, he poured into her what little magic he could manage without getting ill, easing much of the strain he could see in her eyes.


    “You aren’t part of their pack. The whole pack will tear you apart. You know that, Feanne. You can’t challenge their pack-leader like this. Let it go!”


    “You’re right,” Feanne whispered, her hands quickly shrinking down to normal size with a crackling of bones shifting. “I would need to challenge the pack, not just the leader.”


    “Right…wait…what?”


    Feanne stumbled away from Estin toward where Turess was straining to maintain the wall against the fifteen wolves that clawed at it. Before Estin could stop her, Feanne howled, drawing the attention of every werewolf instantly, silencing everything else outside the city.


    With the barrier collapsing and the wolves running right over Turess to come after Feanne, Arella snarled behind Estin, warning him that she was coming again.


    “Feanne, no!”


    Feanne dropped to her knees and began her own transformation. Violent shifts under her flesh tore at her clothing. Her bones realigned and grew, increasing her size in random spots until she lay huddled with her face to the ground, though still as tall as Estin standing.


    “Oh hells,” Estin sighed. He ran, trying to get out of the way as Feanne rose to her feet, letting loose another loud cry of challenge to the other lycanthropes, who had slowed and appeared less certain of themselves.


    At her full height as a were-fox, Feanne stood almost ten feet tall, full of rippling muscle and anger. Despite her eyes still being blue after the change, Estin could see the bright green glow of magic from them. She raised her head to the sky to howl again, but that cry was cut short as Arella crashed into her hard enough that Estin fell when the ground shook. As soon as he came down, Estin flattened out as the rest of the werewolves ran right over top of him, trying to aid their high priestess. Heavy paws dug into his back but kept going, leaving him to curl into a ball to avoid further trampling.


    For her part, Feanne was holding her own, fighting with a ferocity Estin had only seen a few times, even when she had shape-changed. She spun and kicked, clawed and bit, turning and moving as fast as she could with group of werewolves and their pack-leader trying to get a hold on her. She towered over all of them, using her size and strength to toss one or more werewolves aside at a time, stepping on those that had fallen to keep them down while she fought.


    On the far side of the fight, Estin could see Rishad sitting up, his arm cocked at an odd angle. As he watched, Rishad’s arm snapped back to its normal position and he looked at the ongoing fight with the same frustrated and scared expression Estin probably had on his face.


    Estin managed to find Turess lying in the snow with one hand on his side. Blood in the snow around him told of a deep wound, but Estin had to hope he could tend to his own injuries.


    A shrieking cry startled Estin, and he ducked as a shadow passed overhead. Peeking, he stared as a werewolf crashed into the wall of Jnodin, scattering the archers who had been watching from the battlements. The wolf fell from the wall to the ground and struggled to stand before falling again. Its wounds might heal, but it would take time to recover enough to fight again.


    When Estin looked back at Feanne, he saw she was actually using one of the werewolves like a club to bash its companions, knocking them aside and scattering them when they tried to overwhelm her. Behind her, one of the wolves tried to attack her back, but Feanne kicked out and raked the werewolf, tearing open his chest and stomach with her claws. Even those deadly wounds looked to be healing as the werewolf dragged itself out of the fight and collapsed into the snow nearby, trying to hold its intestines in.


    “This is insane,” Rishad said, stumbling and nearly falling as he came to stand near Estin.


    A moment later, Turess headed their way, the white underrobe he wore stained red on his left side. “This is beyond me.”


    Estin groaned and got to his feet, then ducked again as another wolf was thrown against the city walls, cracking the stones with its impact. Before he made it more than a few steps, he saw one of the werewolves—Arella, he had to assume by her fur coloring—began snarling and taking swings at the other wolves, driving them away from Feanne. Soon only the two females remained in a blood-spattered section of the plains, panting and glaring at each other.


    “They have this under control,” Estin said, stopping before he got too close the battlefield. The wounded and battered werewolves backed out of combat until they were standing near Estin and the others, watching. “We need to stay out of this or they’ll kill us first.”


    The werewolf and were-fox circled slowly, their remaining wounds closing as they moved. Neither looked quite ready to yield, but Estin wondered if there would ever come a point where the two were so exhausted that they would be willing to. For a long time, they seemed content with watching each other.


    Howling and cries from the north drew the attention of everyone, including the werewolves. From the snow-covered hills, a horde of dire wolves, more werewolves, a group of smaller animals, and even a towering bearlike creature came running straight toward the two females, who were still circling.


    All around him, the werewolves backed away from the group of animals and other creatures that more than tripled their numbers. The approaching group stopped, maintaining a comparable distance from Feanne and Arella to that of the werewolf priests. Rather than watching the two combatants, the animals and newly arrived lycanthropes watched Arella’s fellow priests challengingly.


    Estin had seen enough battles in his short life that he recognized reinforcements when he saw them. Arella might have a pack of werewolves, but Feanne had somehow brought a massive group of monstrous creatures from somewhere in the Turessian wilderness. Whoever or whatever they were, they were ready to fight the priests to keep them from Feanne.


    Turning one way and then the other, Arella surveyed the groups around her. Letting her hands drop to her sides, she looked back to Feanne and growled again, hesitantly backing away. Arella looked around one more time, stared at Rishad for several long seconds, then focused her attention to Estin. Baring her teeth one more time, she shifted her paws, adjusting her weight as though debating whether to stay or run. She dropped to her knees as she returned her attention to Feanne. Slowly, Arella lowered her head to the snow in a humble bow.


    Snarling, Feanne loomed over Arella, eyeing her foe with unadulterated hatred, clearly trying to decide whether to strike. She looked past Arella toward Estin, watching him for a long time before relaxing her stance. Feanne then raised her muzzle to the sky and howled again, this time joined by all of the nonpriest werewolves, the dire wolves, several bears, white foxes, and other animals Estin could not even identify. There were easily a hundred creatures out there, with still more coming, and all of them joined Feanne’s cry, their howls echoing across the whole of the northern border.


    “Welcome to Jnodin,” Rishad told Estin, walking past him toward the open gates, where the two werewolves who had hit the wall were shifting back to their human shape.


     


    *


     


    An hour later, Estin stood over Feanne, tying off a bandage on her arm where one of her wounds had not healed fully before she changed back. Across the temple, Arella was being similarly tended to by Rishad, who had wrapped a chunk of ice in a cloth and held it to an ugly bruise across her neck and shoulder. Both women were wrapped in blankets, since their clothing had been destroyed, and once they had returned to their normal shapes, they shivered uncontrollably in the cold weather. Estin knew it to be a side effect of exhaustion from the changes, at least in Feanne’s case. Neither woman appeared willing to admit their own weaknesses.


    “Do we do this again when you have caught your breath?” Feanne asked, sounding more than a little angry yet. She pushed Estin’s hand away from her arm. “Keep your pups out of my way, and I’ll leave mine in the woods.”


    “No, I think I am done challenging you.” Arella winced as she tried to adjust how she was sitting. Almost as an afterthought, she lifted the edge of her blanket and eyed a nearly black bruise that covered much of her lower leg. “Does your regeneration ever fully heal you?”


    “Never,” Feanne admitted, rubbing her knee. “I always return to normal with bruises or cuts that require more mundane healing.”


    “And here I thought that was just us,” Arella said, shooing Rishad away. “When were you planning to tell us what you are?”


    “It was not and should remain none of your business. Walking into a city should not require that I strip naked and howl to announce myself. If that is how your priests are expected to behave, I am happy that I was raised in the wilds.”


    Arella laughed and then whimpered, holding her shoulder. “Trust me, if I could have made that a law here, I would have. Would make it far easier to identify allies and challengers.”


    “I am not your ally. You made that very clear already,” Feanne snapped, and Estin quickly put a hand on her shoulder in case she was about to start another fight. Her ears flattened back, but she said nothing.


    “Where did you gain your gift?” Arella asked, putting the ice back on her own shoulder. “I have been raised among wolves my whole life and studied our so-called curse since I was a child. Never have I seen a were-fox, let alone any lycanthrope that can call to anything but their own for help. Wolves call wolves. Bears call bears. Nothing calls dire wolves.”


    Feanne gave Estin a pleading look he knew all too well. She hated talking about her past, let alone anything to do with her transformations. All of her bluster was gone and she abruptly looked ready to run.


    Squeezing her shoulder to let her know he would take care of things, Estin said, “Go with Rishad and get some new clothing. Turess will go with you. I’ll be right here when you come back.”


    Putting her hand over his and smiling at him, Feanne groaned as she stood, keeping one hand on the blanket she wore. With the other, she pulled Estin close, hugged him, and nuzzled his neck. “I am sorry for taking that fight from you,” she whispered near his ear. “You asked me not to.”


    “In hindsight, thank you.”


    Feanne giggled quietly and nipped his ear before walking away with Rishad and Turess, heading toward the back stairs of the temple. From what Estin remembered of the place, there were rooms where the priests kept clothing there, along with a natural spring they used for ritual bathing.


    “She is ashamed of what she is?” Arella asked once the others were gone. “There is no reason to feel shame over a gift of Kerrelin such as—”


    “No god gave her that gift,” Estin said quickly, sitting on one of the chairs near the temple’s altar. Sighing, he looked up at the sky above the temple. The ring of walls around him blocked out the city, but not the stars. At the top of the stone wall, where archers had stood during his first visit, he noticed a faint line of carvings. They were impossible to make out clearly at a distance, but they seemed quite different from the etched pictures of trees and animals elsewhere. “A fae gave it to her. It didn’t tell her what it was doing or the implications until she accepted. She was young and scared, craving the ability to avenge her sister’s death. Now she can’t get rid of it.”


    “The fae are nature spirits, Estin. Some revere them as gods, though we see them more as embodiment of the power of Kerrelin. He was born out of their power and rose to be greater than them. A gift from nature is no curse.”


    “She was little more than kit when that thing forced this on her. It turned her into a killer for most of her life, hunting down furriers, loggers, and anything else that it thought threatened the woods. Feanne has more scars on the inside from that creature’s meddling than she has on her skin, and that is saying a lot.”


    Arella nodded sadly. “The way of the wilderness is not one that leaves us as whole as we would like. Pain strengthens or destroys us. Your mate is strong, without equal among my pack. I have done things that I regret as well, but we all must make such choices.”


    “All we wanted to do was talk to you about helping us. Was that too much to ask that it had to come to this?”


    “No. This was a misunderstanding,” Arella admitted. “I saw the two of you as trying to force us to break our vows to wait until Kerrelin called us to serve. You were a threat, in a sense. No one threatens my pack or my city.”


    “We wanted help, not to threaten you.”


    “I know, Estin, I know. Your mate beat that understanding into me today, along with the reminder that I should not strike at another female’s mate if I intend to walk away in one piece. May I ask one other thing about her, though?”


    Estin got back up, paced briefly, and shrugged. “Ask whatever you want. Just ask me, not her. She hates this topic.”


    “Do you know why her eyes glow green?”


    Thinking back over his years with Feanne and the fight with the werewolves, he realized she was the only one whose eyes glowed at all. The others gleamed in the light, but Feanne’s emitted a light of their own. Most fights where she had transformed had been at night, and the glow had illuminated the creatures she ripped apart. It was distinctive and frightening, even after seeing it as many times as he had.


    “I have no idea,” he confessed. “I honestly thought all lycanthropes were like that when I first met her. Now I’ve been around her long enough that I hadn’t given it further thought.”


    “It is not normal among our kind. Not hardly. I have never seen another like that, myself.” Getting up with another whimper, Arella limped her way over to the altar, where she picked up an old book. Carrying it back with her, she walked up to Estin and dropped it on the floor in front of him. “I won’t tell you what I think. You tell me.”


    Sitting on the cold floor and opening the book, Estin let his eyes drift past most of the text, though words such as “monsters,” “beasts,” and “fae” leaped out at him regularly—all were things Feanne had either been called or accused of serving. Every few pages, a small picture had been drawn and colored in great detail. Most were scenes of the wilderness retaking abandoned cities. There were packs of animals and even several half-animal, half-human creatures he assumed to be a human changing into a werewolf or similar creature. Nearing the end of the book, he found one large picture that filled a full page. In it, a humanoid beast with features of a dozen different animals stood with the forest only coming up to its knees. The two features that stood out most were its wolven facial features and fur patterning and the fox-like tail. The creature was howling at a full moon, and animals filled the woods at its feet, also looking as though they might be howling.


    Brilliant emerald green ink depicted the creature’s eyes as they lit the sky. The same color ink had been used for the color of the leaves filling the trees. Estin doubted that was coincidental.


    “She’s not a god,” Estin said quickly, slamming the book shut. “Don’t even try telling me that. I don’t even believe the fae are gods. The fae she served treated her as a tool and little more.”


    “I would not claim such a thing. Kerrelin does not live in our world anymore,” Arella said, sitting back down and putting the ice to her shoulder again, though most of it had already melted. “His next visit to Eldvar would be through an avatar, according to our legends. A spokesperson for nature, one could say. We have long believed that the creature he sent would be from the fae, given Kerrelin’s origins. It would be fitting.”


    “This isn’t her power. The Miharon—”


    Arella’s surprised expression made Estin wish he had kept his mouth shut. “Seventh page.”


    Flipping open the book, Estin turned to the seventh page, which he had managed to skip his first time through. He saw a ghostly black wolf depicted moving through the woods with its paws floating above the ground. The gleaming purple eyes were unmistakable. Estin had faced that creature down years earlier when it had threatened his life for standing up for Feanne. He had reason to think it had nearly succeeded in having him killed months after that incident. He sincerely doubted there was another fae who had taken the same appearance.


    As soon as Estin looked away from the book, Arella continued. “The Miharon. The spirit of the woods of the south. The black wolf of the mountains. The most powerful of all the fae that has ever been documented, though it only means the Miharon was the most powerful to reveal itself to mankind. That creature vanished a thousand years ago, and it was in his image that we became what we are. Once, his woods came all the way to Jnodin, but mankind limited his realm over time. He gave us our gift and taught us to seek the wild animal in all of us.”


    Putting his head in his hands for a second, Estin said, “I hate to tell you this, but the Miharon is dead. The Turessians set off some kind of weapon in the woods and, as I understand it, killed the Miharon. Feanne told me he’s probably dead and that she tried contacting him for months without any success. He used to whisper into her mind, but that hasn’t happened in years.”


    “It could not have killed him, unless he was already weakened. A fae can defend their land. He would have fought or hidden, depending on the threat. Unless he had left the woods or the woods were pared down to a small grove—that would be the only thing that could weaken him.”


    “He followed me to Lantonne and got me arrested,” Estin said quickly. “Petty revenge for telling him to stay away from Feanne. The people there saw a black wolf that led them straight to me. I was blamed for killing hundreds and enslaved because of him. It was shortly after that when they destroyed the woods where Feanne had been meeting him in the past.”


    Arella leaned back in her chair, staring at the floor. “Then he is truly gone. It would take a fae months or years to recover from traveling away from his woods. The weapon that destroyed the area of his power would scatter his very existence and return his magic to where it came from. Without his grove, he is gone.”


    Estin kept his mouth shut to keep from saying how thrilled he was to hear the creature that had tried to kill Feanne for disobeying, and him for helping her, might really be dead. He thought back to the grove of old trees Feanne had tended near their original camp and the way it had withered after the Miharon had vanished. And how very nearly mad Feanne had gone. Now he wondered how much of that madness was actually a result of her losing her children and how much he could blame on the fae.


    “Regardless,” Arella went on, “Feanne is Kerrelin’s avatar, or at least a representative of the fae. The origin of her magic leaves no doubt. One does not simply stumble upon a new type of lycanthrope, let alone one with as much power as she possesses.”


    “What does that mean for us?”


    A rustle came from the direction of the altar, which had been bare seconds earlier. When Estin looked up, he saw Mairlee sitting atop it, letting her legs hang off it. She grinned when he jumped slightly. There was an impishness in her expression that Estin certainly could not reconcile with her age.


    Turning her attention to Arella, Mairlee answered, “It means that the priests of Jnodin had best be ready to serve. I had expected this to take far longer, Estin. I am often surprised at how much is accomplished in your short lives, but this may be among the more remarkable deeds in a while.”


    Arella stared in shock. “Who is this?”


    “Another ally,” Estin explained. “This is Mairlee…are we calling you a wizardess, still?”


    “Yes, that would be fine,” Mairlee replied, grinning maliciously. “We do have a new issue that you might wish to deal with sooner, rather than later.”


    “What’s that?” Estin asked.


    Arella continued to study Mairlee.


    “We can wait for the others. This will require you seeing it, not me telling you. Explaining would be…difficult. I will want all of you to be in decent condition before I take you there. I do not know how fragile your kind are, and I do not wish to break anyone in the course of the journey.”


    Blinking in surprise, Arella asked Estin, “Fragile? She has no idea what I am, does she?”


    “Oh, I do,” Mairlee replied quickly. “I will stand by my choice of words, werewolf. Your kind are very much breakable. That has not changed in generations. Everything has its limits before it is beyond its ability to heal. Were I to rend your body apart, you would eventually die.”


    “But how did you get in here?” Arella asked, pointing up at the ring of engravings at the top of the walls. “Magical entry to the city is blocked—”


    “Child, I taught my son how to write those many of your generations ago,” Mairlee snapped. “I would consider those markings to be little more than an infant’s scribbles. They do not keep me out, nor will they keep Dorralt out of your city. They have value, but not as much as you believe.”


    Arella looked caught between wanting to argue and curiosity. She clenched the muscles of her jaw and nodded, apparently surrendering the urge to ask.


    For his own part, Estin still wanted to know what Mairlee was or whether she was just far better at bluffing than he was.


     


    *


     


    Dawn broke over the city, making Estin groan and bury his face in Feanne’s neck fur in an attempt to keep the light out of his eyes. They had gone to sleep about halfway through the night, far earlier than Estin would have liked, but the humans in the temple had insisted on meeting shortly after dawn—about the time Estin would have preferred going to sleep.


    “Wake up,” Feanne said softly, though her voice sounded as though she were not all that awake yet either. “We need to meet with Turess, Rishad, and that human woman.”


    “Arella.”


    “I believe I mentioned her,” Feanne replied, sitting up slowly and stretching.


    They lay on a pile of blankets at the side of the bed, where the sunlight was warm and made Feanne’s fur look almost aflame. He lost his thoughts for a moment as he followed the curve of her back without the heavy clothing they had been forced to wear since arriving in the north. “She hit me. Get over it, Feanne. You really need to let this go. You can’t kill everyone who slaps me around.”


    “I can and I have, aside from this one,” she replied, smirking over her shoulder at him. “You may wish to remind her of that before she tries to claim that she is in charge again.”


    Tracing one of several deep scars on Feanne’s back with the back of his claw, making her shiver, Estin said, “She won’t. I worked that out. That’s part of why we need to go to the temple this morning.”


    “Remind me to ask you how you talked them down at some point. I thought I would have to tear that woman apart more than once to convince her that they should help.”


    “You might not like the answer.” He felt her back muscles tense. She knew him well enough that she probably was already dreading finding out. Given what he knew was coming, she had every right to feel that way.


    Getting up off the blankets and going to the window, Feanne closed her eyes and soaked up the sunlight, getting her whole body from ears to paws into the sunbeam. Thankfully, Estin knew there were probably no humans outside who would see her. Their room’s window faced the eastern wall, and they were on the third floor.


    Not that Feanne likely cared. She hardly considered it a problem for wildlings to see her naked, and she did not think much of humans and their more conservative attitudes. If she thought too much about it, she probably would be happy to walk through the city without clothing simply to offend the humans.


    “When did you say we would meet them?” Feanne asked, turning away from the window.


    “An hour after first light. Gives us some time to eat before having to show up at the temple.”


    Smiling coyly, Feanne slid under the blankets with him, pulled him close, and dug her claws behind his shoulders to keep him from slipping away. “I think we can live without food for one morning. I believe I owe you an apology for starting that fight at the gates, or at least I’ll use that as an excuse.”


    “It’s not an apology if you don’t say you’re sorry,” he reminded her before flicking at her whiskers with a fingertip, where she had become ticklish after she was brought back from the dead weeks earlier. “You could try starting with that.”


    Grinning, Feanne kept quiet as she pulled the blankets over them, blocking out the sunlight.


     


    *


     


    They arrived at the temple a little late. They could see dozens of warriors and archers lining the sides of the steps in rows. Outside the temple, there were hundreds of humans in the streets, staring in confusion at the two wildlings who walked from the inn to the temple without escort. Most had probably never seen a wildling, though given the turnout of the werewolves the day before, Estin guessed most of these people were seriously questioning what was happening in Jnodin of late.


    Despite his best effort to remain calm with hundreds of people watching, Estin found himself unable to keep his hand off his sword. He kept from unfastening it from its sheath, but his fingers brushed that clasp every time another group of humans came up to them, staring with a mix of curiosity and fear.


    “Where is Turess?” Feanne demanded, her eyes darting around from person to person as though any of them might attack at any moment. It was the most cornered and afraid Estin thought he had ever seen her, and he only felt slightly safer himself.


    “We’re late. He’s probably already here.”


    Stepping quickly away from a human child who got too close, Feanne nearly tripped over Estin’s feet. Once she had recovered—managing only to give the child a yip in warning for surprising her—she whispered, “Why do humans put so much importance on exact times?”


    “They don’t live by sunrise and set. They schedule out their lives around one another and the shops they control. We have the luxury of pacing our day by when we need to find food or shelter, but they can get those whenever they want.”


    “Insanity,” she said, shaking her head. “It is like a pack with no leader. Arella is beyond incompetent.”


    “This city isn’t hers. Only the priests are.”


    “Then the priests need to take charge, with her guiding them. They can easily enforce some proper order among these people.”


    Estin tugged at her sleeve as they approached the steps, drawing her attention away from a group of humans she was eyeing a little too warily for his taste. “That’s how some cities work, with a king or other noble. The king is the pack-leader, the knights and other lesser nobility are his enforcers, and the people are supposed to follow their lead.”


    “Then there is hope for humans after all,” she answered, following close to him up the steps. “I do not appreciate being so outnumbered, though.”


    They reached the top of the steps, where Arella and Rishad waited patiently for them. Behind them, Turess walked about farther back in the temple, his white underrobe replaced with one that had no bloodstains. While the two priests kept their hoods down, Turess had his up. He roamed from one sculpture or engraved wall to the next, studying the artwork. The man grinned when he saw something that amused him. He looked to have entirely forgotten about everyone else nearby.


    “I had worried you might have fled the city again,” Rishad called out. With the din from the hundreds of people in the streets, he had to practically yell, even though he was no more than ten feet away. “Turess had more faith in you. He claimed that you would never let us down, which is saying quite a bit for your kind.”


    Arella jabbed Rishad in the ribs with her elbow hard enough that he almost lost his balance, but he covered it well, nearly managing to keep his smile through it.


    “Why are all these people out in the streets?” Feanne asked, hurrying into the quieter area inside the temple walls. “I was told this was simply to discuss the priests coming to our aid.”


    “That’s what they told me,” added Estin, giving Rishad a glare. The man seemed to not notice or chose to pretend. “No one mentioned an audience.”


    Stepping closer Arella explained, “Nothing is ever quite that simple. The priests defend their city…their den, one might say. If the city does not go to war, the priests do not go to war. Politicians control the rest of the army, though we can influence their decisions. Today, we need to do just that if you wish to have your army.”


    Estin stopped near the entrance to the temple walls to look back over the city. The streets had completely filled. Thousands of faces watched the temple, and hundreds more could be seen leaning out windows of homes and shops as far as Estin could see. They had even filled the walls, crowding the battlements. It appeared as though every last person in Jnodin was trying to get close enough to watch.


    “What did you tell them?” he asked, backing into the temple and putting a wall between himself and the population. The change in volume was startling.


    Arella walked up to Feanne, who watched her warily, clearly expecting an attack. “The transformation you went through yesterday…can you do that at will?”


    “I can. It will be weaker each time I do, unless I have had weeks to rest. Why?” Feanne sounded concerned about giving away too much information. Estin also knew she was downplaying the difficulties of the change—the strain of the change could kill her if she tried again too soon. About once a month was all she had ever tried without severely hurting herself in the process.


    “Because I will need you to do it. Your strength will not matter. No harm will come to you. I swear it, Feanne.”


    Looking back at Estin, Feanne seemed to be questioning whether she should. It struck him as odd when she did that, but when it came to cities and humans, she often trusted his judgment far more than her own. Reluctantly, he nodded.


    “A good choice,” whispered a woman behind Estin.


    Spinning, Estin found Mairlee had managed to sneak up on him, as though she had appeared from thin air between him and the wall of the temple. As soon as she spoke, he saw Turess back quickly away, putting the stone altar between himself and the old woman.


    “Turess, come here,” Mairlee called, and he cautiously came back around the altar and walked over. “You did the enchanting of the walls of this temple, correct?”


    “I did,” he replied, glancing up at the line of runes at the top of the wall. “Pictures and altar are new. The words at top are mine, but are very old now.”


    “You will do your part, then,” she said, poking him in the chest hard enough that Turess winced and rubbed at that spot. “Refresh their energies when the time is right. Faith is as much about a message as seeing something that reminds you that you made the right choice. We will show these people that their choice was correct.”


    “What is signal?” Turess asked, but Mairlee only cackled in reply.


    “And you,” she said to Estin, pointing an accusing finger his way. “You we need to fix, and Turess’s way is too slow. You’re a useless soft-skinned rodent until we deal with that, whereas I need you strong for what is to come. Do not let me forget once I’ve shown you what we’re up against tomorrow or the next day. Today is Feanne’s day, though.”


    Estin opened his mouth to reply, but Mairlee turned her back on him, effectively ending any conversation.


    Reluctantly hand-led by Arella, Feanne was taken to the top of the steps, where they were visible to the entire population of Jnodin. Feanne struggled to keep from shrinking away from the attention of so many furless people. The tension all through her body was evident and made Estin wonder if she was about to panic, as though cornered. She was as afraid of showing weakness as she was of being surrounded, creating a difficult situation for her.


    “Now would be the time,” Arella said as she turned and took a knee in front of Feanne. “You must change. Show them the new leader of their priests.”


    Feanne trembled, looking between Arella and the thousands of people outside the temple. She was terrified…not of changing, but of losing control. Estin knew that look all too well. She was watching the people—especially the children—wondering if she would kill all of them. Feanne had been clear in her concerns: she did not know if the control she had gained over her transformation in years past had come back from death with her.


    “Feanne,” Estin whispered, now that the city had gone nearly silent, “I trust you. You can do this. I’ll be right here. I won’t let anything happen.”


    Closing her eyes and slowly calming herself, Feanne’s tension gradually eased. After several seconds, the bones in her legs snapped and shifted, first indications of the transformation. Within seconds, she fell forward, her spine breaking and reshaping. What little noise had continued beyond the temple walls died as Feanne’s choked cries of pain echoed through the place.


    “That would be the signal,” Mairlee said, slapping Turess on the arm and nearly knocking him over. “Get to work, human.”


    Rubbing his arm, Turess stepped out of the woman’s reach and pointed up at the runes carved into the walls, making slight motions with his fingers as he cast some form of spell Estin could not follow. It almost looked as though he were writing, tracing the runes on the walls high overhead. To Estin’s surprise, the silver bracelet Turess wore glowed faintly, as though flames were dancing across its etchings.


    Returning his attention to Feanne, Estin watched her stand and straighten to her full height over Arella, who remained kneeling. Feanne lifted her head and surveyed the crowd outside the temple as though seeing them for the first time, her glowing eyes narrowing as she judged them. Her toes spread slowly as she adjusted her footing, appearing ready to charge or run.


    Drawing both Estin and Feanne’s attention from the crowds, Rishad also stepped forward and dropped to his knees before her.


    “Now it gets interesting,” Mairlee said to Estin, giggling to herself. “I doubt any city’s actors will be able to outdo this for some time. I have come to enjoy the performers in cities, and today I intend to put them all to shame.”


    A rumble passed through the walls and floor of the temple as the etching far above lit with a blue flame, illuminating the area despite the already-bright sunlight. Every picture carved into the walls lit a moment later in the same magical flame, creating large glowing images that burned into Estin’s eyes. One in particular, an image of Kerrelin as he had seen it in the book the night before, faced the crowds, appearing eerily similar to Feanne. There was no mistake in Estin’s mind that they had chosen Feanne’s position such that she would be easily compared with the image.


    Mairlee made a slight motion of her hand, concentrating on something. A second later, Feanne let out a roar that made Estin’s ears ring as she changed yet again. This time the change took only a couple seconds, her bones elongating and her muscles growing. When it finished, she towered over the temple the same way the creature in the paintings towered over the woods, her paws breaking the stones under her. The already-bright glow from her eyes was blinding, casting green illumination across sections of the crowd as she swept her gaze across the city. Slowly, the entire population of Jnodin dropped to their knees, and Feanne lifted her head and howled.


    The cries of wolves and other animals came in reply from somewhere nearby, likely just outside the walls by the sound of them. Overhead, a group of giant bats raced past despite the bright skies above them, shrieking their own reply to Feanne.


    “That, my boy, is how we convince humans that some made-up god has come back,” Mairlee said, still giggling as Feanne let out another howl that shattered several windows near the temple. “Bet you didn’t think you married a god.”


    “I’ll never live that down if you tell her that,” he said, leaning against the wall and shaking his head in stunned amazement as dozens of werewolves came up the steps of the temple and knelt in front of Feanne. “She’s going to expect this every time she goes into a human city now.”


    “If we must, we’ll put on the show at each city until we have the forces we need. I doubt most mortals would question this display.”


    “What if Kerrelin isn’t made up?”


    Mairlee laughed. “Kerrelin was not its original name. The Miharon fostered belief in itself as a god of the wilderness, back before its power became lessened. Over time, the humans of this city adapted a name that Turessians used for a dark force of nature to create the legend of Kerrelin. I knew the one who that name is based on, and I assure you, the original was no god. Not that the Miharon was either. I’ve always tended to put my faith in the dragons, if one were to worship old gods. The Miharon tended to chide me for that bit of egotistical nonsense.”


    “You knew the Miharon?”


    Mairlee tilted her head to look at Estin from the corner of her eyes. “I did. That creature taught me a few things in my youth. For one thing, never to bargain with the fae. I still owe it a debt, should it find a way to come back and collect.”


    Turning to look for Turess, Estin found he had nearly finished his work on the runes atop the walls, though he was sweating badly and shaking. Whatever Turess was doing, it was far more than creating a glowing script along the walls. When he finished, he quickly hurried to the shadows near the altar to escape anyone else’s attention, gasping for breath. He kept his arm with the bracelet far from his body, as it steamed ominously.


    Looking back to Mairlee, Estin asked, “Can we do this? Can we win?”


    “That depends on many things, wildling. I’ve called to my kin. We will see if they join us. Regardless, you have your army now. Lead them wisely. I will fetch you when it’s time for our little trip. In the meantime, see what you can do to get these people thinking on worshipping some properly scaled old gods.”


    Estin opened his mouth to thank Mairlee, but when he blinked, she was gone.


    He returned his attention to Feanne, but she was surrounded by bowing humans, who cut Estin off from her. His next thought was to retreat into the temple with Turess, far from the noise of the crowds, but upon looking for him, Estin found he had moved over to another carving along one wall. What appeared to be a cat wildling was depicted, leading armies of creatures Estin could not make out.


    Turess stood before the carving, his gloved fingers tracing the face of the wildling. An expression of both fury and sadness drifted across his features, dismissing any desire Estin had to interrupt him. Whatever was bothering him would wait until another day.


    Instead, Estin waited for the city to stop worshipping his mate.


     


    *


     


    The next two days were a whirlwind of meetings, with Feanne dragged off to provide direction to one group after another. Estin had never even considered how many different groups might work within one city, but he was certainly getting an idea. There were supply caravans to organize, troops to arm, maps to consult, money to be paid to more people than he could think his way through, and so on. For whatever reason, Feanne was expected to preside over all of it, even if she was only a symbol of their god and not their general or leader.


    Throughout the meetings, Feanne had said little, often sitting quietly while Arella spoke for her. Feanne had clung to Estin’s hand throughout the longer meetings, clearly unsure of what to do when there was no benefit to picking a fight with anyone. It had largely been on him to determine when Feanne had been trapped in a meeting too long and it was time to get her out—something he figured out based on how tightly she squeezed his hand and whether it had begun to hurt. Once his fingers ached, he knew she was nearing her breaking point and might attack someone. Each time he made up a new excuse about why he needed to leave and avoided saying why he was taking Feanne with him.


    In their latest meeting with the hunters, who had been acting as scouts for the city, things had gotten overly heated. Feanne had begun yelling at one hunter who had suggested they use the dire wolves that had come to Feanne’s call and now lingered near the walls as bait. She had almost gone over the table after the man that suggested it, snarling and hissing. Estin and Arella had pulled her from the room.


    “Feanne, you need to calm down,” Estin told her, holding her against the wall of the house where the meetings had been held. Arella waited a moment longer before heading back inside to smooth over any hurt feelings. “He wasn’t trying to say the wolves need to be killed. He only wanted to lure out any Turessian forces near Jnodin.”


    “Then he should wound one of his hunters and leave them out in the snow,” she snapped, her anger not directed at Estin, thankfully. “See how they enjoy suffering for a chance of luring a handful of foes into the open. Perhaps I should break his legs and leave him out there.”


    “Feanne, please stop,” he begged and soon he felt her relax. “We both know they aren’t our enemies.”


    “They are so stupid, though, Estin!” Feanne gasped, flopping her face onto his shoulder. “Their tactics are insane. We will lose half of the army in our first battle. All this talk about hiding behind walls, digging trenches, and defensible locations makes my head hurt. My father’s pack lost maybe fifteen people in years of raids on Altisian supply wagons. How does anyone manage to stay sane leading human armies?”


    Before Estin could reply, Mairlee appeared beside him, leaning against the wall, nearly touching Feanne. “A fine question, but one we can answer another time. Mortal squabbles are hardly our biggest concern right now.”


    Feanne groaned into Estin’s shoulder without looking up.


    “Now?” Estin asked, but Mairlee stared back at him emotionlessly. “We’re supposed to meet with the people handling food caravans for—”


    “A waste of time.” Mairlee waved off his argument. “This is far more important. They can figure out how to protect the wagons without you. If they cannot, I can formulate a plan to organize every person in this city in seconds when we return.”


    “Why couldn’t we do this days ago? We’re too busy now…”


    “Nonsense. Your limited vision of things would have made what I must show you less significant in your sight. I had to wait until it had progressed enough that you would be able to understand. Now is the correct time.”


    Feanne banged her forehead against Estin’s shoulder again.


    “Let me try this another way,” Mairlee continued, frowning at Feanne. “Feanne, what would you give to leave the city for a few hours?”


    Feanne turned to look at Mairlee, though she kept her cheek on Estin’s shoulder, as though she were too tired to lift her head. “I don’t care if you are taking us elsewhere to kill us. Take us out of this place. I would not even fight you.”


    A roar of winds and flying dust blinded Estin briefly, and he grabbed Feanne, holding her tightly as the wind threatened to throw them both to the ground. The air chilled rapidly around them, and Estin’s stomach churned as though he had hung upside-down too long. When he could open his eyes again, they stood on a stony peak, with only about ten feet of flat ground in any direction before the mountain dropped away.


    Beside them, Turess stood with a razor in his hand, which steamed as the warm water on it chilled in the air. He blinked rapidly, not taking his eyes off of Estin and Feanne. He lowered the razor, swallowed hard, and wiped his wet and partially shaved face with a towel hung over his shoulder.


    Shrieking, Feanne dug her claws into Estin’s back and nearly knocked him down as she used him for support. She had apparently gotten a look at the edges of the mountaintop. She had never been one for heights, and even Estin felt a little queasy standing where he was.


    “This is worse!” Feanne gasped, trying to inch away from the nearest drop-off. “Get me to the ground!”


    “That would be a long fall,” Mairlee said, stepping from nowhere to appear behind Turess, who had finished drying his face. “We will not stay long, that I promise. I simply needed you to see something before we return to the city.”


    Walking over to the edge of the mountain, Mairlee stood at the very lip with a confidence Estin had not seen in others. An elf with no fear of falling was likely not an elf. There was much she was hiding from them. He still had no idea what that made her, but seeing her willingness to lean over the edge felt like a sort of confirmation of his previous hunches.


    “Turess,” Mairlee said. “Does any of this look familiar?”


    Scowling and still dabbing at his face with the towel, Turess looked out over the lands below. After a moment, he sighed, and Estin saw his shoulders dip. “Is like when I came to Nenophar for help. It happens again.”


    “No, this is far worse,” Mairlee corrected. “This time the mists are trapped here. They are feeding to stay alive. Had Nenophar let the holes between worlds remain open, the mists would have ripped the world apart. You opened one hole. These fools opened dozens. With many of the doorways now closed, the mists will consume everything on Eldvar eventually. My son bought us time and changed the method by which we will die if we fail to act. He has given us something we can fight against, though we lack the means with the mists so spread.”


    Estin could not see what they were looking at from where he stood. When he tried to drag Feanne a few feet closer to the edge, she dug in her toe-claws and fought to keep them both still. He attempted to budge her, but she was far stronger.


    “Have I ever let you fall, Feanne?” he asked her softly, getting a slight shake of her head in reply. When he tilted his head to try to see her face against his shoulder, he found she had her eyes clamped shut and her ears flat. “I won’t start today. We need to go a little closer to Turess. Can you move with me?”


    Feanne bit him lightly on the shoulder, surprising him. Given how terrified she was of heights greater than twenty or thirty feet, he realized he probably should not have been surprised by anything she did. After a moment, she let go and nodded slightly.


    Inching sideways, Estin had to almost carry Feanne to make her move. She kept her eyes closed and her claws dug deep into Estin’s shirt and fur. It took him far longer than he would have liked, but eventually he got close enough to the edge to see much of the land below.


    He certainly did not expect what he did see.


    Hundreds of feet below, roiling clouds of glowing mists spread in all directions, creating a curved line, behind which he could see the landscape broken and twisted in their passing. In a particular spot off to his right, the mists had left the skeletal remains of a city that appeared to have been dropped from a great height. Ahead of the clouds, the vast snow-covered lands of Turessi spread as far as he could see. It looked almost as though the mists were running into some kind of wall, churning and stretching in an effort to get around its sides, in spots sliding up the invisible barrier and flattening out.


    “Where are we?” he asked, staring wide-eyed at the miles of mists below.


    “About a hundred miles northwest of Jnodin,” Mairlee explained, pointing somewhat off to the right. “The city is there. The mists are avoiding it as well. Rather, they are now, thanks to Turess’s work.”


    Turess nodded. “This is one reason she had me renew magic at temple. The mists wear it down. Magic does not last forever. Much less than forever when magic-eating cloud comes.”


    As Estin watched, the mists slowly climbed the invisible wall, though still spreading around the sides. They slid back down, but continued to try in one place after another, gradually getting farther up the smooth barrier each time. It felt like he was watching animals clawing to get inside, where their prey waited.


    “What’s stopping them?” he asked, shivering. “Is what you were casting in Jnodin all that’s keeping them back?”


    “No,” Turess answered. “I make much bigger in bones of my old land. Will keep mists a hundred miles or more away, but one at Jnodin keep them barely out of city. I put them in all my cities when I know I had made mistakes. Plan was to keep people safe until we find way to stop mists. Still trying to find. Had hoped to wake to better days.”


    Mairlee shook her head, looking sadly down at the clouds below. “There is no way to just stop them, Turess. I told you that two thousand years ago, and I stand by it. Sadly, I believe that the only cities that still hold back the mists are ones your brother now controls. He crushed Lantonne to ensure their runes could not keep the mists from retaking that region and thereby deny any sanctuary to those who opposed him. The shrines in your old lands—Jnodin, Altis, and Pholithia—are the only barriers I can still feel standing. Any others are far beyond my sight. The pattern of our fates lie in those cities and none farther.”


    “What about Corraith?” Estin asked, but neither Turess nor Mairlee acknowledged him.


    At the mention of the land where their children were, Feanne’s trembling stopped and she steadied her breathing.


    “No matter how many cities are left,” Turess said, pointing farther south, where Estin could see more mists traveling through the mountains. “Mists seek magic. Your kind went to sleep to hide from them, Mairlee. Leaves only monsters like my brother as targets. The mists come from all parts of world, while closing off my lands. Eventually, even runes in empire’s bones will fall, and these lands will be consumed. They will hunt the monsters, and they will hunt my relics, until both are gone. Dorralt brings his monsters home, drawing all the mists to one place. We bring relics to same place. No mists will care about rest of world.”


    “The mists eat magic?” Estin asked, his skin going far colder than the weather alone would have caused. “Is that why the circles of magic kept falling? That’s why they came after us? Because we had magic?”


    “It will get worse, if any of my kin wake to my call,” Mairlee added, brushing away a loose lock of hair that flapped in the strong winds. “We need them, but their presence will only encourage the mists to push this way. Any of my kin who do not come here will be a draw to the mists into other lands. Even the spell I cast to increase Feanne’s power briefly at the temple will draw more mists to Jnodin. Perhaps if we are lucky, we can keep them here for a while to allow the mortals south to enjoy another few months of life.”


    “What can we do?” Estin asked, feeling hopelessness looming as he watched the vast stretches of mist closing in on Turessi. He instinctively tightened his hold on Feanne.


    “Once the mists block off Turessi…very little,” Mairlee admitted, shrugging. “Until then, I intend to get into Turessi’s safety and use that as long as we can. We may be able to destroy our enemies before we die. It is not a perfect solution, but it is something. My people are not averse to dying for a worthy enough cause. If we all die here, perhaps the mists will run out of magic before they can reach another land.”


    “I have plan,” Turess said, turning away from the edge of the mountain. “When time is right, we discuss. May not work, so do not get hope up. Is vague memory from visions before dying. Will need to remember more.” He briefly looked at Estin before staring at the ground. “May require sacrifices, but we will try.”


    Mairlee eyed Turess with curiosity, but then turned to Estin and put one hand on his shoulder and another on Feanne’s. “It is time for all of us to go. Feanne, I need to borrow your mate for a bit. By my brood, I’ll bring him back in one piece if I am able. If not, I will bring you what I can.”


    Before Feanne could answer, winds slammed into Estin again. Feanne was ripped from his arms after a few seconds. When the winds stopped, Estin lay on his back in an enormous damp cave, where the whistling of air moving through the passage echoed eerily.


    “We have a discussion that needs speaking,” Mairlee announced, walking over to stand above Estin. The dim lighting of the cave made it difficult to make out her features, but for some reason, Estin felt acutely afraid of her. Her eyes caught the light oddly for an elf. “I need you to ensure that Feanne fights this war to the best of her ability, which I believe may be what Turess was alluding to. In your current condition, you will die in the first battle. I can see it in your pattern. Your death will ensure most of us die, as well, if you were to die in Turessi. Even I cannot save you, and without you, no one can save me. I need you alive, no matter the cost.


    “Once, you said you did not know if Raeln lives yet. His pattern will intersect with yours again if you live. If you do not…him and I will die on the same day, I believe.


    “I can fix this, Estin. Time and Turess’s teachings will do much the same, but neither of us will live long enough to see that happen. You need another month of dedicated work to regain any semblance of the skills you once had. We have perhaps a month before we need to be standing in the temple…the bones of the old empire, as Turess puts it.”


    Sitting up, Estin swallowed his fear and focused on the very rational way Mairlee was discussing their deaths. “Show me how to get my magic back, if it matters so much.”


    Mairlee snarled and spun away from him, stomping one slippered foot, which echoed as though the impact were far greater than her size would have allowed. “My people swore in Turess’s time that we would not do that again. I will not break an oath to my kin. I cannot teach you anything, Estin. Teaching magic is forbidden.”


    “Then tell me what’s wrong with me.”


    That seemed to strike Mairlee as funny, making her grin as she paced around Estin. “Mortals were never meant to harness magic, let alone the kind of magic you used to rewrite Feanne’s pattern in this world. I sincerely doubt mortals have harnessed that magic, still. Using the spell you did tore away part of your own life, much as flesh can be ripped and must take time to heal. As with other wounds, waiting alone is rarely enough—one must rebuild lost strength. Your wound is far from healed, yet Turess is trying to help you regain a muscle that has withered. The wound will tear open again when you push too hard. You will die, likely at the worst possible time. If that happens, you will get me killed too. When I die, the pattern appears to show that my kin will also die. We are supposed to be apart from the pattern, but those days are gone.”


    Estin tried to follow Mairlee’s explanation, as well as her movement. Between the dark and her rambling, he felt both were beyond his ability to keep up with.


    “So many risks with either path,” she mused, shaking her head.


    “What can we do?” he demanded, and Mairlee jumped a little, as though she had forgotten he was there.


    “Do?” She stopped pacing and knelt in front of Estin, bringing her face close enough that their noses nearly touched. “I told you I cannot teach you, Estin. If I give you the answer, it will not have the same significance as you figuring it out yourself. You always have been clever. Rely on that.”


    Estin stared back at Mairlee, unwilling to look away first. He slowly thought through what she had just told him.


    When Estin had first been learning to heal from Feanne’s mother, Asrahn, she had begun by teaching him how to tend to wounds of the people in the camp. He had set bones, sewed cuts, and nursed many through illness. Asrahn had insisted that magic alone could not be relied upon to heal. When you needed it most, you would be without it and would watch your friends die if you did not know what else to do. By using magic only when other means had been exhausted, many more patients would live.


    “You said this is a wound…something torn,” he reasoned aloud.


    Mairlee stared intently at him, waiting for something.


    “I can’t put a sling on this or stitch it. You cannot teach me…but that doesn’t really matter here. I can’t heal myself of the inability to heal, can I?”


    “No,” she replied, a slow smirk creeping across her lips.


    “Can you heal this?”


    “Not exactly, Estin. The wound is a part of your body and spirit, as much as your very life is. It is tied to this—” She poked Estin in the chest harder than he would have expected. “—this flesh. As long as your mortal body continues living, you will have this deep wound. Were we to work with you for the entire rest of your short life, you would be just a shadow of the person you were before the wound.”


    Estin thought on that. He had brought the dead back in the past, though he had needed a sort of magic that was now gone, thanks to the mists. Cities had once used circles of magic to concentrate healing energies into one spot for the purpose of magnifying the power of a healer. It allowed them to bring back the dead, no matter the condition of their body, within a short time after their hearts stopped. His magic alone could revive someone within seconds of their heart stopping, but those circles were lost with the coming of the mists. The only one he has seen functional in years was a thousand miles away.


    “Resurrection circles—”


    “Are no longer an option. You are limiting your thoughts.”


    Glowering, Estin continued. “The circles are old magic. My teacher said that no one knew where they were first created.”


    “No one? How droll.”


    “You taught Turess how to make them, didn’t you?”


    Mairlee grinned and shrugged. “Not I, but you are thinking properly now. The circles were a gift. It allowed mortals to do something for themselves, instead of always begging when a loved one died unexpectedly. At times, it felt as though mortals were lining up at our hiding places.”


    “You can do the same thing without a circle? You can resurrect the recently dead.”


    “I can. Rather a pointless request, though. That magic is meant to do one specific thing and is quite limited. You are wounded, not dead.”


    Estin leaned forward, tapping his nose against Mairlee’s. She did not back off at all. “You need to get rid of my mortal body, if the wound is tied to it. The circles allowed us to restore incredible wounds, even regenerating lost limbs if the recipient was strong enough. Our limited magic became far more powerful at those places. Can you destroy my body and remake it?”


    “What you are asking is for me to kill you and attempt to bring you back through sheer force of will. No mortal being has that kind of power.”


    “You aren’t a mortal, Mairlee.”


    Mairlee chuckled and remained dangerously close, somehow projecting a sense of danger that made Estin want to back away. “I am aware of that.”


    Finally sitting back, Mairlee got slowly to her feet, making quite a show of the act, as though Estin was to believe she was as old as she appeared. “Estin, I can repair what you did to your own spirit to bring Feanne back, but it will have its own risks. If I do what you have asked…and I succeed…your magic will return and you will be as strong as you ever were…but doing so will likely also strengthen Oramain. I do not know if he still exists, but if Dorralt has control over him, we are then strengthening our enemy. Worse still, it will weaken me to the point that Dorralt may manage to kill me. This is a profound risk for both of us. It will take me months to recover my own magic fully, though I will still be able to fight when the time comes.


    “Alternatively, I can kill you and be done with this. I believe that if done properly, it will destroy Oramain and take away a potential ally of Dorralt. In doing so, I believe Feanne will refuse to fight, and that will likely lead to all of our deaths. I cannot predict the outcome of either action with any surety. That is why I brought you here alone. I will let you make that decision. For once, I cannot make a decision with any confidence.”


    “You want me to tell you whether to kill me?” he asked, laughing as he got up. “Who would say yes?”


    She shrugged. “If I kill you, a possible outcome is that Feanne may live up to a year longer. She will lead the assault on Turessi in anger, seeking to end her own life. She may have a greater chance of living through this that way. If I kill you and attempt to heal you, you might be able to keep her alive using your restored magic. There is no sure outcome, and either could save or doom her. That is why I ask you. I can see as easily as anyone that you would let me kill you if it would protect her. It might…it also might not.”


    The chill of the cave’s dampness was quickly replaced by the cold touch of fear from thinking through his options. She was right. If he could save Feanne by dying, he would accept that. Not knowing which way would help and which might endanger her, he had no idea what to say.


    “Can we fight Oramain if he is still out there?” he asked at length.


    “I can stand against Dorralt and keep him from destroying your army,” Mairlee replied. “Oramain can raise an army of his own to rival anything you can field. Add to that the armies already serving Dorralt, and they will overrun all of us. But yes, Oramain can be defeated, but not at Dorralt’s side. Together, I doubt anything in Eldvar is strong enough to hold them back for long. Not I, not my kin, possibly not the mists. If restoring you gives some of my power to him, Oramain might not need Dorralt anymore.”


    “And killing me will destroy him?”


    “It might.”


    Estin looked up with a touch of surprise. “Might?”


    “He is no longer a part of you. His fate should be loosely tied to yours. Your empowerment is his, and your death is his.”


    “Should be? Killing me might not destroy him?”


    “Correct.”


    “And so fixing me might not empower him.”


    “Also correct.”


    “How risky is this, Mairlee?”


    She frowned. “I will need to rest for a week or more afterward, and once this war is over, I will need to slumber for a year or more. It will take nearly all of my strength to do this without killing myself in the process. I have no fear of that outcome, but it is a mild risk that I am willing to take. Think of what I am about to do as being similar to what you did to yourself to bring back Feanne, except that I will mend in time.”


    Spreading his arms wide, Estin said, “Heal me. I’ll take those odds. Feanne once told me that I had the best luck of any unlucky person she ever met. I swore I would never leave her again. If we die, we die together.”


    Mairlee meandered away from Estin and then back, eyeing him head to paw. “How much of your childhood do you remember, Estin?”


    The question took him by surprise, destroying his resolve. He found himself fighting emotions and thoughts he had tried to suppress for a very long time. Sniffling, he looked down at his feet, trying to avoid letting Mairlee see the pain he knew would be evident on his face.


    “Please, Estin. I want to know if I have made a mistake.”


    Nodding, Estin kept his eyes anywhere but on Mairlee. “My childhood was spent hiding in Altis from people who would have killed a child for sport…”


    “Before that. You know what time period I mean.”


    Estin snarled and glared at her, wondering what game she was playing with him. There was no malice that he could see on her face, no mockery of him.


    “My parents were beaten and eventually killed while I watched,” he confessed, struggling to keep his tone emotionless. “I fled…ran for as long as I could.”


    “Details, please. Starting from when you left that hut.”


    Estin blinked in surprise. Mairlee could have been guessing, but it felt so close to home that he knew he had flinched. “I took everything I could carry and ran. I remember…I saw bodies everywhere. It’s all a blur. I don’t remember any of it clearly. Even after we found the village where I was raised, I can’t piece much of it together.”


    Walking up to him, Mairlee touched his forehead gently. “Do you want to remember? It is a part of you. Even pain gives strength.”


    Estin wanted to pull away, to slap her hand aside. Instead, he found himself mumbling, “I do.”


    Mairlee closed her eyes, and a warmth spread through her touch. Almost immediately, Estin found himself lost in what felt to be a daydream that would not end, no matter how he tried to force himself to look away. It was as real as living it, despite the feeling that it was a long-lost memory.


    He lay huddled in his blankets, hiding in the small side room where his parents had tried to get him to sleep for the day. His father was gone, to where Estin could not be certain. He had been too young to know what his father did to provide for them. All he knew was that his father was away.


    A crash of a door opening set the tone of the memory, and Estin instinctively tried to get out of the dream. Unable to hide from the thoughts, he instead hunkered down in his blankets, trembling as one of the first humans he had ever seen rushed into the room. Balding with age and wearing bloodied, torn leather armor, the man went straight for Estin’s mother, who had been napping in a chair and reacted too slowly.


    The man struck his mother, Oalna, across the side of her muzzle with a club, even as Estin buried himself in the blankets, too afraid to watch, yet even more afraid of what might come if he closed his eyes. For years he had thought he had missed the initial exchange, but this time he watched as the man struck his mother over and over with the weapon until she stopped fighting and curled into a ball, trying to hide from the violence.


    She was still alive. That had been the first memory Estin had suppressed. He had always hoped she had died then. He had hoped it even more when he had found out what Liris had done with his parents after leaving the hut.


    The human immediately turned his attention to the rest of the hut, rummaging through the pottery and their few shelves, trying to find anything of value. When Oalna attempted to crawl toward the door—likely to call for help—the man casually struck her again. He hesitated briefly before putting a chain around her neck like a leash, and then he returned to his searching of the small building. More than once, he looked toward Estin, somehow not seeing the tiny wildling in the blankets.


    Screams came to Estin from outside the hut, and now, without the years of having put them aside, he could clearly make out the cries of people he knew, though not by name. There were sounds of a fire nearby, though the shouts and clashes of weapons were far closer. Just outside the wall behind him, he heard a man start to shout something, only to be cut off by a gurgling choke. As an adult, he knew the sound of a man having a sword plunged into his stomach all too well.


    For several more minutes, Estin watched helplessly as his mother was dragged by her neck around the room at the man’s whims. He pocketed trinkets here and there, though the only prize of value he had taken was his mother, who was groaning as he tugged the chain. Estin already knew she would not wake again. That much of the dream was clear.


    It was then that Estin’s father burst into the hut. In Estin’s memories, Theldis was unarmed and helpless as the man beat him to death with the club. This story was entirely different, and yet Estin knew it was truth, untainted by a child’s interpretations and years of trying to forget.


    Theldis was armed, wielding two battered swords the same way Estin did these days. The weapons were bloodied, and Estin realized his father had been fighting outside, trying to get into the hut. The dying choke outside had likely been someone Theldis had killed on his way in. He closed the door of the hut with his long striped tail, locking his eyes onto the human who was dragging his mate around by a chain.


    In Estin’s previous memories, the fight had been over as soon as it started. Now he watched with pride as his father dashed across the room and attacked with speed and skill that Estin had never seen outside of Raeln, his swords dancing and slashing as the human struggled to keep his club up and use the table for cover. Once, twice, the swords cut into the man, forcing him to the wall and making him drop the chain around Oalna’s neck. With the human pinned and a sword tip to his throat, Theldis finally turned to search for Estin, smiling sadly as their gazes met.


    A flicker through the air was the only warning as magic slammed into Theldis, bouncing him off the wall and knocking the swords from his hands. The human reacted immediately, hitting Theldis with his club until he stopped trying to get up.


    Estin had always lost this part of the memories after he had seen his father mouth, “Hide.” It was all a dark blur of waiting as screams continued outside. Now he watched from the blankets as a woman walked into the room to survey the damage.


    Dressed head to toe in black robes, boots, gloves, and a deep hood, she could have been anyone. Estin wanted to believe she was a stranger, someone long gone, though he knew better after his discoveries recently. Odds were that she was someone he knew all too well. The lack of scent was all the confirmation he needed. When she turned his way, Estin was not surprised to see Liris’s face briefly.


    “Is that all of the black-and-white ones?” she asked softly, and the armored man nodded vigorously, tugging the chain. “Drag them both outside and splash water on them until they wake. I want them to look me in the eyes as they die.”


    The human man quickly looped the other end of the chain around Theldis’s neck and dragged the two unconscious wildlings from the hut like so much dead weight. Once he was gone, Liris’s hood turned slowly as she searched the place one last time before following the man outside.


    Estin lay there, trembling, his eyes filled with tears. The dream should end. He always woke at that point. Rarely had he seen more, aside from the sense of having grabbed everything and run. The seconds passed relentlessly as the daylight grew and faded at the open door. Eventually, he could wait no longer, his fear and rumbling belly urging him to get away from his hiding spot.


    Scurrying across the room, Estin had pulled himself up the side of the fireplace to the loose stone where his father had told him things had been left “just in case.” Estin yanked that stone free without thinking, his mind racing with this being exactly the kind of situation his father had warned him about.


    Behind the stone, a tiny bag of money and a rolled-up piece of paper lay. Estin had ignored the paper, but his adult mind knew what it had been. It was a map. Theldis had given him a map that led straight to where Estin’s older sister, Yalla, had gone to live with her mate. It was their escape plan if the village was found, but Estin was too young to understand that. He had ignored the paper and moved on to grab dry bread, some fruit, and other supplies from the hut. Without another thought, he ran, his instincts driving him to move until he either was caught or he found a safe place.


    Estin raced from the hut, expecting pursuit. Instead, the silence gradually worked its way through his fear, slowing him before he reached the edge of the village. Stopping near the broken wood fence that ringed the homes, he looked around, his heart racing as he took in things no child was meant to see.


    Bodies were everywhere. Most were orcs, having died in large groups, clearly fighting as a group to hold their ground. Near them, many humans in armor like the one who had invaded Estin’s home lay in broken heaps. There were wildling corpses every twenty feet or so, of breeds so varied that Estin could not help but think of Lihuan’s village.


    Estin could not make his legs work. He stood there, staring at one body after another. His attention instinctively went to children he had played with. Most of them looked to have been beaten to death with clubs, a slow and brutal death. Some appeared as though they had been ripped apart by animals—something he attributed to Liris immediately.


    Raising his head slightly, Estin saw the rest of the villagers. Every single white-and-black-furred wilding that had inhabited the village was swinging from nooses at the edge of the woods. Many were already dead, their limbs still as they swayed, but a few continued to thrash, trying to free themselves.


    Sitting near the long line of hanging wildlings, the black-robed woman was calmly seated on a blanket, watching them die. Around her, the humans she had used as her soldiers lay in bloodied piles. No one was safe from her.


    Estin ran again, this time heading south to get away from Liris and the sight of his parents’ remains swinging in the breeze. He did not make it far before he slid to a stop, voices nearby making him think he had been found. Estin flattened out in the brush, trying to make himself invisible to the people ahead of him.


    “The dark one is following the threads of this world, trying to destroy any of value to you.” A woman’s voice, though Estin could not see her through the trees. “We were too late again. I have lost the breed we thought the prophecies referred to. I doubt I will find another raccoon wildling for a hundred miles in any direction and I am still not convinced that was correct. The wolves are scattered. What do we have left? Perhaps a bovine? I can see the pattern has not been destroyed, but we are losing ground, my friend.”


    A deep growl from the same direction made Estin’s skin prickle and set off a desire to run blindly anywhere he could go. Somehow he managed to keep himself on the ground.


    “I have found a child who will suffice for the other part of the plan,” said a deep voice that sounded as near to a bestial snarl as language could. “She is strong. If what you fear will happen, we will need her. As a precaution, I have a second already serving me by virtue of blood, lest the might of the woods be too much for one mortal to contain.”


    “That—”


    Estin swore he heard sniffing.


    “Do you smell that?”


    The air in front of Estin flickered and darkened, forming into a wolf nearly as large as the hut he had fled. Brilliant purple eyes flared as it looked down on him.


    Screaming, Estin dropped half of what he had been carrying and ran, no longer even sure where he was going. He changed directions often, looking back for any pursuit. The wolf had not come after him.


    With another shriek, Estin slammed into something and fell over backward. Looking up, he saw an old human woman with pointed ears. Estin’s adult mind told him it was an elf, though his child-self had no idea what that meant.


    The grey-haired woman bent down and watched him with a tender expression. “What have we here?” she asked, smiling as she knelt in front of Estin, catching him by the tail when he tried to run. “Calm yourself, child. Do you have a name?”


    Estin’s mouth worked, but no words would come out. He tugged at his tail, trying to get away as panic took over any ability to think clearly. His fear compounded as the wolf floated, rather than walked, into the part of the woods where the strange old woman held him.


    “He is not the one,” the wolf said without moving its jaw. “I may not see the fabric as you do, but he is nothing. He bears the weakness of all mortals. Saving him changes nothing.”


    The woman—Mairlee, Estin slowly realized as his adult thoughts intruded again—pulled Estin to her, despite his struggles. Eyeing him as one might study a fruit that might have gone bad, she smirked. “He is not what we are looking for, but his thread will change others. Some will become stronger and others weaker. He will be the only way your champion will live to see adulthood. It would be a mercy to break his neck right now, and I see much in him that makes me think twice about sparing him. He is not what was prophesied, but he is vital to it happening as we wish.”


    Estin whimpered and curled up as best he could. Trembling, he tried to hide in his own fur from the two creatures studying him.


    “The dark one will find him and crush him as she crushed the others,” the wolf said, snorting as it searched the woods. “She will come for us if we interfere. Our power and time is waning. If we do not find a way to set matters in motion soon, we never will. The time of the gods is nearing an end at this rate. Even if this one can alter the path of fate, I doubt that will be enough.”


    Mairlee picked Estin up despite his attempts to claw and bite at her fingers. He never left a mark. “Child,” she said, turning him so he was facing the wolf. “Tell me what you see.”


    The wolf’s features deepened angrily, but before Estin could scream, an image appeared between him and the creature. Another child, though a bit older than him, stood staring off into the distance, as though not really there with them. She was a fox wildling, her wide blue eyes studying something Estin could not see. The contrast of her white jaw and bright red fur seemed almost hypnotic to Estin.


    “She’s pretty,” Estin managed to eke out before the female vanished and he found himself facing the wolf again.


    The woman turned Estin around to face her, keeping his paws off the ground. “Her kind kill yours, child. Does that not scare you?”


    Estin stared into the woman’s eyes. “You scare me. She’s like me.”


    “You are an odd little creature,” she answered, smiling. “Keep ignoring what your instincts tell you, and you might live long enough to tell her what you thought when you saw her today.”


    Winds picked up around him, making Estin’s head spin, and he squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them, Mairlee was taking her hand away from his head, and the dream was gone.


    Rage came to Estin without him realizing it was there. He screamed, snarling like an animal, and punched the wall of the cave until his hands were numb and covered with blood. Covering his face with his shaking hands, he fought to control the anger.


    “You were not to end up like this,” Mairlee said from behind him. “You were to inspire Feanne to greatness and then die. That was your place. Insrin and Feanne would have struggled as long as they could…and they would have died, as well. Surviving this far was not something I or the Miharon foresaw. Now I find myself changing my plans to aid you.”


    Estin trembled uncontrollably, leaning against the wall to keep from falling. His heart would not stop pounding, trying to escape from his chest. “You…you tricked me…you made me meet Feanne?” Estin managed to squeak out, dropping to the floor. He felt as though his whole world was crumbling. “None of this was real…”


    “All of it was real, Estin,” Mairlee answered, standing over him. “I did not put you two together. I was confirming my suspicions. This was all on the two of you. There is no trick. Your feelings and lives were as genuine as any. Even I cannot create love. As I said, I believed you would be her friend and aid her, but that she and Insrin would be here today.”


    “How can I even know that she loves—”


    Mairlee’s slap laid Estin out on the floor of the cave. “Stop being stupid, Estin. I cannot believe you still worry about such things. You have spent nearly half of your short life with this female, and she has borne your children. Would she had put up with you this long if she didn’t love you beyond any measure I can put to words?”


    “Could you have saved my parents?”


    “Yes. If I had, Feanne would have died before she was eight. You would never have met her.”


    “You know so much about us…the first two kits…”


    “I will not begin to lower myself to determining the bloodlines of mortals, Estin. My own brood have never bothered to ask who their father was. If I will not tell my own children, why would I waste my strength seeking out answers for yours? The patterns of fate are not so…detailed.”


    “If you help me…can I save Feanne?” He got up slowly to his feet.


    “I have no way of knowing. That is up to you. The fabric of this world has changed too much for me to claim any control anymore. I am as bound by it as you are. Promise me something, if we are to do this,” Mairlee said, stepping up to him. She cocked her head slightly, studying him for a moment, the same way she had in the vision. “Promise me that you will not explain what you see here to anyone for as long as you live. They may learn on their own, but I do not want it coming from your mouth first. My people are few, and we must remain hidden if we are to survive after we weaken ourselves aiding you. What I must do to help you will reveal me.”


    “I promise,” Estin said, standing as tall as he could. With Mairlee’s slightly hunched back, she still was a few inches shorter than him.


    “This may hurt,” she said, placing a wrinkled hand on his chest. “A lot…”


    Before Estin could reply, Mairlee drove her hand through his ribs and into his chest, making his entire body burn. He could not move, his muscles frozen as he felt her fingers tugging not so much at his flesh and blood, but his life itself. As he stared at Mairlee, struggling to take a breath or pull away, a silhouette rose above her, enormous wings unfurling, filling the cave. The last sound Estin heard as his heart stopped was a bestial roar that dwarfed anything he had heard since fleeing Lantonne.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Unity”


     


    “Flank them. Push them back against the valley,” Raeln ordered the Turessian beside him, who looked up at him nervously. “Full push. Give the order and get them moving. Confirm with Ceran before announcing, if the clans require.”


    “Our enemies said they will meet with us for negotiation in two hours,” the man, Lendin, reminded him, rubbing at his tattoos as he tended to when worried Raeln was overstepping his bounds. “This would be an act of war against their clan. It is a dishonorable act, battle leader.”


    Raeln grabbed Lendin—who shuddered at the touch—and turned him around to face a section of woods to the south of their position. Raeln had been watching that spot all afternoon. “What do you see?”


    “Trees,” the man replied, pulling his robe free of Raeln’s grip. “Why do you keep touching me?”


    “It gets your attention. What do you see over those trees?”


    He followed Raeln’s pointing. “Carrion birds.”


    “Carrion birds mean corpses. Watch where those birds go.”


    The man sighed and stared at the woods as the huge flock of birds dipped and circled. Slowly the flock drifted toward the back of the clan’s forces. Every few seconds, some from the flock would dive into the trees, as though swooping in on food. “They’re flanking us,” Lendin said finally, standing straight in surprise. “Rotting ancestors? Are they bringing forces around while we wait to have the meeting of clans? The use of ancestors in war is against all of our traditions.”


    “I doubt they even know that the council is doing it,” Raeln admitted, looking back to the large gathering of Turessians from the two clans that had come to meet with Yiral and Ceran. Word had spread quickly about them giving Raeln honor markings, and the clans seemed to want to get to the bottom of the situation before declaring war. “They are using the clans as a distraction. They will probably wipe out everyone here, no matter which clan they’re a part of.”


    “Then why would we attack the others?”


    Raeln grabbed the man and spun him toward the large camps down the hill from them. “They were told we betrayed the council. They will see those undead come out of the woods behind us and believe we are using them to attack. If Dorralt is smart, he will have told them we’re using undead, when in fact they are his. That way, if any of those clansmen survive, they will not spread rumors about the council, but about us. We need to strike first, moving our forces out from the undead. If we seize control over the other clans so they can see we are all being attacked, they may join with us against a mutual foe, which will make our position that much better when we move on to negotiations.”


    “It is not our way to attack without warning,” the man argued, squirming under Raeln’s hands. “Ceran wanted me to help teach you our ways. I must object. I also must ask that you stop touching me.”


    “I’m part of the clan, so my way is your way,” Raeln countered, turning his attention back to the ravens. He did not have long before whatever the birds were following had cut off any other escape. His clans needed to start marching, or they would be entirely trapped. “Get the message down to Ceran. I will not argue any more with you. I’m your war leader. Act like it.”


    The man clenched his fists and looked ready to debate, but he seemed to figure out he had no basis for any argument and ran off toward the others.


    Left alone, Raeln watched the woods for what felt like hours, though he knew less than one had passed before he saw the forces of his clans mobilize. They formed up quickly and charged with a half-hearted cry toward the other clans, who scrambled to ready themselves. It would be a brutal fight, with neither side having any fortifications or ditches built yet, but he knew the Turessians would not kill one another if they could manage it. They would capture them in the expectation of enslaving them. He would deal with that once the battle was over. With luck, before nightfall he would have four clans—nearly half the Turessian lands—working together at his side. That was a very good start.


    “Is good time to lead men to slaughter, no?” Yoska asked, having managed to approach Raeln without him hearing a single footfall in the snow. “Should I begin digging holes in ground for bodies?”


    “This will not end that way,” Raeln replied without looking back. He sniffed and verified Yoska was alone. “Shouldn’t your wife be with you?”


    Laughing, Yoska said, “Wife? You have very silly notion of how things really are, my friend. She will grow tired of me long before then. We are old and do not concern ourselves with titles and names for what we do. She is my friend and comfort, and I am hers. Besides, you make that sound binding. If I do call her wife, you then get upset when another finds me as I travel. We must find you overly friendly wolfish man to teach you such things. I consider it least I can do for a friend.”


    “No thank you,” Raeln replied, still watching the woods. Judging by the sudden flight of the ravens, the undead were moving rapidly now. “I found what I loved and won’t look for another. That was all I ever needed. I’m not like you.”


    “All people are like me, Raeln. Only difference is how they express feelings. You stifle yourself behind duty. I take comfort where I can find it and welcome those who would join my life for more than a few nights. Your heart holds as much pain and love as mine. You only choose to limit the way you heal, no?”


    “No, I will keep my mind on what I have to do to save lives,” Raeln said, finally turning on him. Yoska casually leaned against Raeln’s horse, looking for all the world as though he had been there the whole day. “Every life in those clans is on my shoulders. I will not bed someone as distraction when a hundred or a thousand lives depend on me.”


    Smirking, accentuating the stark contrast between his white teeth and his darker skin, Yoska replied, “You make good battle leader, but poor man for party. I had brother like you. I would trust my life to him, but he died lonely and angry. Find peace somewhere, Raeln. Is not for any of us to die mad at the world. He would not be happy, wherever he is, knowing you treat yourself so badly.”


    Raeln snorted angrily, rubbing at his tattoos without even thinking about it. “Go lead part of the charge. I have heard enough from you, Yoska.”


    “You will hear much more before I relent,” Yoska said, bowing and walking back down the hill toward the clans. Over his shoulder, he added, “Find way to be happy, Raeln. I will pester until then. I will see you enjoy yourself before I die.”


    Raeln stood there until long after Yoska had gone, then turned back to the woods, where he could see the first hints of movement from the undead there. It would not be long before they came running from the trees after the departing Turessian clans. That charge would have been devastating had Raeln not gotten his people marching early enough. Now, the undead would have to chase them, which gave him time.


    “I found my happiness,” he said to himself, without taking his eyes off the trees. He touched the tattoos on his brow and smiled grimly. “Every life I save here brings me one step closer to making up for failing Greth. Once we’re even, I will be happy. Everything else can wait.”


     


    *


     


    Explosions and flashes of light across the snowy plains between the two camps lit up the night for miles around as the clans fought for every inch of ground. Flames and lightning seemed to dominate the battlefield, but the more Raeln stared into the dark, the more he could make out the gleam of more mundane weaponry. There were two distinct battles occurring at the same time—one between the Turessian spellcasters on both sides, and the other among the slaves and those who either had no magic or had already exhausted themselves.


    Raeln watched and waited for more than an hour after sunset, until the main group of undead left the cover of the woods. He had gotten his troops far from the wood line, but the fighting would need resolution quickly or they would all soon be overrun. So far, he had seen little ground given by either faction, and that needed to change. With the undead in sight, he was ready to act on the next step of his plan.


    Heading down the hill toward the fighting, Raeln drew his sword and leveled his shield. He picked up speed, the slope allowing him to run without much effort, though he still had to be careful of each paw coming down on uneven or icy ground. He kept his gaze on the two large armies ahead of him, trying not to pay attention to the darker forces far off to his right, coming from the woods. They would be dealt with soon enough. For now, the reserve troops he had left there would have to hold their own ground. His men and women were dug into trenches hastily built with magic in the last hour. He hoped they would slow the undead for a little while.


    Raeln charged headlong into the magical fray at the base of the hill, where the slaves of the clans fought to hold ground against their enemies. Wizards from both sides hurled spells past the front lines. The transition from one type of combat to the next was dizzying. The slaves bleeding and dying in traditional melee, and the “true” Turessians wounding and killing each other with explosions, flame, and lightning. It had been maddening to Raeln at first. But after watching it continue for so long, he had a good idea of who would attack where, giving him some degree of surety that he could find his way through the battle. He knew where the lines were weak and where he would be seen.


    Barking as loudly as he could to draw attention, Raeln slammed into the front line of slaves from the other clans, knocking three humans and a dwarf to the ground. Spinning and striking at exposed arms with his shield’s edge and the flat of his sword, he left a path of wounded and prone foes, who would recover soon enough. His job was not to kill—not today. He would need every one of these people if his plan was to succeed.


    His troops shifted as soon as he charged, forming a wedge behind him to help push through the enemy lines. When the slave forces regrouped, trying to cut him off from their clan’s masters, Raeln stopped and pointed at his face. Almost immediately, the slaves facing him backed away, unsure what to do. He had overheard Ceran telling Yoska that slaves were not to fight clansmen, even in war, giving him the advantage of confusion. Shoving the last of the slaves out of his way, he continued across the field toward the heart of the clans’ army.


    “I demand a meeting with your leaders immediately!” he shouted. The magical explosions quickly subsided as his own clan realized what was happening, and the opposing clans stared in dismay as he walked through the ankle-deep snow toward them. “As a member of the clans of Turess, I demand parlay. Stand down and come talk with me if you claim any honor among your clans.”


    A wall of nearly fifty black-robed Turessians gaped as he walked up to them, sheathing his sword. None made any effort to move, so Raeln pushed his way through and on toward the fallen tents set up before he had ordered the attack.


    So far into the army force, he soon saw the undead ancestors of the clans near the old tents, hidden away from the majority of the fighting. They were better protected than the slaves. It rankled him, but that was an argument for another day.


    “How dare you, beast?” called out a man off to Raeln’s right. The bald Turessian came running to stop Raeln from going on, which told him the man was not in charge. “I will not allow—”


    Raeln chopped the man in the throat with the back of his hand, and the man fell with a gurgling choke. “You don’t get to make that decision for a fellow clansman, brother. Stay on the ground or you won’t be able to get up next time. Consider this my one act of mercy for today.”


    The scraping sound of dozens of swords being drawn let Raeln know he had finally drawn enough attention. The clans tightened around him and about thirty of his own troops, trapping them near the trampled tents. From behind the wall of Turessians, a pair of men and one woman stepped into the dim light of the few torches that remained lit.


    “You are the reason we were here in the first place, beast,” snapped the woman—likely a clan’s preserver—but when Raeln snarled at her, she backed away a step. It seemed he already had created a reputation.


    “I am a clansman, no different than you, sister,” he growled at her, trying not to let on that he was getting nervous, given the odds against him. Thirty of his people against hundreds of theirs was not his idea of a fair fight, especially with the number of spellcasters among them. “You will show proper respect for a battle leader. I came to talk, and I will not be treated this way.”


    The three Turessians exchanged concerned looks, and the man at the center called back, “What do you want, wildling? Your very existence is reason for war. Respect is not something we would be happy to give, certainly not when your clans attack us dishonorably.”


    Raeln drew his weapon again and watched with some amusement as every sword around him raised defensively. They were terrified of him, likely because they had no idea what to expect. Turning, he pointed his own sword toward the approaching undead, which had poured out of the woods and were engaging the rear of his clans’ troops. “You use decaying ancestors as soldiers, and you say I am a reason for war?” he growled. The Turessians looked to the hills, and Raeln saw many eyes widen in surprise. “They flank us and seek to attack in the night. Now you act as though we are the aggressors? Which customs are more important…the marking of only humans or the care of our dead?”


    The man who had spoken moved his mouth, but it took a moment to find words. “Whether we believe your marking was just or not, we would not do this. I swear this to you. By my clan and blood, this was not our doing.”


    “Then explain it to me. My people were surrounded. What would you do in my place? Stand by and watch your clan be slaughtered, or order the attack?”


    Wincing, the man bit his lip and tugged at the edge of his robe nervously. “I would attack. I would rather follow a wildling into war than be slaughtered by dishonor. I will have the clans stand down.”


    “Not good enough,” Raeln said, taking a few more steps forward. The armed Turessians hunkered down, trying to hold their ground as though a horse were charging them. “You will join us and fight our mutual enemies.”


    “Over our dead—” said another man who had not spoken to that point. Before he could finish, a knife appeared at his throat.


    “Be careful what wishes we make, yes?” Yoska said, using the Turessian as a shield when the others turned on him.


    “A wanderer assassin,” griped the woman who had spoken first to Raeln, raising her hands to cast a spell when she had a clear shot at Yoska. “Your kind have no honor!”


    Yoska spit on the ground. “You insult my friend for trying to end war, and you say I have no honor? Maybe I have honor and you are one without, no? Think before speaking.”


    Appearing from the far side of the group, Ceran gestured broadly at the warriors between Raeln and the clans’ leaders. A dozen men fell instantly, their eyes rolling back as they hit the snow. Raeln could not even be certain if they were alive or dead. “Assassination is entirely honorable, so long as the victim knows who ordered it and why,” she announced, giving a warning glare to the remaining soldiers, who hesitated. “I speak for my clan when I say Raeln is an honorable creature, and I am the one who would have you die if you do not see reason. Raeln represents us in this battle and these talks. Either accept his negotiations, or you are declaring war against all of us. We do not have time for lengthy discussion.”


    The two preservers who were not at the end of Yoska’s knife looked quickly between Ceran, Yoska, and Raeln, entirely ignoring the slaves and Turessians standing at Raeln’s back. Before Raeln could react, the woman flicked her hand, and a wall of shimmering light separated the two of them from the rest of their clanmates.


    “You think this is honorable?” Ceran demanded, walking right up to the barrier. “Hiding while we kill off your entire clan? You bring shame on our order, preserver. Stand against the winds and come forward to fight, if you believe this is unjust. Let the wisdom and strength of the victor determine both of our people’s direction. I would do it quickly, before the fallen ancestors are on us.”


    The two preservers in the dome of energy whispered briefly, and the woman shook her head.


    Frowning at her, the man stepped forward and touched the barrier, dismissing it. Bowing before Ceran, he announced, “I will accept your challenge, preserver.”


    Ceran laughed and pointed at Raeln. “He is our battle leader. Your quarrel is with him. I follow his orders, not he mine.”


    The Turessian eyed Raeln with some dismay, but nodded and bowed again to Raeln. “She challenged me and the challenged normally sets the terms, but I would defer to you, given the oddness of this. What are your terms, wildling?”


    Raeln glanced back toward the woods and saw the undead were tearing into his troops and overwhelming the ditches. The entire battle was starting to collapse as the two armies were pushed together by the new foe. No one out there was ready to fight two fronts.


    “Strength and magic,” he announced, twirling his sword. “The clans prize both skills. I allow and encourage both. If you can defeat me, you control these clans and will have the chance to bury any evidence of my having been marked. If I win, you follow me as a brother of the clans, and we stand together against whoever is using ancestors to attack us.”


    The Turessian softly agreed and gave a far deeper bow. When he came back up, he began a spell before Raeln even realized the fight was on. In the back of his mind, he chided himself, having learned that lesson once already.


    Tumbling sideways, Raeln avoided a blast of flame that melted the snow where he had been standing, narrowly missing the men and women who had been with him. Steam rolled off his clothing as he righted himself, but he forced himself not to rush at the man. Charging a wizard without a plan was foolish at best. He had to be careful. Instead of running, he walked at the preserver as the man prepared another spell. He let his mind go blank, seeking the calm that had aided him in the fight against the child during his first dealings with Ceran’s clan. This would be far worse, but magic was magic, and he had to try. He had to prove himself, and he had to do it in a big way.


    When the spell went off, Raeln found a razor-thin focus within and forced himself to turn with the spell, knocking it aside as though it were a weapon. Sparking lightning flickered over his arms, down his sword, and all across his shield, making his arms tremble and ache, but he managed to avoid the worst of it while keeping his face calm. He did not have to win this, he merely needed the Turessian to think he had. So long as he was standing at the end, he could be already dead for all it mattered.


    Frantically casting another spell as Raeln got within five feet, the Turessian flung his hands at Raeln, and the air between them flared with heat and light. Again, Raeln twisted around the spell, forcing it aside with his upper arm. Pain flooded his shoulder, but he fought to remain calm. The spell went wide, as though the man had missed, though Raeln’s arm from wrist to shoulder smoked and stunk of burned fur. Heat flashed across his shield, making him wish he had grabbed a second weapon, rather than a large piece of metal. Hurriedly, he released his grip on it and threw it aside, freeing his off hand.


    The Turessian tried one last time, but Raeln slapped his hands aside, destroying his concentration. With a lunge, Raeln grabbed him by the neck and threw him onto his back. Lowering his sword to the man’s neck, Raeln asked quietly, “Are we done yet? You may be marked as a wise one, but I have just walked through your magic alive without using any of my own. Would you die like this or follow me? One might argue I am both wiser and stronger than you. Who among your ancestors will remember you if you die here? I can assure you I will be remembered by your whole clan, no matter what happens after this moment.”


    Frantically looking about for help that would not come, the man relented and relaxed as he stared at Raeln’s tattoos. Turning his head away in what appeared to be shame, he said loud enough for others to hear, “This…man…has proven himself in a battle of wisdom and strength. Until there is reason to resist, we will follow him and seek to honor our ancestors by destroying the monsters they have become.”


    Shouts began all around them as the order was passed to the rest of the clan. After giving it a few seconds, Raeln lifted his sword from the man and offered him a hand up, though the Turessian eyed it as though it would somehow defile him. Instead of taking Raeln’s hand, the man raised his own in surrender.


    “We are allies now,” Raeln said. “Best we work together. Can I have your name?”


    “Nimmas, of clan Dorith. Shamed preserver of our clan.”


    Clasping Nimmas’s hand despite his effort to avoid the contact, Raeln pulled him up and leaned close. “Raeln of Hyeth and defender of Lantonne. Cross me again, and I will splay your guts across the snow for miles. Are we understanding each other?”


    Nimmas nodded slowly. “Our clans will follow you, Raeln of Hyeth. Tread carefully, and we will follow that much longer.”


    Nearby, Ceran pointed at the sky. Where she pointed, a burst of green flame appeared to alert their clans that the battle had changed. They had worked the signal out earlier in the day, and the clan reacted Nimmas’s people could change their own targets. The woman with Nimmas quickly let off a similar explosion, and all of the remaining Turessian forces backpedaled toward Raeln and Nimmas, moving as one, despite having been trying to kill one another seconds before. Even the slaves of both sides fell in, forming a defensive line against the undead. The clans were clearly used to putting aside hostilities for common goals.


    “Who leads them?” Nimmas asked, once he had a good look at the vast army pouring out of the woods. “None of the clans would allow such a betrayal of their people…”


    Raeln snorted and picked up his shield as he walked toward the front lines, with Nimmas, Ceran, and Yoska following close behind. “I have my hunch who’s out there. Those aren’t your ancestors…they’re my people’s. They are the dead stolen from their graves by a hundred or more Turessians who refuse to obey even their own laws.”


    Nimmas glanced over at Raeln as they walked, and the disgust that had been evident previously was gone. A hardened anger burned there instead. Raeln had no doubt of his loyalty now. Nimmas would follow him to the ends of Eldvar to avenge such a horrific act.


    “You have our clans at your disposal until we learn why this is happening and end it,” Nimmas pledged, waving off a group of slaves moving to intercept Raeln. “I may question your presence here, but if my people are doing this, we have larger concerns. I will not allow anyone’s ancestors to be treated this way. I would sooner marry off my daughter to your kind than back down from this battle.”


    Smiling to himself, Raeln dug in and ran, outpacing Nimmas within seconds. He raced into the massive group of slaves who were only a thirty feet from the first wave of undead. Between the slaves and the undead, the last of Raeln’s people were running to escape, their lines broken.


    The stench that burned his nose made it difficult to concentrate, but Raeln did not need much to fight the dead. He only needed to keep moving.


    Raeln dove into the front lines of the undead seconds before they reached the wall of slaves. As if backing him up, flame and lightning fell from the sky into the seemingly limitless waves of undead that continued to pour from the woods.


    As Raeln crashed into the first of the undead, turning and slashing with each impact, he saw more explosions of magic striking at the Turessians helping him. That confirmed his suspicions. Dorralt would not send so many troops without a leader. There was someone among the undead, and he was willing to bet on who Dorralt would have chosen.


    Roaring as he kicked a bloated corpse into those behind it, Raeln pushed forward, cutting through every limb that reached for him as he tried to drive through them. He was forced to strike with his shield and feet as often as his sword to make headway, while more undead poured in around him, trampling those he had knocked down.


    Mere moments after Raeln had charged in, the slaves of the four clans came in behind him, cutting down undead nearly as fast as he did. They were joined by their masters, wading into the battle using combinations of magic and weaponry with blurring speed and skill, keeping the undead from closing in behind Raeln. Despite the calm Raeln had learned to expect from the Turessians, now facing undead, they were ferocious and visibly angry.


    Raeln pushed on with the others at his back, practically running over top of the undead he managed to cripple or knock down. They would not stay down long, but the Turessians in the group behind him were steadily burning them to ash with magic. Hacking undead apart usually failed, but magic seemed to bring their thrashing to a halt swiftly.


    More than once, Raeln saw a human reduced to tears, even as they incinerated their foes. This battle was more than war to the Turessians. It forced them to come face-to-face with the defiling of nations their own kin had engaged in. It was as close to a religious war as the Turessians had likely ever faced, and they had managed to ignore it until he had forced them to look it in the eye.


    Suddenly the entire undead army split and retreated to either side of Raeln, outside his reach, creating a wide gap for him to move forward while they closed in to fight behind him. He was surrounded, but the undead ignored him. Even when he attacked one zombie, cutting much of its skull off, it did not pay any attention to him. The abrupt calm that surrounded him startled him and made him slowly spin in a full circle in confusion. When he turned back the direction he had been going, he saw why.


    Standing in the middle of the fresh path was a black-robed woman, silently watching him. She could have been anyone, but Raeln knew Dorralt would only send one person after him. The woman dragged the remains of a Turessian whose robe bore the faint markings of someone from Ceran’s clan. At his approach, she dropped the limp body to the ground and stepped over it toward him. Lifting one hand, she stilled the sounds of combat, her magic creating an effect as if they were alone in a room.


    “Hello again, Liris,” Raeln said as calmly as he could, relaxing his stance. He was trapped, surrounded by hundreds or thousands of undead. Still, it would keep her busy, and that meant the others would live that much longer. He knew her well enough that he was certain she would not look for a new target as long as he lived.


    “I hadn’t been sure it was you,” Liris replied, her gentle tone belying the brutality Raeln knew her capable of. She lowered her hood and shook her long dark brown hair over her shoulders and crossed her arms. “You do all look alike, but then I saw those adorable so-called honor-markings. If I had any doubt about the quality of my people these days, the runewords on your brow confirm it. Dorralt’s purging may need to be directed somewhat farther north than expected. I haven’t seen those particular markings in a long time, and I don’t intend to see them again after today.”


    Raeln smiled slightly at the idea that Liris was willing to banter, even in the middle of a war. “My Turessian isn’t so good. What do they say, anyway? Knowing the people I’m working with, probably, ‘Pull my tail.’”


    “Humorous, yet you know better,” she replied, her cheek muscle twitching angrily. “You dare mark yourself as the sword of the empire? Do these people even know how to read runewords that old? I will be happy to rip those marks off you and educate your clansmen as they bleed to death.”


    Raeln slowly lowered himself into a ready stance as Liris paced. “If we’re on speaking terms, where are Estin and Feanne?”


    “I killed them both, along with that simpering Turess,” she told him, walking slowly forward to close the gap between them. “How does that make you feel, knowing that the luckiest of your kind and his love who managed to come back from death are both impaled on spears to warn others away from our lands? Do you think you can shield these clans from me or my master? They will never know that their reborn beloved founder and all of his followers are dead. You are all that is left of On’esquin’s prophesied resistance. All you are doing is delaying what is coming and causing so many more lives to be lost than necessary.”


    The more Raeln fought to remain still, the more his muscles ached and his heart raced, demanding he knock the smug look off Liris’s face. All in good time, he told himself.


    “You aren’t killing barbarians anymore,” he said, trying to listen for his allies behind him. Liris continued to advance, reducing the amount of time he could stall. “How do you justify this? These are your people.”


    “Easily. My master wishes to whittle the land to a single clan—his. If they do not follow us, they are enemies. If they follow you, I do not even need to question their loyalty. As usual, he has given me freedom in deciding my methods. I have decided that these four clans are tainted by your leadership. So few clans remain. It is a true shame.”


    Liris was less than ten feet away. Raeln knew he could strike at any moment, but if she was willing to come closer, he would let her yield her magical advantage. He had fought her often enough before and knew the risks of underestimating her at any range. But he never wanted to fight a spellcaster anywhere farther than his arms could reach. With his arm already burned and muscles sore from fighting Nimmas, he wanted to minimize how much extra effort he had to put into fighting Liris.


    In a rush of movement, Liris cast a spell Raeln did not see coming in time, and a concussive force slammed into his shield, knocking him to his back. When he tried to roll away, Liris leaped atop him and punched him across the jaw hard enough that he tasted blood and felt pieces of bone in his mouth. He tried to bring up his shield between them and barely managed to block another swing, which dented the metal badly.


    “I warned you that I would kill you,” Liris whispered near his ear as she pulled him up by his chest fur, pushing aside his shield. “Each time you slip away, you only make it worse on yourself when I find you.”


    Struggling through the dizziness and pain, Raeln tried to get his sword between them. Liris picked him up with one hand on his chest and the other on his jaw. With only inches between them, his sword was too large to maneuver. Raeln dropped his shield and quickly shifted his grip from the hilt to the blade of his sword. Ignoring the sharp flare of agony as the edges sliced open his fingers and palm, he drove the weapon into Liris’s stomach and up into her chest until blood from both of their wounds made it impossible to keep his grip on the sword.


    Liris let out a choked scream as she dropped Raeln to rip the sword from her stomach. The bleeding gash closed in the time it took her to cast aside the weapon, and Raeln only barely scrambled a few feet before she was on him again. She pulled him backward and threw him to the ground at her feet. He tried to stand, but Liris kicked his legs out from under him and then slammed her palm into his stomach, forcing him to curl into a ball and gag for breath.


    “Stop!” shouted a woman’s voice nearby as Liris drove her elbow into Raeln’s face, splattering blood across his muzzle and the snow around him.


    Liris pulled back to strike again, and Raeln could barely lift his hands to stop her. When he did get an arm between himself and her, Liris grabbed his wrist and twisted, forcing a scream from him as his elbow went numb right before he both heard and felt a loud crack of bone breaking. She released him then, and he tried to crawl away using his remaining arm, but a boot came down on his thigh hard enough that he was certain he felt bones break there too.


    Coughing blood across the snow as he tried to get away, Raeln was quickly dragged back by Liris.


    “I’m done chasing you, wolf,” she said softly right into his ear, holding him off the ground by the scruff of his neck. “I won’t—”


    Raeln hit the ground hard as Liris tumbled over him and collided with several of the waiting undead nearby. When he looked her way, he saw thick vines coiling around her, while an enormous bat clawed at her face. The bat lived little longer than the vines held when the undead came to Liris’s aid, ripping and biting at anything they could reach.


    Turning, Raeln saw the Turessians were still fighting their way through the undead, but one person had somehow managed to get ahead of the rest. Surrounded by vine-wrapped zombies, Dalania held her ground.


    Liris climbed back to her feet. “Decided to show yourself at last?” she asked, smoothing her robes as they mended themselves. Behind her, the bat continued to shriek as it was ripped apart by zombies. “Run along and play in the woods, fae-kin. The wolf is mine, but I might give him back in pieces soon enough.”


    Raeln tried to yell for Dalania to run, to go back to the Turessians he could see making their way toward him, but she held her ground, and all he could eke out was more coughing. As he watched, Dalania prepared another spell.


    “Give up already, child!” Liris said, laughing as she grabbed Raeln’s ear and pulled him off the ground by it. He tried to scream, but Liris punched him again, and when he hit the ground, he felt warmth from blood running down where his ear had been. Through the ringing on that side of his head, he could hear nothing.


    Two huge shapes burst from the ground, scattering snow and driving Liris back a step. At Dalania’s direction, two massive bug-like creatures leaped on Liris, trying to tear at her with deadly sharp talons.


    Liris incinerated one midstride and tore the head from the other, casting it aside as the creature’s body fell. “You will have to do far better than that.” Liris flicked her fingers at Dalania, who screamed and tumbled backward under the force of the spell. Turning to Raeln, she added, “Would you like to see the girl die?”


    The sounds of battle—what little Raeln could hear—were getting closer, and all of the zombies moved to protect Liris, though if she noticed, she gave no indication. With the group of undead closing ranks, Raeln could no longer even see the clans making their way toward him and Dalania. All he really could do was look down at the red snow and watch as fresh drops fell off his chin as he tried to find the strength to stand through his pain.


    Nearby, Dalania came off the ground, clutching at her throat. When Raeln looked over at Liris, she held her hand up casually, as though holding something. The ease with which Liris wielded magic was frightening. She was far stronger than the last few times he had fought her.


    She returned her attention to Raeln, lifting her robe with her free hand to sit down on his legs, maintaining her magical grip on Dalania. “Dorralt taught me this gem,” she explained as she lifted Dalania completely off the ground, staring into Raeln’s eyes happily. “Think of all the fun I could have had over the years with this spell. Where is the fight in your friend, now?”


    Raeln roared and flung himself at Liris, trying to aim his good arm at her. She caught his wrist with her free hand and easily pinned him down on the ground. Laughing, she tightened her grip until Raeln’s arm shook with the effort of keeping his muscles taught. If he relaxed or lost control, he knew she would break his wrist in an instant.


    A flash of metal near Raeln’s face caught Liris by surprise, and she released him and lost her hold on Dalania. With speed Raeln did not think he possessed, Yoska danced around Liris, cutting her with his knives. Midslice, he kicked backward and knocked Raeln away from Liris, who was still reeling from his blades. She recovered quickly and flung Yoska aside with magic. While they fought, Dalania escaped into the army of undead, whose attentions were still on the Turessians trying to get through.


    Sliding with the impact from Yoska, Raeln crawled for the edge of the battle, hoping he could get enough distance that Yoska would abandon his attack and run.


    Swearing, Liris wiped blood from her face as she made her way back to Raeln and kicked him in the side. The pain was incredible, and he wondered if she had broken all of his ribs. Curling into a ball to shield his body as best he could, he waited for the next strike. When it did not come, he peeked over his broken arm and found Liris and Ceran stood opposite each other, with a large swath of undead behind Ceran reduced to steaming ash. Behind Ceran, Yoska was trying to get to his feet. Blood ran from a deep cut on his face and neck.


    Ceran stood calmly with her hood up, holding a blazing magical sword she had apparently summoned. From where he lay, Raeln saw her smile widen when Liris summoned a matching weapon. Everything else felt as though it were fading away until the two women were all Raeln could see and hear.


    “You are too old to do this, preserver,” Liris said, raising her own flaming sword and moving in a slow circle around Ceran, who barely appeared to acknowledge Liris at all. “I will cut you down easily.”


    Chuckling, Ceran answered, “Your master can give you magic, but he cannot teach understanding. You’ve earned nothing that you use. Age weakens muscles, not magic.”


    “What do you know, old woman?”


    “I know that there is a reason Turess put wisdom above strength,” noted Ceran, lifting her own sword as Liris came closer. “Besides, a stone is old and yet stronger through inaction than any of us. Choose your words better, you ignorant child.”


    Liris lunged, her wild swings backed by immense strength. She tried to hack Ceran down, but Ceran easily deflected the attack as she moved around the battlefield. Each time Liris swung, Ceran drove her sword aside with a casual flick of her own weapon, forcing Liris to cut down several zombies by accident as they moved.


    “Magic does not require brute force,” Ceran explained, only holding her sword in one hand as she parried swings Raeln was certain would have cut through the heaviest armor he had ever seen. “I know my spell as well as my own body, and it will behave as I wish. Your spell is clumsy and foreign to you. You shame me for having to involve myself.”


    Liris screamed as she fought to gain ground. Ceran smiled in a motherly way as she stopped every attempt Liris made. In the back of his mind, Raeln wished Ceran had been among those who had trained him in his youth. A hundred more like her in Lantonne could have changed everything.


    Coming up behind him, Yoska hooked his arms under Raeln’s shoulders and dragged him away. Almost immediately, the Turessian forces broke through the last of the undead and raced past them, straight at Liris.


    Her anger apparently forgotten, Liris dismissed her weapon, giggled, and waved good bye before backing away into the crowd of zombies. As soon as Liris was gone, the remaining undead froze where they were, mindlessly staring straight ahead and blocking any attempt to follow.


    Raeln tried to thank Yoska and Ceran and look for Dalania, but he passed out as soon as he knew they had won the day. He dimly felt hands carrying him for what felt like hours.


     


    *


     


    “Is fuzzball well enough yet?” Yoska asked somewhere nearby.


    “Yes, but…”


    A stinging slap across Raeln’s jaw snapped him awake. He growled and reached out, catching Yoska by the collar of his shirt.


    “…he will likely try to kill you,” Ceran finished, sighing as she sat back in a chair at Raeln’s other side. “Raeln, you have my permission to hit him back. He has earned it, and I would not defend him. Perhaps this time he will learn something.”


    Raeln eased his grip on Yoska to lay back on the bed and look around, his exhaustion and dull aches throughout his body making it difficult to keep his eyes open. He lay in a Turessian home, though the style was far different from the ones he had seen back at Ceran and Yiral’s village. Regardless, he could see very little past Ceran at one side and Yoska at the other. He then realized someone was holding his other hand, and he shifted enough to see Dalania sat next to Ceran, clinging tightly.


    “How do you feel?” she asked, smiling sadly. “Ceran did what she could—”


    “I’m alive,” Raeln responded quickly, not really wanting to know what Dalania had been about to say. “I can feel my fingers, toes, and tail, so she did just fine. You saved my life out there.”


    Sniffling and rubbing at her eyes with her other hand, Dalania nodded and said nothing. She looked to have been awake for days, judging by the deep lines that creased her face.


    Squeezing her hand gently, Raeln turned his attention back to Yoska. “Now why the high hells did you slap me?”


    Yoska offered him a tin cup filled with what smelled like pure alcohol, but Raeln ignored it and waited for a reply. Yoska set aside the cup. “The lovely Ceran tells me you need to wake soon or your body may die from healing so much. Is limit to healing in that the one healed must eat if they are to keep up strength from big amount of magic. Beside, was owed after you ran off to have all the fun with our old friend the crazy bitch, Liris, no? You bring your friends and you live longer. I think we make this clear long ago.”


    Rolling her eyes, Ceran explained, “What he’s trying to say in his overly simplistic way is that your body contributes to the healing. The longer you stay unconscious, the weaker your body will get, no matter what I do. We need you to wake and eat before you can rest further, or you might never wake. Water can be poured down your throat, but food is more difficult. I recommended gently shaking you…the slap was entirely his idea.”


    “I am simple man, and you do not explain well enough for me to understand, so is somehow your fault,” Yoska countered, winking at Ceran. “My way wake him faster, yes?”


    “Yes, that it did,” Ceran replied, narrowing her eyes as she watched Yoska. “The next time you slap anyone under my care, I will incinerate you.”


    Yoska laughed, but his grin slowly faded as Ceran did not laugh in return. He coughed and turned his attention back to Raeln. “Undead were all burned, but Liris was not found. Trail ended at the woods. Scouts say they see ghosts in woods, so we did not chase. You should know, we also burned remains of great many slaves and clansmen who fell that day.”


    “How long has it been?” Raeln asked, realizing just how stiff his arms and legs felt. “Did any of those from the other clans stay with us? Did our own clans even stay?” Dalania’s sniffle made Raeln wonder how bad things had been in his absence. When he looked up at her, she quickly looked away. “How many did we lose?”


    Ceran made a curt motion with her fingers, and Raeln saw Yoska clench his jaw. They were going to try to lie to him.


    “We lost a few people,” Ceran said, and Yoska looked away, apparently unwilling to join in. “Do not concern yourself. It was only about fifty—”


    “Dalania,” Raeln turned to her, and she reluctantly looked at him. “How bad?”


    “A hundred and eighteen dead. The clans wanted us to only tell you how many clansmen died, but that is what we lost. I promised them nothing and would not deceive you.”


    Ceran’s deep frown told him Dalania was not exaggerating at all.


    “I need to see what we have left,” Raeln said, trying to get up. When he did, pain radiated through his side, and the arm he used to prop himself up nearly gave out. Looking down at his aching arm, he saw wide scars near his elbow. He had seen similar marks in older warriors, usually after they had broken bones badly enough that the bone tore through their flesh.


    Lifting his hand, Raeln stared at the notches that ran along the pads of his palm and fingers, where the sword had cut deeply. He then slid aside the blanket covering his legs and found more large scars on his thigh, where Liris had stomped his leg. He had never even considered that with a clan filled with potential healers, there might be such lasting damage so long as he lived. Idly, he wondered if Estin could have done better before bringing Feanne back. He put the thought aside as he remembered Liris claimed both of them were dead.


    Raeln kept the blanket over his midsection, given that they had left him with little more than scraps of his old clothing—in hindsight, he doubted he had been wearing much more than that after the fight. Sliding to Yoska’s side of the bed, Raeln tested a little bit of his weight on his paws, making his thigh, hip, and knee throb. Taking a deep breath to ready himself, he stood, ignoring the pain throughout much of his body. He struggled to stay upright as he tied the blanket around his waist.


    “As I said,” Ceran said quickly when Raeln put a hand to the wall to steady himself, “the limits of our magic are largely based on whether you will be able to handle having your body mended that way. There are limits. Whatever we cannot heal at once is often…permanent. The aches where bones were broken should fade after a few more days of rest. The scars will never fade. Honestly, it is beyond belief that you survived at all.”


    Searching around the room as he limped along, trying to test his strength, Raeln stopped near the only cabinet. “Where is a mirror?”


    “The Turessian people do not believe in such vanity,” Ceran replied quickly, sounding offended.


    Turning to Yoska, who was pointedly examining his boots, Raeln said, “Give me something, Yoska. You shave daily…I know you have something.”


    Yoska gave Ceran a helpless shrug and drew one of his knives. Wiping it on his shirt, he passed it over his shoulder to Raeln.


    Taking the weapon and holding it up to the light, Raeln could make out his face in the polished metal. Deeply twisted flesh along one side of his nose and muzzle hinted at how badly broken his face had been. He touched his teeth with his tongue one by one, finding many were badly chipped and his cheek did not sit the way it once had. Sniffing, he realized he could not breathe quite as easily through one nostril.


    Raeln went to hand the knife back, but hesitated. Tilting it slightly, he saw his right ear was little more than a scarred stump, though thankfully he could hear decently out of it. All of the remaining wounds were cosmetic, something he could deal with.


    Sighing, he said, “I never claimed to be pretty. I only need to be able to fight. How I look doesn’t matter. Thank you for doing what you could,” he told Ceran as he put the knife’s hilt back in Yoska’s hand. “I’ll try not to let that happen again.”


    Dalania’s miserable expression let him know she was upset about more than his face getting mangled.


    Gingerly kneeling in front of her, Raeln said, “This isn’t your fault. I charged in. It was my choice. I needed them to see that I wasn’t afraid to face their enemies.”


    “I wasn’t strong enough to help,” she whispered back, hanging her head. “I tried…”


    Putting his hand to her cheek, Raeln insisted, “You saved my life out there. Think what you want, but I’d be little more than a pelt by now if you hadn’t stopped her.”


    Nodding sadly, Dalania added, “She killed the bat.”


    Laughing despite the tone, Raeln hugged Dalania, and she put her arms around him, snuffling miserably into his shoulder.


    After a minute, Ceran spoke up again. “Once you are able to walk and have dressed, I would also show you something. I believe you will find it of importance, but it can wait until you have eaten.”


    Raeln ignored the grumbling of his stomach at the mention of food and stood, looking around for clothing. “I’m ready when you are. I can walk.”


    “I would rather—”


    “I would rather not wait,” Raeln answered quickly. “Do you have any clothes that will fit me?”


    “They are still being sewn,” Ceran replied, pointing back at the bed. “Dalania told me you would be stubborn about this. If she won’t make you rest, I will. You will eat and you will sleep one more time before you go anywhere.”


    “If I refuse?”


    “I am bedding the wanderer, and I’ve already told him that I will turn him to ash for disobeying me. What hope do you have, wildling? You I can simply push over in your current state. Lay down or I will chain you there with magic.”


    Raeln instinctively bared his teeth at Ceran in a silent refusal to be bullied. When he noticed Yoska, wide-eyed and shaking his head, Raeln sighed and sat on the bed.


    As soon as he did, Dalania got up and fetched a steaming bowl from the pot over the fire in one corner of the room and a large cup of water.


    “You don’t need to serve me,” Raeln objected, adjusting the blanket. He almost stood to help Dalania, but saw Ceran tense at the edge of his vision. “Dalania, please stop.”


    Dalania came back with the bowl and cup and put the bowl on Raeln’s lap and the cup in his hand before taking her seat again. “You won’t take care of yourself, so I have to, Raeln. Yoska is beyond my help, and you’re the only one left for me to watch out for. The others are all…I heard what Liris said…”


    “We don’t know if she’s lying.”


    Nodding, Dalania fidgeted with a long strand of vines that covered much of her upper legs. “She probably is, but we haven’t found them yet. It makes me wonder if she isn’t lying. I’d like to know, even if they are gone.”


    “As soon as I’m on my feet, we’ll find them, Dalania. No more preparations for war until we know what happened to Feanne, Estin, and Turess…”


    Raeln closed his eyes in horror as he realized what he had let slip. He had been so careful to that point.


    “What happened to who?” Ceran demanded, and Raeln heard her stand quickly. “Do not even think to lie to me, wildling. You mentioned him before, but I thought you were referring to his teachings.”


    Putting a hand on Raeln’s shoulder, Yoska spoke up for him. “Is not a lie. Turess is…or was…alive and helping us. Was not something that one can simply announce without looking crazy, no?”


    “It actually would have gotten all three of you killed for mocking our history when you first arrived,” Ceran said as she paced the room behind Dalania’s chair. “Now, it actually answers a few questions. The council sent out an edict around the same time they asked all clans to execute their orcs and wildlings, in which they asked us to detain a clanless Turessian man who only spoke ancient Turessian. Given how few of us can even understand that language, the odds of someone speaking it is beyond absurd. Even the last-known description of his clothing seemed preposterous. The refusal of the council to describe his honor markings made it a decidedly odd request.”


    “Does any other think it odd that we live in time when we say many thousand year dead man is walking around and we only get nods?” Yoska asked, shaking his head. “I begin thinking Estin was not so lucky in living through things, and such crazy things are more common than I had thought. Magic is dumb.”


    “Nonsense,” Ceran said, still pacing. “Very few have ever come back from being long-dead, but if any could, Turess would not be beyond imagining. He was one of the greatest magical scholars of all time. To have him come back as the lost clan reappears is also fortuitous…”


    “Lost clan?” Yoska asked.


    Raeln sipped the broth of his soup, enjoying having the attention on someone else, though the heat made his broken teeth ache. Dalania seemed equally amused, her dismay momentarily forgotten.


    “You find another clan in the woods? Hidden in cabinet, perhaps? Behind large rock?”


    Ceran winced and sucked in a breath, looking around nervously. “I should check up on the others…”


    Leaping to his feet and stepping in front of the door, Yoska said, “I tell you many times that game good enough for one is good enough for both. If you just say ‘yes,’ I would have gotten bored and forgotten. You try not to say, so now I must know, yes?”


    Ceran nodded and looked over at Raeln and then Dalania before turning back to Yoska. “There were ten clans after Turess’s death. These days, there are eight if you do not count all the smaller young ones. The ninth was destroyed for attempting to overthrow the empire shortly after Turess died. The tenth was never located. They fled Turessi in a long line of wagons a week before Turess stopped breathing, taking with them every treasure Turess had created. Our people cursed them for generations for stealing from us, but we never managed to locate them.”


    “Is nice story, but people with wagons have come back?” Yoska asked. “They bring treasures? I may wish to introduce myself—”


    “You are an idiot, Yoska!” Ceran blurted out before covering her mouth and softly apologizing. “Do you remember what you said when you were first brought to the clanhold?”


    “Yes…was ‘get off, get off, let me go,’ or something along lines. I may have cursed lineage of several people. I apologize if my ancestors have haunted any of them.”


    Turning instead to Dalania, Ceran asked, “Do you remember? This man’s mind is addled from drink.”


    “I believe it was ‘Ki’her mon deiru sirek mira ar,’ or something similar,” Dalania said softly, sounding shy when she got to the foreign words. “I don’t know the old gypsy language, so I apologize if I got it wrong.”


    “No, that was almost perfect,” Ceran said, smiling. “And your gypsy friend doesn’t know ancient gypsy either.”


    “Excuse?” demanded Yoska, standing straight. “How dare you! I am bandoleer and was taught by my nana.”


    “What does it mean, then?” she countered, standing up to Yoska and forcing him to back up a step.


    “It means ‘We who wander would seek to be safe together.’ Our people rarely stay in one place long, so was natural to ask if we could help protect others in return for safe place to stay. Very old greeting between families.”


    Smiling, Ceran shook her head. “That was somewhat altered old Turessian, Yoska. Literally, it would mean ‘We who wander come back to our home.’ You announced your arrival home…brother.”


    “We call each other ‘cousin.’”


    “We do not,” Ceran said, turning back to Dalania and Raeln. “The wanderers, I believe, were the lost clan. Turess sent them away for a reason, to do something of importance. There is no other reason I can think of that they would continue to roam two thousand years later, avoiding too much attention whenever possible.”


    “We are simple traders,” Yoska argued. “Very simple. Very not Turessian.”


    “Who better to hide Turess’s relics all over Eldvar? We don’t even know what they were for…”


    Yoska stiffened and nodded while grinning, backing slight away from Ceran.


    “Yoska, what do you know?”


    “You say many times I am idiot, so I clearly know nothing.”


    Raeln glanced over at Dalania, who stared at him a second before shrugging. Taking that as her blessing, Raeln said to Ceran, “Turess said they were meant to help him recover his memory when he was brought back. We’ve seen what happens to those who have to remember everything on their own…It’s rough. I believe that one of them actually protected me from the mists. The others may have similar enchantments.”


    “That makes no sense, Raeln,” Ceran insisted, shooting Yoska a warning glare. “We know for a fact that some of the relics had far more significance than that. The one Yoska carries, as an example, grants the bearer extraordinary luck when facing death. It is likely the only reason this imbecile is alive.”


    Sliding the cup at his belt around behind his back, Yoska asked, “What relic?”


    Ignoring him completely, Ceran sat across from Raeln and pointed at his soup, reminding him to eat. Once he had a mouth full of vegetables and chicken, she added, “We really must find out what his intentions were with the items. If he is dead or lost to us, the most important thing we can do is be ready for whatever he had planned. We have one relic left, and I intend to use it however he intended. I will find Turess’s plan if it is the last thing I do.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Returning”


     


    Becoming whole again was not something I needed for pride, though I think my ego could use the boost after Feanne was declared the voice of a god. Instead, I needed to stop being in the way. I needed to be who I had spent years becoming to defend Feanne and the kits the first time around. I had worked so hard to be more than my breed, and it had all escaped me to bring Feanne back.


    Had anyone told me there was simply nothing that could be done about it, I would have been in far better shape. It was the not knowing, not understanding why I was incomplete. Others got by without magic their whole lives, and I had spent most of mine without it too. Once I had learned to master it, being without it made me feel weak and ashamed to accompany the others. Look at who I was to “help”: Feanne, the voice of a god, and Turess, who a nation revered as little less than a god.


    Put me in a den with my children and tell me to be a nursemaid, and I would happily dedicate my life to it. Tell me that I am to be my mate’s humble servant until the day I die, and I would probably laugh at you, but wouldn’t really object when it came right down to it. But put me in the middle of a war against creatures far stronger than any mortal—some of them even revered as true old gods—and then take away my one real weapon, and I will feel inadequate. I believe anyone would, given the situation.


    Oria, Alyana, Rinam, Theldis...if you get to read this, for this one moment, I want you to forget that your parents are trying to save the world and instead take a look at the really badly drawn dragon in the corner of this page. I’m not saying dragons are real. Please reread the last paragraph and then marvel at how badly I drew a DRAGON.


    Also, please do not show this to any old elven women.


     


    “I say again, I have no plan,” Turess said as Estin began to wake.


    Groggily, Estin tried to stand but realized he could not feel his legs. His next thought was to his tail, but he could not move anything. His whole body felt as though it were cushioned and numb, hanging limply in the air, as though he were wrapped tightly in pillows.


    His attention not so much focusing on, but rather drifting toward the speaker, Estin tried to figure out where he was and who was talking. Slowly, the foggy haze on his mind cleared slightly, and Estin could make out Feanne and Turess in a wide open area filled with priests, soldiers, and what he could only guess to be politicians or other nobility-minded people. Only the soldiers, Turess, and Feanne were at the table where maps lay spread out, though Rishad was making a point of peeking over Turess’s shoulder at them.


    “I will not leave without a clear plan,” Feanne was saying, clearly arguing with Turess. It was the first time he had seen the two of them really talk, let alone angrily.


    “We all die here if we do not begin marching, with or without plan,” Turess insisted. “My brother will not wait. We must not either. We all lose people. Accept your loss and use anger to fight for others.”


    Screaming, Feanne threw everything off the table between them and walked away, covering her face. As she went, Estin could see Turess and Rishad exchange glances, followed by Rishad shaking his head slightly.


    “Your mate is losing control of the situation,” Mairlee said, appearing beside Estin. For some reason, he could not look at himself, no matter how he tried. “I had not thought things would fall apart so quickly. The anger that comes with the Miharon’s magic makes her want to destroy what bothers her, but anxiety cannot be bitten.”


    “Where are we?” Estin asked, still unable to feel anything. No one in the area would look at him, and he could not manage more than an airy whisper. “How long were we gone?”


    Smiling at him, Mairlee said, “Doesn’t matter. I’ve caught what’s left of you, and I’ll rebuild your body here. It will hurt.”


    “My body?” Estin could not see himself at all. When he tried to look down at himself, that same soft pressure kept him from moving. “What did you do to me? Am I dead?”


    “Yes and no. We’ll see which of the two conditions sticks in a moment. You can thank me later, if you survive. If you don’t, I will be hiding under a mountain from your mate.”


    An explosion of pain flooded Estin’s body, and he hit the smooth stone ground with so much force that he could well have fallen twenty feet or farther. Every inch of his skin burned, and he screamed as he curled into a ball. He wrapped his tail around himself as sensations, sounds, and even his own movement made his body and mind hurt. Weeping, he pulled up his knees to cover his face, using his tail to protect himself from the light and sound that stung every inch of exposed skin. Even his fur seemed to tingle painfully.


    “Estin!” Feanne cried, as a shadow came over Estin. Rough hands pulled at his tail, trying to reach his face, but he could not make himself relax through the agony. “Look at me, Estin. Can you hear me?”


    Trembling, Estin let Feanne pry his hands off his face, though he had to squeeze his eyes shut to block out the light. She dragged him off the ground and pulled him into a tight hug that, despite how much it hurt, was the most wonderful sensation of his life. Slowly, he tried to put his arms around her, but his muscles refused to move the way he demanded of them.


    “Where’ve you been?” she demanded, holding him so tightly that Estin could barely breathe. “I’ve had scouts looking everywhere. You vanished with Mairlee more than a week ago…”


    Estin managed to pull away and stare at Feanne, who was hurriedly wiping tears off her face. Dozens of humans around them watched. Putting his hand to her cheek, which she happily grabbed and pressed more firmly, he asked through the raspiness in his throat, “A week? Are you sure?”


    “Very,” she assured him, almost frantic as she touched the scars on his face, his shoulder, and even traced the ones on his hands. She seemed to be trying to convince herself that he was real. “I didn’t think I’d see you again. Turess wanted us to leave.”


    From behind Estin, Turess replied testily, “I did not want to leave your husband. I wanted to keep rest of city alive.”


    The flickering light from overhead finally forced Estin to close his eyes again and shield his face. “Can we go indoors somewhere?” he asked, and Feanne ripped a cloak off a soldier nearby and threw it over Estin’s shoulders. It was then he realized he was naked. “This sunlight is killing me.”


    Feanne put a hand over his brow to keep his eyes out of the light, letting him open them again. She looked worried and scared, her ears nearly flat as she studied him. “Estin, it’s nearly midnight.”


    Looking up slowly, Estin saw the light that so stung his body was actually little more than torchlight. He lay in the middle of the temple of Jnodin, staring up at the dim stars far overhead. Between the torches and the top of the temple walls, he could make out the etched runes Turess had worked with his magic during Feanne’s presentation to the people of the city. Those runes were flickering and flashing, occasionally even sparking as pale blue lightning licked across the pattern of them. In several spots, the runes were actually burned and dark, the stone around them blackened.


    “What’s happening?” he asked, wincing as the flare from another rune sparking made his skin itch. Somehow those symbols and their magic were raking at his flesh like nails on sunburned skin.


    Feanne said nothing. Instead, she pulled Estin into a hug and tightened the cloak around him.


    After several seconds, Turess finally took a knee near Estin and said, “The mists are here. They have closed much of the way south, and both the eastern and western gates are overrun. We need to abandon city. In hours, we have no way out.”


    Estin sat up straight, looking to Feanne for confirmation. She pointedly looked away.


    “You were keeping a city’s population in the path of the mists to wait for me? Feanne, you should have gone by now if it’s that bad.”


    “I trusted that Turess could keep us protected a little longer,” she said, still unwilling to look at him.


    Clearing his throat, Turess pulled off a glove and held up his hand. Faint streams of energy bounced from one fingertip to the next, barely lighting his palm. “This is all magic I can manage, so close to mists. They are drawing everything from city. Soon, runes will collapse and city will die within minutes after. There is not enough magic here to slow mists long, though Rishad will be first target. Everything with any spark of magic will be consumed.”


    “I…what?” asked Rishad, looking between Estin and Turess. “I said we should go. Why would I be a target?”


    “Mists consume magic to live,” Turess explained, without looking back at Rishad. “Whatever you have become gives you tie to nearly limitless magic. They do not know that you cannot access much. The mists see you for the greater whole of your kind. Once we are gone, they will seek out every creature like you in the world. After that, they will consume anything they can find that contains magic, including my relics. Last, they will wipe life from Eldvar, consuming tiny fragment of magic that keeps life within our bodies. They then will starve and disappear, but not before leaving world as barren husk.”


    Feanne slid her arm under Estin’s shoulder and helped him stand, before saying quietly, “Turess, you have done this before. I have not. Give the order to march. I trust that you know what we have to do.”


    Turess nodded and bowed, but then added, “May I remind you…I did not win the last war. I put my people into exile to lead mists away from rest of empire.”


    “You didn’t have my mate and I at your side last time,” she said, smiling coyly. “Two wildlings will be enough, I am sure. Give the order.”


    His concerned look fading to one of remembering something unpleasant, Turess agreed. “Yes…having a wildling helping and not leaving you to fend for yourself may be enough. I will give order to the army.”


    Turess started to walk away, but then hesitated over near the altar. He slowly unwrapped the thick chain that he had worn around one wrist since they had begun traveling with him and laid it reverently on the altar. When he saw Rishad, Estin, and Feanne watching him, he explained, “Chain contains much magic, meant to protect against the elements. With it, bearer cannot freeze, bake, or many other gruesome deaths. Also lets wearer use some magic of flame and ice. At time, it seemed a good thing to have. Now, we will leave it here for the mists. Will slow them for maybe hour or more. Give us more time to run. When runes fail, they will come for this first and look for us later.”


    Reaching up to his neck, Estin found that despite all of his clothing having been lost by whatever Mairlee had done to him, the simple leather necklace with its single black feather still hung there. As he touched it, he saw Turess glance over at him. “Should I leave this, too?” he asked, holding it up.


    Turess shook his head. “That must stay with you for now. It has not found its purpose yet.”


    “How will I know when it has?”


    Smiling sadly, Turess turned and walked away.


    “You owe me an explanation,” Feanne told Estin. “We are not leaving until you tell me where you’ve been.”


    Estin smiled weakly and shrugged. “Dead, or close to it. I’ll explain as we go. I…I don’t know everything, so there’ll be a few things I can’t tell yet. You’ll just have to trust that this was for the best.”


     


    *


     


    By dawn, the entire city had mobilized. From where Estin stood atop the north wall, he could see tens of thousands of people moving steadily into the wastes of Turessi, most looking back longingly at Jnodin, the only home they had ever known. Hundreds of wagons lumbered among the people of Jnodin, carrying what little food and supplies they could take with them.


    Once the throng of people had gone a short distance from the walls, they parted into two distinct groups—something Turess and Feanne had agreed upon. The soldiers and those who would help support them said their good-byes and continued north, while the rest of the population trekked toward the east. Turess had suggested the departure after noticing the mists had left a gap in that direction, where the citizens of Jnodin could escape. In another few hours, no one expected that gap to still exist. Soon enough, the people would be divided, possibly forever, with those in Turessi surrounded by the mists. Those people leaving were helpless if found by the Turessians, having not one wizard among them, largely to help ensure the mists ignored them.


    It was a somber sight watching the people go. Estin had watched far too many refugees sadly leaving their homes over the years, but these people had managed to weather the majority of the war, only to be sent packing by a cloud. It was humbling and terrifying at the same time. Had it not been for the mists, they and any other cities like them out there might have made it through the war unscathed.


    Turning to the south, Estin could easily see the mists closing in on Jnodin. The faint glow covered much of the southeastern section of the city, slowed momentarily by whatever magic Turess had woven over the temple. It spread along the wall of magic, sweeping over any section of the city that it could reach, tearing away entire sections of the stone walls. Every hour or two, the mists would suddenly lurch, advancing into the city another few hundred feet. What Turess had once said would keep the mists miles away now only kept them about a mile from the temple itself.


    “How long until the last of them is out?” Estin finally asked, forcing himself to look away from the mists. They were almost hypnotic, making it difficult to keep his thoughts straight.


    “Any minute now,” Turess confirmed, leaning on the wall beside Estin. “I do wish this was first time I have seen this. I lost five cities this way before I found right magic to deter the mists. Rather, until Nenophar showed right magic.”


    “Can we hold out?”


    Turess eyed Estin skeptically before shrugging. “Last time, cloud came through hole in the world to feed, not to survive. This time, is much more determined. It likely does not even see us, only feels the magic it needs to feed on to live. A cornered or starved animal is far more deadly…same applies to mists. No offense meant about animal.”


    Estin watched as one of the guard towers in the south seemed to turn transparent before vanishing entirely. It would not be long now before the mists had the majority of the southeastern city engulfed. “Is Turessi any safer?”


    Turess scowled at that. “Horrible name for the place. Was supposed to be temporary only until we had starved the mists. Less magic in the north. I made choice and am to blame for it. My people were to go back to their cities after a generation of hiding. Still, I built large structure in north that every wizard across eight lands worked to shield against mists. Jnodin and other cities were my quick attempts to spare lives. Place felt like grave. Was why I called it the bones of my empire. Was never meant to hold the mists forever.”


    “You know your brother is sitting at the middle of that shield, right?”


    Nodding, Turess said nothing.


    “Can you stop him?”


    “No,” Turess admitted, glancing both ways down the wall to be sure no one was listening. “Dorralt is better wizard than I. With two thousand years and hundreds more wizards linked to him, I am little better than small and annoying bug. I only matter because he think our people will follow me.”


    “What does that make me, if you’re a bug? They consider you one of the greatest wizards of all time.”


    Turess glanced over at Estin, smiling and shaking his head. “Never trust old stories. They lie very much. What this all makes you is a better man than I. You found your love and kept her, no matter cost. I lost everything, only to empower my insane brother. I would trade an eternity of praise on my name for a day as you, Estin. Not to take what you have, but to enjoy the same type of blessings that you do. Would never wish to take from you.”


    Estin reached out to pat the man’s shoulder, but Turess flinched away in much the same way Estin remembered Dalania doing. After a moment, he let his hand drop. “Why the prohibition on touching among your people?”


    “Was not meant to be so,” Turess said, smiling as he looked down at Estin’s hand on the wall. “I had bad beginnings as leader. You understand…I have seen your scars. I endured much pain, until I shied away from any contact.”


    Leaning back onto the wall, watching the mists slowly approach, Estin said, “I welcomed the pain of the whip.”


    “Your breed likes pain? Was not something I would have guessed.”


    “No,” Estin laughed, getting a chuckle from Turess as well. “We’d rather run from anything that even hints at pain. When I was taken captive, I had my children with me. Every time the taskmaster threatened to whip them, I begged to take it myself. I had to appreciate being beaten, knowing it spared my children from that kind of pain. I could endure anything so long as they endured nothing more than a cold winter and too little food. The only way you survive that is to convince yourself that you are doing the right thing, and then, even pain will make you smile.”


    Turess studied Estin a long time before looking back to the mists in the distance, where they were uprooting several large buildings. “May I ask rude question?”


    “Only if I can too.”


    Grinning, Turess asked, “Would you have changed your life to make it easier, if you knew that you would never meet Feanne? All of the pain and sorrow could have been avoided, but you would never have seen her face. Is a question I struggle with much in regard to my wife.”


    “I don’t know your wife,” Estin said, hesitating as the mists vaporized the government building at the southern entrance to the city, “but if you’re asking me that, you went through things easily as bad as I have—”


    “Worse in some ways, better in others,” Turess said.


    “—but I would never question it. Even if I lived two thousand years, I would never wish for a second that Feanne wasn’t part of my life. I’ll take any pain, any torture, any misery this world can create to be with her. Even if she had died—and stayed dead—and you asked that same question, I would only replace her name with those of my children. There is nothing I wouldn’t suffer for my family. Do you really think I’d still be here if it wasn’t to save one or more of them?”


    Shaking his head, Turess replied, “No, I would not expect that. This is why I ask. You are better man than I am. I died not knowing how my wife could have betrayed me. She was the reason I died all those years ago. I loved her as you love Feanne, but I cannot forget the betrayal. I want to know how she died out of revenge, even as I hope that I was wrong. It makes me question my choices.”


    Despite knowing Turess’s reluctance, Estin put his hand over his. Turess flinched, but made no effort to pull away. “There had to be a reason. Remember who she was before then, and maybe if we’re very lucky, we will learn what happened to her when we get to Turessi.”


    Pulling his hand from under Estin’s, Turess rubbed at the silver bracelet he wore, scowling at the mists, which had advanced to another street. “I do hate that name,” he said, turning toward the stairs down, below which Estin could see the last of the people of Jnodin running for the northern plains. “Once my brother is gone, we will find new name. Maybe Estinia or something equally absurd. Anything without my name on it. Make someone else be embarrassed for what people living there do.”


    Laughing, Estin followed him down off the walls, the echoes of the mists crushing buildings in the distance.


     


    *


     


    The army fled north for the next two days before Turess directed them slightly east, toward an area he explained would be better-sheltered from the weather. It took most of that day on horseback to reach the canyon ahead of the walking army, but when they did, Estin could see why Turess had chosen the place, even as the snows fell in sheets that limited their ability to see far.


    Two massive flat-topped mountains stood in the middle of the snowy plains, so close together that they likely had once been a single block of stone. The split between them was their destination, shielded not just from wind and snow, but also narrow enough that a dozen men could hold the entrance against an army. Feanne had chosen a similar natural barrier for her pack during the early days of the war.


    “Found this place when I was taking people away from mists,” Turess explained without Estin having to ask. “They make legends about how I fought stone elemental lord here and this is all that is left of it.”


    “Did you fight a stone elemental lord here?” Feanne asked, keeping her attention on the mountains.


    Turess peeked out the corner of his hood at her and then over at Estin before replying. “I did not fight one here. Certainly not here, and certainly did not defeat it. Besides, elemental lords are old gods…much like dragons. They don’t exist, my people always say. You agree, yes, Estin?”


    Estin’s skin prickled with chill that did not come from the wind, but Turess kept watching him with a knowing stare. Finally, the man looked away and grinned.


    “The elemental lords do exist, god or not,” Feanne said, apparently having missed the silent exchange. “I saw them as we fled Lantonne. The four appeared and nearly destroyed the whole region. We were lucky to drag Estin out in time. Had I been slower in finding him, I doubt we would be having his conversation.”


    “And they say I have had adventures,” Turess said to himself, getting a sidelong glance from Feanne. “How often have you saved Estin from lesser gods or more mundane things?”


    Feanne turned in the saddle to look at Estin, but he shrugged. He was not about to restrict whatever she wanted to talk about. If she bragged too much, he had enough on her to turn the conversation around, and she knew it.


    “I have dragged him back from the brink of death no less than four times,” she said after thinking a moment. “He has brought me back from far past the brink once, and I would not dare to count the times I would have died if he had not intervened.”


    Turess did not say anything at first, but he nudged his horse closer to Feanne’s. To Estin’s surprise—and Feanne’s, judging by her snarl—Turess grabbed Feanne by the wrist and examined her hand before she pulled free.


    “Your kind are very worthy warriors,” he explained quickly. “We had an entire contingent of lions in our army. I thought I recognized the claws. My apology for touching, but you keep your fingers hidden often and curl your toes when riding. Have been trying to get a look for week or more.”


    “I am a fox,” Feanne said firmly, tucking her hands under her cloak.


    “We had those too,” Turess added, grinning. “They were fine scouts, though we keep them separate from prey breeds. So many conflicts. Your people were simple, because we knew which ones would attack each other. Among mine…not simple. In my day, I would keep you and Estin far apart so I do not have to get long explanation for why my scouts are missing when I wake.”


    “Why would you have to do that?” Feanne asked, giving Estin a confused glance and an annoyed flick of her tail.


    “You are many kinds of predator, and Estin’s breed was prey…and rare even then, so would not want lionesses killing them off. We only had one of his kind, though she was a truly talented scout. She practically led our campaign into the forests to the far southeast. Others handled battle, but she was never even spotted by our enemies. I doubt my brother even knew I employed that woman. I wonder what ever happened to her.”


    Estin hurried his horse up to Turess’s side. “You’ve seen my breed before?”


    “I have.”


    “What am I?” Estin demanded. “I’ve spent my life trying to find out.”


    “What you are a man who has a heart larger than most,” Turess said. “Would knowing your breed’s name change who you are to your wife or children?”


    “No…”


    “It might,” Turess replied. “Knowing what you are puts you into a little cage of expectations. Your instincts already tell you to hide or run—I can see in your eyes at times. You do not know what you are, so you become what you wish. These days, that is far more important. Would you prefer to tell your children that you fought a war as a valiant hero of the living armies, or tell them that you are simply a male of your breed?”


    “I’d rather be myself,” Estin admitted.


    “I will tell you if you wish. You must ask, knowing what it means for yourself.”


    Estin glanced at Feanne and then back to Turess. Finally, he replied, “I’ve done just fine not knowing what I am.”


    “You know what you are,” Turess answered, smiling. “You simply do not have a word for it. If anything I have learned since I first heard your language, there is no shame in seeking the word you need. It takes time to find it…and you already have, Estin. Your words are: father, husband, mate, protector, and friend. You do not need another. Too many words already.”


    Looking back behind them, Estin could see humans for miles. They had spread out over the plains, most on foot, while some rode horses. Between the three of them and the vast majority of the soldiers, the priests of Kerrelin maintained a tight-knit line, ready to defend those who were along to help and not fight. They were as safe as they could get, prior to finding safety in the canyon ahead.


    “Will they be ready for this war?” Feanne asked, voicing Estin’s thoughts. “Many are bakers and farmers…they are not warriors.”


    “No, they will not fight this war,” Turess replied, keeping his eyes on the canyon. “That is why we come here. The people will remain here to be safe. They will continue to supply us if war lasts too long. For now, we will leave their soldiers with them. We take the wolves and Rishad, and we go north. There will be nothing left among them to draw the mists. Should the mists come anyway, they will pass by in search of greater prey. Is much like wildlings…we trick the predator so those we care about can survive.”


    Estin quickly scanned the group of priests. “Thirty werewolves will not win a war against these odds.”


    “You walked half of Eldvar with only five companions,” Turess reminded him. “Thirty more should seem a blessing. These are not our army, though.”


    “Then who is?”


    Turess laughed and pointed ahead, where Mairlee stood at the entrance to the canyon, sweeping snow off the porch of her house, which had not been there seconds earlier.


    “She’s our army?” Feanne asked, glaring at both of them in turn. “One wizardess will not make much difference. If anything, she will draw the mists to us.”


    “That is the idea,” Turess replied, flicking the reins of his horse to hurry to Mairlee, who waved at them pleasantly. “We now lead the mists instead of running. This I remember from before my death. This is what I wanted us to do and never had time to have On’esquin write.”


     


    *


     


    That night, with the moon rising, Estin lay at the entrance of the canyon, waiting for the order to depart with his head in Feanne’s lap, getting his ears stroked. Since the arrival of Mairlee’s home, the valley had warmed considerably, and it was actually comfortable and dry on the ground, something Estin knew could not possibly last. He and Feanne had chosen to enjoy the twilight together in silence, both knowing that every time they marched to war could be their last. It was no longer even worth discussing.


    Simply the idea of leaving behind this many refugees was hard enough, but doing so with only a handful of soldiers made Estin feel like they were somehow abandoning the people of Jnodin. Likely, they would be safer here than wherever he was going, but that was a difficult thing to convince himself of.


    “We leave within the hour,” Rishad announced, coming over to them, though he kept his distance. “My lord has gathered what we will need, and the priests will ride at your back.”


    “Has he found a path to our destination yet?” Feanne asked, still absently staring down at Estin as she ran her claws through his fur, picking out the tangles. “I would rather not wander the whole of Turessi, looking for Liris or another foe.”


    Rishad smirked and nodded. “He feels that there is really nowhere else to go now. We are headed straight for the great temple at the heart of Turessi, though he started shouting at me when I called it that. I believe he fears that we worship him as a god. Regardless, we are past the time to run and hide.”


    After a minute of quiet, Estin shifted to look more directly at Rishad. “Can you resist him?”


    “Turess? Certainly. I have met far handsomer men.”


    “You know who I meant.”


    “Of course I do, wildling.” He pulled his hood a little lower. Estin had seen him do that repeatedly since they had crossed the border into Turessi, as though he were ashamed of his tattoos or trying to hide his face from someone. “Dorralt cannot control me unless he comes to us. I have already made the offer to act as bait, should it come to that. Arella knows how to kill me if I do change sides.”


    Without looking, Feanne said, “Thank you, Rishad.”


    “For what, fox?”


    “For helping us, despite how you feel about who and what we are.”


    “Who am I to question the direction of Kerrelin’s avatar?” he asked with a grin. When Feanne tensed, he quickly added, “No, I do not think you are the voice of a god, Feanne. What I do believe is that the god I worship may well see the pain my people are inflicting on this world and will act through anyone and anything he or she can to save the wilderness. If that means a pompous vixen wildling, so be it. I am certainly not the one to argue, given what I am. I am an abomination and spend much of my prayers seeking to understand what I am and what I have done to this world. My aid could be considered as much of a miracle as yours. I will take what I can get.”


    “Why do you help?” Estin inquired. “Believing in a god is a far cry from what you’re doing to help all of us.”


    Rishad glanced back up the path into the canyon, where Mairlee was overseeing the packing of the few horses they were taking, with Arella at her side. “Dorralt took much from me—my life, my humanity, even my sister. I spent centuries fighting the feelings that he put inside my head. I once considered myself free, but I know that is not true, so long as he can twist my intentions. Somehow, I believed I was in control. I tore my own parents apart and thought it was my choice. I killed our wildling servants, telling others that they were the ones that murdered my parents. It was many years before I realized the hatred and deception was not something I truly felt in my heart.


    “I do not feel affection the way I did in life. I feel anger and loathing quite clearly, consuming much of my thoughts. When I was young, I was fascinated by those I didn’t understand, but not anymore. If something doesn’t bear my people’s marks, I feel hatred without reason.


    “Arella believes in me…believes I still have good in me. I respect her for that and adore her as much as I can any mortal for her willingness to spare me, despite being a monster. I will repay that courtesy any way I can. She has earned my respect, if only for seeing a side of me that I considered dead centuries ago.”


    As though he realized he had said too much, Rishad quickly added, “Say a word of that to anyone and they will never find your remains.”


    Before Estin could say anything, a sharp whistle behind them signaled the readiness of the horses. It was time to leave.


    Rolling over onto his knees, Estin helped Feanne up, and they waited where they were while Arella and Mairlee brought the rest of the priests to them.


    Soon enough, Arella brought one of the six horses they had with them to Estin and Feanne. “You two should ride,” she told them, handing the reins to Feanne. “The rest of the horses are loaded with food. This is the only one that can be spared for riding.”


    Feanne turned to give the reins to Estin, who glowered at her and did not take them.


    “Surely one of your priests could use a ride?” he asked, ignoring Feanne’s attempts to keep handing the reins to him. She prodded his ribs with them, as though he had not noticed her. “We spent years in the wilds without a horse. I think we can manage this, if everyone else is already walking.”


    “My priests will walk,” Arella said, more firmly than Estin had expected. “It is our way. If one cannot keep up on their own two feet, the rest of us will leave them behind and hope that the beasts of the wilderness kill them to keep our numbers strong. Rishad does not tire and can outrun a horse for short periods of time.”


    “And I am one of them,” Feanne said, looking over at the waiting priests. “I will keep my feet on the ground. Only the old woman or Estin really needs to ride.”


    Estin saw Mairlee’s eyes gleaming at the mention of her, but he chose not to bring her any further into the conversation. Too many chances to let something slip. All it would take was an offhand comment about having her scout from a few hundred feet overhead, and Estin was as good as dead. It would be easier to ignore her until he was surer of what he could and could not say.


    When Feanne tried to grab at his hand to put the reins onto his palm, Estin pushed her hand away. “I’m not riding when the rest of you are walking. Stop treating me like an invalid.”


    “I wasn’t,” Feanne said, looking somewhat hurt. “You know I would have let you die alone in the woods long ago if I thought you were…”


    Having had enough of the way they were acting, Estin closed his eyes and sought out the whispers of magic within his mind. He had not tried since Mairlee brought him back, but he could not think of a better time. With a roar, the voices of the spirits he drew power from came, bringing with them the tingling rush of energy through his body. The weariness that had been plaguing him for so long was gone, opening up limitless potential at his fingertips.


    Estin raised his hand and brought his magic into focus as he opened his eyes, watching as bone-white wisps of energy flowed and drifted over his claws. They floated like a cloud, soon draping his whole arm in their coolness.


    “No vomiting,” Feanne said, smiling nervously. “You told me that leaving for that week was part of getting your powers back, but did not explain. I thought you exaggerated. Are you back to how it was before?”


    “Patience and practice. Turess taught me well.” he replied quickly, making a point not to look toward Mairlee. Once he was sure his point had been made, he let the magic fade away, though the act left him feeling so tired that he nearly fell over. He would need to keep practicing if he was going to be strong enough to fight Dorralt. It no longer felt as though he had been ripped away from his magic, but instead felt more like an unused muscle that needed patient use. “I needed the time away to get it sorted out. Can we get going now?”


    Nearby, Turess stared intently at Estin, clearly understanding his efforts had done nothing to restore Estin’s powers. He thankfully kept his mouth shut.


    Saying nothing else, Arella began walking, with Rishad falling in at her side. The large group of priests followed her out of the canyon, as Estin and Feanne took up the rear of the party, right behind Turess and Mairlee. Turess took the reins from Estin and hopped onto the horse, having no one to argue with about his choice to do so.


    “You are not as strong as you pretend,” Feanne whispered, once they were clear of the canyon and many of the others were engaged in conversations of their own. “Do not risk yourself to prove a point. If your magic is limited, save it for fighting Dorralt.”


    “I promise. I will not do more than is safe,” Estin replied, smiling at her.


    She watched him for some time, seeming to evaluate how much the spell had taken out of him. Eventually, she went back to watching the never-ending expanse of snow-covered plains ahead of them.


    They traveled the rest of that day with short and quiet conversations here and there, but most of the time everyone remained silent. There was an understood risk the farther they traveled that sooner or later they would be found by someone loyal to Dorralt, or one of the clans. When that time came, the fight would be brutal and likely end only once every person in their group had fallen. Dorralt had a hundred thousand undead and an unknown number of those like Rishad, while they had little more than thirty.


    Making matters worse, every time Estin looked back toward the south, he could see the glowing line of mists along the Turessian border, waiting for the last barrier against their entry to fall. Time was limited, though they might have anywhere from a day to a lifetime before the mists came through. There was just no way of knowing, and even Turess refused to speak about it. He kept touching his bracelet and avoided looking southward.


    Shortly after dawn, slowing her pace to drop back alongside Estin, Marilee said, “You worry too much.”


    “What’s there to worry about?” Estin asked lightheartedly, despite how he felt. “A bunch of Turessian clans that will kill us on sight, a two-thousand-year-old undead wizard with a few hundred thousand zombies in his service, or the fact that he knows we’re coming?”


    Marilee smirked as she trudged through the shallow snow, her frail appearance making him more uneasy than if she had shown her true appearance to him again. “I have faced worse odds, mortal. You don’t get to be my age without seeing a little of everything the world can throw at you. Trust that I have a few tricks up my sleeves.”


    “And just how old is that, anyway?”


    Mairlee’s grin seemed almost wide enough to hurt her jaw. “I was several thousand years old when I met Turess the first time. Believe it or not, I am rather young among my people, though I spend more of my time awake and watching mortals than others.”


    “So you have a plan to deal with the mists?”


    At that, Mairlee’s smile dropped away. “No. I have helped push back the things that seep through the holes between our world and the next three times in the nine millennia I’ve lived, but for whatever reason, this time Dorralt did something new. The last few times, it occurred at a singular location, where my kind could concentrate our efforts. Mortals came running to us for help, as Turess did. We chided them on their failure to protect the world’s fabric, and then we fixed the problem. It was rather routine, to be honest. It also meant that we got a good nap as we waited for things to settle down after each incident. We had to hide while the mists retreated, giving them no good source of magic to pursue.


    “This time, the holes were opened in a dozen spots around the world within weeks of one another and there is far more magic in the world. Plugging one hole would only open another that much wider. It took far more magic than any of my people can claim to shut the door completely, but that allowed these free-roaming mists to appear. I have not fought these before, nor do I know how. Attacking them with any of my abilities will only make it stronger. I am as concerned about the mists as I am about why Dorralt intentionally brought them here.”


    “I set off the first explosion,” Estin said, his stomach clenching nervously. “This is my fault.”


    “You were one of many pawns, Estin. You did what he wanted without knowing it. Likely, he expected you to die when the mists began bleeding through. His distaste for your kind was likely why he chose you to do this.”


    Estin fingered the feather hanging around his neck and thought back on his two trips through the mists. Both had been agonizing, but he had come out unharmed. “Do you know why I’m still alive? I went through the mists to Corraith and back. I keep hearing that they should have killed me…I’ve seen it happen to others.”


    “I do, actually,” she replied, lowering her voice a little more and pulling Estin farther back from Rishad, Feanne, and Turess. “The mists consume magic, always starting with the strongest source. Lacking that, they simply destroy randomly in an effort to find any magic within the world. Everything, right down to the smallest insect, contains a miniscule bit of magic. I felt your first trip, as I was not far away at the time, and you had one of Turess’s little trinkets with you. Rings, I believe, though they once were a bracelet that matched the one he still wears.”


    “My children were wearing them, yes,” he admitted, looking toward Turess’s arm, where his robe hid the silver bracelet that Mairlee had mentioned. “We didn’t have those on the return trip. Besides, they were magical—wouldn’t that have made us a target?”


    “Yes and no. The bracelets were made by…well, by On’esquin, with my help, as a wedding gift. They hide the bearer from the mists and the things that come from them. You passed through safely as a result. The mists had no idea you were there and continued to look for something they could eat. All passing through did was charge the bracelets, drawing power away from the mists. They would have spit you out to save themselves, unaware that the bracelet could only absorb so much before it would have exploded.”


    “And the second time? The rings were left with Oria.”


    “That one has vexed me for a while,” Mairlee said, frowning. “What came with you?”


    “Arturis…an old Turessian.”


    She glanced over, studying him. “What condition was everyone in upon arrival?”


    “Entirely powerless. All of our magic had vanished. Arturis was mortal again. The entire region around us was void of magic.”


    “There is your answer,” she said. “The mists did not destroy you because they were draining away magic, starting with his. They could not risk killing Arturis before he was an empty shell, and they certainly are not sentient enough to understand that you were not part of him.”


    “I was happier thinking I was just that lucky.”


    Mairlee laughed at that and nodded. “I can imagine. You do have luck, Estin, but those times were not a part of it. Your luck has yet to play out. A great many threads of fate are about to come together, and many of them are influenced by the things you have done and will do.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    Mairlee never had a chance to reply. An explosion rocked the ground hard enough that most of the group fell and several priests had to practically tackle the horses to keep them from running. Estin landed on hands and knees, as did Turess and even Mairlee, but Feanne was to them in seconds, helping them stand.


    “There’s a battle ahead,” she explained, and Estin realized she had blood running down the left side of her face. Feanne seemed to notice his attention, touched the fur there, and sighed. “Flying debris. I am fine. We need to take cover or charge before they know we are here. Standing around will make matters worse. They were not yet aiming for us.”


    Standing on unsteady feet, Mairlee answered, “Put your troops into battle, wildlings. Leaving now will burn many threads from the fabric. We are yet again woven into places we do not belong. You’ve knotted my fate to those I would rather ignore…again.”


    Feanne blinked and stared at Mairlee before turning to Turess, motioning him on. The order was passed from him to the priests, and one by one they changed into werewolves. Soon, only Rishad, Turess, and Mairlee remained furless, and the wolves howled to announce themselves to whatever was coming.


    Estin hurried to the front of the group with Feanne at his side. He half expected to find a line of undead facing them, but instead he found the gentle slope of the terrain ahead of them allowed him to look over two vast armies, already engaged in a vicious battle. The army from the south was outnumbered ten to one, but they were somehow holding their ground. The other was a force Estin had seen far too often in his life.


    Thousands of undead were closing in on the living army, which appeared to have been marching northward. The disorganization of the undead had allowed the smaller living force to hold its ground this long, but it would not last once the undead encircled the mortal troops. Adding to the hopelessness of the situation, Estin could see bolts of energy flung from the back lines of the undead army, crashing into the other group. Occasionally, one such blast would be deflected by someone among the living soldiers. It was one of those stray attacks that had nearly hit their group.


    “Call the charge,” Feanne ordered, and Turess let out a whistle that the wolves reacted to immediately. “Flank the undead. If we can pull them in two directions, we might be able to lessen their advantage.”


    Hopping back onto the spare horse, Turess rode among the werewolves, with Rishad running hard at his side. Feanne hesitated, remaining with Estin and Mairlee a moment longer.


    “Go,” Estin insisted. “I’ll see what we can do from afar. We have a better view from here.”


    Grabbing and squeezing his hand, Feanne then took off at a run after the others, her speed enhanced by her magic. Soon she was only a short distance behind the wolves, right before the entire group slammed into the undead army from the side, tearing in with a ferocity that made even Estin nervous.


    “What can you do to help?” he asked after the battle was engaged, getting a surprised look from Mairlee. “You’re a damned god…you know we can’t win this without some help.”


    “There is a difference between being called something and it being entirely true,” she replied, shaking her head. “But yes, I can assist. This will take time and will weaken me greatly, as I must keep myself hidden from the mists and Dorralt. I am already far from my best after helping you. Get down there and help how you can, and keep attention off me. I do not want anyone on either side realizing what I am.”


    “How will I know…?”


    “Trust me, you will know when it happens,” she said, grinning broadly. “Go.”


    Running after the others, Estin could not help but feel like the weakest member of their army. He watched the werewolves tore the undead limb from limb. Even Feanne, with little more than her claws, enlarged by magic, was cutting a line through the enemy, occasionally hurling summoned acid at the undead when she could not reach them. Beside them, Rishad and Turess reduced small pockets of the undead to ash with each wave of their hands, the two men advancing slowly side by side. Again, Estin saw the flickers of energy across Turess’s bracelet, making him wonder at its role in the man’s magic. Given what Mairlee had said about the bracelets, he had to assume it was somehow augmenting Turess’s natural abilities.


    Estin closed to within a hundred feet of the bloody melee, still unable to clearly see the living army past all of the undead. A flash of light off to his right made him stop, searching the undead for their wizard. He soon spotted them, a trio that stood apart from the rest of the decaying corpses they were leading. From what he could see, they were unaware of his presence, their attention largely on the werewolves.


    Flanked by two ghostly humanoid figures, a single Turessian was flinging most of the magic at the living army. The flash Estin had seen was her beginning another spell, the ghosts mirroring her movements. They were somehow amplifying the Turessian’s spells, giving her far greater reach to allow her to stay hidden well behind the lines. Yet another old magic he did not understand or have any way to learn. It was frustrating always being one step behind even the weakest of the Turessians.


    Estin stayed where he was and drew his magic in, forcing himself to remain calm as the rush of voices filled his head. He had no time to think through what he was doing or the Turessian’s spell would kill dozens, possibly among his own group.


    Weaving the erratic flow of energy that the disembodied voices granted him, Estin directed it at a point between the Turessian and the living groups. His spell took shape as a ball of flame flew from the Turessian’s hand, with Estin’s magic creating a wall of shimmering light that soaked up the flame before dissipating, taking her spell with it.


    Estin’s skin prickled with heat when both spells fall apart, though it had done what he had hoped. He was still weaker than he would have liked, but he had managed to buy time for everyone. Then, in dismay, he saw he was being watched. The Turessian and her ghostly companions were staring right at him. He hardly had a chance to swear before the two ghosts raced across the snow toward him and the Turessian began another spell.


    “Okay, you can do this, Estin,” he whispered, shaping another spell quickly. It was a difficult one, meant to disrupt the energies that held undead together. He had to deal with one threat at a time. He had managed to use similar magic years earlier to destroy a banshee that had nearly killed Insrin and Feanne, but he had not tried anything like it since.


    Loosing the spell an instant before the Turessian completed hers, Estin threw himself sideways. The snow where he had been standing erupted upward, throwing stones and dirt nearly fifty feet into the air. He managed to roll onto his side in time to see one of the ghosts dissipate with a shriek, though the other seemed to shrug off the spell easily.


    Estin hurriedly thought through his options. The ghost would reach him in less than ten seconds, and the Turessian was already preparing another spell. He knew he could not kill her, which meant the ghost had to be his sole focus.


    Getting up to his knees as the ghost floated up the hillside, Estin watched with some amusement as Rishad tackled the Turessian in the distance. Raising his hands, Estin began another spell as an incredible chill filled his heart at the ghost’s approach. The spell went off as the ghost rose over him, its vaguely human features twisted with anger.


    Nothing happened.


    Estin stared down at his fingers, thinking through the spell. He had done nothing wrong. Even if the ghost had managed to dispel the magic, there should have been some visible effect. Magic had to go somewhere, and he had felt the power flow through him, only to vanish.


    Looking up, Estin saw the ghost was equally confused. Then he saw the faint Turessian tattoos on the ghost’s face as it studied him. Drifting more slowly, the ghost reared over him, causing his fur to frost over with its proximity. It would only take minutes so close to such a creature before Estin would die from its presence…its magic and deadly touch were another matter, entirely.


    “Hello, Estin,” the ghost whispered, its feet touching the ground briefly. He stared at Estin with eyes that gleamed yellow, then turned to watch the Turessian being battered by Rishad in the distance. Returning his attention to Estin, the ghost laughed airily. “It was good to see you again. Perhaps we can talk another time.”


    “Oramain…” Estin gasped.


    The ghost chuckled and floated away. Once he was about twenty feet away, he faded from sight. Try as he might, Estin could not find him.


    A distant vibration snapped Estin out of his worry for where the ghost had gone. The sensation seemed to come from the air itself, and he glanced back up the hill to see Mairlee raising her hands to the sky. A second later, a rush of air came down heavily, knocking every combatant to the ground. In vast swaths, the undead either crumbled to ash or lay where they fell, unable to defend themselves as armored people scrambled to cut them down. It took only a few minutes and the entire battle had turned, with thousands of soldiers coming out to meet Feanne and the werewolves, who were staring at the destruction around them as though unsure what to do next.


    Estin turned his attention back to the Turessian Rishad had attacked and saw Rishad lay in a twisted heap. The robed woman fled toward the hills in the distance. She was far faster than anyone but another Turessian, so there was no point in pursuing. Instead, he got up and hurried down the hillside to Rishad, who was already nearly whole by the time he arrived.


    “Are you all right?” Estin asked, coming to his side. A rib that stuck out through Rishad’s robe slipped back under the skin as he nodded. “Someone you knew?”


    “My sister…I think you’ve met her.” Rishad lay down hard, wiping blood off his face. “Liris is Dorralt’s new general. I think we will see much more of her. He gives her far more strength than he ever gave me. This really changes our old sibling rivalries. Imagine fighting with a sibling who can break your spine by accident.”


    Patting the man’s shoulder, Estin got back up and headed through the remains of the battlefield. Heavily armored men and women moved from one zombie to the next, hacking off their heads. Most were already lifeless, but Estin understood the precaution.


    Near the middle of the field, Feanne stood with the werewolves at her back, facing ten armored soldiers. Estin could see no tabards or land’s flags among them, and they stood silently.


    The lead man among them watched Feanne and then Estin through the slit in his visor. He lowered his shield and let it fall to the ground before tossing aside his sword and walking toward Feanne. “Pack-leader…” the man said softly, his voice echoed by his helmet. He looked to Estin next, laughing faintly. “And our healer. I really should not be surprised by anything anymore.”


    Feanne gave Estin a brief gesture that told him not to get any closer. She kept herself between the man and the werewolves, ready for anything. They had been fighting far too long to assume anything.


    “Identify yourself, human,” Feanne barked, pointing sharply at another soldier that had took a step forward, stopping him where he was. “Right now everyone here smells of death. I want to see your face before I let any of you a single step closer. My wolves will tear you all apart if you try to approach.”


    Nodding, the human motioned for his fellow soldiers to take a few steps back, which they did. Turning back to the werewolves and wildlings, he unbuckled his helm and pulled it off, letting it fall to the ground. Unruly brown hair that had grown considerably since Estin had seen him last was matted to his head after the battle, but his chiseled jaw and the youthful gleam to his eyes was unmistakable.


    “Lieutenant Linn?” Estin asked, staring in shock at the human he had not seen in years. “I thought everyone died in the valley.”


    “Not really a lieutenant for any one city anymore, but yeah, it’s me. I thought everyone who wasn’t with us died,” Linn said, eyeing Feanne before taking a knee in front of her. “I assume you’re still in charge?” Feanne smirked at that, but kept quiet. The werewolves behind her snarled and pawed at the ground. “Your pack has gotten a lot rougher-looking, Feanne. I miss the old family, but this will probably be better suited to war.”


    While Linn remained on one knee, the other soldiers with him removed their own helmets. Estin’s eyes widened as he saw a dark elven woman, a fae-kin with small stubby horns that seemed familiar, and a dark-skinned human that could easily have been Yoska’s brother. Farther back, other soldiers milled about, and Estin saw dwarves, an angry little halfling in once-fine rags, orcs, ogres, and anything else he could imagine.


    There were even creatures he had long considered “monsters” among them, most notably two little scaly skinned humanoids with row upon row of pointed teeth that eyed the corpses greedily—goblins. He had never even heard of someone taming them, let alone trusting them with weapons and armor.


    Near the goblins, a tight-knit group of red-skinned creatures with big black eyes, stubby wings, and horns gleefully tore apart several of the undead. Estin had to think through rumors and legends and realized they were kobolds, demonic little monsters that parents tended to use as a threat for their children. Estin had never seen one himself, but Feanne had mentioned them offhand several times in her stories about wandering in the woods near Altis.


    “I see you noticed my army,” Linn said, grinning as he stood. “Seems having legions of undead walking through land after land motivates people to work together. Most of them came to me. We’ve been adding a hundred or so with each land we crossed coming here. Half of them don’t speak our language, but that didn’t stop them from following us and helping. I have to admit, I was more than a little reluctant with some of them.”


    A squeal from the edge of the army made Estin jump and Feanne’s ears perk as she braced herself to fight. Many of the werewolves lowered themselves to the ground, ready to attack the thin little female that came running on hooved feet from the army toward them, wearing leather armor over a hand-sewn dress that did not belong on a battlefield. The female deer leaped onto Feanne, knocking her onto her back with a joyous squeak, oblivious to the werewolves watching.


    “Pack-leader!” Alafa exclaimed, sitting up atop Feanne with her huge eyes beaming…until she saw the werewolves all around her and looked at Feanne to see bared fangs. With another squeak, Alafa dove aside and hid behind Linn, peeking out at Estin and Feanne. “Good to see you?”


    “Alafa is one of our best scouts,” Linn explained, patting Alafa on the top of the head, helping to calm her as she twitched her nose and stared at one of the werewolves. “Outruns nearly anything that comes after us.”


    “Are the wolves friendly carnivores or the scary eat-my-brothers kind?” Alafa asked, moving to Linn’s other side.


    Sitting up and brushing snow off herself, Feanne said, “They are allies. I would not go so far as to say friendly. They are as friendly as I ever was.”


    Alafa blinked a few times and then seemed to relax, turning to look up at Linn, as though she had forgotten the werewolves already. “I found a creepy furless female with the pointy ears sneaking around back.”


    “She means me, I’m afraid,” Mairlee said, slowly walking up to the group. “Everyone ran a little too fast for me to keep up.”


    Linn patted Alafa again and bowed his head to Mairlee. “I know Estin and Feanne…you I don’t know.”


    Smiling as she bowed back, Mairlee answered, “A retired wizardess along for sage advice and little else. They call me Mairlee.”


    “Well met, Mairlee.” Linn started to turn back to Estin. Suddenly his eyes went wide and Alafa screamed before running back toward the rest of their army. The man snatched his shield and sword from the ground, and the werewolves near Estin looked around in confusion. Estin frantically looked about, trying to find a threat and seeing nothing. “Estin, get down!”


    Turning to look over his shoulder, Estin saw Rishad and Turess walking up, talking to each other, unaware of Linn’s reaction. Estin hurriedly stepped between them and Linn, putting up his arms to stop the two Turessians and keep Linn from going past him.


    “They’re friends,” Estin said quickly, as Turess and Rishad stopped right behind him. He swore he heard Rishad laugh. Turess noticed the weapon pointed at him and moved back a step.


    Linn kept his sword drawn and slowly glanced over at Feanne, then to the werewolves, and finally back to Estin, with the two tattooed humans. His eyes narrowing, he slowly lowered his sword, but did not sheath it. “Thirty werewolves, two Turessians, and an elven wizardess who claims to be retired,” Linn said, frowning deeply. “You two keep company as odd as you always did. I’ll allow them into my camp if you’re vouching for them, but I won’t claim to trust them. Follow us back to camp. We may not be able to offer much, but we do have information and plenty of food. It’s the least I can do.”


    Estin gave Rishad quick warning about being on good behavior, and when he turned back, Mairlee was right in front of him, smiling warmly.


    “It is funny how these things happen,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “Almost as though your life intertwined with all the people you would need to survive this whole thing. Fate is a funny thing, isn’t it? Did you know that Linn’s parents once worshiped at the last shrine dedicated to me? Quite a coincidence.”


    Estin waited until the others had wandered off after Linn, leaving him alone with Mairlee. “How much of this is your doing?”


    “Remarkably little,” she replied, grinning and walking away, with Estin hurrying to keep up. “You and your mate did most of the heavy lifting on this. I merely nudged the odds. About the largest thing I have done so far was getting you to Altis as a child. Everything else arranged itself.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “With Honor”


     


    “Raeln, get over here!”


    His ears shot up—or as “up” as one of them would go anymore—and Raeln searched the endless expanse of tents and quickly constructed huts for Dalania, who had called for him.


    With five clans, two lesser clans, their slaves, and ancestors now following, it was getting overly crowded, even out on the plains. Twice in the last week, they had faced skirmishes with Dorralt’s forces, most of whom had been trying to retreat back to the Turessian temple somewhere in the north, and each of those fights had brought more people under Raeln’s banner. The clans no longer bothered to explain why they did or did not trust Raeln. They simply wanted to unify for a common cause that did not require them to defile the ancestors of anyone.


    Finally spotting Dalania, standing as apart as she could manage in the crushing mass of black-robed humans, Raeln pushed his way through the crowd to get to her. It was far easier than he remembered in any of the southern cities, given the Turessian dislike of physical contact. One stray touch of his fingers, and people practically leaped out of his way. According to Yiral, he had been nicknamed “Touching Wolf” by someone, and the name had spread. So far, they had been kind enough not to call him that in his own language.


    “What is it?” Raeln demanded once he was close enough that he could ask without shouting. “Are the scouts back from Jnodin yet?”


    Nodding vigorously, Dalania quickly replied, “Yes. They all got back about twenty minutes ago. We need to ride right now or there is no chance of getting a look at Jnodin. They are reporting that the mists have nearly cut us off already. Within a few hours, the city will be lost. They did see a large force moving north from the walls, but at a distance, they had to assume it was more of Dorralt’s troops.”


    “Any sign of Feanne and Estin?”


    Dalania shook her head, but motioned toward two horses that were already saddled and led by a young Turessian boy. “No one has seen much, though I still believe that is where they would look for us, if they’re alive. I would not delay further, though. If they are in there, we don’t have long before they’ll run and be gone again. Even if they are not there, the people fleeing the city might have seen them.”


    Running to the horses, Raeln practically jumped onto one, startling the beast enough that it reared and tried to buck him. He got it under control and kicked with his paws, taking off at a run, with Dalania not far behind him. They rode through the sprawling village that the Turessians had created around their latest camp, until finally they could ride free on the open plains. Raeln could see Turessians running for their own horses in a hurry to catch up, but with his head-start, he was fairly certain he and Dalania would be alone for this. It was how he wanted things, especially if what they found was anything less than his friends alive and well. The last thing he needed were Turessian preservers trying to explain to him to be calm at all times, or offering to raise Estin and Feanne as undead.


    They raced across the snowy plains toward the distant walls of Jnodin, which had been spotted the previous evening. Raeln had ordered the clans to stop and rest the night, with the expectation of reaching the city at first light. On a whim, he had sent scouts to make sure the city was intact, and he had regretted that choice the moment the sun had set, letting him see the glow of mists all across the southern horizon. Now it was directly toward that glow that they rode as fast as the horses would take them.


    The northern gate came into sight as the walls grew steadily larger. So too did the mists, which rose like a wave overtop the far side of the city. Raeln had never seen mists as dense or as widespread as these, stretching across the entire mountain range that contained Jnodin. The mists were already tearing at the southern end of the city, crashing and rising again, seemingly taking their time to utterly obliterate the place.


    Far to the west, Raeln could make out another group racing northward. Snarling, he realized it was probably a scout force for Dorralt, but his goal was not to engage them this day. For once he wanted to go somewhere without bloodshed, so he could find friends who were not bleeding their last into the snow, as far too many humans had in the last few weeks. With only himself and Dalania, he could not even consider engaging the enemy. If that force turned around, he would be forced to flee.


    “Don’t stop at the gate,” Raeln called over his shoulder. “Ride through the main loop of the city. Grab any survivors and keep going. If we don’t find them, there’s no time to wait. Get in and get out.”


    Dalania lowered herself on her horse, somehow urging it to ride even harder without any visible prompting. Her mount passed Raeln’s as they approached the gate—surrounded by abandoned boxes and bags, as well as one crate as large as a wagon that looked as though it had arrived later than the rest. She disappeared into the shadowed interior of the city, turning left down the main street. From what Raeln remembered of the place, she was headed in the direction that would take her past the northern temple.


    As soon as he passed under the gate, Raeln yanked his own horse right, hoping to double the ground they covered. The entire city was built like a giant wheel, meaning they would meet up somewhere on the south end of Jnodin—assuming the mists held off that long. He could already see them filling much of the sky, making that highly unlikely. If he had to guess, the mists rose nearly two hundred feet.


    All around Raeln, abandoned wagons with broken wheels, dropped belongings, and even stray horses and dogs were visible, often scattering when they saw him. Everything he saw would be destroyed or killed soon enough, making him wish he had more people with him to salvage supplies from the city. There simply was not enough time. Had he waited for anyone else, the city would have been gone before they arrived.


    A distant boom of a building collapsing helped prod Raeln’s horse to ride even harder, making its way gradually southward. Once he had followed the curved road far enough to see the southern half of the city, he spotted the mists hanging over the walls, churning like a tornado that was about to descend. His horse’s eyes widened with panic, but to its credit, the beast just kept running.


    Raeln sniffed almost constantly, even as his head began to spin from getting too much air. He could pick out human scents everywhere, despite his poor sense of smell and the broken bones in his muzzle, but there was nothing familiar. He started to think the ride was a waste. He watched the mists evaporate the southern walls and caught the faintest hint of Estin’s scent. The man was unique enough that Raeln would know his smell anywhere. If Raeln’s nose could find him, he had to have been close recently.


    Snapping the reins, Raeln directed his horse straight toward the mists. He was not sure if he was getting closer or farther from the scent, but it was the only lead he had.


    The shrill cry of a child snapped Raeln’s attention to one of the side streets. His horse slowed and stopped, bucking against his order to keep running straight at the mists. Raeln leaped off the animal and dragged it to a post near a shop. After tying the horse off, Raeln listened for another cry and faintly made out sobbing in the distance. He took off running toward it, hoping he was not too late. Even if he could not save his friends, he would not leave a child to die here.


    Raeln entered the labyrinthine alleys that lined the main street, following his ears as much as his nose to find the child. He came out in a back street, where a human boy, probably no older than six, was sitting on the ground near a toppled wagon, crying. As Raeln approached, the boy sniffled, looked up, and then screamed and hid behind part of the wagon.


    “Come with me!” Raeln called out, but the child slid farther back. “There’s no time!”


    Looking south, Raeln saw the mists had not only breeched the city, they had swept away most of the southern buildings with the force of a hurricane, but without the winds. He had maybe five minutes before the mists would reach the street where he stood.


    “Please!” Raeln begged, circling the wagon while the child continued to evade him. Raeln stopped halfway around the wagon when something caught his eye. Looking down, he saw a human woman’s arm sticking out from underneath. He frantically searched the street and saw the broken leads at the front of the wagon, where horses or oxen would have been fastened. They had broken free and run, toppling the wagon on the driver and likely tossing the boy.


    Kneeling, Raeln touched the woman’s hand, finding it cold. She had been dead awhile already. There was no saving her. He would have to save her child to make amends for being too slow to arrive. He owed her that. Another life lost because he had failed.


    Raeln leaped onto the wagon and down to the other side, catching the child by the shirt before he could escape. Pulling the screaming boy to his chest as he ran, Raeln tried to ignore the sound of stone and wood being crushed behind him. The mists were far closer than he would have liked. In a moment of foolishness, he glanced back and saw the mists were rolling into the street like a crashing wave of water, collapsing every building in their path as they tried to reach him.


    Carrying the child, who had yet to take a breath between screams, Raeln broke out into the main street where he had left his horse. The animal was gone, leaving only a small bit of the leather reins still tied to the post where he had left it.


    “Smarter than I am,” Raeln muttered, shifting the child to keep him from slipping away. He searched the street for anything else that he could coax into carrying him out of the city, but found the whole place abandoned. He would have to get himself out.


    Glancing back over his shoulder, Raeln watched as the buildings on the south side of the street collapsed under the mists, their wood and stone floating away into the cloud. He was no more than twenty feet from them and could already feel an unnatural tingle across his skin. The boy he carried sobbed more softly as Raeln backed away from the mists and then turned to run.


    Raeln raced through the city, urged far beyond the fastest he had ever run before by the crashes of buildings falling behind him. His legs went numb long before he could see the northern gates, but he kept moving, knowing that even if he broke a leg, he had to keep going or they both would die. The pads of his feet felt torn to shreds, but there was no choice but to keep going.


    The northern gate came into sight, with Dalania sitting atop her horse in the middle. She had no one with her and had not noticed him yet, so Raeln let out a shrill bark in the hope that she would hear him. He could not spare enough breath for anything more.


    Her attention snapping to him, Dalania kicked her horse and rode straight at Raeln. Another crash behind him made him wonder if she would be too late. Already his tail felt flame and ice licking at it from the mists. He tried to find the breath to shout for Dalania to run, to stay away from him, but he could not pull enough air into his lungs.


    About twenty feet from Raeln, Dalania turned her horse, aiming to come around as she would reach him. The increasing winds at his back told him there would be no time for her to stop.


    “Take him and go!” Raeln shouted, flinging the child at where Dalania would be a second later. She managed to grab the boy midair as her horse finished righting itself. With a glance nervously at him, Dalania flicked her reins again and ran for the gate, leaving Raeln behind.


    Raeln pushed himself to his limits as his whole back began to freeze. He could no longer feel his tail, and every stride his paws would hit what felt like a pool of water behind him. The odds of outrunning the mists were immeasurable, but he was not about to stop trying. He had lived through far too much to ever give up.


    His paws pounding loudly on the stone street, Raeln passed the old temple as he made for the gate, where Dalania had stopped to watch him. Grinning happily that he had made it even that far, he opened his mouth to yell his thanks to her for taking the child—and tripped over an uneven stone. He, flipped forward and crashed hard across the pavement, tearing his clothing and skin as he slid to a stop.


    Frantically rolling to his side, Raeln watched the mists race toward him before turning abruptly east. They moved as one creature, diverting toward the temple and leaving him intact, only five feet from a blackened section of the street. In some spots that had been pavement seconds earlier, ice melted in the sunlight, while other areas had been coated with sand or mud. Likewise, ice crystals melted into his fur, having coated much of his lower legs and tail, though he could see some areas where he had instead been burned.


    Raeln panted nervously, unable to make himself move as his attention darted from one noise to the next, fearing the mists’ return. Instead, they surged into the temple itself, much of the cloud gathering around the upper part of the walls. The rest thickened around the altar or near it. The main body of the mists stopped in the southern half of the city, waiting for something.


    Shaking his head in confusion, Raeln crawled away until his limbs had stopped shaking enough that he could stand. He then jogged, coming up to Dalania, who still sat at the entrance to the city with the small child cradled in her arms.


    “Are you insane?” she demanded, keeping her voice low to let the child rest. “Where’s your horse?”


    Raeln opened his mouth to reply and then spotted the animal farther out past the northern gates, munching on some exposed plants. He pointed at it and started walking, hoping it would diffuse the argument he knew would be coming. A whole city was collapsing and she would be upset for days if that horse died.


    He got about ten feet out of the gate when he realized the massive crate they had passed on their way in was free of snow, unlike all the other items that had been cast aside nearby. The rest of the small abandoned goods were clearly left by people fleeing the city and were partially clear, but the crate was freshly arrived. As he stared at it, he saw something had been burned into the side of the wood above a reinforced door that had a massive iron lock on it. He almost started walking again, but then saw the holes drilled into the wood near the top.


    Air holes. There was something alive in there, or there had been.


    Whistling to catch Dalania’s attention, Raeln headed for the crate, glancing back to be sure the mists were not coming again. Thankfully, the glowing cloud remained near the temple for the moment. He had a few minutes, maybe more.


    Raeln got a running start, jumped to get a grip on the top of the nearly hovel-sized box, and hoisted himself atop it. From there he could lean over and look into the air holes. At first he saw nothing in the dim light, but as his eyes adjusted, he thought he saw bodies inside. Six, maybe seven bodies.


    “Raeln,” Dalania gasped, stopping her horse in front of the box’s door. “Raeln…this makes no sense. Jnodin wouldn’t drag something like this out here and leave it.”


    Leaning a little farther out, Raeln stared at the upside-down writing over the door. The words were written in Turessian, though the script was simple enough that Raeln recognized most of it and reasoned out the rest. “Shipment three of three, western Turessi. Do not open.”


    Raeln sniffed at the air holes and realized there were three distinct types of scents: Orcs, wildlings, and feces. He had gotten his numbers wrong and there were maybe eight or nine people inside, and they stunk as though they had been in the box for days or longer. He could also smell disease.


    “Get them out, now!” Raeln said, hopping back to the ground. The child began to cry, but Raeln knew they all would have a lot to cry about if the mists closed in on them again. “Dalania, hurry.”


    Whispering to the child to calm him a little, Dalania climbed down from her horse and raised a hand toward the door of the box. She twisted her fingers slightly, and a flare of light sparked off the lock, only to ricochet onto the ground nearby. Frowning, she tried again, and this time a flash of energy shot high into the air. The lock did not budge.


    “It’s shielded against magic,” she explained, shaking her head. “Raeln…the mists are moving again. We need to go!”


    Raeln looked toward the gates and saw Dalania was right. The mists had passed over the temple and were spreading again. He could only see about twenty feet past the gate, and the crate he stood next to was no more than another ten feet out.


    “Start riding,” Raeln said, walking up to the door of the crate. He heard her mount and walk the horse a few feet and then stop. He honestly could not force her to run, but he was certain if the mists threatened the child or her horse, she would decide to leave him, if only to save the child she was hugging tightly.


    Raeln ran his palm over the thick door, feeling the boards for how they fit together. The beams that crossed the main planks of the door would make them nearly impossible to hack through. Whoever had designed the crate had gone to great efforts to make it strong enough to keep people out, but far stronger against those inside. They wanted these people to die in misery and humiliation.


    A shift in the winds brought with it gusts of both blazing heat and bitter cold. Raeln did not have much longer. Closing his eyes, he put his palm against the frame around the door, where the wood was thickest but not reinforced.


    Somewhere behind him, Raeln could hear Dalania shouting, but he needed to concentrate or he would break his hand. He managed to tune her out, and as he did, several hoarse voices from inside the crate called out for help. Those were far harder to ignore. He wanted desperately to listen, to answer those people, to let them know help was coming, or at least that he was trying to help.


    Raeln took a slow breath and punched the frame with as much force as he could muster. The wood splintered under his palm, buckling and shifting as the door lost its support. Pain grew quickly as he pulled away his hand, letting him know he had not gotten the strike quite right. With luck, nothing was broken.


    Almost immediately the door of the crate was kicked open and a half-starved orcish woman eyed Raeln nervously, her gaze going to his tattoos. She clenched her jaw, her white tusks standing out against her nearly black-green skin as she backed away. For a long moment, she bared her pointed teeth and held her ground, but then looked behind herself and then back to Raeln.


    She said something in Turessian that Raeln could not understand, which she recognized and quickly switched to the common trade tongue. “Come to finish us or free us?” she demanded in a raspy voice. Other orcs cowered behind her, watching Raeln. “Whichever it is…make it quick.”


    “Start running,” Raeln told her, clutching his throbbing hand to his side. “Follow my friend’s horse. She will guide you to safety.”


    The orc nodded and walked past Raeln, stopping only long enough to punch him in the arm. At first, he thought it to be some mild challenge, but each of the three adult orcs who walked by him did the same. Even two orcish children hopped up to punch him. He had to believe it was some kind of strange greeting or acknowledgement.


    With the orcs stumbling weakly across the stone ground toward Dalania, Raeln realized the wildlings were not getting up. There were three in the crate, one sitting in the middle, staring at the ground, and the other two lying near the far corner, unmoving. The two at the back were brown wolves, while the nearer man was a nearly white bear of some kind.


    “I need you to start walking,” Raeln told them, stepping into the crate despite seeing the glow of the mists from the corner of his eye. He tried very hard not to think about what his feet were coming down on, knowing there was no time to be dainty about getting the wildlings to safety. “There will be food and water where we’re…”


    He trailed off as the bear looked up at him, his entire muzzle covered with dried blood. For a moment, Raeln thought he had killed someone, but as the bear took a ragged breath, Raeln could see his tongue was gone and many of his teeth were broken. The man had likely lost a tremendous amount of blood, and given the filth within the crate, infection was inevitable. From the look of the bear’s mouth, his tongue had been ripped out, rather than cut.


    “Can you walk?” Raeln asked, taking a knee in front of him.


    The bear nodded before hanging his head. Raeln knew that look from his time with Estin after Feanne’s death. The man was ready to die and no longer had the strength to fight. He could walk, he just would not unless pushed to do so.


    “We’re going to make it,” he said, grabbing him roughly and dragging him to his feet. He did not resist, though he did not really help either.


    Looking down at the two wolves, Raeln realized they were not breathing. The two corpses lay close, their hands clasped together and their eyes staring at the ceiling of the crate. Both were so badly withered that he could not even guess if they had been male or female, not that it mattered. He had failed them by not finding them sooner. It did not matter if the crate had arrived seconds before he had. He felt entirely responsible for not stopping whatever had been done to these people.


    Channeling his anger into the strength he would need to carry the bulky wildling, Raeln began walking, supporting most of the other man’s weight. As soon as they came into the daylight, the bear groaned and covered his eyes, which was something Raeln wished he could do. The mists were already passing the gate, giving him almost no time. He had to keep his eyes open and watch to ensure they did not get trapped.


    “I’m going to start running. Do what you can to help,” he said when he saw the mists surge forward again.


    To his surprise, the bear gradually took most of the burden off Raeln. From what Raeln could tell, the man would likely collapse without some support, but he sported a look of clear determination, making himself keep running despite how he felt and whatever pain he might have.


    They ran for what felt like hours, until Dalania’s horse came around and cut Raeln off, forcing him to slow to a stop. Panting, Raeln nearly fell over, and despite his efforts, the other wildling did. Raeln barely caught him before he hit the stones, helping to ease him down as his eyes rolled back.


    Coming to their sides, the orcish woman who had first spoken to him in the crate said, “That one has been in there for two weeks or better. He was in there when we arrived. His tribe would be proud for his strength. He did not even cry out when she took his tongue, if only to spite that woman.”


    Raeln ignored her at first, glancing back to see if the mists were close. Thankfully, they had slowed and stopped, gradually climbing what appeared to be an invisible wall that held them back. Shaking his head in confusion, Raeln finally asked, “What about the wolves?”


    “Found shortly after we were taken from the clans that held us. They were taken out and beaten every night.” Her shoulders sank. “The mad woman made sure that we heard them scream until dawn’s light. The only food or water they got was whatever we held onto for them.”


    “The mad woman?”


    She reached out and touched Raeln’s tattooed brow with a trembling finger. “Marked like you. Even the clan that enslaved us feared her. She said we might see you before the mists took us. We were expected to know your appearance by her description.”


    “Let me guess,” Raeln said sadly, sitting down hard. “Liris?”


    The orcish woman nodded and lowered her eyes. “She told us to tell you that you will keep finding your kin in pieces until she can face you again. Your death or countless. I can tell you where you can find her. I believe we were the last of those she had left around the region for you. We did not wait long for your arrival. An hour or two at most.”


    Rolling onto his side, the bear snarled weakly at the orc before turning to look at Raeln. He forced himself upright, eyeing Raeln as though judging him. After a moment, he grabbed Raeln and pulled him into a hug that threatened to break his ribs. A second later, he released Raeln and patted his shoulder. Looking over at the orc, the bear put a hand over Raeln’s mouth and then pointed at the orc, shaking his head slowly.


    “I can’t let people keep dying for me,” Raeln argued as he pulled away, knowing exactly what the bear meant. He did not want the orcs telling Raeln where to find Liris. “I’ll go to her…”


    The bear let out a croaking growl and shoved Raeln backward.


    “He is a warrior,” the orc said for the bear, smiling grimly. “A thousand might die, but he would have you stand proudly in the face of your foes. He would have made a fine orc. Forget what I said. I will not tell you where to find the mad woman. My family will fight at your side, not lead you to your death. Out of respect for all who have died, you will find her when the time is right, not on her terms.”


    The bear wildling grinned halfheartedly before collapsing.


     


    *


     


    Raeln waited on the top of a hilly rise throughout the evening, watching the north. The people they had rescued, after receiving some healing from the Turessians, were already asleep and better fed than they had been in weeks. All of them had gotten sick after eating more food than their stomachs could handle, but Raeln could not fault them. They had starved for weeks, and anything more than a few scraps was a feast to them. At least for the moment, there would be no more deaths. Yiral had volunteered to watch over them and see to their care until they were healthy enough to fight alongside the other troops.


    “You watch for coming armies?” Yoska asked, his boots crunching in the snow as he trudged up to Raeln’s side. Yoska rubbed his arms and shivered. “The armies coming here are begging to join you. Another three subclans arrived today and pledged their honor to your cause to free their people from the one who manipulates the council. Is good news, yes?”


    “How far to the temple?” Raeln asked, not really wanting to engage the man.


    “One or two weeks, depending on route, says Ceran. We must start marching first. I thought we look for old friends before we leave area?”


    Raeln shook his head. “Estin and Feanne are either dead or gone. Turess could be anywhere…likely already at the temple with Dorralt. There’s no way anyone’s left out there if Liris has had time to round up and torture former slaves. We’re all that’s left. If the world has any mercy, Estin and Feanne are halfway to their children by now, or their bodies are resting together.”


    “When you wish to march?”


    “The newest additions need some time to rest,” Raeln admitted, looking up at the stars and wishing he could give the order to start traveling sooner. “Day after tomorrow at first light. We will begin the journey and stop for nothing short of Liris and Dorralt along the way. These clans need to see that we’re doing everything we can to take back their home, or they will abandon us. The longer we delay, the less conviction we have from the army.”


    Yoska came to Raeln’s side and nodded and smiled, clasping his hands behind himself. “In my family, such delay would mean much party and drinking. Too much delay, and my cousins no longer would have ability to stand up properly to enemy, no?”


    “Why do you drink? It dulls the senses. I never saw the purpose to it.”


    “Is why we drink before war,” he said. “That tension that makes you want to scream and cry is not foreign to anyone who has faced war. My people may flee it whenever it shows itself, but is always a war somewhere. We celebrate the moment by dulling what is too painful to confront. Do not recommend it as way of life, yet is good from time to time, no?”


    “I wouldn’t know,” Raeln confessed, smirking. “Never had more than a taste of alcohol in my life. Saw how much trouble it got my sister into and chose not to go near it. I had to protect her. Drinking would have been dangerous. With our roles reversed, she would not have been able to drag me away from someone’s bed before mother found out.”


    “Never? Is some kind of sin in any culture, no? I would say this is time, but I know your answer already.”


    Looking over, Raeln thought on it briefly. “This would be the perfect time. I won’t even argue. For one night, I would be happy not to remember a few things. I’ll regret telling you that, but it’s true. Just this once, I’ll let you try to convince me that I should be less than responsible.”


    “But where will I find dancing girls, card games, and a few dozen drunken cousins to marry off so far north? Turessians may be distant cousins, but they are very boring people. I marry them off and I get turned to ash…just ask Ceran.”


    “You chose her, so don’t complain to me.”


    “I think she choose me, yes? Either way, do not tell her I say they are boring.”


    Raeln looked down at their camp and was as amazed as he had been every time he gazed upon it. Thousands of tents and quickly built huts lay in the plains, all filled with Turessians and their slaves, every one of which had sworn to help Raeln defeat Dorralt. Near every tent, three or four undead ancestors stood out in the cold, staring blankly. The Turessians were helping him to reclaim their homes and to honor Turess, which meant any alliances would be questionable once Dorralt was gone. Loyalty was temporary.


    “I’ll drink with you, old man,” Raeln said, ignoring his snort. “Make me believe your way is better than mine, and it might happen again if we live to walk out of Turessi. The offer is only good for tonight.”


    “Meet me in center of camp in one hour.” Yoska tapped his greying short beard with a fingertip. “I can find something. If nothing else, is chance to show Turessians how rest of world has fun, no?”


    Raeln smiled to himself as Yoska ran off. Soon he was alone again with the silence of the night as company. It had been that way most nights even before Jnodin, aside from the times Dalania had come to try to coax him back to the village.


    Since they had come back, she had spent little time where he could find her. She had been working diligently to find the child they had rescued a new home among the Turessians. To her credit, she was quizzing nearly every family in the whole camp to find the perfect fit and, somehow, they were taking her seriously. If anyone could get that child a better home, it would be her.


    Standing there a little longer, Raeln gazed up at the half-full moon rising over the plains. That same brilliant light was shining down on the temple, somewhere ahead. Before it was full, he intended to have his hands wrapped around Dorralt’s neck, no matter the cost to himself. He had decided on that deadline on a whim, but he intended to hold himself to it.


    “Gather your armies,” Raeln said to the night, trying to envision Dorralt in front of him. Without having ever seen the man, it was difficult to put a face to all of his hatred. “You’ll need them soon. Draw all of your monsters home…leave the world alone for another week or two.”


    Turning, Raeln went down toward his camp, where he could already make out a larger-than-normal bonfire around the area where he was supposed to meet Yoska. By the time he reached the outskirts of the camp, he could see dozens of people gathered, nearly all of them robed and standing around, calmly watching. Yoska darted about, trying to prepare for whatever he was planning. When Raeln reached the group, there were likely fifty people crowding in on Yoska. The few wildlings from Yiral’s clan and the various orcs were already examining a cluster of kegs Yoska had managed to acquire from somewhere.


    “Guest of honor is early!” Yoska exclaimed when he spotted Raeln. He grabbed a cup from the snow nearby, brushed it off, and shoved it into the hands of a young orcish man, who stared at it in confusion. “Fill the cup!”


    The orc still did not move. Instead, he looked toward the waiting Turessians, one of whom nodded. At that point, the orc ran to the keg and began filling the cup, much to the disapproving glare of Yoska.


    Apparently, not all of the slaves had entirely accepted their newfound freedoms yet.


    Stepping in front of the orc before he could run to Raeln, Yoska demanded, “You have first cup, friend. I apologize for being rude.”


    Going wide-eyed, the orc looked around for the Turessian who had given him the okay, but Yoska moved with him, preventing him from seeing anyone else. Finally, the orc took a drink sheepishly.


    “There, is not so hard, no?” Yoska asked, sighing as he walked away to grab another cup. “We have work cut out for us, Raeln. You are not only person with no idea how to have fun. My children will tell stories for generations of the day I make Turessian clans actually smile. Shameful, yes? I think Turessians are failure at enjoying themselves.”


    To Raeln’s amazement, at that simple challenge, the majority of the Turessians hurriedly found mugs and got themselves a drink. They seemed entirely unwilling to be looked down upon, even for something they would have been happy to proclaim was how it had always been right up to that moment. One even filled a second mug and brought it to Raeln. The wildlings, orcs, dwarves, and other slave races crept forward to get their own drinks and bits of food from the piles of bread and meat Yoska had the Turessians bringing out. It took only minutes, and many of the tensions of the camp were easing, despite the different clans and factions still only mingling with their own kind.


    “Is not meant to be held,” Yoska chided, pointing at Raeln’s cup as he hurried over. He had assigned ownership of the barrels to a stout dwarven man, who sat atop a barrel, giving orders to anyone who would listen. “Is meant to be empty at every chance.”


    Raeln lifted the mug to sniff it, but Yoska clamped a hand over the top.


    “We do not have good kind of drink here to enjoy,” he warned, grinning nervously. “Is best not to smell it. Turessian ale is not good for nose. You are big man…is small cup. Empty it quickly and we talk about big important plans or something. Drink first, sniff something later. I find something you like to sniff at, no?”


    Hesitating, Raeln looked between the cup and Yoska, occasionally letting his attention drift to several other wildlings, who were starting to mingle nearby. He finally had enough of Yoska staring at him expectantly and pulled the cup out from under Yoska’s hand. Downing the drink, Raeln immediately wished he had never agreed to the whole situation. The liquid burned and made him gag, nearly coughing it right back up in the process. When he finally did choke it down, his head spun almost immediately.


    “The plans…” Raeln said, blinking rapidly to keep his senses about him. For some reason, he felt as though merely having his tail wag might tip him over.


    “Yes, is great plan,” Yoska explained, yanking Raeln’s mug out of his hand and replacing it with another full one. “You will argue if you have not had another. Trust me…would I lead you wrong?”


    Wincing as he lifted the cup, Raeln quickly said, “I’m absolutely certain you would.”


    “Is an insult from sober man. Drink the ale or I take offense.”


    Raeln drank the second cup, which was far easier than the first. He had to put a hand on Yoska’s shoulder to keep himself from stumbling.


    “We discuss over game of cards,” Yoska said, guiding Raeln toward a group of elves, dwarves, the bear wildling Raeln had helped earlier that day, and another wolf wildling Raeln had not met yet. When they arrived, Raeln realized Yoska had already put another mug in his hand and was shuffling a deck of cards. “Rules are simple. Most matching color in hand wins. All others drink. Is no real loser. I will talk about plans when you win hand, Raeln.”


    Raeln held up the mug, staring at the way the firelight danced on the ale. Then he realized the others around the campfire were holding up their own cups in salute. His ears prickling nervously, he realized he had just inadvertently started a toast or similar custom.


    “To our freedom and your victory,” said the other male wolf, getting a grunt of approval from the rest of the group. “The slaves of Turessi will follow you wherever you will lead us.”


    Smiling halfheartedly, Raeln drank about half of the next cup politely in imitation of the others as they applauded him. Within seconds, Yoska had shoved cards into his hands and had somehow gotten someone to refill his cup.


    The whole game seemed to be a blur of nonsense, making Raeln’s head hurt. By the third hand, he could no longer remember the vague rules and was fairly certain Yoska had changed them at least twice. Struggling to keep his head clear, he sipped at his drink and adjusted the cards in his other hand, trying to focus on the colors painted on each.


    A few drinks later, Raeln was no longer sure if he was awake or asleep, and the whole world felt as if it were spinning around him far too quickly. Distantly, he kept hearing Yoska laughing about him losing the game.


     


    *


     


    
       
    


    Raeln woke gradually, wincing as the sunlight crept across his face from the open window of the hut. For a moment, he could not remember where he was or how he had gotten there. Then he soon made out the familiar scents of his mud-packed hut, built for him by the Turessians when they had camped last. Knowing he was somewhere safe gave him some small bit of relief, even if he could not quite convince himself to open his eyes, lest the pounding in his head grow any worse—if that were even possible. He had taken blows to the head that he had been told should have killed him that had hurt less.


    Rolling over, Raeln tried to hide himself from the sunlight, and in doing so, he ran into something warm and solid next to him. His senses slowly woke up, letting him know he was naked under his blanket and his whole body was pressed against the fur of another person. He jumped up in shock, trying not to yelp.


    The wolf wildling from the card game lay beside him, still asleep. He had worn rags when Raeln had seen him during the night, though judging by feel, they were both undressed under the blanket. With the man on his side, Raeln could see the deep scars of a slave’s brand on his shoulder.


    “I’ll kill Yoska,” Raeln growled and got up. Grabbing another blanket to pull over his groin, he realized that everything in the room stunk of alcohol. He had to hope he had not done anything too drastic. “I’ll break his neck…”


    Chuckling as he sat up, the other wolf rubbed at his eyes. “Yoska had little or nothing to do with this. He wanted to fill your bed with every woman that passed out last night, just to see the look on your face when you woke. I talked him out of it.”


    Hanging his shoulders, Raeln sat back down, folding the blanket over himself. He could not manage to bring himself to look at the other man. “I’m sorry. This isn’t me at all. I don’t even know your name. I…we shouldn’t be like this. Can we start over?”


    The wolf smirked and nodded. “My parents called me ‘Somn’ after the Turessian word for ‘one who has lost his way.’ The clan just called me ‘wolf,’ which works when there’s only one of us around. We covered this last night, but I had a feeling you wouldn’t remember much. I think the wanderer poured half a barrel down your throat. The man’s sadistic.”


    “I’m so sorry you got dragged into his games,” Raeln said, shoulders sinking. “It’s bad enough when he does this to me, but so much worse when others get hurt.”


    “Hurt?” Somn asked, laughing. He sat up fully, pulling his own blanket over to cover himself. “I dragged you away from the wanderer’s games when you started getting sad. Figured you didn’t want the Turessians hearing you in that kind of mood. We came back here and talked for a few hours about Greth and other things. Nothing happened, Raeln. Nothing much. Relax.”


    “Nothing? Wait…nothing much?”


    “Unless you count baring your soul about how much you miss him, no, nothing. The clans didn’t need to see their battle leader crying over his lost love. It was better to have that talk here than out there.”


    Raeln groaned and covered his face with both hands. “How much did they see or hear? About us, Greth, or whatever.”


    “Nothing that will change their opinion of either of us,” Somn admitted, sliding over to sit beside Raeln with his back to the wall. “I’ve been there, Raeln. I knew that look in your eyes before you said anything. No one heard anything. They saw you party with the wanderer, and they saw me help you back to your hut. Nothing more. I made sure of it. Your clothes stunk of liquor, and I insisted on them going away. There was some cuddling, which I think we both needed. Beyond that, we slept.”


    Looking over at the brown-furred man, Raeln said softly, “Thank you. This could have cost me the army if I were less careful. They aren’t the most accepting people.”


    “They accepted a wolf as their battle leader, Raeln. Turessians don’t care who someone beds or has feelings for. They pretty much ignore anything physical that they don’t have to watch in public. So long as it happens behind closed doors, they don’t care. It’s a nice change from what I’ve heard of other lands.”


    They sat in silence awhile as Raeln tried to recall anything from the night before. Everything after joining the card game devolved into flashes of memories. Nothing seemed to fit together anymore, making him wonder how long he had blacked out for before leaving the common area. Worse still, he kept coming back to the fact that they were both naked. Somn’s excuse about his clothes smelling explained one of them being naked, but not both. He might have been sheltered, but Raeln knew cuddling did not require their clothing to go away.


    “Before you say it,” Somn said, breaking the silence, “I know you’re not looking for someone to replace him. I’m not either. We’ve both lost the people we won’t ever forget or stop loving. When I say I understand, take that for absolute truth. It was good to talk to someone who’s been through it, though. You owe me nothing.”


    Raeln smiled weakly and nodded.


    “Can I ask you something?” Somn inquired, folding his blanket over his waist.


    “Probably too late for me to be shy,” Raeln admitted. “Ask.”


    Somn thought a moment. “How long since you…I know you were with Greth, but…it’s been a while?”


    Raeln laughed halfheartedly at that. “I loved…love…Greth, but we were never together. As for how long…not even worth discussing. Before him, there was no one I ever wanted to be with.”


    Somn nodded solemnly, looking distant for a moment. “That explains a lot.”


    “Meaning what?” Raeln demanded, his ears getting hot as nervousness ran down to his tail.


    Smirking, Somn replied, “Lots of talk about how you wouldn’t ever do certain things even as you seemed very reluctant not to do them. Don’t worry, I kept you honest, even if I was flattered.”


    Raeln wanted to cry, but forced himself to thank Somn instead, which was all he could manage without having to say more than one word. If he did, he was afraid of what he might say or find out.


    “If you need a shoulder or company of any kind, please ask,” Somn said, sounding sincere. “You’re doing something that no man can do without the fear of failing crushing him. You have friends, but if you need someone else to talk to, come to me. No judgments, no questions. I’ll listen. It’s why I’m still here.”


    Patting Somn’s knee, Raeln said, “Thank you. You probably know I won’t ask, but I appreciate the offer more than you can imagine.”


    “You sure, Raeln? I was a slave most of my life, and know how to be useful. I know a few things about ropes and whips…”


    Raeln hopped to his feet and backed away, too uncomfortable for words, getting an amused grin from Somn.


    “And that’s the line…got it. There was a wager on what you’d say if that was brought up. I couldn’t pass up seeing what you’d do. It was a joke. Seriously, my offer still stands. Don’t try to weather this alone. It’ll destroy you in time.”


    “I know,” Raeln admitted, relaxing somewhat once he was certain Somn was joking. Nervously, he tied his blanket around his waist. “I can’t put it on someone else. I have to do this alone. If it destroys me after we free Turessi, I’m fine with that.”


    “That’s why your friends push their way into your life to help you. You should ask for their help, instead of making them find a way to do it. It’d be easier.”


    “No, Somn, this is my burden, as I keep telling Yoska. I’m the war leader and the one Turess’s damned prophecy threw to the clans. I’m the sword of the empire, whatever that means. I will do what I have to. I can endure it. I don’t have a choice.”


    Somn’s ears twitched as he studied Raeln’s face. “My masters released me from a decade of slavery simply because you told them to. That kind of debt doesn’t get ignored because you want to be the toughest person in the clan. I owe you my life and anything else I can offer.”


    “You don’t owe me anything.”


    “Stubborn, too,” Somn said. “A freed slave is something the Turessians don’t really talk about, given how few there ever were. Traditionally, slaves fled south, but the others already told me what to expect down there, so I’m stuck right here. If we don’t leave, a slave is always a slave in these lands. We just find a new master who we trust more than the old. It’s our one true freedom…we select the clan we would serve.” Getting up, Somn walked right up to Raeln, barely covering himself with the blanket. “A battle leader is considered to be apart from their clan, and one who leads multiple clans is often viewed as a clan unto themselves. I pledge to serve your clan, Raeln. As you’re the only member, I belong to you now.”


    “Somn, don’t do this…you’re free. I won’t have a slave. I can’t accept your pledge.”


    “I’m no soldier, Raeln. I won’t be in the battles. I can’t do that. Would you have me run away and die on the plains like the wildings you found near Jnodin? Yeah, I heard about them. That’s where I’d end up if I don’t stay here, and if I stay here, I’ll be your servant. This isn’t your choice anymore. In this I’m going to pretend I’m a lot more stubborn than I am.”


    Grabbing Somn by the back of the neck to pull him into a hug, Raeln quietly thanked him. Whether he agreed with Somn’s decision or not, it was moving. “I won’t make you a slave, Somn. You are free, whether you call yourself my servant or not.”


    Raeln wiped at his eyes as he pulled away, trying to think of all the things he should be doing instead of sharing a tender moment with a man he hardly knew. Briefly, he thought with shame on what Greth might think of him being there with Somn. Then he quickly realized Greth would have probably told him to do something far more explicit than hug the man. Greth was not the type to expect Raeln to live the rest of his life alone, even if that was what Raeln really wanted.


    Grabbing a clean pair of pants from the folded piles, Raeln hesitated as he realized he was not alone. With nowhere to go to slip them on without exposing himself, he looked around nervously, unsure whether it would be impolite to ask Somn to leave.


    “You really haven’t been doing much out in the world, have you?” Somn asked, walking over to Raeln. He stopped near the piled clothing, picked out a shirt, and held it up to Raeln’s chest, nodding to himself. “Servants dress their masters. Nothing wrong with it at all. If you intend to wait me out, I’m not going anywhere.”


    Raeln grumbled under his breath and did his best to slide on his pants under the blanket. Somn calmly waited, holding the shirt for him. He snatched that from his “servant” next and slipped it on as he tossed aside the blanket. Even once Raeln was dressed, Somn made no attempt to dress himself or even pick up his clothing. It was unnerving, though Raeln had to assume others were not quite as sheltered as he had been growing up.


    Excusing himself, Raeln went to the door of the hut, intending to travel to the area where the various clans’ leaders tended to meet to discuss strategy each day. He wanted to find out what the public thoughts were on anything he had done, and how much of the clans’ favor he had lost in a single night’s drinking. Given that it might take him the whole day to recover what little authority he had, he figured he may as well get that underway.


    When Raeln opened the door, he found a small makeshift camp had been set up, blocking him from going out into the village. Every tent or bedroll was filled with a former slave, including the orcs he had saved the day before and various people he had seen around the camp but not spoken to. There were wildlings and orcs in abundance, but also several people of other races, all with the markings of former slaves. To his surprise, he saw the Turessian man who he had met his first day in Ceran’s clanhold. Somewhere nearby, he could smell Dalania, though he could not see her. Ildorn and Vertin were even among the orcs, he realized a second later.


    Raeln then noticed the white bear he had helped carry from Jnodin stood at attention beside his door, clearly guarding his hut. As Raeln stepped into the light, the bear wildling grunted and nodded at him. The blood had been washed from his jaw, but he still looked tired. Likely an aftereffect from healing, though Raeln wanted to go find Yiral and lecture her for letting the man out so soon.


    “You should be resting,” Raeln told the bear, who snorted back at him. “Go back to your tent and rest. I won’t have you dying from infection or exhaustion…”


    The orcish woman who had been the first out of the crate near Jnodin stood from her blankets, spread right out in the open where snow had fallen throughout the night. Several other orcs—children included—got up around her, all of them apparently too tough for the weather to bother. She seemed to take offense to Raeln’s remark to the bear.


    “We had a talk last night,” the woman told him gruffly, indicating the whole of the slave group with her large hand. “The Turessians follow you to war. They have no loyalty to you. You are one of us, not one of them. You will not stand alone in the middle of a war with disloyal troops. We will stand at your side. We have sworn our honor to you and will live or die with you. Every person here belongs to you now. I believe Somn has already spoken our mind, that we intend to declare ourselves to be yours, but I would have it come from my mouth as well.”


    Raeln could not find words as he looked from one expectant face to the next. When he looked up, the white bear was grinning wickedly, clearly having been a silent part of the decision of the slaves.


    Somn slid into the doorway beside Raeln, making him jump a little and pressing his body close. “Okay, I wasn’t entirely original with the oath,” Somn admitted quietly. “I thought having one person explain it privately might soften the surprise a little, instead of everyone at once.”


    “This is my personal guard?” Raeln asked, and many of the adults in the group straightened their backs. The orcish children grinned at him, making him shiver a little, seeing their rows of sharp teeth and large tusks. “I…I’m honored beyond words. Thank you all.”


    Leaning close, Somn added a little louder than needed, “The rope joke was the bear’s idea.”


    Small ears perking, the white bear let out a deep-throated, “Mrrr?” and glared at Somn.


    Ignoring the remark, Raeln raised his voice. “We will march tomorrow morning for the temple of Turessi, with all of you riding beside me if you are able to fight. Those who cannot will stay with the clan during battle. No one will fight who does not want to. You are free people and make your own choices. I will welcome those who would be with me, though.”


    A cheer rose through the group, drawing annoyed glances from the Turessians who were within sight.


    Raeln grinned broadly at his newest allies, right up until the bear “patted” him on the back, knocking him flat.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Accept and Embrace”


     


    I am surrounded by allies of all sorts, the ranks growing more odd by the day.


    Humans from cities hundreds of miles away in every direction. A small group among them even claims to have been “privateers” in a sea somewhere to the south, though Rishad tells me this means they were actually pirates. Never having met one myself, I find them fascinating and no more unscrupulous than any of the gypsies I ever met.


    Elves who inhabited the woods that, more often than not, were burned by the undead or cleared by them. They have been a silent addition to the army and often keep to themselves, but they are more than willing to fight, no matter the odds. I would never consider them to be people I would have wanted to travel the world with, but they are skilled warriors and incredibly determined. Some even have wolf wildlings at their sides, as welcome as kin.


    Dwarves who survived the fall of their cities in the mountains stand beside the elves. These people may be among the most stubborn and hardy creatures to live on Eldvar, but they have seen awful things in their old lands. The youngest among them weep almost every night. I have not had the heart to ask more questions about what they have gone through, as I likely already have a good idea of it myself.


    Halflings who have come from every nook and corner of the known world to stand against someone who would take away freedoms they have only had for a few generations. They may generally hate fighting and bloodshed, but with freedom on the line, even the gentle halflings are more than willing to butcher our enemy. They seem to have a rather disturbing love of setting traps and ambushes for the few patrols we’ve encountered.


    There are dark elves from the same lands as the dwarves, who will not speak of the fall of their cities. They have voiced such a deep hatred for anything Turessian that I’m impressed that they haven’t charged headlong into the wilderness trying to reach the temple first. There are so few of them left that my initial thought was that they were a rare people to begin with. Brief conversations with some of them during the evenings have convinced me there were once hundreds of thousands of them…now only twenty or so remain. If more of their people are out there somewhere, no one in the army is aware of them. Somehow, the survivors are able to appear calm about it all.


    Fae-kin of all sorts have come from all over Eldvar, mostly helping the others survive and endure the north. I saw one who looked much like Dalania, though this woman was from the east. Seeing her has me wondering if there are other groups, other armies, other survivors that might include some of the people we believe are lost.


    Ogres, though few, have come to repay a “debt” they owe Turessi, with a calm determination that frightens many of us. There is no anger in them that we can see, much as one would see no anger in a boulder about to fall on you. I fear the day these kind folks decide it is time to do battle. I am glad to be on the same side.


    Orcs, with their quick tempers, have come out of revenge or a desire to prove themselves against the greatest foe the world has seen. Even their children carry heavy weapons and speak of bloodshed. I have chosen to avoid them for the most part, though Feanne finds their battle stories fascinating. I keep wondering if they are encouraging her or she them.


    The wildlings are a relatively rare thing in the army, but they have been very outspoken. And with Feanne taking leadership by virtue of being a god’s spokesperson, every wildling now considers her the pack-leader. Wildlings have fallen into two distinct groups by their breed’s inclinations, much as they once did in Lihuan’s camp, allowing the prey breeds a degree of comfort without the pure predators watching over them. The scouts are led by Alafa and her mate—a skittish male named Barlen who is more than happy to talk for hours about his antlers—while the warriors are led by Feanne, though Arella assists when Feanne isn’t around. Somehow I have become the go-between for the two groups, as Alafa has become convinced Feanne will cook her with pepper and herbs—the morbid specifics of this make me wonder who has been filling that female’s head with this nonsense.


    We even have acquired a handful of gnomes—strange little people with overly large ears and noses—who I’ve been told do not exist, despite them being very much among our troops. Linn has all but ignored them and keeps telling himself they can’t be gnomes. We’re still not sure where they came from, and they merely grin at us when we ask. They seem not to speak any tongue we’ve attempted. I have no idea what to make of their arrival. Who am I to question strange people who want to help?


    Then there are the monsters. My children, I cannot possibly put into words what we have gathered to fight beside us, but I’ll try.


    Werewolves are the largest single “creature” type we have gathered. We began with about thirty from the temple of Jnodin, but I have watched that number grow. While the priests change back to human form when we camp each evening, the newcomers never change. They appear to be monstrous wildlings, and some of them do not even appear to know how to speak. While I write this, I can count fifty werewolves in the camp and three werebears. Other lycanthropes somehow know when we are coming, and they join us as we pass each wooded area, going straight to Feanne and falling into formation behind her as though they have waited for her arrival for their whole lives. Honestly, your mother’s pride might be large enough to crush Turessi if this keeps up.


    Rock dragons have been brought as beasts of burden, but unlike horses or oxen, these giant lizards gleefully charge into each fight. They are deadly, with armored hides and jaws that can rip a large cow in half, and as stupid as the rocks they are named after. The dwarves who brought them have somehow trained them to carry hundreds of pounds of gear and only attack targets they are given. I question their loyalty if we miss a feeding. Each evening, I require several of the humans to count the halflings, gnomes, and dwarves, lest we lose some to the rock dragons.


    There are other creatures helping us, though I cannot say who or what they are. Should they use their might in war, have no fear that the world will know they were at our side. Someday I hope to be able to admit to their aid.


    What I can tell you is that for the first time since leaving you, both of your parents are whole again. Let our foes quake, knowing what comes. This war will either be the last one for the living, or it will be the thing of legend. If I put these writings in your hands myself, I can only imagine the stories I can tell.


     


    “They cut us off again,” Feanne said sadly, lying flat on her stomach among the sparse brush near the woods, and closed her eyes. The stress on her each time they lost a route to the temple was growing, and Estin worried whether she would make a mistake soon that would cost many people their lives.


    He remained as still as he could beside Feanne, taking extra care to keep his tail to the ground. The two of them had crept as close as they dared to the descent of the hill, which gave way to a new section of plains that were not only snow-covered, but filled with line after line of undead, standing eerily still in the constant snowfall. Many of the undead were difficult to spot and might have been impossible to see under the snow, had they not been surrounded by hundreds more.


    “That’s three times in a week,” Estin replied, looking up at the moon overhead. It was only about four days from full. If he had his way, they would wait for a new moon, but Mairlee had insisted on arriving before. Feanne had agreed readily without explaining why. He knew part of it had to do with allowing the humans and other people with poor eyesight to be able to fight at night. But he suspected it had nearly as much to do with the lycanthropes that continued to arrive. She had never been willing to fully explain the relationship with the moon, so Estin had to rely on legend.


    Sliding up on Estin’s other side, Alafa and Barlen, her mate, stared down at the enemy forces too. They had scouted the night before and found the area clear, but now they were glaring at the freshly arrived army that stood between them and the temple. Apparently, Dorralt was closing off every route faster than the two deer could run. Given that the deer were able to cover three times as much ground as the army itself, it did not bode well.


    “We can outrun them and lead them in circles while you go by,” Alafa volunteered, getting a panicked look from her mate. “Lihuan liked it when we did that.”


    “My father did not like it…he tolerated it. The Turessians have too many troops for that,” Feanne replied, despite Alafa not really having spoken to her. It was part of the odd relationship they had. Alafa talked to Estin while Feanne replied directly. Barlen spoke to no one who he considered a meat-eater, which included Estin about half the time. It felt like old times to Estin. “They will circle you both, and we will still wind up fighting through them to rescue you two.”


    Wrinkling her nose, Alafa asked, “Estin, can you smush them all? You’re good with magic and your mate is burly.”


    Feanne turned to glare past Estin at that, prompting Barlen to move to Alafa’s far side, putting her between himself and Feanne and Estin. “We cannot fight them all,” Feanne snapped, returning her attention to the undead, though her stiff tail told Estin she was fuming. “There are over ten thousand down there. We have maybe a thousand. And I am not burly.”


    Alafa’s eyes widened, and she began counting the undead out loud, one at a time.


    “Sooner or later, we need to punch through,” Estin said, trying to ignore Alafa as she approached twenty and began faltering, with Barlen occasionally piping up with a number she missed…usually incorrectly. “We’re still days or farther from the temple, even with a clear path.”


    “We will keep looking,” Feanne replied.


    Rolling over and pulling Feanne partway up, he pointed toward the west, where mists could be seen all the way across the horizon. “How long, Feanne? I haven’t seen a break in the mists in days. They’ll get into Turessi sooner or later. You heard Turess yourself. We can’t delay forever. He’s spent every day trying to find a way to slow them, and we both know he isn’t making any progress.”


    Feanne made a point of looking anywhere but at the mists, which left her looking over at Alafa, who had gotten stuck somewhere around fifty, with Barlen no longer providing much help. Sighing, Feanne nodded. “We will search a little longer. If we cannot find a way in within two days, we will attempt to force our way through. I just fear that we might lose too many people to even present a worthwhile challenge to Dorralt.”


    “Does it matter, if the mists kill us all?”


    Shrugging, Feanne rubbed at her face. She had slept only a few hours each day in the last week, and it had to be wearing on her. The few times she had been willing to come to bed with him, she had wound up getting back up almost immediately. “What of your great wizardess or the legendary Turess? Have they come up with any new ideas that they have failed to share with me the last few days?”


    Estin’s ears twitched as Alafa begin counting at one again. “Mairlee is gone. She said she had some plan and hasn’t shown her face in days. Turess…he has a plan, but you won’t like it.”


    “I have put up with your plans in the past, Estin. His cannot be worse. Tell me before I skin those two idiots behind you.”


    Estin glanced back and breathed a sigh of relief that Alafa and Barlen had not heard. If they had, it would have taken him hours to calm them down. “Turess thinks that he can change the magic at the temple so that it protects a smaller area, but for much longer. Possibly for years. If we can take the temple and hold it, we can hide there until the mists starve and dissipate. They’ve come too far from anything else to go back now. We pretty much drew all the world’s mists to this land, and the longer we hold them, the weaker they’ll get. He told me that was why he had us bring his relics this far…to lure the mists, just in case we had no other option.”


    “Is this a guess or a fact that it will work?”


    “An educated guess by the only person who’s managed to really stop the mists in history, with the help of a wizardess who’s also helping us. I’ll take that over my own guess any day.”


    She nodded in unhappy agreement, with a twitch of her whiskers that meant she would argue it again once she had found a better angle to attack the plan. Feanne suddenly went stiff, staring past Estin. Before he could ask, she grabbed the front of his shirt and slammed him face-first into the snow.


    “Four Turessians out there with the undead,” she whispered into his ear, and Estin struggled to turn his face out of the snow so he could breathe. “We’re stuck right here until they leave. Stay down, Estin, and stop making that choking sound.”


    Grumbling, Estin slapped her hand off his shirt and settled more comfortably onto the ground. As he looked out at the thousands of undead, he saw the four Feanne was talking about, moving slowly through the lines, their black robes standing out easily against the snow. They were conspicuous, even half a mile away.


    Apparently having seen them too, Alafa and Barlen were practically buried in the snow to hide themselves, though if the Turessians had been closer, they would have seen Barlen’s antlers sticking up like a trembling, leafless bush.


    “Estin!” Alafa hissed, her large eyes barely above the snow. “The scary furless in black…they tell the stinky furless what to do, right?”


    “Yeah,” he answered, his attention still on the Turessians as they neared the front of their army. “Once they’re gone, we can leave. Stay still and they won’t see you.”


    To Estin’s surprise, a massive contingent of the undead abruptly ran east. The Turessians gestured and shouted at the undead, sending sections to join those already on their way. Soon only a few hundred undead remained with the Turessians. Estin wondered if this was somehow part of Mairlee’s plan, come to life at the right time. Even if it was not, the odds had just shifted in their favor.


    Alafa lifted herself slightly to get a better view before flattening out again. “How long would it take you or the pack-leader to reach our soldiers and get back?”


    Estin looked at Alafa in confusion, doing a quick calculation on how long it had taken them to get to the hill. “Twenty minutes. Why?”


    “I’m gonna count to ten minutes and we’ll start running. The scary furless will make all the stinky ones chase us. We only have to keep them busy for…uh…five minutes, then. One…two…four…” Before Estin could grab for her, Alafa inched over the hill’s top, to where she would be seen if she made any sudden movements. That also put her well out of his reach. A second later, Barlen scooted over the hill after her.


    Estin’s heart skipped a beat. He looked over to Feanne, who was already hurriedly backing away through the snow to make a run for the troops. She appeared to have had the same thought as he did: Alafa could not count and likely did not even know how many seconds were in a minute. They had no idea how much time they had. Tackling Alafa to keep her from trying her plan would draw far too much attention, and if they were very unlucky, any attempt to drag Alafa back would lead to her screaming.


    Scrambling after Feanne, Estin ran as soon as he was sure they were out of sight of the Turessians. Both of them dropped to all fours to maintain their speed in the deep snow, cresting the next hill and picking up pace as they descended toward their army, spread across the plains beyond. As soon as they came into sight, Estin spotted Linn near the front lines with a group of armored dark elves, all of whom ran to alert others before Estin and Feanne could arrive.


    By the time they slid to a stop at the bottom of the hill, hundreds of soldiers marched their way, either already armed and armored or still pulling on gear as they walked. Torches were being waved at the edges of the camp, alerting those farther out that they should prepare for battle. Linn was efficient, that was certainly something Estin had to give him. From the look of things, the rest of the camp was quickly packing, and more soldiers were forming a second rank as they got out of their tents. He thought he saw Turess among them, but he had been far too busy planning the last few days for Estin to expect to see him ready for battle.


    “We have a distraction running some Turessians in circles,” Feanne announced as she reached Linn, who had his helm strapped to his belt and his shield already on his back. “Four Turessians and at most four hundred undead. There were thousands more zombies, but they just ran off. We won’t get another chance like this, and we can’t wait, in case they come back.”


    “Alafa,” Linn muttered. He whistled and gave hand signals to a distant group of soldiers, who took off running. “Trust me, not the first time. I’ll have people over the rise within minutes. With luck, we won’t have to drag her back to a healer again.”


    “Again?” Estin asked in shock. “She’s terrified of her own shadow.”


    “And yet she thinks the way to fight our enemies is to run right past them repeatedly. It works, but it’s not safe. She’ll do it no matter what I tell her, Estin. As stupid as it is, she’s saved us a hundred men or more with her and her mate’s tactics. They drive the Turessians crazy. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they had a bounty on her hide by now.”


    Nervously rubbing his neck, Estin watched the troops race up the hill. He would never forgive himself if Alafa or Barlen died. He considered her little better than a child and could not let himself think about what the Turessians would do to her if she was caught. Estin barely knew Barlen, but as Alafa’s mate, he had no desire to see him hurt either. They were the only other survivors of Lihuan’s pack and were as good as family.


    “Feanne, get the wolves,” Estin said as he started back up the hill, though she had already headed that way. “We need a healer out there, just in case. I’m going with the forward line.”


    Catching him by the wrist, Feanne pulled Estin close and nuzzled his cheek before stepping back and smiling at him coyly. “I will see you on the field of battle. Go.”


    With Linn at his side, somehow keeping up in a hundred pounds of armor, Estin ran up the hill after the soldiers. He knew it likely had only been about fifteen minutes by the time he crested the hill again, but he feared the worst. Explosions in the distance echoed through the hills. The crackle of magical lightning was unmistakable.


    As he came over the hill behind the soldiers, Estin finally got a clear view of the plains ahead, and for a moment, he really thought he had been too slow. Massive burned sections had filled with melted snow, and more spells went off every few seconds, blowing snow and dirt a dozen feet into the air. Then he realized that around every crater were dozens of either unmoving or badly damaged zombies, having been ripped apart by magic. He followed the next series of spells and saw Alafa and Barlen darting through the zombies at a dead run, narrowly avoiding the certain death that came with the Turessian spells. The zombies were far slower than the deer, often getting caught in a ball of flame or bolt of lightning. A quick tally told Estin that nearly a quarter of the enemy force was down, if not destroyed, while the Turessians angrily tried to catch the two deer.


    “Stupid but effective,” Linn reminded him, pulling on his helm and tightening its strap under his jaw. “I thought everyone from the old pack was crazy, but every one of them has been amazing. I’d give anything to have the force we had in the canyon. Those people, with some decent preparations and tactics, could have won this war already. Let’s show those four down there that we’re not a force to be reckoned with.”


    Linn whistled sharply, and the soldiers began down the hill toward the Turessians, who had their backs turned. With luck, they would not even notice the charge until Linn’s men were on them.


    Seconds later, the first of Linn’s soldiers crashed into the zombies. The soldiers cut through the undead like paper, chopping down another hundred or more before the Turessians even knew there was an attack coming. The four robed humans scrambled to turn their army, but the undead were slow to understand, many pivoting the wrong way. By the time Estin and Linn reached the bottom of the hill, nearly half of the enemy force was on the ground, with more dropping each second.


    Howls behind Estin gave him cause to smile. Dozens of werewolves, several werebears, and even a handful of dire wolves raced past him and then past the soldiers. They cut a swath through the enemy army and went right for the four Turessians, who were backing away, using the zombies as shields. Magical explosions dropped several of the werewolves, only to have them stand seconds later and shake off their injuries before charging again. The battlefield was utter chaos, with the undead unsure what to do and the Turessians forced back to back as they struggled against the lycanthropes.


    “Estin!” Alafa cried, loping out of the melee with Barlen at her back, grinning like an idiot. “You had a great plan! It worked! Thanks!”


    Estin bit down on his tongue to keep from saying anything about not having made the plan.


    Linn’s soldiers began bringing their wounded to the back lines. He ran to them, meeting the injured and dying before they were placed on the ground. He moved from one to the next as quickly as he could, trying to prioritize the worst off, channeling a rush of healing magic into each. When he would lift his hand to go to the next, the horrible gashes and claw marks would already be closing. Within minutes, he had everyone in decent shape again, with only one life lost.


    It felt good to be needed on the battlefield again, despite his racing heart. The exertion had passed far beyond mental and had started to take a toll on his body. He very nearly collapsed once bodies were no longer being brought to him. But then he saw Feanne and the lycanthropes had boxed in the four Turessians. Rishad, Turess, and Linn hurried over to help.


    A bone-rattling shriek echoed across the plains, and Estin looked up in time to see a werewolf reduced to little more than ash at a gesture from one of the Turessians. The robed man turned his attention on Feanne next, and Estin realized he was much too far away to help.


    Magical energy flared and faded as it slammed into an invisible barrier in front of Feanne. Searching the people nearest her, Estin spotted Turess. He frantically went through the motions of one spell after another, intercepting every attack the Turessians made against the werewolves and soldiers. Soon the four Turessians slowed, then stopped their casting and huddled to stay out of reach of the werewolves, held back only by Feanne’s repeatedly shouted orders.


    As though his legs were unsteady, Turess put his weight on a dwarven woman beside him to keep himself upright. Even at a distance, Estin could see the bracelet he wore steaming, the skin near it burned and blistered. There was a story to that item that Estin dearly wanted to know and what little he had been told was not everything.


    Running to join Feanne, Estin realized the Turessians had not so much relented as they had been contained. Turess still stood nearby, ready to deflect any magic the Turessians managed to weave despite his exhaustion. But it was Rishad who had actually stopped them. He held a hand high, and when Estin shifted his vision, he saw tendrils of magic wrapping all four of the Turessians, funneling all of their magic away in a blossom of energy.


    Without their magic, the four men stood nervously watching the werewolves and bears, apparently unsure what to do. In all actuality, Estin knew they were probably still strong enough to kill many of those around them. They had their limits, though, and their attention was shifting rapidly between Rishad and Turess. There was enough doubt to keep them from acting.


    “How many does he have?” Feanne was asking as Estin came over. “How many of…you.”


    One of the men eyed her the way one might look at an unpleasant present a puppy had left on the rug. “Thousands. We will overrun the nations and beat you back into the caves from which…”


    At a flick of Feanne’s hand, one of the werewolves tackled the man and bit down on his face, crushing his skull loudly. The wolf spit out bone and gore, remaining atop the Turessian as his injuries slowly healed. After about thirty seconds, the Turessian was nearly whole and watching the werewolf in horror.


    “Let us try this again,” Feanne said, crossing her arms. “How many does he really have?”


    “Tell her nothing,” snapped another of the Turessians. “Dorralt can probably hear everything she’s saying. If anything, she’s helping him gauge numbers.”


    Laughing, Feanne walked closer. “If he has to gauge our numbers, he does not have thousands of you. With thousands, he would not concern himself with how many we bring. A hundred of you would crush us, and we both know it. Your own words tell me he likely has only a few dozen.”


    The last man who had spoken opened his mouth, but his face abruptly went slack and all tension in his muscles fell away. His eyes rolled back and he collapsed to his knees. Then, as though yanked back to his knees by strings, he looked around quickly with glowing red eyes. A malicious smile slowly spread across his lips.


    “Hello, Dorralt,” Rishad said, keeping his hand up to maintain the spell over the others. “Nice of you to join us. Care to add anything to the discussion? We’re rather busy here.”


    From the other side of the group, Turess’s face twitched near his eyes, though he said nothing. The only action he took was to rub at his bracelet.


    The kneeling Turessian turned his gaze on Rishad, and his features twisted into an almost inhuman smile. “Good day, Rishad. I wondered where you went. That’s three times my children went missing and turned on me. I think you can see in your mind what happened to Ilarra.”


    Rishad’s smirk faded abruptly and he lowered his eyes.


    “Working with the beasts,” Dorralt continued through the other man’s mouth, sweeping his gaze across the army. He stopped when he got to Turess, but returned his attention to Rishad. “I would have expected more of you…and them. This paltry army is all you could muster? I give you credit for the lycanthropes, but the rest is at best ragtag. Even my brother’s presence is at most a distraction.”


    Feanne snarled at the Turessians, getting a decent flinch from the three who were not possessed.


    But Dorralt openly laughed at her before waving dismissively at her and turning to Estin. “I thought we killed you already? Why do you keep showing up where I am trying to work, wildling? The fox is an imbecile, that I understand, but you are clever. Clever creatures do not attempt to sneak into a foe’s den. Are you serving my brother now? I had thought you to be past being someone’s slave, but that is the only explanation I can see…”


    Estin brought as much magic to bear as he could manage, attempting to strike down the body that Dorralt inhabited. As he did, the man brought up his hand and all of the voices in Estin’s mind vanished. His whole body abruptly felt heavier, and his mind buzzed painfully.


    “Stop that,” Dorralt warned, giggling madly. “I may be at a disadvantage in this puppet, having already been weakened by Rishad. However, that is not enough to completely stop me, Estin. I can feel Turess trying to crush what little power I can still reach, but it will take him precious seconds longer than you have left to live. I can strike you down right now…you or your whore. You aren’t who I want, though. One problem at a time.”


    Fighting down the urge to leap at the man and claw him, Estin looked around frantically. No one seemed sure what to do, including the werewolves. Even Turess appeared to be straining at some magic Estin could not decipher, though there were no effects he could see from it.


    “Arella,” Rishad called out, and one of the werewolves came forward, her clawed hands still covered in blood. “Would you be so kind as to demonstrate that I am not holding anything back from my old master?”


    Growling, Arella leaped at Dorralt, swiping her claws across his body. He made no effort to move, but when her claws tore open his robes, the wounds instantly began festering, causing Dorralt to look down at his stomach. Instead of healing, the wounds continued to grow worse, as though infection were occurring at an incredible rate.


    After several seconds, Dorralt put a gloved hand to the middle of the cuts, trying to keep his intestines in. “You have figured out a few things since we spoke last,” Dorralt said, frowning. He swept his other hand over his stomach and the wounds closed. “You cannot kill me with tricks, Rishad. At best, you can kill this shell. I doubt he would appreciate dying like that. I take it you have not shared the specifics of how you did that with the others?”


    “Have I ever been that kind of fool?” Rishad asked, pointedly ignoring Estin’s glare. “Only a few of us know. Turess has what he needs to figure it out, but I won’t offer anyone the tools to kill me unless you give me no other choice. End this war and we can keep it hidden from the masses.”


    Unlike Dorralt, the remaining Turessians—including the one pinned under a werewolf—looked horrified. They stared at Dorralt’s side, where the wounds had failed to close on their own. For all the bravado Estin had seen from the Turessians, apparently knowing they could be truly hurt was enough to shake them.


    “Then you are still a fool, Rishad,” Dorralt noted dryly. “I already see the rest of your army and the traps you are attempting to lay. I am so truly sorry, Rishad. Neither of us have a choice anymore. My plans should have spared us all, but you have taken that choice from me.”


    Abruptly, all four Turessians collapsed and began decaying rapidly at the same time Estin felt his magic return.


    Nearby, Turess collapsed, clutching at his head. Linn and several others ran to check on him.


    A second later, Arella screamed and fell beside them, clutching her chest. Rishad and Estin ran to her, but she was choking, coughing up blood as her tongue swelled to fill her wolfish jaw. Without hesitation, Rishad jammed his hand into her mouth, keeping her from choking on her tongue. In doing so, Arella’s fangs ripped his glove apart, shredding the flesh beneath.


    “What is it?” Estin asked, forcing Arella to lie down, with Rishad’s help. Her skin was burning and her heart pounded so hard that Estin could feel her pulse by touching any part of her flesh. He tried to ignore the blood pouring from Rishad’s hand, given he was doing little more than flinching each time Arella’s spasms caused her to bite him. “What is this?”


    “I have no—” Rishad clenched his jaw. Then, shaking his head, he pulled away the top of his brown robe, where the necklace that kept Dorralt out of his mind hung. The metal steamed and flames licked at it, scorching Rishad’s skin. “This is tied to Arella. He’s attacking her through it. He was close enough to strike at me, and he’s using this to kill her.”


    Shifting his sight to look at magic, Estin saw there was indeed a strong link between the necklace and Arella’s body. With her ability to regenerate and her slow aging, it had likely seemed smart at the time. Now, Estin had to think she had pushed her luck much too far. New energies wrapped around both the necklace and its tie to Arella, burning her from the inside out. Dorralt was using his own ties to Rishad to channel flames into Arella.


    Putting his hand over the necklace, Estin tried to disrupt the new magic, but it was far stronger than he was. Almost immediately, a sensation like fire in his blood washed through him, cutting off his attempt. He gasped and blinked hard, trying to clear the fog that filled his head. It felt as though a horrible fever had just broken.


    “I can fix this. Keep Arella stable,” Rishad said, pulling his hand free of Arella’s mouth. He gingerly lifted the necklace and held his other hand over it, despite the flames that burned right through his fingers and lit what was left of his glove aflame.


    Obeying, Estin put his hands on Arella and poured what magic he could into her, cooling her body slightly. It would not be enough for long. Estin was already tired, and Dorralt’s spell was doing an incredible amount of damage to Arella, which he could not have kept up with even when fully rested. Despite her ability to heal herself and Estin’s efforts, her eyes had rolled back and she was barely breathing. The heat coming off her melted the snow all around them and made Estin’s pads feel as though they were blistering.


    Estin split his attention between Arella and Rishad, waiting for the flash of magic he expected Rishad to use to stop Dorralt’s attack. Instead, a brittle crack made Estin jump slightly as Rishad broke his necklace and crushed it into a lump of metal. When he let go of the jewelry, pieces of fell away and Arella stopped convulsing, her breathing gradually returning to normal. Under Estin’s palmpads, Arella’s fur and skin were rapidly cooling.


    “I thought…” Estin said, getting a sharp nod from Rishad.


    “Dorralt can and will destroy or control me now, once his strength returns,” Rishad said calmly, smoothing his robe. “It has been an honor and a privilege, Estin. I don’t have time to call Turess over, so please tell him everything you are about to see and swear to me that when this is all done, we will have made a difference. I would tell him myself, but I know enough of Turess to think he will do something heroic that will cost us lives in the long run. For now, this is between us, at least until it is too late to change course.”


    “I swear,” Estin said, sitting back on his feet. Arella rolled over and coughed up some more blood. “What can we do?”


    Rishad and Arella met each other’s eyes, and Arella hung her head, seeming to grasp what had happened. With her talon-like claws, she knocked aside the remnants of the necklace. Snarling, she got up onto her hands and knees, letting one of her hands land in a pool of her own blood without apparently noticing. She slid over to Rishad, put her other hand to his face, and pressed her forehead to his as he closed his eyes.


    “I promised him I would deal with it when this day came,” she said, closing her own eyes. With a deep-throated growl, she drove her already bloodied claws into Rishad’s chest, causing him to stiffen and gag. She yanked her hand out a moment later, and Rishad collapsed, as dead as any mortal would have been. His skin paled and turned grey as his extremities started to disintegrate. Still kneeling over him as he fell apart, Arella said, “This was the original plan if the amulet had not worked. I believe he had always known it would come to this. I had hoped for another way.”


    Frantically, Estin looked at the others nearby. Both confusion and sadness clouded Feanne’s face as she stared at the pile of cloth and ash that had been Rishad. The soldiers had been far more concerned with cutting down the remaining zombies and had more or less ignored the entire exchange. Even Turess and Linn appeared ignorant of what had just happened, with Turess still clutching his head and Linn trying to help him up.


    “Leave me,” Arella snarled, still without having reverted to her human form. The sharp rebuke startled Estin and also several soldiers, making them back away. Only Estin and Feanne did not budge. When Arella looked up again, it was not with anger, but sadness. She said quietly, “He was my friend. Please let me mourn him. Once we go, I must never look back or my pack will see me as weak.”


    Estin whispered his apologies, got up, and went over to Feanne, who continued to watch Arella and the dust-covered robes lying in front of her. He took her hand, wincing as he closed his hand over hers and felt cool and sticky blood fill the space between his fingers.


    “We aren’t asking her right now,” Estin said, tugging her arm to keep her moving when she hesitated.


    “I have to know how she killed him and hurt Dorralt,” she whispered back, glancing over her shoulder at Arella. “I’ve torn into dozens of Turessians and never seen one act like that. I’ve ripped their chests open just like that and not one stayed down. I’m stronger than she is and have more magic…”


    “It’s not about strength,” he answered, though he had no idea if Feanne was even listening. “There’s something else to it. We will ask once she’s recovered and not a minute sooner.”


    “Why wait?”


    “Are you losing your mind, Feanne? If I was lying dead out there, how would you react if someone walked up and asked you the easiest way to kill others like me?”


    “I…I understand,” she replied softly, no longer looking back. She appeared genuinely ashamed for having even asked. “I’m sorry. I sometimes forget to think of Turess and Rishad as people and not as weapons.”


    “The lack of fur?”


    Feanne gave him an annoyed glare from the corner of her eyes. “They are Turessians. We have fought them for so long. I have trouble seeing them as anything but the enemy.”


    They continued on in silence until they reached the rest of the caravan that followed the army. Falling in with them, they walked steadily northeast toward the temple, picking up the rest of the soldiers along the way. Arella was left behind, mostly at the overprotective urging of her fellow werewolves, standing watch in a wide circle around her. Even the werebears and dire wolves chose to come with the army, rather than stay with Arella. Once they were far behind, Estin heard the mourning cry of a wolf echo through the hills. There had been far more between Rishad and Arella than friendship, that much he knew from that cry.


    The massive group marched well past the last of the twitching undead bodies and up into the next section of woods shortly before dawn. They continued until the sun was low again and the wood began to thin, hinting at an end to the cover the trees could provide. There, they found a secluded area that was reasonably defensible and began the task of rebuilding the camp and basic fortifications around it, as they had every time they traveled. The mood was somber and quiet, despite the day’s victory. Apparently, even those who did not know what had happened could feel the change in their leaders at having actually spoken to their true enemy.


    If Estin had his way, the group would have marched on, since the undead army could—and likely would, given that Dorralt knew they were there—return, trapping them. He knew even with the small army at their disposal, there was no chance that everyone could keep going for another day or two without rest. He and Feanne would have hunkered down in the wilderness to rest only briefly and then run as long as they could, trying to get to the temple before anything else found them. The hundreds of others with them would cut their pace to about a quarter what they could have managed on their own. From what he heard whispered, their pace put them nearly two days from the temple…much too far to push on.


    Once the last of the tents were up, meal preparations began with haste throughout the camp. Estin saw Turess scurrying past the cooks, carrying a stack of books he had gathered from somewhere, but he did not even slow when Estin called to him. Whatever he was doing, it completely occupied his attention. Something in the way he hurried about reminded Estin of the nervous determination of the soldiers, sharpening weapons and mending their armor. This was Turess’s way of readying himself for a horrific battle.


    “I should go clean up,” Feanne said on their way to their tent. She held up a hand matted with blood to emphasize her point. “Will you be at the tent when I arrive?”


    “If not right away, I will soon,” he answered, pressing his muzzle against hers. “Stay awake until I can come back, please. We should talk about what happened today.”


    “No promises,” she said, smirking.


    Smiling back at her, Estin pulled away and headed through the camp in the opposite direction. He followed his nose, unable to rely on memory, given the way the camp was constantly being rebuilt. Thankfully, the scent was one he had known long enough that finding it even in the huge gathering was not overly difficult.


    He made his way to an old tent near one edge of the camp. The canvas was worn badly, with holes that had been patched so many times, there were spots with more stitching than cloth. It was the same tent he had passed more than once years earlier when he had spent his days healing Feanne’s pack back in the mountains. Somehow it had survived years of war and moving about the region.


    “Alafa,” he called out, hearing a little squeak from inside the tent. “May I come in?”


    Antlers preceded Barlen’s head out of the tent. He grinned broadly and waved Estin in. Estin found he had to duck both the canvas flap and Barlen’s antlers, which always managed to be in the way, as though Barlen had no idea they were there most of the time.


    The inside of the tent was cramped, even for the two deer. They had few possessions between them, consisting largely of their clothing, worn blankets, and the newer suits of leather armor Linn had likely forced them to wear during scouting runs. Most of the remaining space was occupied by a small fire to keep the place from getting quite as cold as the outside. At first Estin saw nothing personal at all among their scattered belongings, until he looked up at the tent’s peak. A mangled old clay sculpture, patched together after it had been shattered years before, hung from a string.


    “I found it,” Alafa said softly, pulling a blanket over herself up to her chin as she smiled, her ears twitching. “You can have it back if you want. It took me months to put all the pieces back the way Ulra had made it, but it’s pretty again now. She wanted you to have it. I was just keeping it until I found you and our pack-leader again.”


    Estin reached up and tapped the clay sculpture of the sun with his claw. Ulra—Feanne’s personal bodyguard—had made it for him during his first days with the pack. It had been smashed during a dispute with Alafa’s family, and he had cast the pieces into the woods the day he had gone to be with Feanne. It was an eerie reminder of years long past, when things had been, if possible, more complicated.


    “Keep it,” Estin said, twirling the clay on its string. “It suits you better than where my life has taken me.”


    Barlen sat beside Alafa and put an arm around her as she shivered. They both looked up at Estin with eager anticipation that made him uncomfortable. All of the deer in Feanne’s pack had been like that, either running from something or staring at someone, waiting for them to say something “exciting.”


    Clearing his throat, Estin sat across from them. “I want you both to leave,” he said, once he could find his voice. Estin had to lower his eyes to the ground to avoid the heartbroken stares of the two wildlings. “Go…have a life somewhere safe. Neither of you should be out here. You have each other. Run to the farthest parts of Eldvar and don’t look back.” Alafa’s sniffles made Estin’s heart ache, but he had to keep going or he knew he would cave and let them stay. Staying meant he would have to close their eyes someday soon when he found them dead. They were all that was left of the old pack, and he could not let them die alongside him and Feanne. He knew all too well what was coming for anyone who stayed. “I want you both to be somewhere you can be happy, and that isn’t here. There are still a few gaps in the mist northwest of here. Please…”


    By that point, Alafa was sobbing openly, and Barlen was not far behind. Estin opened his mouth to plead with them, but Alafa leaned forward and planted a hand on his nose and mouth hard enough that he wondered if it might be bleeding.


    “Don’t tell us to go away,” she begged, holding up her other hand to quiet Barlen. “This is all we have left.”


    Estin gently pushed Alafa’s hand away. “There has to be somewhere, Alafa.”


    Barlen spoke up quickly. “No, there isn’t. When the pack fell, we ran for weeks. We found a new pack…and then they died to the undead. It took us a few more months, and we found some gypsies who took us in…and then they died to Turessians. All the towns were empty and the woods were as dead as our old friends. This is where we need to be, Estin. The world is scattering either from the mists or the Turessians. We’re safer here than anywhere else. How long do you think we’ll live, just the two of us?”


    Estin stared into the male’s eyes and saw he was not exaggerating. He had seen horrible things, but he hid that behind the skittish and already-nervous nature of his breed. It was a way of coping. “You don’t need all of these soldiers, Barlen. Have a horde of children somewhere hidden away, and don’t ever think about this place again…”


    Alafa let out a pained groan and fell forward onto the blankets, burying her face as she cried. Leaning over her, Barlen clung tightly for a while, until Alafa managed to compose herself somewhat, though she kept her face hidden.


    “We had children,” Barlen said, stroking Alafa’s fur. “Three. They were born shortly after the pack was wiped out. The Turessians killed them in front of us. All we could do was run. We didn’t know how to protect them.”


    Estin could not find words as he watched the haunted look on Barlen’s face. Thoughts of Atall’s death came to him unbidden, cementing his sadness with anger. “I won’t send you two away if you want to stay. We lost a child too. Tell me what you want me to do to help and I will, but I won’t ask you to leave again.”


    Sniffling as she wiped her eyes, Alafa sat up and mumbled her thanks before looking past Estin, squealing, and ducking under the blankets. A second later, Barlen did the same thing, both of them trembling, Barlen’s antlers making it look like a smaller version of the tent they sat in.


    Looking over his shoulder, Estin saw Feanne standing in the entrance of the tent, wiping her hands on a damp towel that had been stained red. She walked in slowly, her paws crunching the dry ground under the various blankets, until she stood over the two deer.


    “Leave us, Estin,” she said, taking a knee and carefully pulling the blanket down. Both deer wildlings clamped their eyes shut and hugged each other. “I need to talk with our finest scouts.”


    Touching her back lightly in thanks as he got up, Estin walked to the flap of the tent. He watched Alafa and Feanne hug, with Alafa crying on Feanne’s shoulder. The last thing he saw as the canvas fell between him and them was Feanne pull Barlen into the hug.


     


    *


     


    Unable to sleep for more than an hour or two with Feanne still gone—either still consoling the other wildlings or trying to keep morale among the soldiers up—Estin finally gave up on rest and went to wander the camp. The place was never truly still, despite the late hour. Patrols walked the perimeter, and dozens of people talked or retold the day’s feats of skill for those who had missed the battle. It was the same each night, with war stories from places Estin had never even heard of.


    He wandered alone for a while until he happened upon Linn, who was hard at work repairing broken links in his armor.


    At Estin’s approach, he set aside the armor and his tools and smiled up at him. “Couldn’t sleep, either?” he asked, motioning toward another stone that had been rolled over to act as a seat. “Most of us can’t sleep more than once or twice a week. Started around the time we entered Turessi. The orcs claim the place is haunted. Personally, I think we’re more afraid of what we’ll find at the end of this hike.”


    Snorting at that, Estin replied, “May as well be haunted. Most hauntings sound a lot less scary than where we’re going.”


    Linn grinned and nodded. “Do we have a real plan yet? Mine was to charge in and hope we could stop them before they killed all of us, but I’m betting there’s better ways to handle this. I’ll admit—to you, not to the others—I haven’t engaged the Turessians directly since the pack fell. I don’t know what to expect. I may be the leader of this army, but I’m not looking forward to facing the Turessians head-on.”


    “Feanne might agree with your plan,” Estin said, with only a touch of sarcasm. “Turess has other thoughts. I was actually looking for him. Last I heard, he has plan that I’m hoping has been fleshed out a little.”


    Linn’s smile dropped immediately at the mention of Turess. “West about five minutes and up one of the hills. My scouts found him when they were looking for any indication that the enemy was coming after us. He’s out past the line of spikes, and he can stay there, for all I care.”


    “You don’t trust him?”


    Frowning, Linn shrugged. “I trust you and Feanne. Everyone else has to earn it. I can’t help feeling that anyone with ‘Turess’ in his name is probably not working in our best interests. He can’t want to see his people lose this war.”


    “His people are the clansmen, not the one sending the armies of the dead after us,” Estin explained. “I think he wants his people to win the war, which means we need to. His brother does not seem to be his favorite person, and that’s who’s leading the undead.”


    Linn stared at the ground for a while before turning his attention back to Estin. “How long has it been since we saw each other last?”


    “About four hours…”


    “Don’t be daft. I meant since you got separated from the rest of the pack.”


    “For you, a year, maybe a little more,” Estin said, knowing it had been a lot longer for him than Linn, given the method of travel he had taken. He chose to leave that part out. For Estin and Feanne, it had been a year, plus the year or more they spent in Corraith. “Why?”


    Linn reached behind his seat and pulled a bundle of cloth from under his cloak. He tossed it to land at Estin’s toes with a loud metallic rattle. “I’ve been carrying those for you since I found them. Thought you might want them back, or your kits would want them, if I couldn’t find you. I intended to track down where you fell in the mountains and leave them there.”


    Sliding off the rock and kneeling beside the bundle, Estin slowly unwrapped two swords he had not seen in a very long time. They had been purchased in Lantonne before its final days and were still gleaming the way they had the day he had bought them. The shopkeeper had told him they were enchanted, though he had never given it much thought. Strapped over the swords were pieces of old leather armor that had once been a fine suit Feanne had made for him. Now they amounted to little more than greaves and shoulder plates.


    “I lost the swords when I fell,” Estin said, picking up one. It was remarkably light. Once he had thought these swords were a little lighter than most, but after years of carrying heavy and badly made weapons, it felt like a feather. “How did you find them?”


    “We came back after the mists left,” Linn said. “When we didn’t find your bodies, I took that to mean you were alive and would come back to us, sooner or later. Given what you’d already survived, I was betting on seeing you again. A lot of people thought I was crazy.”


    “I would have been one of them.”


    Linn chuckled. “None of us planned to be here, that’s for sure. Go…find your Turessian and beat some plans out of him. I want to know what my job here is, other than keeping the army marching in a straight line.”


    Thanking Linn, Estin tied a loop in the cloth that held the swords. He draped it over a shoulder until he had time to fasten them properly to his belt. He walked past a few dozen campfires and out into the woods, where a great many scouts and soldiers greeted him in passing.


    Exiting the camp itself, Estin passed hastily built barricades of sharpened trees meant to slow a charge by their enemies. Beyond that, he made his way slowly up the hill Linn had mentioned. He could see a single torch stuck into the ground at the top. He took his time, knowing Turess probably did not want visitors if he was working alone. Looking over the distance between the camp and Turess’s hiding place, he wondered at the need for so much secrecy at the risk of being caught far from help.


    Coming to the crest of the hill, Estin walked out of the trees to find Turess had turned the hill into a makeshift study, after clearing away most of the snow. Dozens of books lay open on the ground, and several rings of magical script had been drawn into the dirt. Turess knelt near one of the circles, facing away from Estin. A low ring of stones and brush kept the whole place from being visible at much of a distance.


    “I came to talk,” Estin said, tossing his swords near a pile of books. “We need to discuss our plan.”


    Turess did not answer, but instead waved his hand furtively with his back to Estin, as though trying to throw something.


    Shaking his head, Estin moved slowly around the clearing, eyeing the script that had been drawn in the snow. It was entirely illegible to him, but the style appeared identical to the writings on the wall of the temple in Jnodin. The script was always in a circle and had been repeated around the clearing, as though Turess was trying to remember all the words.


    “You left me there to die!” hissed a man’s voice, and Estin realized he had never heard Turess sound like that. It was familiar, but not Turess. “The empire was built on our blood! You made me into this, as much as he did.”


    Inching closer, Estin tried to get a clearer view of Turess, but he was certainly alone. As Estin neared, Turess twitched and reached back, pawing at the ground. Then Estin heard his strangled gasp for breath. Something was not right, but Estin could not initially see what.


    Rushing around to Turess’s front, Estin saw Turess was fighting against something that was crushing his throat. The indents of fingers pressed into his flesh and his eyes bulged, but there was nothing around him that Estin could see. A chill wind was about all the threat he could find.


    Estin shifted his sight to see magic and found there was a faint shape of a man standing over Turess. He aimed at that shape and wove a quick spell to push the target away, loosed it, and watched as the man tumbled backward. Turess collapsed and gasped.


    While Estin watched, the humanoid shape flared more brightly and vanished. When he blinked back to his normal eyesight, a ghostly man, his eyes flaring yellow briefly, advanced on Estin, floating across the snow without leaving a trail. The ghost was unmistakable.


    “Oramain…shit,” Estin swore, looking around frantically. There was nowhere to hide and no one within range to help. The ghost could probably kill most anyone from the camp anyway. “Turess, run!”


    The ghost raced toward Estin without moving its legs. Estin reached for his weapon and realized he had left the swords out of reach, but close enough to see. Oramain crashed into him, giving Estin the sensation of a snowstorm hitting him with gale-force winds. He tumbled backward and slammed into a tree as the ghost fell over him, chilling him to the bone. Then, just as suddenly, the cold was gone.


    Estin blinked away the flares of light in his sight from hitting his head and saw Oramain had been distracted by Turess. The two were exchanging flashes of magical energy that lit the hilltop like lightning, neither gaining nor losing ground. The spells were complicated, far more difficult than any Estin knew. Even trying to sort out what they were supposed to do made his head hurt. Instead, he rolled to his knees and tried to make his way toward his swords.


    Oramain noticed Estin’s movement and flicked one semitransparent hand toward the swords, sending them tumbling into the trees. At the same time, he deflected a brilliant flash of white light from Turess’s outstretched hand. Then, while countering another of Turess’s spells, he pointed at Estin and uttered a few short words of magic that Estin recognized all too well.


    The spell would cause instant death. There was no good way to avoid it without being prepared, which Estin was not. He closed his eyes as the chill of magic fell over him, clawing at his life’s energy, attempting to snuff it out. Tendrils like ice reached into his chest, brushing at his lungs and heart.


    Nothing more happened, just as when he has cast spells on Oramain during their last encounter.


    Estin blinked and looked around in confusion, finding both Turess and Oramain doing the same thing. Then, with a shriek of anger, Oramain faded away as if taking flight on the wind itself. A faint whisper of laughter reached Estin’s ears a second later.


    “Are you all right?” Turess croaked, running to Estin’s side.


    “Fine,” he answered, touching the back of his head. His fingers came away wet with blood. “Mostly fine.”


    “My brother sends my old friends to kill me,” Turess said, his voice still hoarse from being choked. “Oramain surprised me. I apologize for not keeping closer watch. He is dangerous, even as he was in life. One of the greatest I have ever worked with, to my dismay. Far better than I, and possibly better than my brother.”


    Estin nodded. “I know. He’s the one who showed me how to bring Feanne back from the dead…and he’s how On’esquin brought you back.”


    “I thought that, but was afraid to ask.” Turess reached for Estin’s head, only to freeze with his hand up. Blood had soaked all of his forearm around the bracelet, and what flesh Estin could see was blistered. Turess hurriedly let his robe’s sleeve drop over it.


    “What was that?” Estin demanded, sitting up.


    Turess mumbled something and turned to move away, but the conversation was long overdue.


    “The bracelet…I’ve seen it glowing whenever you use magic. Is it enhancing your spells?”


    Turess smiled weakly and picked up a burned book, which fell apart after a few seconds. “I was intending to be more subtle. Was going to let you and others do all work. Much easier to keep secrets if you do not let others see your weaknesses.”


    Estin pulled a piece of cloth from his pouch and pressed it to his head as he got up and moved over to Turess. “What’s going on, Turess?”


    Turess sat down hard, pulling up his sleeve again. In the torchlight Estin could see that not only was Turess’s arm burned, but the bracelet itself appeared to have gone through a fire. The silver was blackened and twisted in spots. “You will keep secret for me?” Turess asked, turning his arm so Estin could see the burns all the way around. “Others must think I am as stories say or they lose trust. You make promise and I will tell you things I meant not to.”


    “I promise.” Estin sat and reached for Turess’s hand, but Turess flinched and pulled away.


    “Cannot heal burns from raw magic,” he explained, wiping away the blood gently with his robe. The blisters and burns were severe, making Estin wonder whether they would ever heal properly. “Is nice feeling to be honest about this. Had meant to hide it, and this makes me feel better already. Bracelet is wedding band, Estin. Matches one given to my wife. With help of my brother, it was enchanted to contain the raw power of mists. We meant to use these as weapons against the clouds when they first came. Once magic is in bracelet, it can be used to supplement magic we pull through ourselves.”


    Turess went silent for several minutes before adding, “Can also be used by one without magic to pretend they do have it. Meant to refill bracelet at mists again before fighting brother. Now is too late. Bracelet will likely never work again.”


    “You…” Estin tried to find words for what he thought he was hearing. “You can’t cast magic?”


    “Little,” Turess admitted, smiling sheepishly. “Spell of light is about all I can manage. All else is bracelet or other trinkets I left behind. Were many reasons I wanted them found before I came back.”


    Estin’s stomach lurched painfully. The man they had thought would be able to turn the tide of the war was helpless. “Is there more I should know?” Estin asked, his nervousness fading into a dull anger.


    “Oh yes,” Turess said, shrugging helplessly. “I know more than I let on. Old plan was that I could let you and vixen die if it got me to my brother.”


    Estin hardly felt himself lunge at the man, but a moment later, he was atop Turess, his claws dug into Turess’s neck and his fangs bared and close to Turess’s nose.


    “Please!” Turess pleaded, turning his face away. “Was before I knew any of you. Was very angry when I woke. I swear on my…no, I will not swear on anything, as I lost all that was worthy of oaths. I will die to protect all of you, Estin. There is no empire for me to return to. I am just a man now. Please believe that I will lay down my life if it ends the madness my brother has created. Let me live and I will find way to prove it.”


    Estin held his position a while longer, growling as he fought the urge to kill Turess for the mere suggestion that he would betray them. All he could think about were those who had already done so, with Phaesys foremost among them in his mind. Slowly, his anger faded, and he eased his grip and inched away from Turess’s face, though he did not let go.


    “Why was he trying to kill you?” Estin finally managed to ask, looking around at the plateau where they lay, with its burned and scattered books.


    “Same reason he tried before I died first time,” Turess admitted. He did not take his eyes off Estin, as though afraid Estin would change his mind at any second. “I thought him traitor, but truth is Oramain is under control of my brother. He may not have any choice. I doubt he has been able to do one good thing since the day Dorralt took control, and it has destroyed him. Once, Oramain was kindest of my men…now…well, you see.”


    “What can we do to stop your brother? We’re almost to him, and I haven’t seen a real plan yet. Give me something I can believe in.” Looking toward the west, Estin nodded at the curtain of mists that had slowly risen each night, now filling every inch from the ground to a spot several hundred feet up, if the scouts were to be believed. “What then?”


    Turess let out a long slow breath, as though buying himself a few extra seconds. “The mists I…we…can stall.”


    “Stalling won’t save us, and probably not anyone outside Turessi, if the mists just turn around and go hunting again,” Estin said, and from what he could see on Turess’s face, he already knew it. Reluctantly, Estin rolled off Turess and sat down hard. “We need a way to stop Dorralt and the mists, once and for all. My children are out there somewhere. I want to know how we’re keeping the mists from ever reaching them. I want to know that their children won’t have to keep fighting this. I’ve been telling the others the same lie you told me about them fading away. We both know how fast they can move. They’ll find a way out of Turessi.”


    “The mists I…I can stop,” said Turess, not sounding entirely convinced. “With mists watching us, we spare everyone outside these lands. This is why I pushed us to get to the temple quickly. From there, I can slow or drive back mists and spare these lands at the least, and likely many others. Is old magic with some manipulation. We once learned how to slow the mists with our own magic—”


    “My son figured out how to do that on his own before his fourth year.”


    Turess blinked and thought for a moment, as though he had lost his place. “I think with the old runes the…uh…Mairlee and I made, I can hold the mists and weaken them enough that they will starve before they can find more to consume. Will not know for sure if will work until I am standing in the old audience chamber. If things do not go well, I may see if we can pull the mists to us, ensuring our deaths in exchange for keeping them far from the rest of the world. Once they reach old building…they cannot leave easily because of mistake made long ago. Is place inside they will be drawn to and then bound by. Is not perfect plan, but hoping mists weaken and cannot make it back to other lands.


    “Dorralt is another matter. I cannot learn about him anywhere but standing in front of him. There are no others like him from what I see, so even capturing another would be meaningless. Were none I knew like him my first life. I need to get into what they now call the temple and face him if there is to be any chance of killing him. The mists can wait until my brother is gone. We will tune the wards to stop the mists, kill my brother, and then we worry about rest of plan.”


    “Can and will you fight him?”


    “I will,” Turess answered, and Estin saw no deceit in him. “Dorralt is only one who would know what happened to my wife and is the one who took my empire from me. He has twisted all the good I have done to his own ends. I cannot leave that unpunished, no matter who he is. We built this together, but that does not give him right to kill those in our old lands.”


    “And if you die? What do we do then?”


    Turess’s brows crinkled and he looked down at the ground. “I may not have magic, but I have much knowledge of how these things were created. If I die, all the strength we brought will not matter one bit. I believe another could figure out anything I can, but can they do it in time? I spent my whole life studying the magic of life and have tried to learn more in the last few weeks. Another would be forced to figure out how the magic works without benefit of any of that. I would trust you to learn this, just not in the time we have.”


    Sitting up and studying Turess as the last of the pain faded from his head, Estin asked, “You seriously think an uneducated street wildling could learn anything I’ve seen or heard of you doing? Exaggerated or not, your tricks are holding the mists back for now.”


    Smiling, Turess nodded. “I do. You are not stupid man, Estin. Besides, I was slave for most of my younger years. We are more alike than you seem to wish to believe, yes?” Turess held out a hand to help Estin up, which Estin eyed with surprise and confusion.


    “What about not touching people?”


    “Is not so much a rule as a custom,” Turess explained, grabbing Estin’s arm and pulling him up. “Was a stupid custom anyway. They said it was my idea, but I was still trying to learn how to be with people without being hurt as I had been when I was a slave. By the time I wished contact with others, my people had made these strange rules in my name. I think that rule should die out, as I should have many years ago. Everything is meant to change and disappear with the passing of years…do not tell that to Mairlee.”


    Estin limped back toward the middle of the circles and piles of books strewn across the hilltop, his hip bothering him suddenly after so long being tolerable. He picked up one of the books and eyed the flowing Turessian runewords that filled it, realizing he could not read whatever filled its pages. “I don’t speak ancient Turessian, but can I do anything to help?”


    “Matter of the facts, you can,” Turess answered, sitting on one of the stones that dotted the hilltop. “Before we start that, you do know is not called Turessian?”


    “Been meaning to ask you that. What is it called?”


    Turess smirked and shrugged. “Was a dialect of the local orc clans. Has changed much over the years, but is still orcish.”


    “Not something I would have guessed, given the dislike of orcs.”


    “Is true, though. On to more important things. Did Yoska, On’esquin, or even Raeln talk much about the prophecies?”


    “The prophecies you made? They did on occasion. I won’t claim I always listened.”


    “Good man,” Turess replied, rubbing at his bruised throat. “Normally I would say ignore any prophecy you hear. This time, I need your help. All memory of the prophecies is gone from me. I need you to tell me whatever you recall them saying as closely to the same wording as you can.”


    “How will that help us?”


    “It might not,” Turess laughed. “It very well might not help at all. However, my people and my brother think they will, so I wish to use those words against them. If they plan for things from prophecy, we will do opposite.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Into the Maw”


     


    “I tell you, has no meaning,” Yoska insisted, flapping the unrolled prophecy parchments in front of Raeln’s face. “Is meaningless babble about end times. Every culture has such nonsense stories. Just because we meet man who wrote these does not make them make more sense, no? When I drink, I say many profound things, but no one believes them to be prophecy.”


    Raeln turned slowly to one side and then the other, seeing the anger and frustration across a dozen Turessian faces. These men and women were about ready to kill Yoska where he stood—and not only because he was insulting Turess’s prophecies. Many of them had brothers, sisters, or children that Yoska had married off to members of other clans during his party. Raeln had spent hours trying to avoid having the entire army descend into infighting once everyone had sobered up. By the rules of honor in the clans, they would abide by the marriages, even if they were more than willing to kill Yoska for instigating them. Raeln had gotten off easy, only finding someone in his bed. He had initially worried about losing respect from the clans, but Yoska had created enough chaos that everyone had other concerns.


    “Translate it,” Raeln growled, finally managing to cut through Yoska’s ranting long enough that he seemed to notice the stares from the Turessians. “They tell me it is important, and I want to know specifics. Few of these people speak ancient Turessian. You learned it from someone who lived then. Translate.”


    Muttering under his breath, Yoska flattened out the parchment on the table they were using to discuss tactics. He skimmed briefly, apparently trying to find the right spot, before saying, “The text says…no, no, is miswritten here. Usually it says man of black and white, but here says ‘men.’ Only difference is one of the little flicks of the quill, so is mistake. But what it says is ‘The man of black and white will bring the setting sun and find their way open, while the great northern beast will lead the dawn or watch a final sunset as he saw in the south.’ Is nonsense, yes?”


    Looking to Yiral, who had kept quiet through most of the arguing, Raeln asked, “What would be the most accurate translation?”


    The old woman thought a moment before saying, “The men of—or in—black and white will come from the sunset, while the animal will come from the sunrise. The parts about the open way and final sunset I do not understand. The word choice on the animal normally means ‘dire wolf.’”


    “Sunset in the south,” Raeln thought aloud, rubbing at his jaw as he paced near the table. “The fall of Lantonne. The soldiers called it the ‘Sunset of Humanity’ in their melodramatic and drunken moments. If we don’t figure this out, we will see that degree of destruction again.”


    Clicking his tongue in annoyance, Yoska said, “You did not believe in prophecy few months ago, no? Why so much meaning now?”


    “Because if we don’t find a way to win this, we won’t get another chance, and I don’t know if anyone else ever will. Prophecy or not, we need some direction. This is all I have, so I intend to do what I can to follow Turess’s direction.”


    “I see,” Yoska said, shrugging. “Is good enough for me, but now you sound like magic dead green man, you know this?”


    Trying not to think about On’esquin, Raeln answered, “He had two thousand years to think on the prophecies. Maybe he knew better than all of us.”


    “Better than gypsy and wise northern woman?” Yoska argued, motioning toward Yiral. “We are smart, but not smarter than orc with millennia to ponder things. I worry few days is not enough to figure out the meaning of this part, let alone rest of very long and very dry writings.”


    “Let me worry about that,” Raeln said, a little more firmly than he meant to. “What else have the two of you found in there?”


    Coming up beside Raeln and Yoska and then flipping a page ahead in the prophecy, Yiral said, “Much of it is clearly rambling. The difficulty is separating that from the actual prophecy. I believe he was half-mad by this point. Here he talks about the desiccated remains of the empire. He had moved his capital to these lands shortly before his death. The temple’s pillars are still called the bones of the temple, which I doubt is coincidence. I would take the rambling to indicate that whatever comes after would only matter if we were within the temple. Given that we already intend to go there, it works out well.


    “The next thing he goes into, after talking about a wife there is no record of—who he talks about for almost a page—is looking upon the writing of the magi and the reborn forests. Either could have thousands of meanings, even to our people, let alone his. Given that this refers to something happening at the temple, I seriously doubt to see a forest inside its walls. There is something figurative to it.


    “He babbles for much of the section about watching the sky rain fire of the gods’ tears…again, madness. I can pick nothing of value out of this. Turessians do not believe in gods, and for all the magic in these lands, the sky cannot be made to rain fire.


    “The last page speaks of failure,” she continued, closing the parchment roll without reaching that page, as though she were avoiding it. “There are two clear outcomes.”


    “And they are?” Raeln demanded, crossing his arms. “I’ve come this far. You can’t scare me off now.”


    Eyeing him as though she thought otherwise, Yiral said softly, “Either the armies, the gods, and all people will die in sparing the world, or the world will be swept clean and given over to the dead. Likely, Dorralt makes his decisions based on this. It is the only reason one of our people would raise an army of the dead to fight for them. All indications are that an army of undead was the only way he could gain victory by way of the prophecies.”


    Raeln grabbed the parchment roll and shoved it into his belt. “On’esquin told me once that this is a guide, not the only way. Turess did not know all the outcomes. He only saw a way to get there and what would happen if that way failed. We will write our own ending to this. I will not let a scrap of paper tell me what will happen.”


    “And yet you take paper’s advice?” Yoska asked, quickly lowering his eyes when Raeln turned on him.


    “Enough,” Raeln snapped. “Generals…I want you here, now.”


    The representatives of the various clans hurried forward, crowding in around the table.


    “What are our options?”


    “Few from what the scouts have seen,” said one of the men, laying out a large map of the region. Hills and deep ravines were clearly marked, but unlike any map Raeln had seen of the south, there were no cities anywhere. Given the roaming nature of the Turessian clans, he understood, but it was still surprising. The only item marked on the map, other than hazards, was the temple. “There are armies of ancestors here, here, here, and there,” he said, pointing. “We can go several ways to the temple. The clans recommend circling around to the west and coming in that way, where the land will not hinder us and the winds will keep most storms from us. However, there were thousands of ancestors already marching that way days ago. It will be a difficult fight.”


    “How much time will we lose?”


    “A week, maybe more. Perhaps a second week fighting through the ancestors.”


    “What about this route?” Raeln asked, tracing a line through the hills with his claw.


    “Already twenty thousand ancestors.”


    “And here?”


    “Fifteen thousand.”


    Raeln stared at the man as though he was making up numbers, but several of the other Turessians whispered their agreement. Touching another spot almost at random, he asked again, “Here?”


    “That way is through the holdings of the Irasha clan, who have the honor of protecting the temple and council. They are the largest clan and will resist us. Any who have refused to obey are likely among the ancestors now.”


    “How bad would that clan be to fight?”


    The man’s abruptly raised eyebrows told Raeln all he needed to know.


    Picking up the map and staring at it, he searched for any other way. Finally, he spotted a narrow route through some of the largest groupings of hazards, coming in from the east of the temple. “What about here? It’s close to where we are now and will save us days of marching. It looks like it’s no more than two or three days’ hike.”


    The Turessian actually laughed and pointed out the location Raeln had indicated for the others. They, too, openly laughed, until finally one of them spoke up.


    “War leader, that is not a route anyone would take. It is some of the roughest terrain in all of Turessi and is filled with creatures that do not roam elsewhere. Only a madman would go that way. Even Turess himself forbade travel through that region. It is known as the Maw by most clans for the way it consumes those who enter it. I know of no one who has survived crossing it. There is no point in trying.”


    “Then that’s the way we go,” Raeln declared, feeling the entire area chill as breaths were held and the laughter cut off abruptly. “If no Turessian would go that way, it will be the least guarded. I would rather fight a thousand creatures that breathe than a thousand that do not. We will come in from the east.”


    “It could take us days to pass through that area,” a man pointed out.


    Shaking his head, Raeln replied, “It will take us a week or more to march around the temple and fight our way through an army, if we even succeed. A day or two in the Maw is much faster.”


    “But the north is somewhat less dangerous,” pleaded one woman, who quickly lowered her hood to hide her face when Raeln growled at her.


    “We come from the east,” Raeln repeated, throwing the map at the man who had brought it. “You call me your battle leader, so I am giving you an order. If you wish to divide the army and have us all die to the undead, do so. Until then, you will obey my orders. Come get me when we are ready to march. I want everything in motion before daybreak.”


    Raeln turned and left, continuing to walk while people called out to him in an attempt to argue further. He headed for his tent at first, but then realized he really had no desire to go back to Somn, who tended to faun over him when he was home, brushing his fur and suggesting clothing that he thought accented Raeln’s patterning. The man meant well and Raeln was grateful for his company, but he wanted to see Dalania. She had been distant ever since they had left Jnodin, keeping to herself as he prepared the army.


    Asking several Turessians for directions as he passed, Raeln navigated through the camp, barely noticing the white flashes of fur he saw off to his left, where the bear wildling shadowed him. The huge man had backed off at Raeln’s insistence, but he never got more than fifty feet away. Deep down, Raeln appreciated having someone watch his back, given that Yoska was busy watching Ceran’s backside and Dalania was always off alone.


    Raeln approached the tent where Dalania had last been seen. Back home he would have called out or found some other way to make noise to announce himself. But the Turessians considered privacy a fairly abstract concept and preferred the direct approach. Poking his head inside, he found a young Turessian couple with the boy he and Dalania had rescued from Jnodin. Raeln had seen Dalania with them days prior and had guessed she was trying to get them to adopt the boy. Apparently it had gone better than he had expected.


    “Have you seen Dalania?” he asked.


    The woman shook her head and apologized, and the man thought for a moment.


    “Yes,” the man finally answered. “I believe I saw her out by the watering hole a few hours ago. She is often there with woodland animals. The hunters keep asking if they are allowed to hunt there, but the risk is too great near our only water source. I believe they find the number of animals that visit her to be infuriating.”


    Thanking them, Raeln slipped out of the tent and made his way across part of the camp to a section they had far less security around. A warm spring provided more than enough water, even for the ever-growing army. Despite the bitter cold of Turessi, the pond never froze, steaming endlessly.


    Dalania had been insistent on them allowing wild animals access to it, lessening his surprise that she chose that spot to hide from the clans. Had the hunters insisted on patrolling there, Raeln would have already heard about the fight that came of it.


    Coming up on the wooded area around the water, Raeln called out, “Dalania? Are you here?”


    Several robed men and women appeared from the trees and watched him briefly before fading back into the woods. It was good to know their least defended location was not entirely undefended. At that thought, Raeln looked over his shoulder and saw the white bear wildling waiting about twenty feet away, staring intently at him. There was nowhere for the man to hide.


    Sighing, Raeln continued toward the edge of the spring, where Dalania sat, staring at the slow waves in the pond’s surface. She was still enough that had she not been green against the white and browns of the area, he could have easily missed her. In the southern woods, she probably could have vanished into the trees without much effort. Around her, several white rabbits scattered as Raeln approached.


    “Are you okay?” Raeln asked, sitting down at her side. The moist ground made him uncomfortable in the chill climate, but he chose not to share that, given how relaxed Dalania appeared, with her toes in the warm water. He hesitated before speaking again, realizing several deerlike animals were watching from the trees. “Dalania?”


    Blinking and sitting up straight, she seemed entirely surprised to see Raeln. “Oh…hello. I was…they…I mean…what day is it?”


    Raeln put a hand to Dalania’s forehead to check for a fever, but she scowled at him and he felt nothing abnormal. “Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you in days.”


    “Usually here,” she admitted, looking back at the water. “I can’t hear them as easily here for some reason.”


    “Them?”


    Dalania brushed at her leaves without answering.


    “The fae?” Raeln asked, genuinely confused. “I thought you had a deal with the nature spirits. What’s going on, Dalania?”


    “The deal was that they can’t claim me until I die,” she explained without looking at him. “If I try to get out of the deal, the fae will kill everything around me. They aren’t breaking the deal, but they aren’t making it easy either. I can hear them talking all the time now. At first it was just the ones that I bargained with, but now I can hear a dozen or more. They’re following us, Raeln. Lots of them. They seem frantic about us going to the temple.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


    Dalania shrugged. “You have enough to worry about. As long as we keep traveling, they fade away. It’s when we stop that I can feel their attention press down on me. Even this pond is staring back at me.”


    Raeln took her hand, ignoring her flinch at the touch. “You aren’t going to die, Dalania. We’ll hold them off together. They can’t have you.”


    “I haven’t slept in days,” she confessed, closing her eyes. “When I try, they are there, watching me. I don’t even know what they want. They just stare, as though I should already know. They don’t want me dead, but there’s something they expect to happen.”


    Raeln thought back on the three spirits that had come to take Feanne’s life from her as she lay dying after healing Estin. They had only relented in exchange for something more valuable to them—in this case, Dalania. He had never thought the bargain would matter until her death, given the terms of the deal, but he apparently knew far less about the fae than he thought. One more enemy to worry about—one he knew he could not fight. The fae were not alive and barely had form that a mortal could see.


    “We’ll march again tomorrow,” he said, squeezing her hand tightly. “Sleep while we ride.”


    Putting her other hand over Raeln’s, Dalania whispered, “Get us to the temple before the fae find a way to kill or use me, Raeln. I want to see this end before they take me. I don’t want to know what they want of me, and I hope to end this before having to find out.”


    “They won’t get you. We’re going to go through what the Turessians call the Maw and see how fast we can reach the temple. Once we’re there, we defeat Dorralt and then figure out how to protect you.”


    Smiling sadly, she patted his hand without speaking.


     


    *


     


    At daybreak the army set out again, heading northwest toward the route Raeln had chosen through hills he could see in the distance. When they reached them, the army would turn west and hope they were strong enough to make it through whatever lay between the first hill and the temple of Turessi. No one had been willing to discuss the rumors of what lay in those hills, which had somewhat relieved Raeln, allowing him to dismiss the fears as little more than superstition.


    Raeln had tried all morning to spark conversation with any of the Turessians, but they were somber and in poor spirits. That only served to further worry Raeln that he had made the wrong choice. Even the former slaves admitted they were in no mood to talk, leaving Raeln alone with his thoughts. He headed the long column of clansmen, with only Somn and the white bear at his sides. Dalania had been missing all morning, though Raeln had heard she was somewhere near the middle of the column, talking to herself.


    “No storm on the horizon…that’s something,” Somn said, getting a curt nod from the bear.


    Raeln looked over at Somn, who was riding one of the pack horses. “How much do you know about this place? I need to know before we get there. No one will tell me anything, and I’m pretty sure they are measuring me for a box each time I ask.”


    “Not a lot,” Somn answered, keeping his voice low and glancing back at the nearest Turessians. “My sire told me that if I got free of my clan and wanted to make a run for it but the Maw was the only route, I should either kill myself or let the clan do it. Kind of stomps on the incentive to run.”


    An airy cough from Raeln’s other side drew his attention to the bear, who was walking rather than riding. He pointed at the hills in the distance and then at himself. Pulling open the collar of his ragged shirt, he showed Raeln a series of deep claw scars that should have been fatal, from Raeln’s experience. The bear then grabbed Raeln’s bicep, squeezed it, and nodded.


    “I think he’s been there and thinks we’ll be fine,” Raeln translated for Somn, getting a nod of agreement from the bear. “I’m glad someone believes this will work.”


    They rode and walked throughout most of the day and reached the first hill around midafternoon. Almost immediately Raeln could see this was not a place he really wanted to go. The appearance alone spoke volumes about why its reputation was so dire.


    The ground fell away steeply as they approached the Maw, creating a wide ravine broken only by “hills” farther out, which he was pretty sure were actually tall spires. They rose from the bottom of the ravine to stand as tall as the hills on the plains. How high they might be or how deep the ravine was, Raeln could not guess, due to a thick fog that filled the entire ravine. From its depths, Raeln heard the screeches of bats, as well as something else that cut many of the cries short. Each animal scream made his fur stand a little farther up.


    “We can still go around,” offered Somn, pulling his horse back to stay well behind Raeln.


    Looking to the east, Raeln could see the mists at the edge of Turessi without having to strain anymore. They had risen many hundreds of feet, creating a wall around the land that spread as far as he could see in either direction. From the look of things, the entire edge of Turessi was enveloped in a horrific thunderstorm, undoubtedly tied in some way to the mists.


    “No time,” he admitted, shaking his head. “We might have until the full moon, but not much longer. We either die trying now, or we die in that cloud in a few days.”


    “This is what free people do with their time?” Somn asked, sounding horrified. “I’ll take a whip any day over deciding which way I want to die.”


    Laughing—and hoping Somn was joking—Raeln flicked his reins and began the descent into the ravine, with hundreds of living people following him and hundreds of ancestors behind them. Somn and other noncombatants hurriedly dropped back to the middle of the line, while several of the orcs joined Raeln and the bear wildling at the front. Those with him were among the most battle-hardened and scarred members of the army, the few willing to face the Maw ahead of the rest.


    They made their way down the hill slowly—perhaps more slowly than necessary—and soon Raeln had no choice but to dismount. The horse was terrified and fighting him, tugging at the reins until Raeln stopped and put a hand on its brow to calm it. The beast was frantic, trying to get back to the edge of the fog.


    “Take the horse back near the others,” Raeln told a Turessian nearby, who took the reins from him. “It won’t be able to see as much from back there.”


    The Turessian bowed and walked away. He had only gotten a few steps from Raeln when a blur of fog passed between him and Raeln. When it cleared a second later, a long trail of blood led off to Raeln’s left. Neither the man nor the horse was anywhere to be found. Even more disconcerting, the dozens upon dozens of people who should have been somewhat in the path of whatever had taken the two were looking around with the same confusion as Raeln.


    “Close ranks,” Raeln said loudly, shifting to be closer to the orcs and bear. The orcs drew weapons hurriedly while the bear straightened and squinted to stare into the fog. Barely visible, the Turessians closed in those who could not fight in a tight ring of robed warriors. “If something’s going to take anyone, I want to hear combat. No one dies alone. Scream if you hear anything.”


    They began walking again, the crunching of hundreds of feet on the snow making it impossible for Raeln to be sure of any sounds he thought he heard. Everyone moved in procession, first Raeln taking a step, then those behind him, repeated on and on for almost a mile back. They continued that way for an hour or two with no change in the limited scenery and no further attacks. Gradually the path leveled off, and Raeln got the sense of the area opening up, though he could have been in a closet for all he could see. All he knew for certain was that he was no longer descending.


    Raeln’s ears twitched to his left as he heard paws come down on snow.


    Raising his hand to stop the group, Raeln looked over his shoulder to his right, where the bear wildling stood. To his left there were Ildorn and another orc. Nothing that direction should have sounded remotely like padded feet.


    As if in reply, the orcs raised their axes and swords, waiting for a signal to attack.


    Raeln motioned at the fog somewhat to their left and pointed at his own eyes, hoping the orcs knew that meant to watch for threats. Whether they understood or not, they advanced more slowly, keeping their weapons high. A pair of Turessian men moved up from the main force, joining the orcs, their gloved hands looking as weapon-like as the orcs’ steel.


    A rush of movement came from the fog, knocking Ildorn down. Raeln leaped over the man, trying to shield him, but whatever was out there darted away again, fading into the fog. Kneeling while watching where the creature had gone, Raeln touched the orc and found he was still breathing, though raggedly. Raeln glanced down quickly, unwilling to look away from the mists for long, and found Ildorn was clutching a massive gash in his chest that poured blood down his side.


    “Get him back to one of the preservers,” Raeln ordered, and the two Turessians ran over and dragged Ildorn away. “Hold the line tightly. No one moves without the rest.”


    Raeln started down the path again, this time with a Turessian at his side to replace Ildorn. The whole line walked slowly for some time, just long enough that Raeln thought they might have moved past the creature or creatures.


    A low growl ahead of them let him know he was very wrong.


    Raeln slowed his pace, as did those around him. Advancing barely a paw’s length at a time, a few steps later, his feet came down in cool water. Inching forward, he found the water flowed past them, cutting off their path. To his surprise, it was warmer than anywhere else in Turessi beside the spring at their last camp, making it possible to ford it without too much risk. Still, the last thing he really wanted was to be soaked when the next snowstorm hit.


    “River,” he hissed over his shoulder. As he turned his head back, something flew out of the fog at him.


    Reacting swiftly, Raeln deflected the object, sending it clattering away. He spun and saw another shape fly from the fog. He slapped that aside before it hit the bear wildling. The second object rolled to a stop within sight, and Raeln realized it was a spear. Crude tufts of fur were tied to the haft of the weapon, just below the stone tip. The wooden shaft was as long as he was tall.


    Hesitating, Raeln sniffed and listened, unable to make out anything beyond the breathing of the people nearest him, the rippling sounds of the river, and his own heartbeat. A faint splash hinted at fish…or something standing at the edge of the water.


    A second later, the white bear at Raeln’s side pointed slightly to the left ahead of them and then tapped his nose.


    Squinting, Raeln made out a faint shape in the fog. Whatever was out there could not be more than thirty feet away, and he could faintly smell mold and dank fur, though that was about all he could pick out. He looked over at the wildling bear, but the man just shrugged and tapped his shirt over the scars he had shown Raeln earlier.


    Raeln inched forward. The water rose past his lower ankles to his upper and then nearly to his knees before it became shallower. Once he was certain it was shallow enough that he could run again, he raised a hand to alert those closest to him.


    “On three,” Raeln whispered, bracing himself for the dash through shallow water at the creature ahead of them. Whatever they were facing likely could not see much better than they could…at least he hoped it could not. “Everyone else stay back! One…two…three!”


    Raeln ran, with both the Turessian and wildling keeping pace and dozens more splashing along after. A few strides later, Raeln’s paws were back on dry land, and he increased his speed.


    The vague shape in the fog ahead backed away at their approach, grabbing what appeared to be another spear. It was trying to hold its ground.


    Leaping at the figure, Raeln caught its arm before it managed to raise the weapon, knocking the spear aside as he rolled away. He lunged again, only to have a fist hit him in the chest harder than anything but one of Dorralt’s Turessians ever had. Gasping, he fell, moving out of the way as the white bear wildling crashed into the creature. Raeln tried to stand, only to fall again as his chest and stomach muscles gave out.


    Nearby, Raeln heard something else approaching as his men surged past him, cutting the creature off from reaching him. Looking around, he saw gleaming eyes watching him from the fog, and the smell of wolves came to him. Suddenly, the fog burned away in a burst of light and flame as a spell hit the creature that had thrown the spears. In that moment, Raeln saw eight black wolves with reddish eyes snarl and retreat into the fog. Even during his trial, the dire wolves had looked no different from regular wolves. Those were something else.


    Fighting his pain, Raeln got up to enter the fray, only to find the battle was already over. The bear wildling stood over a gasping creature that lay on its back, covering its face with its hands. From the look of the thing, it had taken the blast of flame full-on and received little more than a few burns in the process. The white bear appeared to have pummeled it into submission while it was down.


    Had it been standing, the creature would have been easily nine feet tall. Though it was covered with mold and slime-coated long, ragged fur, Raeln thought he saw vaguely bearlike features. Unlike a bear—even a bear wildling—this creature had retractable claws, and when it moved its hand away from its eyes, he saw it had oversized black eyes and gleaming fangs that did not entirely fit into its mouth. Everything about the creature seemed to hint at an animal, twisted far beyond anything recognizable. The monstrous thing was much further from being a wildling than even a werewolf might be.


    “What is it?” Raeln asked, getting no reply from anyone near him. When the Turessian who had cast the spell ran over, holding up his robe to keep it out of the shallow water of the river, Raeln repeated, “What is that thing? Have your people fought them before? Are there more? What do I need to know?”


    “I have no idea,” the Turessian answered, raising his hand to cast another spell. As he did, the giant bearlike monster curled into a ball and hid its face. “I do not want it following me, though. The pelts it’s wearing looks like black dire wolf hides, but dire wolves are almost always predominantly white with some black, much like your patterning.”


    Raeln searched the fog for the wolves he had seen, but they were gone. “Definitely some kind of dire wolf. I saw some of them out there. Nasty-looking things. Don’t kill it yet. I want to know what we’re in for.”


    The monster rolled with a speed surprising for its size. It tried to rush at the Turessian, only to have the bear wildling punch it in the jaw, dazing it. Before the creature could get its balance back, the wildling hooked its head with his powerful arms and forced the creature down onto its knees. From what Raeln could see, the creature probably could have overpowered the wildling but appeared unwilling to fight him directly.


    Raeln came over cautiously and knelt in front of the creature and the wildling. Immediately, the creature began thrashing and snarling, but it could not break the wildling’s grip. More importantly, it seemed unwilling to strike at him with its claws when it could have easily freed itself by doing so. That told Raeln far more about it than its appearance did. There was a reluctance to hurt the white bear, and that meant some kind of vague respect. It was intelligent, and whatever his wildling ally had done during his first visit to the Maw, it had some bearing on what was happening now.


    “Did you fight these before? What about wolves?” Raeln asked the wildling, who shook his head at the first part and nodded at the second. “Are they friendly?”


    That left the wildling staring at Raeln, his muzzle crinkled as he struggled to find some way to reply.


    Raeln finally held up a hand to wave aside his own question. As he inched closer, he had to be careful, as the creature began screeching and trying to claw at him. After a few seconds, it gave up and lets its arms hang in defeat. Its large black eyes narrowed as it glared angrily at him. The monstrous bearlike creature’s muzzle trembled.


    “I’m not your enemy,” Raeln said, but as soon as he spoke, it began fighting again, trying to get one hand on him while pawing at its face with the other. He realized it was frantically slapping one spot in the middle of its brow, between its eyes. Raeln mimicked its motion, touching the spot on his own brow—right where his tattoos lay. “It knows of Turessians.”


    Looking around, Raeln realized he and the Turessian man were both almost within reach. He motioned for the Turessian to back away, which the man did in a hurry. Raeln followed him a short distance, and he could see the creature calm with each step they took. After a few more steps away, the creature patted at the wildling holding it, as though trying to tell it that everything was better. The bear did not release the creature, though he did relax considerably.


    “Let him go,” Raeln said, getting a worried glare from the bear. “Be ready, but release him. I want to see something. I don’t think he’ll attack.”


    Reluctantly, the bear eased his grip, only to have the monstrous tusked bear-man turn in place and make chittering noises at him. The creature motioned at Raeln and the Turessian and then to the nearest of its spears. From what Raeln could gather, it was asking permission to kill the Turessians, including Raeln.


    “You sure about this?” asked an orcish woman who had come over to join them, wandering near the wildling and creature, all but ignored. “I think it’s trying to recruit our bear to kill you.”


    The white bear snarled at the creature that kept talking at him, only to have the creature pick up its spear and put it in the bear’s hand. The wildling looked to Raeln for guidance, and the monstrous beast at his feet pointed vigorously at Raeln.


    The orcish woman near them scowled, tightening her grip on her sword.


    “I don’t want to kill it if we don’t have to,” Raeln said, moving his hand away from his sword’s hilt to be sure he was not giving a mixed message.


    Nodding, the bear wildling held up the spear, evaluating it. He then looked the larger creature in the eyes before turning to walk over to Raeln. Holding the spear horizontally, the white bear placed it in Raeln’s hands reverently.


    Almost immediately the tusked creature began screeching angrily and looking around for help as it backed away. It clearly thought Raeln was about to kill it, and it only grew more frantic as the bear wildling hurried back over to it. To Raeln’s relief, the white bear did anything more than stand ready.


    Raeln slowly knelt, placing the spear on the ground in front of himself. Then, unbuckling the belt that held his own weapon, he set that atop the spear. Once his hands left the weapons, the monstrous beast stopped screeching and instead chittered at him, cocking its head like a dog.


    “We should kill it,” whispered the Turessian near Raeln’s side. “It’s taken down several of ours already. There is no sense in sparing it. Face it and kill it. That would be most honorable.”


    Raeln watched the creature’s eyes fixate on the weapons. When he moved his hands farther from them, he could easily see its muscles relax slightly. “No. Do you think that thing is fast enough to have been what attacked us before? I don’t. Its weapons are clean, as are its claws.”


    “That…actually makes sense,” the man replied. Turning back toward the rest of the army on the far side of the small river, he added, “Hold your position, battle leader. I would explore this further. I will return in a moment.” He ran off, splashing through the river on his way back the way they had come.


    At the Turessian’s departure, the tusked giant relaxed even more, eyeing Raeln as suspicious, though not a real threat. Apparently one Turessian was less disturbing than two. Raeln made a point of keeping his head low and his hands on his thighs to avoid any further escalation.


    A few minutes later, Raeln heard more splashing, and the Turessian hurried back to his side, spraying water in all directions from his soaked robes. “War leader, you were right. Whatever attacked the orc had short and very sharp claws. This thing has long dull claws, which would have torn, rather than cut. We were attacked by something else.”


    “The wolves,” Raeln answered, thinking back on the red-eyed dogs he had seen earlier. “This one’s wearing their pelts. I doubt it uses them to hunt its prey.”


    The Turessian nodded. “It hunts them. That does not make it an ally, though.”


    The tusked creature sniffed at the bear wildling beside it, but seemed no longer threatening at all, despite its appearance. It almost looked bored, waiting to see what they would do next. It seemed to understand it was not going to be allowed to leave, but was not concerned.


    “Give the order to march,” Raeln told the Turessian, motioning off to the side of the creature. “Walk right by it. Keep weapons down unless it attacks. Kill it if it tries again, but I want everyone to keep going.”


    “As you wish.”


    The order was relayed down the long line of people in the distance, and Raeln heard many more splashing across the river. Once the main force came into sight, Raeln left his weapon behind and led the way past the tusked creature. As he went, the white bear wildling fell in at his side and the giant creature stared at the massive group with wide eyes. It made no attempt to strike at anyone—even the Turessians—and soon Raeln lost sight of it in the fog.


    “One disaster averted,” he told the bear. He started to ask the man to find him a new weapon when the tusked creature came running up at his other side, holding both its spear and Raeln’s belt. It carried them tucked into the crook of its arm, not ready to attack. It kept its eyes straight ahead.


    Raeln chose to keep walking, though his bear guardian shifted to put himself between Raeln and the tusked thing that had chosen to follow them. The newcomer was quiet most of the time, lumbering on as though it belonged among their numbers. Every so often it would motion toward something beyond Raeln’s sight in the fog and chitter before returning to silence. From what he could gather, it was warning him about more wolves or possibly dangerous terrain. Without acknowledging the creature, Raeln diverted the group as directed.


    They walked throughout the day, though time had become difficult to gauge in the fog. More than once Raeln thought he heard faint barks and caught whiffs of the wolves he had seen earlier, but they did not show themselves again. Throughout the walk, the massive creature followed quietly.


    When Raeln thought about trying to find some way to camp for a few hours, he realized just how much danger they were in. He had hundreds of people trailing on for half a mile behind him, with nowhere he could truly call safe and certainly nowhere they would all be visible to one another. The hills they were able to see through the fog every so often were far apart, making them useless as any kind of defensible location. Everything else was wide open and filled with the blinding fog. Hills or ditches would do little to stop wolves, even if he could find a way to build them around the whole army. They would have to tighten the group and attempt a watch.


    He let the army march on a few more hours, but he could feel the group getting more spread out over time. They were tiring quickly and more people were lagging behind. There would be no possible way to keep them marching the two or more days they would need to reach the far side. From there, they had another half day’s march to the temple.


    “We are losing the young, old, and weak,” whispered the Turessian who had doggedly remained at Raeln’s side. He had kept several young Turessians running back and forth, reporting back every few minutes on the status of the army. “We must find shelter soon or the wolves—or worse—will begin picking off our numbers. Leader, are you even listening?”


    Raeln sighed and came to a stop and surveyed the area around them. It was as good as any he had seen, providing no shelter and likely not quite enough room for the whole army without one or more of the sheer stone peaks separating them.


    Pulling the bedroll of his back as the army slowly trickled into the area, Raeln went to spread out his bedding, only to have the tusked monster suddenly lurch into motion.


    Snarling, the creature shoved the white bear wildling aside with little effort and lunged. Raeln braced himself for the attack, even as the rest of the Turessians nearby raised their hands to incinerate the creature. It stopped when it reached him, and Raeln raised a hand to keep the wizards from striking. Coming closer with far more care, the beast grabbed Raeln’s arm gently, though he wondered if it could have ripped his entire arm off if it decided to not be so kind.


    The two of them stood perfectly still, staring at each other. Raeln heard and felt a dozen or more people fanning out to get better angles to strike. They were being cautious, given the strength of the tusked creature and the fact that it already had a clawed hand on Raeln, but he could hear weapons being slowly drawn. The white bear wildling’s remaining teeth were bared as he waited right behind the creature, his eyes on Raeln for a sign of whether he was to attack or not.


    Making bug-like clicking noises, the creature pointed at Raeln’s bedroll and then kicked it aside. It growled softly before pointing off a little to the right of where they had been walking originally. When Raeln did not reply, it pointed at his bedroll again and then in the same direction.


    “It wants us to go that way and not rest here,” Raeln said.


    Those around him lowered their weapons slightly. The bear did not ease his stance at all.


    “Give the order. We’re marching a little longer. I’ll give it the benefit of the doubt once.”


    The creature let out a noise akin to a dove’s cooing and then released Raeln. It put Raeln’s sword and belt in his hand and then walked the way it had indicated, seemingly oblivious to the many people on the verge of attacking it. When Raeln did not immediately follow, the creature stopped and stared at him with its huge black eyes.


    Though a little shaken, Raeln motioned for the others to stand down, which most of them did. One of the orcs resisted a little longer before grumbling and sheathing her weapon. From the edge of the fog, Raeln spotted Ceran, whose hands steamed as though she had been ready to hurl flame at the creature. Faint movement revealed Yoska, slipping his gleaming knives back into his jacket.


    Raeln took a deep breath to steady himself and then set off after the creature, leading the large group into the fog. The hulking beast took them around several more of the tall pillars of stone and then down into another smaller ravine, where Raeln could hear running water.


    Cries from behind Raeln brought him to a stop. He could hear shouts of “wolf,” and flashes of magic in the fog let him know the other Turessians were doing all they could to hold off the animals.


    Almost immediately the massive creature stopped and turned, its ears twitching. It let out a long shrill whistle, and the explosions came to a stop, as did the shouting.


    Seconds later, one of the young Turessian runners came up to Raeln, panting as he slid to a stop. “Three are hurt, battle leader,” the boy said, watching the monstrous creature nervously. “Wolves…large and black. We brought one down, but the rest escaped.”


    Raeln nodded and thanked the child. He searched the area slowly, wondering if they were getting themselves into a trap. But stopping halfway down the slope would be suicide and cost them a great many of their people. He hurriedly motioned the group on, and they followed, the giant leading them again.


    They reached the bottom of the slope relatively quickly, and the fog lessened as though they were beneath it, allowing Raeln to see a large village spread out along the basin. Cramped-looking huts dotted much of the area, right up to the edge of a small steaming lake, over which much of the fog seemed to hang. Spread across most of the open area, dozens of the bearlike tusked creatures stood watching as Raeln and the others made their way toward them. Many of them clutched small fuzzy—and somewhat less moldy—versions of themselves as they stared in horror at both Raeln and the nearest of the Turessians who followed him. Many picked up spears, though they did not appear ready to attack. Instead, they watched the one leading Raeln. It motioned at the others to lower their weapons, which they did reluctantly.


    Then Raeln realized there were others beyond the creatures in the valley. Near another slope out of the village, huge mounds of decaying human corpses lay, the ground around them covered with dried blood. Many were torn apart, their limbs tossed unceremoniously back onto the pile. Some continued to move and groan, though most of them were too broken to move.


    “Quite a battle here already, no?” Yoska asked, sounding out of breath as he came up beside Raeln. Ceran hustled along behind him, unable to quite keep pace. Raeln looked past them, trying to find Dalania, but she had not come with them. “Ceran say Turessians never come out of here alive. Is not so surprising now that we look around.”


    Raeln nodded and followed close behind the creature leading them. “These things hate the Turessians. They have no idea what to make of me. I’d be willing to bet they’ve been picking off Turessians for generations…” Raeln stopped at the side of a cage made out of wood, stone, and even bones on the shore of the lake. It held a single robed man.


    The man looked up at Raeln, allowing his tattoos to be seen before sneering and spitting near Raeln’s feet. He shook his head in dismay as several more Turessians joined Raeln at the cage. “Dorralt thought you might come this way,” the man said, grinning madly. “This was just the reserve we had waiting. We are coming again with a force twice as large—”


    With a grumble, the creature that had been leading Raeln reached into the cage and tore the Turessian’s throat out, along with a good chunk of his face. The man slumped lifelessly, and the creature tossed the bloody fistful of flesh away. After a moment, the Turessian in the cage started to move, which honestly did not surprise Raeln at all. He had come to expect anyone serving Dorralt would get back up.


    “You cannot kill me!” the Turessian announced as he sat back up, though he backed away from the creature. Then, with a spasm that shook his body violently, the man’s eyes glowed with a red light. Looking around, he stared at Raeln before laughing again. “Raeln. I see you found a way to get close, beast. I must give you credit. I had been certain the other army was your main force until now. No matter. I prepared for this. Even now I’ve got more than enough troops coming to greet you. I may not be able to exert my will here, but I will be sure—”


    A second of the monstrous creatures walked over as Dorralt spoke, threw open the door of the cage, and grabbed the man. Turning and walking away while Dorralt shouted and fought to free himself, the creature dragged him to the lake’s shore. Once they reached the water, the creature hurled the Turessian into the cloud hanging over the lake. Raeln watched as the air rippled and tore the body apart. A faint shimmer of inky blackness appeared over the lake, then slowly faded away.


    “That’s…” Raeln swallowed hard as he tried to put it to words. “That’s the same thing that opened near Lantonne. The mists came from it…”


    Ceran finished for him. “That is one of the holes in Eldvar that Turess spent his final years trying to close, according to legend. None of us had believed one could be so close to the temple. I cannot imagine how anything could survive so close to one this long. There will be none of the glowing mists here unless something drastic happens to that tear between worlds.”


    Turning his attention back to the creatures that filled the village, Raeln began to understand. Whatever they were now, they had likely been something else many generations ago. Being close to the hole near Lantonne had been enough to kill dragons. This hole was small. Living their whole lives near it had possibly warped and twisted these people—who were maybe once actual bears or wildling bears—into what he saw now. If it were true, the wolves that had attacked at the entrance had probably been dire wolves at one time.


    “Did that actually kill him?” Raeln asked, pointing at the cage and then the rapidly fading darkness over the lake.


    The tusked creature stared at him, not understanding.


    “Is this how you’ve been fighting them?”


    The bear-creature chittered something and walked away. It passed a group of similar creatures that were throwing the broken zombies into the same hole in the air over the lake. For all appearances, that was how they disposed of their enemies, and Raeln could not dispute it being effective. Nothing actually hit the lake. The black spot in the air pulled in everything they threw at it. If a thrown body came up short, black tendrils shot out from the hole, grabbing it and pulling it in.


    Raeln watched in amazement at the calm routine of the bear-things as they cleared away the fallen. This was apparently nothing new to them, judging by their behavior. He was so entranced by the ease with which they were getting rid of the enemies that his own forces had struggled against that he almost did not notice as his guide came to a stop beside another of the creatures. Unlike most of the others, this one’s hides and ragged clothing were trimmed with white fur and the occasional feather.


    “Hello?” Raeln offered, unsure what to do as the creature eyed him. He looked over his shoulder at Ceran, who shrugged and backed up a step. Even the white bear wildling appeared uneasy. “We just want to rest before passing through to attack the Turessian temple.”


    The bear-creature made a soft growl noise and drew a stone dagger. When the people behind Raeln tried to react, more of the creatures closed in on them with spears. Everyone froze where they were, with Yoska holding both of his knives ready and Ceran with her hands up, prepared to unleash magic on the creatures. Behind them, the Turessians were all held tightly by more of the bearlike monsters, though the unmarked people were mostly ignored, leaving them free to draw their weapons and watch Raeln for a cue. The vast majority of the army was still coming into the valley and likely had no idea what was happening.


    The creature in front of Raeln beckoned him forward and made a motion with its free hand toward his arm. Unsure what else to do, Raeln raised his hand, which the creature grabbed roughly in its powerful paw. Slashing at Raeln’s lower arm with the knife, the creature sniffed and eyed the wound with suspicion. Raeln forced himself to remain calm, knowing any battle with these things would end badly for both sides.


    Soon the creature huffed and nodded, releasing Raeln’s arm. Their guide them pulled him aside, as another grabbed Ceran and tugged her toward the one that had cut Raeln. The creature with the knife made the same gesture toward her arm that it had for Raeln.


    “They’re checking us,” Raeln said, getting a surprised look from Ceran. “They want to make sure we’re not like Dorralt’s undead. It waited to see if the wound closed.”


    “That’s all?” Ceran asked, smiling. She quickly offered her arm to the lead bear-thing, and it sliced a thin line across her skin.


    After about a minute, the creatures pushed her, Yoska, and one of the orcs toward Raeln. They were creating two groups—those who had passed the test or did not need to be tested, and those who had to be checked yet.


    “This could take a while,” Raeln said, looking over the few dozen Turessians he could see nearby. There would be hundreds more, farther back. It might even take hours for the whole army to gather in one place. Patting at his bedroll, he asked the guide, “Where can we rest?”


    Chirping like a bird, the creature led him to a huge open space near the village, but situated such that it was surrounded by the stone pillars on one side and the lake on another. There would be no way into or out of the area without going through the village. As they entered that part of the valley, Raeln’s bare feet felt softer soil, and when he studied the ground, he recognized the signs of a plow having been used there.


    “They farm something here,” he told Yoska, who may or may not have heard him. “I’ll take it. A lot better greeting than I could have hoped for.”


    Sheathing his knives, Yoska pulled his bedroll off his back and lay it on the ground for Ceran. “You set sights too low, friend. Better greeting would have been with party and drink, not with stabbing and corpse-tossings, no?”


    “I’ll take what I can get,” Raeln said, laying down to rest while he could. There was no telling when he would have another opportunity.


    Closing his eyes, he tried to meditate, but found himself sound asleep. He stirred briefly when Somn came to rest beside him on one side and Dalania the other, though only enough to realize they were there.


     


    *


     


    “Raeln, is time to wake up. Things get weirder than usual, and this is me saying so.”


    Jerking awake and rubbing at his eyes, Raeln sat up, somewhat surprised that he had fallen so deeply asleep. He had meant to rest, not sleep. Given that they were in the middle of one of the most deadly parts of Turessi, with Dorralt well aware of their presence and strange monsters watching over them, the last thing he had wanted was to be unaware of what happened around him.


    When Raeln cleared his vision and saw what was happening, he instinctively dug his claws into the knife wound from the day before to be sure he actually was awake. He was happy to find Somn and Dalania still asleep, though Dalania trembled and kicked like a dog dreaming.


    Standing in the middle of his army, most of whom were sitting up on their own bedrolls staring, were nearly a hundred of the strange bearlike creatures, with the white bear wildling from Raeln’s army among them. The creatures were all carrying weapons and had donned armor made from bones Raeln recognized as a mix of wolf and human. When he looked at them, the bear wildling gestured broadly at the group and grinned toothily at Raeln.


    “Are they joining us or attacking us?” he asked the wildling, who glared at him. “Okay…the first thing I said?”


    The bear nodded.


    Apparently, Raeln’s army had just grown again, and he could not even guess why.


    Waking with a yawn, Dalania sat up beside Raeln and smiled at the large group. Reaching past Raeln, she shook Somn gently, waking him as well. The two exchanged what looked to Raeln to be conspiratorial smirks.


    “How…?” Raeln asked, still staring at the creatures, who had placed themselves among his own troops as though they belonged. “Are they helping us now?”


    The Turessians appeared as confused as Raeln, so he turned his attention to Dalania. He saw a large feather tucked into her hair that looked identical to the ones the tribe’s shaman wore. He turned the other way and saw Somn with a similar feather tucked into the fur behind his left ear. Both of them gave him innocent smiles that did not even begin to convince him they had nothing to do with it.


    “Start talking, both of you,” he insisted.


    Neither said a word.


    Raeln got to his feet, finding much of the strain in his legs had faded during the brief rest. He tested his weight on each paw, pleased that much of the numbness from the weeks in the winter snows had faded from his toes.


    “Yoska!” Raeln called, hearing shuffling from the army.


    Yoska came running, while Ceran walked more slowly, watching the exchange from a distance. “What’s going on? These two won’t talk.”


    Yoska slowed as he approached Raeln, glaring at Dalania as he did. Pointing an accusing finger at her, he told Raeln, “If she does not talk, we might never know. I try every greeting I have learned across many lands, but they do not speak my words. Dalania comes along and talks in their language. Is very disheartening to be called ‘wanderer’ and have seen half known world, and girl who does not get out much speaks words of creature we never met before, no?”


    “Marakeer,” Somn corrected, then winced and flipped over, trying to look like was asleep when Raeln stared down at him. A moment later, he peeked over his shoulder at Raeln before sitting back up. Reluctantly, he added, “She made me promise. Something about trying to make it look like it was your doing that they joined us. If you’re going to make a big deal about it, I can’t very well hide everything.”


    Raeln turned in place to glare down at Dalania, who was nervously wringing her hands. He could not stay mad at her, and within seconds he felt guilty for even looking at her with anger. Taking a knee beside her, Raeln forced Dalania’s face up with a finger under her chin, making her look at him. “I’ve already got an army,” he reminded her, cocking his head toward the hundreds of Turessians. “You don’t need to lie to them about whether you recruited or I did. Just tell me the truth…how can you talk to the Marakeer and what did you promise them?”


    Dalania reached up and brushed some of her green hair away from her face, letting her fingers linger on the feather. She pulled her chin away from Raeln, staring for several seconds at the Marakeer shaman, standing with the other filthy-looking creatures, apart from most of the Turessians. “I don’t honestly know,” Dalania said, hanging her head. “Okay, not entirely true. I should have said that I don’t know how to talk to them. Whatever the fae did to me is still getting worse and having more influence on me.”


    “How much worse?”


    Yoska sat down quickly with them, his earlier agitation dropping away and replaced with worry.


    Dalania frowned and fidgeted a little longer. As she sat there, Raeln realized something had changed in her appearance. It had likely been subtle, happening over time, but Raeln saw thick lines in her skin. Normally her skin was green-tinted but otherwise no different from any other human’s. Now she was fully covered in bark the same coloring as his skin. As though realizing what he was looking at, Dalania hugged herself, trying to cover the skin of her arms.


    “I didn’t even know I was talking their language at first,” she explained, trembling. “I…I started to panic when I knew what was happening…that they were controlling me.”


    Sliding over to sit beside Raeln, Somn quickly added, “I saw the way they were eyeing her when she got scared. They’re still animals, Raeln, at least as much as you or I. They would have torn her apart. I just stepped in to help keep her calm and offer some advice as she talked. Got a hug for it too. If you want to feel jealous, feel free.”


    Raeln scowled at Somn momentarily. Once he managed to move past the snide comments at the end, Raeln took a deep breath and put an arm around Somn, hugging him. “Thank you for keeping her safe when I was careless.”


    Instead of the hug in return he had expected, Raeln was surprised to have Somn shove him away and look around nervously. After a moment, Raeln realized what he had just done. He checked over his shoulder and saw many of the Turessians were openly glaring at him—something that had become less frequent in the last week. The simple act of hugging someone had lost him some of their favor.


    “Right,” Raeln muttered, dropping his hands to his sides, lest he accidentally brush either Dalania or Somn. “Were you able to learn anything about them, Dalania?”


    Dalania beamed with pride as she gazed at the muck-covered, moldy, bearlike Marakeer group. “They are primitive socially, but they have an oral history dating back almost two thousand years. They consider the Turessians to be demons. Their legends tell of the Turessians hunting their ancestors—who I believe were regular bears—and the darkness coming to help them. It made them strong and wise, teaching them how to kill those with the markings of death. They tell stories of how those without fur will all be killed and eaten to appease their fallen ancestors and one day reclaim the lands above the mists, where wolves will no longer hunt them.”


    “Why are they helping us? I’m marked, the Turessians haven’t changed, and we certainly aren’t leading them to any great destiny.”


    Dalania shrugged and finally turned her face to Raeln. “After I started talking with the shaman, she explained that they had been killing Turessians to protect their land from the west. They have some kind of belief that all bad things come from a stone place a few miles outside the fog. I could hardly disagree. Remember the mention of the empire’s bones in the prophecy? They call it the Old Bones.”


    “They actually want to go with us just for a chance to attack the temple?”


    “It would seem so. They’ve never had Turessians come from the east before, and they hold a special reverence for wolves, given that they are the main predator and a good food source down here. When you showed up with the markings of a Turessian, they didn’t know if you were here to wipe them out or to lead them to the light. They see you as a blending of their worst fears and their greatest hopes…. It did not take much to convince them that you are the way to bridge the gap between fear and victory.”


    “Please tell me this isn’t another prophecy, Dalania.”


    “Not exactly. They’ve been arguing for a few generations about whether it was time to destroy the furless demons of the west. Your arrival convinced them that even demons are willing to help them crush the lord of demons. They see you as a demon that has taken the shape of something noble to challenge the other demons. A good demon, if you will.”


    “Did you explain to them what we’re really doing and that it has nothing to do with gods and demons? I don’t really want to lead them into a war with them believing we’re doing something we’re not.”


    Dalania’s happiness faded instantly. “No. You need them, and they will be destroyed this close to the temple, now that Dorralt knows they’re here. They either fight with us or they die alone. I explained what I could, but I’m afraid they see this as a religious war of sorts. Nothing I tell them will change that. They would rather die at your side on the field of battle than wait here for the ‘demons’ to come and destroy them.”


    Groaning, Raeln rubbed his face in dismay, only to have Yoska pat his shoulder.


    “It could be worse, no?”


    “How? We have a bunch of barbarian zealots who think we’re going to destroy their religion’s enemy. Tell me how this could be worse, Yoska.”


    “We…um…” Yoska looked around, clearly trying to find something to focus on. “Okay, I have nothing for you. I thought you just agree with me and I not have to explain. I have important woman sharing my bed. It helps me to look on good side of things. Maybe you are more positive if other wolf spends more time in your tent…I find you a spare for nights when Somn is tired, no?”


    Somn laughed out loud before covering his muzzle.


    “Somn is a friend. Stop trying to fix me up with people, Yoska. I’ll talk about it once we survive the war. Until then, I want no attachments and won’t even think about it. It’s better for everyone that way. Can we please focus on the warfront?”


    Dalania drew Raeln’s attention away from Yoska by motioning toward the eerily still Marakeer that were waiting. “They are ready to march on your order, Raeln. Would you have me tell them to stay here? I will if that is what you want.”


    Raeln looked over the tusked Marakeer, standing in formation as they patiently awaited his command. Shaking his head, he said, “No. I’ll gladly take their help…honestly, I need them. The Turessians are not a strong army for physical warfare, which is something we sorely need against the zombies that Dorralt probably has waiting for us. The Marakeer may be able to hold our line while the Turessians burn down our enemies.”


    Smiling at him with an expression of thanks, Dalania turned to the gathered Marakeer and spoke to them with a mix of clicks, birdlike sounds, and soft growls. Once the lead Marakeer—the shaman from the night before, Raeln realized—had replied, she gave Raeln a ready nod. The Marakeer would follow.


    After a moment’s thought, Raeln said, “Can you find out how far we are from the edge of the fog? I need to be ready. I think we have another two days down here by our last guess.”


    Dalania relayed his question, getting a few odd sounds in reply from the Marakeer. “They measure time somewhat oddly, given the lack of sunlight down here. From what little I understand of their measurements, from here we can reach the border of the Maw within a day’s march. They also add that with the might we bring, even the wolves will not attack again.”


    “Gather up the clans,” Raeln announced loudly as he scooped up his bedroll and wrapped it tightly for travel. “We march in one hour.”


     


    *


     


    The Marakeer were true to their statement of distance. Long before Raeln was ready to risk having his people stop again, the entire army began the slow ascent out of the Maw. The light of day slowly grew brighter as they neared the plains of Turessi. Along with the increase in light, the temperature also dropped rapidly, forcing many in the army to don gloves and cloaks that had been removed. The Turessians handled the change well. Yoska, Raeln, and many of the slaves huddled in their cloaks when the winds first hit them. The Marakeer seemed not to care about the temperature, but most of them hurriedly wrapped light cloth around their heads, shading their eyes against the bright light.


    Raeln stopped the majority of the huge force behind him as they neared the top of the hill, where they would no longer have any shelter from the fog. Calling to Yoska, Ceran, and Dalania, he took those few up the last twenty feet. They lay in the snow so he could peek over the top of the rise and out at the plains ahead of them. Despite not having called for the man, the white bear wildling joined them, sliding over the snow behind the group, nearly invisible despite his size.


    Spread across the rolling snow-covered plains, Raeln could see thousands upon thousands of broken, leaning humanoid shapes, many with ravens pecking away at them. With a gust of wind, the snow drifted over many of the undead. The corpses stood at least ten rows deep that Raeln could see, and he was willing to believe there were far more than that. Judging by how far the lines went in either direction, he could be looking at easily a hundred thousand troops, with even more within reinforcement range. The formation curved around the plains to the north and south.


    “No Turessians,” Raeln whispered to his companions. “A small blessing.”


    Dalania put a hand on his arm. “There are five that are hidden in a small camp deep in the lines. Similar camps are set up every few miles. I would guess there to be a hundred Turessians on this side of the temple alone.”


    “How do you know that?” Ceran asked incredulously. Then, turning to Yoska, “How could she know that?”


    Smiling across Raeln at the others, Dalania made a slight flick of her hand toward the enemy army and a thousand ravens took flight. They moved slightly west and then circled a spot Raeln could not see directly. “That is where their camp is.”


    Raeln shook his head and slid farther down the hill so he knew he would not be seen as they talked. “Attacking them isn’t like attacking a general of a normal army. Killing them won’t break morale, it won’t scatter their troops—hells, it might not even be possible. Liris practically tore me apart the last time we met, and no one had a way to kill her.”


    “We circle around farther north and hope for spot where we can fight through?” Yoska asked.


    Ceran said, “I can hold Liris for some time, if we can find a way to end the fight. She may be untalented, but there are limits to my strength.”


    “The longer we stall, the more undead will arrive to fortify the area,” Raeln said. “I want to be at the temple steps by the full moon. That gives us maybe two days. As it is, when the clans see this many undead, what will they do, Ceran?”


    “They will question whether tradition and hope have fled,” she answered, looking back toward the undead. “Few things can demoralize my people as an army of ancestors treated so. They will fight bravely to right this wrong, but if they must think on it for days, they will abandon our cause. Only the preservers are prepared for a protracted battle against the dead. We have twenty-three preservers.”


    Raeln rolled onto his back and stared up at the cloudless sky. To his surprise, a few tendrils of mist were creeping up the horizon. The mist appeared to be dragging itself slowly over the dome-like barrier that kept them out of Turessi. Clenching his jaw to keep himself focused, he looked past the mists at the sky, trying to judge how much daylight was left.


    “Three hours until sunset,” he told the others. “I don’t want to start this fight as the sun goes down. Soldiers—the humans specifically—will be blind during twilight as they adjust. They will die by the hundreds within minutes when the light goes. Maybe the undead will be equally blind once the sun is down.”


    “My pretty lady,” Yoska said to Ceran, giving her a sly smile, “you know thing or two about undead, no?”


    Scowling at him and yanking her hand away when he tried to touch her, she answered, “I am a preserver. I likely know as much about the dead as anyone outside that temple in the whole of the world.”


    “Do the undead see well in the dark?” Raeln asked.


    Ceran opened her mouth and then closed it again. She thought a moment. “No better than in the day and only a little worse. We gain no advantage over the mindless ones, no matter when we attack.”


    “What of the others? The undead Turessians.”


    Ceran smiled. “Old research into forbidden magic, such as what was used on the Turessians we fight, spoke of it enhancing strength and speed and all but removing the need for food and water. It was quite clear in that most other frailties of the mortal form would remain. They may be different from what I have studied, but it is possible that they are as limited as they were in life…though that limitation is equal to our own. If unprepared, I doubt they will see any better than we will.”


    “I have an idea,” Raeln said, sitting up. “Every time one of you wizards casts one of those balls of light in front of me without thinking, I lose my sight for the better part of a minute. My sister used to love doing that to me when it was dark out so she could pull my fur without being caught. If the Turessians—those Turessians—have the same issues, we could blind them with concentrated fire on their location. It will disorient them while we attack. They can’t heal being surprised.”


    “And the undead will not attack a target without specific orders,” Ceran added, laughing. “Brilliant in its simplicity. We will still need to find a way to kill them, but we may be able to start the battle with the advantage. We do, however, need to get close to them to cast those spells. With luck, the Marakeer will be able to kill them if we can get into melee. If not, perhaps we can do enough harm to their bodies that we can escape before they mend.”


    “Find as many Turessian wizards as you need and ready them.” Raeln slid down the hill with the others following until he was far enough away from the edge that he could stand without being seen. “We’ll take a small team into that camp to cripple the leaders until our troops can reach us. Everyone else needs to wait for the signal and then charge in. Our troops push past and keep going toward the temple while we try to deal with the Turessians.”


    “It’s more than we had a minute ago,” Dalania said, taking his hand in hers as they headed back to the army. When Ceran cleared her throat challengingly, Dalania gave the woman a stern glare and tightened her grip.


    Harassed by the fae or not, Dalania was finding a strength of will that Raeln had not seen in her when they met. She would need that soon if the battle was going to be as bloody as he expected.


     


    *


     


    As the sun sunk below the mists that covered most of the horizon, Raeln stood with Ceran, Yoska, Dalania, the white bear, and four other Turessians. All of them had donned ragged, stinking clothing provided to them by the Marakeer. It gave them a battered, haggard appearance Raeln hoped would help hide them as they snuck into the enemy army.


    “Keep to the plan,” he said as he adjusted a rag that partially covered his face. The cloth felt sticky from mold and made him want to gag, but he had no choice but to keep breathing through his mouth and endure. “Yoska, Dalania, and I will deal with any undead that recognize what we’re doing and will strike at the Turessians when we get in there. The six of you are to keep yourselves hidden until we can see the Turessians. Unleash everything you have on them once we can see them, but then turn your attention to clearing a path back to the army. Without a way out, we’re as good as dead. If the three of us get trapped, your orders are to keep going.”


    The bear wildling snarled and shoved Raeln hard enough that he nearly toppled. He quickly regained his footing and stepped up to the larger man, standing close enough that their chests almost touched.


    He growled, “I gave you an order. Obey it or we can fight this out right now.”


    Grumbling softly, the bear lowered his head beneath Raeln’s in submission.


    All of the other men and women around them were silent and showed a calm resolve that made Raeln proud. They knew full well this was a suicide mission. One mistake and all of them would die for nothing. Even if they did everything right, the odds of coming back were slim. Today was about getting the army to the foot of the temple, nothing else.


    Behind the group he was bringing, many of the former slaves had gathered to watch them depart. Somn watched Raeln nervously, having said nothing to him, though he had listened to much of the planning with a still tail and flattened ears. The orcs had been the most accepting of the plan, having cheered at the risks associated with it and lauding Raeln for being willing to die for his army. The Marakeer chittered loudly every time Raeln looked their way after Dalania had explained the plan. Even she did not really know what to make of the noise.


    “Let’s do this,” Raeln said, once he knew his voice would not shake. Those being left behind particularly tugged at his heart, and he made a point to ignore them. Especially Somn, who he knew would try to convince him to let others do the job. The man had gotten a little more clingy than Raeln was ready to deal with of late. He felt guilty whenever Somn was close, though he knew Greth would never have blamed him. “Once we crest the hill, keep your pace slow, no matter what happens. If we have to run, it will be on my order, not before. The zombies never run until forced to by their masters. Any quick movement will give us away.”


    Getting no objections, Raeln gave them each a quick look. Yoska looked ready to vomit, keeping his arms out a short distance from his sides to avoid touching the untreated hides Raeln had draped over him. Ceran stood calmly with no concern for how she looked or smelled. She’d even gone so far as to toss a hide with dried blood on it over her head to conceal her honor markings. Dalania incessantly picked at the hides, eyeing them as though she were trying to figure out more about the animal they came from. Of all of the people with him, she looked the most out of place, covered in heavy clothing for the first time since he had met her. The bear wildling towered over them all, giving Raeln no hint of emotion or concern. The other Turessians, who Raeln wished he had taken the time to meet properly, were mostly showing nervousness rather than any concern over their appearance. Every last person there looked half-dead, thanks to their outfitting, the flickering light of a single torch, and the fear that lined several of their faces.


    “Let’s go.” Raeln threw an old rag over his own head, taking Ceran’s idea as a good one.


    Moving up the rise, Raeln could hear the others marching along behind him in the shallow snow. He had been in the colder lands north of his home for months, but shivers ran down his spine to the tip of his tail. He realized they came from fear of his own plan, rather than the weather. All of his fur felt as though it were standing on end as he came into full sight of the undead army under the bright moon.


    The entire visible stretch of the plains was filled with undead, standing shoulder to shoulder. They stood as still as trees, their clouded eyes staring straight ahead. He could not have thrown a stone without hitting more than one of the creatures. Standing on level ground across from them, the army appeared to go on forever.


    Raeln walked on, keeping his stride short and his head low. He could feel the dead eyes on him, watching for a reason to attack, but the silence was almost unbearable. The only sounds he could pick out were his footsteps and pounding heart as he approached the waiting undead. The quiet made it all that much worse, gradually reinforcing the tiny voice in the back of his mind that urged him to run screaming.


    Using the cloth over part of his face to conceal the movement, Raeln looked to either side briefly. Ceran and Yoska had his sides, with Yoska having affected a limp in his effort to appear more dead. Ceran shambled somewhat aimlessly, wandering a little farther away and then closer. Judging by the sound of heavy paws behind him, the bear had taken up a protective position right behind Raeln. The remaining Turessians and Dalania were spread out in an effort to make the group look less organized.


    Whether their ruse was working or not, the front line of the undead army did not budge. They kept their eyes forward, their faces lit by the nearly full moon. Raeln thought maybe they were somehow little more than propped up bodies when the nearest zombies’ heads turned slightly to follow him.


    “Calm yourself,” Ceran warned, smacking Raeln’s tail. He had not even realized he had tensed up, which often showed itself by the stiffness of his tail. “Their orders are absolute. If they were told to stand here, they will stand here forever and not make a move on us. No one tells an undead to attack anything that moves, lest their army run off after rabbits and birds.”


    Raeln nodded slightly, forcing his tail to hang limply again. He was not so much worried about the undead having been ordered to stand around. He was worried they had been told to kill the living. All it would take is one mistake, and even a zombie would know they were different. If one knew, the whole army would attack with wild abandon.


    They made their way slowly to the first row of zombies, until Raeln found he was trapped. The undead made no effort to move or attack, leaving him no path toward the camp that was their target. He peeked both directions up and down the line, finding the first row was far tighter than the successive ones. There was nowhere he could squeeze through without touching a corpse. Judging by how packed together the undead were, it had been by design. They were both an army and a wall.


    Pushing down the desire to flee and the jitteriness in his hands, Raeln walked straight into the nearest zombie, shoving past it. The creature groaned and watched him, but held its position. One by one, the rest of his group followed him, running into the corpses when they could not avoid them. Still, there was no sign that the undead could tell they were not part of the army.


    A shrill cry of a raven overhead nearly made Raeln jump. He struggled to maintain his concentration and keep going.


    Dalania whispered softly from nearby, “Slightly left and another fifty feet. They are talking among themselves.”


    Silently offering a prayer to Kerrelin, Raeln went around the next zombie and angled off to his left, continuing through the next few lines of undead. When he was about ready to ask Dalania for more directions, he realized he could see a thinning of the forces ahead of him. Heading toward that area, he found himself at the edge of a clearing within the army, where a large tent had been erected. Seated outside it at a small unlit campfire were two Turessian men and one woman, positioned so they faced at least partially away from him. The soft murmurs of conversation drifted over the occasional groans of the undead that filled the region.


    Raeln started to advance, but Ceran grabbed his arm and made a faint click with her tongue as she lowered the cloth covering her face. He looked over at her, and she pointed at the female Turessian and mouthed, “Liris.”


    Resisting the urge to growl, Raeln sniffed and found she was not wrong. While the dead Turessians had no appreciable scent of their own, their clothing bore a few distinctive odors. Raeln associated Liris with the scent of dead wildlings. The other two Turessians were new to him, but Liris was all too familiar. Rushing in would be suicide. Oddly, he could pick up body scents from the other two Turessians in the camp, though he decided he would worry about that at a later time.


    Raising his hand to signal the spellcasters among his group, Raeln tried not to let the cold stares of the zombies worry him. In the deep darkness of the plains—even with the moonlight—his plan would work. The Turessians would never see it coming. With that advantage, he could finally attack Liris when she was on the defensive. It might be enough to give him the upper-hand, at least for a few minutes. By then he had to hope the army had reached them.


    Raeln gave the camp one last look over, hoping his people were ready. As an afterthought, his attention went to a war spear lying near one of the Turessians. On’esquin had once taught Raeln how to use one, and he would rather have it in his hands than an enemy’s. He would take that during the charge, if only to deny it to the Turessians.


    Dropping his hand, Raeln saw Liris turn partway just as his own Turessian allies began their spells. Raeln closed his eyes, knowing what was coming. Even with his eyes clamped shut, the abrupt flash of magical light was nearly enough to wash out his vision. Thankfully, when he opened them again, the lights had already gone out and all three Turessians were clutching at their eyes.


    “Go!” Raeln called and dove into the open space of the camp. He hopped over the reaching hand of one of the men before tumbling forward over the second to grab the spear midroll. When he came up, Liris was watching him, standing calmly with her back to the other two Turessians and the rest of Raeln’s group.


    “They never were prepared for ambushes,” she said.


    Ceran and Yoska tore into the blinded Turessian men and the bear wildling knocked away the nearest undead.


    Liris raised a hand as gouts of flame scattered around her, parting as though she had somehow deflected them. “Me…I’m always prepared. I’ve been waiting for you to come back, dog.”


    Raeln spun the spear in his off hand, forcing himself to smile. She had killed so many of his people. Estin’s parents, possibly Estin and Feanne, and very nearly Raeln himself. He had no intention of seeing her escape again. He owed her a lost ear.


    “You keep bragging how much Dorralt has shown you,” Raeln said, looking past her as one of the Turessians she had been with fell, choking on his own blood. These were not undead as he had expected—they were actual living Turessians. Dorralt had scattered living among his troops to hide their real numbers. “Let’s see if your master can show you enough to be better than someone who’s trained his whole life.”


    “Excellent,” she hissed back. A shimmering, magical blade appeared in her hand. “I’d actually hoped for this fight with On’esquin, but given the circumstances, this will have to do. I keep forgetting to ask…did you like the gift that I left outside Jnodin for you? I left a few of those here than there, but I’m afraid you never found the others. An awful shame for all those slaves…”


    Raeln attacked without thinking, twirling the spear as he lunged, using it both to parry her attack and to strike at her.


    She danced nimbly out of his reach, narrowly avoiding his spear as she moved to a safe distance. Grinning, she blew him a kiss with her free hand as she backed into the undead. Keeping away from him as she slowly backed through the snow, Liris asked, “How do you get up each day, knowing how much blood is on your hands? It’s practically as much as I’ve got on mine. Poor Greth…”


    Raeln tensed to strike again, but before he could, the white bear wildling burst through the unmoving undead. He tackled Liris from behind, driving his claws into her side and his fangs into her shoulder, forcing her to the ground.


    In the second it took for Raeln to get to them, Liris rolled the bear off herself and waved a hand across him. Immediately, the bear began coughing up blood, convulsing violently while Liris backed away again, allowing Raeln to get to the man’s side.


    Bending down, Raeln found the white-furred man was already dead, though his limbs still trembled. Raeln could barely control his anger. He rose to his feet and stepped past the fallen wildling to continue after Liris.


    “Yet another body on your fragile conscience,” she mused, hurrying away from Raeln through the crowded undead. “Do you really want to keep this fight up, Raeln? Every time you try to touch me, others die.”


    Raeln charged in again, striking faster than Liris could counter. He caught her across the jaw with the tip of his spear before kicking her left knee, shattering bone under his paw. He came around quickly, backhanding her hard enough to snap her head sideways as she fell.


    From her place in the snow, with blood sprayed across her face and the ground, Liris laughed as she raised a hand toward Raeln. A chill washed over him, and he realized there was nothing he could do. She was going to kill him, and he would never reach her in time. His heart skipped a beat as magic took hold of his muscles.


    The spell Liris was casting suddenly flared into visible light before fading away. Judging by her face, that was not even remotely what it should have done. They both looked around. Raeln found Ceran and Dalania standing together, both women hurriedly bringing their hands through complex motions indicative of magic.


    “Enough!” Liris screamed, pointing at Dalania. “Die, child!”


    Dark magic flickered and struck Dalania in the middle of her chest. For the briefest moment, Raeln thought he saw her eyes glaze over, but then she blinked and straightened her back, giving him a confused glance.


    “No more spells, no more tricks,” Raeln growled, advancing on Liris as she scrambled to her feet. “Fight me!”


    They circled slowly, with Liris occasionally flicking her free hand to one side to disrupt Ceran’s attempts to cast some spell. When Yoska appeared from the group of zombies, trying to be subtle, Liris motioned at him and he fell prone, struggling to stand.


    Smirking, she let her hood fall back to allow her long hair to move freely. Backing away again, Liris said, “Did you think Dorralt would leave the east open to you? The ruse with that group circling around from the west was clever, I will grant you that.”


    Raeln stepped in fast, bringing the spear around in an arc that deflected Liris’s weapon before coming around to graze her neck as he spun away from her, regaining his distance. “We were never in the west. Dorralt is an idiot. You might want to rethink your choice of masters.”


    Liris flashed Raeln a bright grin right before she raced in on him, her sword hooking past his defenses. Raeln tried to counter with the spear but was a little too slow and felt the heat of the magical sword brush across his shirt. He managed to bring the butt of the spear up, cracking Liris’s elbow, forcing her back a step and driving away her weapon in the process. She stumbled away from him, slowly settling into a ready stance.


    “Is that your army I hear in the distance?” Liris asked as explosions and shouts echoed across the plains. “It will take them some time to reach us. By then Dorralt will have seen that I have you here, and he will pour his might into me. Your army will find your remains staining half of Turessi, and your friends’ bodies will be used as a tombstone.”


    Twisting around, Liris parried a strike from Ceran, who had summoned a magical sword like Liris’s. Before Raeln could close on them, Liris ducked Ceran’s follow-up swing and punched her in the stomach, sending her sprawling on the snow.


    Yoska shouted angrily, still unable to rise.


    Raeln’s spear narrowly missed Liris’s side. She was in no position to strike back, so she danced out of his reach, shoving a blank-eyed zombie between them as a shield. Almost as an afterthought, she brushed away a bolt of brilliantly white lightning from one of Raeln’s Turessians, who had been maneuvering to get a clear shot at her.


    “I can feel my master’s eyes on us.” Liris laughed, moving through the undead to keep Raeln from catching up with her. “Already I grow stronger and faster. Soon, I will be able to cut down your entire army without a single spell. Keep it up, wildling. This is getting interesting now.”


    A gentle hand came down on Raeln’s back, and he sniffed to find Dalania had snuck up on him. Strength flooded his body and all of his weariness faded instantly. It was a fair fight again. He had Dalania’s magic strengthening him the same way Liris had Dorralt’s.


    Driving his shoulder into one of the zombies to push it away quickly, Raeln moved among the uncaring undead, his spear darting and flashing in the moonlight, nearly fast enough to get past Liris’s quick attempts to parry. She clenched her jaw as she shifted her grip to have both hands on the weapon. With a cry of frustration, she ducked behind another group of undead as Raeln’s spear nicked her upper arm, sending blood spraying. That, unlike all of the other movement, caught the attention of the undead. They began groaning as a group, wandering around aimlessly, trying to find their target.


    Backing away through the undead, Liris abruptly shouted, “Undead! Kill anything with fur!”


    All around Raeln, thousands of zombies turned slowly to follow him as he went after Liris. Rough fingers tried to grab at him, but he kept moving, trying to keep ahead of them. He soon had to resort to kicking them out of his way and fighting to keep his clothes out of their reaching fingers. Liris continued to avoid him, getting putting more and more distance between them. He struggled each step, casting aside his furs and cloak, giving the undead something to grab onto other than his flesh and his own fur. It bought him seconds, but more were on him before he could reach Liris.


    Then, the whole fight changed as magic came down across Raeln’s back and shoulders, forcing him to the ground. He had been paying too much attention to the zombies and failed to notice Liris, who had stopped and held a hand toward him. All of the tricks he had been hoping to use, all of the practice with the Turessians in his camp were for naught if he was not even watching the person who was trying to kill him. Liris grinned and let her sword vanish as she came over. Zombies packed in around him, giving him nowhere to run, even if he could.


    “The dryad will be the next to die,” Liris warned, kneeling beside Raeln as he struggled to get out from under her magic. It felt as though a tree had fallen across his shoulders, pushing him down under its weight, no matter how he struggled. “I will rip every leaf off that woman and then light her on fire. Only then will I go after the rest of your pitiful army. You, I will watch be torn apart by these mindless savages that we use as tools.”


    Raeln roared, forcing himself to ignore pain as he pulled himself up to his knees. Blood ran across his shoulders as the magic pushing down on him tore into his body, but he would not let it win. All he could see in his mind was the bear’s death—a wildling he would never know the name of—slowly replaced by Greth. He had no intention of letting Liris anywhere near Dalania.


    The zombies bore Raeln to the ground between the weight of the magic and their own efforts. They did not try to kill him, though their broken fingers dug so tightly into him that they could have him without much effort once he was unable to move. There was nothing he could do to even fight back, aside from the occasional kick when he managed to free his leg. Growling with frustration, he clawed at the ground, trying to reach Liris without managing to budge an inch. She continued taunting him, but he no longer cared. He needed to get to her, to find a way to kill her before she hurt anyone else.


    Raeln, said a voice within his head, startling him enough that he froze. He had only met one creature in his life that could talk to him that way, though the voice did not belong to the dragon Nenophar. Still, it seemed familiar. Make yourself as small as possible. I will be sure you survive mostly intact. Any limb you wish to keep, you will put under your body.


    Doing as he was told, Raeln wrapped his arms around his head and curled up as best he could as the entire area warmed. With a deafening boom, he could feel the area abruptly cleared of anyone else nearby. It felt as though a tornado had landed on his head, leaving him safe at its center. Even Liris’s magic hold on him vanished.


    In the distance, a bestial roar shook the ground. To his own surprise, Raeln laughed.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Heart of the Maelstrom”


     


    For nearly five years now, I have harbored a desire to attack the Turessians at their head, to exact vengeance for all those who have died. It is not in my nature to seek revenge, nor my breed’s, so far as I can tell. Still, from the time I watched Varra be killed by that first puppet of Dorralt, to the day I scribble these words in the dim candlelight of a tent within sight of the temple of Turessi, I have craved getting my claws into someone I could convince myself was responsible for all the pain and suffering around me.


    Now I find myself less than a day from that very reality. Throughout the army, I can see the resolve of those who have suffered the same as I have. They want this chance, no matter how remote. That is why we all march, knowing we have little hope of victory, but willing to risk it all to put a face to our anger. We all have the burden of hatred, and within the next day, we will be able to finally stop feeling helpless.


    We all know we will die here at the temple. No one has voiced it, but we know. Any force powerful enough to conquer nations for hundreds or thousands of miles in all directions will not be unseated by a few hundred misfits from the crushed nations. We may have resolve, but resolve alone cannot win a war.


    They are expecting us.


    This last entry I have bundled with the previous ones and am sending away with a small group of those who have chosen not to enter the temple. Most of them are good people, who had followed friends and loved ones this far and now see they cannot go farther unless they take up arms. Out of hundreds, we are losing no more than twenty. The scouts believe if they are quick, they can get to one of several shifting gaps in the mists and leave this area as the mists concentrate on the temple itself.


    I, like many others, am sending my last words with them in some vague hope that my children will somehow receive them. Perhaps then they will know their parents gave their lives for the slimmest chance that the world could be brought back to enough stability that they might enjoy their lives, far from warfare. We must fight this battle so they do not.


    Your mother and I love you all. Know that, and do not ever come looking for our remains in the far north. The Turessians do not bury their dead, and I doubt we will even receive so much as a kind word when we are gone. There will be no grave to visit and no marker for where we fell. If we are lucky, we will be lost to the deep snows, but if we are unlucky…I do not want my children to find what I would have become.


     


    “We need to know why they fell back,” Turess told the few assembled leaders of the army. Among them were Linn, Feanne, Estin, and a dozen men and women who represented some of the crushed cities of the south. “Undead do not flee, and Dorralt certainly would not relent without actually losing a significant force.”


    “Five hundred yesterday and another two hundred today is not significant?” Linn asked, his heavy armor jingling as he crossed his arms.


    “Not hardly,” Feanne interjected. “He has hundreds of thousands.”


    “Spread across half of Eldvar,” Linn reminded her. “What leader would bring them all back here when he has so many other places to defend? He’s probably fortifying the temple with what reserves he has left and using the small groups to slow us. I say we push forward.”


    A dark elven woman in a delicate dress, which Estin was impressed had survived so far into their travels, spoke up. Her soft voice and odd accent drew attention far better than Linn’s volume. “The scouting people confirmed tens of thousands. They were moved before we arrived. Whether he has a full force here or not, he has more than we have encountered. Perhaps he pulls them back to guard his temple as Master Linn suggests? I would certainly bring whatever I had in the region to my home if a foe was so close. However, I would not allow them so close in the first place, unless I had a plan. I would sacrifice many men to ensure they had not gotten nearly so close.”


    Turess shook his head. “No. My brother always hated the north. He would not use this place as a last line of battle unless there was another reason. He would have held Altis or Corraith before choosing the temple.”


    Estin’s fur stood on end at the mention of Corraith. He had been trying not to think of the war being anywhere near it for his own sanity. He lost part of the conversation as his thoughts drifted to the kits, wondering if they were even still alive and whether his letters would reach them too late.


    “Quite simply, this is too easy,” Linn finally admitted, relaxing somewhat. “Against a general of the south, I would say we are being lured into an ambush. Turess keeps telling me that his people don’t like the idea of ambushes, but that’s what I’m expecting. How long do we have until we can see the temple clearly to know what we’re up against?”


    “A few minutes after dawn,” Turess replied without looking up from the map that lay on the ground between all of them. “We only need to cross the remainder of these woods and we see all six roads to the temple, as well as the entire region around it. If he has army left, they will be there. Temple itself is too small to hold more than a hundred soldiers. I would assume he keeps his favorite troops there. Generals, if you will, yes? Those he trusts most will wait at those doors. If we get inside, we face only those he trusts, which will be very few.”


    Feanne looked over all of the people assembled there. “I want us marching before first light. When that sun rises, we need to already be clear of the woods. We’ll be marching across open plains from then on, and I do not want to waste time.”


    A distant boom reverberated through the ground under Estin’s feet. Only he and Feanne seemed to notice at first, but a second rumble got the dwarf and two dark elves looking around as well. Seconds later, a horn cried from somewhere to the east.


    “Perimeter guards,” Linn said, grabbing his shield from the ground at his feet. “We’re under attack. Everyone, get to your people and start them moving! Secure the edge of the camp and hunker down!”


    Estin checked his swords and turned to Feanne for direction.


    She hesitated, eyeing the southern part of the camp where the lycanthropes and larger animals were dwelling. Not one of them had been willing to speak to her after Rishad’s death, and Estin got the impression that Arella was being shielded by her people from any interaction she did not expressly request. Feanne seemed to be weighing whether to approach that group anyway, but then noticed Estin watching her.


    “We will go to the front lines with Linn,” she said, as Turess hurriedly gathered up the maps. “So long as we can hold our ground in the trees, we should be able to handle whatever they send our way. Estin, I am giving you control over the wildlings until our lines solidify. Get them to work together. I need to keep the werewolves focused or this could go badly. Linn will handle the furless. I will take over the wildlings once the lycanthropes are following.”


    “And what of me?” Turess asked, shoving the rolled maps under his arm.


    “You need to live until the temple, no matter what,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Help how you can without risking yourself. Largely, I want you healing the injured and keeping the lines from breaking. Save your strength for when we reach the temple grounds.”


    Turess bowed his head in acknowledgement, glancing at Estin sideways. Estin knew there was likely nothing Turess would be able to do, but he had promised not to pass that along. With luck, Turess could at least apply a bandage with some skill.


    Moving to Feanne’s side, Estin tried to take her hand, but she pulled away and stared him down calmly.


    “Now is not the time for emotion, Estin. Now is the time for bloodshed.” Raising her hand in front of herself, Feanne’s fingers and claws thickened and lengthened until they each could have been knives. As Estin watched, her muscles tensed and become more pronounced under her fur. She was gearing up for battle with her magic the same way Linn was likely piling as much metal over his body as he could. “Once they break, we push to the temple,” she told Estin. “No more rest until we are inside its walls. This may be the longest day of our lives.”


    Feanne turned and left, followed by Turess, leaving Estin alone in the simple canopy they had used as the heart of military planning. Before he could decide where to go first, Alafa and Barlen came clomping into the secluded wooded area, watching him for instruction without saying anything.


    “I take it you heard all that?” Estin asked over his shoulder.


    Alafa nodded vigorously. “Lihuan said the first rule of scouting was to already know what’s happening before your leader asks you to find out. The wildlings are all gathering. For some reason, the kobolds and goblins wanted to be with us, instead of out with Linn’s humans.”


    “The stinky dead people are fighting with the furless at the edge of the woods,” Barlen added. “Lots of them…dead people, not furless.”


    “Let’s do this, then,” Estin said, following them toward the part of the camp where the wildlings had mostly gathered. “How many do we have?”


    Alafa blinked a few times before answering cryptically, “All of them.”


    Sighing, Estin asked another way. “What breeds and how many families of each? Guesses are fine.”


    “Wolves, bears, a couple badgers,” Barlen said, counting on his fingers, despite not giving any numbers. “Lots of deerfolk. I saw some scaled lizard breeds…don’t know about them. The ravens, the otters, the—”


    “Ravens?” Estin stopped midstride. “How many other birds and treefolk do we have?”


    “Lots,” Alafa answered, staring wide-eyed. “Why?”


    “Because now we have a plan.” He set off again. “Get the treefolk and anything that likes heights up into the trees. The trees will shelter our archers and allow us to pack in more troops in an area. I want the wolves leading strike teams of their choosing across the enemy lines. The bears are to pick their own teams to hold the camp’s perimeter walls. Anyone else, bring to me.”


    Alafa and Barlen looked at each other and then split and ran in different directions to deliver Estin’s orders. From that look, Estin gathered the two deer were able to communicate as well as he and Feanne, without the need for words. They knew each other’s thoughts well enough to not waste time speaking them.


    Coming up over part of the hilly terrain they were camped on, Estin could make out much of the eastern slope of the woods through a gap in the trees. Below and farther east, he watched explosions of flame and lightning along the edge of the forest. Shouts and clanging metal echoed up to him. The wall of spikes they had set up as a fence ended near those trees, so the battle was already to the edge of the camp.


    Spread across the gap between the woods and the faint silhouette of a tall building far off to the east were many thousands of undead. Among them were Turessians, their bolts of energy flying from random spots, crashing into the tree line. Even with his better-than-average night vision, Estin could not make out much detail. The zombies appeared to be one writhing mass. It was still another hour until dawn, and by then most of the army might already be dead.


    Estin turned the other way, surveying the camp as it readied itself. Less than a quarter of their troops would have already been at the lines, with the others resting in the tents. All of those people were now racing out into the torchlight, pulling on armor and drawing weapons.


    As Estin watched, a single man caught his eye. Dressed in old rags that hinted at having come from Altis or nearby, the middle-aged elven man was neither running nor arming himself. He stood alone as people ran past him, as though he did not even see them.


    Crinkling his brow in confusion, Estin looked around the camp and saw another person—this one a dwarven woman—standing the same way, right in the middle of where people were trying to prepare. He continued searching and found a human man doing the same thing. They were spaced evenly within the camp. After listening to Linn for days talking about tactics, all he could see was the perfect placement of those three to maximize their access to the people in the camp.


    “Spies!” Estin shouted, catching the attention of a dozen soldiers, who looked to him for guidance. He frantically pointed out the three people. “Take them down right now!”


    In unison, the suspicious people launched into motion, their faces devoid of any emotion. They stared blankly as they hurled spells into the camp, incinerating dozens of men and women within seconds. They turned after each spell, targeting another group. The elven man shifted, and Estin saw a faint reddish glow to his eyes. They were not just spies, but Turessians in some fashion.


    Estin ran down the hill toward the Turessians, knowing full-well he could do little to stop them. No more than halfway to the dwarven woman, the air around Estin chilled abruptly, and he stopped, searching the area around himself for anything that stood out. It took him only a second to spot the shimmering of the air where something was trying to hide itself.


    “Come back to finish killing us?” Estin demanded, rounding on the vaguely human shape in the air. Crackling of flames nearby warned him the attacks were still underway, but the dozens of soldiers headed that way would do as well as he could. “I’m guessing this is your doing, Oramain?”


    Airy chuckles preceded the appearance of the same man Estin had seen previously, his ghostly form somewhat more defined than the last time, complete with heavy robes. He walked rather than floated, his yellow eyes glowing faintly as he approached Estin.


    Oramain moved to stand between Estin and the nearest of the Turessians. “You should not be here, wildling. They have orders to kill you on sight. They were hidden among their people long before I came back to my master’s side. Each of them has been waiting for my master’s signal. They do not even know what they are doing. They simply obey.”


    Estin unclasped the leather straps that held his swords in their sheaths and drew them, eyeing the metal with doubts about whether it would be enough. Closing his eyes and concentrating through the rush of ghostly voices, he opened them and smiled as his weapons shimmered with a faint white light. The spell was an old favorite of Asrahn’s, allowing edged weapons to cut through dead flesh with ease. Whether it would work on Oramain was doubtful.


    “You would keep fighting when even your enemy wishes to spare you?” the ghost asked, his eyes narrowing. “There is no magic you possess that can destroy me now. Your own rebirth has given me all the strength I possessed in the first days of my service to Dorralt. I am giving you the chance to flee, despite orders to the contrary. Take your wife and go.”


    Estin growled and raised his glowing weapons. “You’re only giving me time. Dorralt will find us someday. I will not trade all of these people for another day, knowing he will just follow us. Go back to your master.”


    Oramain turned slightly to look over at the three Turessians, who had killed nearly fifty people and continued to attack. “I used to revel in impossible odds too. That was why he chose me to be a general, no matter my wishes.”


    Estin inched forward, trying to get within melee range, but froze when Oramain returned his attention to Estin, his eyes flaring more brightly.


    “Can Turess win?” Oramain asked, surprising Estin enough that he nearly lowered his weapons. “Do you believe he has the power to succeed?”


    “I do. Do you?”


    Smiling slowly, Oramain lifted a hand that glowed brightly enough that Estin thought he had a spell ready to strike him down. Instead, Oramain motioned toward the dwarven Turessian, and she collapsed, shaking her head in confusion.


    “Kill them quickly,” Oramain insisted, gesturing to the other two Turessians. Each fell similarly. “I’ve severed my master’s control over them, but it will not last long. Once he realizes what I’ve done, he will likely exert his power over my body. Without him in their heads, they can be killed. Go…now!”


    Estin hesitated a second longer before convincing himself to risk taking Oramain’s offer. Running, Estin reached the dwarven Turessian before anyone else, as the soldiers had gone for the elven man. He slid to a stop in the snow to stand over the dwarven woman as she sat up.


    “Please,” the woman pleaded, clutching her head. “He keeps talking…I…I can’t make it stop anymore. He…I…I killed my husband…all those people…”


    Wincing, Estin took a deep breath and raised his sword as the dwarf looked up at him pleadingly. There was no fear, no anger. She wanted him to end what she had been unable to warn the camp about. She was another innocent Dorralt had used in his war.


    Closing his eyes as he swung, Estin felt the impact of his sword against the woman and the sickly spray of blood that came with it. When he opened his eyes again, the body had already begun to decay the same way Arturis’s and Rishad’s had when destroyed.


    Estin quickly checked on the other two Turessians and found the other soldiers had finished them off as well. Looking back up the hill among the trees, he tried to spot Oramain, but the ghost had fled. He made a mental note to thoroughly question Turess about the man later, but the battle had to come first.


    Taking a deep breath, Estin went toward the sounds of fighting at a jog. He got halfway to the front lines before he was surrounded by hundreds of people all trying to figure out where to go. Linn shouted orders in the distance, and various officers relayed them to groups down the line. Everyone looked as lost as Estin felt, giving him some small measure of confidence that he was no worse off.


    He neared the edge of the woods and saw the soldiers there were already losing ground. They had been pushed back past the simple barricades and spikes, leaving many of the undead impaled there. The undead were pressing the attack, using their greater numbers to overwhelm the living.


    Searching for some reinforcements, Estin spotted a group of wolf wildlings, fox wildlings, and various cat breeds running as a tight pack. They saw Estin, and one of the wolves motioned toward the undead. Estin gave him a nod and mimicked the gesture, smiling as the large group took off running at the edge of the enemy lines. The wolves would tear across the undead line and get out again, leaving the undead disoriented and wounded, making things easier on everyone. With luck, they might even be able to distract a Turessian in that throng.


    He then searched the trees and saw several monkey wildlings racing through the branches, most carrying bows or spears. Not far behind them, the flightless raven wildlings and other birds were using the limited strength of their wings to glide from one tree to the next, taking up positions around the monkeys. One hawk wildling stopped over Estin’s head and let out a shrill cry to get his attention, waiting with its bow in one hand. All of the other treefolk and birds turned to watch the hawk for their signal to open fire. She was going to be the one to relay his orders, the way Linn’s officers did for the nonwildlings.


    “Wait until they get into the trees!” Estin shouted up at the wildling. “You’re free to fire once they get within range. Cover the soldiers as they back up. I want cover-fire for the skirmishers.”


    The hawk raised a clawed hand and signaled the others. The birds and monkeys settled into their perches all around the area, readying their weapons and waiting patiently. Every few seconds, Estin could see them glace toward the hawk, ready for her orders. She, in turn, would look down at him before giving the others a slight shake of her beak. Each minute, the nervousness grew on the faces of those waiting on him, but the undead were too far yet—he knew most of their arrows would miss. Given how little effect arrows would have on walking corpses, Estin wanted to ensure every one counted. If nothing else, the distraction had to be timed well, or it was not even worth the effort.


    A rumble near the front lines drew Estin’s attention in that direction. A dozen soldiers there had fallen and were smoking, and all of the snow around them melted away in a rush of steam. Trees nearest them were singed. That entire portion of the line was broken, and Estin could see no one close enough to cover the fallen, though more soldiers were already running from deeper in the woods to try to reach their allies. Unless someone was going to shift from another part of the line, Estin and a few others were nearest to that spot.


    Whistling to get the attention of the wildlings in the trees, Estin dashed toward the gap in the line. He reached it as the first of the shambling, groaning zombies broke through, stepping on the fallen soldiers with little concern. As Estin rushed in, one of the soldiers on the ground was dragged off by the zombies while others descended on the fallen humans. From what he could tell, the undead had been ordered to push forward no matter the cost to their numbers. Those farther back were more willing to grab at the dead and dying, dragging them off either to kill or to provide their remains to the Turessians.


    Driving one of his swords into the ground tip-first so he could clear a hand, Estin called forth his magic and the voices that came with it. He unleashed a burst of energy at the zombies that stood over the soldiers. No less than ten of the undead fell sideways as the rush of energy left his body, taking with it a good portion of his strength. Thankfully, even with dozens more undead atop the soldiers, they all turned their attention on him, forgetting about the wounded.


    “Open fire!” Estin shouted. He drew his sword from the ground just in time to sweep it across the chest of the nearest zombie. The blade sizzled and burned away the creature’s decaying flesh, doing far more damage than it could have without magic. Still, the creature kept coming, as did many more. Worse still, the last of the magic he had placed on the blade faded away, leaving it as little more than very sharp steel.


    Dancing nimbly through the undead, whirling his twin swords through them as fast as he could, Estin tried not to flinch as arrows fell around him. The archers were good, somehow managing to keep from hitting him despite the erratic pattern he cut through the undead. More than once he felt the arrows graze his arms and tail, but not one shot broke his skin.


    Estin did his best to keep ahead of the undead with the aid of the archers, never pausing for more than a second between swings or lashes of his tail. Soon his whole body felt sticky, as though he had rolled in zombie gore, which was likely not far from the truth. He knew even a momentary pause to catch his breath could mean being dragged away from the rest of his army. His blades hummed as they passed through the air. They slid easily through the rotting flesh of the zombies and allowed him to maintain his momentum as he struggled to keep from letting any hands fall on him.


    Ducking around a wild swipe, Estin found soldiers were filling in around him, gradually pushing back against the undead. He soon was able to move more freely, though the others did much of the fighting for him. Using that break, he sheathed his weapons and grabbed the nearest soldier who had fallen. Pulling the man away from the undead by his ankle, Estin then knelt beside him, trying to find a spot to check for a pulse. When Estin did find a gap in the armor, he found the man was already dead.


    Letting his vision shift to search for the spirit of the dead man, Estin found the body was already cold, at least as far as magic was concerned. There was little more that could be done without the old magic he knew they did not have out in the middle of the Turessian empire. Refusing to let himself think too long on the man, Estin scrambled to the next, hoping he might still be able to save someone. Every life spared was someone who might save him or Feanne in the days to come.


    The second man and the woman after were as dead as the first, both having been torn open by the undead. The fourth soldier was still breathing, though only barely. Estin poured his magic into him, and a moment later, the soldier’s eyes flicked open as he coughed up the blood that had been filling his lungs.


    “Get to the back and rest until you can fight again,” Estin said.


    The man nodded and pulled himself away from the clashes of weapons on bone. He practically dragged himself, gasping as he went.


    Turning to where the remaining few soldiers lay, Estin was considering how to reach them when a distant crackling roar caught his attention. Looking up, he only had a second to think before a ball of yellow flame would crash down on them. Raising his hands overhead, he summoned all the strength he could in a vain attempt to slow or stop the fireball. Nausea and pain flooded his whole body, but he kept pushing, trying to limit the power of the magical flames.


    The impact of the spell threw Estin backward, and he did not even realize he had hit something. The whole world seemed to spin, and his body felt as though every inch of his fur was on fire. Realizing the sensation might be accurate, he shook off his dizziness. While he was not actually burning, much of his fur and clothing was singed, leaving raw pink blistered flesh in various areas. His left leg was twisted, and when he tried to straighten it, he screamed in agony.


    Estin searched the lines around him, finding some of his soldiers down and smoldering, though many more were still upright, fighting to hold the lines. His spell might not have spared the heart of the fireball’s landing, but he had saved twenty or more people by his exertion. That quick-thinking had saved their lines from completely collapsing.


    Panting as he tried to steady himself, Estin bent as far as he could over his leg to get a better look. Between his upper ankle and knee, a large gash in the flesh had pieces of bone protruding. Swearing, he slumped against the stump of a tree he was lying against. He tried to force his mind to relax despite the pain, which would be essential if he was going to heal himself. Laughing weakly, he realized the wound further crippled the leg he had broken years earlier. If he did not find a way to mend it soon, he might not be able to walk when it did heal.


    Around him, about a dozen soldiers were dead and dying, though from the look of things, many more had managed to keep fighting with little more than minor burns. He had deflected a good portion of the spell, but not nearly enough. With that section of the line already weakened, the undead were once again pushing past the living. In another fifteen feet, they would be atop Estin. The efforts of his archers in the trees could only slow them so much.


    A roar and barking let Estin know reinforcements had arrived. From behind the undead lines, a group of wildling wolves and cats tore through the zombies. They kept going, giving the remaining soldiers a chance to recover lost ground by confusing and disorienting the enemy. When the undead tried to pursue the wildlings, a second group came running from the other direction.  Consisting of almost entirely bears and badgers, they held their ground against the undead, bringing the zombies to an abrupt halt. The tactics would not hold out forever, but they bought plenty of time for Estin.


    He slowed his breathing and fought to control his pain. Gradually he managed to find enough calm to draw magic again, and the voices came as whispers. Knowing it would be painful but having little choice, Estin reached down and put his hand on the broken bone of his leg and funneled magic into it. Warmth spread first, but as the bones began to shift and tear their way back through the flesh, pain dwarfed the sense of comfort, nearly disrupting his concentration. Pushing past the pain, he managed to keep the spell going a little longer before his heart began pounding painfully and his hands shook from the effort.


    Collapsing onto his side, Estin tried to move his foot and found he could feel his toes and their claws slide on the rocky ground. He could not feel parts of his leg through the ache of the wound. He desperately wanted to heal himself more, but knew anyone healed tended to become exhausted by their body’s efforts to heal itself. Magic use did much the same thing. As both the caster and recipient, he would pass out before he managed to pull together another spell. If he managed to stay conscious, he could kill himself with the effort. It would have to be enough.


    Estin dug his fingers into the loose ground and pulled himself deeper into the woods, away from the front lines, which were stable again. He tried to put some weight on his wounded leg, but it buckled immediately. While he had repaired much of the damage, the bone was still broken. He resorted to continuing up the hill on his stomach as fast as his arms could pull him. Behind him, he could hear the screams of soldiers being dragged down by the undead, giving him even more incentive to get himself as far away as he could.


    “Estin!” came a female shout from the woods.


    As Estin searched for the speaker, Alafa and Barlen appeared from the trees. Racing over to him, they grabbed his arms and pulled him up the hill and behind a large stone as shelter. Almost as soon as they got him behind the stone, Estin’s fur rose on end. A bolt of lightning exploded into the area where he had been moments earlier. Something had actually been aiming for him.


    “How are they holding up down there?” Estin asked, rolling onto his back and gasping in agony. He would have to do something with his leg or he would be as good as dead out there.


    “Lots are dying or dead,” Barlen admitted, looking down at Estin’s leg and grimacing. He quickly moved his eyes back to Estin’s face, putting on an overly fake look of cheerfulness, complete with wide grin. “The werewolves attacked…they’re helping a whole bunch. No wildlings are dead yet that I know of…”


    “Forget about what species someone is and count everyone,” Estin snapped, more harshly than he had intended. “Right now, I need to get a healer down there to replace me until I can fix my leg.”


    Putting a hand on Estin’s chest, likely to keep him calm or prevent him from doing anything rash, Alafa said, “We don’t have more healers. The army had five, plus you. Two turned on us…the other two are already unconscious and vomiting. You look better off than them.”


    “The Turessians,” Estin groaned, covering his face. He wanted to scream, but it would not change anything. “I saw them…I helped kill them. They chose the healers for a reason. They waited to turn them until it was too late for us to run.”


    Estin pushed aside Alafa’s hand and sat up. He either had to give up on trying to help, or he needed to heal his leg, which he might not even be capable of doing. Bracing himself, he shifted to see how bad it was. The whole section between his knee and his upper ankle was swollen around the spot where the bone had been protruding earlier. Brushing aside the fur, he could see the flesh under it was deep purple. Applying pressure to the puffy skin, he easily found the fracture, though the bones were nearly fused.


    “I’m going to try to heal myself,” he told the two deer, carefully positioning his fingers. “If I pass out, please drag me back to the supply carts and let Linn or Feanne know where I am. I can’t help anyone like this, so passing out is not much worse.”


    Alafa let out a little whimper and nodded. Barlen peeked over the stone they used as shelter, watching for threats.


    Putting his hands over the broken bone, Estin closed his eyes to keep from looking at the injury. Looking only made it hurt more, which in turn made it harder for him to concentrate. He had to shut out everything the way Asrahn had taught him or he would never manage to heal himself. He had to control his thoughts, as well as his body, to have any hope of drawing more magic. More importantly, he had to monitor his own heartbeat, lest he push himself too close to death. He had often ignored her warnings, but this was not one of those times. Pushing too hard could stop his heart even before he blacked out.


    The whispers of spirits were very slow to come this time and so faint that Estin could barely make them out beyond the screams of soldiers fighting and dying nearby. The magic he pulled from them felt as though he were trying to drag a body with little more than positive thinking. It gradually took shape and shrunk the swelling under the pads of his fingers. Then, without any real warning, Estin reached his limits and the magic came to a stop. He fell sideways to vomit across the ground, nearly atop Alafa.


    Estin felt as though he had been drinking something awful for days. His head spun and pounded. Though his leg felt mostly better, he would not be much help to the other wounded, at least until he could rest for a little while. Trying to breathe through his mouth to avoid the smell of vomit, he sat back up and lifted his leg to test its condition. Sure enough, the swelling was little more than he would have expected from a severe bruise. When he moved his ankle and wiggled his toes, his shin ached but not unbearably so. He was fairly certain he could put weight on it again, though the idea of standing up made him feel dizzy.


    Putting his foot down, Estin saw both Barlen and Alafa were watching around the stone, having either lost interest in him or found something more fascinating.


    “Do you two know where Linn is?” he asked.


    Both deer jumped. They spun around to face him wide-eyed. Once he would have wondered at what had gotten them so distracted, but he was too tired and sick to care.


    “We need to get to Linn. He needs to adjust the formation to deal with the losses here.”


    “Right,” Barlen said quickly, hurrying to Estin’s side and helping him up. “We should go. Good idea.”


    Estin tried to look past the stone at the soldiers beyond, but Alafa hopped about in his path, obviously trying to keep him from seeing something. Knowing there was little to be done about whatever was going on down there, he relented. Barlen guided him slowly back up the hill toward the supply carts, where Linn would likely be barking out orders to his troops. Estin found he could walk without too much help, though his leg was definitely not strong enough to run on just yet. Another hour or two and he might be able to move quickly, but running would have to wait.


    Dozens of running soldiers ran passed them, headed down the hill. That gave Estin some peace of mind, knowing the lines would not have to wait for reinforcements.


    They approached what was left of the camp, where most of the tents had been torn down in a hurry and the supply carts were already on the move, ready to follow the soldiers. Among the remaining people, Linn turned between dozens of soldiers that continued to run up every few seconds. He said a few words to each before moving on, somehow managing to keep his head with the chaos surrounding him. Past Linn, Estin could see the destruction the three Turessian infiltrators had caused.


    “Glad to see you made it out,” Linn called as they approached, then shoved a soldier toward the lines. “I heard the southeastern formation broke. We’re shoring that up now. Alafa, please take him over near the fire pit. We’re having all the wounded brought there until we can find a way to help them all. The herbalists and other non-magical healers are doing what they can.” Linn looked over Estin and added, “Rest as long as you need. My men are used to fighting without true healers. Don’t kill yourself trying to help, Estin. We need you alive.”


    Estin let the deer steer him away from Linn toward an open area with a ring of stones still marking where the majority of cooking had been done earlier. Near it, easily two dozen men, women, and a few youths lay moaning and clutching at awful-looking wounds. Estin immediately wanted to try to heal them, but doing so could actually injure or kill him as weak as he already was. At the very least, he would pass out for hours, which would not help anyone. Reluctantly, he lowered his eyes, trying not to look at the people he felt beholden to.


    Once he had reached the edge of the group, Estin eased himself down to the ground and leaned against a tree trunk. Estin settled himself, shifting to keep from putting all his weight on his tail, and then realized he was not alone. Both Barlen and Alafa still stood over him, staring and waiting with broad smiles.


    “What?” asked Estin, feeling self-conscious.


    Alafa looked over at Barlen before replying, “You’re in charge. We’re waiting for orders.”


    Groaning, Estin nodded and leaned to scan the woods behind the two deer. Linn was already well on his way toward the battle, talking to several of his officers. In another minute, he would be out of sight.


    “Go to Linn and have him send you back out,” Estin said. “He’ll probably send you to Feanne. You’ll be more help out there than here.”


    After a moment’s hesitation, the deer finally turned, offering apologies for abandoning Estin, and left. He humored them until they were gone. Then he could finally relax.


    Looking around at the other injured, Estin saw most of them were dealing with painful gashes caused by the claws or teeth of the zombies. The wounds were not likely to be fatal anytime soon, though infection could be, as could blood loss if not treated. The few doctors that moved between the wounded seemed to have everything in hand, doing their best to treat the cuts without magic. Their talents were likely more useful than Estin’s at the moment. They could keep working so long as they had water and cloth scraps to bind wounds, where as Estin could do very little in his condition.


    He settled in, trying to shut out the distant sounds of battle. An hour or two and he might be able to help a couple more people. He had been using magic long enough to know not to let the chance to rest pass during a battle. The need to stop and recover was an inescapable fact of relying on magic. Leaning back against the tree, he forced himself to relax.


    Estin had scarcely closed his eyes when he heard more people running into the area. He kept his eyes shut, sniffing without thinking about it. He smelled blood, sweat, and something familiar that the other odors covered. Opening his eyes, he watched as Linn came running back up the hill straight toward him with a larger group behind him.


    “Estin,” Linn called out as he got closer, “I want you out of here, now! Go somewhere else to rest! Someone escort Estin out of here to make room for others.”


    Confused, Estin sat up and started to ask what was going on when he realized what was coming up the hill behind Linn. There were groups of soldiers carrying bloodied werewolves among them. He could see three from where he sat, and from the sounds of it, there were more behind. A fourth was being carried by another of the werewolves, who looked to be on the verge of collapsing himself.


    “I said go, Estin!” Linn yelled, grabbing one of the doctors and pointing at Estin. “Get him gone!”


    The doctor and two soldiers rushed at Estin, even as he was trying to stand. They were firm but careful as they grabbed his arms and started to drag him out of the area. Then Estin got another glimpse of the people bringing bodies up the hill. Some were definitely werewolves, while others were fallen soldiers. What caught his eye was Arella—still in her wolven form—limping near the back of the group, nursing a brutally burned shoulder that was slowly healing.


    “Arella was with Feanne,” Estin mumbled, shoving one of the soldiers off him. When the man tried to grab him again, Estin lashed out without thinking, punching the man in the face. At that point, Linn rolled his eyes and turn away. He had been trying to keep Estin away from finding something out and that made Estin’s stomach lurch even more painfully.


    Before the doctor or soldiers could get a fresh grip on him, Estin limped quickly toward Linn and the group of wounded. He ignored Linn’s glare and made his way to Arella, who lowered her face as Estin got near, though she still towered over him.


    “Where’s my mate?” he asked, noticing Arella’s quick glance toward some of the soldiers. “Arella? Answer me.”


    Then Estin realized what she had been looking at when she avoided his eyes. A pair of dwarven soldiers were carrying Feanne carefully toward the doctors. She shook violently and screamed, coughing up blood in the process, all the while clutching her side.


    Running despite the pain in his leg, Estin got to Feanne’s side as they lay her on the ground, taking her hand in his. She was still conscious, staring up at the sky as she choked and trembled, though he could tell she was not seeing him at all. Looking down, he saw much of her ribs were exposed near burned flesh and fur. He could smell a storm on her—lightning. They had attacked her with magic, which he knew she could not heal as easily from. That had likely been the weakness exploited against the werewolves, as well.


    “Feanne,” he said, tightening his grip on her hand and kneeling so his muzzle was near her ear. “Feanne, you’re going to be all right. Hang in there.”


    A young woman in traditional country healer’s robes knelt on Feanne’s other side and began applying fresh cloth to the wound, trying to slow the bleeding. Even before she covered it, Estin had gotten an idea of how bad the wound was. Bones were broken, and he was willing to bet her lung was punctured. The healer would not be able to do much with the paltry resources they had available in the camp, especially without magic. Within seconds the cloth was soaked through, and blood continued to run down Feanne’s side as she struggled to breathe.


    “Get some extra bandages,” Estin told the woman, who hesitated. “Get them!”


    The healer got up and went to a nearby cart where what few supplies they had left were stacked. As soon as she looked away, Estin put his hand on Feanne’s brow and whispered, “You’re going to be fine, Feanne. I’ll see to it. You can yell at me later. It’s your turn to save my life…remember that. You’re overdue.”


    Closing the sounds around him out of his mind, Estin tugged at the faint murmurs of the disembodied voices in his head. His stomach lurched immediately and all his muscles began to ache, but he did not relent. He pulled at the vestiges of magic until he could taste blood and the first trickle of magic flowed through his fingers into Feanne.


    Rough hands grabbed him, shattering his concentration. He flailed and tried to get his fangs into whoever had interrupted him, then froze as he was hoisted completely off the ground by the scruff of his neck. Slowly, Arella turned Estin around so he was looking into her wolflike face, her eyes narrow and deadly.


    “She said you would try to be the fool when battles turned deadly,” she warned him, her voice barely recognizable as more than a growl. “I am under orders to stop you from making this kind of mistake.”


    “She’ll die if I—”


    Arella snarled. “We’ll all die soon enough,” she said firmly, lowering him just enough that his paws could brush the ground. “We will not rush anyone’s death. Turess, take him from me.”


    Before Estin could react, Turess wrapped his arms around Estin from the side, pulled him away from Arella, and held him tight. Estin fought briefly, trying to get a grip, but Turess seemed to anticipate his movements, avoiding claws and fangs easily, as though he had fought wildlings before. Finally, Estin gave in and watched.


    Arella knelt beside Feanne. “The avatar of the wild god will not die because of a stray spell,” she was saying, settling herself to sit on her paws with her back straight as she studied Feanne, who was no longer shaking. The healer, who had returned to Feanne’s other side, looked particularly worried, and Estin felt his stomach begin to sink. “Any member of a pack is willing to die for their leader. I will take that risk today.”


    Arella moved one of her hands over Feanne’s chest and closed her eyes, concentrating. For several long seconds, Estin saw nothing happening and wondered if Arella was just stalling. Then, without warning, he saw Arella’s side tear open violently, causing her to snarl and clench her jaw.


    Estin knew exactly what was happening. Fae magic, the kind Feanne used, could not actually heal wounds. It could accelerate their healing as though weeks had passed, but potentially fatal injuries only killed the victim that much faster by using that form of magic. The only use Feanne had ever found for her abilities had been to transfer wounds from herself to Estin the day they had met so she had the strength to get them both out of Altis. Arella was using much the same spell to take Feanne’s wounds onto herself.


    Gradually, the burns and torn flesh appeared on Arella’s hide. Feanne breathed more easily and blood stopped spreading on the latest bandage the healer pressed to her side. It was not as quick as Estin remembered, but in only another minute or two, Arella would have all of Feanne’s injuries. She might well be able to survive in her wolven form, given the rate at which werewolves healed.


    More screams made Estin wince, but then realized they were not coming from the battlefield. They were coming from the wounded nearby. Turess did not release him, so he had to squirm to look around, trying to find the source of the noise.


    Estin saw a faint shimmer near one of the soldiers who had been barely injured. Suddenly, the man lurched and blood sprayed in all directions as his entire ribcage was torn apart. The shimmer over him moved swiftly, and another soldier who was trying to crawl away stiffened, then collapsed in another shower of blood.


    “Turess, we’re under attack,” Estin said, trying to free himself again.


    Turess only held on that much harder. “I know!” he hissed, pulling Estin a little farther away from Feanne and Arella. The human healer moved to put herself between the shimmer and Arella. “Is Oramain. We need to avoid his attention, not draw it. He will kill us both if he sees us. Stay still and he may overlook us. Neither of us can fight right now.”


    The shimmer drifted to the next soldier—the last before it would be facing the human at Arella’s side. The wounded man grabbed his sword, only to have his face explode in a spray of gore. Spinning in place, the ghost drifted toward the healer, who stared at Oramain with utter panic, though she held her ground. Through it all, Arella did not look up, instead concentrating to maintain her spell. Her fur was gradually being coated with blood.


    For the briefest moment, Estin thought the ghost might stop or move on, but it seemed to almost smile at the healer, reveling in her resistance. With Arella and Feanne so close, Estin could not risk any more lives by delaying.


    He kicked at Turess’s shin, forcing him off balance in an effort to keep his leg away from Estin’s claws. Once he felt Turess shift, he drove his elbow backward into Turess’s stomach. The moment Turess’s grip slipped, Estin twisted as hard as he could without putting all his weight on his injured leg, yanking free.


    Wincing every time he put much weight on his left leg, Estin limped toward the doctor, who had closed her eyes as Oramain loomed over her. Estin had to stare at the shape to make out the vaguely human silhouette in the predawn light, but each step he took, he could make out more of the familiar features of the man.


    “Oramain,” Estin called. When the ghost moved its hand toward the healer to kill her, Estin shouted again, “Oramain!”


    The ghost stopped midswing, and gleaming yellow eyes turned on Estin. A faint hiss cut through all the other noise as the ghost floated toward him, passing all of the other wounded. When it reached Estin, the ghost rose up over him and studied Turess, just behind Estin. Faintly, Estin could hear Turess muttering something that sounded entirely derogatory.


    “I have come for specific people,” the ghost said in a chilling whisper, not unlike the voices that came with Estin’s magic. “You are not my target yet, wildling. The leaders of this army must die before I leave. This was my order after aiding you earlier. You should flee.”


    Estin checked over his shoulder, finding Arella still working on Feanne. Before long she would be healed enough that she would survive without help. Arella, on the other hand, looked nearly ready to collapse as blood ran freely down her side.


    “Let her finish,” Estin told the ghost, dropping to his knees. “Please. Kill me if you need to, but please let Arella save Feanne. She’ll die without a healer. We both know I can’t stop you. Give me this before I die.”


    The burning embers that were Oramain’s eyes turned to Feanne, and the raging anger that Estin could practically taste so close to the creature abruptly cooled. The ghost flickered and became somewhat more human-looking, allowing Estin to see the features of the man who had helped him save Feanne from death once before. The whole of Oramain’s tattoos were visible in that moment, as was a thin beard and even a jagged scar at the base of his jaw. He could have been any other human in the camp, if it were not for the way the torchlight continued to pass through him.


    “She’s the one…your mate…” whispered Oramain, staring at Feanne. With an offhand gesture, he threw a soldier who had been approaching with a drawn sword across the clearing and into a tree. “You had me help you save her recently. I can feel her heart struggling to beat.”


    “Months ago,” Estin replied without looking up. “Without Arella’s help, she will die again, and I can’t save her this time. All I’m asking for is that you wait.”


    Oramain’s jaw clenched and he nodded grimly. “My master demanded the deaths of your leaders. He did not say that I had to hurry. He also did not tell me it meant killing Feanne. I have seen your mate through your eyes, and I would not take her from you like this, even by killing another. I have already disobeyed in other ways—what is one more time?”


    With a sigh, the ghost faded away, and Estin could feel the chill that accompanied it vanish slowly. It had truly let them live with no clear reason why. More than that, it had disobeyed a direct order from Dorralt.


    “He always was good man,” Turess said. “We had saying in my day that the good of a person does not die with them, but lives on so long as there are those who remember it. I still remember the good of this man, before my brother twisted him.”


    With a gasp, Arella collapsed.


    Estin immediately forgot what Turess had been saying. He ran, despite the pain in his leg, even as Arella hit the ground, clutching her side. Within seconds, Arella shuddered violently and lay still, and Estin could not feel any breath as he held his hand near her muzzle.


    “I can save her,” Estin announced to no one in particular, quickly glancing at Feanne to make sure her wounds were closed. She was already moving, putting her hands to her head as she began to wake. Taking that as a good sign, Estin checked for Arella’s pulse, but Turess grabbed his wrists and pulled him away.


    “She gave life by choice,” Turess said, tightening his grip when Estin tried to free himself. “Do not belittle decision by throwing your life away, too, when she made choice to spare you. Go to your wife. I will do what I can. Not everyone can or should be saved.”


    Estin fought to keep from shouting at him, but finally relented. Lowering his head, he nodded slightly, at which point Turess released his wrists. Reluctantly, Estin slid away from Arella and over to Feanne, whose eyelids were moving as though she might wake at any moment.


    Sliding his arms under Feanne, Estin pulled her up into a seated position, leaning her against him. Once she was upright, she shook her head as she opened her eyes, jerking as she came awake. In a second she relaxed, putting one hand on Estin’s chest either to support herself or to acknowledge he was all that was keeping her from falling over.


    “I…the werewolves,” Feanne whispered, blinking hard. “All I remember was a flash of light. Where are my troops?”


    Estin brushed his fingers across the blood-matted fur on Feanne’s face, and she smiled, though she kept her eyes nearly shut. “Most of them are still out there.”


    “Most?” she asked even more softly, resting her cheek on Estin’s shoulder.


    Turning slightly, Estin gazed at Turess, who still knelt on the far side of Arella. As Estin looked, Turess gently closed Arella’s eyes. He lifted his head and met Estin’s eyes briefly, shaking his head as he did. An hour earlier, Estin had not even been sure a werewolf could die in battle. Now, the strongest of them lay dead.


    “Yes, most of them are still out there,” Estin repeated, sliding his other arm under her legs. “You can’t help them like this. We need to rest for a little while.”


    Feanne opened her mouth to argue, but when she looked up at him, she quickly closed her mouth again and reclined against Estin. He had expected that she would fight him about leaving the battle, but her sudden submission surprised him. When she did not say anything, he lifted her with a bit of effort and limped toward the more sheltered section of the woods. There, dozens of tents still stood, abandoned by their owners in light of the sudden attack. It did not take him long to find their tent, leaning slightly since its posts had been partially dislodged from the ground. Slipping inside, he sat down hard on the blankets they had left on the ground and pulled Feanne onto his lap to rest.


    Estin stroked Feanne’s fur near her ears as he closed his eyes to wait. It was not long before her whiskers twitched and she opened her eyes again. She looked around frantically for a second until she realized she was not in the battle anymore.


    Relaxing, she reclined into his arms. “How bad this time?” she asked eventually, picking at the crumbling, burned sections of her cotton shirt. “I remember a flash and the screams of the werewolves. Not much after. I…I think I woke briefly, but I am not sure.”


    “You almost died…again. I think you took a lightning bolt to the chest.”


    Feanne snickered at that, putting a hand to her ribs. “Why do we nearly wind up dead every time we go somewhere together? I’m starting to think you’re bad luck, Estin. I didn’t die this often before we met.”


    “Me?” he asked, digging his claws into her fur a little more forcefully, the way she did to him when he was being obstinate. “You still have more scars than I do, and you got most of them before we met.”


    “Somehow still your fault,” she said, grinning. She stared off at the wall of the tent as though seeing somewhere else. “I never thought I would say this, but I’m very tired of fighting. Why do you think that is?”


    “I could say old age, but that’ll get me hit. How about it’s nature’s way of telling you that you’ve taken more of a beating than anyone should endure and it’s time to stop? That and we’re both sick of watching the people we know die.”


    “I can accept that,” she replied, pulling one of his arms around her. “What will we do without the war? When it’s over and we can go back to the kits…what then? This is all I’ve ever known. I’ve been fighting since I was Oria’s age…younger, even.”


    Estin bent down and nuzzled the top of her head between her ears with his cheek and whiskers, making her ears flick away as he tickled them. “We’ll go home. That’s as far as I’ve thought. We both need to stop fighting. Maybe spend some time away together.”


    “Corraith isn’t home, Estin. I hate that place.”


    “It’s where the children are. It’s home until we find somewhere better. We’ll start looking for a new home as soon as we find them.”


    Looking up at him, she said, “I want a garden, Estin. I have no idea why…I have no desire to eat plants on a regular basis, but the thought of only having to worry about them seems somehow peaceful and calming. No one dying, no more wondering if you or I will wake up each day. Just plants, growing slowly. I think that’s what the ogre of the grove wanted, knowing that his time was coming. I want to find that kind of peace before I die.”


    “You’ll have a garden,” he promised. “Just a few more days of this and we’ll take the kits somewhere nice and we’ll make them help you build a garden. Then they can take care of us in our retirement.”


    Feanne’s quizzical look up at him through her lashes told him she had no idea what he meant.


    “Retirement…it’s a city thing,” he went on. “When someone is old enough that they don’t want to and don’t need to work anymore, they pass on their profession to someone younger and then they bully their children into caring for them.”


    “Have you met our children, Estin? Neither I nor my parents ever raised a kit who would watch out for much more than their own survival.”


    “We’ll teach them, then.”


    “Can you imagine Oria caring for us when we’re old?”


    “I can, but it makes me want to stay here with the army, Feanne.”


    Feanne laughed and nodded, resting her head against his chest and digging her fingers into his shirt and chest fur. Somewhere in the distance, a booming explosion told of ongoing battle. Sighing, Feanne said softly, “We have to go back down there soon.”


    “Soon. Not now. We’re both too weak to fight yet.”


    “It won’t matter how tired we are if the battle reaches us,” she insisted. “I will let you convince me to rest a little longer. After that, we will go win this war, with or without an army.”


    “Fine. I’ll win the war for you. Only because you asked nicely, though.”


    They lay there, listening to the screams and the never-ending rumbles of magic, until the sun rose and began to warm the tent.


    His thoughts roaming from one thing to another, Estin asked, “Why didn’t you shape-shift for the battle?”


    “I did,” she said into his shirt. “I changed back when I felt myself weakening. I needed all my strength when we got to the Turessians, and I wanted to save as much strength as I could for Dorralt himself. By the time we got close to their wizards, they were pounding all of us with magic, trying to kill the werewolves before they could get within reach. It was all I could do to stay ahead of them.”


    “You failed.”


    Feanne growled playfully and jabbed Estin in the chest with one of her sharp claws.


    A commotion outside drew Estin’s attention, and he slid from under her to poke his head out of the tent. She sat up and stretched her arm to test her strength.


    Outside, fifty or so soldiers were dropping back into the area with the tents. He could see several of the wildlings with them, and Turess beside Linn, though he had acquired a bad limp in the time since they had last spoken and his robes were grey with dust. Nearly every person Estin saw was nursing some form of injury.


    “Battle’s coming to us,” Estin said over his shoulder.


    “It always does,” she replied sadly, hopping to her feet. Taking a deep breath, she touched the exposed fur along her side and winced. “No more time for rest. It’s time to save the day again, Estin. One more time and then never again.”


    Estin drew his swords and stepped out of the tent, right into the heart of Linn’s remaining army. Linn showed no surprise as he motioned for Estin and Feanne to join him while he walked. It was not until they had gone a short distance that Estin noticed Linn’s chain armor was stained with blood and he had stuffed rags under it to staunch the bleeding. Somehow, Linn managed to look as strong and capable as ever.


    “We’ve been cut off from our best warriors,” Linn explained as he threw aside his shield, which Estin realized was burned and had several deep gashes in it. “Werewolves are on the far side of the undead, along with a group of dwarves, the bears, and the damn toughest badgers I’ve ever seen. What you see here is all I can count on having left.”


    Estin stared in horror at the hundred soldiers who had pushed back into the camp area. They had entered the fight with nearly nine hundred, and even with a decently sized group separated from them, it meant their losses were incredible. He could not even fathom losing so many that quickly. Guilt nagged at him, even knowing he would have likely just died with them with as weak as he had been earlier. Even now, his hands shook slightly.


    “What can we do?” Estin asked.


    Feanne ran off to bark orders at a group of soldiers who was having difficulty keeping their weapons up. She would motivate them through a show of her own strength, no matter how weak she actually felt.


    “Do?” Linn laughed sadly. “You can pray to whatever you believe in. Anything else is just buying time. There are thousands more of them coming. They will sweep over us and leave nothing behind.”


    Estin saw many of the wounded soldiers and those who were normally not warriors were kneeling near the back of the lines. They all whispered prayers to whoever their people worshipped. Those who remained in the front line made gestures of supplication to their gods. Many of those who did not appear to be in prayer held items such as small pictures or similarly personal memorabilia. Everyone was settling their affairs, knowing death was coming.


    Looking up at the sky as he sought words of his own, Estin saw the shimmer of the mists nearly enveloping the whole region. Only small patches of blue sky remained open. It was somehow eerily fitting that the mists had taken even the beauty of the dawn sky from him. If they were all going to die here and now, the gods the humans always claimed were looking down on them would see nothing. Everything they did here would be forgotten in the face of the Turessian armies.


    “Kerrelin,” he whispered, closing his eyes tight enough that they hurt. If nothing else, it kept others from seeing the tears he was fighting. They did not need to know he was on the verge of breaking. “Whatever, whoever, and wherever you are, find a way out of this for us. Not for me and not for Feanne, but so that our children do not grow up alone. So that all the children of those here today don’t grow up alone like I did. Let me see my children one last time, if only to say good-bye. If you exist…give us this.”


    A distant cry drowned out the shouts and screams of the warriors. It grew in intensity until Estin opened his eyes to see five winged shapes tuck and dive through a gap in the mists far above. As though frantically trying to grab the descending creatures, the mists swirled and closed off the gap in the sky. But all five creatures were well past the mist’s reach. They spread their wings again, leveling off within the safety of Turessi.


    The creatures split their formation, with the red and two blacks racing eastward, while a green and grey made one quick circle overhead and then tucked their wings again. They fell like stones from the sky, diving straight toward Estin and the soldiers.


    “Dragons,” Estin whispered, feeling his whole body tingle with a mix of fear and exaltation. “The gods have heard us. She heard us.”


    “They didn’t save us in Lantonne,” Linn reminded him, though he patted Estin’s shoulder with his thick glove. He, like many of the others around them, appeared to be uplifted by the mere sight of the dragons.


    The dragons rapidly approached the undead, one from the south and one from the north. As they flew, steam billowed from their mouths as they neared.


    “They’re trying to save us again. Just the fact that they came back says they’re as scared as we are of this war.”


    “My family always told me the gods don’t exist,” Linn said, pausing as the dragons swept over the trees close enough that braches were ripped free and sent flying into the living army. “They also told me that if the day came when I found out they were wrong, I was to pretend that I believed all along. Today’s that day.”


    Each creature was easily fifty feet from nose to tail tip, if not longer, though they appeared far smaller until they were low to the ground. Once they had descended into the midst of the Turessian army, they breathed torrents of flame onto the zombies, burning them to ash in long swaths. The two dragons soared over the undead army, narrowly avoiding hitting each other as they crossed paths at the middle. The Turessians among the undead launched bolts of lightning into the sky, trying to hit the dragons, but the spells never even got close as the dragons turned and twisted in the air.


    Circling back, the dragons tore into the undead forces again, flinging hundreds of zombies into the air with each pass and scorching many more. The entire Turessian army began to fall back into the plains, trying to keep their formation tight around their leaders. They fled with abandon, ignoring the soldiers who continued to hack at them until they were out of range and the wildling archers who harried them well out onto the plains.


    Before even an hour had passed, the last of the troops returned to the camp with the werewolves and even the majority of the wildlings. They all appeared stunned and lost in thought, stumbling numbly through the camp and only looking up when the dragons let out their rumbling cries in the distance. The entire surviving force stood watching silently as the dragons fought the battle for them.


    The two dragons accomplished more than their whole army had managed. They pushed the undead all the way back to the temple before landing in the plains and positioning themselves so any attempt by the undead to reclaim ground would have to go straight through them. In doing so, the dragons gave Linn’s army a clear path right up to the walls of the temple.


    Suddenly, Linn began shouting, startling Estin out of his idleness. “Don’t just stand there, you lazy sacks of lard! The gods are on our side! Fight to make them proud! Show them we’re worthy of their attention!”


    The soldiers let out a shout in unison and marched forward as one, with even the most wounded and weary joining in. When Estin searched the lines, he managed to get close enough to catch Feanne’s attention. She met his gaze and then pointed up at the sky, giving him a wide-eyed stare of confusion. Estin could do little more than shrug and smile. Feanne went back to the werewolves, many of whom were so badly wounded that they were no longer regenerating.


    Almost as an afterthought, Estin diverted as they marched, trying to find where he had last seen Arella. He found her among the other dead, lying with her arms crossed over her chest and a peaceful expression on her wolflike face. Estin had never thought about what form a werewolf—or Feanne—might take once they died, but Arella appeared entirely at ease with her death. He could ask for little more for himself.


    The army continued steadily down the hill, driving the few straggling undead before them. From what Estin could see from right behind the front lines, the zombies were leaderless, attacking aimlessly. The unity of their force was gone, allowing the living to overwhelm and cut them down. Among the undead far past the dragons, several robed Turessians led the flight as the dragons pushed them back again.


    Once they were on the plains, Estin got a better idea of how bad the fighting had gotten before the arrival of the dragons. Hundreds of bodies—those that had not been reduced to ash by the dragons—lay strewn across the muddy ground, consisting of both the living who had arrived with Estin and the remains of zombies. Some he could not even be certain which side they had belonged to.


    As they continued on, they passed the tightly clustered bodies of twenty dwarves, lying near the broken corpses of a half-dozen naked humans—the werewolves who had not managed to make it back to camp. A quick glance showed him only four of the thirty werewolves still lived out of those they had brought from Jnodin, though he spotted several of the wild lycanthropes that had joined later. It appeared that all of the werewolves—aside from Arella—had reverted to human form in death. All of the wild lycanthropes remained in their animal forms.


    Estin passed bodies of elves, dwarves, humans, and even the kobolds and gnomes, all entangled as though they had been practically in each other’s arms when they died. Somehow it was fitting, knowing they had been a part of what might be the last real challenge to the Turessians, dying as one people. It reminded Estin of the last fight for Feanne’s pack. People of all shapes and sizes had come together to struggle for survival. Now they were fighting to reclaim their world from the army that had crushed their homelands.


    They made steady progress across the plains, refusing to stop no matter what gruesome scenes they passed, until they were well beyond the burned swaths of ground and back onto packed snow. Only then did Linn slow the advance, letting the wounded and weary soldiers catch their breath. Estin knew the tactic well enough. Linn did not want to give his people time to realize nearly two-thirds of their numbers was gone for fear it would break their morale.


    Estin looked up toward the temple again and realized one of the dragons was still holding back the Turessian army, but the second was gone. Searching above, he soon spotted the grey dragon sweeping out of the sky far to the south. It skimmed the ground as it raced toward them. Each second, more of their troops came to a stop to stare alongside Estin, wondering what the creature was doing.


    The dragon got close enough that Estin wondered if it might actually attack them. Then it faded and vanished in a puff of flying snow, replaced by a running reptilian wildling that bore the same colored scales as the dragon. The wildling slowed its pace quickly, marching straight at them. Its wide white cloak caught the wind and gave Estin the impression of wings. The only other clothing the dragon wore was a white loincloth.


    “Where are the rest of your armies, mortal?” it demanded, once it was close enough that Estin could see its slitted eyes clearly. It never even looked at the other people around him, as though the two of them were alone. “The one who woke us said there would be thousands.”


    “This is all we have,” Estin answered, searching for Linn or Feanne. Finding no one who he could call on to ask to help him, he turned back to the dragon. “I always heard your kind hid from mortals—”


    “Why hide?” snarled the wildling-like dragon. Its forked tongue flicked out briefly between its razor teeth. “I would crush your kind by accident in my rightful body. Like this, you at least know what I am and worship me as you should without fear of me stepping on you.”


    Estin finally caught Feanne’s eye, and she jumped a little as she spotted the dragon near him. Speaking quickly to the soldiers around her, Feanne ran over to join Estin. Turess hurried over from another part of the army, holding up his robe so he could run without tripping.


    The dragon squinted and studied Estin before turning its gaze on Feanne, then Turess. It searched the rest of the army briefly, shaking its head in dismay. “So many threads that depend on so little,” it muttered, hissing as it flicked its long tail back and forth. “All three of you have died and yet stand here. Impressive and yet maddening to follow your threads. Can your fellow mortals survive long without the three of you?”


    “Without…why?” Feanne asked, her ears folding back as she took a step away.


    At her side, Turess smirked and nodded. “Because the dragons have a plan. They always do. They also rarely share before is too late to stop them.”


    “Indeed,” growled the dragon, eyeing the sky. With the movement of the mists at the approach of the dragons, there was no blue left, only sparkling mists in all directions. “We do not have long. Now that we are here, that thing will work much harder to tear down the temple’s wards. In eight hours, Turessi will be consumed, along with anything inside it…myself included. I do not intend to see that happen.


    “Your people move too slowly. I came to get any of those whose threads of fate were extended by Dorralt. They must be inside that temple within the next few hours so that we can salvage the fabric of Eldvar before too much damage has been done. I see many threads here affected, but only the three of you have been removed from the fabric entirely. Even I now find myself woven back into the fabric after all this time.”


    “What do you mean?” Feanne demanded, stepping in front of the dragon and drawing a disapproving glare from it. When she straightened her shoulders in challenge, the dragon’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I do not understand when you talk about threads and fate.”


    “Let me be plain, then,” the dragon snapped as it advanced on Feanne, forcing her back. It raised a clawed hand to point at her, and Estin saw Feanne’s eyes widen as she stared at its claws—far longer and sharper than hers. “I have walked Eldvar since before your species was created. When I was hatched, only the elves walked the world, and my sire had seen their first steps. I was immortal longer than your historians believe this world has existed…right up until your kind toyed with magic best left alone. Now, my life and that of my brood depends on six insignificant bugs that I would just as soon crush for breathing my air.


    “I will take you into the temple, and I will help you how I can, if only to save my species. Do not expect this to be a regular occurrence. I owe this debt to one greater than myself, who for some reason finds your kind indispensable. You, fox, are of particular interest to the one who made me promise to do this, and I will be curious to see what comes of his plan.”


    Turess cleared his throat, bringing the dragon to a stop as its attention shifted to him. “There is an issue. The temple was built to prevent intrusion by magic. That was the whole point of the warding…a, uh, certain female dragon…helped me build on it. Perhaps you can fly us to the doors…”


    “Imbecile,” the dragon growled, baring rows of pointed teeth. “She is hardly a tenth my age and not nearly as clever as she thinks. Either she left herself a way in that I can exploit, or I will break down the barriers by tearing holes in her careless magic. No matter the method, I can get you inside. Those wards were to protect you children from yourselves, not to protect you from my kind. Even if she thought her barriers would stop our kind, they will not stop me. My every breath draws more magic into this world than that female has ever been able to wield at will.”


    Estin looked at Linn’s soldiers, who had marched on without them, hurrying toward the other dragon. The Turessian forces had fallen back to the walls of the temple in the distance, its black spires reaching up into the sky, Estin could practically feel the magical hum of the temple, even from a couple miles out. From what he could barely make out, the Turessians had set up a defensive line using long trenches to slow their attackers.


    “Do it,” Estin said, causing Feanne to perk her ears and regard him with some nervousness, mixed with annoyance. “We won’t make it there in eight hours and still have time to fight. I’d rather take my chance with just the four of us and see if we can buy time for the others.”


    The dragon laughed dryly, its tongue flicking along its nose. “Four? You think I will linger at your side? You underestimate what is coming, mortal. Dragons do not enter a war without a great many other things being aware of it. Eldvar fights for its own survival, and we are all merely aiding it. We have manipulated the threads of fate for years to ensure our safety, and have created a dozen opportunities to correct matters if we failed to stop this war. We are far from the end of our manipulations, and I know for a fact we were not the only ones doing such toying with your kind. I and the other dragons have no place inside that temple. In particular, if I remain there, every bit of those mists will focus on me, dooming everyone in the region. We will remain outside and draw the mists away from you. If we do not, this will all be over in an hour or two. From outside, I can guarantee four hours, if not more.”


    Raising a clawed hand overhead, the dragon closed its eyes, and the chill breeze off the plains shifted. A spiral of wind wrapped around the four of them, raising a cloud of snow and dust into the air. The dragon then dropped its hand sharply and the whirlwind fell with it, leaving the four of them in a stone chamber with faint light coming through a narrow window. A heavy wooden door was the only exit from Estin could see, and there were no furnishings.


    “My old study,” Turess announced, grinning as he put a hand to the wall below the window. “This was where On’esquin cared for me as I lay dying. So much time has passed and yet it is still here. I would be happier if my desk and books remained.”


    “This place still reeks of Mairlee’s visit from when she aided you,” the dragon explained, looking around the room with open disgust. “I never understood how your kind can build boxes to trap yourselves.”


    “Mairlee?” Feanne said, backing a step away from the dragon. “She’s one of you?” When the dragon did not immediately answer, Feanne looked to Turess and then Estin. They both nodded grimly, and her surprise faded to a dull anger. She swished her tail and glowered at Estin. “Nice of everyone to tell me that we traveled with a dragon.”


    “You traveled with more than that, from what I see,” the dragon replied, reaching over and plucking the feathered necklace from under Estin’s shirt. “Find the sapling, mortal. You can use whatever help you can acquire. I begin to understand Mairlee’s reckless plan. Do not cause her to fail.”


    “Sapling? What are you talking about?”


    The dragon grinned wickedly and shook its head. “All in good time, mortal. The threads are positioned correctly. You will figure it out. For now, you are on your own. I must help the others to keep the creatures in human bodies at bay while you work. Dorralt will know I am here if I linger too long. Without having the ability to surprise him, I expect the three of you to die.”


    “You’re abandoning us…now?” demanded Feanne, approaching the dragon as though she intended to try to force him to stay.


    “Abandoning? No,” the dragon replied, grinning wickedly. “I am leaving a portion of my life with your mate in the form of extra magic. If I leave more, I will have nothing left to distract the mists. Do your job, vixen, and I will do mine.”


    “You gave him magic…what about me or Turess?” Feanne pressed.


    The dragon chuckled. “Turess is on his own, as we left him gifts in the past that he must rely on. Mairlee ensured a few of his enchantments remained hidden within the structure. You…you are either ignorant or mocking me. You do not need my help. That is why so many of us have sacrificed to get you here. Vixen, do as you were taught, and do not let your heart stop again. We cannot save you this close to the end of the battle for Eldvar.”


    Stepping back, the dragon vanished in a swirl of dust, leaving the room silent. Almost immediately, a rush of magic flooded Estin’s body, making his fur stand on end. He felt as though he wanted to run around, scream to the world, anything that might expend some of the raging power within himself. Instead, he forced his breathing to slow and clenched his hands, trying to control all of it. Gradually, his heart stopped racing.


    “This was a better idea when we had dragon,” Turess said, frowning. “I wish to rethink it now. We are good, but not so good as having a dragon.”


    “And what was the nonsense about me not needing his help?” Feanne added, putting her hands on her hips and shaking her head.


    Holding up the old feather, Estin decided not to let the topic drop. There was no time left to let anything pass, and he needed to think about something more than the buzz within his body. “Feanne, you’re a god…stop making me say it. Turess…you made this necklace. What’s the story?”


    “Story?” Turess asked, shrugging. “Did not make. Was given to me by a fae who thought it was good reward for saving her master’s woods from being cut down to build a city for us. Altis, I believe it was. The feather was to bring who I needed when I needed them. I take this to mean that it brought you both to me. Without your help, I would not be alive, let alone so close to my brother. It has no other powers.”


    “The dragon sure sounded like there was more to it.”


    “Dragons say many things. They also killed me once. I put limits on my faith in them, as well as others. You two have never let me down, so I count you both as my friends. The dragon I will trust only as far as it advances our chances of facing my brother.”


    Stepping between them, Feanne said, “Sitting here arguing over that old necklace is not getting us anywhere near saved from the mists. Fix the wards of the temple now, and we can figure the rest out later. We need to slow those mists.”


    Estin agreed with her, as did Turess. Estin walked to the door of the room and pressed his ear to it. He could hear faint sounds in the distance, though they were too far off to be sure if they were voices or echoes of the fighting outside the temple. While he was listening, Feanne went to the window and snuffled loudly, clearly trying to get a better idea of where they were and what was around them.


    “How far to the ward?” Estin asked without taking his ear from the door. “I can hear a patrol out there, so we’re stuck here for a minute or two.”


    Turess shook his head. “Only a flight of stairs and few minutes’ walk. I know my brother, though. He will have guards, and they will be ones he trusts. None of the stairs will be usable with only three of us to clear them. If he has limited troops, most will be outside and rest will be where he expects us to go.”


    “Then find us another way. You know this place better than we do.”


    Frowning and rubbing at his tattoos, Turess thought a moment. “Without being able to scale walls of temple interior, there is no other good way than through the main floor by way of stairs.”


    Feanne smirked at Estin knowingly.


    “Assuming we had a climber?” Estin asked, leaving the door.


    Turess watched him for a moment before grinning and nodding. “I am sorry. I forgot myself. Your breed always was one for climbing things, both practical and impractical. Once, I would have checked the ceiling for spies that looked like you.”


    Estin’s heart skipped a beat as he remembered Turess knew what he was. There was little time left for that conversation. “You told me a while back that you didn’t need to tell me who I am. I think it’s time. I want to die knowing who my people are…were. It’s not because I need an identity. I just want to know for the sake of knowing.”


    “Of course,” Turess said, his brows crinkling. “Is little reason to let it die with me.” Turess rubbed his stubbled chin and looked to Feanne before answering. “I do not have the word in your language, and even if I did, a word is not a person, as I have told you before. My word is not who you are. Another would call your kind something else.”


    “Anything,” Estin begged. “Give me a word in any language for what I am. I don’t even remember my parents beyond fleeting memories. Please, give me something before we do this. I’d rather we go into this knowing who and what I am. I need it to feel complete, in case…” As Estin trailed off, Feanne came over and touched his arm gently.


    Turess thought a moment. “Please do not take this wrong way, but I hesitate to say it only because I fear it gives you hope of finding more of your kind when this is done. I do not wish to instill hope where it may not have a place. Your breed was rare even in my day. I only met the one, myself.”


    “Please, Turess. I’ve spent my life wondering. We don’t have long.”


    “I will give you what I can,” Turess replied, leaning against the wall. “Those like you I have known were summer or southern folk. They lived in the trees, eating insects and fruit whenever possible. They were loyal, loving people who prized family, community, and their kin above all else. They made foolhardy decisions—”


    Laughing, Feanne said, “That would be him, yes. Two thousand years and his breed hasn’t changed.”


    “—while keeping their heart on their loved ones,” Turess finished, giving Feanne a glare. “I could trust all of them with any goal that would aid their families, though I would never have trusted any of them in a game of chance or when they were bored. We considered them some of the best-hearted among us. I do not even have their name in my own language. The only tongue I have ever heard used for your breed was from the far south, where they were called ‘lemur.’ What it means, I do not know. That is the only word I can offer you, Estin. Lacking anything else, it is what you are, though you are so much more.”


    Closing his eyes and letting out a sigh of relief, Estin nodded and smiled. Such a small thing, and yet so fulfilling to finally have a name for what he was. He had spent his life hearing others called “fox” or “wolf,” while only knowing himself as “ring-tailed wildling.” It gave him a sense of self that he felt he had lost with the death of his own family as a child.


    “Thank you,” he told Turess, as he turned back to the door. “Shy of my mate and children, that may be the greatest gift anyone has ever given me.”


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Feanne touch Turess’s shoulder and mouth “Thank you,” but he chose to ignore it. He had already stalled them longer than he would have liked.


    “The hall’s clear,” Estin said, pulling the door open a crack to be sure. In both directions, the stone hallway remained dark and empty. “If we’re going to get to the wards and do something to help, we should do it soon. I don’t want Linn getting butchered while we dawdle.”


    “Estin, what we do here will not save those outside the temple,” Turess said, coming up alongside the door. “You will need to clarify magic on the wards. I have seen you use magic and know you will be able to make out how I have built the wards when you see it. You do not need to know how I made it in first place. Use yours to smooth the edges, and it will hold that much better. This will push back the mists and hold them a little longer while also making them destroy everything at edge of the barrier as they fight to get in. It gives us time to trap my brother and learn what he knows. When mists break through, they will rush for the center of the temple. Those outside may be able to escape during the destruction…I do not know if we can. We do this to give time for Linn to strike at Dorralt. It will not help us defeat him by itself.”


    “I understand,” he said, keeping his eyes on the hall.


    “Good. No false hopes today, yes? I will tell you how to get there. We will go a different way and draw attention away from you. Once you begin working on the warding, Dorralt will come for you. There is nothing I can do about that. He will feel the changes and will know someone has slipped past. If he is smart, he will wait to attack you until you finish, so he has the added protection for himself without using his own magic. Once you finish…he will use everything he has to kill you out of hatred of what you are.”


    Estin nodded and closed the door. When he looked up, he saw the subtle ear, whisker, and tail posturing Feanne was trying to hide. He knew the look all too well from when they had lost Atall and she had fought to control her fears. Knowing exactly what she was thinking, he hurriedly went to her, pulling her into a tight hug.


    “This isn’t the end,” he whispered at her ear. “Don’t even think that. Don’t say good-bye.”


    Feanne nodded into his shoulder, digging her claws into his back to hold him as tightly to her as she could manage without hurting him. “I will come for you, with or without half the Turessian army chasing me. We will be together at the end. I swear that to you. We will not die apart. When we finally run out of chances, we will die in each other’s arms.”


    “We were hurrying?” Turess asked, stepping out into the hall and looking both directions. “Normally, I would encourage you two, but right now I think we need to get this done. Estin, up the hall that way, climb first pillar, and you will see the warding. You will need to get close to it to change anything. We will go the other way and circle back.”


    Estin nuzzled Feanne’s cheek, and she did the same in return before pushing him away and joining Turess in the hall. They ran off, leaving Estin alone in the fortresslike temple. Almost immediately the stone walls seemed to become oppressive, making him wonder if he really wanted to stay. He pushed down the feeling, realizing it was somehow an extension of the magic in use there, making his skin crawl.


    “Fix the ancient magic through guesswork and kill the godlike leader of the unkillable Turessians,” Estin whispered to himself as he padded into the hallway, bringing his paws down gently to keep from making any noise. Every few steps, he checked over his shoulder for Turess and Feanne, but the halls were dark in both directions. Wherever they had gone, they were doing a fine job of sneaking. “I’ve probably had worse plans.”


    Keeping close to the wall, Estin crept in the direction Turess had told him to go. Every so often, his keen vision picked out faded paintings on the walls despite the dim light, though he mostly ignored them. His attention was held much more easily by the eerie way that shadows hung to the stones, giving the hall the appearance of a massive ribcage…finally explaining why Turess had made the place sound as morbid as he had.


    Twice along the way, a click on the stone somewhere ahead made him stop and ready himself for an attack that did not come. He had been in enough crypts to know it was likely just the stones settling, but given where he was, he was not about to be careless. Everything in the temple probably wanted him dead.


    Estin continued another hundred feet or so, following the curve of the hall, realizing it likely circled the whole temple. He had no idea how big the place was, but the gentle curve suggested it was huge, and the fact that he had not walked into Feanne and Turess yet confirmed it. Every dozen feet, a door or archway broke the otherwise smooth walls, forcing him to stop and check for anyone who would try to attack him. He passed four such doors and one archway before he came to an occupied room. While he could not hear the occupants, he did smell them well before reaching the room. Humans, from what he could tell, along with the scent of fresh blood.


    Inching up to the archway, Estin sniffed quietly again, picking up the scent of at least three humans, sweat, and plenty of blood. Hushed voices beyond spoke in deeply accented Turessian, though he managed to pick up the words for armies and insanity. There were so few words he had learned from Yoska and Turess’s discussions that he was surprised he understood any of what he heard.


    Estin shifted to the very edge of the archway and glanced inside as quickly as he could, hoping he would not be seen. Thankfully, the two black-robed Turessians standing in the small room were focused on a third man’s wounds as he lay on the floor. From what Estin saw in that quick glimpse, the man was in bad shape, and the other two were looking little better. He caught sight of horrible burns and smiled to himself, realizing they had likely faced the dragon outside. They were trying to heal the wounded man…


    Living Turessians, he realized with a bit of surprise. He had not really considered that some of the Turessian people would openly back Dorralt, but it made sense. A clan or more would be nearby, not just three people. That meant he had to worry about undead, Turessians controlled by Dorralt, and actual living, breathing Turessians. At least these and the undead he could smell before they reached him.


    The tap of boots on the stone floor behind him startled Estin, and he nearly stepped into the doorway out of reflex as he shifted. He looked around frantically for any deep shadows or nooks that might be large enough to fit him. Just past the room with the wounded Turessians, the ceiling climbed toward several windows that helped light the hallway, creating an area where he could easily fit, so long as no one looked up. Unfortunately, it would put him in the way of the light, making it likely that his shadow would be seen if he moved at all.


    Digging his claws between the fitted stones—though his feet seemed to skitter off far more loudly than he would have liked—Estin scrambled up to the high ceiling as the boots came closer. When he reached top, he was forced to slow his pace and carefully find firm grips so he could hold himself up as he turned upside-down and inched along the ceiling, keeping his tail as flat as he could to the stones. The footfalls continued their approach even as he yanked himself into the lighted stone shaft and flattened out against the side wall. His fingers and toes shook with the effort of maintaining his weight. As an afterthought, he yanked his tail up into the small opening. He pressed it against the stones to keep it from slipping and to minimize the need to pay attention to it. He had enough to worry about just trying not to fall.


    Below him, two Turessians came up to the entrance of the room and stopped directly under Estin. They looked into the room where the others were healing their ally, shaking their heads as they laughed. Estin wondered at that briefly before realizing he could not smell the newcomers.


    “Weaklings,” muttered one of the men beneath Estin. “We should have killed them all. They would have served better as corpses.”


    Estin’s arms trembled. He looked up at the light shaft, hoping there was something he could grab hold of. There was nothing within reach, forcing him to remain still with all of his weight on his wrists and ankles. He could not even brace himself properly against the shaft’s sides without blocking the light from the window. Another minute or two would be about all he could manage before falling unless he could change his position. Already the tips of his fingers were numb, making his grip unsteady. His left leg was throbbing painfully, the recently healed bones reminding him how bad of an idea the climb had been.


    The three wounded men shouted something back at the Turessians in the hall, who laughed and walked away. To Estin it sounded as though the living men had made some form of crude remark to insult the undead. The tone simply sounded familiar from too many years in the bad sections of Altis.


    Slowly, Estin adjusted his grip to ensure he would not fall or tire his arms too quickly, now that the Turessians were outside the light cast by the tunnel he hung from. He was halfway through changing position, with one leg on one wall, bracing himself with his hands on the other, when the Turessians came back, forcing him to freeze. Looking down, he could see his shadow cast across the top of their hoods. If they glanced up at the window, he was as good as dead. If they looked at the floor, there was a very distinct wildling-shaped shadow.


    The Turessians motioned toward the room. Screams and the smell of burning flesh rose toward the window above him. The men walked away without looking up, and the nauseating scent continued to drift past Estin. Soon, a steady stream of smoke rose up and out of the temple through the window.


    Once he was sure the Turessians were too far away to see his shadow move, Estin crawled down the wall until he could poke his head out from the window’s shaft. Looking both directions, he saw nothing and dropped to the floor in a squat. He waited for a shout from anyone he had missed that might be standing ready to attack him. When no shouts came, he stood and went into the room. The three Turessian men lay crumpled on the floor, their robes steaming and bloody burns marking where magic had struck them. They all stared lifelessly at the ceiling.


    “Sorry about this,” Estin told the corpse of the nearest man. He dragged the body out of the way of the door and settled it behind the lip of the wall, where it would not be seen by anyone passing by. He scanned the body quickly, looking for anything that might help him, and then realized that aside from the small burns on the chest, the man’s robe was mostly intact.


    Disgusted by his own desperation, Estin pulled the man out of his robe and threw it over his own shoulders. He tried not to pay too much attention to the stench of death and the bloody hole in the middle of his chest. Thankfully, his own dark shirt helped conceal the hole somewhat.


    Estin examined himself as he belted his swords on over the robe. He had seen Turessians use weapons, so that was not much of a concern. His massive tail would be far more likely to give him away. Even with the hood pulled up, his muzzle and ears were impossible to hide. At best he might not be noticed by someone who was paying attention elsewhere. It might allow him to get a little closer to the runes Turess wanted him to fix, but it would certainly not let him walk past a Turessian without being caught.


    As he was contemplating abandoning the robe entirely, another Turessian walked past the door of the room. The woman glanced Estin’s direction and kept walking, her gaze on the ground once she was past. She shook her head, likely thinking Estin was the reason for the two corpses still visible from the door. Sniffing, he easily picked up the woman’s scent. Given that she had hurried away, Estin took it to mean the living and dead Turessians were at the verge of open warfare within the temple. What he had witnessed was not isolated.


    Satisfied he had not defiled a body for no good reason, Estin went back into the hall once the Turessian had gone. He continued in the direction he had been going and found the right-hand side opened into a sunlit courtyard, with pillars that acted as tall doorways from the inner halls. Within that courtyard, several dozen robed figures were gathered, talking amongst themselves. In the distance, rumbles and screams came from somewhere outside. The odd acoustics made it feel as though they were miles away, but Estin knew they had to be far closer, unless the Turessians had managed to push back the dragons.


    Estin ducked back into the shadows and more carefully approached the opening into the courtyard, trying to get a better idea of what he was dealing with. The pillars actually went up far above the top of the hallway where he stood, with a thirty-foot gap between the roof of the outer section of the temple and the top of the pillars, where Estin could see the sky beyond—though that was entirely shrouded by mists. At the top, a stone ring had been built that connected the pillars, with smaller pillars atop it, allowing for another twenty feet of daylight between them. Atop that, a stone dome capped the temple. From what he could see, the ring of rooms he had passed through was the only actual enclosed space. The only viable way up the pillars for most people was a single narrow staircase carved into one of the pillars, which began near the group of Turessians. Everything else opened into the courtyard, which was easily large enough for a hundred people to stand inside comfortably.


    A flash of light near the top of the pillars caught Estin’s eye, and he saw runes were etched into the stone ring halfway up, with another row along the dome’s bottom. All of the runes flickered in the same way those in the temple in Jnodin had when the mists had come. They were sparking and burning out as the mists ripped their power from them. Just as the runes in Jnodin had, these made Estin’s skin prickle painfully, making him feel as though the magic were tugging at his fur. For that he could probably thank Mairlee, if he ever saw her again. Whatever she had done made him far more sensitive to the runes’ effects than he likely should have been.


    Unfocusing his eyes, Estin studied the runes as well as he could at a distance. They radiated energy that was twisted in ways he had never seen before. He saw some familiar whorls to it, resembling the way his own magic flowed, though other parts reminded him of the few glimpses he had gotten of Atall’s magic. From another angle it looked more like the tender patterns of magic that continuously drifted around Feanne. It was as though someone had taken every possible type of magic and wrapped it up together.


    While he might not understand it or ever be able to duplicate it elsewhere, he could see parts where the magic was weaker and beginning to fade. Each time the magic dwindled, a different form would flow over and rebalance the weaker magics, as though the three styles were aiding one another to resist the mists. Estin watched a moment longer, realizing the way the magic sustained itself meant that pouring his type of magic in could well strengthen even the other types of magic.


    It would not be hard to reinforce those runes with fresh magic, mirroring what he could see of them. More than anything, the runes appeared to just need more energy, which he could provide. He doubted his patch would hold up for nearly as long as the original, but it would certainly keep it from failing before nightfall, and perhaps a little longer than that. Even that thought brought torrents of energy to Estin’s fingers, the dragon’s power struggling to escape him.


    What he could not do was repair the runes from the ground. He needed to be close enough that he could touch at least part of the script, and that meant a difficult climb, especially as badly as his leg was throbbing after scaling the hallway.


    Estin checked the pillar nearest himself and found the stone was deeply marred by centuries in the elements. Handholds would not be an issue, though being spotted certainly would be. He had to climb quite some distance to reach the first ring, perform magic on the whole stone circle, and then somehow climb up another section of pillars and do it again, all without being seen—and without falling.


    Before Estin could decide what to do next, he heard more boots hitting the stone floors in the hallway, echoing from both directions. Patrols were getting close. Muttering to himself about never having enough time, Estin yanked off the heavy Turessian robe and threw it aside. He tested his arm and leg movement in the thick winter pants and shirt he wore, finding they would hinder him slightly, even without the robe.


    Estin gauged how long he had by the sound of the footsteps. He had maybe another minute before they could see him, if that long.


    Grumbling, Estin yanked a small knife from his belt pouch, hurriedly slit the cloth near his shoulder, and pulled off the sleeve. He repeated the process on his other arm. He had always hated the tattered look of wearing his clothing like that. It was too reminiscent of his youth, when keeping his arms and legs free to run or climb was the only way to stay alive. He had seen far too many wildlings and even human urchins get snagged on something just long enough for the guards to catch up to them if they wore long sleeves.


    Thinking through things he had done in the past to keep from slowing himself down when climbing, Estin realized his long pants would not help. Slashing at the cloth, he ripped away both pant legs at his knees. The walk home—assuming they survived—was going to be cold. Still, he would rather freeze than slip climbing the temple’s pillars.


    As Estin stepped up to the pillar, with the sound of guards getting dangerously close, the distraction he had been promised came. An explosion within the courtyard hurled bodies in all directions. While some of the Turessians crawled to their feet and others remained still in pools of their own blood, Turess walked confidently into the archway opposite Estin. He made no attempt to conceal himself and stopped at the edge of the courtyard, staring down the Turessians who still stood.


    Estin then realized Turess could not have created the explosion and searched the shadows behind him. There, Feanne kept herself hidden, her hands up and ready to cast a spell. Given that she was straight behind Turess, she appeared to be trying to make it look like he was the one using magic.


    “You all know who I am,” Turess called out, smiling broadly at the Turessians. “Surrender and you will not be hurt again.”


    Those among the Turessians that Estin had watched heal from the initial ambush laughed openly, but the still-wounded looked around nervously. One went so far as to take a knee, only to have one of the undead Turessians reach over and tear out his throat.


    “You are still just another mortal, Turess,” answered one of the Turessians. She walked toward Turess, spreading her arms wide. If Turess cared, he gave no indication. “What can you possibly do to all of us? Dorralt will reward us for dragging you back to kneel before him, no matter how many of us you manage to kill.”


    From the shadows of the pillars, Feanne leaped out and tackled the Turessian, tearing at her face and neck before darting off into the cover of the pillars again. At that point the chase was on, with about twenty Turessians in pursuit of Turess and Feanne. They fled into the southern part of the temple’s bottom floor. The last glimpse Estin got of them was Feanne’s white-tipped tail vanishing into the shadowed halls beyond and then flashes that could have come from either group. Distant shouts and rumbles of magic hitting the temple walls echoed through the whole place. There could not have been a single Turessian in the place who was not aware that combat had broken out.


    Estin started to move into the courtyard when he noticed one Turessian had not left. The man stood in the shadow of one of the pillars, watching the way the others had gone. There was nothing remarkable about him that Estin could see. He was middle-aged, with short cropped black hair and dark eyes. The man’s calm reluctance to leave made Estin wonder if this was actually Dorralt, the man who had ordered the deaths of nearly everyone Estin had ever known. He had somehow expected something different. Perhaps a crown, or almost anything else to set him apart from the rest of his people. Even his tattoos were unremarkable.


    Before he realized he was doing it, Estin had his hands on his swords and was baring his teeth as he walked toward the man, distant thoughts of Atall coming to mind. He shook off his mindless desire to attack and quickly refastened the loops that held his weapons in their sheaths as he backed away. He had a job to do, and that did not include throwing himself recklessly at Dorralt. That could wait for Feanne to return. They would find a way to kill Dorralt together or not at all.


    Estin slid behind one of the pillars and reached as high as he could, grabbing hold of the uneven stone with his thick claws. He pulled himself up by one hand and finding a good grip with the other. His toes sought out notches of their own to cling to. Soon he had a feel for the stone and began climbing, the tiny imperfections giving him a way up as clear and steady as a ladder would have been to most humans. Even with his left leg shaking, he made good time up the stone pillar.


    The first issue came at the top of the high-ceilinged hallway. There he had to go around to the courtyard side of the pillar to keep climbing, and that meant he was visible to the Turessian if the man looked his way. Finding no way around that, Estin quickly scurried around the pillar and then back around to the outer side once he was above the roof of the first floor. He heard no shouts or crackles of magic, letting him know he had made it back to the concealed side without being seen. A small accomplishment, but an important one.


    He continued up the pillar until he reached the ring of stone with the first of the rune patterns he would need to adjust. Again, that meant getting to the inside of the courtyard, as the runes were absent on the exterior. Praying he would get as lucky as the first time now that he was well above the part of the pillars one might naturally see in passing, he reached around and slid sideways into the shadow of the pillar.


    Estin stopped there, trying to determine what to do next. The ring with the runes was smooth, giving him no sure way to pull himself up any farther. Unlike the stone columns, the stone ring appeared to have been preserved perfectly, offering no good handholds. That section was about three feet tall before the start of the next section of pillars, which appeared even more pocked than the one he hung from. Somehow he had to go straight up about three feet to reach the next set of hand-holds. If he could manage that, it would be far easier to repair the runes from a perch on the stone, rather than hanging from the pillar below.


    Looking down, Estin saw the Turessian below was pacing the courtyard. The man had his hands clasped behind his back as he walked, his hood turning occasionally as he watched the halls for the return of either his allies or foes. He appeared to have no idea that Estin was right above him and no visible concern, despite the unending sounds of battle outside.


    To Estin’s amusement, he caught a glimpse of red fur through one of the archways a second before he heard the sizzle of acid and more shouts.


    Turning his attention back to the climb, Estin stared at the space between himself and the upper pillars. He thought back to all the years of climbing the walls of Altis as a child. Then he realized this was not entirely different from one section near the Grinder that had several newer blocks in it that were too smooth to climb. When he had been very young, he had avoided those areas, lest he fall. But as he had gotten older and more willing to take risks, he had challenged himself to climb them anyway. Back then he had nothing to lose by dying and somewhat welcomed the risk. Now he had to accomplish the same thing, knowing that if he died, so would everyone else in the temple, sooner or later.


    Estin felt out his muscles to get an idea of whether he could do what he was thinking. He had been a lot younger back then, and he was hardly in good shape after years of war. What he wanted to try had nearly killed him a half dozen times in far better days. Aches throughout his arms and legs warned him this was not going to be easy—his recently broken leg in particular was giving him plenty of unease. He only had one chance, and he would either succeed or fall right onto the Turessian.


    He stared for some time up at the pillar, trying to convince himself to make the jump. Doubt continued to creep into his thoughts, warning him that he was much too old to try this.


    Then a memory of Oria and Atall as kits came to mind. They had been terrified of the cliffs and crags in the mountains, mostly thanks to their mother’s fear of learning to climb. He had insisted, and they had gone far higher than he had meant to, bringing them near a steep drop-off. They could see things far from their home in the distance.


    Climbing a few steps behind him on the crumbling rocks, Oria had looked up at him with her bright eyes and asked, “Dad…aren’t you scared you’ll fall?”


    Right then she had slipped and tumbled backward toward the drop-off. Estin had leaped down the nearly sheer mountainside and caught her with one hand as he managed to dig his claws into the stone to keep them from falling any farther.


    “Never,” he had told her, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “If you’re afraid, you will fall. Every time.”


    Smiling, Estin stared at the pillar and tensed to make the jump. He would have no fear. Oria needed him again, and today it meant doing this right the first time.


    Estin flattened against the stone and lowered himself as far as he could without moving his hands or feet. Then, with as much strength as he could muster, he jumped straight up the pillar’s side and grabbed for the top of the stone ring. One hand missed, but the other caught with little more than the tips of his claws. Clinging as tightly as he could, Estin managed to swing his other hand up and get a second hold. From there, he carefully pulled himself onto the stone ring above the first set of runes.


    Panting, Estin sat for a moment, giving his arms and legs a break before trying to climb again. He wanted to deal with the dome’s runes first, as they would be the hardest to reach and that meant another climb. A few seconds’ rest would make it far easier. He could not give himself long for fear of what might happen to Feanne and Turess, but seconds could mean the difference between success and falling to his death.


    Estin looked around as he sat on the stone ring, staring out over the white plains of Turessi around the temple. Realizing he was probably not far off from an angle where he could see Linn’s soldiers, he shifted closer to the outer edge to get a better view. He did not have to move far before he could see more than he had expected.


    On the west side of the temple, Linn’s small force was locked in a brutal combat with undead a short distance from one of the temple’s outer doors. Bodies lay strewn across deep ditches filled with spikes that had slowed their charge and left them vulnerable. There were so few people left that it broke Estin’s heart. One of the few things that made it easier to watch was seeing Alafa and Barlen dart around the enemy lines and back again. At least some people had survived this long and showed no sign of tiring.


    At each end of the army, a dragon held the flanks for Linn and drove back the undead with their flaming breath every so often. As Estin watched, Alafa led a long strand of undead straight at the grey dragon. She dove between the dragon’s front feet, and the undead were turned to dust by the dragon’s breath the moment she was out of the way. Though he could not see her face, Estin could imagine the panicked squeak when Alafa realized she was beneath a dragon.


    Getting to his feet, knowing he had already wasted precious time, Estin got ready to climb again and looked toward the east. There, a second army was making headway through an undead force at least ten times the size of the one Linn’s people faced. He could see hundreds of robed figures out there, and initially thought he was mistaken about which people were on which side, but there was no doubt. Hundreds of Turessians were turning on the undead and even their brethren, fighting toward the temple. Among them, there were large bestial creatures Estin could not identify from so far off. More importantly, there were the three other dragons on that side of the temple, aiding the troops, and if he was not mistaken, one was Mairlee.


    There were actually two armies attacking the temple at the same time.


    “That explains the comments about sending our main force east,” Estin whispered to himself with a chuckle. “Who are all of you?”


    His humor faded abruptly as he watched a flicker of light in the sky, followed by what appeared to be a tornado dropping in the distance. A second came down off to his left a second later. More and more appeared, the sky around the region flashing brightly. At first he stared in confusion, but as he saw the whirlwinds begin to glow, he realized they were the first bits of the mist to break through the temple’s barrier. He was almost out of time.


    He had a newfound sense of urgency. The armies did not have long before the mist could reach them. He had to get the barrier reinforced and fast, or it would not matter that the dragons were aiding them.


    Scrambling up the pillar, Estin made the climb as quickly as he dared, until he hung just below the dome’s bottom. Only inches away, the rings of runes flared and popped, spewing out bursts of blue flame as they began to collapse. Estin could feel the heat radiating off the flaming symbols, along with a wavering hum that seemed to grow louder right before a rune would burst. His whole body itched from the magic, making him want to check his fur for any that might be aflame.


    Estin braced himself with his legs, minimizing his need for his hands. Ignoring the pain that lanced through his left leg, he leaned back away from the pillar, hoping his legs would be strong enough to balance him. He pointed one hand toward the farthest parts of the rune pattern, trying not to panic as he unfocused his vision to watch the magic instead of his grip. Immediately he could see the weakest sections flare more brightly, where the flow of energy was unraveling. Even the darkest section of the runes still had some magic to it, though from what he was seeing, it would not last long. Faint tendrils of magic were being forcibly ripped away, drawn out in strands toward the distant mists.


    Tracing the original design with his fingers, Estin poured magic into the blue lines while the thousands of voices in his head shouted and screamed. He had never heard them so riled, and it worried him more than a little. Most were as incoherent as usual, but there were some that seemed more insistent and far clearer. For the moment he ignored them.


    Slowly the pattern balanced out in his sight, the magic flowing more steadily across all of the runes. When he finally reached the end of the pattern, the hum faded away abruptly.


    Estin shifted his vision back to normal as he kept channeling into the runes and saw there was already a change around the temple. The mists had been forced back several miles, and the winds they were raising pummeled a dome of faint white light that peaked high over the temple. The armies would be safe for a while. He just needed to fix the lower ring, and they might have days or weeks to deal with Dorralt. The dragon’s magic had given him more than enough to deal with this. They had hope now.


    Letting the flow of his magic fade away to prepare to climb down, Estin realized three of the voices did not depart with it. They continued to whisper, and in the absence of the dozens of other ghostly voices that came with magic, he could finally hear them clearly.


    “Son, he knows you are there!” Asrahn hissed, sounding as though she were hanging near his shoulder in midair.


    From the other side, Atall’s soft voice seemed near panic. “Dad, get out of there!”


    As Estin started to turn to see what they were talking about, Lihuan said, “Get ready to fight, my son. It’s too late to run, and Feanne cannot hear us call for her help.”


    “Hello, rodent!” called out a man’s voice from below. “Come down and be sociable.”


    Shadowy hands grabbed at Estin from all sides, yanking him away from the pillar and out into the open air above the courtyard. The moment his hands and feet were hanging free, the magical tugging vanished and he tumbled backward head over tail.


    Squeezing his eyes shut, Estin drew as much of his strength as he could into a barrier around himself. He had been taught to use that spell to knock aside or soften the blow from a weapon being swung at him. Now it was his only hope of minimizing his impact with the ground. He had no time to shape it properly and instead forced the magic into existence and hurled it in the direction where he hoped the ground was.


    The magical barrier exploded around Estin, and he hit the ground hard on his back, dazing him and filling his mouth with blood. He tried to roll over and found he lay in a small crater the magical bubble had created when it smashed into the stones. Looking back up at the dome, he realized that, despite all of the pain, he had just barely managed to keep from breaking every bone in his body. That fall would have killed him several times over.


    Nearby was the Turessian he had seen pacing the courtyard, grinning as he fidgeted with his hands. A faint red glow filled his half-mad eyes. The man was young by human standards. Unlike the shaved heads of most Turessians Estin had met, he wore his hair unkempt and somewhat long.


    Giggling, the man slid down into the broken section of stone and rushed to Estin’s side. “Estin,” the man said, putting a boot on Estin’s chest to keep him down. “I had wondered when you would arrive. Always were the stubborn one, right from the beginning. You should have stayed where you were and died with Varra. She wanted to keep you a little too badly for her own good. I would have let her keep you as a pet, though you keep surprising me.”


    “Don’t be stupid, Dorralt,” Estin gasped, trying to move the man’s boot but failing. The strength holding the foot in place was at least as great as Feanne’s when she was in her lycanthrope form. “The mists will kill us all if we don’t fix the runes. Look for yourself.”


    Giggling insanely, Dorralt shrugged and bent down to get his face closer to Estin’s. “Why look? I already know that. Why do you think I had you bring them into the world in the first place? You served me better than many of my children. I may have lost control over the mists’ course, but the result was exactly what I hoped for. They will sweep over Eldvar.”


    “Taking you with them.” Estin dug his claws into the muscles of Dorralt’s leg, but it still would not move.


    “Not so!” he replied, gesturing broadly at the sky. “I kept the temple’s runes weak enough that the mists would envelop even Turessi. They are not weak enough that the mists can find me here. Those few of my children smart enough to answer my call and return to the temple will be spared. The disgusting corpses I have been forced to use as my army will be destroyed—along with your own army—and all will forget that I desecrated their ancestors.


    “Those outside the temple will not be as lucky as those of us inside, Estin. The mists will sweep Eldvar clean of those who would oppose my nation. Within minutes, they will see that they cannot get to the temple and will return to other lands to feed. They will take every user of magic in the world and destroy them. In a hundred years, the world will be relearning how to make a simple fire when I will go out and present myself as their god. I will be the savior of the world. I will do what Turess failed to do, without ever having to raise an army of my own. I will unify every land under the sun, and they will welcome me. I will redeem this world that has forgotten what we did for them all those years ago.


    “Sadly,” Dorralt went on, looking down at Estin. “I need you alive a little longer. I might even keep your bitch of a wife alive a year or two, as well. You have your uses.”


    Snarling, Estin swept his legs around Dorralt’s and flung himself sideways, knocking Dorralt to the ground. The man laughed hysterically, even when Estin rolled onto him and began punching at his head.


    “None of this matters, Estin!” Dorralt said between cackles. “Kill me or don’t kill me. The result remains the same. I will walk out of this temple a god and you will die. Why do you keep fighting?”


    Catching Estin’s arm midswing, Dorralt flipped over and pinned Estin’s wrist with one hand and grabbed his throat with the other. He stood slowly, pulling Estin off his paws with no visible effort. “I gave you chances the others never got,” he hissed into Estin’s face. His fingers tightened until Estin saw stars flashing in his vision. “I wanted to see if perhaps the prey breeds would make better servants than the headstrong predators. I had my puppets ask your precious pack to turn you over to us. Over and over, you have refused chances to join us without having to suffer the fate of those around you. Varra pleaded with me to spare you for our service, and yet here you are, still fighting.


    “This is over, Estin. The world will burn, and those of us in the temple will return to rule it. I will make you one of us…not because I want you, but because you have fought me so. You will live forever as one of us, crushing the weak that refuse to join my new empire.”


    “Not…happening,” Estin managed to eke out.


    “Oh, they all say that,” Dorralt said, grinning with his face right up against Estin’s muzzle. “Kill a few children, burn a few villages, stab your parents in the heart…soon enough they give up and will do anything I ask. I even know how to break you, Estin. I’ve seen you through the eyes of my children so often that it is a foregone fact that you will be mine soon.”


    “Good luck…with…that.”


    Dorralt tightened the grip of his other hand, and Estin shrieked in agony as his wrist bones snapped. “There is no luck involved,” he went on, letting Estin’s arm drop. “I will cage your wife after I turn you into one of us, and it will be your job to watch her as she starves to death. Each day you will hate me more, but no amount of hate will ever stop the inevitable. You will watch her wither and die. Once she is gone, left staring at you accusingly, you will have little left to fight me for. After all, your children will die to the mists. Serving me will give you purpose again. You may not believe me now, but you will still serve me in the end. Once you swear your life to me, I may even be willing to kill you. I don’t tell you this to taunt you, but to let you know what will happen. I have done the same for all of my children. I will not lie to them.”


    With tears rolling down his cheeks, Estin did the only thing he could. He whispered a prayer. “Kerrelin, give me the strength…”


    Screaming in Estin’s face, Dorralt threw him across the courtyard into a pile of snow at the base of one of the pillars. Before Estin could right himself, Dorralt was on him again, slamming him into the pillar.


    “Never bring that beast’s name up again!” he shouted, locking both hands on Estin’s throat. “She’s dead! Gone! She went to her fate screaming like an animal!”


    Pawing weakly at Dorralt’s hands, Estin began to black out, only to suddenly feel the grip loosen as someone else spoke. When he looked up at Dorralt, he saw that while he continued to stare at Estin, his attention seemed to be elsewhere.


    “I had wondered” came another man’s voice behind Dorralt. Estin could not see past the Dorralt’s robe, but he knew Turess’s voice when he heard it. “Kharali…Kharalin to her people. Karreln to the southerners, with their horrible pronunciation of our words. Two thousand years is not a stretch to think her name has become Kerrelin. Was this part of your mockery of my life, or a bit of humor fate has thrown at you that stings even your wounds? Do tell me, brother, did my wife abandon me or did you play a part in this? What really happened?”


    Dorralt’s eyes narrowed, and he smiled down on Estin. “My dear brother has returned to try to destroy the empire he built. I swore to protect this land from any threat, and right now there is no threat greater than the isolation my people will suffer if they follow that man. Your wife is standing with him, Estin. Remember what I told you. Neither of you will escape here if this comes to a fight between my brother and I. I am a king above kings, and no one attacks a king without risk. I promise there will be death this day unless they surrender. I will ensure you see every single person’s last moments, until you plead for me to kill you too.”


    Dropping Estin, Dorralt turned in place, smoothing his robes.


    Estin looked past him to see a group of people enter the courtyard. Turess, Feanne, and others he had not expected to ever see again stood there, ready to spring into battle the moment Dorralt made the slightest aggressive movement.


    “Your wife’s secret dies with me, brother. Shall we see if you can pry it out of me before either of us dies?” Dorralt demanded, laughing eerily.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Weakness”


     


    The explosion around Raeln deafened him briefly, and even as the rumbling boom came to an end, his ears continued to buzz loudly. When he looked up, the undead had been hurled back almost fifty feet in a ring around him, and Liris’s magic had faded. She lay on the ground among the undead, trying to right herself, with a dazed expression and blood across her face and robes. Judging by the crater she lay in, she had been hit incredibly hard.


    Raeln stood quickly, searching the sky for the voice he had heard. Almost directly above him, a massive red dragon hovered. It flapped its wings to remain aloft, giving him a clear view of its gleaming belly as it coiled its head around to look at him. He swore he saw the creature wink at him before taking off again with two others to circle the area, diving repeatedly into the undead army, which was charging to close the gap created by the initial attack of the dragons.


    “Form up!” Raeln screamed, smiling grimly as Dalania came running through the fallen undead with Yoska behind her, half-carrying Ceran. One of the other Turessians they had brought with them followed as well, though there was no sign of the others. “We’re falling back to the main force! Regroup!”


    Once the others were close enough that he was sure they would not get separated, Raeln searched the horizon for his army. They were perhaps a few hundred feet away, but there were several hundred undead getting to their feet between him and them. It would be an impossible fight, but it was the only direction he could go.


    A roar from above gave Raeln only a second’s warning before a dragon dropped from the sky into the middle of the undead that kept him from his army. Grinning in a way only a lizard could, the grey dragon laid its tail flat to the ground and spun in place one full revolution, flinging hundreds of undead in all directions. With the undead scattered, the dragon spread its wings and leaped into the air, leaving a nearly clear path to his army.


    Not willing to second-guess a blessing like that, Raeln motioned for Dalania to go on as he went to Yoska and Ceran. Scooping Ceran up in his arms, Raeln ran toward the army, with the others falling in behind him. They skirted the few remaining undead and crossed the lines into the Turessian army, where wildings and Marakeer quickly surrounded them, creating a wall between the undead and Raeln.


    With the relative protection of his allies, Raeln got to a smooth section of ground, though the army continued to push forward around him. He set Ceran down gently. Yoska dropped to his knees beside them, his hands shaking as he tried to get a look at her injuries.


    Almost immediately, Raeln spotted a tear in Ceran’s robe where he could see bruised, bleeding flesh all across her stomach and chest. How she was still conscious and seemingly aware, he could not fathom. From the look of her, a giant could have stepped on her and caused similar damage. Somehow, she remained calm through the strain of breathing and kept her eyes on Raeln, pointedly not looking at Yoska, who was in a full-fledged panic, nervously searching the crowd for one of the Turessians who was a known healer.


    “Can you breathe well enough?” Raeln asked, taking an offered bedroll from one of the soldiers and putting it behind Ceran’s head. She nodded slightly, wincing with each little movement. “You took that hit a lot better than I could have.”


    Ceran scowled at Raeln, keeping her jaw clenched as she struggled for each breath. She then shot a glance toward Yoska and back to Raeln, giving him a slight shake of her head.


    “Yoska,” Raeln said firmly, snapping him out of his panic briefly. “Go find a healer.”


    “No, I think I—”


    “Go!” Raeln growled, and Yoska glared angrily but got up and ran off.


    “Thank you,” Ceran mouthed, her voice nearly inaudible. “Love that fool, but he was crowding me. Can’t concentrate on breathing with him here.”


    “He means well,” Raeln said, looking around for a healer. They were taking far too long.


    Ceran nodded. “I know he does. Does not make it easy to be in pain when your bedmate is about to cry over you. I can endure far better without him at my side. If I had to watch his face when I die, I would never face my end bravely.”


    “You aren’t going to die today.”


    Smirking through her pain, Ceran said nothing.


    They waited patiently for what felt like hours until Yoska returned, dragging two Turessians with him. The man and woman were nearly coming to blows with Yoska, trying to get him to stop touching them. He shoved them toward Ceran angrily, ignoring their irritation. Once they saw Ceran, their anger vanished, and they hurriedly bent over her, examining her wounds.


    Raeln backed away as the two healers looked her over. As one concentrated with his hand over her stomach, the other turned to Raeln. “She will live if we are very lucky. It will take time and will weaken her greatly. You may wish to go back to the warfront. This will not be done for an hour. Maybe longer. We must be very careful. Her battle is over for today.”


    Nodding, Raeln got up and bowed to Ceran, who smiled back at him, though he could see she was struggling to conceal how much pain she was in. He then went to Yoska, grabbed him by the back of the neck, and physically dragged him away. The flash of a blade being pulled hardly surprised Raeln, and he caught Yoska’s wrist before the knife was fully unsheathed.


    “Why are you being like this?” Yoska demanded, trying and failing to pull away. “She needs…”


    “No. She needs to rest. Where is Dalania? I don’t want to lose track of anyone this close to our goal.”


    Yoska scowled at him but seemed to resign himself to being manhandled. “When we come back, she said she was feeling ill. Went with the giant bear-badgers to sit down a bit while we fight the undead. She did not look hurt, so I let her go. Can you take giant hands off my breakable neck now?”


    Turning them both to head toward the part of the camp the Marakeer had been claiming as their own, it did not take Raeln long to find Dalania. She stood out against the Marakeer as easily as if she had waved a lit torch for him to see. The fae-kin sat at the edge of the woods with two Marakeer standing watch over her. A dozen more remained close enough to come to her aid.


    Even before he reached her, Raeln could see Dalania flinch each time a rumble or scream came from the battlefield behind him. When he got closer, he released his grip on Yoska in surprise as he got a better look at Dalania. Despite Yoska’s earlier attempts to escape, even he stared in shock.


    Dalania was sprouting, for lack of any other way to think of it. Patches of her skin had broken open, and fresh branches and leaves had appeared. Even her feet had begun to bend and take on the look of roots. There was no blood showing where the fresh vines had erupted from her skin, but he could not imagine it was anything but excruciating. He wanted to run to her, to hug her reassuringly. But that was likely the last thing she wanted if it hurt anywhere near as badly as he feared.


    “Dalania, what’s going on?” Raeln asked as he came up to her. Kneeling at her feet, he scanned the vines and branches, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. They did not even appear to be the same type of plant as the ones Dalania had always had surrounding her body. The new ones appeared to be from a pine, whereas the older ones were some form of leafed tree.


    At Raeln’s side, Yoska looked horrified, but he kept his mouth shut and watched Dalania nervously.


    Shaking her head, Dalania shrugged. “I have no idea. The fae are still whispering in my head, and it’s only getting worse. They say it’s time, but they do not say for what. I can’t feel my skin, Raeln. My head feels like it’s on fire. Dozens of voices just keep whispering about finding a certain bird and how we’re running out of time. Over and over, they tell me to find the cockatrice’s remains. I just don’t understand.”


    Raeln touched Dalania’s forehead and found that instead of a fever, she was chill. Taking one of her hands in his, he examined the green stalks that came out of her flesh and found there was no sign of injury or harm—they looked as natural as the vines and leaves that had always come out of the woman’s body, aside from being a different form of plant.


    “Can you hold out a little longer?” he asked, getting a vague nod in reply. “We’re almost to the temple. It all ends there. Once we take it, we’ll have every Turessian in the land ready to help you figure this out. Two or three fae can’t be a match for the entire nation of Turessi…”


    “They can be,” Dalania replied, laughing sadly. “If this is the land they draw their strength from, they may as well be gods, Raeln. Even outside their lands, they are powerful. They hear everything you are saying and whisper that interfering will cause death. I can only imagine they mean mine.”


    “We’ve got dragons,” he reminded her, smiling. “Let them know that our gods will stand up for you.”


    That seemed to genuinely get through to her, and Dalania smiled more naturally. “We do indeed have dragons. I only hope we live long enough to find out why. Are we making headway toward the temple?”


    Raeln turned slightly and watched the plains. The dragons were smashing vast sections of the undead army while his troops advanced, cutting through the remaining undead. A mile or two out, near the black stone of the temple, a line of twenty robed Turessians stood their ground, waiting.


    “Another hour or two and we’ll be at their doorstep. I’ll leave a few guards with you—”


    Dalania clasped Raeln’s hand more tightly than he expected, squeezing almost until it hurt. “Take me with you. I need to see that temple before this gets worse. Somehow I know I can find answers there. Whatever the fae are doing has everything to do with that building. They promise that if we can go there, their mission for me will end. The fae do not make promises lightly. It might mean my death, but it will give me the answers to what they were planning all along.”


    Raeln looked up at the two Marakeer, who watched him with clear suspicion. They were far more loyal to Dalania than they were to him. That somehow made him a little happier, knowing he did not need to try to communicate with them. It also terrified him, given that if Dalania’s condition worsened, he might lose the toughest of his allies.


    Glancing over at Yoska, Raeln found he was absently rubbing at the old cup that still hung from his belt. He always did that when he was scared, and this seemed as appropriate a time as any. Yoska felt helpless, that much was certain. He could not help Ceran, and he could not help Dalania…no more than Raeln could.


    Taking Dalania’s hand and helping her up, Raeln led her back toward the battle. She nearly collapsed as she put weight on her warped feet, barely staying upright even with Raeln’s help. The Marakeer quickly flanked them, set on escorting Dalania no matter where he took her, from the look of things. He honestly could not object to the extra help.


    They crossed through the camp and past the wounded. Off to the right, Raeln could see the healers still huddled around Ceran, which he took as a good sign. Almost as an afterthought, he reached out with his free hand to grab Yoska in case he tried to sneak off toward Ceran.


    Yoska slapped his hand away, hesitated a moment, and then followed Raeln despite watching Ceran.


    Though she said nothing, Dalania gave Raeln a chastising look that made him want to slink away. She was more like his sister than he cared to admit. If they lived through this, she would chide him for even trying to keep Yoska away from Ceran when she was hurt.


    They passed into the back lines of the Turessians, where weary spellcasters rested in preparation for the next push forward into the enemy lines. Among them were those who were assisting the army, their families, and the ever-present ancestors that followed the army. The Marakeer generally ignored everyone except the ancestors, who they chittered at and avoided whenever possible.


    Past that group, former slave-caste members and Marakeer were in constant movement. They pushed forward to the front lines and fell back as they became too wounded to fight on. Some were carried back, and the severity of their injuries determined whether they were brought into the camp or taken to a section of woods nearby that Raeln knew held an open grave. He had not had the heart to visit it yet, given what he knew of the Turessian end-of-life ceremonies. Once things were settled, he would spend a great deal of time there, learning the names of every life lost under his leadership.


    Raeln pushed his way through both groups until he was several rows back from where the Marakeer were ripping zombies to pieces. The roar of battle was deafening.


    “We need to hurry,” Dalania said, patting his arm. She had taken all of her weight off his arm and was walking more comfortably. “Make the call. We need to push forward, or there will be death and no return for the great one. The timing must be right on this. Eighteen minutes until the mists break through. He will give us the signal, and we must be ready to assist. Thirty-four minutes until the time is right, give or take.”


    “Great one? What are you talking about?”


    Dalania blinked and looked around, as though unsure where she was. Her balance abruptly faltered, and she grabbed Raeln more tightly to stay upright. “I have no idea. I don’t think I said that.”


    “If not you…?”


    Dalania shook her head. The fae. He should not have asked.


    Sighing, Raeln thought about his options. There honestly would not be another chance like this. Once the Turessians serving Dorralt regrouped at the temple, they would have a strong advantage. As much as he hated playing into the hands of the fae without knowing why, he knew delaying would be risky. The fae were right. He had to get his army to the temple soon, or they would be fighting for days or weeks, losing hundreds against the walls of the temple itself. If what Dalania said about the mists was true, they certainly did not have long.


    “Charge!” Raeln shouted as loudly as he could. The order was relayed throughout the lines swiftly. Magical flame and whirlwinds cut swaths through the undead to clear the path for the Marakeer and former slaves to rush ahead.


    The army lurched as one, going from a standstill, to a slow march, to a light run in a matter of a minute or two. Raeln held back from the front of the group, keeping one hand on Dalania. Yoska maintained his pace at Raeln’s other side. The charge slowed several times as zombies attempted to cut them off, but between magic and the physical might of the Marakeer, the army gradually forced the undead back toward the temple. Through the charge, Raeln saw not one Turessian on the other side, as though they had already yielded the field.


    A rush of wind caught Raeln’s attention, and he looked back to find the three dragons had taken flight. At first he thought they were vying for a new angle of attack on the undead. But then he looked past them and realized they were actually fleeing. Massive funnels of mists that reminded him of tornados out on the plains near Lantonne were falling one after another in a vast circle around the dragons in Raeln’s army. Once the dragons put distance between themselves and the army, the columns of deadly mist raced after them. Leaving the ground, they flew with incredible speed toward the dragons, like so many fingers greedily trying to snatch the dragons from the sky.


    Raeln searched above and found the mists had gotten far worse than the last time he had taken the time to look past his own army. The entire sky was filled now, covering all of Turessi in a massive dome of sparkling light. Every few seconds, a section of that dome would bulge inward before breaking open, allowing another column of rapidly spinning mists to descend. A light snowfall fell through the dome. About half of the flakes bursting into flame before they had fallen even halfway to the ground, creating an eerie look of the sky burning.


    The more Raeln looked around, the more he could clearly see the temple was somehow immune to all that was going on in the sky around it. The whirlwinds of mist roared past the tall black pillars of the temple without coming any closer than a half mile out, even if the dragons led them straight toward it. The flaming snow was all far from the temple, and regular snow coated the temple itself, unaffected by the mists. With all the chaos the mists were causing, that singular building was a haven. He understood why the fae wanted everyone to hurry. Once the last of the magical wall over Turessi collapsed, the temple looked to be the only place that would survive a little longer.


    “I want everyone at the temple within the hour!” Raeln shouted at the army around him. One of the former slaves—he barely registered that it was Somn—handed him a spear. A Marakeer took Dalania gently from his arm, leading her back a short distance from the heart of the fighting. Yoska simply drew his knives and waited for Raeln.


    The slaves, Marakeer, and Turessians shouted as one, drowning out Raeln’s cry as they ploughed into the enemy lines. The undead soon buckled and gave ground rapidly enough that Raeln had to run just to keep up with the front lines. He shut down his mind, ignoring the squish of broken bodies under his bare feet as he pushed on. All he could see and think about was the temple far ahead, so close yet farther away than he would have liked, given the constant movement of the mists.


    Raeln stepped into the front of the line, stabbing and slashing with the tip of his spear. Each time the enemy line faltered, Raeln quickly went to another part of his army, aiding any who appeared to be slowing down or losing ground. He soon was covered with blood and his arms shook, but he had a long way to go before he would be able to rest.


    An abrupt change forced Raeln onto the defensive. The undead surged forward, pushing the line farther from the temple. He fought furiously, keeping his spear moving to hold his position against the reaching zombies. Beyond them, he could see the Turessians in the distance at the foot of the temple, no longer hurling spells, but all appearing to concentrate on the undead. They were somehow driving the undead into a frenzy that was rapidly cutting down Raeln’s men and women. He could already see several sections of the army breaking apart. Marakeer moved in to try to hold the army’s position, stepping over the bloodied and dying soldiers to get at the undead with a fervor Raeln found both frightening and a blessing, given the situation.


    “Open fire!” Raeln screamed as he pushed forward, hoping someone would get his order to the archers and casters farther back. Seconds later, he saw torrents of arrows and the occasional spell come raining down on the Turessian lines, forcing them back and disrupting their efforts. In moments, they had retreated to their barricades, trying to minimize their exposure. Raeln’s soldiers got a little respite as the undead slowed their charge.


    Spinning his spear to crack one zombie’s skull open as he came around to stab another in the chest, Raeln felt rather than saw the soldier to his left fall silently under a rush of undead. Agony tore through Raeln’s shoulder as broken teeth ripped through his flesh. Sweeping his spear up, Raeln impaled the zombie, only to have another gouge his thigh with its claws.


    Raeln stumbled, and two more zombies grabbed at him while the soldiers to either side tried to fend them off. As he fell to one knee, Raeln saw two fallen warriors—an orcish former slave and a Turessian he knew to be a preserver—under the feet of the undead, forgotten. Both were still breathing, though their wounds were terrible and their eyes pleaded with him to save them somehow.


    Dropping his spear, Raeln grabbed the two warriors by fistfuls of their clothing and yanked them back with as much force as he could muster. They landed behind him with pained grunts, where healers hurried up to aid them. In doing so, Raeln lost any semblance of defense against the undead. They fell on him, claws and teeth everywhere he looked as they bore him to the ground.


    Raeln swung his elbows and knees as well as he could manage with five or six undead atop him. Their weight alone was wearing him down, and painful nips and scratches every few seconds made it difficult to concentrate. He could no longer see any soldiers around him, only the decayed clothing of zombies marching right past him.


    In desperation, Raeln looked to the sky past the snapping jaw of a zombie, hoping the dragons would be on their way back. He caught a glimpse of them, miles away and still leading the mist funnels on a chase through the deserted sections of Turessi. They were going to be no help. Even the gods were busy.


    A zombie finally got through Raeln’s defenses and bit into his arm, making him scream as it tore away part of his skin. He kicked it away, but the damage was already done. Even more undead climbed onto him, trying to tear him apart.


    Suddenly, all of the undead were pulled away from him. Vines rose from the ground around him, dragging the undead back and snaring them. The vines slammed the undead into the ground and tightened until the zombies’ bones broke under the stress and they lay still. When more undead tried to rush at him, the vines lashed out again, grabbing and crushing them as well.


    Rolling onto his side and clutching his bleeding arm to his chest, Raeln saw Dalania marching confidently toward him with the rest of the army following her. She walked right past him, almost as though she had not seen him. For the first time, she looked like a leader, her poise a stark contrast from how he had always known her.


    “Dalania!” Raeln called after her, trying to stop her before she walked headlong into the regrouping undead. “What happened to a peaceful solution?”


    Turning part way, Dalania looked down on Raeln with eyes that glowed brightly green. “Nature is not merciful and neither are we. We will take the sapling where it needs to be before the mortals fail us again. Your way was too slow, wolf.”


    “Dalania?” Raeln asked, getting up and picking up a sword in his good hand. “What are you talking about?”


    “The sapling concerns itself with your health,” she replied, reaching out and touching his arm.


    Immediately, the wound closed, though not the way it would have if a healer like Estin had tried to mend it. Instead, the wound turned into what appeared to be an old scar and ached the same way most of his old battle injuries had for months after earning them. Also unlike the magic of healers like Estin, this left him with no weariness.


    “Take the sapling to the human structure of old stone. Our strength is waning, and we must be alert when our heart and the signal arrive there. Your weakness delays us and endangers everything.”


    Raeln waved his hand in front of Dalania’s face and snapped his fingers. She did not blink. “Who are you?”


    Taking his hand and moving it out of her face, Dalania replied, “We are those who this sapling made bargains with to spare the fox child. We have decided we must protect the sapling to see our bargain through. The sapling’s death now would be…unacceptable.”


    Before Raeln could reply, Dalania reached back without looking, caught a zombie’s face in her hand, and clamped its jaw shut with her fingers. The zombie thrashed and tried to free itself, but she tightened her grip until its head exploded in a spray of gore and the body collapsed.


    “You delay us,” Dalania said, her eyes flaring more brightly. “We cannot maintain this long. You will lead the mortals to battle, or we will need to find another way. You remain our best option.”


    “If you hurt her—”


    Dalania’s twisted smile stole his words away. “We would not damage the sapling or risk destroying ourselves and any hope we have for our master. Worry yourself over your own mortality, wolf.”


    Raeln stood there a moment, knowing he did not have long before the undead were on them again. He wanted to drag Dalania back to the camp and find a way to drive the fae out of her, but there was no time. Instead, he picked up a shield from a fallen soldier and marched past her into the battle. He walked right past the rest of his soldiers and smashed the face of the nearest undead with the lip of the shield. Using his momentum, he cleaved the next one’s head in half with his sword.


    The next hour was a blur of blood and pain, though Raeln would not let himself stop. He knew his soldiers were at his sides, keeping the line moving, but his only thought was on Dalania and the creatures enslaving her. There was nothing worse to her, and he would not let it last. He would cut through the whole undead army if he had to, simply to create the time needed to free her.


    With a suddenness that threw him off balance, Raeln broke through the undead force. He found himself looking across a few hundred feet of snow-dusted plains at a squad of twenty-three Turessians, settled behind wide ditches filled with spikes. Some stared back at him with fear while others glared with obvious loathing. Nearly every single one raised their hands and hurriedly started to cast spells, staring right at him.


    Raising his sword high overhead, Raeln heard the chanting of spells behind him and the creak of bowstrings. He let his arm drop, and a torrent of wood and magic came down on the Turessians, who scrambled to stop their own spells in time to put up defenses. The arrows thudded into the line of Turessians, disrupting the concentration of the living among them, causing the magical barriers to fall instantly. The spells Raeln’s soldiers threw at them right behind the arrows incinerated several, knocking others back in explosions, and crushed still more under barrages of stone and ice.


    When the magic ended, five of the Turessians were dragging themselves to their feet—one of them Liris. The rest remained still. Dorralt had used living men and women as a trick, trying to hide their real numbers.


    For several long minutes, Raeln held his ground as the last of the fighting behind him trailed off. When the last of the undead on the eastern side of the temple had fallen, all that lay between Raeln’s army and a set of large wooden doors were those five Turessians.


    Raeln turned to assess his forces and found there were about a dozen Marakeer still standing, along with about half of the former slaves. Behind them, he could see a hundred Turessian spellcasters and archers. Everyone else had fallen back to tend to their wounds or lay dead. In the distance, he spotted the group of healers near where he had left Ceran, with Somn fetching supplies for them. It made Raeln feel somewhat better to know Somn had managed to keep himself alive even that long.


    In the sky, Raeln easily spotted the three—no, four—dragons circling in wide arcs to lead the mists’ breaches far from the armies on the ground. As much as he wanted gods at his side, what they were doing was far more important than fighting. They were buying him the time to fight for them.


    Returning his attention to the Turessians, Raeln saw they had actually fortified the long lines of ditches with not just spikes, but a shimmering wall that ran as far as he could see in either direction. At first he thought it to be a solid barrier, but the more he stared at it, the more he thought it to be the wavering of heat…There was something waiting for the first of his troops to try to cross the ditch.


    Raeln checked on Dalania, finding that she remained right behind the Marakeer, her eyes still glowing as she stared blankly at the temple.


    Taking a deep breath, Raeln thought to shout for the army to march—hoping his wizards could deal with whatever was ahead of them—but as he took in air, he knew what he had to do. The Turessians under Dorralt’s control were so determined to eradicate his people, to crush everything wild, that he only had one way he could think of calling the final charge.


    Raeln let out his best howl the way Greth had taught him, dragging the cry out as long as he could, letting the sound echo off the walls of the temple. Before he trailed off, the Marakeer had joined in with their own bestial calls. The orcs shouted deep-throated roars. One by one, even the Turessians began their own bellows. This was no longer about organized battle or leadership. Now they were the animals Dorralt had long taught his people to hate and fear. There was no language to be found anywhere in the cries that came from Raeln’s army.


    The calls had exactly the desired effect. The four Turessians with Liris looked nervous, with two of them inching away toward the doors of the temple. Whether they were immortal or not, Raeln’s army had them concerned. That was enough to tell Raeln that these creatures could be killed. There would be a way. Nothing truly immortal could possibly fear them.


    Raeln walked quickly toward the Turessians, smiling grimly as they shifted their position to use the rows of wooden spikes as protection. He pushed on faster, refusing to let them see any fear from him, despite the shimmering wall of heat getting closer with each step.


    Flashes of magic erupted from behind Raeln, slamming into the wall. Some passed through and were easily dispatched by the Turessians, but most of the spells crashed into the barrier, making it waver and shudder. By the time Raeln and the Marakeer reached the ditch, the wall was gone, leaving only the spikes to slow them.


    The Marakeer doubled their pace as soon as the wall fell, forcing Raeln to run to keep up. While dangerous, the spikes were easily navigated, with the obvious intention that they would give the Turessians time to attack anyone approaching. Instead, the Marakeer uprooted the spikes as they went and hurled them like spears at the Turessians.


    Though he tried not to look at them while running, Raeln could see the five Turessian men and women casting spells. He had another thirty feet to cover before he could reach them, and nowhere to avoid anything that came at him.


    Magic exploded above the long trenches, pummeling Raeln and the others with shards of ice, falling embers, and the scent of a storm, though nothing hit them directly. As Raeln slid between the spikes in the ditch, he glanced up. For every spell coming from the temple, twice as many were coming from his army. Spell after spell crashed into magic that had been hurled for no purpose other than to stop it. The Turessians could not keep up with the sheer number of wizards in Raeln’s army, and they were running out of time.


    Breaking free of the last row of wooden spikes with little more than a thin slice across his ribs, Raeln ran up the other side of the trench with Marakeer all around him and Dalania right at his tail. They came up the rise and nearly crashed into a long line of small whirlwinds that remained in one place, man-sized columns of flame, and lumbering mounds of stones. For every person Raeln had brought through the trench, there were easily four of the magical creations that had not been there a minute before.


    The Turessians had created an army of elementals.


    Raeln rushed at the nearest elemental, trying to reach it before the mindless embodiment of stone could react. His sword glanced off its rock “skin,” throwing off Raeln’s balance. The Marakeer appeared to be faring little better in his peripheral vision, their claws either unable to tear through the stone elementals, or the flame and winds of the others forcing them to retreat. Weapons would be far more valuable than claws and the wrong weapons would do little to these creatures.


    “Creatures made from my blood and bone,” Dalania cried, shoving Raeln aside with the strength of a Marakeer, “turn on those holding you in this world! I release your bonds!”


    The entire line of elementals reversed direction and rushed at the Turessians. It took only seconds for the Turessians to tear the elementals apart with the same magic that had created them. But doing so bought Raeln and the others time to get within ten feet of the Turessians, forcing them on the defensive. Four of the men and women looked as shaky as any living wizard might be after using far too much magic, though Liris held her ground, her hands clenched at her sides. Fury burned in her eyes as she watched Raeln close on her.


    “She has all of his magic for now,” Dalania whispered, moving to let Raeln get ahead of her. “Stall her. One of our allies is coming to even our odds. We do not have enough magic held in reserve to face Dorralt’s might directly. When the time for the pattern to restore itself comes, she will be powerless.”


    Raeln continued across the muddy ground, his Marakeer and soldiers rushing at the Turessians. Three Turessians turned to aim at Raeln, likely intending to strike down the army’s leader, but Liris raised a hand to stop them. Their group split then, with two Turessians going to each side, facing down dozens of Marakeer, orcs, humans, dwarves, and the spells that came in every so often from the living Turessians behind Raeln.


    “More than a year of talk and high-minded speeches about how you’ll kill me,” Raeln shouted as he closed the gap between himself and Liris. “I’m still standing. You’re all that’s left between me and your master.”


    Liris laughed and gestured at Raeln with her hand held as though clutching something.


    His whole body tensed as flames seemed to race through his veins. He could not make himself move, and the burning grew in intensity. He wanted to scream but could not. Every muscle in his body trembled in agony, refusing any attempt to make them budge.


    “This is how we kill those who cause too much trouble,” Liris said, slowly closing her hand, as though crushing something. “When I am satisfied, your blood will ignite. No one can save you. No healer in this world can restore your body. Dorralt says it is a waste of our power…an army to kill an ant…but my brothers and sisters have used it before. A filthy-mouthed dwarf. A traitor to the purposes we set him on. Today, I will see you reduced to dust!”


    Abruptly, the burning sensation vanished. Raeln fell forward to his knees, gasping for breath. A rumble through the ground from somewhere behind him warned of something immense coming. From what he could see of Liris’s face, it was something she was afraid of. That meant whatever it might be, Raeln would be thankful for its arrival.


    Turning slightly as he forced his muscles to lift him back to his feet, Raeln saw the old elven woman Mairlee walking toward him. He had not seen her since the day she had healed his wounds at Greth’s urging, miles from Lantonne, more than a year prior. She smiled mischievously as she brushed her long grey hair out of her face. Behind her, a huge crater was all that remained of the spiked trench, the wood smashed into the mud.


    “A more even fight,” she said as she walked up beside Raeln. “I cannot overcome Dorralt’s power here, but I can keep it at bay. Liris, I believe you were a wizardess before all of this nonsense. Do you need the power of a god to kill one little wildling? I would think that would shame you terribly to need more than your own capabilities for this. Even Dorralt reveres honor in his children. Abide by the ways you grew up with.”


    Liris sneered at Raeln and lowered herself into a fighting stance, her usual sword of magical flame appearing in her hands. “There is nowhere left for either of us to run, it seems. Today, at least one of us will die. Keep the elf out of this fight and I will not flee.”


    “Who are you, old woman?” Raeln demanded, keeping his attention on Liris, who was nervously looking between Mairlee and Raeln, though he watched Mairlee from the corner of his eye. “This is not the place for a healer.”


    Mairlee sighed and shook her head. “You truly are a dense one. Nenophar was my son and he was a dragon. What do you think I am, or do I need to draw you pictures? Even Estin figured things out more easily, and he is not the brightest mortal I have ever met.”


    Between Raeln and the temple, Liris shifted uncomfortably, watching Mairlee as the rest of the army fought against the remaining Turessians behind her. She started to back away again, but Raeln pointed his weapon at her and she froze, smirking wryly. When she took another step, she ran into a flicker of magic that blocked her from retreating. Raeln looked to Mairlee, who only smiled back at him.


    Somewhere nearby, Raeln heard Dalania’s voice—though the tone was clearly not her own—shout, “Raeln! The sapling must reach the temple. There is no time for this. We will take the sapling past the barriers, though this will take all of our remaining strength. Destroy the abominations and join us inside. Our lord will need to have you there.”


    A blur of forest-green light raced past Liris and crashed into the doors of the temple. Blue-white magic rippled across the doors and stones nearby, burning much of the area black before the doors collapsed inward. An almost tangible sense of the way no longer being blocked settled over the place, and the Turessians and Raeln’s army stopped fighting to stare at the open doors.


    “Into the temple!” Raeln shouted, staying where he was as the army fanned out to encircle the eastern side of the temple. He knew only a portion of the army might be able to fit inside the massive structure, but they needed to claim what ground they could. “Hold it at all costs!”


    Soon the army moved past Liris. She remained perfectly still, her sword leveled at Raeln and her eyes shifting rapidly between Raeln and the elven woman at his side. Eventually, even Dalania walked past Raeln, with Yoska at her side, skirting Liris by about fifty feet as she made her way toward the temple.


    “Two against one?” Liris asked, grinning and lowering her stance slightly. “Your claims of honorable combat are as hollow as I expected, beast. My allies are being butchered by your army…I expect I am next. Have your pet dragon strike if you must.”


    “No,” Mairlee said, putting a hand on Raeln’s arm. “I will only intervene if Dorralt does. This is not my fight. I will make sure that you have the time you need. As it stands, the mists are held back from the temple’s walls by the actions of someone inside. I will ensure that no mists touch you.”


    Looking down at Mairlee, Raeln whispered, “Are you sure about this? I’ve needed Dalania’s help every time I’ve fought her.”


    “I would tear her apart myself,” Mairlee said, shrugging. “However, Dorralt has used her as an anchor for wards that make my entry to the temple difficult. I cannot touch her and she cannot touch me…I believe this was by intent to slow our attack. You must do this alone. Once she falls, the dragons will be able to enter the temple more easily.”


    “I can’t win this fight, Mairlee. She’s a lot stronger than I am.”


    Mairlee grinned up at him. “Your last teacher in Hyeth…the one with the vast claims of being faster than magic, who believed that strength could not win a battle. He taught you to avoid being hit when others claimed that magic never misses? He was the one who saved you during the Turessian trials, if I’m not mistaken?”


    “He did. Saved me a few times since leaving Hyeth. Wait…how do you know that? My father paid him quietly, as his advice was considered nonsense. No one wanted an old drunk teaching them to fight.”


    “Let us just say that your old master learned his tricks from one of the few people I truly respect,” she explained, smirking at Raeln. “We may not have believed the stories Turess told us, but dragons do not live this long without planning ahead, even for things we refuse to accept will happen. Remember the four rules of fighting, as my sire taught to your master. We must leave this fight to mortals while we deal with the larger problems Eldvar faces. Be our weapon, Raeln. My sire wanted to help you here himself, but he is busy saving the rest of our allies on the far side of the temple. When he finishes there, he may well have to fight the mists by himself if we fail.”


    “I am not fighting this for you, Mairlee. I am fighting for my friends…my family.”


    “Oh…do you not understand by now, Raeln? My people do not care about such emotional matters. You are fighting for us whether you know it or not. Today, you fight for every living creatures on Eldvar. You may wish to calm yourself, Raeln. You will need your training more than you will need my help against Liris.”


    Raeln stared at her in disbelief. He had received that training as almost an afterthought from a crazy teacher during his childhood nearly twenty years earlier. That she knew of it was strange enough, but Mairlee might have influenced the direction of Raeln’s life was beyond his ability to think through. So many people had died, and it all could have been changed with Mairlee’s help. He was angry, frustrated, and confused, but he also knew that would not help him fight Liris. Mairlee was right. He needed to calm himself. Only the quiet of his mind would give him any hope of surviving.


    Slowing his breathing, Raeln struggled to get his heart to stop pounding so painfully in his chest after fighting up to the temple. Gradually, breath by breath, he brought his body back under his control and stopped the trembling of his muscles. Absolute control over himself was needed to ensure an absolute victory over a foe.


    “I’m actually surprised you’re doing this,” Raeln said as he advanced. “I would have thought you’d fight to keep the army out of the temple. Mairlee and I are the only ones you’ve managed to stop.”


    Liris laughed and shrugged. “Dorralt made me promise not to let you, Estin, or Feanne inside if I saw any of you. I’m upholding my word. He also told me that he would reduce me to ash if any of the dragons set foot inside. For once I am more concerned about her than killing you.”


    “So my friends are still alive,” Raeln said, smiling. He twirled his sword once and then raised his shield as he prepared for Liris to strike.


    “Not for long from what I hear,” Liris replied, tapping her temple with a gloved finger. “So many whispers. I may have lied about killing them before, but Dorralt is tracking them within the temple now. Be careless out here and you won’t be able to help them. I do promise to let you know when I see them die. I’ll be happy to describe it in detail.”


    They approached until a good lunge could have brought them together. Far off to the west on the far side of the temple, Raeln could hear the echoes of another fearsome battle. He let everything else in the world fade away as he and Liris studied each other.


    “Have you spent all these years making up stories to frighten wildlings?” Raeln asked, flicking his tail to see if she would take it as a hint of him starting an attack.


    She did not budge. “Consider it a hobby.” Liris tensed her leg muscles suddenly, likely to try to trick him the same way he had tried with her. “I intended to be a poet before my parents died to your kind.”


    “Hundreds of years as a corpse, one would think you’d have found time.”


    Liris’s grin widened as she stepped forward.


    Raeln tightened his grip on his sword and raised his shield as he and Liris neared each other. He refused to let her goad him into attacking first. He would only get one chance like this before the mists swept them all away. And if Estin and Feanne were alive, he had to believe they could fend for themselves…and likely find a way to stop the mists from killing everyone. They would have to be strong enough to make a difference, and Raeln would keep Liris from reaching them. The dragons might be kept out of the temple, but they appeared to be occupied in the sky, keeping the swirling mists away, so he was less concerned about getting Mairlee inside.


    Slowly, Raeln and Liris circled, both their swords at the ready. Even a few feet away, Raeln could feel the warmth of Liris’s magical weapon as it crackled and hissed. A few snowflakes drifted past, reminding Raeln that time was of the essence after seeing the mists descending earlier. They might be safer so close to the temple, but he knew better than to assume it would last. Even dragons could not survive the mists from what he had seen back in Lantonne. He needed to deal with Liris, or he would doom at least himself and Mairlee.


    Liris was the first to strike, dancing in with speed that Raeln had trouble following with his eyes, let alone his muscles. He parried clumsily with his sword, and by the time he countered, she was gone again, grinning wickedly from the depths of her hood as she backed away, staying far from Mairlee.


    Tilting his sword, Raeln watched as a divot in the metal faded from a warm red to its regular sheen. Liris’s weapon had nearly cut his in half with a wild swing. A well-aimed one might go right through it or his shield.


    Raeln glanced to his side and saw Mairlee with her hand pressed to a faint blue wall of light—the barrier that she had mentioned. So long as Liris lived, that wall might keep Mairlee from helping.


    “Remember your lessons,” Mairlee said, sounding annoyed. “If you die at this point, my sire will likely punish me for your failure, as I talked him into that plan.”


    Raeln raised his shield slightly and inched toward Liris, only to have her back away. She was watching the temple from the edge of her vision. He had no doubt she was stalling. That told him someone was alive inside and Dorralt was afraid, if he was having his troops delay.


    Thinking over his childhood, Raeln struggled to separate the lessons of one teacher from another. He had trained with so many in his first decade that they were a blur of sometimes contradictory statements about how best to fight different types of foes. Most of them had been adamant that Raeln should avoid spellcasters, and if he could not, he would die. Only the one had lectured for weeks about how to confront a wizard and walk away intact.


    The crazy old man had been quick for his age, often flinging Raeln ten or fifteen feet with little more than a well-timed push from his thin arms. He had never once been sober in the time Raeln had known him and explained his drunkenness away by saying, “If you have seen what I have, boy, you would drink every day too.” It made so much more sense now.


    “The only weapon and armor a warrior requires are those he was born with,” Raeln remembered out loud, struggling to get the phrasing right. “Begin with this lesson and you will never be helpless.”


    An abrupt charge by Liris took Raeln off guard. He ducked her swing and slid past her, slamming his shield into her side. She stumbled and still managed to get away before his sword passed harmlessly by her.


    Giggling madly, Liris asked, “Do you somehow feel more complete, knowing that dragons have put their lives on the line to give you a chance at this? More and more lives will end because of your failures, wolf. One god died while you were impotent at your lover’s side. Two more may die at any moment. Thousands will be lost before I let you stop breathing.”


    Raeln attacked, sweeping his sword around Liris’s to keep her guessing at where he would strike and opening her defenses. Using the momentary opportunity, Raeln stabbed at Liris’s stomach, only to have her knock aside his sword with a burst of magic from her free hand. The simple spell numbed Raeln’s hand and forced him to backpedal, narrowly deflecting her sword with his shield. Heat washed across his left arm as the metal shield warmed abruptly.


    He found himself circling again, and one more of the man’s babbling lectures came to him. “The strongest opponent has the most to lose. They will use might against you, and you will use their might to destroy them. Even magic is nothing more than a weapon to be cast aside.”


    “This is as absurd as Turess’s stories,” Liris said, rolling her eyes as she moved with him. “Keep talking to yourself, wolf. Your friends die as we delay.”


    “Pride will ensure that you will fail dramatically. A wise warrior is humble and accepts that he can die. He will die when he is no longer ready for his foes,” Raeln replied, citing the third lesson he old man had impressed on him.


    Liris lunged, but this time Raeln was ready. He parried with his shield and spun to increase the speed of his blade. The metal sliced across Liris’s leg, cutting nearly to the bone. She winced and stumbled away, her leg healing as she moved.


    “The fourth lesson,” Raeln continued, glancing toward Mairlee, who smiled back at him, “is that a wizard depends on their magic as much as a warrior depends on his weapons. Deprive your enemy any advantage and you can endure forever. A warrior without a weapon is helpless if they do not know what you do.”


    Throwing down his sword and shield, Raeln stepped into Liris’s next charge. Hooking her arm, he locked her shoulder using her arm as a brace. Shifting his grip, he held her wrist as he applied pressure to her elbow. The joint snapped loudly, and Raeln released her.


    She came around screaming, her sword far from hitting him. “Damned flea-bitten beast!” she screamed, cringing as her elbow righted itself with another pop. Flexing her arm as she circled him, she added, “Just because I feel pain does not mean you can ever win! I can heal from anything. My master has made me a god!”


    Raeln waited patiently, keeping his eyes on the ground at Liris’s feet. He would know how she would attack before she did, if he was careful. Sure enough, he watched her weight shift to her lead foot as she prepared to attack, and he moved first, simply pushing her over backward.


    She hit the ground hard before rolling onto her hands and knees and scrambling out of his reach. “Nice tricks, dog,” she spat, raising her sword and taking it in both hands. “Embarrassing me does not win you the battle. Sooner or later, you will tire and make a mistake, or I will see your friends die in my mind and receive my master’s order to incinerate you where you stand.”


    “If you thought you could, you would have already,” Raeln said, smiling.


    A distant howl that sent shivers down Raeln’s spine came from the depths of the temple. Faintly, he could hear the sound of weapons hitting one another and the occasional boom of magic going off. He forced himself to ignore the noises, knowing his own sense of guilt would cost him if he listened too long.


    Liris lifted one hand to begin a spell, but Raeln was ready. He closed the gap between them and grabbed the hand she intended to use to point at him. Yanking it by the fingers, Raeln twisted and broke her wrist and all four fingers. Her pained, momentarily dazed expression let Raeln know she had lost the spell she was concentrating on. That was all he needed to know to fight her. She was as weak as any other wizard once all of Dorralt’s aid was mitigated.


    Raeln saw the sword coming at him as Liris recovered. Not wanting to lose his advantage, he sought absolute calm within himself, like he had when fighting the Turessian child months before. The blade was no different than any other spell. It had weight and could be stopped the same way as any other weapon.


    Knocking aside the sword with his forearm, Raeln raked Liris’s throat with his other hand, tearing open her skin with his claws.


    Liris choked and put both hands to her throat, the sword vanishing with a puff as her concentration broke.


    Steam floated past his nose, bringing him the scent of burning fur, but he had done what he had hoped. He eyed his arm where he had blocked the weapon and saw the skin was blistered and burned, though that was the worst of it.


    Recovering, Liris took a swing at Raeln’s head with her empty hand.


    He leaned, easily avoiding the clumsy punch. He quickly backed away from Liris, getting himself on better footing and putting himself out of her reach.


    “I’m not done with you, beast!” Liris hissed, reaching down and manually popping her fingers back into place, one at a time. The very fact that she had to do so told Raeln her ability to recover was not nearly as great as he had thought. He realized that every time he hurt her, she had recovered a little more slowly until she fled or he had. Without Dorralt directly aiding her, that seemed to lessen even further. “If I can’t hit you, I’ll make sure I don’t need to!”


    Liris raised her hand, and Raeln readied himself to avoid whatever she might throw at him. Instead of flames, shards of ice, lightning, or anything else Raeln had seen over the years, all he felt was a gentle breeze and heard a thump. Then he saw the depression in the snow all around him. When he reached out, his fingers touched a solid dome-like wall.


    “Ever seen what happens to an animal in a box with no air holes?” Liris giggled, slowly walking around him to admire her work. She steered wide of Mairlee, who seemed to be paying more attention to the temple than to Liris or Raeln. “A trick Dorralt showed me only recently. No air will come in or out. Enjoy your last cage, while you still can breathe. Now I can stall as long as my master needs. If I cast the spell correctly, you will be awake for nearly an hour in there, waiting for the end.”


    Snarling, Raeln punched the magical barrier. His hand glanced off as though it were as slick as ice, leaving a streak of blood across the solid air.


    Liris laughed and sat in front of him, clearly ready to wait out his remaining minutes. To Raeln’s dismay, Mairlee put her hand on the glowing blue barrier that held her back, shaking her head.


    He was going to die entirely alone. Somehow it felt fitting. There was nothing he could do and no sense raging. Instead, Raeln let go of his anger and waited. Lowering himself to his knees, he forced himself to slow his breathing and meet Liris’s eyes as she stared expectantly.


    Minutes passed slowly. More than once, Raeln saw Mairlee’s attention shift as she wove her hands through spells that seemed to either fail or be intended to help others farther off. Eventually, even she began pacing, keeping a finger on the magical barrier as she traced it slowly around the temple. Then, with a flicker of her body, Mairlee vanished. Raeln could not be sure if Liris noticed, but he knew it did not really matter.


    Five or ten minutes later, two wildlings Raeln had not seen before came around one of the hills near the temple, well behind Liris. Both were deer, and they stopped abruptly when they saw Raeln and Liris, their noses twitching as they tried to figure out what was happening. They nervously looked between Raeln and Liris.


    Raeln tried not to watch the deer directly, praying Liris had not noticed his attention on them in the first place. The wildlings would know better than to attack a Turessian, and he would be dead long before Yoska or any of his troops came back. With luck, the two deer could find someone else to deal with Liris.


    To Raeln’s surprise, they cautiously approached, making certain they were directly behind Liris as they walked, ensuring she would not see them. When they got about halfway to Raeln, the two deer—a man and a woman, he realized—stopped and searched through some of the fallen bodies from his soldiers’ charge to the temple. The man picked up a sword, while the woman stuck out her tongue, shaking her head. Frowning, the man wiped the blade clean on the corpse. Then they both nodded and began sneaking toward Liris again.


    Raeln tried to think what he could do. Liris would butcher the two deer. He had to warn them, but Liris was watching him too intently. He could not so much as shake his head without her seeing it. He had to hope they would realize the folly of what they were about to attempt. He prayed they would run.


    Thankfully, Liris lowered her eyes as she picked at several tears in her robe about the time the deer got within twenty feet. While she was distracted, Raeln pointed at the deer and shook his head frantically. The two deer cocked their heads in opposite directions, then nodded vigorously at him. They had no idea what he was trying to tell them. They were as good as dead, and there was nothing he could do. He clenched his hands in frustration and returned his attention to Liris when she looked back up at him.


    The buck came up slowly behind Liris, somehow managing to keep his hooves from making any real noise on the snow. He inched forward, raising the sword overhead with its point aimed at Liris’s back. Meanwhile, the deer woman looked as though she was about to be sick and covered her eyes, even as she continued to sneak closer with the man.


    Liris continued to stare up at Raeln while the sword steadied behind her. A slow smile spread across her lips, and Raeln realized that the deer’s shadow hung across Liris. Long antlers were clearly visible against the white snow. She already knew.


    “Run!” Raeln shouted, but Liris was faster.


    Rolling to her side and grabbing the sword as it came down, Liris pulled the man off his feet, knocking him down face-first beside her. The other deer screamed and started to run, hesitating as the man tried to get up and run too. Before he could, Liris took his sword, hopped to her feet, and pinned him under her boot.


    “Just in time to give Raeln a little more of a show,” Liris said softly, and the wildling man struggled and frantically tried to get away. “I do hope your friend can run quickly. She will be next.”


    Without another word, Liris raised the sword and brought it down like an axe, cutting the deer’s head from his body. He twitched once and went still.


    The female deer backed away, shaking her head as she stared at the body. Tears rolled down her muzzle. She stopped, standing perfectly still with disbelief on her face.


    “Idiot wildlings,” Liris muttered, hurling the sword toward the deer. The weapon clattered as it hit the ground only inches from her hooves. When the deer still did not run, Liris picked up the male deer’s head and threw that at the girl too. “Do I even need to bother killing you? You’re a child and not worth my time. Go play elsewhere and let me watch my pet wolf die.”


    Liris turned to Raeln again, putting a hand against the barrier right in front of him. Slowly, she wiped a small amount of blood from her glove on the wall and smirked at him through the smear.


    Raeln’s calm broke instantly. He could not hold himself back. He beat his hands against the barrier until his knuckles had gone numb. Only then did he collapse, unable to push himself any further. Another death and it was his fault—again.


    Less than twenty feet away, the deer woman knelt down and looked at the male deer’s bloodied head. Raeln no longer even cared what Liris was doing. All he could see and think about was that deer wildling, with her huge eyes staring unblinkingly at the head. She would begin weeping any moment, and Raeln knew it would destroy him. He had managed to ignore Liris through months of taunting and attempts on his life. He had nothing left he could do.


    His heart broke for the young woman, whose nose twitched endlessly as she fought to stop her tears. He knew that feeling well enough to recognize it in another. The man must have been her husband or mate. Raeln watched as her entire world collapsed, as the cold reality sunk in that he was gone. He had gone through that same series of emotions when Greth lay dying in his arms. There really were only two possible responses…


    The deer woman picked up the sword, still coated on one edge with her husband’s blood. She stared at the weapon a long time. Raeln waited for the screams, the sorrow he thought had to come. Instead, resolutely, she marched toward Liris, no longer even trying to be stealthy. She stopped right behind Liris, adjusting her grip on the heavy sword in an effort to lift the tip over her head. Her arms shook with the weight.


    “Child, walk away while you still can,” Liris said, watching Raeln. The deer hesitated, her ears flattening as she let the sword drop an inch or two. “Do not forget what we did to your children. I am more than happy to do the same to you. Yes, I recognize you from my sister Allati’s memories.”


    The deer straightened her shoulders. Clenching her jaw, she raised the sword again with a little less effort. She swung it as hard as she could. It hit Liris in the shoulder with the clean edge barely hard enough to be a serious wound to a living person, let alone something like Liris.


    “I warned you,” Liris said with a deep sigh as she turned around and got to her feet. “Do you know what venison tastes like? No? You will soon enough. I intend to feed your mate to you before I choke the life out of…”


    While Liris ranted, the deer drew back and swung the sword again, this time hitting Liris’s shoulder with the edge that had killed her mate. The weapon struck bone and the deer lost her grip, letting the sword fall to the ground at her feet. With a look of utter hopelessness, the deer closed her eyes and stood there, waiting for Liris to attack her. The woman raised herself up straight, leveling her shoulders as she accepted her death.


    Raeln punched the barrier again, his calm shattered by the desire to save at least one person. As before, his hand glanced off the dome ineffectually.


    Liris took the two steps necessary to put herself face-to-face with the deer. She went to raise her right arm when it abruptly went limp at her side. Liris stared at her arm with a look of utter confusion. Backing away, she tore at her robe, opening the hole where the sword had cut her moments before.


    To Raeln’s amazement, a deep and badly infected cut remained on her shoulder. As he watched, the blackening skin spread slowly and bits of Liris’s flesh flaked away. Blood ran down her arm, not slowing in the slightest. Raeln had seen similar wounds on his sister when Dorralt’s magic had stopped keeping her alive. It was as though the sword had somehow weakened Liris’s bond with Dorralt.


    The deer opened one eye and then the other as Liris ripped away part of her robe to tie a quick tourniquet. The deer woman knelt carefully, trying not to be noticed, and picked up the sword she had used moments before.


    “Keep hitting her!” Raeln shouted, though he could see neither woman was paying attention to him anymore. “It’s your only chance! Keep fighting!”


    Swearing as she finished tying the cloth around her arm, Liris ran toward the temple. The deer did not follow, instead standing still, holding the sword as though unsure what to do.


    Raeln pushed against the barrier that trapped him and found it gave slightly, feeling slightly squishy. The harder he leaned into it, the more the magical wall felt as though it was bending. Stepping back, Raeln made a fist and took a deep breath to shed his anger and frustration. Concentrating all of his strength on one swing, he punched the barrier and felt it shudder and fall back from the blow. With a crackle and hiss, the magical wall collapsed and fresh air rushed in around Raeln.


    “Give me the sword,” Raeln said.


    The deer hurriedly handed it to him, apparently glad to be rid of it. She immediately ducked behind him and pushed him toward Liris.


    Eyeing the weapon, Raeln tried to figure out what was different about it compared to all the ones he had tried using on Turessians in the past. It was absolutely nothing special. In fact, he was reasonably certain it was made either by the same smith or in the same fashion as the one he had just used against Liris. The only difference was that this one was covered with the deer’s blood. It had to mean something.


    Tucking the sword into his belt, Raeln ran after Liris. As he went, he dug the claws of his right hand into his left arm where the burns from Liris sword had left the flesh thin. He tore at the skin until he felt blood run over his fingertips. He quickly repeated the action with the other hand, forcing himself to ignore the pain he inflicted on himself. If there was even a chance he was right, the pain was more than worth it.


    Raeln reached Liris and she attempted to speed up, but he was far faster. With a bestial growl, he slashed her back with his claws, knocking her to the ground. She tried to get to her feet, but Raeln kicked her down so he could watch her wounds. Liris attempted to roll onto her back to defend herself, but Raeln kicked her in the side, keeping her on her stomach.


    None of Liris’s wounds closed. Not the one inflicted by the deer’s sword. Not the claw marks on her shoulder blade.


    “This is why you’re killing all of us?” he demanded, kicking Liris hard in the side again. She laughed that off, but when he raked her arm with his claws, she shrieked in agony. “You’ve been hunting us for hundreds of years because we were what could kill you? Our blood? That’s all it was?”


    “I had no idea,” Liris gasped, clutching her arm to her side and trying to pull herself away with her good arm. Sliding up to the temple wall, she pressed her back to it. “Dorralt didn’t tell us. He wanted us to hate you, not fear…”


    Raeln leaped on her, ripping and tearing with his claws while Liris screamed for mercy. Gradually, he managed to slow his anger. He stopped, backing away, and the deer wildling woman came up beside Raeln.


    Liris cowered in a ball, trying to shield her face. She trembled, whimpering as she glanced longingly toward the temple doors, only a few feet away. “Mercy, please!” she whined. “I’ll never hunt wildlings again. Just let me abandon Dorralt. He’ll kill me himself. I’ll tell you where he’s hiding in the temple. Anything…”


    Raeln looked down at the little wildling woman, and she shook her head. Without a word, she turned and walked away, crossing her arms as she went. There was a strength in her that Raeln had to envy. He had not handled Greth’s death anywhere near so easily.


    “Mercy?” Raeln asked, kneeling beside Liris. “You want me to show you mercy?”


    “Please,” she begged, hiding her face under her torn, bleeding arms. “Dorralt lied to all of us. Let me go and die alone.”


    “I spent my whole childhood hearing about the honor of treating a foe with true mercy.” Raeln shoved her arm out of the way so he could see her face, squatting over her so she could not slide away. When she tried to push him back, Raeln easily overpowered her, pinning her arms against the wall as he brought his face near hers. “Today, I will do what someone would have wanted me to do. He made it perfectly clear how I should handle something like this. He told me about how one must be allowed to face their death on their own terms.”


    “Yes…please. You’ll never see me again. Dorralt is already moving the anchor to another. There’s no reason to kill me. Do what your friend wanted and show mercy.”


    Raeln got up and paced a moment before kneeling again. She watched him with obvious fear, as though unsure whether to run or remain perfectly still. None of her injuries had even begun to heal. Idly, Raeln ran his claws through the bleeding wounds on his arms again, which Liris watched with wide-eyed horror.


    Adjusting his positioning as Liris sat up and inched away, Raeln continued. “One of your kind killed him. The last thing he told me was that mercy among our kind meant knowing when to kill those you love. I don’t love you…”


    Before Liris could react, Raeln pushed her over and drove his claws as hard as he could into the base of her neck, aiming for her spine between her shoulders. She went tense before collapsing to her side, gasping for breath.


    “Greth died by my hand as a mercy for the only person I have ever chosen to love.” Raeln wiped his hand on Liris’s robes as she looked around frantically, unable to move more than her face and eyes. “A knife in the heart, because he asked, no matter what it did to me to put that knife there. He got mercy because I owed him anything he could possibly ask for. You, I owe nothing to. You’ll die how one of your sisters tried to make Greth die. You will lie here until your body gives out, scavengers feed on you, or the mists find you. Somehow I doubt even this is enough to kill you, but if you cannot heal, you get to be like this forever…or until Dorralt shows mercy. I certainly never will.”


    Getting to his feet, Raeln ignored Liris’s gasped pleadings and went to the deer, who still had her arms crossed and stared angrily at Liris.


    “I owe you a debt of thanks,” he said, though he was not sure she heard him. She did not even blink, only flicked of one of her ears. “You saved my life. I cannot ever make it up to you for what you lost—”


    “Save my pack-leader,” she said, her eyes narrowing and both of her ears flicking angrily. “Feanne and Estin are in trouble. We came to find more help. Save Feanne and Estin and you don’t owe me anything.”


    “Raeln…my name is Raeln.”


    “Alafa,” she replied, sniffling as she shoved past him and stomped her way toward the temple. “No time for this. My pack-leader needs us.”


    Raeln grabbed Alafa by the shoulder, and when he forced her to turn around, she took a swing at him, as he had expected. He caught her hand in his and pulled her into a hug, letting her sob uncontrollably into his chest. “I know,” he whispered, holding her tightly. “I’ve been there too. Give yourself a minute before we go anywhere.”


    “I…I can’t do this…” she whimpered, pawing at his shirt as she cried. “Everyone else is dead…”


    “My whole village was wiped out,” Raeln said without really meaning to. “My sister was turned into one of them. My…Greth died in my arms because of a Turessian. Trust me when I say that I will do everything we can to help Estin and Feanne, but we both need our heads in the right place.”


    Nodding, Alafa pushed away from Raeln and looked over at Liris. “I want to kill her. I want to pound her head in every time I think of Barlen or my fawns…”


    “Save friends first. Kill later. I’ll teach you how to actually use a sword before we come back to Liris.”


    Alafa smiled weakly and then halfheartedly kicked snow onto Liris. “Let’s go.”


    Raeln led the way up to the broken doors of the temple, with Alafa right at his tail. A short distance behind them, Mairlee appeared and followed at a quick walk, her attention largely on the sky. The other four dragons were having more difficulty staying ahead of the mist tornados. Shaking her head, she lifted her skirt and hurried to catch up.


    “I can sense the fighting inside,” Mairlee warned as she got closer, wrinkling her nose. “Most of the Turessians there are yours, but Dorralt has a few holding the halls against the Marakeer. Turn right when we get inside. I will push left and distract them long enough that you might be able to get through. Go for the central plaza. Nowhere else in this place matters now. If I die, the pattern lies in your hands.”


    They walked through the broken doors, and Raeln found himself gawking at thick green vines that had grown over the damaged sections of the wooden doors. It looked as though the vines had actually torn the temple open, though they could not have existed more than a few minutes. Even Dalania’s magic could not have grown them that fast and strong.


    “Stop staring and start running,” Marilee chided, facing to the left in the wide hallway. Only a few feet past her, Raeln could see scores of undead in melee with Marakeer and Turessian wizards, struggling for every inch of space they could get. There were nearly as many bodies as people standing.


    Flicking Raeln’s burned and cut arm with her fingertip, Mairlee repeated, “I told you not to stare.”


    With a suddenness that made Raeln’s heart skip, Mairlee transformed into a smaller version of the red dragon he had seen fly overhead. Her body filled the hallway, even with her wings folded, but she rushed forward like a snake darting down a hole. Dozens of Marakeer and Turessians ducked into side rooms to avoid being trampled, but the undead had no such opportunity. Blood and mangled bodies were all Mairlee left in her path.


    Shivering, Raeln grabbed Alafa’s wrist and led her the other way down the hall. He practically dragged her as she stared wide-eyed the way Mairlee had gone. When Raeln saw movement ahead of them and stopped, Alafa ran into his back.


    “What have we here?” asked a robed man, leading three others into the light of a window set into the roof of the temple. All of them stunk of sweat and fear, though they gave no hint of that in their demeanor. “More wildlings?”


    A roar behind Raeln made the entire foundation of the temple shake, and the four Turessians put hands to the walls to maintain their balance.


    “That would be one of the dragons we brought with us,” Raeln told the Turessians, whose calm appearance was becoming more frantic by the moment.


    A group of the Marakeer growled and chittered as they came up behind Raeln and Alafa, forming a line that blocked the hallway. Alafa blinked up at the giant bear-creatures. Her eyes hinted at a level of panic that had gone so far beyond fear that she no longer shook or even tried to run.


    “Kill them,” Raeln said, and the Marakeer charged.


    “It’s time to be stupid,” Raeln told Alafa, smiling down at her. She blinked long and hard before nodding. “Estin told me stories about this trick. Let’s see if he’s making them up.”


    He flexed his fingers to ready himself to fight if it came to that. Then Raeln walked straight toward the violent battle between the Turessians and the Marakeer, with Alafa practically hugging him. He kept his eyes on the ground as they went, doing everything he could think of to look like less of a threat. More than once he saw a Turessian look his way and sneer. Before they could manage to hurl a spell at him, they were drawn back into battle with the Marakeer, who seemed unwilling to relent, no matter what magic was thrown at them.


    Raeln and Alafa walked straight past the four Turessians into the empty hall beyond without having to take a single swing at anyone.


    Smiling and pulling Alafa up alongside himself, Raeln whispered, “Estin told me that recklessness confuses anyone trained to fight. We weren’t the real threat. They had to make a choice of who to attack, and that favors us.”


    Alafa stared at him with wide-eyed amazement before looking around in the dark hall they stood in. “Now what?”


    “Where is Feanne? You said she was in trouble.”


    “Yeah,” Alafa replied, scrunching her muzzle as she thought. “Linn said one of the weird pointy-eared humans—”


    “Elves.”


    “Yeah, those. They had some kind of magicy thing for seeing things far off by looking through a metal tube. They told him that Feanne and Estin were in here, and that they saw Feanne fighting against scary dead people and Estin climbing something…”


    “Something?”


    “Yeah. Linn said to find help and get into the temple. You’re bigger than any of the other real people out here, unless you count the big bird-bear things. I saw some furless that tried to help, but they don’t count.”


    Raeln sighed and listened for any sign of battle. The echoes of fighting from outside made it almost impossible to pick out anything that was not out there or directly behind them. “Are you going to be all right to go on?” Raeln asked, and he saw her bare her teeth angrily—not an expression he expected from a deer.


    “Ask me after we kill them all.”


    Swallowing hard, Raeln looked around the hallway, but he could not see anything moving. “How good’s your sense of smell?” he asked, looking both ways in the hall. “Find her and I’ll do anything I can. Feanne’s my friend too, and I’m too slow at this. I can’t smell anything in here. I doubt we can go back the way we came, but I have no idea if they’re in one of these rooms.”


    Alafa nodded, knelt down, and sniffed the floor. She scooted around on hands and knees for a moment before her ears and small tail perked. Pointing toward the eastern route around the temple, she said, “She’s that way. I’m sure of it. Estin went the other way. He’ll be fine. She’s probably picked a fight with everything she can find.”


    “C’mon.” Raeln took her by the wrist to help her up as he started walking quickly the direction she had indicated. “Let’s get our pack-leader back.”


    Raeln maintained a light jog for several minutes, surprised at the sheer size of the temple. More than once they passed fallen Turessians, who bled and smelled like any from Raeln’s army—the last clan that had sided with Dorralt, he guessed. From what he could see, they had been brutally mauled by something clawed, whether that meant Marakeer or Feanne, he could not guess. There was no time to see if any of them were still alive and ask. Each time they passed a body, Alafa kicked them in the head with one of her hooves before hurrying to catch up with Raeln.


    Gradually, the sounds of combat grew louder. Raeln pushed himself a little faster, mindful of Alafa’s shorter stride. Soon he spotted a group of Turessians filling the hall ahead. They worked in unison, trying to land spells on something moving fast in front of them. It only took a moment for Raeln to catch sight of red fur. Beyond Feanne, he could see Turess weaving spells with speed and intricacy, apparently shielding Feanne and himself. That gave Feanne the advantage, and she darted through the humans as they tried to physically grab her. Each time she got close, she tore at the men and women with her claws, paws, and fangs before getting away again. It was gruesome to watch, but Raeln spotted her using maneuvers he had taught her, mixed in with her usual animal ferocity.


    Raeln charged, knowing even Feanne would not last forever. He slammed into the rearmost Turessian and kicked the legs out from under another. Ducking and weaving through their line as fast as he could, he hoped to do plenty of damage before they realized they were under attack from both sides. He worked his way toward where Feanne was using a young Turessian man as a shield against the magical swords of another. From the edge of his vision, he saw Alafa picking her way after him, avoiding as much attention as she could manage.


    “Wildlings!” Turess shouted the instant Raeln reached Feanne and slapped away the hand of a Turessian who nearly grabbed her from behind. “Get behind me!”


    Spinning, Raeln caught Alafa and threw her toward Turess as Feanne tumbled away. Raeln barely managed to leap clear when the ceiling collapsed where he had been, sealing off the passage and burying the Turessians.


    “It will not hold them long,” Turess warned, pulling Raeln to his feet and eyeing Alafa with a touch of surprise. Turess was covered with sweat and looked near ready to fall over. Almost as an afterthought, opened his other hand to reveal a smoking broach. “Estin is alone in courtyard. We need to hurry before he is spotted. Last item I hid here is almost out of magic, so this becomes more about you and less about me, I am afraid. Raeln…what happened to your face?”


    Raeln smiled and touched his tattoos. “Long story for another day. Glad you learned our language, Turess.”


    Feanne did not wait for the rest of them. She took off at a dead run that Raeln knew he would be hard-pressed to match. He did what he could, running after her, with Turess and Alafa right behind him. He was not about to let Feanne fight alone.


    They reached a section of the hallway where the left-hand wall opened into a massive courtyard. There, a single Turessian ran to Estin as Raeln watched, slamming him to one of the temple’s supporting pillars with both hands on his throat.


    “Never bring that beast’s name up again!” shrieked the Turessian at Estin. “She’s dead! Gone! She went to her fate screaming like an animal!”


    “I heard what he said,” Turess whispered, stopping beside Raeln. “Let me get his attention. You are faster than I, and might live to reach him. Do not come back for me. Only worry about Estin now. My brother may kill me, but does not matter. If my death gets you chance to strike, let it happen.”


    As they spoke, Feanne inched along the shadows trying not to draw too much attention. She had slowed and moved more cautiously once Estin’s life was on the line.


    Stepping into the daylight of the courtyard, Turess said, “I had wondered. Kharali…Kharalin to her people. Karreln to the southerners, with their horrible pronunciation of our words. Two thousand years is not a stretch to think her name has become Kerrelin. Was this part of your mockery of my life, or a bit of humor fate has thrown at you that stings even your wounds? Do tell me, brother, did my wife abandon me or did you play a part in this? What really happened?”


    Raeln put the pieces together. Kharali had been Turess’s wife, from what little On’esquin had spoken of it. The god of the wilderness was nothing more than a handed-down story about Turess’s wife. Deep down, a piece of Raeln’s hope crumbled.


    At the far end of the courtyard, Yoska stumbled into sight, limping slightly, with Mairlee—back in her elven form—at his side. They gave Raeln a pointed stare and moved toward Estin and the Turessian.


    Outside the temple, several roars in unison shook the foundations of the building. The four dragons raced past, visible through the upper spires. Farther out, whirlwinds of mists pursued, unable to get close enough to touch the dragons. Those whirlwinds ripped across the temple spires, sending shards of stone flying.


    The Turessian in the courtyard did not immediately react to the newcomers. Instead, he whispered something to Estin and then threw him to the ground. The Turessian turned in place, smoothing his robes, and looked at Turess. “Let us see what you have learned, brother.”


    “That is not Dorralt,” Turess said over his shoulder to anyone listening. “His mind, yes, but not his body. This is one of his puppets. We need to find him in truth. This will not end until we do. He is stalling us.”


    Raeln lifted his claws and examined the blood that still coated them, dried to a black sheen. Moving up closer to Turess, he said, “Don’t worry about him. Alafa figured out how to fight them.”


    Turess turned the other way and gave the deer a skeptical stare before turning back to Dorralt. “You’ve lost the temple, brother. All of us are safe here, now. More troops enter every minute. End this stupidity.”


    “Stupidity?” Dorralt asked, giggling. He slowly turned in place, spreading his arms as he looked over the people in the courtyard. “Why would you think this wasn’t part of my plan? Only those in the temple are worthy of surviving into the next age. Everyone outside—including my children, both Turessian and corpse—will die in the mists. Those few who survive will beg us to recreate the empire, as they did back in our day, brother. I am doing nothing different than you did all those years ago. I am completing what you failed to do and reclaiming what was yours. The throne belongs to you, if you will take it. You may rule over all of this, including those who want my blood. Those you brought with you will be the first of your new army.”


    Feanne slid along one edge, and Raeln moved to the other, opposite her. With luck, one of them could get close enough to Estin to pull him away.


    “The mists were an accident,” Turess yelled back, advancing into the courtyard. “Thousands died by my mistake. Every life lost is one I have mourned.”


    Dorralt laughed and shook his head. “It was no mistake. It was brilliant. Savages all over the world demanded you rule them. This time will be no different, except that I will not let you cast the world into chaos again. Everyone who has come to the temple is exceptional. They deserve their lives. We will all live out the next year or two in the temple, while the world burns around us. I have supplies for those of you who require food. Never did I intend to be inhospitable. You cannot really do anything but wait this out. I cannot die, and your only other option is to leave the temple and perish in the mists. That includes you, mother dragon. Fighting me did not prove very successful the last time.”


    Mairlee’s hiss of anger surprised Raeln more than a little. She had moved to the middle of the courtyard and looked nearly as feral as Feanne, if not more so. Mairlee was baring her teeth, making her resemble the undead in some ways, as she fanned her fingers like claws. If she were to change, she would likely crush them all. Raeln now understood Feanne’s fears of changing into her own monstrous shape in confined spaces.


    “Stop this now, brother,” Dorralt pleaded, holding his hands out as though offering to be manacled. “Those in the temple are the only ones with any hope of surviving the mists. Do not allow more to throw their lives away. These people have earned their lives. I ask for none of them to die, aside from Estin. Him I owe a special debt to.”


    “You know I will fight until my last breath for a friend,” Turess replied. He stopped walking once he reached the middle of the courtyard, giving him plenty of room to move if Dorralt tried to attack him.


    Groaning and rolling his eyes, Dorralt said, “Still the faith in the wildlings. They abandoned you as you lay dying, and yet you continue to expect them to work with you. How many of them must die before you realize that only your own family will stand at your side?”


    “Did they abandon me, Dorralt? Tell me where my wife’s remains are and we can discuss who betrayed who. I know you have the power to bring her spirit to me to answer for her actions.”


    Raeln reached the next entrance into the courtyard from the outer temple and almost ran into a group of werewolves. They snarled and nearly attacked him, but managed to restrain themselves. Eyeing him skeptically at first, they soon gave soft grunts of acknowledgement. They fell in alongside him, moving farther up the edge of the courtyard to get closer to Dorralt.


    “Enough of this.” Dorralt waved dismissively at Feanne, hurling her across the room into one of the pillars. He quickly repeated the gesture toward the werewolves, smashing one against the back of the hallway and scattering the others outside the courtyard. Raeln barely avoided being caught in the spell’s blast. He forced himself not to look back at the sound of the werewolf’s body cracking and breaking on the stone walls.


    Before Turess could complete a spell of his own, Dorralt put a finger to his lips. Turess stopped what he was doing, staring in confusion at his hands.


    “Two thousand years I’ve had to study, Turess. Think of all you learned in less than forty years of life. I am so much more than you could ever have become in all your years. Even the hundred years the clans had me trapped underground, unable to move a single muscle, I spent learning how to kill those I knew would come for me. You can barely manage the most basic of magic. It’s shameful.”


    Humans, Marakeer, elves, dwarves, and any other race Raeln had heard of or seen filled the outer halls of the temple, advancing to the entrance of the courtyard. At a gesture from Dorralt, translucent walls appeared in those openings, cutting off all reinforcements. That left Raeln, Feanne, Estin, Turess, Mairlee, Yoska, and Dorralt in the large courtyard.


    “I chose my last stand,” Dorralt told them all, stepping back until he was over Estin. “This place may be my tomb, but I will take all of you with me if it is within my power. Call this off, Turess. I do not want war with you. I want you at my side. Bring these people to heel and they can serve us…serve you.”


    Closing his eyes, Turess raised his hands. A flash of energy around him seemed to shatter the air, causing flaming shards to fall into the snow around him. He cleared his throat and tossed aside the melted remains of the broach Raeln had seen him holding earlier.


    “You are not so strong as you think,” Turess mused, smiling grimly. “If the clan heads could contain you a hundred years, I will find a way to contain you for a thousand. I will find a way to live forever, if it gives me the time and power to stop you from hurting a single person.”


    “That is more like the brother I remember!” Dorralt cackled as he reached down and patted Estin’s muzzle to jar him awake.


    Raeln inched forward, listening to the unending growls from the werewolves behind him. Past Dorralt, he saw Feanne struggling with whether to charge or hold her ground. It was possibly the first time he had seen her indecisive, especially when it came to Estin. Raeln stopped, waiting for Feanne to make her choice before he rushed in.


    “Mortals,” Mairlee called out, standing near Turess. “Time is short. He has trapped most of our allies outside the barrier. The barrier hides Dorralt from the mists, and they can only see our allies. I will not allow this delay to kill my remaining kin. If you will not attack him, I will.”


    “Thank you for the warning,” Dorralt replied, grinning as he bowed. The air all around him wavered the way Raeln would have expected over a stone on a hot day. He knew that shimmer from his fight with Liris. It covered both Dorralt and Estin. They were cut off from leaving or getting close to Dorralt.


    “Now! We have no time left!” Raeln shouted at Mairlee, who nodded at him. “Liris tried to kill me in one of those. Estin will run out of air!”


    Immediately, Mairlee hurled a bolt of lightning at Dorralt, which scattered across the wall and faded.


    Dorralt laughed manically, grinning at Raeln. “Liris never was any good at keeping surprises to herself. The wolf is right. Your time to either join me or kill me has been shortened to an hour. How long will you wait before kneeling, knowing that your dear lemur will suffocate and die before your eyes? I suspect our lovely Feanne will be the first to grovel. When she does, I will mercifully spare Estin, and the two can suffer through their last days together.”


    Letting out a guttural roar, Mairlee’s next barrage of magic lit up the courtyard, melting all the snow and making Raeln’s fur sizzle. Flames tore at the barrier, making it glow like the sun. Dorralt responded by holding up his own hand, pushing the flames back inch by inch without dropping the barrier. Using that moment of inattention, Raeln got himself to the edge of the dome. On the opposite side, Feanne was frantically clawing at the barrier, trying to tear through it with brute force. Neither flames nor claws did anything to the magical wall.


    “Oh, you silly, silly dragon,” Dorralt yelled. The flames continued to push back toward Mairlee, despite her efforts. “I may not have taken any of your brood as one of my children, but I saw enough of your son’s mind in the seconds before he tried to contain the mists. I am far more than a match for you. I got what I wanted, Mairlee. I got all of the woken dragons in one place. Living or dead, you will serve me before I claim the world, or you will die with the rest of the mortals. There will be none of the old so-called gods to stop me from rising as the ruler of Eldvar. Your son drove off the elemental lords, and they will not look to our world for generations. Only my brother can prevent this by choosing to stand at my side as the rightful master of the lands.”


    Pushing as though shoving something, Dorralt flung Mairlee against one of the pillars, ending both of their spells. The impact broke the pillar in half, though Mairlee’s eyes were still open as she crawled back toward Turess. Raeln saw no blood, but that impact would have broken every bone in his body.


    “A hundred of my kin stand at the ready around this temple,” Dorralt went on, turning to grin at Raeln. He walked up to the edge of his magical barrier, dragging Estin by the scruff of his neck. “Hundreds more ignored my call and wait in other nations. I can draw all of their strength as I see fit. Five hundred of my children are more than any one dragon. Everyone in this temple is at my mercy, and I have thus far shown great restraint. You saw what I did to your sister, and I only considered her a gnat to be swatted. What hope do you have? Beg for your lives!”


    Raeln thought quickly, trying to find some way to help. His mind raced through what Greth would say or do in such a situation, and he then noticed Estin’s eyes were slightly open. Raeln had to buy him time. Estin would know what to do, even if it got them all killed.


    A foolish thought came to mind: his sister being spanked when they were kids for having repeated a gesture one of the hunters’ children had shown her. In desperation, Raeln repeated the gesture at Dorralt, whose smile immediately fell away.


    “If that is your final answer,” Dorralt replied, holding up a hand filled with flame and dropping Estin, “you will be the first example made of why the rest must obey, wolf. I will not tolerate disrespect, especially from one of you. If nothing else, I will burn away the last of his air while you watch. There is nothing you can do to reach me, but my magic will easily get to you.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Gone”


     


    Estin struggled to catch his breath as everyone ran into the courtyard. His throat was bruised and his whole body hurt from the rough landing moments earlier. He vaguely remembered being picked back up, but he now lay on the ground again. There was someone shouting something, but he only halfheartedly listened to the man’s bluster. Instead, his attention was on Feanne, lying near one of the pillars, struggling to roll back onto her feet. She was hurting, her fur burned in places, cut in others, and she moved as though every inch of her body ached.


    “Stay on the ground, Estin,” Dorralt warned. He walked toward where Raeln stood, holding up a finger for some reason. The gesture made no sense to Estin, but seemed to infuriate Dorralt. “I will spare you and your wife, so long as you are a good little wildling and remain on your knees.”


    Estin coughed, trying to get back his voice. Magic might not require much speaking, but he would need to be able to control his breathing at the very least. Hoping he would have his voice back by the time he reached Feanne, Estin crawled toward her. If he were lucky, he would be able to get to her to heal her—


    He ran into a barrier with his nose, startling him. Sliding his hands across the magical wall, he could find no opening to get away from Dorralt and to Feanne.


    Lying where she had fallen, Feanne looked at Estin with tear-filled eyes, as though she had already given up. They might all know it was hopeless, but seeing Feanne like that broke his heart. She was coming to grips with the fact that she might well watch Estin die.


    After a moment, Feanne sat up, rubbing at her head. She met his eyes, and in that one look, Estin knew she was ready to die here and now. She had been waiting for this. Her whole life, she had expected to die fighting, and she saw it coming. It was the perfect death for her, would hold no regrets so long as it saved their family from the very things the two of them would endure. There was no anger, no sorrow, only solemn acceptance. When the opportunity presented itself, she would die trying to kill Dorralt.


    “You’ll spare Feanne and I?” Estin asked, though his voice was little more than a wheeze. He tried to put a hand on the invisible wall, but accidentally put his weight on his broken wrist. Whimpering, he pulled that hand to his chest to keep from using it again and took a deep breath in the thinning air. “Can you save her with us in here and her out there?”


    Dorralt heard him. He stopped right in front of Raeln, still holding a ball of flame. He turned partway and eyed Estin with a touch of surprise. “Yes. You have my word. I will spare you both if you obey me, just this once. I will neither kill nor turn either of you, though other fates might be required for you both. I must say, you are amusing me today, Estin. By my honor, your lives will be spared. I make no such promises for the others here. As for the barrier, magic crosses one way. I can choose to send magic through the barrier or allow things through at my discretion, but their magic and weapons cannot reach us.”


    “Just the two of us would be spared?” Estin asked, sitting down and flopping his tail into his lap. “No one else in the whole world? Could we plead for them?”


    “No one outside the temple, no. The wolf I will not spare either. I’m afraid Liris is begging for his head. Those outside the temple even I cannot choose to spare. They are beyond my reach, with the mists at my door.”


    “We’re safe in the temple?”


    “Safe until long after the mists have gone. They cannot even sense us within the temple. They hunt those outside. Even Mairlee is shielded from the mists’ attention by the runes of the temple.”


    Estin looked up at the runes that circled the stones high above. They were burning brightly as they fought the mists outside, attempting to hold back certain death for everyone inside. His magic had them holding for the moment—a profound accomplishment with so little training. All the world might die, but they were safe as a result of one wildling’s actions. He had done less than Atall had, but it was no less amazing.


    Smiling grimly, he thought back to his first meeting with On’esquin.


    “Did you know On’esquin?” Estin asked.


    Dorralt hesitated, scowling at him, and turned his back on Raeln.


    “The orc. Big, green, kind of gentle…”


    “That traitor was my apprentice,” Dorralt snapped, letting the ball of flame vanish as he walked toward Estin. “He refused to obey once I gave him the gift of immortality. He lost his name and clan the day he disobeyed. I gave him the world’s blessings, and he spat in my face.”


    “Yeah, that’s him,” Estin said, grinning. “Do you know what he did the first time we met?”


    “Why would I care? He is dead, last I checked.”


    Estin continued. “He made me make a choice. He made it look like I was fighting to take the world’s greatest magic from him, when I was really being asked to decide between power that could save or doom the world, my own family, and my life. I really thought I made the wrong choice that day.”


    “What does that have to do…?”


    Estin pointed at the runes above and summoned a simple thread of magic that wrapped endlessly around the stones. With a twist, Estin severed the spell. The surface of the stone shattered, snuffing out the light of the single rune that the magic struck. One by one, the other runes went dark all the way around, followed by those on the lower ring. Almost immediately, winds picked up in the temple, bringing an almost electrical tingle. Broken fragments of the stones clattered to the ground around the people gathered there.


    “Are you insane?” Dorralt demanded, grabbing Estin and picking him up off the ground. “Your wife and you will die here! I can resist the mists, but you cannot. That was beyond foolish!”


    “I’ve survived them before,” Estin replied, grinning back.


    “With help,” Dorralt snapped. He held Estin aloft with one hand and reached into Estin’s shirt with the other to pull out the battered old black feather on a string. “Turess’s tricks. You had one of these during one trip. You had one of my children, Arturis, during another. No more of that. I will deny you another chance. If you doom us, I will certainly doom you.”


    Dorralt yanked the necklace, snapping its leather string. With a smirk, he threw it out through the barrier, where it landed near Feanne’s paws. “Time to die, wildling. All you have done is killed your friends and delayed my rise to power. Even the dragon cannot fight me. My shell may die here today, but I will live on, below the mists’ attention. I will let my magic dwindle so the mists cannot sense me. My life will go on forever, even if I must sleep a century to hide. One of many tricks the dragons taught me.” Dorralt tightened his grip on Estin’s shirt and chest fur.


    Closing his eyes, Estin waited for the end. He was too tired of running to even try to fight this time. Booms like a hammer hitting the barrier nearby let him know Feanne or Mairlee was trying to tear through it. But he knew it would take time, and Dorralt could kill him with little more than a gesture.


    “Now, this I find somewhat interesting,” Dorralt said, thumping Estin against the dome wall. “You may wish to watch this, Estin. Someone who does not belong here may have come to beg for your life.”


    Estin opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Feanne, standing near the barrier behind Dorralt. She had his feather necklace around her neck and both hands pressed firmly against the invisible wall, watching him with uncontrolled fear. She met his eyes, and Estin watched her calm quickly. She knew this was a good death for him, too, and would not let him see her afraid as his last sight. Beside her, Raeln was far less restrained, punching wildly and leaving blood across both his knuckles and the magical wall. The fool would break his hands sooner or later.


    Neither of those two was who Dorralt spoke of, Estin realized. He was not watching the werewolves or the other creatures out beyond the courtyard. He was even ignoring Mairlee, flinging bolt after bolt of white energy against Dorralt’s barrier, creating thin cracks with each spell. Even more surprising, Dorralt had not bothered to look up at the swirling tornados of mists that Estin could see circling the temple through the gaps between pillars.


    Dorralt was watching Dalania, pacing outside the courtyard’s barrier, shoving aside werewolves and soldiers as she came to one of the entrances. When she got there, she walked through the magical wall as though it were little more than air. She strode emotionlessly up to the edge of the barrier that held Estin and Dorralt and put one hand on the shimmering wall. Then she lifted her green eyes to stare at Estin, with not a hint of recognition.


    “Don’t let me delay the start of your pleading,” Dorralt said, pushing Estin against the magical wall until he had trouble breathing. “Get on with it. We don’t have long.”


    Dalania did not blink. There was something different about her, as though all of the emotions that had consumed her were gone. Estin saw someone cold, almost inhuman, watching him and Dorralt. A faint glow in her eyes caught Estin’s attention, reminding him of the way Feanne’s radiated with green light when she was in her lycanthrope form.


    Smiling slightly but without any feeling backing it, Dalania walked partway around the barrier until she could face Dorralt properly. “We never had the chance to meet during your life, mortal. Your brother I found interesting, but you I kept meaning to have a conversation with. I could practically smell the betrayal on you, even from afar. The wilderness can sense such things far better than your kind can.”


    “Mortal?” Dorralt laughed. “I am no mortal, fae-kin. I am a god.”


    “A god? Not hardly.”


    Dalania turned on her heel and walked back the way she had come, going right to Feanne. Without a word, she ripped the necklace from Feanne’s neck, startling Feanne in the process. Ignorant of the glares she was getting, Dalania turned back to Dorralt and moved to the broken section of the stone floor of the courtyard, where Estin had fallen.


    Meanwhile, even Mairlee stopped attacking to watch Dalania.


    “Do you know what a god even is?” Dalania asked, holding up the necklace to look at it. The black feather flickered with green and purple flames. “A god is willing to sacrifice not only its servants, but itself if the goal is worthy enough of attention. A god does not die when a forest is destroyed by a weapon carried by a golem, even if that weapon brings the mists in its wake. A god is not deceived by simple tricks, Dorralt. A god is always ready.”


    Dorralt’s brows furrowed and he looked over at Estin. “Are you getting any of this?”


    “No,” Estin admitted, thankful for the brief respite in the pressure on his chest. The thin air was making it hard enough to breathe, even without Dorralt crushing him. “I’m betting it’s not good news for you, though. Anyone as relaxed as she’s been is likely to snap and kill us all.”


    “Shut your mouth, beast.” Dorralt grabbed Estin’s muzzle with one hand and clamped it shut so tightly that Estin could barely pull air through his nose.


    From the corner of his eye, Estin realized Dalania was literally taking root in the small patch of dirt exposed by his fall. Her body took on more and more of a bark-coated look, and she smiled as she ran her fingers over the feather. From the knees down, her legs merged into one, her toes and bare feet breaking open into hundreds of smaller roots.


    “A god plans for mortals to do something stupid and allows them to succeed if it serves a greater goal,” Dalania continued, the fingers of the hand holding the necklace dividing and looking more branchlike each second. “A god sees to it that if the forest is his life, one sapling that was born in that forest finds its way to the doorstep of his enemy. He then sends the whole of his magic along in another body, waiting to resurrect himself. He makes himself invisible to his foe, possibly even spreading a rumor of his death. He might even punish an innocent to make sure that the furred fool tells the world that the god has died.”


    Her attention abruptly shifted to Estin. “I told you that the fae never forgive, Estin. The wolf at the mine was not meant to punish you. It was meant to ensure you made Dorralt believe I was dead. I apologize for what happened to you and your children as a result of my deception. Many of your kind have suffered to make this deception as real as it could be. My people may not understand pain and mortal emotion, but Dalania has shown me what I need to understand.”


    Dalania turned slightly to look at Feanne, who lay near the magical wall, staring wide-eyed. “My child…the only family I chose to create…will you give me back my strength? You have safe-guarded it well.”


    All of the shock and fear faded from Feanne’s face. She smiled as she turned to look at Dorralt. “Yes. Take what you need. Master.”


    A rumble shook the entire temple. When Estin blinked, a massive shadow hung over Dalania. It was unmistakably a wolf, nearly twenty feet tall. The semitransparent wolf let out a howl that made Estin’s skin actually ache. As he watched, the barrier cracked on all sides and air began to rush back in. Somewhere outside the temple, Estin could hear hundreds of wolves and bats howling and screeching in reply. Every one of the surviving werewolves dropped to their knees in supplication outside the courtyard.


    Dalania stood somewhat limply, her eyes staring sightlessly at the ground, as the ghostly wolf stepped forward and lowered its face to the edge of the barrier. Though still somewhat transparent, the wolf was as solid as Estin remembered it to have been when he first met it years earlier.


    “A god can die,” the Miharon whispered at Dorralt, without moving his jaw. “A god can also choose to alter the course of a world’s fate. I may or may not be a god, human, but I am far more than you, and I choose life for all of Eldvar over your or my own survival. A god must sacrifice to ensure what it believes in will live beyond even a god’s last days. I have spoken with those who serve me, and they agree. You may have the might of a god, Dorralt, but another god can still weaken you because it was not earned. Today, I choose the people you wish to subjugate over my own existence.”


    The Miharon raised its muzzle to the sky and let out another howl. Almost immediately, Dorralt began screaming, clutching his chest as though stabbed, releasing Estin in the process. Stones split all across the temple’s pillars, and the entire barrier around Dorralt and Estin collapsed. As the Miharon faded somewhat, Estin saw the mists were no longer circling closer and closer—they raced in toward the temple. The Miharon had called them straight to Dorralt.


    Dorralt pulled back the arm that had held Estin’s jaw and tried to punch Estin in the face, but his fist hit the pillar beside Estin’s ear as someone struck the back of his arm, throwing off his aim. Stone shards tore into Estin’s head and neck, deafening him slightly. A second later, a large form slammed into Dorralt’s other side, knocking him off Estin and throwing them both to the ground.


    People were everywhere, trying to get a swing at Dorralt before the mists closed in on them all. Yoska was slicing with knives while Raeln kept Dorralt from getting back to his feet. Feanne was practically on top of Dorralt’s back, her claws raking his face and neck. Estin tried to slide away, keeping his broken arm over his bloodied ear as he attempted to get to safety.


    “Idiots!” Dorralt roared, flinging his arms out to his sides. With the surreal abruptness that only magic could manage, everyone flew away, tumbling and sliding across the floor. Estin had apparently already gotten far enough away, as the spell did little more than roll him onto his back. Dorralt got back to his feet. “You have mere minutes before the mists kill all of you, simply because a dead fae chose to sacrifice itself and risk dying again. Make your moment worthy of all this effort.”


    Estin finally reached a spot near the edge of the courtyard and pulled himself up against the stone wall. As he watched, Dorralt gestured toward Mairlee and slammed her flat to the ground. Just seeing her so soundly controlled made Estin’s whole body shiver, as if a breeze were rising right out of the stones themselves. The Miharon might have weakened Dorralt, but he was far from powerless. All the nature spirit had accomplished was giving them a chance to reach Dorralt and draw the mists’ attention to him.


    Then Estin realized there actually was a thin trickle of cold air coming from between the stones, shifted by the battle in the courtyard. Somewhere along the way, a stray spell had split a massive block set into the courtyard floor, allowing damp air to rise from somewhere beneath it.


    Laying on his side while fighting continued nearby, Estin felt the edges of one stone. Larger than many of the others, he realized, it was relatively thin. When he put his fingers near the edges, he could feel a steady breeze coming from around it. It was not so much a paving stone as a cap over a hole.


    Estin looked over at Dorralt and saw he was hurling spell after spell, tearing away great chunks of the courtyard with each. One spell ripped through two of the werewolves, killing them instantly in sprays of blood and bone. No one could approach him, and even Mairlee was struggling to get out from under his spell. Turess was faring far worse, ducking and hiding, while Feanne, Raeln, and Yoska were trying to stay close enough to strike without getting hit. The Miharon’s eyes were on the mists far above, ignoring the battle completely.


    Thinking back, Estin realized he was lying right where Dorralt had been standing when he had gone after Feanne. He had held his ground there, choosing not to leave when there was no reason to stay behind. Humans in Altis had been much the same when they had hidden treasures or coin. They would make a show of not caring where they were, all the while giving away their secret by lingering too long. As if confirming his belief, Estin saw Dorralt glance nervously in his direction more than once.


    Rolling over to the outside of the stone, Estin dug his claws into the gap and pulled, trying to move it aside. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he was forced to use his broken arm to lift the stone.


    As soon as it started to move, Dorralt’s attention snapped to him. “Stop!” he screamed, forgetting the others in the courtyard, who were still trying to get at him. “Drop that, wildling!”


    The stone shifted just enough that Estin could see there were stairs beneath it, descending under the main temple rather than the courtyard. With one final push, he opened it and tried to run down the steps, but gloved hands closed on the back of his neck and hoisted him off the ground.


    “Death is too good for you, Estin,” Dorralt growled while swords hacked at his back. Not far off, Estin could see Raeln dive onto the corpse of a werewolf. It looked almost as though he were running his claws through the its blood. Feanne was running toward Estin and Dorralt, but she was too far away. Behind Dorralt, Estin could see it was actually Yoska and Alafa who were trying to stab Dorralt with their knives and a sword.


    Dorralt stood in the middle of the melee, the blades doing so little damage to him that Estin never even saw a bit of Dorralt’s flesh as his robes were sliced and mended almost instantly.


    “Once was lucky. Twice was foolish. Three times…we will see if luck still favors you, Est—” Dorralt abruptly grunted and stumbled, losing his grip.


    Estin had no time to consider how he had been spared again. As his feet hit the ground, he rolled sideways into the opening he had created by moving the stone. He fell several feet onto the steps and nearly tumbled down them before managing to catch himself on his hand and paws, using his tail to counterbalance.


    Searching in the near dark, Estin made out the line of descending steps. He scrambled down as quickly as he could manage, slowing once he was well past the light of the opening above. Though his eyes were rapidly adjusting to the lower light, he could not move too swiftly yet without falling down the steps. Not knowing how far the stairs went, he was unwilling to risk it.


    Estin reached out to steady himself on the wall to his right and had to clench his jaw to keep from screaming as pain returned to his hand. He had managed to ignore it right up until he put pressure on it. Silently cursing himself for wasting time, he wrapped his other hand around his broken wrist and concentrated. The magic was getting harder to summon without making himself dizzy, but it slowly trickled into his wrist. After a few seconds, he felt the bones knit and the pain eased considerably. A rush of fresh strength came, reminding him that the dragon had said he would have its power. It was about all that kept him moving.


    Padding slowly down, hoping he was not abandoning his mate and friends for no good reason, Estin found himself in nearly absolute darkness. Only a faint glimmer of light from somewhere below allowed him any chance of finding the steps with his toes. Even with that light, he could make out little more than the lines of the walls and some of the steps’ edges. Years living on the streets had taught him to trust his footing even in the darkest alleys, but it was unnerving to try to find his way down uneven steps with nothing more than the pressure of the stone under his pads to guide him.


    Estin continued for what felt like hours, until he began to see more clearly as the light grew brighter at the bottom of the stairs. From what he could tell, there was some form of chamber below him that had its own light source. Looking up the stairs, he could still faintly see the gleam of light at the top, with no hint of anyone following. Somehow, the others had distracted Dorralt. Knowing they might be getting torn apart for his stupid hunch made him second-guess his decision. After a moment’s hesitation, Estin continued a little faster. He had to know if it was a good decision or a bad one before he could turn back.


    Soon Estin could see the bottom of the steps, possibly as much as a hundred feet below the temple. Past that last step, he saw uneven stone and what appeared to be a cavern, lit by flickering light that he assumed was from a torch. Aside from the staircase, it appeared naturally formed.


    When his foot came down on the last step, the voices of the spirits that gave him his magic came in an abrupt rush, dizzying him with their intensity. Screams filled his mind, drowning out the usual whispers. He backed up one step, and the voices faded. When he continued down, they returned even louder. Struggling through, he stepped into the cavern.


    Looking around, Estin found the place was not overly large. The cavern was perhaps twenty feet round, with a small pond set deep in the floor at the far end. Following the beam of light, he could make out a disc of sunlight almost directly above him. A rope hung down far overhead in tatters as though something had once hung from it. A well, he realized. Whatever water had once filled the place appeared long gone, likely through several deep cracks in the floor.


    Inside the cavern, there were only two things he could see. One was a broken, crumbling old wooden throne. On it, the withered remains of a human lay, its skeletal head lying to one side, with its jaw hanging open. On the other side of the room, a shimmering cloud of dark mists hung in a night-black tear that hovered above the floor. He could make out shapes within the mists, but having walked through them too many times in his life, Estin ignored the cloud once he was sure it was not moving. It appeared that the mists were providing almost no light of their own, though their flickering gave the impression of a torch, casting long moving shadows. These were unlike the ones at the edge of Turessi, with these still tethered to the hole between worlds.


    Estin started to move toward the throne, but stopped as the cavern wall caught his eye. The carving of the walls was uneven, likely not made by water or regular tools. In spots, deep gouges marred the stone. He touched the marks and realized they were in sets of four and five, as though someone had tried to claw their way through the walls. They had torn at the stones until the rock had given way. He saw no tooling marks at all, only the claw marks and broken stones, as though whatever had been down there kept pulling at the rocks until it created the entire cavern. Looking back toward the stairs, he saw the entire passage up had been torn open in much the same way. Something had either dug into the chamber, or out of it.


    “You find so many ways to interfere,” hissed a breathy voice, and Estin looked around frantically for the source. From the corner of his eye, he saw the empty sockets of the skeleton’s skull flare red as it sat up in its throne. “Welcome to my little secret, Estin. You are arguably the last person I would have intended to have come down here. It was supposed to be Turess who I led into my sanctuary. We were to hide down here from the mists. Even if the more intricate elements of my runes above fell to the mists, this room would likely avoid their attention.”


    Rounding on the skeleton, expecting it to attack immediately, Estin found it was adjusting its position on the throne. It looked around at the room, shifting its limited weight carefully. Shaking its head, the old skeleton returned its attention to him as it brushed its ragged clothing free of dust and small stones.


    “Our people are supposed to ignore their pride,” the skeleton wheezed, spreading its arms to show itself fully to him. “This is what I look like after two thousand years. This is what remains without using magic to mask or hide myself in the bodies of others. My children seem unable to give up their vanity and show their true faces, but it has served us well, allowing them to infiltrate our foes’ ranks. In the end, we all look as I do.”


    “Dorralt?” Estin asked, backing up a step before realizing that doing so put him closer to the mists.


    The skeleton nodded and picked up the decaying fragments of what appeared to have been a book, though little more than crumbling bits of parchment remained. “The council rose up to take charge after Kharali vanished when I was attempting to claim the throne of my brother. They buried me down here for more than a hundred years when they could not kill me, choosing instead to pour stones down the well until I was trapped and then seal it with magic. Do you know what it does to the mind to be encased in stone, unable to die or escape, for that long? I could not even move my head those first few years. It was just me and the voices of the dead, whispering endlessly. I had not even grasped the potential of my abilities until I was deprived of all else.


    “I had a great deal of time to plan all of this out. They buried me here to trap me alongside the hole between worlds that I created to empower those like myself and my generals. Now I consider this to be my only true home. Everything else out there, I will see through my puppets. This body will not see the daylight again. Even if I were to retake the world, I will never see it with my own eyes.”


    Estin nodded toward the stairs. “Where are your generals now? It looks like it’s just you and I.”


    Dorralt laughed dryly, the fleshless grin making Estin’s skin prickle. That lack of any way to identify emotion behind that laugh was even more disturbing than the sound itself. “I do wish I knew. You brought me back Oramain, but On’esquin did a fine job of hiding the others. I had hoped to locate them before the mists stripped the world bare. Now I must say good-bye to many old friends, wherever they are. Believe me when I say it pains me to have instrumented the true deaths of so many good men and women. It was not meant to be like this. I had hoped for a swift victory. Now, wherever they are, the mists will claim them sooner or later.”


    Estin looked around the small cavern again before returning his attention to Dorralt. “Come to think of it, you don’t even have Oramain at your side anymore. I really expected I’d have to fight through him and Liris to reach you.”


    At that Dorralt laughed hysterically, almost sounding as though he were fighting tears. Once he managed to stop laughing, he said, “Funny you should mention that, Estin. There is so much humor in the world when you can see more than one location at a time. The Miharon’s cry destroyed more than a hundred of my children near the temple, weakening me, but for some reason, those two are relatively intact. Is there anything else you would like to mock me about?”


    “Probably,” Estin said before turning to run for the steps.


    Faster than he had seen other Turessians move, Dorralt shoved past him and blocked the hall out of the cavern with one skeletal hand on each wall. “Your friends are coming to save you, Estin. I intend to kill you when they arrive as a final act of revenge for all the trouble you’ve caused me. After that, those above us may find a way to kill me after all these centuries. For now I will allow you one question, given the curiosity you keep demonstrating and your mistaken belief that stalling will aid you. Your father begged for answers to one question, and I did not give it to him before I had Liris hang him beside your mother. You I have more respect for. Ask your question.”


    A distant rumble echoed down the steps, and Estin swore he heard feet pounding down the stairs. Given how long he had taken to reach the bottom, he knew it would be a while before they could get to him. He had to survive another minute or two before he would have aid.


    “Why?” Estin asked, looking back at Dorralt.


    “Your father’s question as well.”


    “No,” Estin replied, moving a step closer to Dorralt and the stairs, refusing to show any fear. “Not why are you killing me or my family. My father probably wanted to know why you murdered my mother and who you were. I want to know why you targeted wildlings all these years. Did you truly hate us that much?”


    Chuckling, the skeleton scraped the tips of his fingers on the stone walls. “I did, Estin. I truly did hate your people. Turess gave his empire to one of you out of love rather than rational thought. I had to make her disappear. He died believing she betrayed him, but she never did. Try as I did, I never managed to make her turn on him. Lies and torture could not break her spirit. I ended up having to simply get rid of her. I see that same devotion in many of your kind, and I have no patience for it. When I look in your eyes, all I can see is that bitch, preparing to take what was rightfully mine.


    “That is not why I kill your kind or why I drive my people to do so. Liris believed that we were hunting your people to prevent the prophecy from coming to pass, but even she had no idea. I believe your friend Raeln has shown her what I hid for all these years.”


    Pointing toward the mists, Dorralt went on. “Look into the first hole opened between the realms by my brother. I tore it back open to draw magic through to empower myself. In there you will see the one I used to create all of my children. Life’s blood was required. Her blood created us and it can destroy us. I had you hunted to protect my kind. My original generals could resist your blood, but the younger like Liris cannot. Your people were a threat I needed neutralized before you were used against us. Our enemies would have killed all of your kind to gain weapons against us, had they known your blood was key. I considered it a mercy to strike first.”


    Estin hesitantly moved toward the mists, trying not to get any closer than he had to. With each step, something within the mists became clearer, and the screams in his mind became more real. By the time he was standing in front of the cloud, Estin could both see the person within and hear her screams in his mind, echoed by the voices that were the conduits for his magic. It was as though the mists were amplifying her screams into the heart of Eldvar’s magic.


    A snow leopard wildling hung within, her body shaking violently as the mists attempted to tear her apart and somehow failed. Burns and cuts would flash across her arms and legs, only to vanish a second later in the ever-changing flow of the glowing cloud. Arcing lightning raced around her, even as her fingers, toes, and tail were stretched to their limits, trying to get to anything in the void she occupied. Through the long seconds Estin watched, her mouth remained locked in a scream that never seemed to end.


    “Kharali…or Kerrelin if you prefer.” Dorralt relaxed somewhat at the foot of the stairs. “I needed someone who would be tortured for all of time, whose body would be on the verge of death for centuries. I cast her into the mists and used some very delicate magics to hold her there, unable to die or escape.


    “Though I chose her out of revenge initially, during the century I was trapped here, I found a new use for her. Her blood made the very poison we used to kill everyone in Altis and many other cities. Using it sped my creation of an army, though it left us open to the threat of wildlings’ blood being used against us. It also meant that some of you were immune to the effects. You I can hear in my mind as one of my children, even though the poison never took your life. I cannot control you, but your very existence nagged at the edge of my thoughts. I want you dead, if only because you defy me with every moment you live on. You and I are bound in a sense.


    “Aside from wildlings, the weak-willed who I poison simply die, while the magically inclined become my children. I had long thought I had no use for Kharali, but this proved me wrong. It is also why I have let you live over and over. I needed someone with an equal will to live. I needed someone strong of heart and mind who would never give up and die.”


    Estin’s skin went cold as he put the pieces together. “You’re going to put me in there?”


    “Yes, that is one of my plans, though I actually meant your wife. Kharali’s body is dying despite the way the mists alter time around her. I have perhaps another century or two before she is ripped apart. Now that the magic is tuned to her, I needed another wildling. You came here and presented yourself. You will be the new sacrifice for our magic. It will be you in there for the next millennia. That is why I would not fully exterminate your kind. I needed a few wildlings, and I needed them strong. You walked yourself right to my doorstep, despite the pain I inflicted on you.”


    Backing away, Estin reached for his swords, only to find his sheaths empty.


    “You lost those earlier,” Dorralt reminded him. “You will also find that this close to the mists, your magic will be weakened. Even the dragons will not come down here. Putting up a fight is beyond your ability now, Estin. Down here, you are at my mercy. Even I am weakened by the mists, which is the reason I remain in my tomb, using others’ bodies to travel the world. Until I grow far stronger, this body cannot force its way from the cave without the mists tearing it apart. The Miharon has seen to it that I will not walk the surface again for hundreds of years. Longer, if the dragons keep tearing apart my children.”


    Estin searched the room for anywhere he could go. Without the stairs, the only other way out was the well far above. Taking that as his next possible option, Estin leaped at the wall, caught the rough stones with his claws, and climbed as quickly as he could. He made it no more than ten feet before boney hands closed on his tail. They yanked him off the wall, slamming him to the floor hard enough that he nearly blacked out.


    Rolling as fast as he could to avoid Dorralt’s hands, Estin scrambled away as he nearly brushed the mists. Getting to his feet, he rounded on Dorralt, summoning all of his strength in a rush of magic. He unleashed what he intended to be little more than a burst of healing energy, meant to injure undead. Instead, Estin’s hand erupted with light and heat that nearly blinded him. A roar like that of the dragons outside filled his mind, drowning out the voices of the spirits, as the magic lit the room.


    Holding his ground, Dorralt stopped the entire blast with his skeletal hand, forcing the magic to split around him. Huge sections of stone crumbled to ash behind him, but he did not budge. The bones of Dorralt’s fingers dissolved in the magic. After several seconds, the spell fell apart, and Estin stumbled, exhausted. For all the power of the dragons, Dorralt was still too strong.


    “Your friends are almost here,” Dorralt said, coming forward quickly to hoist Estin off the ground by his neck. “I want your wife to see you put into the mists. The first few seconds are exquisite, as your heart stops beating. She will…”


    Shouts came from nearby. Chuckling, Dorralt hurriedly walked to the edge of the mist and held Estin up beside it, close enough that they burned and froze his back and tail. Despite the pain and his best efforts, Estin could not manage to budge Dorralt’s grip on him. All he could do was pull his tail close to his body in an effort to keep it away from the mists.


    “Hello, Feanne,” Dorralt said, shifting enough that Estin could see her standing at the foot of the steps beside Raeln. “Stop right there and have the others do the same. I have been down here long enough that I find talking preferable to battle.”


    Feanne froze where she was. Raeln moved off to one side of the steps and Yoska the other. Estin struggled even harder, knowing he was about to be used as a pawn against his own friends and family.


    “Let me explain how this is going to work,” Dorralt continued, moving Estin a hair closer to the mist. His entire back sizzled and ached as the sparking cloud clawed at him, trying to rip both his magic and his life from him. “Estin here is going to help me, and you are not going to interfere.”


    Feanne laughed and stepped forward, spreading her fingers as she readied herself to attack. “Give me a reason why I would let you hurt him.”


    Wordlessly, Dorralt shoved Estin fully into the mist and pulled him back out. In that moment, Estin’s heart skipped several beats, and his whole body burned as though he had been dragged through a bonfire in the middle of a snowstorm. He shook uncontrollably, no longer able to force himself to keep clawing at Dorralt’s hand. He could only hang limply from the man’s hand and struggle to breathe.


    “You cannot kill me,” Dorralt explained, pointing at Raeln as he spoke. “The wolf has likely told you how to kill our kind, and I can assure you that it will not work, at least not quickly. Given long enough, you might manage to use a wildling’s lifeblood against me and bring me down. I have more than enough time before you can reach me to shove your mate into the mists. Without my protection, he will be consumed by them. With my help, he can survive at the edge of the mists for years. He will be in agony, but he will live.


    “I have watched you through many eyes, Feanne, and I know that your love of him will keep hope alive that you can find some way to save him later. You will let me do this, or his neck will break and he will be cast into the mists to be torn apart. You cannot save someone who is dead or dying elsewhere, just as you could not save your son. Consider that a lesson in crossing me. You will allow me to inflict the worst imaginable agony on the one you love because you believe you will succeed in the end. You will let me put Estin in the mists.”


    Feanne’s expression hardened immediately, but she grabbed Raeln’s wrist and pushed him back toward the steps. “Stay by the stairs. This is between Dorralt and I now. My family has been threatened. I want no one else entering this cavern.”


    “And so we arrive at an impasse,” Dorralt muttered, turning his attention back to Estin. “Care to talk her out of the stupidity I assume she will attempt next?”


    Estin smiled and looked past Dorralt, knowing things were about to get ugly, as stealthy shapes slipped along the wall to either side. A good death meant dying for what he believed in, for his family and friends. This would be an exceptional death if he had seen those figures in the shadows properly. One of them should not have been walking around, but Estin was well past questioning anything.


    “No. I’ll let her do whatever she wants,” he managed to choke out, smiling. “You’re going to die, Dorralt. With or without me, she will kill you.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “Lost”


     


    The explosion of raw energy from the ghost-wolf’s cry shattered the magical barrier around Dorralt, knocking Raeln and the others back a few steps. Before he had even regained his balance, let alone thought about what to do next, Feanne slammed into Dorralt’s side. She caused him to stumble enough that he narrowly missed crushing Estin’s skull with his fist.


    Furious at himself for faltering, Raeln ran for Dorralt, while Estin fell to the ground and scurried away, trying to get out from underfoot. Dorralt shouted something at Estin, but Raeln ignored it. He reached Dorralt as he raised his hand high, the air condensing into white-hot magic around his fingers. He aimed another punch at Feanne’s head as she was trying to get her feet under herself.


    Grabbing Dorralt, Raeln lifted him off the ground and threw him against the nearest pillar, disrupting his spell and drawing his attention away from Feanne. With the strength Raeln had come to expect from the Turessians, Dorralt shoved Mairlee aside as though she were nothing greater than anyone else in the courtyard. Then he ran at Raeln and drove him back into the wall of the courtyard.


    “Still playing games as the tough leader, Raeln?” Dorralt asked, motioning toward Yoska, who had tried to rush him. The gypsy choked and fell, clutching at his throat. “I saw what you did to Liris. Did you think you would be given a chance to do the same to me? I will not be made a mockery of by a dog. Werewolf blood is not pure enough to harm me.”


    Raeln kicked out with his right leg, buckling Dorralt’s knee. Before Dorralt could regain his footing, Raeln threw himself onto the ground and swept both of Dorralt’s legs with his own. Dorralt fell with a pained grunt. Mairlee and Feanne lashed out at him, trying to intercede between him and Raeln.


    Twisting on the ground to avoid the Feanne’s claws and Mairlee’s magically flaming fists, Dorralt tried to point at Raeln, only to have his aim thrown off by Feanne. A flicker of dark energy flew past Raeln and struck Yoska, who had just managed to get to his feet. Convulsing as blood ran from his nose and ears, Yoska dropped like a stone.


    Snarling, Dorralt swept aside the two women and sat up. “That spell was aimed for you. A shame, really. Until his heart stops, I cannot cast it again. That bought you seconds, Raeln.”


    Rolling to his feet, Raeln punched Dorralt in the face, though Dorralt did not budge and Raeln’s hand went numb. He quickly switched to his other hand, slashing Dorralt’s face with his claws. The wound sizzled and blackened, but Dorralt simply glared at him, apparently unconcerned.


    “I’ve had enough of this,” Dorralt said. Magic wrapped itself around Raeln and yanked him away from Dorralt. At the same time, he could see everyone else in the courtyard hurled backward. Dorralt got slowly to his feet and touched the ragged cuts on his cheek that had not yet healed. “Clever dog for figuring that out, not that it matters. I suppose this means it’s time to kill you all before the mists arrive.”


    Nearby, Feanne somehow managed to free herself of the magical bonds and dropped to her hands and knees. With a snarl, she began changing, her body shifting rapidly and growing. Her eyes flared bright green as she bared her teeth.


    “No,” Dorralt said, looking over at Feanne. Abruptly, her change halted and began to reverse. Feanne screamed as she curled into a ball. “My brother was not the only one to figure out how to prevent that. Without the power of the Miharon behind you, I doubt you have any chance of that working. Your master took that power back.”


    Dorralt raised his hand and closed his eyes with a self-satisfied smirk, pointing at Feanne with what Raeln assumed to be another deadly spell’s preparation. Then, blinking, he stared up at his hand.


    All around the courtyard, the binding magic began to collapse. Turess, Mairlee, and even Alafa—who Raeln had not realized had managed to slip into the courtyard—pulled free. Raeln pushed past the invisible ropes holding him. Even Yoska sat up, wiping blood away from his face as he struggled to catch his breath.


    “Something wrong?” Mairlee asked as she got up, brushing her long grey hair out of her face. “Perhaps you forgot that even you have limits. Your minions seem to be getting a little tired on the battlefield. There are so few of them, thanks to the Miharon.”


    Leaping for Dorralt, Raeln managed to punch the side of his head with one hand and claw his ribs with the other. Dorralt winced and backhanded Raeln, knocking him onto his back. Before Raeln could roll to his feet, Dorralt slid him across the courtyard with a flick of his wrist, putting twenty feet or more between them.


    Dorralt sighed as he created magical flames in his hand, examining the smoking wound on his side from Raeln’s blood-covered claws. “Tired, yes, but they have far more to spare. There are, after all, almost a hundred of them and only a few of you here. I will manage.”


    “Now!” Mairlee shouted.


    Immediately Feanne rolled to her knees and howled. A second later, Mairlee added her own shrill cry, and the shadowy Miharon let out his own howl. The sounds echoed through the temple, quickly answered by animal cries in the distance.


    Dorralt laughed for a moment before his eyes went distant. He let his arm drop and the flames fade away. “You clever bitches. A simultaneous attack on all of my children in the region. You mean to starve me of magic?”


    Laughing softly, Mairlee walked across the courtyard. The others closed in, forming a tight circle around Dorralt. Raeln got off the ground and then remained still, trying not to draw Dorralt’s attention from Mairlee. Dorralt gestured at her, but Mairlee walked right through the magic as though it were no more than a breeze.


    “Use your magic all you want,” she said. “Ilarra found your weakness, though she didn’t know it. You are bonded to your children as surely as she was to Raeln. Each of them aides you, while their deaths merely deprive you of power. For you, power is life. You can pull magic to yourself and let your children die. Each of them that crumbles will weaken the whole. Should you leave the magic with them, you cannot hope to stand against me. You have no good option left, Dorralt. Who is a match for a dragon now?”


    Before Mairlee reached him, Dorralt looked between the temple’s pillars, where the mist whirlwinds had gotten far closer. Raeln was willing to bet they were tearing at the outer parts of the temple. As he watched, a few black stones like those used in the temple’s construction flew up into the mists, bursting into flame as they went. He swore he saw a few human-sized bodies fly away as well, but he tried not to think about that.


    “You are absolutely correct, dragon,” Dorralt said, turning to face Mairlee. He bowed graciously as he backed away, keeping some distance from Feanne, Mairlee, and Raeln. His path took him more toward Turess and Alafa, who had done the least to slow him. With them, Raeln could see Yoska, who appeared to be recovering, sitting up and searching for his dropped weapons. “Who is?”


    With a rush of wind, a shadow near Dorralt formed into the shape of a man and stepped between Mairlee and Dorralt. It hissed and shifted, intercepting Raeln as he inched closer to Dorralt’s side. The ghostly figure appeared to be a Turessian. His tattoos glowed faintly as he lifted his hands to do battle with Mairlee using magic, keeping his gaze on Raeln.


    “I would like you to meet Oramain,” Dorralt announced. “I believe Estin has already met him, as has my brother. The rest of you are in for an interesting surprise. After On’esquin, he was the next I created. He gained immortality even before I did.”


    Mairlee roared at Oramain, unleashing a torrent of flames from her fingertips. The flames passed harmlessly through him, and he sent bolts of lightning back at her, forcing her to give up on her spell to deflect the blast. The two let their spells fade, and Mairlee prepared another. Oramain lashed out at her with tendrils of darkness from his fingers, which burned her forearm badly, forcing her to retreat several steps as he advanced.


    “Oramain,” Dorralt said, looking over and smiling at Raeln, “do me a favor and bring back some fallen allies. I want to see this courtyard filled with familiar faces. Make sure the wolf has someone to play with.”


    Letting the black tendrils of magic fade, Oramain floated closer to Dorralt and looked over the bloodied and wounded people that filled the courtyard, lingering on Raeln. He slowly turned to study Feanne, and Raeln swore the ghost’s shoulders dropped. For her part, Feanne did not seem to notice. She struggled to catch her breath, her attention locked on Dorralt.


    Raeln held his position, waiting to see what would come next. He doubted he could do much to a ghost. He frantically glanced toward Mairlee, who was hugging her burned arm to her side and arguing quietly with Turess at the edge of the courtyard. Alafa tugged at Yoska, trying to help him up.


    “Anyone in particular?” Oramain asked breathily. He shifted to watch Raeln, cocking his head slightly.


    “No. Surprise me,” Dorralt insisted. “Make it people they miss the most. I want to see their misery.”


    Oramain nodded and rotated in place, his feet unmoving, until he faced Feanne fully. A faint whisper-like sigh came as Oramain raised his arms. Dust all throughout the courtyard rose and flowed into solid shapes. One by one, humanoids took form, creating a wall around Dorralt and Oramain. The forms began as little more than silhouettes, as though they would be ghosts themselves, but soon they thickened and took on details. The clearer they became, the more Raeln’s stomach knotted.


    Two shapes formed in front of Raeln, blocking any route to Dorralt. They solidified, features forming from the dust as colors and shapes became more refined. In only a matter of seconds, they stared at him, appearing nearly as horrified as he felt, before they readied themselves to fight.


    Raeln found himself looking into the eyes of his sister, Ilarra. Her long brown hair, with her pointed ears poking out, was the last thing to form. Despite her elven birth, she was as much his kin as anyone else, other than his mother.


    Beside Ilarra, his mother, Asha, stood in all her wolven calm. Her dark eyes watched Raeln with a mix of anger and patience that took his breath away.


    Both Ilarra and Asha’s faces told Raeln they were sorry, even as their bodies took up defensive stances. Ilarra poised herself to use magic against him, and his mother’s muscles twitched, ready to fight him with her bare hands. When he thought it was more than he could possibly bear, another body formed at Asha’s side.


    Greth. A wolf with white, black, and brown patterning, he held a sword at the ready, though his face appeared ready to break into sobs as he watched Raeln. They were Oramain’s slaves, even in death. That made them Raeln’s enemies, no matter what it would do to him to be forced to fight against them.


    Dozens more long-dead people appeared throughout the courtyard. Raeln only recognized a handful among them. He held his position in front of the three Oramain had summoned for him. It seemed Oramain knew exactly who would most demoralize those standing in the courtyard.


    In front of Feanne, there stood an old fox man and a fox-lioness woman, who Feanne faced down bravely, giving no hint of the dismay Raeln felt. She maintained her poise until two more people formed. The first was a wildling fox youth, who Raeln was fairly certain was one of the two children he had met long ago. At the boy’s appearance, Feanne backed away, her poise gone, her legs and hands trembling. The second was a grey-furred fox, likely Feanne’s age, who Raeln was certain he had seen somewhere, but he could not remember where. When he finished forming, Feanne’s face went slack and she stumbled, trying to put distance between herself and him.


    A dwarf stood in front of Dalania, though her head still hung lifelessly, not seeming to see him there. The dwarf watched her with a sadness that looked very out of place on him, especially as he held two gleaming knives ready to strike. Only the Miharon, still standing over Dalania, seemed able to meet the dwarf’s stare. He looked ready to fight for Dalania’s safety.


    Three women—two humans and one halfling—stood before Yoska, who very nearly collapsed on the spot when he saw them. Yoska immediately closed his eyes, his lips moving in a silent prayer or plea.


    Near Mairlee, Nenophar stood calmly, his illusionary elven form flickering as he moved toward her. Mairlee screamed as she backed away, unable to even look at him. Her own illusion shimmered as she struggled with emotions she clearly was unable to confront.


    Alafa buried her face in her hands, falling and curling into a ball. The deer man Raeln had seen die only half an hour earlier stood before her. Beside him, three very young wildling deer children flanked the man, staring at Alafa as though they would fight too.


    Only Turess seemed to be alone, looking around with confusion. He had been expecting someone who had not appeared. While the others faltered and struggled with seeing their deceased family and friends, Turess appeared to be bolstered by the very fact that he was alone.


    “There are no limits to our abilities,” Dorralt proclaimed happily. He walked over to a gap in the stone floor near where Raeln had last seen Estin. “Oramain, do me a favor and kill them all. Bring Mairlee’s remains to me after her son finishes her off.”


    Oramain, standing behind the freshly summoned people, floated away from Dorralt and over to Feanne. Offering her a hand up, which she did not take, Oramain smiled sadly. After a moment, Oramain gave up on Feanne and floated over to stand in front of Raeln. He let his attention pass over Greth first, followed by Asha and then Ilarra. He drifted from one group to the next, as Dorralt glared at him from the top of the steps, tapping his foot impatiently. Then Oramain floated over in front of Feanne again.


    “I had to kill my own wife to satisfy that monster,” Oramain said softly, though Raeln could hear him clearly in the quiet of the temple. As if choosing to land, Oramain’s feet came down on the stones, and he took a knee in front of Feanne. “There was no hope of redemption for me after that. No reason to disobey once she was gone. The pain of others was meaningless.


    “Through your husband, Feanne, I saw that I am not truly prevented from doing some good in this world. I am sorry for all that has happened, which I have seen through the eyes of my kind the world over. Your husband has shown me what I needed to be reminded of. He has shown me who I tried to be for my own wife, even though I failed.”


    Sighing, Dorralt rolled his eyes. “Oramain…do it. That is an order.”


    “Make them attack?” Oramain asked without taking his eyes off Feanne. She held equally still, staring at him as though daring him to strike. Then Raeln realized she was actually forcing herself to look at Oramain so she could not see her lost family behind him.


    Turning his attention back to Greth, Raeln winced as Greth mouthed, “I am sorry.”


    Dorralt answered, “Of course, Oramain. I want every one of your pets to freely attack our enemies. Set them loose. I am tired of waiting.”


    “Funny that you should phrase it that way,” Oramain said, spinning in place, still on his knee. The turn blurred his image briefly, but when he became clear again, he rose. “When I still had a body, you could force my hand. You controlled my fingers as I strangled the life out of my wife, and it was for that act that you earned your name of ‘Puppet Master.’ I was certainly not free in any sense of the word.”


    Dorralt’s smirk faded. “Oramain, have your pets attack. Now.”


    “It seems your power over us was somehow tied to our bodies. I believe On’esquin figured that out,” Oramain said, lifting a spectral hand in front of his face. “No body, no puppet. I chose my ‘pets’ carefully. These are either the strongest of those who opposed you, or the few who could motivate the living here to greater heights. I hope you approve. I hereby release them to attack as they see fit.”


    Oramain let out a chilling hiss, and all of the summoned dead relaxed and turned to look at Dorralt too. Greth, Asha, and Ilarra stepped back to be at Raeln’s side. As they fell in beside him, Ilarra patted Raeln’s arm reassuringly and Greth smiled broadly as he glared at Dorralt.


    “Enough of forcing good people to do awful things so you can kill them all off later, once you have your lands back!” Oramain shouted at Dorralt, passing through one of the women near Yoska as though she had no substance. “These are but a few of the people you have wronged in this lifetime! I give them to you as my last gift, Dorralt. I free them to do as they will. Let them attack as you wished.”


    Greth reached down and grabbed Raeln’s arm, helping him get his footing. He gave Raeln a sly wink, and Raeln clasped his hand, startled to feel the warmth there. It was as though he had never left, never died. Almost instinctively, Raeln’s gaze went to Greth’s shirt, half-expecting to find a knife hole in the cloth over his heart.


    “It won’t last,” Greth said sadly. “Let’s make this fight worth remembering. And do I really need to tell you my eyes are up here?”


    The ghostly group turned. For a moment, Dorralt stood still. Then as one, they attacked with roars and battle cries. Dorralt turned to run for the steps but did not manage to make it down more than one before he was dragged back into the courtyard.


    Raeln wanted to rush into the battle, especially when he saw Ilarra and Asha charge headlong into the fray. Instead, he found himself unable to move from where he stood, watching Greth and reveling in the simple act of holding his hand after so long.


    “Stop with the sad face and let’s get in there before someone else gets a piece of him,” Greth said after a few seconds, letting go of Raeln’s hand. “We can talk after we tear him apart like properly civilized folk.”


    Taking a breath to steady his nerves, Raeln ran past Greth and dove into the battle. Blades flashed and claws tore. Dorralt summoned spell after spell, trying to protect himself. For a short time, he managed to stay ahead of his attackers, but there were too many for even him, especially with two dragons. Even the deer were in the crowd, growling as loudly as Feanne and her fellow foxes as they tried to attack Dorralt.


    Drawing the sword he had taken from Alafa, Raeln tossed it to her midfight, and she used it to hack at Dorralt as they kept pushing in on him.


    Dorralt managed to hold his ground for several more minutes, frantically swinging without aiming. Most of his wild swings were easy to avoid, but some did find targets. Nearly every time he swung his arm, one of the raised dead leaped to take the blow for the living, tumbling away and immediately sitting back up, their wounds closing.


    Raeln saw his chance. He lunged around a haphazard swing, driving his claws to his knuckles into Dorralt’s side. When Dorralt tried to twist back around to strike Raeln, Greth caught one of his arms and Feanne caught the other. Together they pinned him, though Raeln knew they could not hold him long. Surprise at the wound was all that kept Dorralt from hurling them aside.


    The battle went quiet when Dorralt ceased his fight. He stood nearly impaled on Raeln’s fingers, looking around with a dazed expression. He tried to take a step away, but Raeln drove his claws deeper, nearing the man’s heart. Dorralt slowly looked up, his eyes flaring red and then fading to a more normal brown as blood poured out over Raeln’s hand.


    “Thank you,” the man whispered, his accent and tone entirely different. He turned his attention across the large group around him, all staring angrily at him. Lowering his head and closing his eyes, he went limp. Feanne and Greth released his arms, allowing him to collapse.


    The tone of the courtyard abruptly changed as Dorralt’s body fell onto its side, staring lifelessly. Yoska and the three women quickly exchanged hugs, and Yoska hurriedly told them about his recent travels. Ilarra and Nenophar stood silently studying one another, their conversation apparently in their minds, while Mairlee waited nearby, her face telling Raeln nothing. Alafa and her family wept in one another’s arms.


    Turning to locate Greth in the crowd, Raeln found his mother had moved to intercept him before he could reach Raeln. As Raeln watched, the two faced one another until Greth lowered his eyes and head, submitting to Asha as the stronger wolf.


    Raeln’s stomach lurched as he realized the last time he had seen his mother alive, she had been trying to find him a young woman to marry. This was not how he wanted her figuring anything out about his life, and Greth was not someone he expected to hide things. He hurried toward them, hoping to be able to speak on his own behalf before Greth blurted out something that would make Raeln’s mother think less of him.


    “Mother,” Raeln said sharply as he came up on them, even as Asha cocked her head to examine Greth from another angle. “We need to talk.”


    Asha’s eyes narrowed, though she kept her attention on Greth. “I am disappointed in you, Raeln.”


    Greth’s ears shot straight up, and any submission in his stance faded instantly. Raeln’s skin prickled, and he wondered if he was about to have a fight with people he had so little time left with.


    “I am disappointed that you did not tell me sooner,” she went on, her tone neutral, as it had been the few times she had spoken during his youth. “I am disappointed that you felt the need to hide your feelings. That was unfair to Ishande.”


    “I…I’m sorry, mother,” Raeln confessed. “I know how the hunters would have viewed this. They would have thought me weak. I could not let that reflect on you.”


    Asha rounded on Raeln, her stern expression making her feel larger than him, even though she was a foot shorter. “Raeln, you are one of the strongest men I have ever met, and I am proud to call you my son. I would have backed you, no matter what. What mother would condemn her child for knowing his own heart? If the hunters belittled you, they would have been fools. If they had belittled me for raising you, I would have beaten them into a shallow grave. There is no shame here. He seems a fine match, though a bit scruffy.”


    Turning back to Greth, Asha lifted his chin with her finger, smiling at him. “You worry about my approval. There is no further need to worry.”


    Raeln gave the two a moment of quiet to study each other. He had learned in his youth that his breed tended to learn more about one another by contemplation than through discussion. His mother was likely learning a lot about Greth, and he about her.


    “Where’s Estin?” Raeln asked the group, abruptly realizing Estin had not come back from the hole in the courtyard stones. He had expected Estin to emerge from hiding as soon as Dorralt fell. The sudden end to the fight had felt a reprieve, but Raeln had to remind himself that they were not done yet. The rumbling of the storm outside the temple was still growing louder.


    “Go help him,” Ilarra said, coming over to Raeln with Nenophar right behind her. Feanne and several others ran down into the staircase where Dorralt had been trying to go. “The dragons are on the verge of dying outside the temple, trying to hold back the mists while the armies get inside. I need to be with them, Raeln. We need to work together or there’s no chance for anyone in here. I don’t think I’ll be back before…”


    Raeln nodded and pulled his sister into a hug, looking over her at Nenophar. He smiled sadly at Raeln before bowing his head.


    “Do what you can,” Raeln said, letting her go. “My place is here.”


    Wiping away a stray tear, Ilarra turned quickly from Raeln and went to Nenophar. They vanished in a swirl of wind and dust, leaving an empty spot in the crowded courtyard.


    “We can stay up here or at least near the top of the stairs,” Greth said, putting a hand on Raeln’s chest to keep him from going to the steps. “His mate can handle this. You don’t have to be the hero every time, you idiot. Let someone else risk themselves, just this once. You have maybe an hour to say your good-byes this time. What do you plan to do with that time? Most people don’t get a chance like this.”


    Raeln winced and backed away, unsure what to do. He saw plenty of others running down the stairs, while soldiers, Marakeer, and Turessians filed into the area just outside the courtyard. Turning away from the stairs, Raeln tried to find anything to keep him from feeling like he was abandoning Estin and his own duties.


    That was when he saw Dalania. Still rooted to the dirt, she stood as though unable to fall. Before her, the sketchy-looking dwarf he had seen earlier was kneeling, his knives placed on the ground near her roots. Neither said anything, but Raeln could recognize a sorrowful apology when he saw it. He had felt as the dwarf appeared to feel during the last minutes of Greth’s life. The dwarf had some kind of feelings for Dalania, and he had let her down by dying too soon.


    “I can’t abandon my friends, even if it gets me killed,” Raeln finally said, getting a sidelong look from the dwarf. Dalania tenderly touched the man’s head and he picked up his weapons and came up to Raeln, eyeing him as though judging his ability to fight.


    “Get yer tall fuzzy butt down those stairs and save as many as you can,” the dwarf practically spat. “I didn’t come back from the bloody hells to watch someone be a coward.” Turning to Greth, the dwarf added, “Greth, stop bein’ a pansy and tell your friend to start marching. You owe me that for dying before I did. A bet’s a bet, kid.”


    Raeln looked over at Greth and saw a familiar smirk. He had fully expected this. Taking Greth’s hand, he replied, “I’m sorry, Greth. I have to do it.”


    “Of course you do,” Greth said, bowing grandly and letting Raeln and the dwarf pass. “We’ll talk after. Plenty of time.”


    Raeln grabbed Greth by the back of the neck, pulled him close, and pressed his muzzle to Greth’s. “Stay alive that long. I don’t want to forget to say good-bye again.”


    Greth laughed as he pulled away. “Go get me the head of the bastard that had me killed. You spend your afterlife alone if the dwarf gets it first.”


    “Bloody good bet,” the dwarf said, chuckling as he ran for the stairs. He fell in beside Yoska as they squeezed down the staircase.


    A crack of stone caught Raeln’s attention as one of the mist-tornados tore into the outer pillars of the temple. His first thought was to run for the stairs, but then he saw Dalania, standing with her head hanging. She was right in the path of the whirlwind and was watching the others abandon her, unable to move with her legs rooted.


    Raeln glanced back to the stairs, but the dwarven man was gone. The remaining soldiers were scattering quickly. Those who could not manage to get into the narrow staircase ran back out of the courtyard in an effort to take cover inside the building. Only Greth and Raeln remained up top with Dalania. Even Turess had gone.


    His fur whipping around in the growing winds, Greth said, “Grab the girl and get moving. I’m not ready to die again just yet, and I’m damned sure I don’t want to die in the mists. I’ll be waiting on the steps.”


    Another rumbling crackle let Raeln know the windstorm was not just at the edge of the temple, but actually tearing into it. From the edge of his vision, he watched as larger stones flew up into the glowing funnel of mists, only to be torn apart and to disappear.


    Raeln ran for Dalania and grabbed her arm with the intention of pulling her onto his back, only to find the roots that had grown from her legs held her firmly in place. At his touch, she lifted her head and smiled sadly at him, while the ghostly wolf standing over her watched silently.


    “Get to safety,” she said gently, her voice barely audible above the roar of the winds. “I cannot go anywhere.”


    “You’ll die out here!” he shouted, tugging at her waist without moving her at all.


    Dalania grabbed his hands and pulled them away with her bark-covered fingers, forcing him to stand and look her in the eye. “Raeln, I chose this. The Miharon told me what he wanted to do and why. I agreed. Go.”


    “I won’t leave you to die alone!”


    “She is not alone,” the Miharon said, its voice reaching both Raeln’s ears and mind simultaneously. “Dalania is the last of the children of my forest. She is all that remains of my life. I will not allow her to suffer. The only way I can ensure the mists depart is to draw them back close to their source, where they will be trapped the same way Dorralt is, while the mortals outside flee. That means we remain here if this war is to ever end. This is where my forest is finally destroyed. Those in the outer halls will be safer than those with Dorralt below. If you must go down there, get out quickly, mortal. I will delay the mists, if I still can. Even my people are destroyed by the mists. I will not last long. My time is at an end. I saw the dawn of mortal life in this world, but they will outlive me.”


    Dalania smiled and shoved him toward the stairs. Behind her—and through the ghostly wolf—Raeln could see three separate columns of mist come together. They tore through the outer walls of the temple and wrapped themselves around the pillars. The entire rise of the temple began to lean as he watched. The mists seemed far more interested in the dome than the outer structure.


    “Go,” Dalania said more forcefully.


    “Raeln! Stupid furless!” Greth shouted, and for a moment, Raeln thought he was insulting Dalania. Turning to yell at him, Raeln saw Greth was pointing at Turess, who was frantically gesturing up at the pillars from a shadowed section of the courtyard.


    The stone ring partway up the temple’s spires flickered with blue magic wherever Turess pointed. The flowing pattern winked out almost immediately after each motion. Turess screamed and stepped back to join Raeln and Greth. He flicked his fingers toward the stone ring, causing a large chunk of the stone to explode in a shower of fragments.


    “I tried to gain us time and protection for this spot!” Turess shouted over the winds. “I am not strong enough! We need to go!”


    “You have done more than I asked of you all those years ago, mortal,” the Miharon whispered, its voice carrying over the winds easily. “Go without shame. Today, all of my people have agreed to this sacrifice. I will use my last moments to keep the mists flowing into this place and away from the rest of the world. I can only hide the people beneath the temple for a short time. After that, I will need to force the mists back into the rift if we are to ever save Eldvar. Get yourselves out of the temple by then.” Turning its massive head toward Raeln, the wolf added, “Tell Feanne…tell her that I am sorry for what I put her through. It was necessary to get us to this place and time. We may not understand mortal morality, but what I did to her and her family was cruel, even for my people.”


    Turess looked ready to argue with the spectral wolf, but Raeln grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the stairs.


    Before Raeln had gone more than a few steps, the spectral human Dorralt had called Oramain appeared again, blocking Raeln’s path to the stairs. He turned to stare at the mists before returning his attention to Raeln.


    “I will do what I can to aid the fae,” Oramain said, his eyes flaring bright yellow. “The Miharon was good to my family in times long past. You have my pledge that there will be a great battle up here to save all of you. Go and leave this last fight to those who have already seen death first-hand. We will ensure that your troops do not die, if there is any way to prevent it. Be mindful that once I am gone, those I have brought back will leave as well.”


    Raeln hesitated and began to turn back toward Dalania, thinking perhaps he should join the ghost and fae, when he was punched hard across the jaw. The blow took him off balance, and he gave up fighting when Greth put his arms around Raeln and dragged him toward the stairs. Turess followed.


    “No more time for stupid gestures,” Greth yelled as the pillars tumbled and fell all around the courtyard. He practically threw Raeln down the staircase, pushed Turess in after, and then dove in behind them. The three of them flattened out on the top steps as a block of stone came crashing onto the opening inches above them.


    Greth lay there panting as Raeln evaluated just how close they had come to dying. Only Turess seemed to snap out of his shock. He hurriedly pushed past the others to get down the stairs in a hurry.


    Realizing he did not have much time before Greth was dead for real, especially if Oramain was killed or weakened by the mists above, Raeln got up and tried to figure out what was going on around him.


    The stairs were full of people, loosely filing down into a room below. Most were family and friends who were probably not going to fight. Among them, Alafa’s family waited near the top of the steps, letting everyone go past them.


    As Raeln got to his feet, the others made an effort to clear him a path toward the bottom. He could make out Feanne at the foot of the steps about a hundred feet below him, illuminated by a mundane torch, held by the grey-furred fox who had startled her originally. Something was happening down there, but Raeln was much too far away to make out any detail beyond Feanne’s distinctive fur color.


    He started down the steps without another thought, rushing blindly toward whatever was there, following the path Turess was cutting through the group. Halfway down, he heard voices as someone spoke loudly, though he was certain it was not coming from anyone on the staircase. The speaker’s voice sounded almost hollow, as though they had too little breath to speak properly.


    When he reached the bottom, Turess moved aside, but Feanne grabbed Raeln’s arm and stepped in his way. She shoved him back along the wall of a small cave-like room, motioning for him to stay where he was. Raeln’s first thought was to charge headlong at whatever had her that frightened, but he obeyed when he saw what was happening.


    The room was occupied only by a few things. The one that caught his attention first was a rippling cloud of dark mists that appeared to be unable to move away from a hole in the air. Standing alongside that cloud was a human—or what had once been a human—dressed in the tattered rags of a Turessian robe. The skeleton’s hands held Estin at the edge of the mists, squirming and trying to keep his back out of the cloud. A toppled throne lay on the far side of the room.


    Feanne had stopped everyone from advancing, causing a bottleneck in the staircase. From what he could gather, the skeleton—likely Dorralt himself—had threatened to kill Estin if they continued forward. With no other exits, Raeln could not see any way this would end well. Dorralt could stall for quite some time—far longer than they had left to spare.


    The skeleton was talking to Feanne, but Raeln could not make himself pay attention. He studied every detail of the creature and how it was holding Estin, trying to find some way to stop it or some weakness he could exploit. Given how little it would take to plunge Estin into the cloud, he could not imagine any way of getting closer in time.


    Then he saw he was not the only one looking for that opportunity. The room was not as empty as he had initially thought.


    Sliding very slowly along the edges of the walls, where the uneven stone allowed for long shadows, were two men. To Raeln’s right, the dwarf he had seen above was cautiously making his way toward Estin. He held a knife along the inner side of his arm to hide the metal from the dim light of the mist cloud. To Raeln’s left, Yoska was doing exactly the same thing. He was able to move a little more quickly, since the skeleton was positioned so Yoska was nearly behind it.


    “Keep still for now,” Feanne whispered without looking back. “I told the others what you said about how to kill him. They have blood on their weapons.”


    “Dorralt said werewolf blood wouldn’t stop him.”


    “They aren’t using werewolf blood.”


    “And where would they get wildling blood?”


    Feanne smirked and reached back and took his hand. She pressed it against the flesh of her back on her right side, where the fur was matted with fresh blood and her shirt was torn open. When he looked down, he could see the claws of both of her hands were coated with fresh blood as well. The deep wound was likely not visible to Dorralt unless she shifted. She had ripped open her own skin to make sure they were able to fight properly.


    “I’m more than willing to bleed for Estin,” she added softly. “Let us hope it’s enough.”


    “Enough stalling!” Dorralt shouted, his skeletal face turning on them. The deep red glow from his eye sockets lit up the foot of the stairs where they stood. “The longer I let you beasts stand around, the more likely you will get everyone here killed. Let me make this ever so simple, so you have some chance of understanding. Turess and any other humans on the stairs, take the wildlings into custody. Subdue them. At that point we may discuss your surrender. Once the wildlings are unable to get everyone here killed, you will send my brother forward to talk. You have ten seconds…”


    Blades flashed on both sides of Dorralt, and he took one hand off Estin in an attempt to defend himself. He managed to get a free hand up and backhand the dwarf, sending him flying into the wall hard enough to dislodge stones.


    Meanwhile, Yoska slashed at Dorralt, sending sprays of steam and flame as the blade hit bone. He aimed for joints, trying to prevent Dorralt from moving Estin. The blood-soaked blades might not be as effective on Dorralt as on Liris, but they were certainly doing more than Raeln expected.


    “Now!” Feanne said sharply. She and Raeln managed only a few steps before Dorralt clawed at Yoska with his free hand to force him back.


    He turned his attention to Feanne and Raeln. “Stop right now,” Dorralt said, shoving Estin into the mists. He showed no indication of the mists harming his skeletal arm, even as Estin screamed in agony, the mists roiling around him.


    Yoska took a single step back the moment Estin went into the mist, and the dwarf spit on the ground. The echoes of Estin’s screaming sounded distant, as though he were being heard down a long hallway.


    “He will survive and not be taken, so long as I keep my grip on him. Kill me and he falls. Refuse to negotiate and he falls. Every second you waste, the mists will continue to tear at his life, draining his magic and aging him. He has maybe a minute before his entire life is torn from him, a year at a time. How much will you sacrifice, vixen?”


    Feanne motioned at Yoska and he backed away. “What else can I do? Pull him out and discuss this. Dorralt, name your terms.”


    As Raeln watched, Estin’s black muzzle began to grey, starting along his chin and then near his whiskers. A minute might be far longer than he had to live. Slowly, Dorralt pulled him out of the mist, and Estin went nearly limp. His eyes barely open as he trembled, his tail hanging on the floor, even as his paws failed to reach the stone tiles.


    “I had a rather nice plan going,” Dorralt announced, his eyeless sockets studying Estin before sweeping over Yoska, the coughing, wounded dwarf, then back to Feanne. “Two thousand years of planning, and now you have me trapped here. You realize this whole world is going to descend further into barbarism each generation that our people do not work to unify them? Look at the world you have seen and tell me that it is not in chaos.”


    “Chaos you caused,” Feanne snapped, taking a delicate step forward, keeping her hands out to her sides so they were visible. “Why are we even having this conversation? Surely you realize that the people behind me will not betray Raeln or I. I would have thought by now you would have run, or is this room more important than your own survival?”


    Raeln shifted a little away from Feanne, advancing as slowly as she did. Another few steps and he might be able to lunge for the arm that held Estin. He only needed to knock Dorralt away from the mists, and Feanne could pull Estin to safety. In a pinch, he would try to throw himself between Estin and the mists. It might buy them precious seconds.


    Dorralt chuckled and shrugged. “The room can be remade. What I cannot do is shift my consciousness to another body. Even the puppets I brought to the temple are too far for me to reach with the mists so close. Mairlee and the fae have trapped me, just as they have trapped you. You did notice how the dragons fled the moment the mists closed in? They know this is beyond saving. If we can come to an agreement, perhaps we will weather this storm together…”


    Feanne took another step, and Dorralt plunged Estin into the mists with a shriek that made Raeln’s ear ache. She froze, and Dorralt removed Estin from the glowing cloud again. With all attention on Feanne, Raeln moved past the dwarf and positioned himself to lunge for Estin. Another few seconds and he could be close enough to tackle Dorralt.


    “Stop trying to be the hero, beast,” Dorralt warned. His head swiveled slightly to gaze at Raeln, silently including him in the warning. “Find my brother. He will understand why this had to be done. Him I can negotiate with. The two of you are far too ignorant for me to reason with.”


    A soft clearing of a throat behind Raeln made him look back. Turess stood at the foot of the steps, with Asha and Greth right behind him.  


    Turess walked forward until he was beside Feanne. He hesitated there, raising his hands in surrender. Then, more slowly, he came over near Raeln. “He will let me get close,” he whispered as he moved to pass Raeln. “Miharon gave me small bit of magic. I will attempt to shield Estin from the mists. Kill my brother the moment you have a clear swing.”


    Raeln moved aside to let Turess past. He tried to advance with Turess and saw Feanne doing the same. But Dorralt immediately raised Estin again toward the mist and they were forced to stop.


    Turess walked to the center of the room, only a few feet from Dorralt.


    “Close enough,” Dorralt said, and Turess came to a stop. “I don’t believe we’ve had enough time to catch up, Turess. It has been too long.”


    Frowning and looking at Estin, Turess replied, “Not long enough, if this is how you treat those you are stronger than. This was not our way. Put Estin down so we can talk.”


    “Might I remind you that they attacked me, brother?”


    “I do remember. My memory is not so bad, and was only a few minutes ago that we began this battle. Put down my friend, and we will talk about anything you wish. I would not see any more death today.”


    Dorralt sighed, which sounded like a hollow breeze. “I am not a fool, Turess. Estin is my only remaining leverage. I am doing what I must for the survival of the empire. I cannot release him. Your made me swear to be the shield of the empire, and that means protecting it no matter who the threat might be.”


    “The empire fell two thousand years ago, Dorralt. Kharali’s absence ensured that. Given your hand in her disappearance, you may blame yourself. She was the sword of the empire, meant to attack those who threatened it. Was never your duty.”


    Gesturing toward the rotted old wooden throne, Dorralt replied, “Take the throne back. This empire is yours, brother. I did all that I have to preserve what you created. I will kneel to you gladly. We can reclaim the world we built together.”


    “Death was always meant to be an ending for us,” Turess replied, taking another step forward. Raeln used that movement to hide his own step off to the side, nearing the mists. “We built something for those who came after us. We were not meant to rule it forever.”


    Nodding and then hanging his head, Dorralt groaned faintly. “I know, Turess. I could not let go. We worked so hard for it all to collapse because you had no heir. I had to try. I had to do something. I had to stop the wildlings before they fulfilled a prophecy they couldn’t even understand. They are animals trying to pretend to greatness.”


    “You had to try by killing the person I chose to lead our nation?”


    “Always ignorant of the details,” Dorralt muttered. He lifted his free hand carefully—clearly trying to make sure it was not perceived as an attempt to attack—and motioned toward the mists. Immediately, the cloud parted, and Raeln could see a white-and-black furred wildling woman, shaking violently as the mists tried to tear her apart. “I can remove her from the mist, Turess. She was trapped during…an experiment. I could not free her to come save you, or we would have all been destroyed. She is the capstone in keeping the mists in check. You must believe I tried to free her once I realized you would die without her. By then it was too late. I could not remove her without another.


    “All I need is someone to take her place. Give me Estin and you can have Kharali. Walk away with your armies and take your empire back, with your wife at your side. I will serve you without question, my brother. I attempted to raise the empire in your absence, but I will bend my knee to you. Say the word and your wife walks free. The only loss is Estin. One man for the sake of the empire.”


    Raeln looked to Feanne, but she was not paying attention to anything but Dorralt. Her fingers twitched as she fought the urge to attack, though without anger in her eyes, but horror. She thought Turess would accept the deal. On that expression’s merit, Raeln shifted his footing, ready to go for Turess the moment he betrayed them. He might not be able to save Estin, but he could certainly break Turess’s neck.


    “A fair trade,” Turess noted, clasping his hands behind his back. As he did, Raeln realized he was motioning for them to stop. It did little to ease his tension, but Raeln wondered what he was up to. “When I was brought back, I would have accepted. Was actually my original plan to sacrifice Raeln, Feanne, and Estin if needed to stand where I am today.”


    “Then we have a deal?” Dorralt asked, lifting Estin a little higher as though to remind Turess that he was there.


    “How can I trade the life of one I respect for one I love?” Turess countered. “You ask me to betray all of the good will I have attempted to create in this world so that I can be happy. I cannot in good conscience accept. Is tempting, but not something I can agree to. Offer me something else. Find another way, brother. You were always wiser than I. Reason this out.”


    Dorralt’s skeletal shoulders dipped slightly in obvious disappointment. “We are at a standstill. The mists will tear the temple down above us, and yet we will survive down here for quite some time. When the mists come for us, they will be pulled into the hole. How long are you willing to watch me hold this man by the neck and threaten to throw him into the mists? I will not relent, and I know you well enough to know you will not either.”


    “How long are you willing to betray the trust I once put in you? Put Estin down. You were the shield of this empire, not its executioner. If the empire were to exist again, it is Raeln now marked as the sword. The position was never—and will never be—yours. I made that decision for a reason.”


    Lowering Estin until his feet nearly touched the ground, Dorralt replied, “I cannot let him go, Turess. My children may survive this with or without me, but if I do not replace Kharali in the next few years, both she and I will die. Would you condemn your brother to save your wife? Would you be willing to give me another who can survive the mists for a time, if only to broker a deal? I need someone—a wildling, due to the way I built the magic—if I am going to relent. Give me something. We both know this rift in Eldvar must be capped.”


    “That is not my decision to make,” Turess admitted, more openly motioning for Raeln to stand back. He then turned to Feanne. “It is your husband who will die for this. I put it in your hands, Feanne. Which life will we lose and which will we spare?”


    Feanne studied Estin for a long time before she nodded grimly. Raeln recognized that look all too easily. She was willing to give herself to save Estin. Before Raeln could catch Turess’s attention, he returned to staring down his undead brother.


    “Though I would never wish it on her, Feanne is willing to trade her life for Estin’s,” Turess said. “How do we proceed?”


    Feanne raised her hands defensively, keeping her head low as she advanced to stand at Turess’s side. She stopped there, waiting and never raising her eyes to meet Estin’s.


    Raeln’s anger flared out of control, and he found himself growling angrily. He started toward Feanne, ready to drag her out of the room if he had to. He could not stand by and watch her kill herself for the slim chance that Dorralt might spare Estin, which she had to know was unlikely.


    He made it almost to Turess when Feanne snarled at him and gave him a look that demanded he back down. Reluctantly, he stopped and returned his attention to Dorralt and Estin. He had moved somewhat out of position, but he was certain if he had a moment’s warning, he could still get between Estin and the mists.


    “How do I know you will spare him?” Feanne asked, her posture immediately returning to a far more submissive state. “I will trade myself for him, but only if I can be certain.”


    Dorralt laughed and shook Estin violently. When he did, Raeln watched Estin’s muscles tense, ready to act. He was planning something. For a brief moment, Estin and Feanne’s eyes met before both returned to their acting.


    “You have no assurances,” Dorralt spat. “I do promise not to kill him today, though I will not promise anything about the future. It all depends on how long you survive the mists.”


    “Then I have no choice.” Feanne kept her hands raised and walked up to stand directly in front of Dorralt. “Release Estin and take me. I will kneel to you as my lord, if that is what this requires.”


    “I will agree to this,” Dorralt said, after staring at Feanne a moment. He slowly put Estin down on his feet. “I swear by our parents’ blood, Turess. Her life for his and Kharali’s. She will likely survive the mists longer than Estin, anyway. The Miharon made her strong.”


    Turess shook his head. “You are not bargaining with me anymore, brother. This is between you and Feanne. Bargain with her.”


    Raeln tensed, ready to lunge at Feanne to stop her, but it was Estin who stopped him. Though barely able to stand, Estin made several furtive gestures, warning Raeln to stay back. Reluctantly, Raeln held his ground. It would take him two strides to reach Dorralt and Estin, placing him farther away than he would have liked, given the proximity of the mists. Despite Estin’s gesturing, Raeln slid his paws carefully forward to hide his movement.


    “The prophecies my brother wrote on his deathbed,” Dorralt mused, cocking his head to study Feanne. “He said six would have a chance of saving the world. Yoska, Raeln, Estin, Turess, Dalania, and you are here. You have done all you could. There is no shame in sacrificing one for the sake of millions. Your death will bring about a new age for the world. While you suffer, we may be able to contain the mists and close the door between worlds—”


    Feanne attacked without warning. Her claws broke through Dorralt’s skull and several ribs simultaneously. She spun, hooking his arm and neck in a move Raeln had taught her. The maneuver put all of the foe’s weight against their own neck, though with Dorralt, that mattered little. It did force him to drop Estin, though.


    Running, Raeln went for Estin. He was badly hurt, barely able to crawl, but he reached for Raeln’s arm, trying to meet him before Feanne lost her grip.


    With a lurch, Dorralt snapped his neck sideways, breaking Feanne’s hold on him. He turned sharply, and a kick likely intended for Feanne hit Estin in the side instead.


    Everything seemed to slow to a crawl around Raeln as Estin’s hand slid through his fingers and he tumbled toward the mists. Raeln dove for him, but the moment Estin’s shoulder hit the hole in the air, it seemed to grab hold of him and pull him in. Though it happened in less than a second, it felt like minutes as his long tail continued to fall into the mists even after his body vanished. Raeln scrambled forward, hoping to grab Estin’s tail and pull him back before it was too late.


    Feanne leaped onto Dorralt, screaming as she ripped him apart one piece at a time. He fought her, trying to land a solid blow, but if he did, Raeln saw not so much as a flinch as she continued fighting. The dwarf and Yoska joined her, likely trying to keep Dorralt from overpowering her quickly.


    Diving, Raeln’s fingers brushed Estin’s tail just as the last few inches were pulled into the mist. With a flare of energy and wind, Estin was gone, rapidly shrinking in the distance within the hole between worlds toward Kharali. Raeln watched as Estin tumbled, intentionally striking Kharali hard, pushing her toward Raeln before he vanished into the depth of the darkness.


    Before Raeln managed to pry himself away from the hypnotic shimmer of the mists, Feanne lost her mind. She tore into Dorralt, hissing and spitting as she ripped him apart. Her fangs and feet did little, but her claws, still coated with blood, burned and broke bone at every swing. By the time Raeln grabbed her, Dorralt lay in a broken heap, his bones ever so slowly clicking back together.


    “You bastard!” Feanne screamed, flailing as she tried to pull free of Raeln’s hold. He felt her claws brush his jaw and neck, forcing him to lock her arms to keep her from hurting or killing him by accident. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of your kind! Every one of you will die at my hands!”


    Turess knelt beside his brother as Dorralt’s body rebuilt itself gradually. All the people who had remained at the staircase filed into the room. Soon the whole place was packed, though Raeln continued to hold Feanne in a position that kept her from attacking him. He backed away from the main group in hopes of letting Feanne calm down.


    Greth pushed his way through the soldiers to come over to Raeln. “Hey, pack-leader,” Greth said off-handedly, dipping his head in greeting to Feanne. She did not seem to notice as she kept struggling to get at Dorralt. “Raeln, let her go.”


    “She needs to calm down first,” Raeln replied, only to get another thrashing attempt by Feanne to free herself. She kicked at his shin, slicing open his skin with her claws.


    “Raeln, stop,” Greth insisted, putting a hand on his shoulder. “How did you feel after I died?”


    “I…” Raeln managed to croak out before he eased his grip on Feanne, though he kept her close. “I’m sorry.”


    Feanne’s fighting abruptly stopped as she looked at Greth with wide eyes. “Ghohar’s son?”


    “Yeah,” Greth answered, smiling at her. “You see how you’re in Raeln’s arms? Kind of where I want to be right now, if you don’t mind. The oaf’s mine. Oh, in case you missed it, I’m dead. My sire says hello.”


    Feanne extracted herself from Raeln’s grip and gave him an apologetic look. Then she ran over to Turess’s side and knelt beside the skeletal body of Dorralt, giving the glowing mists angry glances every few seconds. Greth’s arrival seemed to have shaken her enough that she seemed unable to find the fury that had kept her going seconds before.


    Shaking his head, Greth said, “That went about as well as expected. What now? The Turessians are probably running for the hills and Estin’s dead. What do we do?”


    Raeln took Greth’s hand and pressed it to his muzzle. “Let me sort this all out. We can talk after.”


    “I expect nothing less,” Greth replied, though his expression looked far sadder than Raeln would have anticipated. They would definitely need to talk. Almost idly, Greth brushed at the scars that lined Raeln’s muzzle and ear, shaking his head.


    Taking his leave of Greth, Raeln went over to Feanne and Turess. To his surprise, Dorralt was lying on the ground, though Raeln could barely recognize him. In healing from the wounds inflicted on him, Dorralt had become human again, fully fleshed. He looked tired and older than his features hinted at, but very much alive. Though Dorralt kept his hands up in surrender, he calmly spoke with the two at his sides. There was no apparent threat of violence from either side.


    “We need to undo all you have done,” Turess was saying. “Thousands have died because of your greed. I won’t have any more die.”


    Nodding while lying prone, Dorralt said, “I agree. Had the Miharon not called the mists here, I might have been able to help. Now I am powerless. I can even feel the dragons outside the temple struggling to stay alive and escape. This is more than I ever expected. More than I believed could happen. The voices of the dead in my magic blinded me, consumed me after too long away from any voices but theirs. I can already hear them returning, but I will help so long as I can keep my mind clear.”


    “How do I fix this, brother?” Turess asked, taking Dorralt’s hand. “Can we save Estin? Can I still save Kharali? What is there yet we can save? Do the right thing, just this once.”


    Dorralt looked over at Raeln and Feanne before turning his face away. “Someone must take her place. Even if I wanted to die, I cannot pull her out without the mists bursting into this temple seconds after she is gone. She is the cork in a bottle. We need a new cork within seconds. Without one, everyone here will die. Estin has already destabilized the rift enough that it will tear her apart soon. Even if he hadn’t, the Miharon is funneling all of the mists to this spot. If we can cap the rift…we may still die, but the rest of the world will survive.”


    Lowering his head, Turess nodded sadly. “I will take her place.”


    “Have you not listened to anything I said?” Dorralt demanded, his eyes flaring bright red for a second. He quickly calmed and lowered his face again when Feanne tensed. “I built this magic around using a wildling. I could have chosen anything, but once it was chosen, it is what that particular magic requires. It will take me years to redesign it. You cannot take Kharali’s place.


    “I only see two wildlings down here who aren’t already dead and are strong enough to survive. Feanne or Raeln will need to give up their lives if Kharali is to leave. We cannot close the door into the next realm, no matter what we do. The Miharon pulled the mists to Kharali’s pain. Replacing her will buy you centuries, if not more, before the mists can break free again. There are very few options left, Turess. I am sorry. This was not what I intended all those years ago. I lost my way.”


    “We need to find another way to close that rift,” Turess said, seemingly to himself.


    Dorralt shook his head. “The Miharon is taking care of more than we can. It is pulling the mists here to push them back through the hole to their world. We can only seal the hole so nothing else comes through. That requires a sacrifice, and my poor choices left it attuned to wildlings or I would make the sacrifice myself. Given a few years, I might be able to fix that, but we have mere minutes. We must make a decision now, and I can work to redeem myself later.”


    Feanne reached over and took Turess’s hand in the most tender gesture Raeln had seen from her since he had met her. Turess pointedly avoided looking at her at first, but eventually he squeezed her hand in return. Raeln had a good hunch what that exchange entailed.


    From the crowd at the steps, the grey-furred fox Raeln had seen near Feanne earlier pushed his way forward. His movement was that of someone as well-trained as Raeln, ready to start a fight if he had any reason but willing to avoid it if he could. As soon as he emerged, Feanne’s face fell and Raeln swore she looked ready to run.


    The grey fox knelt beside Feanne and Turess, snarling slightly as his eyes passed over Dorralt. He quickly turned his attention to Feanne.


    “Do not say anything,” Feanne said, lowering her eyes. “I cannot do this, Insrin. Not now, not ever again.”


    Insrin grabbed her hand before she could move it away, pulling her slightly to force her to look at him. When she finally did, he said, “I need to know, Feanne. Do you love him?”


    “With all my heart,” Feanne answered, her voice cracking. She lowered her eyes again, trying to pull her hand free of Insrin’s, but he did not budge.


    “I should have let you go far sooner,” Insrin said, his ears drooping. “I wanted you to be happy, but I ignored the easiest way to give that to you. I’m sorry, Feanne. Everything I did was wrong. You didn’t deserve how things ended. You didn’t deserve what I called you, and you don’t deserve to be without Estin now.”


    Feanne tore her hand free, and Raeln stepped up to grab Insrin if needed, but she held a hand up and stopped him. “Go away, Insrin. You’re forgiven, but now is not a time I can deal with this. These days, being a monster is all that keeps me alive. The name you gave me was fitting.”


    “There is no other time left,” Insrin admitted, though he bowed his head and stood. “When Oramain brought me back, I’d hoped to apologize to both of you. This will need to suffice.”


    Without another word, Insrin left Feanne and headed back to the stairs. Immediately Feanne covered her face, and Raeln could see she was struggling to keep from crying. The man, whoever he was, had shaken her badly. Despite her request that he stop, Raeln came to Feanne’s side and put a hand on her shoulder. She put one hand over his, keeping her face hidden until she managed to steady her breathing.


    “A life for a life,” Feanne said, letting her hand drop to her lap. “My mate is gone, and we will likely never know where his body was thrown. Take your life back, Turess. I’ll take Kharali’s place in the mist.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to argue, but before he could speak, Feanne rounded on him. She hopped to her feet to push him back, her claws digging into his chest. “You I will ask more of. Pledge your life against a promise.”


    “Feanne, there is no way I—”


    She punched him in the stomach hard enough that he had trouble finding words. The blow caught him by surprise, having expected her claws instead. “I am still stronger than you,” she snapped, shoving Raeln against the wall of the cave and away from Turess and Dorralt. “This is not your place to lead. I am your pack-leader, as much as I am Greth’s. Pledge on your life and Greth’s that you will find my children and deliver a message.”


    “Anything you ask,” Raeln finally managed to choke out, though he could not meet Feanne’s eyes. In looking away, he found himself watching Greth instead.


    “Tell them that they were loved, and that their parents did not abandon them willingly. Tell them how their parents died trying to save them and their future. Most of all, tell them their parents died together, trying to do what was right. Promise me, Raeln. Anything more than that is up to you, but those things I want them to know and believe. They need to hear it and forgive us for being gone.”


    Raeln nodded, closing his eyes to keep her from seeing his tears and to keep from looking at Greth’s face. He could only imagine what Greth must think of him for allowing this. He was letting another friend die, helpless to change the way things were turning out.


    “Thank you,” Feanne said, moving her claws away from his chest and instead putting the pads of her hand on his stomach in a far more soothing gesture. “You have done more for us than most. No matter how long I am in there, I will not forget you and the others. I am forever in your debt.”


    Raeln kept his eyes tightly shut as tears came. Feanne removed her hand from him, and he could hear her move away. He covered his face, trying to hide his shame and hold back the sobbing. He wondered if he would ever forgive himself for all the deaths.


    “Turess, let us do this before I begin regretting my choices,” Feanne said.


    Sniffling to keep his nose from running, Raeln opened his eyes and found Greth was standing nearby. He watched Raeln, ignoring Feanne and Turess’s preparations. Behind Greth, Raeln saw his mother watching him expectantly. She stared him down, her eyes saying she already knew what he was coming to grips with in his own heart. She had always understood without having to ask.


    From the corner of Raeln’s eye, he watched as Feanne approached the mists with Turess at her side. She was going to do it at any moment. She was willing to subject herself to a near eternity of torture to save others, all because her husband was lost and likely dead. The more he thought about it, the more he found himself staring at Greth, trying to get him to say what he needed to do. He did not want to make this choice by himself.


    Memories came of his first meeting with Estin. He had changed little from the haunted, abused person Raeln had met in the slave camp, but that was not what he thought most on. Instead, it was the children. Those two little foxes—looking to be more Feanne’s children than Estin’s, no matter his affection for them—with their eyes staring sadly at Raeln, as though he could make everything better. He had wanted so badly to help them, though there had been little he could do then. Now their father was dead and their mother was prepared to throw her life away to ensure the Turessians and the mists would never come looking for them.


    That kind of sacrifice was more than he could bear. He could not allow that memory to consume him. Too many people had lost their families already. His oath had always been his life, but now he had to do something more important than a promise. He had to give those children hope again. He had to give them back what was left of their family.


    “Greth,” Raeln said, his voice shaking. He noticed Greth’s ears tilted his way, even as his eyes drifted to the mists. “I’m sorry.”


    Nodding, Greth turned his back on Raeln, though he said over his shoulder, “I can wait, you idiot. I knew this was coming. Think I don’t know you by now?”


    Turning toward Feanne and Turess, who were talking softly at the edge of the mists, Raeln walked up to Feanne. Neither seemed to have heard him approach, their attention solely on some details of what Turess was going to attempt. Occasionally Dorralt would tell them something about the magic of the place, but Raeln understood none of it. They were kneeling, with Turess drawing a diagram in the dust of the floor while Feanne stared numbly at him.


    “Feanne, we need to talk about one thing before you do this,” Raeln insisted.


    Feanne sighed and did not look up. “Raeln, there will always be more to talk about. There is no time. Kharali will die soon. We need to do this now.”


    “I need you to look me in the eye and talk about your children. I need to know you’ve thought this through.”


    Feanne’s hands dropped to her sides. Closing her eyes briefly, she nodded. “You already know what they need to hear. Take the message to them and never tell them that I am here, or they will likely tear this world apart trying to find me. I know I would have at their age.”


    “Estin’s death wasn’t your fault, Feanne.”


    She bared her teeth briefly before letting her head fall forward in surrender. “Say that all you want. He was always there to save me. Every time I was in danger, he would come running, and he has yet to fail me. I wasn’t fast enough or strong enough. I failed him. My children will understand why I chose this. I cannot ever look them in the eyes, could never ask them to forgive me for losing Estin like this. I will forever regret my mistakes here. I will regret—something that I swore I never would do. This is my penance.”


    Clenching his fists, Raeln barely noticed Yoska and the dwarf moving around past Feanne, placing themselves between her and the mists. The two men moved as though they were telling each other where to go, though Raeln heard nothing and saw no indicators that they were signaling each other.


    “Look at me and tell me this is the right thing to do. Tell me this is what you have to do,” he demanded. “A thousand years of torture and then death, while your children—”


    Feanne opened her eyes and looked at him as she got up. “Stop, Raeln. I have to—”


    Raeln punched her on the side of the head as hard as he could manage, knocking her backward and spraying blood across Turess, who kept his eyes on the floor. Yoska and the dwarf caught Feanne as she fell, and when she blinked and tried to get up, the dwarf hit her again with the hilt of his dagger. This time, she lay still.


    “Do the right thing, you fuzzy giant,” grumbled the dwarf. The two of them dragged Feanne away, Yoska pressing a cloth to her forehead to slow the bleeding. “Make it worth our time, given what she’ll do to us. I’m already dead and I’m still dreading this…”


    Raeln stepped in as they carried Feanne away, taking her place at Turess’s side. He did not look up and honestly did not look surprised.


    Before Raeln could force himself to say anything, Greth walked up beside him and pressed his body close to Raeln’s. “You’re going to try and do this without saying good-bye,” Greth said, taking his hand. “Not a chance. Say it this time or you don’t get to go. I’ll spend my last few minutes beating sense into you. The world can burn for all I care.”


    “Greth—”


    “Tell me the whole truth or I throw myself in there, whether it helps or not,” Greth snapped, squeezing Raeln’s hand tightly. “You do know lying to her was the first time I’ve heard you break your word, right? Don’t promise me anything. Just tell me the truth.”


    Raeln pulled Greth to himself, staring down at the top of Greth’s head as they hugged. “A little longer, Greth. This isn’t forever. I love you. I’ll be with you in a few years.”


    “It’s centuries or longer, you idiot.”


    “Do you really have anywhere else to go?” Raeln asked, trying to be funny but instead barely managing to keep himself from bursting into tears.


    “Always the clever one,” Greth muttered, burying his face in Raeln’s chest. “You know I’ll be waiting. Don’t make me wait too long.”


    Clenching his jaw and fighting tears, Raeln stepped away from Greth and turned to Turess, who looked little better than he felt. He was rubbing nervously at the edge of his robe, watching the silhouette of Kharali in the mist cloud.


    At Turess’s side, Dorralt was clawing at his head, whispering and muttering as he struggled to maintain control.


    “Are you sure?” Turess asked, finally looking at him and Greth. “This is one-way. I don’t know that I can ever pull you out. Closing hole will kill you, and even that may be beyond our ability to accomplish. Once you go in, you will suffer until your body dies or we find another way. Unless another volunteers to take your place…”


    “I’m sure,” Raeln said without hesitation, wiping the tears from his face. “I don’t want anyone else trying to put themselves through this. If you can’t close the hole in the world, I want you to bury this temple forever. Give us as many years as possible before the mists come back. I’ll fight them forever if I have to.”


    Turess winced and bowed to Raeln. “I know that is what needs to be done. My brother has asked to be buried here as well, to explain to next generation what must be done. Are you sure you want to be the one stuck here? Feanne would happily—”


    “Without a doubt. I would hate myself for the rest of my days if Feanne took my place. This is where I belong, Turess. This is what I came here to do. This is the man I was always meant to be. I was always taught that I had to be willing to sacrifice for others. If this really is my death, I’d call it a good one. I would certainly not regret it.”


    “Then stand beside the mist, and I’ll make this as easy on you as I can using what little magic we have available. You only need to do one thing. When you step in, you must pull Kharali out, or she will remain in there and you will be torn apart. Estin helped us considerably by moving her, but it will still not be easy. Until we get you to exact right spot, the mist will tear your life away from you. Once you take her place, time will stop for you.”


    Raeln let his head hang and approached the mists until he could feel their heat and cold through his fur. Turning back toward the others, he had eyes for only Greth, who was openly weeping. As Raeln watched, Greth examined his hand between sobs, and Raeln could see his claws were beginning to crumble—the magic keeping him alive was already fading. They had run out of time. Oramain was gone.


    “It’s just a few hundred years,” Raeln said as Turess walked up beside him. “You’d think less of me if I let someone else’s wife die when I could save them. This is about more than her…I can’t let her orphan their children.”


    “Bloody idiot,” Greth muttered, covering his face. “Always knew you’d do something like this…”


    Beyond Greth, Raeln spotted Asha, who moved over to stand beside Greth. Taking him in her arms, she comforted him, holding him tightly and patting his neck. It had been like that when Raeln or Ilarra had woken from nightmares in their youth. Now his dead mother was consoling his dead lover, even as he was going to let himself die to save others. It was surreal. Still, the sooner he began the torture, the sooner he would be with them again in whatever afterlife awaited them.


    “Do it.”


    Magical energy slammed into Raeln, driving him into the mists. Pain and rapidly changing temperatures washed over him as the mists drew him in. Fingers reached through his flesh and bones, trying to tear him apart and failing. Agony drew scream after scream as he fought to free himself.


    The sense of something near Raeln’s shoulder let him know he was nearing Kharali. Without being able to see anything clearly, he reached out and grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, then threw her toward the entrance of the mists. Doing so shoved him even deeper, ensnaring him in a burning cloud that held him firmly, preventing him from moving his arms or legs. His whole body froze in place as the sensation of having his skin and muscles flayed washed over him.


    Through the mists, Raeln watched as Kharali collapsed onto the stones outside the reach of the mists. She had barely emerged before Turess pulled her into a hug, kissing her muzzle as she passed out. Beyond, he could see Yoska watching him sadly, still holding Feanne in his lap. Near Yoska, Raeln’s mother watched him with tear-filled eyes—the first time he had ever seen her cry. In her arms, Greth cried like a pup, his head buried in her shoulder.


    Then the world faded away and there was unending pain.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “End of the Fall”


     


    Estin tumbled as Dorralt kicked him and tried to grab the uneven stone floor as his back came into contact with the mists. He felt the cloud wrap itself around him, pulling him in before he could get his claws into anything. His entire body burned as the mists completely sucked him in. For a second he thrashed in blind agony before remembering Kharali was just inside the hole he had gone through.


    He tumbled uncontrollably, in so much pain he could barely think, let alone act. Estin tried to look around for the leopardess, hoping that if he could not save himself, he might be able to save her. A cool breeze seemed to wash over him, and momentarily, the pain was gone, giving him enough clarity to take in what he was seeing. He thought he caught a glimpse of Turess outside the mists, his hands pointed at Estin and his eyes clouded with concentration. But the image was gone so quickly that he could not be sure what he saw. If Turess was doing something to aid him magically, he had to be getting help from somewhere else. Estin could probably thank Mairlee or the Miharon for that.


    Estin tumbled through sparkling mists, pulled deeper into the cloud as the mists tried to tear him apart. He could feel the tendrils tugging at his body and mind, ripping the magic from him, though it was bearable for the moment. He turned his head, trying to ignore the sensation, and spotted Kharali hanging limply nearby.


    The snow leopardess was unconscious as far as Estin could see, her body suspended inside a gaping black hole he took to be the actual tear between worlds that Dorralt had spoken of. Faint tendrils of flame held her arms and legs, preventing her from drifting away from the dark spot.


    Saving Kharali might not be possible. Estin thought of that hole as a drain through which the mists would either come or go. Removing the cork could change everything and might put him in her place, which could not possibly be worse than where he already was.


    Estin threw himself sideways with as much force as he could muster, using his tail to control his spin in the water-like mists. He caught Kharali’s ankle with one hand and pulled. At first she did not move and he continued to drift toward and then past her. In a panic, Estin kicked her as hard as he could, knocking her free of the hole and breaking the thin lines of flame. Then the cool sensation faded and the mists burned his skin, blinding him with pain.


    Minutes or hours passed as the mists buffeted him about, tugging and tearing at his body. Each time the agony grew to the point that he thought he would die from pain alone, the cooling sensation returned briefly. It spared him long enough that he managed to stay awake and continue fighting to endure. Whether the aid was coming from Turess or Mairlee—or anything else Estin had ever heard of—he hoped they knew how much he appreciated those seconds of respite.


    The mists shifted, and Estin felt himself violently thrown out into cool air. Smiling despite the continued ache through his body, he then realized he was not actually touching anything. For a brief moment, he tumbled, feeling weightless. He fell backward and hit the ground so hard that he blacked out.


    When he came to, his mouth was filled with both blood and sand. Attempting to push himself up, he fell again. He had put too much weight on his injured wrist, which was far from fully healed. Coughing and struggling to roll to a kneeling position, Estin fell back down as his legs gave out.


    Reaching down, he felt along his legs for any major injuries, but he found nothing more than bruises under his fur. Despite that, his knees and ankles ached badly, making him really not want to stand up anytime soon. Even his tail and shoulders hurt. The pain was far less when he lay still, focusing on his breathing while he stayed on the sand. No matter how he poked and prodded at his knees, all he could find was a small amount of swelling.


    Estin tried to open his eyes, only to find the light blinded him, forcing him to close them again.


    To keep himself from having to get up sooner than he wanted to, Estin sniffed and listened. He tried to gauge where he might be and whether he was in any danger without the ability to see. He could smell water, and thousands of distinct scents that were foreign to him. The sand under him alone was enough to tell him he was nowhere near where he had entered the mists. The warm sunlight confirmed it, though the smells were nothing like Corraith, the only other place he had been with that much sand.


    Estin finally gave up on letting his body fend for itself and sat up, ignoring the objections of his joints. The pain was not nearly as bad as he had first thought, but his knees and shoulders ached and burned. He could only imagine he had managed to bruise himself worse than he thought during the time in the mists. That, he could fix.


    He reached up to heal his shoulder, stretching his thoughts out to the voices that were an intrinsic part of his magic. He found silence in his mind. There were no voices, no ambient flows of magic…just his own thoughts. It was not the first time the mists had left him helpless, but it was always inconvenient. He sighed and accepted it would take some time to recover in both mind and body. He honestly had not expected to still be alive, let alone have full control over his magic. A wait for a few hours to channel magic again would be an easy thing to endure.


    Looking around when his eyes adjusted to the light. Estin found he lay on a small island, surrounded by blue-black water as far as he could see in every direction. There were a few trees and some stone outcroppings that might make a decent shelter, but little else. He likely could walk the entire isle within a day and not miss anything.


    Estin’s grumbling stomach alerted him to his next problem. He was half-starved after healing himself repeatedly on the way into the temple. The dragon’s gift of magic had been a huge boon, but it had also sapped his strength far more than normal. He needed to eat and drink, or his body would revert back to its injured state. Given how many wounds he had healed during the last day, that could be fatal. Rolling his eyes at his own foolishness, he accepted that it might even be why his joints hurt so much. That and the repeated beatings from Dorralt and rough ride through the mists.


    “All right, I can’t eat trees,” he muttered. He eyed the tall trees and their massive green fronds far off the ground, which bore what appeared to be oversized nuts. He saw nothing that resembled fruit, though he hoped some of the smaller trees near the middle of the island might have something. “What else do I have?”


    Searching the beach, Estin spotted a group of massive turtles, nearly as large as wolves in the mountains. Aside from them, there was no sign of wildlife other than a few birds circling overhead. If anything lived on the island, it was hiding from him and likely would put up a fight when he did find it. And he was in no shape to fight with anything.


    “Guess it’s time to go full-on predator and resort to a meat diet,” he grumbled, rubbing his face. “I hate fish. Not the first time I had to eat something I hate, though.”


    Estin lay back on the sand and stared up at the blue sky. He had survived, and that meant Feanne probably had too. He had to believe that. No matter where he was and what was to come, he forced himself to believe she was happy and safe far away from the mists. There was little else he could do to keep from screaming in frustration. She and the kits had to stay out of his mind if he was going to survive and find his way back to them. Once he was on the mainland, he could dedicate himself to finding them and figuring out what he had missed.


    Climbing to his feet, Estin stopped and looked down at his hands. Normally the fur there was starkly black, but it now had grey tips in spots. As he stared at his fingers, turning his hands over and back, he realized both hands shook slightly. With some effort, he managed to steady them and forced himself to search the island again. The grey in his fur was likely little more than aftereffects of the mists, but the trembling was more worrisome.


    “Too tired, getting shaky.” He clenched one hand into a fist. Doing so made his knuckles ache. He had gotten sick plenty of times by pushing himself, but joint pain was new.


    Estin put aside the idea of getting a real meal right away. He thought he might rest in the hopes that when he woke, the island would be cooler and he would have a little more energy. Plus it would be far easier to hunt in the dark. In the meantime, he knew he had a few scraps in his pouches from his last meal before reaching the temple. Morsels were still better than nothing.


    Making his way to the shade of the nearest tree, Estin flopped onto a patch of grass that he thought might stay in the shadows for hours. He tried to make himself rest but could not calm his mind. All he could think about was how he was going to get back to the mainland and find out where he was. He would have to swim or build a raft of some sort, but he could not see anything beyond the water, giving him no clear direction to go.


    As much to distract himself as to soothe his stomach, Estin pulled out the few bits of dried fruit and salted meats from his pouch and ate them slowly. With each bite, he tried to remind himself that until he had done some exploration, those few morsels would likely be his last meal. He probably could have eaten them in seconds, but instead made them last as long as he could in an effort to convince himself he had eaten more than he had.


    Once the food was gone, Estin scanned the horizon again, straining to find something he could use as a landmark or guide. During his first sweep of the island, he realized a large cloud that was rapidly dissipating hung twenty feet over the land—thankfully, no storm seemed likely. On a second pass across the waves, a faint dot in the distance drew his gaze. He initially thought it was one of the birds or a trick of the bright sunlight on one of the white-crested waves. The more he stared at it, the easier it was to see it was riding the water, the clouds in the distance helping to hide large white sails.


    A boat. Salvation after less than an hour lost. Perhaps his luck was turning around after all. With even more luck, in a few hours he could be back on land and searching for his family.


    That left Estin with a new issue. The ship was at least a mile out. The likelihood of the crew seeing him was extremely slim, unless they were actively searching. He guessed that would not be the case. He needed something they would see, no matter how far off. Without magic, he would have to find whatever he could use quickly, before they were out of sight.


    Estin’s attention darted between the trees and grass nearby. Aside from a few dried old fronds, he had nothing available to him. Some of the greener fronds might create smoke sufficient to draw a little attention his way. The dry ones would be enough for a very brief fire, if he could find a way to light them.


    He got up as quickly as he could, grabbed a handful of the fronds with one hand, and tucked them under his arm. Limping to the next tree—his hip aching, making it more difficult than he would have liked—he gathered more of the leafy branches as he went, the dry bits crackling under his elbow. He threw the pile of dry fronds on the sandy beach, where he hoped the smoke would be visible.


    Estin placed his palm over the fronds and concentrated. It would not take much magic to ignite the already-dry branches. He pushed himself until his hand trembled over the fronds, his mind hurt, and he had to pant to cool himself off in the hot sunlight. Frustrated, he closed his hand into a fist and looked back at the sea. The ship was halfway past the island. He was rapidly running out of time.


    Swearing at himself for relying too much on magic that kept failing him, Estin ripped a strong piece of wood from one of the branches. Running back up to the edge of the grass, he searched until he found a chunk of bark. He took that back to the fronds, placed it in among them, and set the stick on it. Rubbing the two together as quickly as he could, he managed to get a thin stream of smoke and then a flicker of flame. That spark spread to the fronds, and within seconds the dry brush began pouring out smoke faster than Estin had expected.


    Estin slid away from the burning fronds, patting out several spots of his fur that were on fire. He stood a safe distance away, watching the distant ship as it continued away from him. It did not appear to be turning, and within twenty minutes, the last of the fronds had burned out, leaving only a thin line of smoke. Still he did not give up hope as he stared at the slowly departing vessel. When he was almost certain the ship was far enough away that he would not be seen, the sails shifted, and Estin realized they were turning around.


    “Don’t panic, Estin,” he told himself, sitting beside the ashes of the leaves. “Get a ride, find out where you are, and then you can go looking for Feanne. One step at a time. You’ve fought Turessians. This should be easy.”


    The ship continued to grow larger, and Estin could soon make out details he had been unable to see originally. The ship’s wood was blackened both with pitch and age. Its twin sails were white, though a third was black with what appeared to be a skull, which he hardly took as an ideal crest for any realm. He knew of no nation that would put a white skull on black cloth as their banner. Estin had never seen anything like it before, but he had never seen a ship larger than a canoe either.


    Estin had nowhere else to go and no way to make the crew unsee him. All he really could do was sit there. He watched the ship grow larger by the minute, until it was close enough that he saw an anchor thrown over the side. Seconds later, an eight-man fishing boat was lowered and a half-dozen human-shaped figures climbed down to it on ropes. They began paddling toward the shore, while the ominous larger ship remained farther out at sea, its deathly sail flapping in the ocean wind.


    When the smaller boat had gotten close enough that Estin could see those on board, he realized the men he assumed were sitting low in the boat were actually all dwarves. On the main ship, he could make out figures of varying heights—likely a few humans among the dwarves.


    The ship slowly bobbed its way toward Estin, and when it reached the shallow waters just off the shore, he stood and made his way to meet them. The crew rowed straight toward him, and a single dwarf walked up onto the peak the boat’s front beams to stand above the others. The stout man watched Estin as they rowed right up to the shallow sand near shore. That dwarf wore a long leather coat and a three-pointed hat with the same skull symbol as the larger boat’s black sail. He had bits of metal jewelry fastened into the single thick braid of his beard, which hung past his belt. A leader or captain of some sort. Estin might not know who these people were, but knowing who to show the most respect to was a valuable bit of knowledge, familiar from his time in Feanne’s pack.


    As Estin reached the water, the dwarven crew settled their boat and hopped out. They held it in place as their leader stepped off the boat and into the water, which came up to his waist. The little man waded up the shore to the beach, marching right up to Estin. He stopped and eyed Estin up and down several times as he slowly grinned through his unkempt beard. From what Estin could see, he had replaced nearly a quarter of his teeth with gold or silver.


    “Ye be needin’ a ride, ye tall monkey?” the dwarf asked, leaning slightly to stare at Estin’s sheaths, which no longer held weapons. “Long way to shore wit’out some help, ye think? Ye lucky we find ye ’ere.”


    Estin knelt, bringing himself slightly below the dwarf’s height. It was something he learned in the first days among the wildlings. The shortest among them never wanted someone standing over them. Estin was far from tall, even among wildlings. But he had no intention of ruining his rescue by presenting even the slightest bit of intimidation to his savior. It was a time for humility.


    “I just need help getting to the nearest city,” Estin said, making sure to keep the top of his head below the dwarf’s hat. “Please…”


    The dwarf laughed at Estin. “Aye, that I figured. Ye don’ get this far from anythin’ real and not need a ride. Ye got a name, monkey-thin’?”


    “Estin.” He did his best not to sneer at being called a monkey. He had taken that as an insult most of his life. He had to let it go if he was going to get off the island. He had definitely been called worse.


    The dwarf’s smile fell away for a moment, then slowly crept back. “Ah, Estin, eh? Fine name for so fuzzy a critter. Gimme a reason to be takin’ you off this lump o’ dirt, or yer name is about all I’ll take back to land. Convince me.”


    Estin looked the man over and saw his clothing did not match. No two pieces appeared to be from the same lands, though all of it would have cost a fortune anywhere Estin had gone. Thinking quickly, he dug into one of his pouches and threw a pile of coins from Urishaan and elsewhere onto the ground at the dwarf’s feet. “It’s everything I have,” Estin said. “It’s yours. My notes on healing are yours too.”


    “We already got us a sawbones on me ship.”


    “No, I’m a healer…not a herbalist or bone-setter,” Estin insisted.


    The dwarf giggled, accentuating his chipped, missing teeth. “Magic? Yer a funny one, monkey. Ye got anythin’ else?”


    “I didn’t bring much with me. It wasn’t a planned trip.”


    “Eh,” the dwarf grunted, picking up the coins. “Will do fer now. Where ye from?”


    “Altis, Corraith, and anywhere in between.”


    The dwarf looked up at Estin and grinned again, casually shoving the coins into a bag hanging from his belt. “Ya, that is good enough, I say. Ne’er been to Corraith, but always wanted to. Altis I ne’er heard of. Neither is anywhere close that I know of. Two weeks to Nirideth. Ye think that be close enough for ye? May be backward hole, but I thinkin’ it would be closer to anywhere ye be wantin’ to be than this rock is.”


    “That’s more than kind,” Estin said, lowering his head farther in a polite bow. “Take me anywhere you can on the mainland. That’s all I ask. You can pick the location. Whatever is along your way. Can I at least have your name, so I know who to thank?”


    The dwarf grinned even more broadly at that. “Me friends call me Captain. Me enemies call me Shortbeard. The others be callin’ me nothin’ more than a bloody pirate. Those who cross me…they be callin’ me nothin’ at all. Yer smarter than them if ye found yerself all the way out here, I thinkin’. Don’ prove me wrong. Till ye do, ye can take a spot on me ship. Consider it me good act for th’ year.”


    Estin started to rise, only to have the dwarf grab him by the shoulder.


    He said more softly, “Don’ make me regret me soft heart. I ain’ seen one o’ yer kind this far off shore in years, and I don’ wanna be regrettin’ takin’ ye on me ship. My boys is superstitious and don’ like change much.”


    “You won’t. I swear it,” Estin replied.


    The dwarf released him and nodded toward the small boat and its crew, all of whom were eyeing Estin suspiciously.


    Estin got up and limped toward the boat, with the short, bearded man following him the whole way. When he reached the water, the remaining dwarves all put hands to their sides, where he could see long curved knives. One man at the back had some form of metal tube on a wooden hilt that Estin had never seen before, though he touched it the same way the others touched their blades. Even if he could not identify it, he knew well enough that it was a weapon.


    Stopping at the side of the boat with his feet sinking into the sand, Estin surveyed each of the rough-looking men. All watched him the way the wolves had back in Feanne’s pack—as prey. They were either intending to rob him or eat him. Of those options, eating him seemed the only likely possibility, given he had already handed all of his coin to Shortbeard. It was not a boat he had any business setting foot on.


    “On second thought, I’ll wait for the next…” Estin turned and found the leader standing in his way with a knife drawn.


    “Can’ be leavin’ a stranded…whatever ye are…all th’ way out ’ere,” Shortbeard said, waving the dagger toward the boat. “Get ye in th’ boat. I insist.”


    “And if I don’t want to get on the boat anymore?” Estin asked, trying to gauge his chances of running. The path was clear to either side, but he would be going through shallow water. If any of the dwarves had magic or bows, he was dead. Not that there was a lot of island to run toward.


    “I don’ think I gave ye much choice, but I is askin’ nicely. Get on th’ boat, an’ it don’ have to go this way. Ye go under yer own power, an’ ye don’ get tied up till port. Ye argue, an’ we split yer skull an’ take yer carcass to land. Yer choice. I ain’ averse to either.”


    Estin inched to his right, only to have Shortbeard move with him. He panicked as hopelessness set in. “So you’re going to kill me if I refuse to go with you?”


    A creak of the wooden boat just behind him was the only warning Estin got before he was struck across the back of the head. He hit the water and tried to pull himself up, but he was so dizzy and disoriented that he could barely manage to move his arms and legs. By the time he thought he might be able to right himself, he was being lifted by strong hands and was dropped face-first into the boat.


    He lay there, trying to make his limbs respond. He heard paddles hit the water and someone draped something around his neck. When he finally got his arms to move, he slid his hands near his head in an attempt to push himself upright. He realized the dwarves had put a leash on him, which abruptly yanked him backward, choking him. Whoever held the end eased their hold after a moment.


    Estin lay there long after he could have stood, not really wanting to feel the leash again. His whole body shook with fear and shame. Deep down, he knew another tug on that rope would be more than he could manage to bear. He already wanted to lash out wildly, to attack anyone who tried to keep the rope on him. Memories of his children being leashed came unbidden, and it took all his control to keep from jumping up and grabbing the nearest man. Keeping his eyes on the floor was safer with him outnumbered, lacking weapons, and his magic still absent. He needed these people, no matter their intentions. He could endure, at least for a little while.


    Eventually the boat slowed. It continued to rock on the waves as the dwarves pulled it to the side of the larger ship and tied off the ropes to the canoe-like boat. Whoever was atop the larger ship pulled it out of the water with a sharp tug that flattened Estin to the floorboards. Inch by inch, the boat rose toward the upper deck. Estin tried to keep his eyes on the wood beneath him. He slowly dug his claws into the boards as he struggled to ignore the pressure of the leash on his throat. That simple cord felt as though it weighed more than his whole body.


    The steady lurches of the boat soon stopped. Estin heard the tromping of the dwarves climbing out of the smaller ship onto the deck of the larger. The leash did not move, so he did not either. He stayed on his knees, waiting to be told what to do. He had spent long enough as a slave near Lantonne to know not to take any initiative.


    “Yer mad that we don’ give ye any real choice?” Shortbeard asked, tromping up beside Estin and taking a knee. “Or ye mad about gettin’ smacked in yer head? I like to know why people be upset wit’ me, even if’n I don’ care ’bout fixin’ it.”


    Estin turned his head just enough to glare at Shortbeard, who held the end of the leash in his hand. “I can forgive almost anything. The leash, I won’t. Take it off me.”


    “Was nothin’ personal.”


    Sitting up, Estin asked, “Would you take it personally if I leashed your family or put them in a cage?”


    “Don’ have a family, other than me crew,” Shortbeard replied, though Estin could see he understood by his fading smile. “Ye gonna throw a fit if I were gonna say yer quarters on th’ ship is a cage?”


    “I’d rather you tie a rock to me and throw me overboard. I won’t live like that. I’ve done it before, and I would rather die than do it again. Kill me right now, if that’s your intent.”


    “Can be arranged,” Shortbeard answered, dropping the leash. “Ye promise not to cause trouble, an’ I might change me mind about th’ rope and th’ cage. Give me reason to regret it, an’ ye go in th’ cage until we find land or we test yer skill at swimmin’ wit’ a rock on yer neck. We understandin’ one another?”


    “Anything that gets me out of being treated like an animal.” Estin bowed his head below the dwarf’s in hopes that the man would remove the leash. Instead, Shortbeard threw the length of rope across Estin’s hands and then hopped onto the larger ship’s deck.


    Estin held the rope in his hands, unsure whether he had gotten himself in more trouble than he had the strength to deal with. He was vastly outnumbered, and if they wanted to hurt, kill, or enslave him, there was remarkably little he would be able to do about it. He was trapped on a boat without weapons or magic—leaving him with little more than fangs and claws. He slowly pulled the leash off his neck and remained where he was, sliding it through his fingers. He stayed there even after he heard Shortbeard clomp away in the distance on the deck of the main ship.


    After a few minutes, Estin turned and threw the rope off the side of the boat. Once he heard it splash into the ocean, he got up and took in his surroundings.


    The deck of the main ship was far more active than Estin had expected. Crew members—nearly all of whom were dwarven, with a few humans among them—were running around the ship barefoot, grabbing ropes, and moving pails of tar. Many looked to be working very hard at appearing as though they were working very hard. Most appeared to have more than enough to do, while those who did not were doing their best to not look lazy.


    High over the crew, Shortbeard stood at the rear on a raised section of the deck that gave him a view of the seas ahead and the crew below. He watched Estin as he leaned against a large wheel Estin guessed was for steering the ship. Behind it, a sturdy wooden box had been bolted to the deck to act as a step for Shortbeard.


    “Oi, don’ jus’ stand around gapin’ at me crew!” Shortbeard shouted. He motioned to several sailors, and they ran off through a door on the lower deck. They returned a second later with a cage easily large enough for Estin. “Ye wanna work or ye wanna rest in yer quarters?”


    Estin swallowed hard as he stared at the cage. The iron bars were rusted and made him shiver, thinking of some of the places he had been over the years. He was close enough to the side of the boat that he could likely try to swim away if he had to, but there was really nowhere to go.


    Reluctantly, Estin stepped off the smaller boat and onto the ship’s main deck, trying to keep his attention on Shortbeard and not the cage. “I’ll gladly work,” he said, ignoring the snickers from a few of the sailors. “What can I do to pay my way?”


    Shortbeard’s crooked smile told Estin what he already knew: there had not really been a choice in the matter. “Ye any good at climbin’? We seem to ’ve lost our best climber in an accident jus’ this last week an’ need someone to rig th’ top lines. I consider it a fair trade for not puttin’ ye in a cage. I’ll have one o’ me men show ye how to tie it off.”


    Estin eyed the sails high overhead. There were no ladders or rungs built into the wooden masts, making him wonder how the others managed to climb them. “I can climb. May I ask what happened to the last man you had doing it?”


    While the captain laughed, a human near Estin who was mopping salt stains from the deck moved closer and whispered, “Aye, was an accident. Th’ kind o’ accident where our man suggested we need a new captain an’ then slipped off the boat…into a bunch o’ sharks. I think he slipped when a sword poked ’im in ’is back.”


    Shortbeard watched Estin with a broken smile, clearly knowing full-well what was just relayed to him.


    “How much danger am I in here?” Estin asked the human, eyeing Shortbeard.


    “Danger?” the man asked, appearing genuinely surprised. “How much danger ye think ye’re in on a pirate ship? We ain’ been boarded by any nation in a couple years, but doesn’ change who we work fer. Less danger than in the water wit’ sharks, and more than back on yer little isle, alone and starvin’.”


    Groaning, Estin reminded himself that he had said a great many times that he would do whatever he needed to do to survive or find his family. This was just something unexpected. He could make it through if he had to. He had certainly been through worse. Only a few days and he would be back on land.


     


    *


     


    For almost three months, Estin labored on the ship. He tried to make himself indispensable, lest they find some reason to throw him overboard—something that had been hinted at none too subtly time and again. He quickly learned Shortbeard had made a point of talking to every member of the crew just after Estin’s arrival, instructing them to tell Estin nothing of value. At first he had thought they were honestly shy about talking with a wildling. But after a week of nervous side-glances every time he stopped to talk about anything more than the day’s work, he began to sort out what was happening, if not why. They were genuinely afraid to tell him more than their names and their duties aboard the ship. Anything beyond that got Estin frightened looks. Eventually he had given up prying for more information.


    During his time on the ship, Estin watched three members of the crew die and had no way to help them. One caught ill from eating meat that had not been salted well enough to stay fresh, causing him to waste away and die in his own filth. Another slipped during a storm and was washed overboard before anyone could reach him with ropes. The third died with a knife in his chest while he slept—a reminder that the crew was discouraged from betting more than they could afford on the nightly card games below deck. All of them were pointless deaths.


    Those deaths hit Estin harder than the labor or being trapped on the boat with a few dozen strangers who were more unintelligible than Yoska. Each time one of the men was wounded or sick, Estin watched as the “doctor” tried to help them with little more than whiskey and dirty bandages. Estin could have healed them more fully while napping in the days before entering the mist, but he had to dismiss those thoughts as fond memories.


    Estin’s own magic had yet to return, despite spending nearly every night in his hammock trying to force it back into his life. Unlike when he had lost it after bringing Feanne back, there was nothing he could feel out at the edges of his consciousness. He had even called out to Mairlee during a particularly awful storm when he was sure the rest of the crew would not hear him, but she had neither appeared nor spoken to him. In that moment of weakness, Estin had gone so far as to pray to her, though it had gotten him nothing more than asking nicely had.


    Estin went out of his way each day to stay out of everyone else’s. He knew he did not fit in, no matter how he might try to help. These people had lived their lives on the sea. Some were legitimate traders and sailors. Others—Shortbeard in particular—had been taking by force for many years. A few members had been slaves at one time, bought by Shortbeard and given a new life on the sea. They were grateful and loyal to him, despite fearing him at the same time.


    Early on Estin had tried to get to know men in the hopes that having names would make him feel like he was part of their crew. Inclusion would make passing time far easier. Soon enough he had accepted that he was little more than baggage, being brought along at the whim of the captain. He was a pet, though his cage was the entire ship. Few of the crew had any interest in talking with him, and the captain had even less interest. Added to whatever vague threats Shortbeard had used to keep them from telling Estin anything, he found the life on the sea boring beyond words. Corraith had been remote and dull before he had found out about the Turessians in the area, but he would have given his tail to be back there, with or without his family.


    He spent most of his days atop the mainmast, up where few of the other sailors felt comfortable. Some would climb as high as the “crow’s nest,” a seat several feet below the top of the mast. But none would ever attempt to sit at the very peak of the wooden post, where Estin found himself able to relax. He could perch there among the ropes, ready to respond in seconds if Shortbeard needed adjustments to the sails. He really only wanted to be there to watch the sea in the distance.


    Shortbeard had promised more than once that Estin would be put on dry land and be allowed to leave the ship once they made port. It was not clear was how long that might be. From what Estin had figured out, the ship wandered until it managed to loot another ship or the captain decided they were too low on food and water to continue. Repeatedly they had stopped at islands little better than the one Estin had been found on to resupply. Estin had not bothered to ask if he could leave—there honestly was nowhere to go. He could wait for a real port city.


    “Ye really just fell onto th’ isle?” asked a dwarven man—barely more than a child by Estin’s estimates—who sat in the crow’s nest below Estin. Had he been a wildling, Estin would not have thought him more than three years old, but his poor grasp of dwarven aging kept him from asking the boy’s real age. “Cap’n always says th’ isle is weird an’ we can find strange things there, but yer th’ first I seen.”


    Estin smiled down at him, thankful someone had any interest in actually talking. Boredom was likely the dwarf’s only reason, but that was something. Given that they were far above the deck where others might not overhear likely made it easier for the boy to risk talking. “Yeah. Fell through the mists…”


    “Aye,” the dwarf answered, nodding sagely. “Is th’ last place we seen ’em in a long time. Cap’n thinks mebbe th’ mists will drop some gold one o’ these days. Yer not quite gold, shame to say. We’ll keep circlin’ that bloody isle until some does drop on us, I thinkin’.”


    Estin laughed and returned his attention to the seas ahead. A faint shadow along the horizon caught his eye, and he strained to make out whether it was land, another island, or a storm. Even after months on a boat, he had trouble telling them apart when they were far enough off.


    “That be th’ port,” the dwarf said before Estin had figured it out for himself. “Ye gettin’ off there?”


    “That’s the plan,” Estin admitted, picking his way carefully down to the wooden seat where the dwarf was. “I’ve got some traveling to do that’s long overdue.”


    “Aye, I think yer right.” He climbed down the mast, while Estin remained atop it. “Long overdue.”


    Estin stayed in the crow’s nest, watching the shore come ever closer. Soon he could make out a walled city on the edge of the sea, with hundreds of small docks extending far out into the water. He was so enthralled by seeing something more than a fishing village that a cry from the deck below startled him, forcing him to cling to the mast to keep from slipping.


    “All hands at th’ ready! That blue-horned bastard is on th’ port side!”


    Though not knowing what they were talking about, Estin picked up on the fear. The crew ran for bows, crossbows, and the lines that allowed them to raise or drop the sails. Several pulled out the strange mechanical weapons Estin had avoided being too close to, while the rest drew swords, axes, and even boards they held like clubs.


    Following the gaze of the crew, Estin saw they were watching a ship far off to the left side. Several smaller vessels lay between them and the obvious enemy, scrambling to get themselves out of the way. Whatever quarrel existed between the two ships was apparently not a surprise to the people of the region.


    The ship the crew was watching was easily as large as Shortbeard’s and bore signs of recent fighting. Large holes in the hull just above the water line were badly patched. Estin could make out dozens of sailors—mostly fae-kin, from what he could see—as ready for combat as those on Shortbeard’s. While the ship he rode flew a large black flag with a white skull, the other ship bore a blue flag with a nearly identical skull, though theirs had horns. Given the race of those on the ship, Estin had to assume the “blue-horned bastard” to be a fae-kin captain of the vessel.


    “Prepare to turn ’em away ’gain!” Shortbeard shouted, coming up onto the deck from his quarters. “We only los’ eight las’ time! Let’s make it be less this’n! Anyone that lives gets an extra share o’ whatever we take from their ship!”


    Estin looked nervously between the other vessel and the shore. He could see hundreds of people rushing to the docks to watch. None of them were nearly as frightened as those on either ship, telling him this was far more common than he would have liked. Worse still, a battle between two pirate ships was likely to keep him well away from shore. Especially if they were refused landing for fighting so close to the harbor.


    Estin whimpered a little at the idea of being so close and yet so incredibly far from being able to move on with his search for his family. He hurriedly climbed down the mast and onto the deck, ready to help however he could if it meant any chance of leaving the ship soon. More importantly, it put him closer to the water, where he might be able to escape and swim for shore if Shortbeard ordered them back to sea.


    “Stand ready!” Shortbeard bellowed, drawing a nicked, bent sword that had seen far better days. “Let th’ cowards ’ttack us first!”


    Estin had barely gotten his paws on the deck when one of the human crew members shoved a battered sword into his hand. That answered his question of whether Shortbeard wanted him fighting. If they were giving him a weapon, things were dire indeed. The crew apparently was afraid things would go badly enough that even someone they did not trust would need to fight.


    The approaching ship turned as it got close enough for Estin to see the faces of its crew more clearly. Without warning, the ship dropped a massive anchor and creaked to a halt several hundred feet away, where they would be at the limit of a decent shot with bows. Neither crew moved, all of them waiting to see what would happen and whether their captain would be the one to break the calm.


    A large figure emerged on the far ship’s deck, tromping out among the fae-kin sailors. Estin had guessed wrong. The giant man was a burly ogre, who towered over the human-sized fae-kin that made up his crew. His dark grey skin and darker family markings on his arms and face contrasted with the ghastly blue paint he had painted on his ram-like horns. It also explained the comment from the sailor who had announced the arrival of the other ship.


    The ogre walked up to the edge of his ship’s rails and put one enormous boot up on the wood there, grinning across at Shortbeard as he leaned on his knee. Had they been a hundred feet closer together, Estin might have called it a civil greeting.


    “Ye run off in the middle o’ some good negotiations,” the ogre shouted, his voice so deep Estin had trouble making out some of the words. “I think ye be sayin’ I went too far in gettin’ information on a wee treasure ye be workin’ on. Ye may wanna talk this one out, midget.”


    Shortbeard marched to the rail of their ship, sputtering as he passed Estin. Stepping onto a bucket one of the sailors shoved near the rail, he shouted back, “I told ye, is our reward! Stop chasin’ us aroun’ for somethin’ ain’ yours!”


    The ogre shrugged and motioned toward several of his sailors. They dropped his banner sail, letting the blue cloth fall to the deck. From what little Estin had learned, letting the signature sail hit the deck was akin to spitting on the captain or admitting defeat.


    The ogre answered, “I ain’ stupid enough to fire on ye again. I also think ye ain’ gonna wanna fire on us, if’n ye know what I mean. We both need each other, I thinkin’. Care to bargain?”


    Shortbeard grumbled and looked back at Estin, somewhat surprising him. He had not expected to even be remembered in the middle of a fight between pirates, let alone by Shortbeard. He stared at Estin for a moment and then returned his attention to the ogre. Almost as an afterthought, Shortbeard reached over and took the sword out of Estin’s hand. “Aye. If’n ye ain’ lyin’, I’m willin’ to barter,” Shortbeard shouted.


    Stepping away from the rail once the ogre and several of his crew members began preparing a smaller boat, Shortbeard rounded on Estin. “Ye gonna get below deck. Ye ain’ crew and ye ain’ one o’ us. Gonna be lotsa talkin’ between our wee boats, an’ if I come back, we talk about landin’ this ship. If’n I don’, ain’ my problem anymore. Don’ make trouble or we put ye in that cage.”


    Estin looked longingly at the single-edged sword Shortbeard had taken from him before nodding and walking away. There was little more he could do. To his surprise, four of the sailors flanked him on his way below deck, where the crew slept and most of their supplies were stored. He started to ask why, but the stern glare one of the humans gave him warned him against trying. There was more to the situation than anyone intended to explain to him.


    Hurrying down the steps that took him into the barely lit belly of the ship, Estin started toward where his hammock hung. The sailors grabbed his arms and steered him in the other direction, practically carrying him toward the rear of the ship. They shoved him hard into Shortbeard’s private cabin and slammed the door behind him. Before he could ask why, they had locked the door, and he heard two of the men march away. Apparently that was Shortbeard’s way of ensuring he would not jump overboard.


    Estin paced for several minutes in the dark room, trying to decide what to do. He could open the shutters and attempt to slip out, but curiosity was making that difficult for him to consider. Why would Shortbeard be concerned about where Estin was enough that he would lock him in a room? He had so many other concerns at the moment.


    A stray thought crossed Estin’s mind, and he wished he had not tried to reason his way out of his situation. For that moment he wondered if perhaps Dorralt had put a price on his head, sending slaves or disguised Turessians to seek him out. He had no clue how long he had been gone from the world or where he had wound up after slipping from the mists. Dorralt’s revenge was as likely as anything else. That was a sobering thought, making him reconsider the window. He would rather drown or die in shark-infested waters than be caught by servants of Dorralt. On the other hand, Dorralt might know what had happened to Feanne.


    Sighing, Estin flopped down in the middle of the room to wait.


    No matter how hard Estin strained his ears, he could make out little more than a muffled din in the distance. Whether that sound was the sailors at the door or the negotiations between Shortbeard and the ogre, he could not be certain. It was infuriating, not knowing whether a battle was headed his way or whether the captains were having tea nearby.


    After an hour or more, Estin got up and made his way around the cluttered room. He had not had the chance to explore this part of the ship, and his natural curiosity made it impossible to sit around any longer without a cursory look. Shortbeard had roamed the world enough that Estin had to believe there was something interesting or useful somewhere in the large cabin.


    Though nearly as large as the room that held the whole rest of the crew, Shortbeard’s cabin contained was nothing special, overall. Maps that covered the walls and books spread in disorganized piles across three tables. A single unadorned desk near a simple chair had been bolted to the floor to keep it from sliding when they hit rough weather. Nothing spoke of any dire intent or dramatic plan to conspire with the Turessians. Though Estin had to admit he had hardly expected to find a banner on the wall that read “Turessians welcome!” Making it even more difficult on him, much of the writing he found was foreign to him.


    Estin flipped through several of the books that were in the trade language. He found they were largely old stories about lost treasure, piracy, and historical works talking about coastal cities he had never heard of. He stopped bothering with the books and poked through the desk’s drawers.


    The first few drawers were filled with coins of all shapes and sizes, with the heads of obscure kings or rulers on them. Among them, he saw a few of the coins Shortbeard had taken from him when they had first met. Estin’s initial thought was to steal them back, but he closed the drawer, knowing money was hardly a concern. If he had learned anything from Feanne, it was how to survive in the wilderness. Combining that with his own survival without money back in Altis, he really did not see a need for it. He would find a way to live, assuming he could get to the shore.


    Moving down drawer by drawer, Estin found piles of knives, a few of the mechanical weapons the sailors carried, and more maps. Only the last drawer on the right-hand side held anything of interest. There he found a single letter on parchment, rolled up and tied with leather. When he picked the knot loose and opened the letter, he sat and began reading.


    My dear Leiren, I do miss you. Please come home soon! The children miss you and have begun hearing stories of your other life…this ‘Shortbeard.’ I love you dearly and will do anything to have you home. Do not make me wait too long. Love, your wife, Diness.


    Shortbeard’s gruff voice came from the doorway. “Ye shouldn’ be readin’ that.”


    Estin had not even realized the door had opened. He tried to quickly shove the letter back in the desk, but Shortbeard—Leiren—stared at him with an anger that made it clear he knew what Estin had been up to.


    “Back away from me desk and turn around.”


    Estin went to the middle of the room before turning his back on Shortbeard. Kneeling, he waited only a second before the dwarf tromped up behind him, with the sound of chains jingling. Estin closed his eyes, trying to ready himself for being manacled yet again. Instead, he jumped a little as Shortbeard put a hand on his shoulder.


    “Aye, that was what I was thinkin’ to do to ye,” he said, turning Estin around so they were face-to-face. “Stone on ye leg an’ a short walk off me deck. Would spoil th’ surprise, though. Ye need to go to yer bed. Got a present for ye. Blue-horned bastard’s offer an’ a decent-enough apology. I think ye be happy with what I worked out for ye, at least for now.”


    Estin thanked Shortbeard for his mercy and made a quick escape from the room. Once he was in the outer part of the lower deck, he ran, wanting to make sure he was out of sight before Shortbeard changed his mind. It did not take him long to reach the crew quarters. Two dwarven sailors waited at the entrance, each keeping a hand on their swords.


    “Get ye in there!” snapped one, glowering at Estin. “Ain’ a situation we get often. Ye drag this out, an’ we be takin’ the fun off yer hands, if’n ye know what I mean. Ye’re th’ first crew to have that kind o’ visit in a long time on board th’ ship.”


    Nodding despite having no idea what they were talking about, Estin went into the crew quarters. The sailors slammed the door behind him, sealing him in the dark room, unable to make out anything. Normally candles were left burning at night. Given that it was midday, there was little more than the thin beams of light from the upper deck, trickling through gaps in the boards. In that faint light, he saw movement, though he had no idea what to expect. It could have been anything from a dire wolf to a horde of Turessians in there with him.


    Sniffing the air, Estin found he could pick out almost nothing. There was someone else there, though. But his or her scent was concealed by the smell of the tar, sweat from the crew that had slept there hours earlier, and the general odor of the saltwater that permeated the boat. Behind him, he heard the sailors slide something against the door, trapping him.


    “Shortbeard sent me here,” Estin called out, hearing the creak of boards as someone moved. “Who are you?”


    “Estin?” came a very familiar voice. Then a body slammed into him, pulling him into a tight hug, digging her claws deeply into his back.


    “Feanne?” he asked in stark amazement as he hugged her back. So close, her scent was unmistakable. He could smell it without question, mixed with the scent of saltwater and something he could not put his finger on. Right up against her, he could make out the lines of her body, though the loose-fitting trousers and laced sailor’s shirt would have confused him if he did not already know it was her. “Is that really you? How are you here?”


    Moving her hands from his back to either side of his head, she dug her fingers in just behind his ears. “It’s me, Estin. I’m so sorry…I’ve tried to hurry…”


    “Sorry? For what?” he asked, barely hearing himself as he buried his nose in the fur at the base of her neck. He had never thought he would see her again, and having her in his arms was more than he ever could have asked for.


    Clawing at his neck and back as though trying to pull him closer than their hug could allow, Feanne answered softly, “Sorry for finding you like this…sorry for taking so long.”


    “You know I would wait a lifetime to be together again,” Estin said, wrapping his tail around them both. “A couple months isn’t so long…”


    “Months?” Feanne pushed him out to arm’s length. “When did you escape the mists?”


    Movement behind Feanne startled Estin, and he snapped his tail away as he readied himself for a fight. Instead of a sailor or worse, a single deer wildling stepped from the dark into a light beam. She grinned at him from under and oversized tri-corner hat similar to the one Shortbeard wore. Like Feanne, she wore brown pants, tied below the knee, a baggy white shirt laced at the wrist and loosely at the neck, and stood barefoot—an outfit matching most of the sailors.


    “Alafa?” Estin asked, his fear gone. “What’re you doing here?”


    “She helped me find you,” Feanne replied while Alafa nodded vigorously. “Would not let me give up on searching either. She is a lot more stubborn than I gave her credit for. I was convinced you were dead. It was Alafa who kept prodding until I started searching for you.”


    Tilting her hat back after it fell over her eyes, Alafa added, “And she’s not as scary or mean as I thought. Neither are pirates. Oh, neither are owl-bears, giant lizards, those weird ape things, or badgers.”


    Estin turned to look at Feanne, who had her hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. “What’s she talking about, Feanne?”


    “It’s been a very long search,” Feanne admitted, smiling at him. “I promise to tell you all we’ve been through once we can find a way off the boat. Blue Horn only wanted our gold, but this dwarven pirate seems less willing to let us leave with you.”


    “Gold?” Estin asked, his thoughts derailed. Gold was rare enough that few had seen more than a tiny ring made of it. Most commoners rarely even saw silver. “Where did you get gold?”


    Alafa answered excitedly. “The furless up in the cold lands said we could have anything we wanted or needed. Feanne asked what they thought she needed to find you, and they told her that money and luck were all that they could offer. We took a big bag of gold lumps and set off.”


    “Gold lumps?” Estin repeated, stunned.


    “Only twenty or thirty of the heavy little nuggets,” Feanne explained, motioning with her hands to indicate a bag larger than Estin’s head. “We gave them to anyone with information about you…or information that sounded like it might be you. Blue Horn accepted the last of them in return for finding you, no matter how long it took. A decent male, that one. He kept his crew away from us and was very polite. The villages we went through before finding him were crude, and half the males there tried to grope one or both of us. Not having to kill someone was a pleasant change.”


    “You gave him enough money to buy a city, Feanne. Of course he was polite.”


    Feanne shrugged. “What does money matter? We cannot eat it and it weighs too much. I was happy to be rid of it, and it got us here.”


    Laughing, Estin hurried to the door and banged on it with his fist. After he heard a grunt of acknowledgement from the sailors on the other side, he said, “Shortbeard told me I would be released when we made port. I want to leave with my friends.”


    “Aye, cap’n mentioned it,” replied one of the men through the door. “Ye stayin’ in there til we make land. He don’ even want ye above deck until Blue Horn is outta sight.”


    Shaking his head, Estin left the door, knowing there was little he could do there. He went to the far end of the room and searched the worn planks of the ship’s outer wall until he found the spot that had broken open two days prior. Tar and fresh planks had been put in place to seal it, but if they broke through those, he would have an easy route out of the ship, several feet above the waves.


    “My magic is still being strange after the trip through the mists,” Estin said as he tapped on the wood to be sure it would be thin enough to break through. “Feanne, can you use your magic to rip this open? We can hop out into the water and swim for shore.”


    “Magic?” Alafa asked, sounding genuinely confused, though that was not entirely surprising to Estin.


    Feanne spoke with the same confusion. “Estin…magic? How long have you been out of the mists?”


    “About three months,” he answered, sitting down near the thin section of wood. Her tone made him worry. “No time to argue. I don’t care if you use a spell, or you make your claws big, or you shapechange. We need to go through this wall. That’s all they’ve got keeping us in the ship. I’m done waiting on other people.”


    Feanne padded across the room, knelt in front of Estin, and lifted his hands off the boards. “I have no more magic, Estin. The beast inside of me is gone forever with the passing of the Miharon. The rest of my magic is long gone. We are trapped.”


    Even with the dark preventing him from seeing much more than her eyes—gleaming white in the low light—he could see enough of her expression to know there was no point in arguing. Feanne was not the type to joke about such a thing. He would have to ask more once they were free. She clearly had come to grip with her loss, possibly far better than he had when he lost his magic. He had always assumed Feanne’s added capabilities were such a part of her that she would never have coped without them. He was either wrong or she had already moved past that.


    The door at the far end of the room creaked and a lantern’s light blinded Estin momentarily. When he could see again, he found Shortbeard stood in the open door. Alafa was near the door, studying him with her oversized eyes. Shortbeard glared up at her before shaking his head and looking at Estin again, as though giving up on trying to intimidate the deer.


    “I keep me promises,” Shortbeard said, though he remained in the doorway with two sailors standing guard behind him. “Blue Horn an’ me been huntin’ th’ same treasure th’ last few years. No reward if’n either brings back one part an’ no th’ other. Cost me a small fortune, but I got ye both here now. Ye goin’ to shore soon enough as I promised, but ye ain’ gonna like it. Got a bounty on both yer heads, an’—”


    “A bounty on my head?” Alafa asked, her eyes going wide as she put a hand to her neck. “Just my head or…?”


    “This’n isn’ all there, is she?” Shortbeard muttered, glowering at Alafa. When she did not blink, he finally said, “No bounty on yer head, sweetie. Ye be safe. If’n ye wanna go, ye can. Th’ others is who we wantin’. I’m sure th’ boys would be happy to let ye stay onboard. They can be real friendly.”


    Alafa’s visible excitement over finding out she was not being hunted slowly faded as she seemed to reason her way through the rest of the implications.


    While she thought on it, Shortbeard set down the lantern and marched out of the room. The door slammed as soon as he was out.


    “They need us alive for someone,” Estin thought aloud, rubbing at his temples. “We’re safe for now.” He looked over at Feanne when she did not respond and he very nearly yelped. In the dim lantern light, he got his first good look at her, and it was not what he had expected. White fur covered much of her muzzle near her whiskers, where the fur had been black or red when he had last seen her. Even her whiskers were greying, as was some of the fur on her hands and paws. As an afterthought, he looked down at his own hands, remembering the bits of white fur that had showed itself when he had woken after leaving the mists.


    “How long has it been?” he asked, clenching his hands. Suddenly the aches and pains in his joints were making a lot more sense.


    “Over four years. Well over, I believe,” Feanne answered, taking his hands in hers. “I’ve searched a good portion of the world for you, Estin. It has been a long road. Turess told me if you lived, the mists would have stolen years of your life after so long in them. Judging by your appearance, I doubt you’ve aged much more than I have. Without the Miharon’s blessing, I feel my age. I don’t heal the way I used to.”


    Estin leaned back against the hull of the ship in dismay. “No magic. Years gone. What else do I need to know, Feanne?”


    Sliding down to sit beside him, Feanne thought for a moment while watching Alafa wander around the room. Finally, Feanne answered. “The mists went out of control when Raeln took Kharali’s place in the rift. They collapsed into the rift but took most of the world’s magic away with them. At least that is what Turess tells me. We still see them from time to time, though each year we see them less. Chasing the mists has been the only lead I had in finding you.”


    “Raeln is gone?”


    “Raeln is…” Feanne winced as she seemed to search for words. “Raeln is beyond our reach. He traded his life for Kharali’s so that she and Turess could finally spend the remainder of their lives together. He sacrificed himself for others.”


    “I’m surprised you let him do that,” Estin said, chuckling sadly.


    Feanne scowled at the floor, rubbing a deep scar near her left eye. “As am I. He was convincing. I believe Turess will spend the rest of his life trying to find a way to free him. Until then, Turess, Kharali, Yoska, and Ceran are in hiding. Turess wants to live out his life with his love, not ruling a people who do not even know him. Yoska…I believe he wants to live out his life in debauchery, or as much of it as Ceran will allow him.”


    “Allow him? I thought gypsies were male-dominant.”


    “Not hardly,” Feanne said, smirking. “They all talk as though they were the leader of a nation. When he and Ceran married, she was most certainly in charge.”


    “Married?”


    “It has been a long time,” she reminded him sadly. “There are more stories than I can share today. We check in with the others every few weeks, when we can find couriers for our messages or they track us down. The last message I received told of Ceran finding another mate, though I believe she intends to take the new woman as her spouse without leaving Yoska.”


    “Oh!” Alafa exclaimed, running over to them and bouncing. “Tell him about the pirates at the wharf!”


    Feanne’s eyes widened and she clenched her jaw. “No, Alafa. That is not a story for today. Besides, that is not exactly my story. I believe it is entirely yours.”


    “Right,” Alafa muttered, blinking a few times. “I’ll tell it the short way. We beat up a group of pirates at a bar near a wharf. One of them hit me when I wouldn’t hold something for him in his room, and then we ran away after their captain showed up. Blue Horn saved us, and we’ve been hunting for you with him ever since.”


    “She beat up three pirates,” Feanne corrected quietly. “I showed up in time to save her before the other ten attacked her. I believe the one she started the fight with was trying to convince her to be his mate. It has been a very long journey here, Estin. If I hated cities before all of this, I certainly am done with them now.”


    Estin pulled Feanne into a tight hug that she did not resist. They might be trapped yet again, but it was still good to have her—and even Alafa—back. He had never found anything they could not beat together. A handful of pirates certainly could not be any worse, even without magic to aid them.


    Minutes later, with Alafa staring wide-eyed at the hammocks, Estin heard the splash of the ship’s anchor hitting the water and the telltale shifting as it slowed to a stop. At the sound, everyone’s ears shot up.


    “Do we wager on who has been willing to pay to keep us alive?” Feanne asked, leaning her head against Estin’s chest. “We have more than enough enemies that this may be a difficult guess. I doubt Dorralt is in any shape to have paid anything for us.”


    Without taking her eyes off the hammock she tapped with her fingertip, Alafa replied, “I say it’s that clan of orc mercenaries from Riefall again. They did say they’d chase us down if it took the rest of their lives.”


    “Mercenaries?” Estin asked, but Feanne shook her head.


    Before they could discuss further, the door to the crew quarters was unlocked and a half-dozen dwarves rushed into the room. Estin thought to fight at first, but Feanne rolled to her knees and put her hands behind her back, as did Alafa. Clearly they had been through similar situations more than once. The sailors did not even struggle with them, though they threw Estin to the floor and knelt on his back to keep him from resisting when he did not immediately comply. Once ropes were tied around his wrists, someone pulled a heavy black bag over Estin’s head and tied it snugly around his neck. He was blind and helpless.


    “Lemme be clear about what happens next,” Shortbeard said, his heavy footfalls coming into the room and stopping near Estin’s head. “Ye goin’ to shore…like I promised. From there, we’re goin’ upriver to a tradin’ post, where we’re gonna meet wit’ th’ buyers. They can’t pay, an’ I sell all three o’ ye to whoever can pay th’ most. We clear on this? Ye fight back, an’ I have th’ deer turned into a fine stew for me crew once they get bored doin’ whatever they wantin’ with ’er.”


    Alafa’s squeak let Estin know exactly where she was, even if he could not see her. Feanne was still close enough that he could feel the heat from her. Once they got moving, he wanted to know precisely where they both were, so he could plan their escape the moment his paws hit solid ground. Now was not the time, but soon it would be.


    The sailors roughly yanked Estin to his feet. They kept hands on the rope around his wrists and solid grips on his arms. One more sailor in front of him, who mostly guided Estin by occasionally grunting warnings about things like the steps to the upper deck. Before he had reached the deck, he had already lost track of Feanne and Alafa. He could not see through the bag, and it reeked of fish, rendering his nose useless. He was entirely alone again.


    Shuffling his way across the deck, Estin realized they were headed to the opposite side from the small rowboat they normally used to disembark. That meant they were at a dock, where the ship’s narrow plank could be used to walk off the ship. It also meant Estin would be under less guard, as the plank was not wide enough for two people. If he could ensure the females were close enough, he could pull all three of them off the plank before they reached the dock and possibly escape. A short fall into the waters near shore would be easy to handle without more than bruises.


    “Oh, I nearly forgettin’,” Shortbeard said, directly in front of Estin. The sailors holding Estin forced him to kneel, and a rope was put around his neck. It nearly dragged him to the deck with its weight. He could barely stand again when they prodded him, and in doing so, a stone fell against his chest, held by the rope. “Ye all got one o’ those on ye. Don’ try nothin’ stupid or ye gonna drown. If’n ye manage to run, I push th’ lil ladies off into th’ water. We understandin’ one another, Estin?”


    “I understand,” Estin said hopelessly.


    “Start walkin’.”


    Struggling with the weight around his neck, Estin followed the guidance of the sailors. Several let go of him, leaving only one in front and behind. A gentle creak from in front let him know that they were about to step onto the plank. When he did, the wood bent under his paws, tilting dangerously and nearly toppling all three. He soon managed to correct his balance and continued on, carefully putting one paw in front of the other. He made his way down until his toes felt rough old wood that did no bow or shift.


    Estin strained his ears once he was on the dock, managing to pick out the sound of another coming down the plank. Once they reached the bottom, the same sounds came again as the last group came down. Judging by the creaking each time, Shortbeard had not lied: all three of them were carrying weights.


    Almost as soon as the last of the sailors reached the dock, someone yanked the weight off Estin’s neck. He heard the stone clatter on the wooden dock, followed by two others.


    “Gonna be a short walk from ’ere to th’ wagon,” Shortbeard explained, grabbing the front of Estin’s shirt and leading him along.


    “How much did they pay you to treat us like this?” Estin asked, getting only a throaty chuckle in reply.


    He was led onto damp ground that was packed from many years of people marching over it. Faintly, he could hear whispers on either side as he was dragged onward. The residents of the town, he realized.


    “What is that thing?”


    “Did you see its tail?”


    “Is that a fox? A deer?”


    “What’s going on? Are they criminals?”


    “I’ve never seen Shortbeard bother with ropes…think they’re dangerous?”


    “Some kind of animals. Hide the children.”


    Soon he had been pulled past the gossiping people and out into another part of town. It smelled so strongly of horses and other cattle that Estin could easily identify it even through the stench of the bag he wore. Another few steps later, Shortbeard forced Estin to stop. He was then pushed sideways until he fell, landing on his shoulder in what felt like a wagon. Before he could react, a chain was wrapped around his neck with almost no slack in it, keeping him pinned to the floor. Beside him, he heard two more chains drawn loudly, along with Feanne’s growl of annoyance. She was certainly restraining herself far better than he had expected. Once, he would not have been surprised if she tore the wagon apart to free herself. In the time—the years—he had been gone, she had learned a touch of self-restraint.


    For the first few minutes, Estin lay in the wagon and gathered information about where they were from the faint sounds around them. The wagon eventually lurched into motion, and Estin could hear Shortbeard and others talking near the front. Taking a risk, he felt around with his tail, trying to determine whether they were alone in the bed of the wagon. First, the tip hit someone beside him, and he heard Feanne whisper his name in reply. She was directly beside him. Reaching farther out, he found Alafa on the far side of Feanne, who squeaked a little when he bumped her. Feeling around the rest of the wagon, he found only old wood and a low roof overhead. They were separated from the pirates and likely hidden from anyone watching the wagon.


    “Feanne,” he whispered, shifting to face her as much as he could without choking himself. “Can you free yourself?”


    A faint jingle of chains let him know she was checking. “No. The chain is bolted to the floor. I can claw through the board in time, but it will likely take days and break my claws. The wood is too strong to pull free.”


    “Since when do your claws break?”


    “Since the Miharon was no longer quietly napping inside me. Stop arguing, Estin.”


    The rattle of a chain and grunting from somewhere past Feanne made Estin’s ears perk. “Alafa?”


    “We can’t chew through it either,” she replied, sounding crestfallen.


    “You’d have to get through the sack first…”


    “What sack? Oh, like the ones they put on the two of you? I don’t have one.” As if to confirm she could see, Estin felt Alafa’s hand come down on his head, patting him. “They didn’t tie me up either, but they did chain me.”


    Thankful he at least had eyes in a sense, Estin asked, “What can you see? Can you tell where we’re going?”


    For a moment he heard Alafa fidgeting, making her chains rattle loudly. “We’re in a big wood box, but there are a lot of holes in it. I see brown grass outside and smell three dwarves and a mule or two. I also smell a river or beach.”


    Estin left it at that, waiting patiently for the wagon to stop. He had expected a short trip to wherever they were being taken, but hours passed slowly and his tongue and nose began to dry out as they lay there. His stomach soon began to ache. Eventually Alafa let him know the sun had set. And then she let him know dawn was visible through the slats of the wagon. When he was beginning to worry they might be in danger of being forgotten until they had passed out from dehydration, the wagon came to a stop. Estin heard the dwarves hop down off it.


    A new voice to Estin’s right and outside the wagon spoke loudly. “Are ye Shortbeard?”


    “Aye!” Shortbeard shouted back. “Ye th’ lord’s man?”


    “Your payment is in the back of the carriage,” the man replied, and Estin picked out the sound of horses shifting in harnesses. “Throw them inside when you take the money and then lock the door. You stay and we take ’em from here.”


    Shortbeard grumbled softly beside the wagon. “Ain’ puttin’ ’em in there till I see that we ain’ bein’ shorted what we was promised! I don’ know you, an’ I ain’ th’ trustin’ sort.”


    All around, armor creaked and weapons clattered as they were readied. The wagon driver was not alone. At a guess, Estin estimated there were a dozen people. He could not be certain how many were on each side, but if Alafa was right and there were only three pirates, they were seriously outnumbered.


    “You aren’t being shorted a single coin,” the man replied. “Take your bag and go. My master ain’t negotiating.”


    “Everything’s a negotiation,” Shortbeard answered. The wagon creaked open, and the chain around Estin’s neck was pulled away. Shortbeard pulled Estin off the wagon and onto his knees, tugged Estin close, and put a knife to his throat. With his hands still chained behind him, Estin could not really struggle. “I’m wantin’ double what we agreed to. Took longer to find both than I was thinkin’.”


    The air around Estin remained tense for a long time, with no sound that would tell him what was really happening. Then, he heard a sigh from the direction of the other man.


    “You might wanna rethink that,” he told Shortbeard. “Right now I have a dozen men on your boat. They will burn it to the water if you keep arguing. If you kill any of these three, I’m to burn your boat and kill every person on your crew. Either take what you agreed to, or lose your life and boat. Your choice, dwarf. I’ve been sitting in this here port too long to feel like fighting over this.”


    Estin felt the knife press a little deeper into his fur before finally easing somewhat. Shortbeard dragged him forward and stopped when Estin was close enough that he could hear the creaking wood of another wagon or carriage only inches away. Estin heard a jingle of coins and a loud hrumph.


    “Aye, is even more than I asked,” Shortbeard announced, sounding almost disappointed. “We goin’ let it go this time.”


    “Wise choice,” the other man replied, his tone smug.


    Shortbeard dragged Estin forward into the carriage and shoved him down onto a padded seat. A moment later, as he heard the females being brought in, he was surprised to have someone untie his hands. Before he could thank them or attempt to pull free, they yanked his arms up and tied them again—to a metal ring on the ceiling, judging by the feel. He was barely able to sit without the ropes pulling on his shoulders.


    “Safe travels, wildlings,” Shortbeard said, laughing as he walked away. Estin heard the door of the carriage close and a lock click shut outside.


    “Feanne?” he asked once he was sure they were likely alone.


    “I’m fine,” she answered from across the wagon. “I also still cannot cut myself free. They used chains on my wrists. I did not hide my claws well enough.”


    “I’m here too,” Alafa said, off to Estin’s left. The pirates had separated them from Feanne, likely because she was the only one who looked dangerous in her own right. “Got ropes on my hands and feet now…and my nose itches. Can either of you reach my nose?”


    The wagon lurched and accelerated. By Estin’s best guess, the driver was pushing the horses hard, trying to put some distance between himself and the port. Estin guessed the rapid pace would last long enough to get them away from Shortbeard, but an hour or more later, the horses were still running hard.


    Using his tail to smack the side of the wagon as hard as he could, Estin was pleasantly surprised when he heard a window slide open in the direction of the front of the wagon.


    “What is it, wildling?”


    “Where are you taking us?” Estin asked.


    “North,” the man replied before shutting the window again.


    Estin tried to settle into his seat, but the ropes on his wrists made that almost impossible. “You two have been out here longer than I have. What’s north of here?”


    “No idea,” Feanne admitted, sounding strained. She was up to something, and Estin could not imagine what. All he could hear from her side of the carriage were creaks of the wood boards.


    “The big maps Blue Horn kept said there was a river that flowed from a hundred miles or so north of the port, out to the sea. If we’re going north, we’re probably following the river,” Alafa said. “I saw about ten cities that way, but we haven’t been to any of them. And my nose still itches. Estin, can you poke my nose with your tail? Please?”


    “I can’t scratch with my tail,” he replied, annoyed with her constant shifting of attention. Her actually knowing what the map for the region looked like, though, was quite the boon. He nearly lost focus as Alafa thumped her face into his shoulder, actually trying to rub her nose against him. “How far does the river go?”


    Alafa stopped rubbing her face long enough to reply. “All the way up to the mountains that separate the western lands from Urishaan. They might be taking us to Urishaan. It’d be where I’d go if I was Liris.”


    “Liris?” Estin demanded, fear replacing his drive to escape. “She’s alive?”


    “Not really. Raeln broke her. Then I threw her in a hole. And dropped a rock on her. And more rocks. Then we buried the hole. I didn’t mean I think she’s coming, but if she did, this feels like what she’d do, right?”


    Across the wagon, Estin heard Feanne grunt and her chains creak loudly. He swore he heard wood cracking, but it was not loud enough to be sure.


    “How far up the river before there’s a good place to escape?” he asked, returning his attention to Alafa once she had stopped rubbing her face on his shoulder.


    “Escape? Nowhere. They’re all little villages from what I remember. Blue Horn said they barely have supplies to handle their own people. I doubt they could hide three wildlings, or would want to.”


    A loud crack and thud from the other side of the wagon let Estin know Feanne had done something big. He heard her moving, and then she sat between him and Alafa.


    “I used my paws to tear away at the wood in the ceiling near the ring,” she explained. “If you hang upside-down, it is easy. Let me get the bag off my head and I’ll help the two of you get loose. We will kill the driver when he comes to feed us, and we can be back to the port in a few hours.”


    From the same side as Feanne but a little farther away, Alafa asked, “Can we just knock him out? You know I hate all the blood when you kill people.”


    “He put chains on us, Alafa,” Feanne countered.


    “Aren’t you used to people doing that by now?” Alafa asked in reply. “I mean, it’s not nice, but maybe furless are too stupid to know we don’t like it. It’s not like they whipped us or tried to stab us this time. Let’s just hit him on the head a few times, okay? Is five times enough?”


    “Stab?” Estin demanded. “Who stabbed you two?”


    Feanne elbowed him in the ribs. “This is not about you, Estin. Let us decide how we want to proceed.”


    The carriage abruptly stopped, and Estin heard both Feanne and Alafa groan. They had been too busy arguing to bother freeing themselves. A second later, the door opened, though with the sack still over his head, Estin had no idea what to make of it.


    “Thought there was a lotta noise back here,” the wagon driver said as several people came into the wagon.


    Estin heard Alafa squeak and then the jingle of chains as Feanne was pulled away. Strong hands grabbed him and unfastened his hands from the hook overhead. The moment his hands were free, Estin kicked out, connecting solidly with one of the people. He kicked again with both feet and took a man’s legs out from under him. Before he could try again, others grabbed hold of him and dragged him from the carriage.


    The next hour was little more than a blur of pain as Estin was beaten from head to paw with what felt like sticks. Once he could no longer resist, they dragged him by his ankles, letting his head bounce on the ground. He was so dazed and sore that he could not manage to do anything more than lay there as rock after rock tore through his clothes and skin. Minutes after that, he was thrown back into the carriage, dazed and barely conscious as they began rolling again.


    Unlike the previous stretch of road, the driver and his colleagues made no attempt to tie Estin down again. Instead, he lay on the floor for hours, until he felt strong enough to pull himself up onto the bench seat he had been on during the first leg of the trip. In doing so, he found Feanne already flopped on the seat. She seemed to be unconscious.


    The ride went on for most of that day and well into the next, though at a far slower pace than before. Then the driver stopped the carriage abruptly. Those helping him came in again, grabbed Estin, and dragged him outside.


    While two men held him in a kneeling position, a third yanked the bag off his head and shoved a mug of water over his muzzle, forcing him to drink or drown. Once he had choked down a few mouthfuls of water, they stuffed some kind of sweet pastry in his mouth. Then they put the bag over his head and tied it to his neck before he had managed to swallow.


    Estin had barely managed to choke down the food when he was shoved up against the rough bark of a tree. A man’s voice near his right ear said, “Urinate now or you’re doin’ it in the wagon. Next stop isn’t for a while. You mess yourself and you won’t even get a pail of water tossed at you for hours.”


    Shifting his arms, Estin found the men held him tightly, preventing any real movement. “Give me back my arms or you’re going to have to do this for me,” he said, smirking at the annoyed expressions he had to assume were aimed at him. “If you’re really that interested in me, I’m not going to argue, but a little help is all I’m…”


    A fist struck Estin across the jaw, dazing him and taking him off his feet. The next thing he knew, he was lying in the wagon again. His bladder ached, reminding him that causing a scene had probably not been his best choice ever.


    “You had to be that way?” Feanne asked as the wagon started rolling again. “If there’s anything the two of us have learned, it’s not to argue when kidnappers are actually being civil. You rather earned that one, my love.”


    “You got kidnapped that often?” he inquired, but they just giggled in reply, making him wish he had not asked. Somehow both of them giggling was even worse than hearing Feanne do it.


    The wagon reached a steady pace. Hours passed, and the feeding ritual was repeated, though Estin managed to keep his mouth shut this time. The respite was followed by more hours lying on the floor of the carriage. Estin felt broken, too tired to even try to escape, listening to the endless squeaking of the vehicle’s wheels. About the time he was ready to scream out of fear and frustration, the carriage stopped yet again.


    This time the men did not rush to pull Estin and the others out. Instead, he heard faint conversation outside. Alafa and Feanne groaned and sat up, though they too seemed to be confused by the lack of rough hands forcing them to eat and drink.


    Estin got to his feet to see if he could hear the people outside by putting his ear to the door, but it opened as he did. As before, the men grabbed him and dragged him from the wagon. Instead of stopping a few feet out to feed him or demand he urinate on nearby brush, they continued dragging him across the rough, sandy ground. They threw him down hard, and a moment later, Feanne grunted as she hit the ground nearby, followed by Alafa. If they were all being moved at once with a man on each arm, that told him there were no less than six people with them. Dangerous odds.


    Twisting the rope on his wrists, Estin tried to slip his hands free, but the knots were too tight. He pulled until he could feel blood in his fur, though the ropes only loosened a little.


    A sudden snarl to Estin’s left warned him that Feanne was reacting to an opportunity to escape. He heard a man yelp in pain and then the pounding of clubs on flesh. Try as he might, Estin could not get the rope off his hands to be able to help her.


    Then the area was quiet again. To his relief he heard one of the men mutter, “Got her under control. Help me get her back over with the others.”


    Estin stayed where he was for a while, unable to muster the strength to fight for some time. His whole body still hurt from the earlier beatings. He could feel open wounds all over, though the general ache that clouded his thoughts made it difficult to gauge how badly hurt he really was. What he did know was that he was in no shape to fight, assuming the opportunity even presented itself. Still, if fighting meant the difference between the three of them living or dying, he was more than ready.


    After a few minutes without hearing anything more than the breathing of the people around him, Estin finally had to find out if the others were all right. “Feanne? Alafa?”


    “I’m awake,” said Alafa in her somewhat high-pitched voice. “I think Feanne got hit pretty hard when she bit one of them. She’s next to me and she’s breathing, but she isn’t doing anything else.”


    “She’s alive,” replied the same man’s voice as Estin had heard at the carriage. “Bleeding a good bit, but she’s definitely alive. We’ve got a decent enough herbalist at the camp. She’ll be fine, though she’ll be hurting when she wakes. If she bites me again, I’m tying her muzzle shut and cutting her claws. They said alive, and I’m sure muzzled is more alive than she’ll be if she keeps biting me or my men.”


    With nothing else he really could do, Estin tried to rest. He listened to the loud wind, coming from almost directly in front of him, and the distant sounds of water. He tried to adjust his weight on his sore knees, only to have the men’s hands come down hard on his shoulders. All he could do was wait and pray Feanne was going to recover.


    Kerrelin… Estin began in a prayer, only to chide himself. There was no such god. There was only the Miharon or Kharali, and neither was likely to be much help. He was on his own without magic, most of his friends, or just about everything else he had learned to depend on. Now he had only himself to count on. He would have to be strong and fast if he was going to get Feanne, Alafa, and himself out of captivity intact. That meant biding his time for the right chance.


    The wait went on for hours, interspersed with distant muttering by several men. Estin felt the scorching sun on his skin for quite some time, only to have it fade and the air become chill. Then the air started to warm as the sun slowly heated up the bag over his head again. Throughout the whole journey, he continued to tear his wrists on the rope, slowly loosening it as much as he could.


    By what Estin guessed to be midday, he heard muffled conversations between four or five men standing close by. The conversations were quick, but he managed to get the gist of their meaning. They were wondering if whoever had arranged this whole kidnapping was going to meet them anytime soon and take possession of the three wildlings. Like Shortbeard, they were just waiting to be paid.


    Estin steadied himself and fought to ignore the pain in his body. He would have to be ready to fight at any moment. There was no time to be hurting or tired, no matter how long it had been since he had last rested or eaten. He needed to be at his best. Tugging that much harder against the ropes, he felt them slide down over his thumbs as the blood and loss of fur gave him some mobility.


    He heard one of the men whistle for the others about the same time he heard a horse far ahead of him. A groan from Feanne let him know she was still not in any shape to run, but he could not delay just because she was wounded. Delaying might mean death for all of them, depending on who had come to meet them.


    Several sets of boots walked past Estin, headed toward where he had heard the horse. If he were to guess, three or four men had left. Now the odds were far better.


    “I’m gonna take the hood off you now so they can see you,” someone told Estin, kneeling beside him. “The others are still tied up, so don’t fight or someone will stab them. Stay still and this will all be over soon.”


    Estin nodded, doing his best to make himself look relaxed and keep his hands out of sight behind his back. The man fumbled with the knot of the rope around his neck, and Estin had to struggle not to fight, waiting patiently until that rope came loose. The moment the hood was pulled away, he yanked his hands free of the bloody rope and lashed out even before his eyes had adjusted. He caught the man in what felt like his chest. Estin hurriedly blinked to clear his vision.


    Nearby, there was one human man remaining, kneeling beside Feanne. He looked over at Estin in surprise, while Feanne roll onto her side, still bound with the bag over her head. She swept her paws past the man over her, slicing open his chest with her toe-claws, before rolling away from him and pulling cut ropes off her wrists. Yanking the bag off her head, she deftly punched the man in the throat to silence him.


    Estin wrestled the remaining man to the ground, clamping a hand over the man’s mouth to keep him from calling for help. Feanne punched the one she was fighting until he stopped fighting back. Once he was down, she pressed the bag that had been over her head to his wounds.


    Finally getting a good grip on the man beneath him, Estin drove his elbow into the man’s temple until he fell limply.


    “Are we killing or just hurting them?” Alafa asked, sitting nearby with a bag still over her head. The bag turned back and forth. “Feanne?”


    “We need to get moving quickly,” Feanne said as she looped rope onto the man’s wrists. From what Estin could see, Feanne had been beaten nearly as badly as he had been. Her face was covered with dried blood. “I’m fine, Estin. We will talk about our feelings later.”


    Estin hurried over to Alafa, who impatiently tapped one of her hooves against the packed sand they had been lying on. Unlike Estin and Feanne, she appeared entirely unharmed. He untied the ropes and yanked away the bag on her head, only to have her take a swing at his head. She immediately squeaked and covered her mouth as she whispered an apology.


    “Let’s run before they know we’re free,” Estin said, giving her a hand up.


    Once Alafa was on her feet, Estin searched the area for a clear path out. Straight ahead, he could see a group of horses near a copse of trees and leafy bushes that seemed to stand out in the otherwise sandy area. To his right, he saw a seemingly endless expanse of sand. Turning, he found they had followed the river in the carriage. It lay no more than a quarter mile away, with green swaths of grass and ferns on either shore. In the remaining direction, Estin saw rocky hills along the river’s sides, blocking his view of anything farther north.


    Estin started toward the hills, only to stop a few feet later, realizing he was the only one walking. Looking back, he saw Feanne was standing with her arms crossed near bags the humans had brought while Alafa rummaged around inside of the sacks.


    “They’re going to come back!” Estin hissed, pointing toward the oasis where the horses could be seen.


    Feanne shook her head and shrugged.


    Alafa let out a happy squeal and pulled her oversized hat out of the bags. She pushed it down on her head, letting her ears poke out two slits that had been made in the top.


    Shouts from the direction of the oasis made Estin’s stomach tighten. He did not need to look to know the humans were coming back.


    “Start running!” Estin said, pointing toward the rocky area.


    Alafa ran with a speed Estin could not match, quickly passing Feanne and then Estin. They all ran diagonally toward the river, mostly aiming themselves toward the stone hills in the distance—the only real cover for miles.


    Glancing over his shoulder once they reached the shore, Estin saw four humans were running after them. One had dropped back to check on the ones they had left on the ground. Behind the humans out near the oasis, Estin could see silhouettes of several people in cloaks near the horses. He could not make out more at that distance, with the sun casting the shadows of the trees across them. Whoever they were, they were likely the ones who had paid for the kidnapping, or they might know who did.


    Turning his attention back to the beach, Estin saw Alafa had slowed her pace to let them catch up somewhat. Far ahead, the hilly area was littered with pale tan stones that would make running difficult. The river seemed to cut through the hills, likely making a far better way to pass north to south than by land. Still, he had lived most of his life in and around mountains. Rocky terrain would be ideal for hiding and might get them ahead of their pursuit. Estin did not need to even say it. He could see both females were looking toward the rocky area with the same kind of acceptance that he felt.


    They ran on for nearly an hour until they reached the first of the broken stone outcroppings. Once there, they had no choice but to slow their pace. They ran between the stones as they tried to make their way steadily north, putting as much rough terrain between themselves and the humans as possible. When they could, they picked routes that would be impossible for the humans’ horses to follow.


    “This way!” Alafa called, leading them through the winding gaps between the stones. She took them in the straightest path she could, though they often detoured into narrow spaces where there was little chance of anyone seeing them from a distance.


    They ran for another half hour, until the sun was falling low and out of sight, the tall stones blocking much of their view of the sky. They did not stop until Alafa took them around another curve and into a wider gap, where a thin stream of water from the main river trickled through the rocky area. As a group, they came to a near stop, staring at the water before they silently agreed to take a break to drink.


    Estin could barely believe how thirsty he was. He plunged his muzzle into the shallow stream and drank the cold water. He had managed to ignore how hungry, thirty, and tired he had gotten right up until he saw the creek without anyone standing around trying to kill or capture him. It took effort to stop drinking before his stomach cramped, knowing he would have to run again soon.


    Sitting back on his ankles, Estin took a deep breath and tried to rest his muscles for the moment. Alafa and Feanne continued to drink from the river more slowly than he had. He watched over them as they knelt, trying to keep an eye on both entrances to the section of stones where they were hiding, to be sure no one got the drop on them. It would be easy to get trapped there if they were careless.


    A shadow near Feanne caught Estin’s eye, and he studied it, unsure what to make of it at first. He initially thought it to be from a cloud, but before he looked over his shoulder to check, a vaguely man-shaped silhouette on the top of the stones raised what appeared to be a bow.


    “Archer!” Estin called out.


    Both females reacted instantly. Alafa threw herself backward into the shadow of the stone wall, and Feanne tumbled to her side and then scurried over to a large stone to use it as cover.


    Making a quick sweep of the top of the stones as he got behind a stone of his own, Estin easily spotted the archer. The man or woman was mostly covered by a long tan traveling cloak with hood, and the person’s weapon was lowered to their side. As soon as the females went to cover, the archer dropped to its knees. Its hood turned slowly, trying to find all three of them. If they left cover, Estin had no doubt that the archer would pick them off quickly. It would be an easy shot from that vantage point.


    Estin leaped at the nearly sheer stone wall and began climbing, having already realized the angle would prevent the archer from firing down on him easily. He reached the top and threw himself vertically at the archer, who was shifting around the edge of the cliff, trying to see where he was. Landing at the very lip of the stones, Estin grabbed the archer’s bow with one hand and his or her shirt with his other, ready to throw the person off the cliff.


    A cry from below made Estin look down. There, Alafa was recoiling from slamming her forehead into the face of another cloaked attacker. It had been the cloaked stranger that had cried out, falling to the ground in front of Alafa. Another archer appeared with weapon drawn and aimed at Alafa, who raised her hands in surrender.


    Looking the other way, Estin saw Feanne trying to fight another of the cloaked people. She kicked at the same-sized foe, only to have the other person block her kick and come in fast, punching Feanne in the throat. Feanne went down hard, gasping. She was simply not quick enough to keep up with her enemy.


    Estin snarled and tried to adjust his weight to throw the person he was fighting, only to lose his grip on the bow. The archer reeled back and struck Estin across the jaw with tit, nearly knocking him off the ledge. A second blow to the back of his head dropped him to his knees.


    Another bag went over Estin’s head and he was tied up again, with his wrists tied to his ankles to prevent him from running.


    He was dragged for a while before being dropped onto the ground. This time the ground felt dusty or sandy. He was clearly nowhere near the stones or the river, or his captors had moved him to a new area far from the parts of the region he had seen so far.


    “Feanne? Alafa?” he called out as soon as he had been released.


    “We’re fine, Estin,” Feanne said from somewhere off to his left. “Bruised and embarrassed at being beaten in that fight, but fine. Are you all right?”


    “About the same,” Estin answered, laying on the soft ground. He lay there for some time, trying to figure out what was going on and how he could escape again, when he began to pick out bits of conversation nearby. None of the voices were familiar, and they were clearly trying to keep their voices low to prevent being overheard.


    The first voice, a man, was saying, “She’ll kill us when she sees what we did.”


    “We didn’t have a choice!” hissed a woman in reply.


    “I know, I know,” the first man quickly added. “That doesn’t make it okay. Why did you hit her like that?”


    “You saw what the other one did…I panicked.”


    Another female voice added, “I’m fine, thanks for asking.”


    “You got beat up by a deer,” a second man noted, giggling.


    “And you’ll get beat up by me if you keep laughing,” the second female replied testily.


    Estin thought about the people he had seen. With the voices he was hearing, it confirmed there were no less than four people. He strained to pick out any more, but he heard little else as the four lowered their voices again.


    Time passed slowly, and Estin realized the air had cooled again. Another day gone and they were still captives. It was hardly how he had imagined being back on dry land and with his mate. He was supposed to be gleefully heading toward Corraith with Feanne in tow.


    His thoughts were shattered as he heard someone walk up beside him, soft boots barely crunching on the sand. “Hello?” asked Estin, sitting up and turning his head, though he could not see anything through the bag. “Who’s there?”


    “I…um…me,” came a slightly nasal female voice, which Estin recognized as the second woman’s voice—the one Alafa hit, which explained the stuffy tone. “We were worried that you three hadn’t eaten in a while, and I wanted to change that. Will you behave yourself if I take the bag off and offer you some food?”


    Estin nodded and said nothing. Food sounded wonderful, even if he had to take it from someone who was holding him captive. He could worry about escaping once he had his strength back. That would require playing along for a while, which would give him time to learn something about these people.


    After a moment, during which the woman seemed to be hesitating, the knot on the bag over his head was gently loosened. Once untied, it was pulled away quickly as the person stepped away from him, clearly expecting him to attack. In doing so, Estin got a good look at her.


    About the same height as Estin and Feanne, the female fox wildling was dressed in white and grey loose-fitting clothing. She had gotten rid of the cloak she had been wearing earlier, allowing him to see her face clearly. Pale brown fur and vastly oversized ears marked her as a desert fox. The dried blood all across her muzzle let him know Alafa had hurt her pretty badly. She eyed Estin warily before kneeling in front of him and picked up a steaming bowl of what smelled like heavily seasoned meats and cooked fruits.


    “If you bite me or hit me, you’re probably not getting fed again for days,” she warned, picking up a chunk of meat with her claws as she watched Estin.


    “I won’t fight you right now,” Estin promised, glaring at her until she looked away nervously. “No promises later.”


    Her ears twitched nervously, but she finally held out the meat for him, which he took with his front teeth, given that his hands were tied behind his back yet. The meat was exquisite, likely because of how hungry he was. After she gave him several more pieces and a few bits of fruit, he sat back and watched her.


    “Didn’t expect anyone to send wildlings to capture us,” he said, propping his back against a nearby stone as he continued chewing the last of the meat. “I was expecting Turessians or almost anyone else.”


    She smirked and set aside the bowl, pulling her knees up in front of herself as she watched Estin right back. In doing so, he caught a flash of metal in the fur of her hand. A ring. Everything she did or wore was a clue Estin tried to absorb, knowing it might be the difference between life and death later.


    Digging her toes into the sand—which allowed Estin to notice that her claws were worn from much walking barefoot—she took a long time to reply. When she did, she said, “You aren’t what I expected either. We didn’t want to hurt anyone. You know that, right?”


    “The bows were not convincing.”


    Grinning, she answered, “We weren’t sure if you were the right people at first. Once we knew, it was too late to approach you properly.”


    “How about giving me your names and who you work for,” he asked in reply, twisting his hands and finding the knots solid.


    Beside him, Feanne had her head clear as well, though she was tied more securely than Estin. She watched him with an expression that told him she was more than ready to start killing people. Alafa he could smell nearby, but with many rocks around them, he could not see her or the others who had captured them.


    “It might help convince us you aren’t our enemies.”


    The fox frowned and looked between Feanne and Estin. “That’s fair…and why I’m supposed to watch you two. They figured no one knows me, so it’s safer…and I was curious. Call me Marr. It’s short of Elmarle, but no one’s called me that since I was a little pup.”


    Estin smirked at her seemingly friendly banter. “Marr? I knew an elven thief out near Corraith named Marra. Any relation?”


    Marr’s expression soured, and she pointed at her muzzle. “Not an elf…but when my parents died, the first person to take me in was a woman named Marra. Doubt it’s the same person. It’s a common name.”


    “And what of the others?” Feanne asked, her tone threatening.


    “They don’t think it’s the right time,” Marr replied, meeting Feanne’s glare without hesitation. Her black eyes narrowed, and Estin wondered if she really could hold her own against Feanne in a pinch. “Right now, you two need to rest. We’re in enough trouble for roughing you up once. When…uh…when the others get here, I want you looking a little less angry.”


    “It will be a long wait for that,” Feanne answered, baring her fangs briefly. “You do know these ropes won’t hold either of us long? I will finish breaking your muzzle once I’m free.”


    Marr swallowed hard and looked away from Feanne, returning her attention to Estin. As she fidgeted, digging her paws deeper into the sand, Estin got a better look at the jewelry she wore. It was definitely silver and engraved, though he could not make out details in the low light.


    “Can I get another piece of fruit?” Estin asked, trying to diffuse the tension. He would not get any real information from her, so long as Feanne had her on the defensive.


    Nodding, Marr rolled onto her knees and held out another chunk of the cooked fruit. Extending his neck toward her, Estin tilted his head and got a better look at her hand before taking the food in his mouth. Once he had it, Marr sat back. “I had to toss the food to Feanne. It was kind of fun throwing food at her.”


    “Wise. I would have taken your hand off,” Feanne said, her voice smooth and deadly.


    After swallowing, Estin sat back. “You’ve been lashed on the hands. I saw the scars. Last I heard, that’s punishment for stealing in the desert lands. Second time, they take the hand.”


    Marr’s eyes widened and she hid her hands. Nervously, she looked down at the bag she had taken off of Estin.


    “Don’t bother,” he said. “I already know what you look like and have your scent. Hiding now won’t change that. Mind if I play a game that Feanne’s father taught me?”


    Marr winced and wiggled her nose, rubbing at the blood matted in her fur. She looked decidedly uncomfortable and unwilling to answer.


    “Lihuan told me to look at everything I could about a person,” Estin went on. “I didn’t understand half the things he could learn by meeting someone once, but there are a few things I recognize. Your breed tells me you’re from the desert, which makes sense, given that the Turessians had their eyes on that region. Your scars tell me you probably grew up on the street. That, I understand.”


    “I know you do,” Marr whispered before clenching her jaw.


    “The ring is silver…worth a small fortune in most lands. I’m guessing that’s what bought your services and was all the blood money you needed to attack my family. Bought and paid for—”


    “No!” Marr snapped. She quickly dropped her eyes to the ground again. “I wouldn’t have accepted this for…I’m not a…you’re wrong.”


    Smiling wickedly, Feanne said, “She believes she would be called a whore if she had been paid for her actions. Given the treatment of females in that region, I’m not surprised.”


    “So you’re bedding one of our captors or the one who paid for all this?” Estin asked, knowing he was right as Marr’s eyes widened frantically.


    A panicked half smile slowly spread across Marr’s face, despite absolute horror in her eyes. She backed away, leaving the bowl of food behind. “I’m sorry. You’ve both eaten. I need to go before she gets here.” Without another word, Marr ran toward the shelter of the nearby stones, looking back repeatedly at Estin nervously. Somehow, the guesses at her motivations or past had unnerved her more than Feanne’s threats.


    “I like her,” Feanne said after Marr was out of sight, sitting back, likely to relieve the tension on her ropes. “I’ll still happily beat her unconscious, but I will not kill her unless I have to. She’s barely more than a child. There might be hope for her yet.”


    “Of course you like her,” Estin muttered, reclining to wait as well. He could not quite get his claws on the rope that held his wrists, so he began picking at the one around his ankles. “Do you have your ropes off yet?”


    Shrugging, Feanne changed position, putting her legs out in front of her. She had managed to break the rope that kept her ankles near her wrists, though both hands and feet were still bound. She began digging into the rope on her wrists with her sharp claws.


    “I still want that garden,” she said eventually, keeping her head twisted to watch what she was doing. “I am tired of children beating me, kidnapping me, and trying to threaten me. I’ve spent a long time thinking about your retirement, and I agree that it may be the best idea you had in years. I have been tied up more times than I care to think about.”


    “There were some humans back in Altis that would pay for that.”


    Feanne stopped cutting at her rope to look at Estin as though he was an idiot. “No one would ask to be tied up, Estin.”


    “I’m pretty sure they did…let’s just say that some of their couples made quite a game of it.”


    “I would destroy you if you even considered that a game that involved me,” she answered, returning her attention to the rope. “Or I would tie you up with your own ropes. That may be more likely.”


    Estin laughed softly at that, wincing as his finger slipped off the rope. He was making some headway, but it would take a long time before he was free. More likely than not, Feanne would be free well ahead of him.


    “How’d you get yourself beat up by someone that young?” he asked, trying to kill time as they worked on their bonds. “I’m assuming the others are the same age as this Marr?”


    Feanne scowled at him. “I didn’t get a good look, but the female I fought was faster than I expected. In case you forgot, without my magic I am not nearly as fast or strong. If I hadn’t been worried about you breaking your neck, I would have been fine.”


    “You can stop worrying about me, Feanne.”


    Feanne’s scowl turned into a full glare. “You spent years doting on me. Me showing concern over you doing something stupid is hardly me worrying. Besides, I’ve done just fine on my own for the last few years, not even knowing if you were alive.”


    “I’ve always been lucky—”


    “Luck?” she snapped, raising her voice a little. “Turess shielded you. Nearly killed himself with the effort. He was sick for a month afterward, and it took several more before he could perform any real magic, even with Mairlee’s aid. Kharali was furious with him for risking himself so and not even being sure of the result. That is not luck, Estin.”


    “It’s enough for me,” Estin answered, finally tearing through one of the three twisted strands of the rope on his ankles.


    Before Estin could argue further, Alafa came running around the stones toward them, holding her hat on with one hand. She stopped in front of Feanne, tilting her head to stare at Feanne’s frayed bonds.


    “A little help please?” Estin asked when Alafa did not budge.


    “I…no,” she answered, shaking her head and nearly losing her hat in the process. “They made me promise. Stop arguing and just wait.”


    “We will be free soon enough, with or without help,” Feanne said.


    “Please!” Alafa begged, gently tapping Feanne’s hand away from the rope with her hoof. Feanne went right back to clawing at the rope, and Alafa scowled. “Just until morning. She should be here by then. I need to go help set things up. Promise me you two will stay right here, tied up, and not hitting any of the children.”


    “The one that came by was barely a child…,” Feanne began, but stopped and glowered when Alafa stomped her foot.


    Giving them both pleading stares before heading back toward the stones, Alafa said, “Two hours. That’s all I’m asking. You can be mad at me later, okay?”


    Feanne and Estin stayed where they were until Alafa was out of sight, when Feanne slowly turned to look over at Estin. “She still has her crazy moments. This would be one of them. Likely, one of our kidnappers was nice to her, and she wants to have drinks with him. It’s how she deals with her grief over Barlen’s death, usually ending with crying on some poor male’s shoulder. I almost feel bad for them after she gets their hopes up.”


    Rolling onto his hip to get a better look at the ropes, Estin found he had made good headway in breaking through the first. It would take him another hour most likely to get completely free. “I say we get loose and stay where we are,” he said, grinning at her. “Let’s see who’s going to all this trouble…and teach them a lesson. If it’s a Turessian, we can run like we originally planned.”


    “If it’s a Turessian, we kill them,” Feanne corrected. She resumed tearing at the rope, her occasional facial twitches when she slipped telling Estin more about her progress than he could see. “You missed Alafa learning how to fight them. They can be killed. Alafa and I hunted down a half dozen of them while we were searching for leads on where you might be. Most of those still alive are hiding from us, likely hoping to wait until after we die of old age before surfacing again.”


    A distant rumbling sound caught Estin’s ears, and he stopped fighting with the ropes to listen. Whatever it was, the sound began faint and grew louder by the minute. Soon he was able to identify it as wagon wheels and many horses. From the sound of it, there might have been an entire caravan that had just arrived.


    “Are you sure about this?” Feanne asked, her fingers poised over the rope. Her perked ears told Estin she had heard the same sound.


    “As sure as I ever am about my plans.”


    “Not very reassuring,” she replied, sighing as she reclined against the rock. “I’ll have my bonds torn apart by the time they reach us. You should do the same. The last thing I want to do is save your tail yet again.”


    Biting back his first thought for a response, Estin dug into the ropes again, trying to catch up with Feanne. The rope on his ankles loosened enough that he slipped it off, and he managed to adjust the rope on his wrists to work on it. With luck, he could get free before anyone noticed. In mild annoyance, while Estin was still fighting with the rope, he noticed Feanne relax, sitting calmly with a devious smirk. She was already free.


    The rumbling of the wagons soon stopped, and Estin heard distant conversations start. Those devolved into arguments before going quiet again. After that, he heard what he guessed to be people unloading the wagons. Whoever was there wanted to prepare their camp before gloating over their prisoners.


    Another thread of the rope snapped under Estin’s claws. Only two more remained on his wrists and he would be able to move freely.


    From the corner of his eyes, Estin saw movement out past the stones. Feanne clicked her tongue to get his attention. Looking up, he saw a cloaked figure headed their way. To his slight relief, the person was wearing a dusty brown cloak, rather than the black Estin had expected. As soon as the newcomer cleared the stones, he threw back his hood and let his massive ears stand straight up. Like Marr, he was a desert fox, though this one Estin knew all too well.


    “Phaesys,” he muttered, ripping away the next strand of the rope. “Who’d you betray us to this time? Anyone we know?”


    Phaesys frowned at Estin, but said nothing as he made his way over to Feanne, taking a knee in front of her. Drawing a knife from his belt, he reached out to check her bonds. His eyes widened when his fingers got near her ankles and he saw the broken rope. The hand holding his knife tensed as he braced for the attack both he and Estin knew was coming.


    Estin yanked as hard as he could at the rope while Feanne kicked Phaesys onto his back. Estin felt the rough rope tear through his already-bloodied skin, but it did give way. Feanne kicked Phaesys again when he tried to grab for his sword, knocking his hand away from the hilt. Estin pulled his hands free and ran toward Phaesys, getting to him as Feanne rolled to her feet, flicking away Phaesys’s dropped knife with her toes.


    Estin took a swing at Phaesys’s face. Phaesys tumbled backward, narrowly avoiding being struck despite the weight of jingling chain armor under his outer shirt. Estin did not remember him being that fast, but given the years that had passed, Phaesys likely had time to train. Pushing after him, Estin resorted to an inelegant solution and slammed bodily into Phaesys as he came to his feet.


    They grappled for a moment, and Estin reached for Phaesys’s sword, still sheathed. Phaesys punched his shoulder, numbing his arm, before spinning away and dropping into a ready position with his hand on the hilt of his weapon. His dark eyes darted between Estin and Feanne.


    “Enough of this,” Phaesys said quietly, his muscles relaxing slowly, though his hand did not leave his weapon. “Look around you before you attack again. You need to stop this.”


    Estin bared his fangs, then realized they were no longer alone. He looked to either side, finding more than a dozen elves with bows aimed squarely at both he and Feanne. Snarling at Phaesys, Estin relaxed and stood straight, offering his already-bloodied wrists for fresh rope.


    Rising to his normal height, Phaesys shook his head, though he kept one hand on his weapon. “No more ropes. That wasn’t the plan in the first place. Someone got overly creative. Please follow me.”


    Estin reached back, and Feanne took his hand in hers. She walked beside him, following Phaesys past the archers and the shelter of the stones. He had not gone far before Estin could see there was a small camp set up off to his left, where there were four bedrolls laid out around a tiny campfire. Opposite that, a massive tent had been freshly erected, with several wagons and more partially built tents beyond it. In the pre-dawn light, he could barely make out camels and horses tied off in the distance, munching food that had been set out for them.


    “Got your father’s fortune back, I see,” Estin said as they followed Phaesys toward the tent. Phaesys male looked back at Estin but said nothing. In that brief glance, Estin saw anger—exactly what he had hoped for. If he could not strike at Phaesys with real weapons, reminders of his family’s betrayals would have to do.


    They hurried to keep up as Phaesys neared the tent, the archers behind them continuing to hold their weapons at the ready. Estin did not see any of them ease the pull of their bows until he stepped into the tent, where oil perfumes instantly dulled his sense of smell.


    The tent had been set up much like a noble’s entry hall in Corraith. A single carpet lay from the entrance to a tall wooden chair with ornate carvings. To either side of the throne, a dozen more human and elven soldiers stood at attention, their hands already on their swords. Estin had never seen any of them before. Even Marr was absent. Standing in the midst of his kidnappers’ tent, he still had no idea who Phaesys might be working with.


    “Phaesys, go sit on your throne and tell us what this is all about,” Feanne said with more than a hint of disgust. When one of the soldiers met her eyes, she growled and the man quickly looked back at the ground.


    From what Estin could see, all of the guards were reluctant to confront them, which struck him as odd. Who would bring soldiers with them who would not willingly face the people you were kidnapping?


    “I would not dream of it,” Phaesys answered. He stopped near the throne, took a knee, and stared at the ground, the same way most of the soldiers were. “Master, they are here, as you ordered. They are unarmed—somewhat—and their bonds removed.”


    Estin looked around the room nervously, trying to plot an escape. The archers from outside had closed in on the entrance and were visible through the partially open tent flap, giving him few options. They would have to go through the side of the tent to get away, and that meant taking a weapon from one of the soldiers to cut the thick canvas. He was so wrapped up in trying to find a way out that he almost did not notice as a heavily robed woman walked up to the throne from the shadows at the back of the tent.


    The woman was no taller than Feanne or Estin. With the bejeweled veil she wore, he initially did not realize she was a wildling—the veil muddled the look of her muzzle when she faced them. Large blue eyes stared at him from the space between her hood and her veil, while a clawed hand rested on one of the throne’s arms as she hesitated to sit. Even the female’s tail was draped with silk, giving him little to go on as to her identity or even breed. Hints of makeup around her eyes and what he could see of her paws disguised even her natural fur coloring. Everything but her eyes was masked in some way, right down to her claws, which were painted a deep blue.


    “Welcome to my lands,” she told Estin and Feanne, centering herself in front of the throne but not sitting. “Is there a problem? You both look ready to kill someone.”


    Estin answered without thinking. “Phaesys betrayed us years ago. I don’t know you, but I want his head.”


    The female turned to gaze at Phaesys, who still had not lifted his eyes from the ground. After several seconds watching him, she sat and replied, “The past is no longer my concern, so I must refuse. He belongs to me. I want no violence in my lands. You will leave him alone, and we will discuss this as civilized people.”


    Estin looked over at Feanne, who gave him a very slight smirk. That was all he needed.


    Lunging forward while Feanne intercepted the nearest of the soldiers, Estin grabbed for Phaesys’s sword. He got it halfway out of its sheath as Phaesys tried to stand. To his surprise, Phaesys was far faster than Estin expected, even after fighting him briefly, He countered with a punch to Estin’s midsection that knocked the wind out of him. Estin refused to back down. He kept his grip on the sword and managed to pull it free as he heard the female near the throne shouting something at him. Spinning away from Phaesys to ensure he could secure his grip on the sword, Estin readied himself for a fight he had craved for more than a year.


    Estin came around and slashed across Phaesys’s midsection, drawing sparks from his armor. While Phaesys tried to regain his balance, Estin brought the sword up under Phaesys’s chin and grabbed him with a free hand, pulling him by the armor. Estin turned Phaesys around, yanking him close as he leveled the sword across his throat.


    “I’m sorry, but we have some unfinished business,” Estin told the female on the throne, winking at her as he pulled Phaesys backward toward the entrance of the tent. From the corner of his eye, he saw Feanne kneeling atop one of the soldiers, with two more lying prone nearby. His path to the tent’s flap was clear, so long as the other soldiers stayed back. He had to hope those outside would hold their fire. “You don’t mind if we leave, do you?”


    The remaining soldiers ran to block the exit, and Estin saw Feanne growl and spread her arms, ready to charge at them. Things were getting messy.


    “I cannot let you leave with my property,” the veiled female said, standing and gracefully walking down the carpet toward him, though she stayed out of reach of his weapon. “Release Phaesys. Now.”


    “Not happening,” Estin snapped, lifting the sword until he could feel Phaesys’s heartbeat through the blade. “If you want him to live, you will stop right there.”


    The female’s eyes narrowed, but she did stop. “By law, my servants are my property. If you kill him, you will be hunted by the council’s soldiers for the rest of your days for assaulting my estate. Do not do this, Estin. We need to talk, not kill each other.”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder and saw Feanne had moved to center herself against the soldiers. She was going to try to clear him a path if it came down to combat. Five armed men against Feanne, and Estin could practically feel their fear.


    “Bring Alafa in here,” Estin said. “We’re leaving with her and Phaesys. If you don’t attack us again, we’ll let him go…maybe even in one piece.”


    The female sighed and turned her gaze on Phaesys. From the depths of her robe, she produced a curved dagger. She threw it to Phaesys, who caught it midair, despite Estin tightening his grip, drawing blood. “Paladin, prepare to kill yourself.”


    To Estin’s surprise, Phaesys pulled aside his chain shirt and put the knife to his chest, rather than attempting to use it against Estin.


    “What the hells is this?” Estin demanded, shoving Phaesys away. “It’s no fun killing a traitor if he does the job for us.”


    Stumbling and then taking a knee by the female, Phaesys kept the knife at his chest.


    “I already told you,” the female said, touching Phaesys’s head gently. In doing so, Estin realized she wore a silver ring similar to the one Marr wore. “He is my property. He is also the head of my armies, and thus, my paladin. If I ask for his life, it is his duty to give it. He is no more a traitor these days than you are, Estin. Please, put the weapon down.”


    Estin looked to Feanne, who gave him a curt nod. Reluctantly, he dropped the sword onto the carpet between himself and the female wildling. Raising his hands, he waited for the soldiers to tackle him and tie him up again.


    “Much better,” the female said, poking the sword with her toe. Estin had not thought on it initially, but unlike Phaesys and most of the wildlings he had met from the deserts, the female wore no sandals. Only Marr and this female were barefoot like Estin and Feanne. “Are you certain you want to kill Phaesys?”


    “Very,” Estin barked back at her.


    Still, Phaesys did not look up.


    The female reached up and pulled back her hood several inches, though it continued to cover her ears. The action revealed powdered fur that could have been as light as Phaesys’s or as dark as Feanne’s. Decorative dyed black lines ran from her eyes back to her ears, giving her an almost tiger-like appearance. She kept her veil on as she knelt in front of Phaesys and lifted his muzzle with her finger. With her other hand, she took the knife from his hand and hid it in her robes.


    “I will give you a fair fight, old man,” she told Estin, looking at Phaesys. “He did betray you. I will not deny you that. When you have surrendered, I wish to have a more in-depth conversation about why you are here.”


    “I’m not surrendering until one of us is dead,” Estin answered, and the female’s eyes told him she was grinning under the veil. Something about her seemed familiar, but that could wait. He wanted blood.


    “Then let me set the terms,” the female said as she stood again. Sliding her paw under the blade of the sword, she flicked it straight up into the air and caught it by the hilt. She spun it expertly before driving it point-first into the sand halfway between Estin and Phaesys. “Phaesys will not take the sword. He will fight only if attacked. If you kill him, you will leave the desert lands forever. If you surrender, you and I will have a long talk.”


    “Agreed,” Estin said, trying not to laugh at the absurdity of her offer. “What about Alafa?”


    The female nodded and motioned to one of the soldiers near the entrance to the tent. The man ran outside and came back a moment later with five more people. Leading the group was Alafa, grinning as she looked around at the people in the tent. Behind her, four fox wildlings—one desert fox, who Estin realized was Marr, and three red foxes—came into the tent and waited near Feanne and the other soldiers. Estin quickly dismissed the group as no concern and returned his attention to Phaesys. A nagging voice told him to pay more attention, but he only had eyes for Phaesys. He knew letting his attention or resolve waver could cost him both his life and his opportunity.


    “May I ask what he did that warrants all of this?” the female asked once the others were quiet. “A simple betrayal is usually grounds for a solid punch, not a public killing. I would offer to whip him, though I suspect that will not be good enough for you. You seem to have made up your mind before any argument could be offered.”


    Estin growled at Phaesys, then slowly calmed himself before replying. “He used my daughter. Tricked her into thinking he loved her and then betrayed my whole family to our enemies. We barely survived.”


    The female nodded sagely, backing away to leave nothing but the sword between Estin and Phaesys. “Normally I would ask your daughter to be the one to do this, but you have placed yourself in harm’s way, so I give you this chance. May I ask one more thing before you kill him?” She had reached the throne and sat slowly on it, crossing her legs and letting her bare paw bounce as though she were amused by the whole situation. Given the regal demeanor otherwise, the bare paws continued to nag at Estin as out of place. “A simple request.”


    “Ask it and let’s be done with this.”


    The female clapped her hands, and Estin heard the tent flap open and close behind him with several people entering. “I simply wished his kin to see this and make their own judgments.”


    Estin listened behind him, hearing soft whispers. He ignored them, his anger at Phaesys consuming him. He had to kill Phaesys if it was the last thing he did. He had torn Estin’s family apart. Every bit of pain that his kits suffered alone on the far side of the world from their parents was Phaesys’s fault. He meant to make Phaesys suffer for every second that Estin had been without his children.


    “You may fight when you are ready,” the female announced, sitting back on the throne to watch. The bouncing of her foot stopped abruptly, and in what little Estin could see of her, he could make out all the signs of one who was too tense to breathe.


    Estin wasted no time. He dove for the sword as Phaesys stood, pulled it from the ground, and brought it up to Phaesys’s chest with enough tension in his arm to drive it through Phaesys’s armor. Despite the terms of the fight, Phaesys closed his eyes and spread his arms, pressing himself against the blade.


    Estin tensed to strike, trying to find the motivation to kill a foe who was not even fighting back. As he tried to make himself push the sword forward, a pair of shrieks near the entrance to the tent startled him, almost making him drive the weapon into Phaesys out of shock. A second later, two small fox kits ran to Phaesys and latched on to his legs, staring up at Estin with large tear-filled eyes.


    “What is this all about?” Estin asked, his determination fading. The kits were clearly desert foxes, but one had an odd red tint to his fur, and the other’s huge blue eyes seemed wrong for Phaesys’s breed. “You expect me to spare him because he fathered children?”


    “No,” the female answered, more harshly than she had spoken to that point. She hopped to her feet and marched over to stand beside Phaesys and the two kits. “I expect you to do what is right. Will you kill a good father who made mistakes in the past while his children watch? I believe I know you, Estin. Would you do this to more children as it was done to you? Would you put these two through what you endured? Phaesys could easily overpower you at this range. He has made his choice. What is yours?”


    Estin clenched his jaw and tried not to look at the kits. No matter what he did, their faces were burned into his sight. He could not make himself push the sword into Phaesys’s chest.


    Through it all, Phaesys kept his eyes closed and arms spread, accepting what might come.


    “Dammit!” Estin shouted, throwing the sword away. The kits flinched, remaining tightly clamped onto their father’s legs “Who are you?”


    The female relaxed slowly, putting a hand on Phaesys’s shoulder. At her touch, he dropped to his knees again, this time with the two kits standing over him, still watching Estin nervously. The kits appeared to be trying to look like they would fight Estin off if he attacked their father again, though the attempt came out as pitiable, rather than frightening.


    “I am the master of the council,” the female replied, walking up to Estin and forcing him back a step. When he did not back up a second time, she pushed him. “I am one who was left behind. I am the one who decides your fate in these lands. Given that you are so blinded by your own anger that you do not see what is right in front of you, Feanne, please do introductions…”


    Behind him, Estin realized he heard muffled crying. In fear that Feanne had been hurt, he spun and found her hugging three of the wildlings who had escorted Alafa into the tent. Almost immediately, he realized who he was looking at, while Marr stood apart from the others, looking uncomfortable.


    “Alyana,” Estin whispered. The young female fox looked over her mother’s shoulder at him. She was older—an adult, like the others, but the mischievous gleam in her eyes matched her mother’s. The multiple faint white stripes on her tail left no doubt that she was his child.


    “Theldis,” he said, looking to the tall thin male whose orange-tinted eyes were a defining trait. Unlike his siblings, Theldis’s tail was long—not so long as Estin’s, but unusually so for a fox. He smiled crookedly while trying to pull himself out of his mother’s grip.


    Turning his attention to the last of the three, the third smiled sadly as he nervously avoided Estin’s gaze. “Rinam.”


    Estin’s attention shifted to Marr, who was trying to disappear into the shadows of the tent. When he looked at her, she very nearly dove behind one of the elven soldiers. “You’re not ours, but that ring…”


    “She’s with me,” Rinam piped up, getting a surprised look from Feanne. “I…I really wanted to introduce her under better circumstances. She liked grandmother’s ring…”


    Marr nodded nervously, her large ears drooping. To Estin and apparently Marr’s surprise, Feanne slipped herself free of the other three, grabbed Marr, and pulled her into a hug of her own. Marr looked ready to run at first, but she finally relaxed into Feanne’s arms.


    Turning in place, Estin stared at the veiled female. Her eyes spoke of a grin, though he could not see it. He looked down at her hand, where the silver ring shined. She made no attempt to hide it. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he could make out Asrahn and Lihuan’s marks in the precious metal.


    “Oria,” he whispered, grabbing her in a tight hug. She began crying almost immediately, tearing off her veil and burying her face against his shoulder. “How long have we been gone? How did you survive? How…any of this?”


    Oria laughed between sobs, wiping at her face and leaving a smear of the black dye across her cheek. The simple motion rubbed off much of the powder in her fur, exposing the bright red beneath. “Sirella helped me a lot. She made up some story about me being the child of a councilmember. I didn’t have any say until the magic failed…which cost the enchanters, healers, and elementalists their places on the council, bringing me into the ruling three. By the time anyone knew better, I was in charge of almost every aspect of rebuilding Corraith. It’s been a rough few years. About five, to be exact. Thank you for sending the letters to let me know you survived Corraith at the very least. They arrived seven months ago with a group of gypsies, though they charged me a fortune to deliver them.”


    Estin groaned at the idea of it having been so long when only a few of those years had passed for him. As he clung to Oria, his attention went to Phaesys, still kneeling with the two kits at his sides, both of whom were watching Estin with a mix of curiosity and horror. As soon as Estin looked at Phaesys, he dropped his eyes back to the ground.


    “Please tell me that you didn’t—”


    Oria punched him in the stomach to stop him from finishing the thought. “Phaesys has redeemed himself,” Oria told him, shoving him away as she grinned. Walking over and putting her arms around the kits, she added, “Dad, I want you to meet your grandchildren. The female is Elia, and the male…he’s Atall. I thought it fitting.”


    Estin’s heart ached as he looked at the two kits. Slowly, he knelt and held his arms out. The two foxes cautiously inched forward, looking to Oria for assurance. When she nodded at them, they approached more readily, studying Estin as they went. Just before they reached where he could have grabbed them, they looked at Phaesys, who smiled slightly and bowed his head farther. They ran to Estin and began poking at him and looking over his scars with wide-eyed wonder.


    Through it all, Phaesys did not budge from where he knelt.


    While Estin and the kits met—which largely involved the kits running around him and pulling his tail—Feanne moved from one of their children to another, talking quietly and frequently hugging. She wiped at tears the whole time, looking as though she could not really convince herself that any of what she was seeing was actually happening.


    After a little while, Feanne came over and plucked Elia off Estin’s tail—which she had taken to hugging and demanding he drag her around by—and asked if Estin would mind switching places.


    Estin hugged her and went to join his own children. When he did, he saw Marr try to back away again, but he grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back to stay with the group.


    “I…I probably shouldn’t be here right now,” she said, wriggling her arm in an effort to slip away. “I’ll let you catch up…”


    Dragging Marr with him, Estin went to a water bowl he had seen near the edge of the room, likely meant for them to be able to freshen up. He took up a towel in his free hand and dipped it into the water before turning back to Marr. Gently, he used the wet cloth to wipe away the dried blood on her muzzle.


    “You’re part of the family, whether you like it or not,” he said, smiling as he cleaned her wound. “No broken bones here, just a bad cut and swelling. You’ll be fine in a few days.”


    Bringing her hand up to clasp his, she replied, “Thank you. I just…I want you to know that if I’m not good enough for your son…”


    Estin laughed and tilted her head to examine the deep gash near her whiskers that had been the source of all the dried blood. It might scar, but it would be subtle, if it did. Dozens of smaller scars covered much of her skin, as though she had been battered more times than could be counted. He had marks of his own like that from surviving in the streets. “You’re a penniless street urchin, right?”


    “Yeah. I only have what Phaesys gave me to start my life on my own.”


    “You already said you knew that’s where I came from too.”


    Marr smirked and twitched her nose when Estin prodded at the wound. “I’m guessing that’s not what you want for your children. I’d understand completely. In Corraith, he could be with a lady of renown, or even be claimed by a family related to the council, or…”


    “I want him happy, not rich,” Estin said, finishing his work. “If you’re good enough for him to be happy, you won’t hear an objection from me. Feanne might pick a fight, but that would only be if she thinks you need to bully Rinam more and don’t know how. Don’t tell her I said that or she’ll come after me next.”


    Marr giggled and raised herself up on her tiptoes to lick Estin’s cheek before hurrying back to where Rinam sat, waiting.


    Estin followed, nervously taking a seat near his children, who were watching, studying his every action. They barely knew him and were likely trying to match up their vague memories with the person now before them.


    Over the next hour, they covered very few of the questions they all seemed to have, with everyone simply happy to see one another again. Most conversations went to events in the children’s lives that Estin had missed.


    Once everyone had stopped wiping away tears and failed to remember the questions they had wanted to ask for years, Estin found himself pulled away from the group by Oria and Phaesys. Oria led him outside, with Phaesys following them, his hands clasped behind his back and his eyes on the ground as they walked. For all the joy Estin felt each time he looked over at Oria in her finery, he felt uncomfortable with Phaesys following them, though he was reluctant to speak up.


    “You have questions,” Oria asked, once they were well away from the tent and past several of the wagons that had brought in the tent and all of her soldiers.


    “Of course I do,” Estin said, glancing back nervously at Phaesys one more time. He never seemed to look up. “To start…master of the council?”


    Oria grinned, revealing polished teeth. “Sirella did more than help me get the seat. She also manipulated enough of the other councilmembers into bad deals that I wound up with my seat secure, once I held all three of the large wells for the region. With the accompanying wealth, I bought up nearly all of our remote lands near the river. I control all trade into Corraith. Sadly, Sirella got tired of the game once she felt I had ‘won’ and went off on her own again. I haven’t seen her in over a year.”


    Estin forced himself not to check over his shoulder. The faint jingling of Phaesys’s armor told him he was still following. “Can we talk here?”


    “If you mean in front of him, yes. Phaesys and I have no more secrets between us.”


    “I…” Estin trailed off as Phaesys moved to the edge of his vision when the three of them stopped. “I’m not sure how to ask what I really need to know. I don’t want to insult anyone.”


    Oria studied him with glittering eyes for a moment before turning to Phaesys. “You wanted to speak with my father for years, did you not?”


    “I did,” Phaesys answered softly.


    “This is your chance. Speak freely. Your words may answer the questions he’s afraid to ask.”


    Phaesys bowed his head in acknowledgement and moved to stand in front of Estin. Out of instinct, Estin backed away a step, worrying Phaesys might reach for his weapon at any moment. Instead, Phaesys dropped to his knees, clasped Estin’s ankle, and put his face to the ground.


    “Please forgive me for what I’ve done to you and your family,” Phaesys begged, his voice muffled by the sand. “I made mistakes that I cannot ever take back. None of you have any reason to ever excuse anything I did back then. Please know that I never meant for things to end how they did, and would do anything to take back my actions, no matter the personal cost.”


    Estin looked up at Oria in embarrassed confusion, though she just smiled warmly down on Phaesys. Looking past her, Estin realized the two kits had followed. They were watching from a safe distance, hiding among the wagons, though their ears standing straight up over the pile of crates they were using as shelter gave them away.


    “You turned us over to the Turessians,” Estin said softly, trying to keep his voice from reaching the kits. “You are a traitor, Phaesys. I don’t know why Oria forgave you, but it won’t be that easy for me.”


    “Easy?” Oria asked, her tone suddenly angry. “It’s been years, Father. I have forgiven Phaesys, but I will never forget what he did back there. Do not pretend that any of us have managed to do the right thing every time. He made a mistake and time has passed. Phaesys, be kind enough to tell Estin what you did to earn forgiveness.”


    Lifting his head only slightly, Phaesys took his hands off Estin’s leg and put them at his sides, well away from his weapon. “I forfeited all of my father’s holdings to the council and relinquished my place in the army. Without fortune or profession, I lived more than a year as a beggar in the city. I had actually not realized how badly beggars were treated in my own city. It was humbling.”


    “He was under council edict that if he came into my presence, he was to be executed without question,” Oria said without taking her glare off Estin. “I went looking for him several times when I was in a particularly dark mood, hoping my guards would see him and kill him. Apparently, he was smart enough to avoid me back then.”


    Phaesys smiled slightly and waited until Oria had finished before he went on. “After that year, I managed to apprentice myself out as a servant to a household. I was treated no differently than any of their cattle, and I asked for nothing more than that.”


    “How does that get us to…this?” Estin asked, nodding slightly toward where the kits were trying to be stealthy.


    “My masters found out about the edict,” Phaesys continued. “They decided that it might improve their station if they sent me to the council to make a delivery of goods. The expectation was that I would be executed and they would be heralded for willingly giving up a slave to appease a council member. I knew their intentions but did not shy away from my fate. They gave me an order and I obeyed.”


    Putting a hand on Phaesys’s shoulder, Oria explained, “He chose a good day to come. Sirella was becoming scarce before she left my service, and the politics of the council were pushing me to the point that I am certain I would have begun killing people by week’s end. Given his background and my need for someone I could talk to, I chose to spare him, though I had few options in that regard. I needed someone who understood the politics.


    “I could not simply ignore a council edict, even one that was created for my benefit. I had to exact a punishment on him that would show he had been through enough and that I was sparing him in the end. It was the only way I could employ him to help me reason my way through the council’s games. Honestly, I intended to make him wish that he had been executed.”


    Estin watched Phaesys a little longer, wondering just how much he had changed in the last few years. Finally, despite his better judgment, Estin reached down and took Phaesys’s hand, pulling him to his feet so they could be eye to eye—or close to it, given that Phaesys stood several inches taller than him.


    “What’d she put you through that was good enough that she thinks you should be standing here?” he asked, trying to meet Phaesys’s gaze. “Feanne would have beaten me to a bloody pulp, but I’m guessing Oria was more creative?”


    “Much,” Phaesys replied, smiling more broadly. “She ordered me stripped of any remaining wealth I had…which was little more than my sword and armor that I had kept hidden over the years. Then I was to prove that I could help others, rather than myself. Failing, I was to be executed. I began taking in those who were displaced or most hurt by the war, and I cared for them in Oria’s home. Marr is actually my ward…my step-daughter, if you will. Her own parents died in the months after the mists came through.


    “After a year of serving both Oria and the orphans of the city, Oria gave me a choice. I could either be set free and leave Corraithian lands with no further edict over me, or I could stay and be sold as a slave, marked until the day I die, with no opportunity to ever hold title again. I asked which she would prefer, as my debt was to her. She refused to answer, and I had to trust my heart. I was promptly sold as a slave…to Oria.”


    “Slave?” Estin demanded, pushing Phaesys aside to confront Oria directly. He forced her back a step. “How dare you? Just kill him! After what we went through—”


    “After what we went through, it was a valid test of whether he has changed,” she snapped back, planting a hand on Estin’s chest to keep him from coming any closer. “The council wanted him dead, given who his father was. Banishment was one option, but they would have hunted him down with no consequences. Slavery and the limitations that placed on him was the other. By making him my slave, I can keep him around, and I can allow him to live as I see fit. I was protecting him. Every day he came to me and asked me to forgive him again and again, until I believe it hurt me more than him to go through this. I needed him in my life. You of all people should understand, Father.”


    “You had children with your slave?” Estin countered, his anger not diminishing in the slightest.


    “I had children with my mate!” Oria growled back at him. “We are as close as you and Mother, but I cannot marry him under Corraithian law or he would be able to lay claim to my lands. The council wouldn’t stand for that. They’d kill us both to keep it from even being a possibility.


    “Life is inconvenient, Father, but we are making the best of it. If I leave my seat on the council, I can marry Phaesys, but if I did that, people like Marr would die. I am picking my battles the way you and Mother taught me. I am not happy that I put Phaesys in the position he’s in any more than I’m happy he betrayed us all those years ago. For now, it balances out.


    “I have named him my paladin—my personal guard who will sacrifice anything and will never possess wealth of his own. That title protects him, keeps us together, and allows me to do what I have to with the council. What other direction would you have me go that doesn’t sacrifice someone or something that our family considers important? Would you choose any other path if this was the only way that you could keep your family together, while saving others? If so, I may have idolized you without merit. I am doing what is right for my family and my city. As soon as I can be sure the city no longer needs me, I will set it aside to be with my family. For now, I have no regrets.”


    Estin’s temper fell apart, and he looked past Oria to the kits, who were still watching from the shadow of the wagon. He watched them scamper back toward the tents. Finally, he turned to Phaesys. “Will you be entirely honest with me?”


    “Of course,” Phaesys answered instantly. “Ask anything. I swear I will hide nothing.”


    “Tell me if you are happy with this arrangement. Being property, even to the person you are mated to.”


    Phaesys nodded, taking Oria’s hand in his. “I swore that I would give anything to be back in Oria’s life. I would have given my life every day for eternity to make amends for what I did. I presented her with the weapon to execute me more times than I can count, and would still make that offer if I believed it would make her life one bit more pleasant. If this is what it takes for us to be together, I will endure the few hardships that come with it.”


    “Hardships? Does she whip you daily or something?”


    Oria’s barely controlled anger told Estin he had probably gone too far, but Phaesys gave him nothing in his calm expression. “No. What I endure doesn’t come from her. Because I cannot be her husband and she is the most powerful woman in Corraithian lands, I must watch day after day as other men attempt to talk her into marrying them, so that they can lay claim to her estate. I consider it a constant reminder that my mistakes put me in the shadows near the woman I love, rather than at her side. If she accepts their offers, I would be required to protect both her and her husband, and I would do so without question. I will never be her equal, but I will never complain about that.”


    The abrupt change in Oria’s demeanor to near tears told Estin it was no easier on her than it was on Phaesys. Finally relenting, Estin nodded and held out his hand to Phaesys. “Welcome to the family. Glad to see your relationship isn’t any more sane than the rest of ours.”


    Phaesys took Estin’s hand, and for the first time that day, Phaesys calm surface broke. He pulled Estin into a hug, sniffling as he did so. It was awkward for Estin, having wanted to kill Phaesys earlier, but the world changed too fast for him to hold on to that anger. Instead, he held Phaesys as long as he wanted. Eventually Phaesys backed away and cleared his throat as he tried to regain his composure.


    “That leads me to another question,” Estin thought out loud, pointing back toward the tent. “Marr?”


    “Is with Rinam, yes,” Oria answered, looking slightly uncomfortable.


    “Rinam is just shy of six. Is that right?”


    “Pretty much,” Oria said, drawing patterns in the sand with a toe to keep from looking directly at him. That simple expression reminded him of her mannerisms when he had last seen her, even with so many years in between.


    “How long have they been together?” he finally asked. “She seems really nervous to meet Feanne and I.”


    “Officially they have been together about six months, since she was declared an independent adult, no longer under Phaesys’s watch. That was when they set out looking for you two.” Oria continued to fidget. “She is nervous because I may have told her stories about you two that put me in a position of trust with her, while making her fear you two, lest she break Rinam’s heart.”


    Estin groaned and tried to ignore the chuckles from Phaesys. “Unofficially?”


    Phaesys spoke up when Oria hesitated. “About nine months, since about six months after Marr moved into Oria’s household. We had other issues at the time they began sneaking off. We were unable to address it before they were rather attached.”


    “Elia and Atall are a little more than six months old,” Oria added, smiling sheepishly. “When Phaesys pointed out that Rinam was getting a little…close…with Marr, I was in no position to care, as I was still figuring out how the whole pregnancy thing worked. I am always aware of what happens under my roof, but I was in no place to deal with it. Now, it would break my heart to separate them. They ran off together with Theldis and Alyana, thinking they would go find you two. By the time we heard from them the week before last, I hardly felt it was appropriate to start a fight over their relationship. The three barely remembered you two, but they were so excited to get on the road and find you both. I did not want to dull their enthusiasm with an argument.”


    “The pirates…your idea or theirs?”


    Oria rolled her eyes and put a hand to her forehead. “Theirs. I told them in one of my notes that if they needed money for their travels, I would provide it. Somehow that was relayed to some rather unpleasant people as a reward for finding the two of you. I’ve paid out near enough money to buy the city of Altis just keeping my brothers and sister from getting themselves killed by people who were trying to collect on that supposed offer. I had actually assumed this latest news was another false claim.”


    Taking her free hand in his, Estin leaned forward. “Can you ever forgive us for being gone this long?”


    She tightened her grip on his hand and smiled. “Tell me that it was worthwhile. I want to know you had good reason and that, if nothing else, you found a way to kill Arturis.”


    “We did. We found out how to kill all of them.”


    “I assume the retreat of the mists three years ago is your doing as well, along with the collapse of magic?”


    Estin shrugged. “You’d have to ask your mother. I got myself in trouble again and missed some of the action. I’ve been stuck on the ocean for a long while.”


    Oria smiled and nodded, clasping his hand more tightly. “I just need to do one thing before I can say all is forgiven, and that’s actually why I asked you out here alone.”


    “What?”


    Oria held up a finger to have him wait. Removing the veil and handing it to Phaesys, she slowly rolled up both sleeves and fastened them above her elbows with silk cords. Then, shifting the hem of her robe to keep it from tangling her legs, she turned and punched Estin in the jaw, knocking him over backward.


    Landing with a thud, Estin spit out a mouthful of blood and checked to be sure she had not broken his jaw. When he looked up again, Oria was standing over him, offering him a hand up, stretching the fingers of the hand she had hit him with.


    “That,” she said, yanking him to his feet, “is for hitting me in the face with your tail. My eye swelled nearly shut for days, and I still have a few scars on the inside of my mouth from where my fangs cut in. Now, all is forgiven. I didn’t want Mother out here when I hit you, because she would have taken my ears off before she thought it through.”


    Laughing despite the pain, Estin hugged Oria and breathed in the scent of her now that he was close enough to get past the oils the Corraithians seemed to use to coat everything. A rough greeting from his lost child was far better than anything else he could imagine.


    “So when do I get to see these lands of yours?” he finally asked as Oria led him back toward the tent. “We’ve got to be hundreds of miles from Corraith.”


    Keeping an arm around him as they walked, Oria replied, “A little more than a hundred, and you have already seen my lands. We’re on my lands. Most of the river is mine, along with large sections between here and Corraith itself. Once you’ve gotten done catching up with everyone, I’ll let you two find a place anywhere under my banner that you want to live. You’re not sneaking away again. You will live anywhere you want that I control.”


    “Wouldn’t dream of leaving.” He walked on a little longer before adding, “It could take some time to get used to my kits all being grown up and finding families of their own. I left four of my children and came back to six adults, two of whom are as much part of the family as my own, plus two grandchildren. It won’t be easy to wrap my head around.”


    “Only two grandchildren?” Oria asked, without any hint of humor in her expression. “Oh…you didn’t know?”


    Estin froze midstep and nearly fell over. He looked down at Oria’s robe, seeing no hint that she was pregnant. Given the layers of cloth, it would have been easy to hide. If she were pregnant, it had to be recent.


    “No, no, not me,” Oria said, grinning as she waved away his concern, smoothing the front of her robe over her stomach.


    Estin swallowed hard. “Then you mean…Marr?”


    Oria kept her mouth shut for a moment before bursting out laughing. When Estin looked over at Phaesys for confirmation, he saw Phaesys was shaking his head sadly.


    “She honestly thinks that jokes of that sort are funny,” Phaesys said, giving Oria a disapproving glare. “You should have heard the nonsense she filled Marr’s head with about the risks of spending time alone with a boy. I’m surprised that Marr is willing to let Rinam within a hundred paces of her. To this day, I think Oria told her those stories just so that I had to squirm when forced to reeducate Marr about topics I still have a hard enough time discussing with Oria. I did not believe my penance required educating young women about their relationships with men, but Oria certainly put me in that position.”


    “I wouldn’t entirely deny that was intentional,” Oria said, putting her arm back around Estin. “Take a deep breath, Dad. I promise, no more surprises for a few days at least. Rinam and Marr aren’t too serious yet. No talk about marriages or life-matings that I’ve overheard. If this is the worst they come up with by this age, I’d say I did well enough for them. Things could have turned out far worse for all of us.”


    They stepped into the tent, and Estin watched as the two young kits crawled over Feanne, who was on the ground, laughing and pawing back at them. Beside them, Rinam held Marr in his arms, hugging her as they smiled down at their games. Marr tried to quickly slip away when she saw Estin watching her—unsuccessfully, as Rinam did not let go. To one side, Theldis stood stoically, his tail wagging slowly—a near mirror of Phaesys’s quiet watching for threats. To the other side of Rinam and Marr, Alyana had her attention on Alafa’s money pouch, but snapped her gaze to Estin with a falsely innocent grin.


    Through it all, the soldiers stood at the edge of the room, ready to leap to the defense of the wildlings—a reversal of roles that Estin had never expected to see.


    As Estin walked from the entrance of the tent toward the others, the kits stopped their attack on Feanne and sat up. They watched Estin with their whiskers twitching nervously. Occasionally their gaze darted to Phaesys and Oria before coming back to Estin. His initial attack on Phaesys had clearly left the wrong first impression.


    Kneeling, he beckoned them to him, but both kits hesitated. Sitting up behind them, Feanne whispered something, and the kits finally broke and ran at Estin, nearly bowling him over. For a while, Estin lay there, fussing with the children and enjoying the simple play that he had not gotten to do with his own children as they grew up.


    Once the kits had tired of their games—and Estin’s fur and tail hurt from being tugged and bitten so often—Oria hurried them off to take a nap before they did any real damage to anyone. He could still hear them fussing in a back section of the tent, arguing that they were not tired in between loud yawns.


    To his mild surprise and some concern, Marr and Alafa had wandered off to chat on one side of the tent. His own children were sitting in a half circle around Feanne, listening to her attempts to explain what had happened in their last days in Corraith. He noted she was going out of her way to avoid mentioning her own death. From the look of Alyana, she was going to be asking questions about that hole in the story soon.


    Estin sat there, absently smiling at the people who surrounded him, including Phaesys and Oria when they snuck back into the main part of the tent once the kits were quiet. It was all so surreal, after years of struggling to keep anyone near him, that now every living member of his family—and a few extras—were in one place with no threat of death hanging over them.


    Thinking back over the last few years, Estin could hardly believe half of it had happened at all, now that things were so serene. The years spent on the run in Altis before meeting Feanne. The months learning to trust and then love her, losing her, and then having her come back to him. The years of trying to live through the day and never knowing if they would see another dawn. It was all so real, and yet Estin felt as though it had happened to someone else.


    For the briefest moment, Estin thought on those years of struggle as a waste and as lost years that he could have been sitting where he was right then. Slowly he realized that without all of that pain, all of those struggles, none of them would have been there at all.


    Had Feanne not chosen to risk herself to save her father’s pack, Estin would never have met her. If Estin had not risked being caught by the Turessians that first time, Feanne would have died, snuffing out any chance for anyone in that tent to be alive. He knew full well he would never have lived as long as he had without Feanne at his side, nor would he really have wanted to. All the dragons’ talk about the pattern of life made sense.


    He thought on those they had lost, trying not to let tears mar the moment. Atall’s sacrifice had saved all of them, even if Estin could wish his son was still alive. From what little Feanne had told him so far, Raeln’s sacrifice was no less vital. Nonetheless, he would have given anything to have all of those he had lost there, even for a few minutes, to let them know they had made all of this possible. Memories of Finth, Lihuan, Asrahn, Ulra, and so many others drifted across his mind, and soon tears were impossible to avoid.


    Excusing himself as he wiped at his face, Estin hurried from the tent, motioning for the soldiers who tried to follow him to stay where they were. He got outside as fast as he could, barely getting into the sunlight before the tears came, despite his best effort to stop them. He had fought those emotions for so long, trying to be strong for the sake of everyone who depended on him. But it was too much now that he no longer had to be strong. All of the years of struggle pushed him far past his breaking point and demanded to be released in a few minutes of sobbing outside the tent.


    Someone coming out of the tent forced Estin to quickly compose himself. He put a hand over his eyes as he struggled to regain control over his tears. He had not been around those people long enough to be seen as weak.


    “No need to hide it,” Feanne said, putting her arms around him from behind. “I know exactly what you’re feeling, Estin. Trust me, I know. I asked Oria to keep the others inside for a little while so we can be alone out here. I need the time to think about how to confront that child and make sure she has what it takes to lead people.”


    Estin laughed, and to his surprise, Feanne did too. She likely had no intention of challenging Oria. He could tell she was accepting everything and was more relaxed than she had been in years. There were still appearances to keep up, and that might necessitate Feanne putting on a show of passing authority to Oria. All in good time.


    They stood out there in front of the tent until the sun was nearing the horizon again, neither of them saying a word for more than an hour. When Estin was finally sure he would not begin crying again—at least not right away—he turned around and hugged Feanne back. Her face was wet with tears as well, though she had managed to cry far more quietly than he had.


    “Was it all worth it?” she asked, nuzzling his cheek.


    Shifting his hand to place it over her shoulder where her shirt hid the scars that matched his own, he answered, “No regrets.”


    “None at all,” Feanne replied, hugging him tightly.


    
      

    

  


  
    Epilogue


    “No More Pain”


     


    
       
    


    Raeln gasped for breath as the pain faded abruptly. His whole body shuddered as the constant burning and freezing faded, making him initially think that he was finally dying. He had fought for as long as he could, detaching his conscious mind from the agony, trying to delay what he knew would eventually come. The lack of pain was more disorienting than the agony or the mists themselves after so long.


    He hit the ground hard, as though falling from ten feet or more off the ground. Screaming, he curled into a ball as his whole body reminded him of the pain he had managed to ignore for months or years—perhaps centuries. It all came at him at once, sending him into a feral spiral of agony that made him want to lash out anything that came near him. All he could do was tremble and scream.


    Slowly the pain faded enough that Raeln could catch his breath and piece together what was happening around him. He could feel something touching his back and hear faint movement. A murmur became clearer, until he recognized it as language. People were near, talking amongst themselves.


    “He’s waking up,” said a man, and the hand on Raeln’s back gently slid along his shoulder, attempting to be reassuring, even as the contact made his skin burn. “Raeln? Can you hear me?”


    Raeln let out another scream and cried as the pain redoubled. He lost any sense of the people around him for several seconds, until the burning began to ebb again. He managed to open his eyes briefly, seeing paw-shaped feet near his head. That at least meant the Turessians had not managed to drag him out of the mists—unless they were trying to put someone new in his place.


    “I…I can hear,” Raeln wheezed, clutching at his face, trying to make sense of the years of torture he had tried to ignore. It was as though he were suffering all of it at once. “Please…please don’t touch me.”


    The pressure on Raeln’s back pulled away immediately.


    Raeln let the pain go on, with little he could do about it. He lay there, shaking, trying to endure it without letting out another scream. Whoever was there knew his name, and he had no desire to show more weakness than he already had. He just needed time.


    Slowly the pain faded until Raeln thought he could bear it. Taking a long, deep breath, he steadied himself, trying to find some semblance of calm. Once he reached the quiet that always hid deep within his mind, he sat up, keeping his eyes tightly closed to avoid the bright light that stung his eyes even when closed.


    “How long?” he asked, barely recognizing his own voice. He sounded hoarse, and all of the sounds in the room echoed painfully to his ears. “How long has it been?”


    “Too long…I don’t know specifics. Just much too long.”


    Raeln reached toward the speaker, his fingers finding the cloth of a shirt sleeve. He worked his way up the arm until he found the person’s neck, where his finger-pads came down on thick fur.


    “It can’t have been long if anyone still knows my name,” Raeln reasoned to himself, releasing the person behind him and letting his hands fall to his sides. “Is Dorralt with you?”


    “No,” another voice replied—a woman’s. “Dorralt is not here with us.”


    Raeln smiled weakly. He had been worried that he might be expected to fight again, and he knew he was not up to that task. Not yet. “What about Turess or Feanne?”


    The man behind Raeln chuckled. “He’s worried about all the wrong people. Was he always this dense?”


    “He was, even as a pup,” the woman answered, sounding amused. “Raeln, you need to open your eyes. We should go soon. This is not the right place for us. We don’t belong here.”


    Confused, Raeln struggled to make his eyes open, but the light was far too bright. Each time he tried, his eyes watered immediately, blinding him. He took another deep breath and forced himself to keep his eyes open, using his hands to shield them from the light.


    At first he saw nothing in front of him beyond old dust-covered stones. He closed his eyes again, resting them briefly. When he reopened them, he turned slightly, trying to aim his face at the woman’s voice.


    Kneeling in front of Raeln was Asha, her expression worried. She looked near tears herself. Her ears flattening back with concern, she reached out toward Raeln but then pulled back her hand nervously.


    “Mother?” he asked as he was forced to blink hard again. He reached out and caught her wrist, feeling the warmth through her fur. “How are you alive?”


    Asha pulled Raeln into a hug that hurt badly, but was something he was more than happy to endure. “Do not ask me questions yet,” Asha answered near his ear, clinging tightly. “Once we leave here, we can talk more.”


    “We…?” Raeln trailed off, remembering the man’s voice behind him.


    Without releasing his grip on his mother, lest she get away somehow, Raeln shifted on the stone floor so he could see more of the room behind him. He blinked again, struggling to focus his eyes. He saw Greth had been sitting beside him, smiling even while tears ran down his muzzle.


    “About time you paid attention to me,” Greth chided, gingerly putting his hand on Raeln’s back. “There’s a lot of people who are worried about you.”


    “Who’s here?” Raeln managed to croak out, his ability to catch his breath hindered by his mother’s tight hug. “Is this Oramain’s doing again?”


    Greth grinned broadly. “I think I saw him somewhere recently. He’s not really someone I’m too concerned about. Ilarra is waiting nearby. Also, your two fathers and other mother are outside…someone still needs to explain that to me.”


    Raeln nearly fell over. “How…how is any of this possible?”


    Taking his muzzle in her hand, Asha forced him to look at her. “Do you want to ask that question, Raeln?”


    Raeln pulled free of his mother and looked around the room where he lay. He realized it was still the cavern under the temple of Turessi. There was no longer a throne or the rippling hole in the air. Otherwise, the place looked exactly how he had left it. Glancing toward the stairs, he could see people waiting there, hidden by the shadows. Only Asha and Greth were within the light of the room…though he could not spot the source of the light.


    “No, I don’t want to know anything,” he finally admitted, hugging his mother back. “Can I…?”


    Asha laughed and released Raeln, motioning toward Greth.


    Despite all of the pain still radiating through his body, Raeln spun and practically tackled Greth, hugging him as tightly as he could.


    Greth made overexaggerated choking noises for a moment before hugging back.


    “This time…” Raeln struggled to keep talking as emotion flooded him. “This time, will it be longer?”


    “As long as you want,” Greth answered softly. “We’ve got all the time you need. We can wait to see the others or we can go now.”


    “Not them…us.”


    Greth laughed, nodding into Raeln’s shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere this time.”


    “Should I be asking questions?”


    “Nope,” Greth replied, smirking up at Raeln. “You really shouldn’t. Just accept this for what it is. Some things are better left unknown.”


    “Am I…?


    Greth reached up and grabbed Raeln’s muzzle, preventing him from talking. “We don’t talk about that. We don’t talk about duties and obligations that we had. You don’t have to worry about anyone who isn’t here with you. No running off to save the world, now. Promise?”


    Raeln tried to think of anything he had left incomplete and could think of nothing. There was no burden on his shoulders for perhaps the first time in his life. Everyone he would have still been worried about was there with them.


    “I promise,” he answered, holding Greth tightly.
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