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    Chapter One


    “Survival”


    


    The touch of the mists woke pain in every inch of my body, letting me know I was alive, but warning me that it could kill in an instant. Everything I had known could have and probably should have ended in that moment, with my mate and my children in my arms. I accepted that and let the mists close about me, their burning fingers tugging and tearing at me and likely the others.


    The agony of being dragged away by what can only be described as a hurricane of flames was the last thing I thought I would ever feel again.


    When I woke, I expected to learn what the afterlife of my people looked like. To some small degree, I had looked forward to that, thinking on all those I had lost. It was an ending to all I had known, or so I thought.


    Instead, I found myself face down in sand, with Feanne and Atall lying disheveled in the desert around me. Panic had taken me for a second, wondering not where we were or how we had gotten there, but instead trying to find Oria. The child appeared almost immediately, spitting sand as she crawled out from under a low drift several feet away.


    Even as battered as we had been upon arrival in the desert, we had laughed hysterically at having survived at all.


    Knowing that we had all lived another day had been enough for me and initially for Feanne. Her resilience to some things let her cope with the fear of being in unknown lands faster than I could, but it also allowed her to turn her attention elsewhere quickly.


    I worried about where we would find shelter, what kind of food was to be found out here, and what might come after us. My eyes swept the horizon for threats that were not coming. I knew nothing of this strange place, with its endless miles of sand, marred only by tall formations of stone that were so unlike anything I had seen before.


    Feanne just trusted her instincts to warn her of dangers. The new scenery was nothing more than another day to her. Where I wondered whether we would starve or die from lack of water, Feanne immediately began complaining about the heat as she collected the kits, as though that were our only threat to worry about.


    I thought she was kidding, or trying to lighten the mood for all of us. Sadly, that appears not to be the case. Foxes may live in the desert, but a mountain fox surely does not belong there…and if that fox can talk, you will hear about it endlessly.


    The only thing worse than putting a person in a land they cannot tolerate is taking a leader away from her people. I truly did not believe that Feanne’s mood was entirely about the climate, but I was willing to humor her in that.


    I would tolerate nearly anything to see her and the children safe. Here, the worst we faced was the occasional missed meal and sand in one’s fur. That far outshone the appeal of a land where the walking dead could show up at your home at any moment to murder your family.


    I may feel as though the sun is scalding my ears off as I write this, but at least we lived long enough for me to feel even that.


    


    Estin woke abruptly as the winds snapped at the flap of the canvas sheet that covered the four of them. Hot air dried his eyes and nose instantly, even as sand pummeled him. He had hoped the shallow den they had begun to dig would be enough to stave off the sand storms, but he realized it would have to be a full cave before there was any shelter from storms like this one. They would have to dig much deeper into the harder sandstone beneath.


    The storms woke Estin quite regularly during those first few days, as he had not become as accustomed to the lack of danger in these lands as the others. Atall merely opened an eye, muttering before going back to sleep, but Feanne and Oria did not even stir. Estin could only wish he had their level of confidence in their safety.


    Every snap of the canvas sheet made him think that he would open his eyes and see the rotting faces of walking corpses reaching for him and his family. Thankfully, that remained a distant memory of a place that he was glad to be far from.


    Aside from the fear of armies of the dead, Estin often wondered what would become of them all when they found others in these lands. Would they be like those in Altis—their old home—and try to enslave or butcher them, or would they welcome a family of wildlings?


    Wildlings…the name some fool had given Estin’s kind in some long-ago tale, just because of their similarity to wild animals. That name held so many preconceived beliefs about his people that Estin always dreaded meeting others of any race. He never knew what they expected when meeting their first wildlings, or what foolishness their culture might have perpetuated about his people.


    In the dim light, Estin looked over his family. To him, they were anything but wild animals, but he knew he had a slightly skewed perspective.


    Feanne, his life-mate, was a red fox wildling, nearly five feet tall, with gorgeous red fur over most of her body. Standing out against the brighter red, the tips of her ears and her hands and feet were black-furred, somewhat hiding her razor-sharp black claws—the only visible trait of her lioness mother’s ancestry. Running down her chin to cover her chest and stomach was starkly white fur, which also brightened the tip of her bushy tail.


    Between the two of them, their children Atall and Oria lay sleeping. Both were patterned similar to Feanne, though Atall had a bit of black edging around the white of his chest fur, leading up near his ears, and Oria had a subtle black tint to the tips of most of her red fur.


    The children were Feanne’s, to most who asked back in the old lands. Some question had arisen about whether Estin was indeed their father, but the semantics were something he cared little for. Feanne was his mate, the children were his joy in life. Nothing else mattered.


    The stark difference in appearance between Feanne and the kits versus Estin was the real reason others bothered to even question ancestry. Wildlings of different breeds often ended up together, but in his case, he was not even a close match for them.


    Estin’s breed was not one he had been able to figure out, having been orphaned young. He had been told for years—often by Feanne—that he was a prey-breed and should fear the true predators, or avoid them entirely. After meeting Feanne, he had thrown that to the winds and done his best to never leave her side, predator or not.


    Like Feanne, Estin had black hands and feet and white fur on his chest, though that was about the extent of the similarities. Unlike her, his claws were thick and made for climbing, and his fur was mostly grey. His seven foot black and white striped tail was often what others stared at when they asked awkward questions about his relationship with Feanne.


    Laying back down, Estin put his arm around Feanne, with the kits between them. Under the tarp, the only blanket they had against the sand was Estin’s tail, draped over all of them. They also had Feanne’s old bearskin cloak, but that was better as bedding than cover in the warmer lands.


    Estin lay his hand on Feanne’s stomach as he tried to go back to sleep, the thought that in just under four months she would be giving birth to their children allowed him enough peace to drift back towards sleep. There was no question this time that the kits would be his, he reminded himself, wondering if he had done everything possible to ensure the safety of the whole family.


    With sunlight beginning to shine through the canvas—that put it around midday and at least four hours before they tended to rise for the cooler evenings—Estin buried his muzzle against Feanne’s neck. When she nuzzled back, he gave his best attempt at a purr, then bit back a yelp as Oria flicked the tip of his nose with her claw.


    Estin shifted to look at the girl, who was watching him from the safety of her mother’s arms. She glowered back at him, sticking out her tongue playfully.


    “I’m not allowed now?” he asked the girl softly, smiling. “I thought those rules went away when I agreed to be her mate.”


    Oria shook her head just a little, so as not to wake the others.


    “My new hobby,” Oria whispered back, grinning in the same mischievous way her mother often did. “I’ve already got more brothers or sisters on the way. You don’t get to work on more until Atall and I are adults.”


    Estin chuckled, rustling at the girl’s pointed ears.


    Though he was not terribly amused by the kit’s request, that time was not so far off. Their people often reached adulthood by age four. Oria and her twin brother were a couple months past three. He would have preferred to have more time with them still as children, but that time was growing short quickly.


    “No promises,” he told her, winking.


    Oria let out a long, over-exaggerated sigh and buried her face under Estin’s tail.


    


    *


    


    Three months later, with the sun setting behind them, Estin led Feanne up the long road that seemed to form out of nowhere in the sands, leading up towards Corraith. The city rose before them, its low stone walls giving the only hint of true shelter in the region.


    Towering spires built to resemble the naturally-occurring stone columns in the desert rose high over the majority of Corraith, giving it a sense of majesty and spectacle that was otherwise absent in the deserts. Whereas Altis—Estin and Feanne’s original home—had been built to withstand sieges, Corraith had been built to draw in visitors and hold off the smaller creatures that roamed the desert sands.


    Corraith had once been mighty—or so people were fond of telling Estin during his visits—ruling alone in the desert lands. From what he had heard, the next nearest city was a week’s travel by horse or other means. That had once been a boon for Corraith, acting as the sole trading stop when crossing the desert and an essential source for water. Months earlier, the trade caravans had stopped abruptly.


    In the days before the four of them had found themselves in the desert, the same mists that had scooped Estin’s family from their home and deposited them here had swept across Corraith. The glowing mists had flowed in a nearly straight line through the center of the large city, stripping away nearly half the population, parts of the walls, and many of the central buildings. In the wake of the mists, many other buildings had collapsed, having lost their supporting structures.


    Now, the entire middle of the city was filled with ruins of old buildings and sand that had crept in to reclaim what the city had once kept from the desert. A few small paved roads had been built in that region, but for the most part, the gap between northwest and southeast Corraith had become almost a feature of the city.


    “You know I hate leaving them behind,” Feanne fussed, glancing back into the desert in the direction of their hidden camp. “Are you sure that you need me to come into the city today?”


    “Not for long, I’m hoping,” he told her, keeping his attention on the uneven city walls. There, he could faintly make out archers who were likely watching him just as carefully.


    The city guards had little trust for anything they could not readily identify as a citizen. Estin and Feanne’s clothing was at least the right style—loose cloth shirts and pants, with lightweight cloaks to shield their bodies and heads from the sand on the winds—but they were far from discrete in their appearance.


    Feanne could have hidden her ears and tail with the cloak until they were close to the walls, when her long thin muzzle would be more easily noticed under the hood, but Estin had no such opportunity. With a seven foot long tail snaking out behind him from under the back of his cloak, he knew it was not worth the attempt to hide it. Coupling that with their smaller stature than the elves and occasional human of the city, they were about as obvious as they could be.


    Estin watched the guards rest bows on the walls, just in case. It was routine, but given the accuracy of the trained elves that patrolled up there, he had no desire to give them a reason to fire. Moreover, he wondered if he was fast enough to save Feanne, let alone himself, if they did decide to shoot.


    “Just stay calm and we’ll be fine,” Estin reminded her yet again. “The head of the thieves’ guild wants proof that I’ve got family here. Right now, he believes I’ll take the job’s payment and run.”


    “Tell me again why we are dealing with thieves. I believe that was what got you nearly killed at least once back in Altis and I do not like repeating mistakes.”


    Estin glanced back at Feanne, whose pace had slowed as she put a hand on her stomach. She wavered slightly, but gave him a stern look that warned him not to act like she was showing any weakness. She had always been a warrior and was distinctly unhappy about being forced to depend on someone else.


    “You would have died in a cage if I hadn’t,” he reminded her, nodding back towards where Atall and Oria were safely hidden. “None of you would be alive today...I probably wouldn’t be either. Altis did fall to the undead and I would have died with everyone else there, if I hadn’t followed you out.”


    She snorted, refusing to simply let him be right. Apparently having caught another wind, Feanne pushed past him, setting their pace towards the city.


    A sharp gust of wind tossed their cloaks about, giving Estin a better view of Feanne and made him smile inwardly at the idea of them trying to hide what they were.


    Despite the Corraithian clothing, they both were barefoot, as their clawed paws were not built for the shoes or sandals of the local people. Moreover, Feanne’s bushy red white-tipped tail was nearly impossible to miss against the drab clothing she wore, sticking out from a makeshift hole in the pants.


    “Watching my tail is what put me in my current condition,” she called back at him, without looking his way. How she always knew he was looking had always baffled him. “Keep walking or I will leave you behind.”


    Estin hurried back to her side, leading her past the first group of elves that waited near the ruins of the wall, where a gate had once stood. These men watched Estin and Feanne cautiously, but their hands stayed far from their weapons. The faint jingling of armor under their robes let Estin know that the group turned to continue watching them in passing.


    “You are sure our kind are allowed here?” Feanne hissed. Her eyes darted around at the elves that lined the streets, as she pulled her hood closer around her face with one hand. “They are watching us.”


    “This is not Altis,” Estin reminded her, touching her shoulder reassuringly. “Everyone is allowed in the city. We just might not be treated as well as some, mostly because we’re outsiders. There also aren’t many wildlings left in the area, so we’re a bit more obvious.”


    Feanne muttered something, but even Estin’s ears could not quite pick it up.


    Resigning himself to putting up with Feanne’s nervousness, Estin hurried them through the streets towards a section of town that had been mostly abandoned after the collapse of a once-impressive tower. He knew where his potential employer would be waiting.


    As Estin pushed through the crowds that formed in some parts of the city—mostly near brothels or the few people serving food—Feanne practically pressed against him, trying to hide herself from scrutiny. He put an arm around her and moved them along as swiftly as he could.


    Estin had not known what to expect of his mate when her pregnancy had begun to show. During her first pregnancy, he had not been an active part of her life, so the changes that came over her had been a bit of a surprise. At first, she had been adamant that he not leave her any more than was necessary to find food for them. Later, it had developed into her current frame of mind, where she believed everything and everyone might be a threat to her or her unborn children. In truth, that made Estin worry more for those who might get too close to her by accident.


    It had been a rough few months in the desert. Estin was sure that Oria was ready to throttle her mother some days, as the kits had been asked to join in collection of food and other supplies, but then were often chided for leaving Feanne’s sight. Atall was willing to put up with very nearly anything his mother did, but Estin would bet that even he was nearing a breaking point.


    “Not much farther,” he told Feanne as they cleared the crowds, allowing them to move more freely.


    “I can walk as far as I need to,” she snapped. Then she sighed. “I am sorry, my mate. My temper is short these days.”


    Estin smiled but said nothing, mostly for his own safety.


    His love had a temper unlike any other creature he had ever met. Despite a certain poise and pride that she carried herself with normally, her anger was what people tended to remember her for. During the war, that had saved them many times over.


    That thought hit Estin hard and he had to force himself to keep walking without letting the memories take him too roughly.


    Just months earlier, they had survived a brutal attack by hundreds of undead that had massacred most, if not all, of their people. Many of Estin’s friends had died while he watched. He tried to think about what had happened to their bodies, once the undead had secured the remains of their camp. In truth, he knew they were likely being used as new soldiers in that force.


    “We’re here,” he said, trying to keep the somberness out of his voice.


    Feanne touched his hand gently, letting him know without words that she recognized the dark mood and understood. Gentleness was not something she came to naturally, so the gesture meant much to Estin.


    “Let us get this done and get out of here,” she said after a moment, placing a hand on her large stomach. “I do not trust Atall alone this long.”


    “I would be more worried about Oria. Atall will just get bored and hunt something. Oria will actually look for trouble to...this isn’t helping, is it?”


    Feanne’s glare and the slight twitch of her whiskers left no question.


    Swallowing hard, Estin turned and headed into the large home they stood before.


    The stone structure had once been opulent, but with the ruins around it in that section of town, few likely knew it still stood. That made it the perfect place for criminal activity that needed to stay just outside the public eye, though not so far as to be difficult to find when one wanted to.


    Unlike the Altis thieves’ guild, this one left far less to the imagination. There were no hidden guards, mysterious traps at every turn, and bribed lowlifes stationed outside. Here, Estin had to assume that there were far fewer officials looking to crack down on the crime, as the building was as easy to walk into as any inn, with a doorman near the street entrance that just nodded at their passing. Though Estin had never tried, he guessed that the doorman would provide directions to anyone who asked.


    Estin fully took the lead, with Feanne walking almost directly behind him. She had once insisted on leading the way into danger and anything that she thought might hold the possibility of danger, but the last month’s progression of her pregnancy had convinced her to let him take the risks for a change. It was one of the changes Estin appreciated, as it let him protect her without the effort of overcoming her urge to rush headlong into threats.


    They wound through several halls and down a long corridor into a once-lavish room that looked as though it had been looted, scavenged, and then looted again for any scrap left behind. Though Estin had learned in an earlier visit that this place held many crime lords, each with their own agendas, this particular section of the building was where he was to meet with his particular employer.


    “Ah, my favorite squirrel returns,” came a thickly-accented voice from the far end of the dimly-lit room. The small and somewhat greasy-looking elf grinned broadly at Estin, even as his two human guards glowered and moved a hand on their weapons. “You have brought a friend, I see.”


    Estin bit the inside of his cheek hard, tasting a little blood as his sharper teeth did some damage. He only hoped his annoyance was not visible.


    This was the second thieves’ guild he had worked with and the second that had found a useless moniker for him. Though he did not know what breed of wildling he truly was, these were the days he wished he did know so that he could silence the people who guessed poorly.


    “Still not a squirrel,” Estin reminded the man, guiding Feanne to a spot in the room where she was visible to the man, but where Estin felt he could likely defend her if things went badly. “Just looking for that work. You said I needed to prove I had mouths to feed.”


    Feanne shifted uncomfortably alongside Estin. He knew she was unhappy about being viewed as anything less than a leader, but she managed to say nothing as the small man studied her. Likely, Estin would be hearing about this for some time.


    “Honestly don’t care if you have a family and a whole clutch of little rodents running around,” the man noted with a shrug. “I wanted her here so you understand my position.”


    Estin patted Feanne’s hand to quiet her as she gave a very faint growl.


    “Your wife dies if you steal from me. Standard rules. It’s nothing personal. As far as we’re concerned, she’s the property that gets taken in trade if you don’t provide me with the property that I ask for…”


    Closing his eyes briefly in dismay, Estin did not even try to hold back Feanne as she rushed the man’s desk, slamming her hands down on the surface. He could hear her deadly-sharp claws dig into the wood.


    “I am no one’s property!” she snarled, shoving aside one of the guards.


    The man was nearly half again Feanne’s size and likely double her weight, but her strength came more from her anger and inherent magical capabilities than from her physique. Though the casual push seemed not to even register on Feanne, the human tumbled backwards, giving her and his boss looks of shock. The other guard attempted to look menacing, but made no attempt to get nearer to Feanne.


    “I need your husband, man, pet, toy, or whatever you want to call him, to be loyal to a fault,” the elf told her, leaning forward, as though unconcerned about the ease with which she dismissed his guard. “Why would I not use you as leverage? Would you do any different in my place?”


    Feanne turned just enough to give Estin a displeased look. He knew this would lead to a long argument later. Even if he had known the man would do this—which he had not—this job still meant the difference between his family starving and surviving comfortably for a while. He doubted Feanne would have chosen differently even if she had been expecting such treatment.


    “I pledge on my honor as the leader of my pack that he will not betray you,” Feanne said, her voice abruptly calm. She rose to her full height—made somewhat less noble in appearance by the rounding of her stomach—and locked eyes with the elf. “Assuming you do not betray us and your task does not offend me, he will do as you ask.”


    Estin opened his mouth to speak for himself, but then saw the sharp swish of Feanne’s tail. She was incredibly unhappy. Thinking better of his plan, he closed his mouth and stood patiently, waiting for either the guild master or his mate to tell him what to do.


    “Why should I accept the word of a woman whose interests are served by the success of her man at getting me to pay for food and shelter? Would you not agree that your pledge stinks of opinion? Besides, we don’t normally allow married women to speak as though they are in charge.”


    The man smiled broadly, even as Feanne remained coolly regal.


    “Are you suggesting I would not punish him as severely as you would?”


    That dropped the smile off the man’s face. To Estin, he looked almost predatory in that moment, which was remarkable when facing off against Feanne, whose very breed bore that look at all times.


    “I would likely skin him alive if he stole from me,” the man practically purred. “I doubt the scolding of his wife will motivate him the same.”


    “Estin,” Feanne called back to him, “please tell this man the things I have done to you as part of your training for the pack.”


    Clearing his throat nervously, Estin stepped closer.


    “I’ve been clawed, bit, thrown around, stabbed, almost fed to a wolf, left to sleep on a mountainside in early winter with no shelter…and she makes me watch the children when they’re being mischievous.”


    “And what did I do to Olis when he betrayed the trust of my pack?”


    That question made Estin distinctly uncomfortable. The male wolf she was referring to had tried to wrest control of the pack of wildlings from Feanne.


    “You ripped his throat out in front of the pack.”


    At that, the elf reclined in his chair.


    “I would kill my own mate if he betrayed the trust I put in him, both for my safety and that of my children,” Feanne went on, now making a point of not looking at Estin. “Be mindful that I will just as willingly kill to defend him against betrayal. Name your job and I will let you know if I will hold him to my word.”


    “Now you two…very interesting people,” the man mused aloud, tapping his nose with a finger. “No begging, no pleading. I like this way of business. Perhaps I need to find more of your kind. I think I have not ever been threatened by a pregnant woman I was not married to.”


    “Just name the task.”


    “Fine, fine. It is nothing so drastic as all this talk would lead one to think. I merely wish him to break into another man’s house, search the basement, and return to me with information about what he keeps there, as well as bringing me some paperwork. I have reason to think this man stole from an associate of mine and I wish to know if this is true. Your man will know this item when he sees it.”


    Feanne nodded slowly.


    “No killing and no risk to my mate?”


    “There’s risk…if he’s caught, they’ll probably kill him outright.”


    Estin could see Feanne’s hands clench slightly, but he saw no reaction from the others. Likely, they were still seeing her act of callousness to his wellbeing, which was what she appeared to be going for.


    At least he hoped she was pretending.


    “What do we get if he survives?” asked Feanne, this time watching Estin. Her eyes were angry. Finally, looking back to the elf, she added, “I want the specifics.”


    “He negotiated for a month’s supply of food, as well as shelter at an inn for just as long.”


    “You will double that, if I am to endanger him on your behalf. He has some negligible value to me and your offer is rather small for the risk.”


    The elf laughed openly, slapping the arm of his chair in amusement.


    “Some rodent scurries in here off the street with a clutch of kids and you want me to up my offer? I can find any number of others who can break in there just as easily.”


    Feanne’s shoulders relaxed somewhat. Estin knew that meant she had a plan already. She had learned from her father to read people and predict how to manipulate them and he guessed that would be useful this day.


    “We’re foreigners.”


    “So?”


    “You selected my mate because he was desperate and because he cannot be traced back to you. You may have others who will do the work, but how many are going to be unrecognizable if caught?”


    A slight smirk creased the man’s lips, but he said nothing.


    “So two months and whatever supplies he needs for the job?” Feanne pushed again. “One month of food and shelter if he dies without telling about you.”


    “Done. Do I get to skin him if he fails and lives…or will you be presenting his remains?”


    Feanne looked over at Estin again, then answered, “That depends on which of us catches him first. I might let the children maul him if he gets into that much trouble.”


    Estin swallowed hard. The bluff was getting a little too believable for his liking.


    “You have yourself a deal, fox.” The elf slid a piece of rolled parchment across the table. “The map to the location is on that. What will he need for the moment?”


    Gesturing Estin to approach the table, Feanne deferred to him on that at least. Still, he could feel that anger radiating off of her.


    “Swords,” Estin said. He had felt naked for the last few months without proper weapons. His claws were pitiful by comparison to Feanne’s and were hardly suited for keeping him alive if caught by guards. “I need two light blades. That and a book with healing spells in it. I misplaced mine.”


    That last item caught the man’s attention and not necessarily in a good way.


    “We don’t teach the poor and homeless to read in these lands,” he explained, giving a slight nod to the guard on his right. “I can get you something, but that is asking more than I care for at this point. Magic draws attention around here. If I get word of a squirrel throwing around spells…”


    “You won’t. The book is to help keep me alive, not to perform tricks for children.”


    “The first child I hear talking about a magic-tossing squirrel will be the end of our arrangement. Stop by tomorrow night on your way to the job. What you ask for will be ready.”


    Estin began to turn as Feanne departed, then nearly yelped as she caught hold of him, digging her claws deeply into the fur at the back of his neck. She practically dragged him from the room and into the streets, where she shoved him against a large block of stone from a fallen building.


    “This is not helping us,” she chided, rubbing a hand across the long bridge of her nose. “You make us out to be thieves and I am forced to go along with it. Now, we have no choices.”


    “What else would you have me do?”


    Feanne quickly pulled up her hood as a small group of elves passed by. They never looked in her direction, but she kept her face turned away until they were gone.


    “I would have you protect your family and not get yourself killed.”


    “I can’t protect you if you starve to death.”


    At that, Feanne started to walk away, but Estin grabbed her shoulders, shoving her against the same stone she had pushed him against. She attempted to fight back, but he managed to hold her firm. A look of surprise and dismay crossed her face as she tried to pull away.


    “You could toss me around this whole town for hours if you were healthy,” he noted, trying to meet her eyes. She pointedly avoided his stare. “That stunt with the guard exhausted you. I can’t have you this weak, so close to giving birth. You may be willing to risk it, but I’m not.”


    “I am fine,” insisted Feanne, trying to shove him away. When Estin did not budge, she relaxed as her ears flattened back. “Maybe I am weaker than I thought. There has to be a safer way, though.”


    “Not today there isn’t. But if I do this, we have time to think of other ways to get food. It will at least get us through the birth.”


    Feanne nodded, her jaw set firmly. She was not happy about being so dependent on him—or anyone for that matter, mate or not. She had said as much on a fairly regular basis over the last month.


    “Feanne,” he said, brushing the back of his thick claws along her cheek gently, “I need you to trust me. I’ll make sure everything’s all right.”


    Smirking slightly, Feanne cocked her head as she looked up at him.


    “Whenever you say that I should trust you and I make the mistake of listening, I either end up fighting for my life against legions of undead, or I end up otherwise inconvenienced,” she said as she motioned towards her stomach. “You bring trouble with every plan you have.”


    Estin leaned close, resting his muzzle against Feanne’s in a wildling version of a kiss.


    “We’ll make it through this,” he promised her, practically whispering the words at her ear. “We lived through the worst the world threw at us. I won’t let you and the kits starve. That’s not the end we were meant for.”


    “Then we should get back to them before they find a way to set the desert aflame.”


    Feanne dug her fingers into Estin’s cheek—the sting of her claws something he had learned to cherish as a part of who she was—holding him close for a moment, before slipping free of his grip and hurrying back towards the desert.


    


    *


    


    After spending the evening hunting with the kits for what little they could find in the way of lizards, small rodents, and several desert fruits, Feanne was the first to settle in as dawn began to show on the horizon. That left Estin at the entrance to their makeshift den, watching as the dunes began to glow with the reddish light of the sunrise.


    Behind him, the tiny shelter they had finished digging out in a hollow area between several deeply-set stones lay nearly silent, the quiet only broken by Feanne’s occasional faint snore.


    Estin pulled his legs under him as he sought to relax himself, letting the last light of the day wash away the tensions of what he had put his mate through. Each time he thought he might be able to ease away his stresses, either thoughts of whether he was ready to deal with helping Feanne through her birth, or painful rumbles of his empty stomach would pull him back to the place in his mind he had hoped to escape.


    Despite Feanne’s belief that they could get by without resorting to deals with the underbelly of the city, Estin knew that they were just barely surviving. For several weeks now, he had ensured that nearly every scrap of food that was not for the kits was going to Feanne. It had taken far more skill in sleight of hand than he thought he possessed, but since she had said nothing yet, he had to believe she was ignorant of this. He had hoped it would be temporary, but after so long, his strength was fading and he worried that after much longer, he might not make it back from hunting one night.


    Blinking back the morbid thoughts, Estin noticed that Oria and Atall were scurrying up the sandy rise toward their makeshift home. The two kits—Estin reminded himself that he needed to stop thinking of them as children, but knew it was not going to be an easy change for him to make—were checking for anyone following them as they darted between the dunes, trying to conceal their path like their mother had taught them.


    “Dad, you’ll never guess–” began Atall, but Oria pounced him, shoving his face into the sand.


    “We found some extra food,” Oria cut in, darting out of Atall’s reach when he came up clawing at her.


    Running to Estin’s side, the fox child knelt and pulled a large sack off her frayed belt, setting it down in front of Estin. She gave him an odd look, then said softly, “Don’t worry, we aren’t hungry.”


    Estin smiled back at her, thankful for her constant attention to things going on around her. Much like her mother when she was at her best, Oria knew what everyone was doing, even if they meant to hide it. Likely, she had known for weeks that Estin had been slowly starving himself to keep Feanne healthy.


    “Stop torturing your brother,” Estin warned her, lowering his head in a slight bow of thanks. He took the sack from her graciously. “Someday, he’ll be bigger than you and won’t put up with it.”


    Atall caught up, coming up alongside his sister and giving her an annoyed glare, while picking sand out of his ear with a fingertip. She seemed to ignore him completely.


    “You’re bigger than mom,” Oria mused, smirking in a subtle manner that reminded Estin of her mother, “but she’s still the boss.”


    “We have an understanding,” answered Estin, waving the kits into the shelter. “Get inside before she wakes up and yells at me for letting you both stay out too late.”


    Giggling, Oria ran past him, disappearing into the darker region under the canvas cover of their den. Atall just stood where he was, seething somewhat as he watched his sister go.


    “She says boys can’t fight,” Atall admitted once his sister was gone.


    “That’s your mother’s doing, not mine.”


    Atall scowled at Estin, cocking his head slightly.


    “Oria’s a better fighter than me and a better tracker. I hate this! Can’t you teach me something to show her I’m not going to be a pushover like—”


    The kit clamped his mouth shut abruptly.


    “...like I am with your mother?” Estin smiled as he pulled the sack Oria had left him over to his side.


    Without opening the bag, his nose picked up the scent of cactus fruit and something dead...likely some small rodent. In better days, the combination of scents might have upset his stomach, but as hungry as he was, he could have found a way to make sand sound appetizing.


    “That’s not what I meant,” Atall dodged, though his face made it clear that was exactly what he meant. “You’ve saved us all so many times. Whether she’s a better fighter or not, you’re not helpless like me.”


    Estin reached out and caught the young male by the neck, pulling him close so that they were face-to-face. Lifting his own shirt, Estin pointed out a long smooth scar that ran most of the way across his stomach.


    “You did that more than a year ago, Atall. Accident or not, you’re far from helpless.”


    Atall looked genuinely miserable at seeing the remnants of the wound he had caused out of anger. Estin had nearly died from the cut Atall had inflicted on him out of protectiveness when his mother first started showing affection towards Estin. It had been something Atall had been quite vocally regretting for some time.


    “I couldn’t even catch a lizard that we found tonight,” Atall mused, not taking his eyes off the scar. “Oria ran it down, but it kept slipping away from me. Mother was going to teach me after Oria, but she’s...you know.”


    “Not running around chasing anything right now. I’m guessing you don’t want to wait a month or two for her to be ready to teach you, while the new kits are underfoot?”


    Atall grinned, finally looking Estin in the eyes.


    “Are you offering to teach me?”


    “Not until after I eat something. Then I’ll do what I can.”


    They sat at the entrance to the den until the sun was finally visible in the eastern sky, Atall talking up the night’s run through the desert with his sister. The two had found various old ruins and a mostly sand-covered stone road in their explorations. Whatever had once been in these deserts had been far larger than the tiny city of Corraith.


    Through the storytelling, Estin listened attentively, even as he picked at the meager food they had brought him. Two small cactus fruits, a skinny lizard, and a thick-skinned frog were hardly enough to fill a stomach, but they were enough to settle Estin’s after eating about half that much each day for Feanne’s sake.


    Once Estin had finished eating and Atall’s story was finished, he led the kit towards a sheltered section of the nearby hills. From there they could see the entrance to the den, but anyone approaching the area would not be able to see them right away.


    The cool sand of the desert was almost pleasant on Estin’s bare feet, letting his toes and their claws sink in slightly without the burns that he was becoming accustomed to during daytime travel. Estin had to remind himself that they would not want to stay out too long, or the sun’s heat would scorch them both as the dawn grew brighter.


    “Show me what your mother’s taught you,” Estin asked the youth, facing off against him. Casually, he flexed his long fingers, trying to convince himself to be ready to use his claws to fight as Feanne had taught him so long ago. Generally, he preferred to use weapons, but knew that Atall would want to learn to fight more like his mother and that meant claws.


    Atall looked nervously at Estin, then down at the long curved knife at his side. Taking off the weapon, he tossed it aside.


    “You sure I won’t have to explain to mother why you’re bleeding again?”


    “Only if you do it right. She’ll probably applaud you, as long as I’m not dead.”


    They both laughed briefly, then Atall took a deep breath and looked as if he were trying to work himself up to the fight. When he did rush at Estin, he snarled half-heartedly, his claws clicking together as he swung wide. Estin stepped quickly out of his reach.


    “You need to either relax or find the kind of anger your mother revels in,” chided Estin, sweeping his own hand in and giving Atall a sharp but not painful scratch across the shoulder.


    Snarling in annoyance, Atall leapt at Estin again, this time getting close enough with his attacks that Estin had to block several. After a series of near-misses by Atall, Estin gave the youth another scratch with his own claws, then danced easily away from danger again.


    “Too slow. You need to keep pushing the attack without stop, or I will always get away.”


    Atall rushed in again and again, getting angrier each time he failed to connect. Finally he caught Estin’s leg, kicking it hard enough to throw off Estin’s balance, then tackled him, bowling Estin over onto his back.


    Rolling with the impact, Estin flipped Atall tail over head and tossed him aside. When the youth tried to get to his feet, Estin flicked his long tail out, sweeping Atall’s feet out from under him, sending him sprawling.


    “You need to use every weapon at your disposal,” said Estin, letting his tail snake back behind him. “Claws are just one tool.”


    Letting out a feral growl, Atall rolled onto his knees, grabbing and drawing his knife as he came up.


    Estin instinctively reacted to the sight of the weapon that had gutted him once already, raising his hands and focusing his mind. Though much of the magic he had learned over the last few years had become so muddled in his mind through lack of study that he could not hope to create the spells anymore, several simple magics still were available to him. He formed one of these as fast as he could, gesturing towards Atall’s weapon and flicking it harmlessly away into the sands.


    The voice of disembodied spirits flooded Estin’s mind as the spell took shape, making his head spin. Once, he had been comforted by hearing the steady rhythm of those voices that were an intrinsic part of all spells tied to healing energies, but after so long without using his magic, they were somewhat disorienting.


    His anger gone as abruptly as it always appeared, Atall stared off towards his lost weapon in dismay, his tail sinking low.


    “That’s not fair.”


    “It’s another weapon. You draw your deadliest weapon, I’ll try to take it from you every time. If you’re fighting for your life, you can’t hesitate if you lose one weapon. Find another, even if it’s a rock or your own teeth.”


    Atall nodded and sighed as he went to pick up the knife. Staring at it in his hands, he turned to face Estin with a new look in his eyes.


    “My sister fights better than I can. I get angry, but I can’t focus it like mom. Maybe you can teach me to fight the way you do? I used to want to fight like Insrin…”


    “Your father,” Estin cut in, always feeling like he was somehow cheating the kits out of the truth if he did not remind them that he had not been Feanne’s mate when they were born. Whether or not there were doubts about who the father of the kits was, Estin felt he owed Insrin at least this much, wherever his spirit was now.


    “…Insrin,” reaffirmed Atall as though Estin had said nothing. He sheathed his knife. “But I’m not that strong or fast. Mom’s faster and stronger than you, but you can hold your own. You’ve even beaten her a couple times. I want to know how.”


    “I’ll teach you whatever you want,” Estin told him, putting an arm around Atall as he led the youth back out into the desert. Giving him a slight hug as they walked, he added, “Follow me, and I’ll see if we can find you something to work on. Just promise not to stab me again.”


    “No promises, dad. I think mom might not approve unless I stab you at least once. It’s kind of a right of passage.”


    They made their way out into the rocky section just northeast of the den, where smaller versions of the great stone pillars of the south lay. These thin spires were twenty feet on average and had served as a marker for the den’s location early on, before any of them were used to traveling in the desert. These stones were also, they learned later, a great source for small game and the occasional larger desert creature that used the shade of the stones to hide from the sun.


    Slowing their pace as they entered the shade, Estin sniffed almost constantly, trying to find something for Atall to test himself against. There were small animals that kept catching his attention, but all were fast and would dive into the nearest burrow if they approached. He needed something bigger, but not deadly.


    Estin raised a hand to stop Atall, pointing towards an area where the stone columns had collapsed, likely during one of the many sandstorms. There, he smelled something lizard-like. The creature was one he had encountered several times during his own searches for food outside the city of Corraith and was not overly dangerous.


    Pointing, then gesturing to indicate to Atall to go around the stone pile, Estin waited for Atall to get closer to the far side. Once they were nearly opposite one another, surrounding the place where he smelled the lizard, Atall drew his knife and nodded to Estin to indicate that he was ready.


    Letting out a chitter to announce himself, Estin watched as a dog-sized brown lizard scurried directly away from him, straight towards Atall. Though Atall was ready for it, his knife missed its mark, skittering off the thick hide of the lizard as it nearly ran over top of him to get away. Falling on his back, Atall tried to grab the lizard, but it hurried out of reach.


    Atall immediately began to get upset, but he yelled at the boy, “Calm yourself and do something!”


    Atall seemed to be listening, as he clenched his jaw and rolled back onto his feet. With a leap that Estin found impressive for a fox, Atall tackled the lizard and drove his knife into the creature’s neck. Dragging Atall another step or two before it fell, the lizard grunted loudly, then lay still.


    “You don’t fight like that,” Atall noted, yanking his weapon free. “I’ve never seen you dragged around by a lizard.”


    “No, but I’ve been tossed around by nearly everything else.” Touching the lizard to be sure it was dead and not suffering, Estin added, “If you can’t rage like your mother, calmly trying over and over until you succeed is the next best option.”


    Atall laughed, then stopped and cocked his head as he looked at Estin.


    “You’re serious. Do you really think I should just calm down? That’s not like mom at all.”


    “She’s a great warrior, Atall. That doesn’t mean her way works for everyone.”


    Estin led the way, grabbing the lizard’s tail to drag it back to the den. It would be foul to eat, but it was better than some of the things they had been forced to try and cook recently.


    Lost in thought, Atall followed him back, spending most of the journey looking at his bloodied knife.


    


    *


    


    Two days later, sitting in a tight squat that kept his body hidden in a crumbling alcove along the street, Estin watched from the corner of his eyes as the light of the sun faded, gradually covering the people and cobblestones in shadow.


    When Estin had returned to the guild house as directed two nights prior, he had found the bag waiting for him. To his dismay, it had a small note tacked to it that had said just one word: “squirrel.”


    Inside that bag, he had found all that they had been promised prior to completing the scouting of the house. Tied to the bag were two cheaply-made swords which were now draped across his back, their weighting horrible, but their presence giving Estin a degree of confidence that he had missed for some time. A small notebook filled with another person’s notes on various healing magic spells had been inside the bag, along with a handful of coins, and a note explaining that the person he was looking into was in possession of a series of maps that the guild wanted.


    Despite how busy the street had been throughout the evening, as the sun set, the place emptied quickly. Soon, Estin was alone as he paged through the book.


    Scribbles filled twenty pages or more, documenting the writer’s methods for casting various spells. The notes were taking Estin considerable time to work through, sometimes making it difficult to decipher what spell was being described, even if later he realized they described some that he was quite familiar with. Most were spells he had already learned in days past, but several were new to him, requiring even more study to understand.


    Estin eventually made it through all of the filled pages, finding himself less than halfway through the book. The remaining pages were empty, aside from several dried flowers that the previous owner had stuffed into them for no discernible reason.


    He stared at those blank pages for some time, not really sure what to do with them. Back in the mountains, paper and parchment had been so difficult to acquire that they usually scraped old books clean of flaking inks to reuse them. This was the first time Estin had found himself with an abundance of paper at his disposal. He would have to find some use for it.


    Looking up, Estin found that the street was finally empty, with the sun having set far enough below the walls that the area was washed in darkness. It was just dark enough that the average human or elf would likely have difficulty seeing and thus would seek better-lit regions, but Estin had no such troubles. His eyes were better suited for the dim lighting than for daytime, which had been advantageous more than once working jobs such as this.


    Slipping from his hiding place, Estin let his cloak fall over his weapons, hoping not to attract any more attention than he normally did. Thankfully, no one appeared as he walked across the street, right up to the door of the home he was to investigate. The area was very nearly abandoned.


    Estin eased himself up near the door, keeping a watch for anyone who might be looking towards him. Finding none, he darted to the side of the building, then dug his claws into the soft clay alley-side wall and practically ran up it. Once he reached the top, he surveyed the small entry courtyard inside for guards, then hopped down inside the home’s entryway.


    He knelt for a little while in a corner of the simple garden, watching for any movement nearer the main door of the building. Every window appeared still, giving him some hope that he might pull off the job easier than expected.


    Having not been inside any of Corraith’s homes, Estin was even more cautious than he normally would have been. He knew the general layout of the homes in Altis, but here he had no idea what to expect.


    Estin slid slowly through the window farthest from the main door, carefully letting his toes touch down on the wood floor inside. He was silent as he moved, carefully listening for the slightest noise from outside the dark room. Nothing reacted, so he let himself down off the windowsill fully, looking around the kitchen he had entered for doors into the rest of the house.


    Once Estin had his bearings, he surveyed the room more carefully. Hardly thinking, he sniffed at a pile of fruits, then stuffed half of them into the bag that he had gotten from the guild house. Several more sniffs and a large loaf of bread went in after.


    Reminding himself that he could not waste too much time, Estin slid himself along the door from the kitchen, pressing his ear to it. He heard nothing, so he slowly eased the door open, struggling against the hinges to keep it quiet until he could slip through.


    The home’s main room was spacious, at least by the standards of the homes Estin had broken into as a youth. Artwork lined the walls and two large couches stood opposite one another in the middle of the room. The place looked as though it had been designed to function both as a social area for guests and a dining area if a table were brought in.


    Not overly concerned with the guests the owner kept, Estin glanced around, finding four more doors, in addition to the front door of the home. He was unsure what three of the doors might lead into, but given the size of the room he was in compared with the exterior size of the home, the door at the rear wall could not open into anything larger than a closet…or a staircase. In a city known for its open doors, a basement would be the obvious place for hiding anything.


    Estin hurried across the room, constantly changing his attention between the doors, in case someone managed to sneak up on him. Still, nothing came and he was able to pad over to the back door without any indication that anyone was aware he was in the home.


    Unlike the last door he had approached, this simple wooden door was ajar. That made Estin’s ears perk, wondering if he was walking right into a trap. He listened long and hard at the door. Hearing nothing, he sniffed to see if he could pick up any scent of someone recently passing through.


    What he did smell surprised him. There was no scent of anyone coming near the door in a while. He could smell a human or two, but they had not come near in some time, possibly as long as a full day. Distantly, he could pick up the faint aroma of death, which could have been anything from a human corpse to the leftovers of a meal.


    Estin eased himself away from the door, sniffing as quietly as he could around the home’s main room. Again, that fading smell of people. He had to wonder at the odds of this job coincidentally occurring on a day when no one was home, but he could not guess at what the absence of people might indicate.


    Determined to just be done and get out of the house, Estin went back to the rear door and peeked through the small opening, finding a staircase down, as he had hoped. From it, he picked up that smell of old meat again.


    As Estin started to open the door, he noticed that unlike the others, this one had a lock. Tilting his head to look into the keyhole, he recognized the style and was impressed that someone had spent a considerable amount of money on such a difficult lock to break into. That meant something down those stairs was certainly worth the expenses that his employer was putting up, not that this overly surprised Estin. Had it been locked, he doubted he could have opened it.


    He stepped into the stairwell, then closed the door behind him, being very careful to close it no more or less than it had been when he had arrived.


    With the door mostly closed, Estin had to wait a little while for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Slowly, he began to make out the stairs. As soon as he could, he hurried down them, eager to finish his work and be out of this place. The sooner he stopped working for thieves, the sooner Feanne would forgive him.


    Soon after entering the stairwell and then with each step Estin took, he became more aware of the stench coming from somewhere ahead. At first, he could not quite place it as anything more than old meat in the slightly fragrant air that marred every building he had passed in the city. The strange herbs they let sit in oils tended to muddle his sense of smell, but whatever he was picking up was strong enough to get through to his nose anyway.


    Soon, he set his feet down on the cooler stone floor of the basement, still trying to determine the specific source of the scents. He was starting to believe that it might be the odor of badly cooked beef when he rounded the corner at the bottom of the steps and nearly tripped over an elven corpse.


    The man was grey-haired and curled up on the floor, clutching at his stomach. Estin did not even need to move the man’s stiff hands to determine that he was dead and had been for some time. Deep gouges in the man’s stomach hinted at a mauling by an animal of some kind, though the lack of further feeding on the remains made Estin wonder at the type of creature that had attacked.


    Kneeling beside the body, Estin opened his mind, hearing and practically feeling the rush of voices come to him as he did so. The spirits brought with them a slight shift in his sight that would allow him to see any spirits still lingering about the body, giving him some chance of saving the man’s life if it had not been too long.


    The hallway remained silent and empty, absent any sign of the man’s spirit. Not that it was a surprise, given that the body appeared to have been there for more than a day. Even if Estin had seen it, he doubted there was much he could have done to save the man.


    Estin shook his head and touched the man’s head reverently, inwardly wishing him well wherever he had passed on to.


    Still kneeling, Estin followed the direction the man had been moving when he fell, seeing that he had actually been heading farther into the basement, rather than towards the upstairs. A few more sniffs and Estin determined that he had been struck near the bottom step, then left to bleed out.


    Estin took to his feet again, making his way down the hallway the man had been walking, knowing that whatever his employer sought was likely also there.


    Less than five feet after the corpse, Estin came into a room that he considered roughly bedroom-sized, based on those he had seen in Altis. The unlit room contained little of note, aside from a desk and several books. Laid out on the desk was more paper than Estin had seen in one place in his life, with one stack covered in writing, while the other was still blank. Both stacks went into Estin’s bag, mostly out of awe that he could write all he wished without having to scavenge for materials for some time to come.


    Not that he knew what he would use it for, but just having that much paper meant more to him than money. Had he been less worried about getting the job done for his family’s sake, he would have gone through the books to find any with knowledge he craved, but for now the extra paper would have to be enough.


    As the last of the paper and a sealed ink well went into his bag, Estin moved to the center of the room, looking around in confusion. Whatever he was supposed to find was down there, but he saw no doors or exits beyond the one he had come through. That meant the maps must be in those books, which indicated the maps were smaller than he had anticipated.


    Estin began taking each book down from the shelf, paging through them quickly. Two appeared to contain something similar to what Estin’s notebook of magic held, though the text was foreign to him. Those went into his bag as well, soon filling it.


    Finally, he found a single book that was unlabeled and contained dozens of maps. He skimmed them, finding nothing familiar, then slid the book into his loose shirt to be sure that he knew where it was at all times.


    Looking about the room, Estin began to wonder if there was something more to the place. Something about it kept nagging at Estin, making him wonder if he was missing something. Nothing in the books had been overly abnormal, so he went over the contents of the desk again.


    Estin picked up a handful of paper that lay near the back of the desk, under a pile of old quills and empty ink jars. These he had initially ignored, but upon second glance, he saw that they were folded maps of Corraith, with the building he was in well-marked near the center.


    Estin stuffed the first map into the already full bag at his hip. It would be handy to have a good map of the city, just in case he needed to find something later.


    The second page he picked up made Estin hesitate. Though overall it was similar to the previous, this map showed in great detail the path that the mists had taken in their ravaging of the city. Though Estin had believed based on his wandering within Corraith that the mists had pushed through the town in a fairly random line, the map seemed to indicate that the mists had come in straight towards the house he was standing in, carving a perfect line towards it. Once they passed the home, narrowly missing it, the mists had scattered, tearing up the southwest portion of the city more indiscriminately.


    Estin stood there for some time, wondering what he was to do with that bit of information. Everything he knew about the mists was that they were entirely random, gobbling up everything in their path. This seemed to say otherwise. What bothered him even more was not knowing why this house stood at such a pivotal location in the mists’ movements. Estin turned slowly in place, trying to find anything that might not belong or that might add to his understanding. After his second revolution, he stopped facing the desk once again. Idly, he stared at the quills, their feathers drifting towards the hallway and the stairs beyond.


    His eyes narrowing as he watched the quills, Estin went back to the hallway. There, he pulled shut the door of the room, cutting off any breeze from the upstairs. Turning back towards the desk, he found the quills still fluttering slightly.


    “Clever,” he whispered, trying to follow the path the air was taking to make the feathers move.


    Sliding the desk aside, Estin began tracing along the wall with the palm of his hand. He soon found a thin crack in the shape of a door, where small amounts of cool air breathed out from the gap between stones.


    Estin wiggled his claws into the edge of the stone doorframe, then tugged, pulling open a well-fitted hidden door on oiled hinges. As he did, damp cool air flowed over him. Unlike the room he stood in, the passageway beyond was all uneven stone descending into darkness that even Estin’s eyes had trouble piercing.


    Grabbing a small lantern from the desk, Estin lit it as quickly as he could with the flint and steel left on the edge of the table. Pocketing the flint and steel, he stared at the dark passage beyond the hidden door.


    Holding the lantern high, he moved into the new passageway, the floor growing more chill and damp as he went. He soon reached a tiny room, where moss lined the walls in stark contrast to the dry lands far above. Tiny droplets of water ran down the walls endlessly, pooling in the corners of the chamber. None of this really held Estin’s attention as he entered though.


    The moment Estin passed into the chamber, the voices of the spirits came abruptly and strongly enough that he could hear nothing beyond them, aside from his own heartbeat. The reason for the spirits’ voices was not hard for him to guess.


    Arrayed before him on the floor, an ornate circle had been created out of beads and colored stones. He had seen such a creation several times in his life. In many lands, circles like this one had been markers for locations attuned to the resurrection of the very recently dead. They had been the focal point of most towns before the war, when all such magical points had failed across every land that travelers had reported back from. Since his own resurrection circle had faltered and failed during an undead attack, Estin had doubted he would ever see another working one.


    This one was very much still working, waiting for a healer to use it and spirits to come to that healer. Such a find was priceless beyond measure, giving those who knew of it the power to save lives, or the armies of the dead the ability to create untold thousands of their kind in hours.


    “So you’re what he was hiding down here,” Estin whispered, tracing a hand across the damp stone in the middle of the circle. Like an old friend, the magic of the circle felt as though it spoke to him through the voices of lost spirits.


    Energy that only a healer would see or feel flowed across Estin’s fingers, letting him know that the power of the area was making itself ready to aid him if he attempted to use it. He would have expected to need to spend days or weeks attuning himself to such a place, but this one seemed so ready to aid the mortal world that it was reaching out to him.


    “What am I going to do with you?” he asked the empty room, sitting down hard. “And why is Feanne always right about my ideas?”


    Estin sat there a long time, staring at the simple chamber, with its hidden value. For all he knew, it could be the last place in the world where resurrection of the dead was possible. More importantly, it was somewhere that the undead his family had escaped would seek out, hoping to pervert its powers for their own ends.


    He knew he could not report back to his employer with what he had found, but also had no desire to risk Feanne or the kits by failing to do so. He would have to lie.


    Finally, Estin got up off the floor, shivering slightly at the chill that he was no longer used to after even such a short time in the desert. Going back up the tunnel and into the basement, Estin went to the dead man.


    “I hope you understand why I have to do this,” he told the body, then hooked the cold man’s arms with his own. “I mean no disrespect. Quite the contrary, you are probably the greatest man to have ever lived in Corraith, for somehow managing to keep this safe.”


    Slowly, he dragged the corpse into the hidden tunnel, stopping just part way down. He searched around that area briefly, finding a section of the passage that was wider, with an uneven wall that gave plenty of room to one side.


    With another sad sidelong look at the body, Estin began digging a grave. It was not a plan he was happy with, but the longer it took for anyone to find out the house was vacant, the longer it would be before anyone found the hidden room.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “A Search Completed”


    


    So many thoughts that I want to get down on paper, the way Estin always taught me to. I could babble about my childhood, the anger I felt at being tossed into the desert, or even rant about my brother’s immaturity. None of these seem to matter once the moment is passed though.


    I think I’ll start with the things that shaped who I am. That was what Estin always did with his writing, so I’ll do the same. It’s only right.


    I hope you understand. Forgive me if this is a bit random. I’m hardly used to letting anyone know what’s going on between these two fuzzy ears.


    Those early days, when father was working for the guild—much to mother’s annoyance—and mother was spending all of her time trying not to throw up, we didn’t have a lot to do. Nothing is more dangerous than letting nearly-adult fox kits run free, as I’m sure you can understand all too well.


    I never meant to hide where I was going. From the start, I assumed Atall was going to tell and so rather than tell on my own, I just worried about what excuse I would use when I was finally caught. When he didn’t tell mother, I just kind of assumed I was on borrowed time until he did. I had to make each day count, since I doubted mother would let me so much as bathe myself without approval and someone would monitor me if and when I did get caught.


    When you’re a child—even one that’s convinced she’s all grown up—you think that everything is about discovery and that the worst that can happen is getting in trouble with your parents. Even watching your mother’s first life-mate be torn to shreds by zombies can be forgotten. We are resilient little monsters, aren’t we?


    Not all discoveries are good for you. Even the ones you cherish can change your life in terrible ways. Take that to heart, if anything I ever have said means anything to you.


    Mother told me when I was young that my grandfather once said, “Painful or not, all experiences shape not just your life, but they change the fate of everyone around you. You cannot predict these things, but must be ready for them.”


    His whole life, Estin revered that old fox. I wish I had known him better myself. Perhaps he could have taught me to be less of an idiot. Just maybe, that would have changed all of our fates. This is something I wonder about every day of my life and I hope you think through your own choices better than I have.


    


    Oria glanced back up the narrow passageway at a faint noise, thinking that Atall had caught up to her. Just like the last time she had checked, the entire length of the tunnel was empty and dark. Deep down, she hoped it stayed that way. Atall would likely spend all of his time telling her she was going to get them both in trouble.


    She breathed a sigh of relief, knowing she was close to where she had been the last two nights during her “hunt for food.” These old ruins were far more interesting than anywhere else she might go and since she usually found a few morsels of food on the way home there was no harm in coming back here whenever mother let her leave the den.


    From the tiny hole in the sands that served as the entrance to the tunnels, there was little of note for the first few hundred feet. Oria had been ready to leave when she and her brother had first found the place, but had pressed on just a little farther. She had been immediately glad she did, as the crumbling sandstone walls had soon given way to more solid stone that had been constructed into a proper hallway.


    That first night, Atall had convinced her to leave after they had reached the stone hallway. He had been worried that there could be almost anything down there and Oria had to agree with him that it was risky. It would be hard to explain getting mauled by some unknown monster, when they were supposed to be hunting small vermin on the desert floor.


    On the second night, Oria had taken charge, insisting that they first scout the entrance, watching for anything coming and going. They had then moved farther into the tunnel, spending all their time looking for signs of anyone or anything that might have used it recently. The constant flow of sand along the floor made it easy to see recent tracks, but impossible to guess at whether anything had come through more than a few hours earlier.


    This night, Oria had managed to convince Atall to stay with their mother, as she had been feeling weaker and wanted to make sure someone was around in case she needed help. Oria had written it off as mostly worry over Estin, but that had made it easy to talk Atall into staying, while she went out to “look for food.”


    Oria had just barely managed to stifle a laugh at her brother’s scowl when she had pranced out of the den to go exploring. Mischief always became more fun with each additional person who was not in on the game.


    Though she had come down into the tunnels almost an hour earlier, Oria was just reaching a section that she had not seen previously. She had taken her time, being extra careful without the watchful eye of her brother to ensure that nothing snuck up on her.


    Having gone past the first hundred feet of stone walls, she found herself in a slightly wider section, where deep-set alcoves lined the walls. The air gradually became damper, giving her some hope that she might find water that did not require sucking on a plant’s roots to get at, which she found to be demeaning on some level. Checking her shoulder, she made sure that her empty canteen was ready, just in case.


    She continued down the passage, noticing that the alcoves were actually ornately carved, with strange lettering and drawings faintly etched into the stone above each. The farther she went, the clearer they became, though the detail was still badly worn by age. Another twenty feet down the tunnel, Oria began noticing that the alcoves contained piles of dust and decaying rags. What felt like broken pottery under her feet crackled as she continued onward.


    Oria took several more steps, then froze, eyeing the strange alcoves. She looked down at her feet, where crumbled bits of something clung to the black fur between her toes. She checked around her, finding larger fragments, including some she recognized.


    “Bones,” she whispered, eyeing the telltale signs of scavenging animals having chewed on most of them. The bones closer to the entrance had likely weathered many years of sands, reducing them to dust. “It’s a crypt. Lovely.”


    “Which is one of many reasons you shouldn’t be here,” snapped a male voice, as hands shoved her forward against the wall. One clamped down on her muzzle and the other fumbled at her belt near her knife, attempting to disarm her.


    Panicking, Oria kicked out behind her, connecting with the other’s leg. His grip loosened and she twisted hard, sweeping her elbow across at head level. Her aim was true and the attacker stumbled back, clutching his face with one hand and Oria’s knife in the other.


    The shock of being attacked paled in comparison to the surprise at what Oria faced. She had expected anything from decayed walking corpses to a horde of human slavers. What she had not expected in the least was another wildling, let alone a fox like her. Even less had she expected someone to be foolish enough to attack her alone.


    Then again, not quite like her, she realized. Unlike the grey or red patterns of the foxes from the mountains—Oria, her brother, and her mother included—this male had a pale yellow, almost white, coat. Giant ears drew her attention up from his sputtering and rubbing at his bleeding nose. Even his muzzle was shorter than the foxes she was used to.


    Whatever breed he was, he was not like any fox she had seen before, but he was also the first wildling she had seen since arriving in the desert. In some way, that made him an automatic plaything, especially if he was going to make the mistake of cornering her.


    Oria then noticed that not only was the male garbed in the loose style of clothing from Corraith, but it was not the cheap and threadbare garments that Oria and her family wore. His were far finer made, with a lightweight suit of chain visible between the layers of his shirts. That meant very little to Oria, though.


    It was the curved sword in a sheath at his hip that drew her attention.


    “Leave me alone, or else,” Oria ordered him, standing straight.


    The male blinked and looked up at her, then raised the knife he had taken from her belt, pointing it at her.


    “I have the weapon,” he noted, keeping his free hand pressed against the left side of his nose to stop the blood flow. “I get to give the orders. Please take a knee and show me any other weapons you are carrying.”


    Oria stepped confidently towards him, not terribly concerned after knocking him aside so easily.


    “Do you know what happened to the last male that grabbed me?”


    The bleeding fox cocked his head somewhat.


    “I scratched out his eye and my father broke his jaw and all his teeth. I think he still has to eat soup. So…do we need to do this? Mom won’t be happy if I have to kill you without at least getting your name.”


    Either her words or her demeanor appeared to get through to the male, as he began looking around for an escape route or backup, still holding the knife towards her.


    Lunging, Oria grabbed the male’s wrist, twisting hard as she plucked the knife free with her other hand. It was a trick Estin had taught her that required very little strength, but worked wonders against a careless foe.


    Oria backed away again, sheathing her knife as the male stared at his empty hand in surprise.


    “Get out of my way,” Oria insisted, smiling.


    “You need to leave,” he told her, dropping his hand from his nose to the sheath of his sword. His other hand went to the hilt. “I do not want to hurt you, but you need to leave this place.”


    Oria dearly loved challenges and this male was proving to be one. She eyed the sword, gauging how quickly he might be able to draw it. In the relatively narrow hallway, she was confident that she could reach him before he could clear the sheath, let alone raise the weapon. So long as he was the only one she was dealing with, she felt sure that she could get away with taunting him.


    She took a step forward, watching the male’s disappointed expression and his inching of the sword from its sheath. The vast majority of the weapon remained in the thick leather cover.


    “I said leave,” he demanded, finally looking to Oria as though he had the confidence to strike if needed. Now, he was a threat. “I will not warn you again.”


    Oria dove in as fast as she could, reveling in the chance to fight after so long cooped up in the den. She kicked first, blocking the male’s attempt to draw his weapon by shoving the weapon back into the sheath and raking his hand with her claws. The moment she set her foot down on the floor, Oria punched the male in the throat, then shoved him over backwards as he wheezed and clutched at his neck.


    “I think I’ll go. Learn how to treat people properly before I visit again,” she said, stepping over the choking fox on her way out of the tunnel. “I’ll be sure to find you when I do come back, so you can show me you’ve learned your lesson.”


    This, she thought to herself, was a fun night. She would have to do it again sometime. Sometime soon.


    


    *


    


    Two hours later, Oria arrived back at the den, carrying a handful of small fruits and some kind of fuzzy rodent she had caught scurrying around near the tunnels. Whether she knew what it was or not, it was still food. Then again, if it fit into her mouth, it qualified as food, given how long they had gone without much in the way of supplies.


    When she neared the hidden entrance to the den, she could already hear Estin talking with the others. He had come back very early, considering that Feanne had told Oria he would be out all night. If he was back too soon, that might not be good news. They might need to be living on the desert rodents far longer than intended.


    Oria slunk into the den as quietly as she could, hoping to overhear a little before they noticed her. Not that she expected to learn anything exciting, as Atall was being allowed to listen in as well.


    “…the job is done. I’ve got what he asked for. Nothing exciting in there, aside from the maps,” Estin was saying.


    “And again, I do not care about what you did or did not find,” Feanne said, propped up against the wall of the little cave. She looked tired, as she rested both hands on her swollen belly. “We need to be sure that he does not think you are holding out on him. A month or two of shelter and food is not worth getting yourself killed over. If this gets you killed, I will find a way to bring you back to punish you.”


    Though normally such a comment would have elicited some degree of humor from Estin, this time he looked sort of sick or nervous. Oria was sure her mother missed that, but it struck Oria as odd. If it were anyone but Estin, she would have thought he was hiding something.


    “What do you want me to tell him, other than the truth? You know he wants me to find treasures…the maps will have to do.”


    Feanne shook her head.


    “I have no idea. Just be careful.”


    “Dad,” Atall cut in, though he glanced towards Oria, “what if he doesn’t believe you? You told us that they expect more than they ask, every time.”


    “Then I show him the empty house,” Estin explained, following Atall’s eyes. He gave Oria a nod of acknowledgement. “If he can find something that he wants out in the open, he’s welcome to it.”


    “Are we in some kind of trouble?” asked Oria, looking between her parents. Neither would meet her eyes.


    “I might be, but none of you are,” Estin told her at last, sweeping his tail across his lap. He fidgeted with it nervously. “I’ll make sure that all of you are safe, even if this deal goes badly for me. I did the job, but something about it makes me worry.”


    “We will fight together as a family,” objected Feanne, baring her teeth slightly in a growl. “Like we always have.”


    Estin seemed willing to sidestep his mate, looking instead between Oria and her brother as he spoke. It was not something Oria had seen him often do.


    “Atall, Oria, I want you two to protect your mother, no matter what happens. I’ll do what I can to keep you all safe, but I need you both to promise me that you’ll watch over her.”


    Oria found herself ignoring her mother’s frantic objections as she mumbled her agreement.


    With Feanne still attempting to argue, Estin just walked away, moving to the back of the den. Such an action would not have struck Oria as odd in anyone else, but her father’s loyalty to her mother generally took the form of deferring to her in all things. She had always believed it to be a throwback to when Feanne had been pack leader. This was the first time she had seen Estin openly defy her mother in anything more than jest.


    Atall went to their mother’s side, whispering to her in an attempt to calm her down. From what Oria could see, Feanne would have been ready to kill if she were in better health. Instead, Feanne was seething, openly glaring at Estin.


    Moving past the others, Oria followed Estin to where he had taken a seat at the back of the tiny den. She sat down across from him as he pulled out a book she had not seen before, then fumbled through a large sack to reveal an ink pot and several quills.


    “What’re you doing?” she asked, leaning forward to watch.


    Estin opened the book to the middle, where scribbled writing that Oria could not make out ended and blank pages began. Tapping the quill on the paper, Estin shrugged.


    “Your grandfather made sure everyone who would listen knew what the stories of his life were. The least I can do is write down a few of my own, just in case…”


    Oria’s eyes went wide, realizing what her father was saying. It took her some time to find words, by which point he was writing quickly.


    “Don’t go back to the city,” she pleaded.


    “Your mother asked me to do the same thing,” Estin answered her, still writing. “If I avoid going back, it guarantees that they will try to kill us. Better I only risk myself. Maybe I’m just worrying more than I should.”


    Oria could find no way to argue that she thought her mother had not already covered. She just sat there for a while, her skin prickling with anxiety as she tried to think of anything she could do. At length, she shifted to sit alongside Estin, watching him write.


    “You saw your parents murdered?” Oria blurted out, skimming the words as they were put to paper. “I never knew…”


    Estin nodded grimly, writing on.


    “How old were you?”


    The quill stopped and Estin looked up at her, smiling slightly.


    “I was about the same age you were when you watched your real father die.


    “Your grandfather told me that history repeats every so often. Sometimes seems like only the bad things do, though.”


    Snuggling up against Estin’s arm, Oria lay silently as he began writing again. She took it all in, often surprised at the things he wrote, chronicling the early memories of his life. With the sun shining bright and hot through the entrance to the den, she finally drifted off to sleep in her father’s arms, listening to the distant scratching of the quill.


    


    *


    


    “This is the height of foolishness,” muttered Feanne, standing guard over Oria and Atall, arms crossed as she stared at the city walls. “That male will get himself killed without me.”


    Oria had been watching her mother pacing and angrily ranting for nearly two hours. Neither she nor her brother was willing to intervene anymore after she had snapped at both of them earlier.


    Estin had left them far from the city walls, where they could watch the city comfortably in the shade of one of the nearer dunes, but where they were well outside the range of the archers on the walls. After the first hour, Feanne had moved them to the very limit of the archers’ range, where they had been baking under the setting sun’s light ever since. Occasionally the archers would stop and watch them for a while, then move on.


    “I am going in after him,” Feanne announced abruptly and started marching across the sands towards the city.


    Oria squeaked as she rushed to cut off her mother. Atall leapt ahead of her to plant himself in Feanne’s way, as Oria grabbed her by the arm.


    “Dad said we wait until sundown and then we leave if he isn’t back,” Atall reminded her. “We need to wait or we could get him in even more trouble.”


    From her grip, Oria felt her mother’s muscles tighten, as though she were restraining herself from either pushing past Atall, or outright attacking him. The tension faded mostly away in seconds.


    “I cannot wait around for them to deliver my mate to me without his head,” she insisted, turning towards the west. There, the sun was low in the sky, but still partially visible. “I will wait another half hour, then I am going in after him, with or without the two of you.”


    Oria leaned so that she could see her brother’s face. He looked back at her, his expression agreeing with her that their mother was insane.


    “Mom, what would you do if you went in?” Oria asked, knowing she was asking for trouble by going down that path. She saw little other route though.


    “I will fight my way in if I have to, so that I can get your father back.”


    Oria made a pointed look down at her mother’s swollen stomach.


    “You may have your magic,” argued Oria, releasing her mother’s wrist, “but you aren’t strong enough to fight. Argue all you want, but the two of us can probably wrestle you down.”


    Feanne’s mouth curled in an angry snarl, but that faded and her shoulders sank. She nodded grimly.


    “I cannot even invoke the powers nature gave me to tear a man in half without losing the kits,” she stated sadly, as though any female should be able to do such a thing. “That does not mean I would not try, if it was the only way to save Estin. I owe him that much.”


    “You might not have to go far for that,” Atall announced, having turned towards the city. “He’s coming out.”


    Oria shifted to look up the sandy rise with her mother. At the gap in the broken city walls, she could just make out the vaguely-human shape of her father, his long white-and-black tail marking him even from so far out. Flanking him were two men that were larger than he was, but there was no sign of any drawn weapons.


    “Watch him for any sign that he is their captive,” Feanne said softy. “Atall, you take the one on the left. Oria, you have the other. I want both dead before the archers can react. If you can bring them down that fast, your father can probably keep the archers from killing us all while we get to cover.”


    They watched as the three figures moved out past the wall and away from the main road into the city, veering towards Feanne and the kits.


    “Wait for them to get outside the range of the archers if they will come this far,” Feanne told them. She looked up at the sky, then back to the approaching trio. “I believe I can call down the powers of nature to end this very quickly. By any nature spirit that will still hear my call, I will find a way to see them die if they harm him.”


    The three wildlings waited in silence as Estin and the humans drew closer. As they walked, the last of the sun’s light fell behind the hills. Though Estin said nothing, Oria watched him make several slight motions towards them that told more than he probably could say aloud.


    “Be careful,” was one.


    “It’s ok,” was another.


    That second gave Oria a lot of relief. Her father might not trust these men, but he believed things were fine. If he thought things were going to be alright, then that was good enough for her.


    “You’re the wife and brats?” asked one of the human men, looking down his nose at Oria. “You don’t look anything like him.”


    “And your kind all look the same,” snapped Feanne crossly. “Why have you made us wait?”


    “The boss had a lot of questions for your man. They talked it out.”


    “Then why does my mate require both of you standing guard over him?”


    The unspoken human lifted a small leather pouch and jingled it.


    “We’re paying for your room at an inn,” explained the first. “The boss isn’t going to just hand you the money. We get to escort you to the inn.”


    Oria glanced sideways at her brother. He did not look back, but she could see his ears twitching nervously and his tail was perfectly still. Apparently he felt as unsure about this as she did.


    “Very well, lead the way,” answered Feanne after a long pause. Her tone was all honey, but Oria noticed that she was touching each of her claws to her palm, testing their sharpness.


    The two humans turned and began walking back towards the town, as Estin fell in alongside Feanne with Oria and Atall behind.


    “Are you well?” Feanne asked softly, taking Estin’s hand in hers. She made no effort to hide a glance at the swords on his back. “Was there any problem with the deal we had worked out?”


    He shook his head.


    “I’m fine, Feanne and no, there was no problem with the deal, just a lot of talking. I told him about the signs I found that the previous owner had run off and we agreed that anything more than the maps had been taken with him. I just had to agree to keep my ears to the ground for any indications of the man’s return.”


    They continued onward, though Oria felt all of them slow their pace as they reached the opening into the walls. Far above, she could see two elves watching them, bows readied. If she were going to set a trap, this would be how it would feel.


    Passing beyond the wall did not improve things any. The men and women that still remained on the streets this late were giving them odd stares. Feanne’s reaction was to hide her face in her hood, but Oria soon realized that people were not looking at a group of wildlings...they were watching the two humans escorting them. She truly had to wonder who her father had chosen to work for this time.


    Through the streets they went, until the humans led them to a squat two story building, which appeared to have been patched and rebuilt so many times that it no longer fit in with the surrounding city.


    “It’s a cheap inn, but the boss says you didn’t ask for nice,” said the lead human, as if reading Oria’s thoughts.


    In through the door they went, the two men leading them straight to an older elven woman with long unkempt grey hair sitting near a row of wine bottles and kegs.


    “The four of them are staying here and are eating on our coin,” stated their guide, motioning for his companion. The second man threw the bag of coins into the woman’s lap. “When the coin runs out, they’re not our problem.”


    The woman picked at the string holding the bag shut, then nodded and stuffed the coins into a hidden fold in her dress.


    “Welcome to my inn,” she said, chuckling. “Name’s Marra. Meals are glorified offal, but they’re filling. Last meal for today was an hour ago, but there’s plenty of cold slop left over.”


    Oria tried to move to put herself behind Estin as the two burly humans walked through the group to leave.


    “Are there any problems with who...or what...we are?” asked Feanne, lowering her hood.


    “Who in the bloody sands cares what you are if you’ve got coin? You could be a goblin with a skin disease and I’d find you a room for the right price. Besides, old owner of this place was a wildling. Get over yourselves.”


    “Then please show us where we are to stay...and we would be happy for whatever cold food is left,” Estin said quickly, giving Oria and Atall a happy smirk.


    “Welcome to your new home,” laughed Marra, getting to her feet.


    That word hit Oria hard. “Home.” She had not thought it meant much up until she heard someone else say it. In that moment, the pitiful building began to look a lot better to her.


    Anything was better than a hole in the sands, or a tent in the frozen wilderness, surrounded by slavering undead.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Lost and Found Treasures”


    


    My life to this point had been chaotic at best. I watched the only lands I had ever known as home fall before the undead. I lost the only love I had ever wanted to another male. My hopes for a life with her had collapsed when she had given birth to children with that other male. Everything I could have wanted was someone else’s and I was alone, surrounded by those who expected me to help them, without a hope in my heart.


    Then, in the chaotic world I was forced to embrace, she was with me again and he was dead through no fault of my own. Guilt was guaranteed for the rest of my days if only because I had dreamt of such a thing, but I swore I would be the best mate I could be. The children would never want for a father, even if I was not their birth father—though even that was sometimes in doubt.


    So much pain, so much struggle just to have a normal life. Really, what does normal mean anymore, once you’ve seen your world die around you at the hands of the walking dead? Every breath I took from that moment on was dedicated to making sure that these children—whether mine or not—would not endure the pain I had seen and felt. They would not be alone and would never want for affection.


    With the coming of my own children, nothing much changes. My life is theirs, not my own. I will live every day to protect them and my mate from harm. If I could be sure of their safety without constant vigilance, then and only then would my life be something to live for myself.


    Still, we cannot be sure of anything. That much is certain. We can only try. I will try until my heart stops beating to give them more than I ever had. With more children arriving, that challenge for myself seems so much more difficult.


    If there is any justice in Eldvar, these newborns will never know the horror of the mists or the undead armies.


    


    “Feanne, you need to relax.”


    Incredibly strong fingers and sharp claws closed over Estin’s throat.


    “This is your fault,” Feanne snapped, releasing him after several seconds. “Tell me what to do again and I will end you.”


    Estin clamped a hand over Feanne’s wrist, hoping to be reassuring while keeping her from grabbing at him again. His throat hurt, but he had to concentrate on her, rather than what she might do to him for impregnating her in the first place.


    For most of a year, Estin had been the sole healer for Feanne’s father’s pack. That had made him the primary person in charge of the majority of births within the pack. He had dealt with every manner of predator and prey breed’s birthing, including many mixed-breeds. Most threats had come from the would-be father, implying Estin’s life depended on the health of their mate or children. He had never once dealt with a female who had attacked him as often and as angrily as his own mate had over the last hour, but he also had no intention of ever telling her that.


    “Mom,” Oria spoke up, grabbing at her mother’s other hand. Estin could see that she was clinging to it in an effort to keep her from using it offensively. “He’s just trying to help.”


    Feanne snarled at her daughter, but nodded, clenching her jaw in pain.


    “I promise not to hurt your father for getting me pregnant until after the children are born,” Feanne offered in what Estin could only guess was meant to be a reassuring tone. “After…we will see.”


    The birthing was not going nearly as well as Estin would have wished. Three weeks into their stay at the inn was earlier than he had expected Feanne to go into labor, but not too early to be safe. The pain was what worried him, as in the past, he had found it remarkably easy for wildling females to get through their births. Feanne was having a far rougher time than he had hoped.


    “Was your last pregnancy this painful?” he asked Feanne, keeping his eyes low as she glared at him. “I need to know if this is normal.”


    “Yes, this is normal,” she growled, clamping her hand tightly over his. “Either that means they all are yours, or this is somehow about me. I choose to blame you.”


    Estin watched her for the next hour, until Feanne’s pain overcame her threshold and she passed out briefly, giving him a short reprieve. He monitored her health, finding no risk. That finally allowed him to relax and sit down, as both kits waited at his sides, watching their mother nervously.


    “She’ll be fine,” he told them, but Oria put a hand over his mouth.


    “Dad, don’t tell me things you think we want to hear,” Oria said firmly, drawing an affirming nod from Atall. “How is she really?”


    Estin took a deep breath and looked over at Feanne. Her chest rose and fell unevenly and he could see her fingers and toes twitching spastically—he kept wondering at whether it was a subconscious desire to throttle him.


    “She’s stronger than any of us. Even without having a healer here, I think she would pull through.”


    Atall spoke up this time, his large brown eyes showing a touch of terror.


    “What about the kits?”


    That was a question Estin had hoped they would not ask. Feanne he knew to be able to survive almost anything. With his ability to use healing magics, he could almost ensure that even the worst pregnancy would not be able to kill her.


    “Magic doesn’t work as well on infants,” Estin admitted against his better judgment. “So long as they’re born alive, I can protect them. If not…”


    Oria squeezed his hand, cutting him off.


    “They’re mom’s children. They’re strong enough,” she said, giving Estin a half-hearted smirk.


    


    *


    


    Hours later, Estin lay near sleep in a corner of the room, holding his three new children. The tiny kits curled up on his chest, sleeping softly in his arms, occasionally nibbling at his shirt or pawing at their noses. All three—two males and a female—were blind for the first few days, as was the nature of fox kits, but they were healthy and alive, which was more than Estin had begun to expect.


    The birth had been rough, requiring much of his skill to keep Feanne from dying of blood-loss. Her innate strength and rapid healing had been suppressed by pregnancy and Estin was still not entirely sure she would have survived without a healer present. Now, she slept deeply, having fallen unconscious shortly after the kits were born.


    “She’s so little,” mused Atall, his finger held tight by the female kit as she slept.


    “Yeah, bloody adorable,” cut a man’s voice, making Estin look up as the door to the room was thrown open. “Boss wants to see you, squirrel.”


    Instincts flooded Estin, making him want to fight, to defend his family even without knowing or caring who was intruding. He knew better though, fighting down the rage that threatened to overcome his judgment, as he saw the two thieves’ guild goons standing in the doorway.


    “Oria, Atall…I need you two to watch over your sister and brothers,” Estin said softly, gently passing the kits to Oria. “Let your mother know I will return shortly if she wakes.”


    Estin stood up, looking over at Feanne as he walked towards the door. He felt immense regret at the idea that he might not be there when she woke, but he was not about to risk the whole family by refusing the two humans.


    “What is this about?” he demanded the moment he had reached the inn’s bottom floor with the two men. “I did my work and I just want to be with my family.”


    “You can go back soon,” answered the human that seemed to always be the spokesman for the two. He ushered Estin out onto the street. “The boss just has some questions. Someone made him wonder if you’re hiding something from him.”


    Estin followed them without further question, though he touched each of his claws with his thumb-tip as Feanne had once taught him, making sure they were sharp enough to fight with. Not having had a chance to grab his swords, they would have to do as weapons if he needed to fight his way home. The effort of healing Feanne had drained him mentally, nearly depleting his ability to use even the most basic spells. Claws would have to be enough.


    They hurried through the streets, despite the late hour. Estin saw very few people out so late and the couple city guards he saw made a point of ignoring him as they walked past. That made Estin’s fur stand on end as he walked, wondering if he were headed towards an execution. He swore he would put up a fight worthy of stories if that was to be his end.


    At last, the trio reached the doors of the thieves’ guild, but the two humans stopped.


    “Lead on,” Estin told them, glancing over a shoulder at one man, then over the other at the second.


    “Nope, you’re on your own.”


    Estin’s stomach knotted painfully and the image of his new children flashed before his eyes. He would find a way to get out, even if he had to kill everyone in the city. That, promise he made, for himself as much as for his family.


    Flicking his tail out, Estin snapped the door open to ensure that there were no traps that might strike him. It was mainly a move meant to keep him safe, but it also startled the humans, which was not by accident. He smiled slightly to himself as he went inside, knowing he had made the humans wonder what he was capable of, as he had hoped.


    Estin took a full stride into the entry room, slowing once he was inside to let his eyes adjust to the dark. It was not normal for humans or elves to let their dwellings be so dark and it put Estin on edge, wondering if something had happened here.


    “Come straight back,” called out the elf’s thick voice. “We keep the entryway dark at night to discourage exploration by the homeless.”


    That did not set well with Estin. He could see faint movement at the edges of the long room and recognized archers, even if they likely could not see him clearly. Off to one corner, he even made out the shape of a thin person—an elf or slight human—standing with a sword laid across his or her shoulder, waiting. At the far end of the room, the door into the guild masters’ halls sat slightly open, with a beam of light escaping.


    Estin studied the room for a while, focusing on the nearly-still archers. They were watching that ajar door, using its light as a guide. Whether they intended to attack him or not, that was where it would happen. As soon as he crossed the beam of light, he was an easy target.


    Turning to his right, Estin rushed to the wall. He dug in his claws, working his way up towards the ceiling. Once there, he slowly crawled the length of the room above the archers, who he could see looking around nervously. They had no idea where he had gone, which was exactly what he wanted.


    Eventually, Estin reached the wall just above the door, hanging precariously by his fingertips from the molding a foot above the lit doorway. There he waited for a brief span, watching the dark room behind him.


    Estin lowered himself, bringing his head down to the edge of the doorway, then studied the archers again. All of them were aiming low on the door, where a human would need to pass through. Even if they saw him, they would need to change their angle quickly, or they would not hit him. He had to count on that.


    Using his toe-claws as a pivot, Estin flipped upside-down into the next room from the top of the doorway, catching the inner wall with his hands as he darted inside. Faintly, he heard at least two bows twang as they fired, but by the time they did, he was safely inside.


    Reaching back, Estin pulled the door closed, then dropped to the floor.


    “Clever as always,” mused the elf, standing casually against a wall. “Took long enough.”


    “I was a little busy tonight,” groused Estin, lowering himself into a crouch. He kept his hands and tail free, just in case he needed to react quickly. “Any reason your archers just tried to kill me?”


    “I told them to attack only if you did something crazy, which coming through a door upside-down would qualify as. As for the rest, yes, the little rodents…I nearly forgot on purpose. Happy day and all that. I did not summon you to ask about your spawn.”


    Estin just watched the man and said nothing.


    “I have been approached by the customer who believes you may have lied to us,” he went on, gesturing towards another door that was closed nearby. “He has paid quite handsomely to be sure you told us everything you found in that house.”


    “I told you everything. The owner is gone or dead and there were no objects that appeared out of place. The maps you requested were delivered. I found nothing else.


    “I am guessing you sent someone to make sure I wasn’t lying. What did they have to say?”


    “They said you told the truth,” admitted the master thief. “I was fine with that, as the inn isn’t terribly costly. My customer…he disagrees with my decision. He would like to hear it from you.”


    Behind Estin, the door opened, but he kept his eyes on the elf, believing the man to be the greater threat. He could smell a human somewhere nearby.


    “Hello, wildling,” whispered a voice behind him.


    “Who are you to drag me from my family, when I’ve done the work requested of me?” Estin demanded, turning part-way. “If you are questioning me, say so. I am done playing games.”


    “Your kind never did appreciate the humor of a situation.”


    Light flared into life from the hallway, revealing a man as he walked into the room. Long black robes covered him from head to toe and gloves concealed his hands, including the one that held the magical light above his head.


    “Altis sends its greetings,” stated the man, lowering his hood. Long black tattoos ran the length of his cheekbones, starting near his eyes. A mane of black hair was swept back over his head, matching the color of the tattoos. “I believe you were once one of our citizens, yes? It’s time we talked about what you owe your homeland...slave.”


    


    *


    


    Turessian. The necromantic tribesmen of the far north that had nearly reached a point of being considered myths, until their kind had arrived back in Altis and begun the downfall of that entire section of Eldvar. Estin had fought these undead creatures several times and lost many friends to them in the process.


    Corraith would need to know that they were here. While the populace claimed they had escaped the bloodshed that had ravaged Estin’s homeland, the war was coming very quickly to them if there were Turessians already here. Once he was sure people knew, Estin wanted nothing more than to find a way to flee with his family. The farther from any Turessians, the better.


    The thoughts of what he needed to do raced through Estin’s mind as he struggled to ignore the pain that wracked his body. Again, a fist slammed into him, flinging him against the wall, where he slumped, his head spinning.


    “I ask little of you, slave,” stated the large human calmly, grabbing Estin’s chest fur and hoisting him off the floor. “Just tell me what you found and I’ll let you go or die, as you prefer.”


    Estin rubbed at his jaw, feeling his hand’s fur mat with free-flowing blood from his torn muzzle. The pain of being held aloft by his fur was barely registering anymore, with all the distinct parts of his body that throbbed and screamed in agony.


    “Empty room, books, desk, maps…not much else,” he wheezed, the words becoming harder to utter each time the Turessian asked. “I took some food from the kitchen, but I bet you don’t care about that. Go see for yourself. There’s nothing there.”


    “You think I haven’t?”


    With a casual toss, the black-robed man threw Estin across the room’s wooden desk, which he bounced off of, flopping weakly behind it in the corner of the room. As he looked up, he managed to catch the elven guild master’s eye. The man looked away quickly, his callousness of the past gone at seeing what the Turessian was capable of doing.


    “Is this how you fill your promises?” Estin snapped at the elf, but the man just clenched his jaw and said nothing. “Do you think he won’t do this to your family?”


    “Why do you think I won’t help you?” answered the man, then he hurried from the room, closing the door behind him.


    The Turessian watched with a mildly-amused smile as the thief master left, all the while wiping his gloves off on a blood-stained rag. Even once the rag was stuffed back onto the man’s belt, Estin stared numbly at it, wondering if all the blood was his own.


    “Despite what you may think, I have no appreciable interest in your family, slave,” offered the Turessian once the door was closed. “They did not explore the home I paid to have you enter. They are only at risk if I find that manipulating them is the only way to get the truth out of you. Let’s not go down that road, shall we?”


    Slowly, the robed man knelt in front of Estin, his black eyes surveying every wound that Estin could feel across his face in much the same way an artist might study a rough first draft.


    “You take pain quite well,” the man thought aloud, brushing the fingertip of his glove across Estin’s swollen right eye. The rough leather tugged painfully at the battered flesh. “I see why Varra wished to keep you. You would have made a fine Turessian with a little…guidance.”


    Estin raised his head slowly, glaring at the man.


    “Yes, of course I know about her small obsession with you,” chuckled the Turessian. “I ignored most of that day’s events out of boredom, but Varra’s insistence on claiming you drew my attention. We can see each other’s thoughts if we try, but it’s normally not something we desire to do. Personally, I find the thoughts of most of my brethren to be rather crass and short-sighted.”


    “So you knew me when I walked in. This is some kind of sick punishment for killing your kind near Altis.”


    The robed man sat back on his heels, that annoying smile playing at his lips.


    “No. We cannot see through our brethren’s eyes, just hear their thoughts, which can give us glimpses of a face at times if they are very intent on it. Your name caught my attention, but your appearance was always a mystery to me. For some reason, she saw you as a good man, which was certainly vague, not as a wildling. It was rather confusing when I tried to determine who you were.


    “I’m punishing you out of frustration for not finding what I need. The rest is really irrelevant to me. Killing off a few of my people merely weeds out the weakest members in much the same way the most frail of your kind fail to survive their first winter.”


    Estin propped himself against the wall, trying not to let his trembling body collapse to the floor. There was not a bit of him that did not hurt, so attempting to get comfortable was out of the question.


    “Now,” the man began again, tapping a finger firmly against Estin’s chest. Each impact felt more like the butt of a staff than a finger. “I would like to believe that you found nothing, but I worry that you are just a good liar. All this is just to convince me that you are incompetent…imagine my disappointment if I find that you lied to me. I know that house was at a very interesting location in the city and I’m sure that I’ve missed something there. I am hoping you know more, or can figure out what I could not, with some motivation.”


    Touching one of his fangs, Estin found that the tooth he had chipped fighting for Feanne months ago was now snapped cleanly off. He could probably mend it somewhat with magic if he could get away, but fixing his injuries was looking more and more like a triviality compared with surviving.


    “I don’t know your people,” he told the human, though he could not bring himself to look the man in the eyes. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, the necromancer intimidated him. “How loyal are your people to their kin? Our loyalty to ours should be enough to tell you I would not lie, if it would endanger them.”


    Smiling more broadly, the Turessian stood and went to the desk. He sat down on its edge, regarding Estin as though they were having a polite conversation.


    “My people regard bloodlines to be nearly sacred. We do not let our ancestors’ bodies decay, if it is within our power to prevent. I am an example of the height of our skill to enshrine the dead for all time, no matter how long they have been dead.


    “Now,” the man continued, picking a bit of Estin’s fur off his robes, “that is not to say I will not brutally murder your family and scatter their bones to the winds. The moment I believe you have hidden from me what is rightly mine, I will find every ring-tailed rodent in these lands and tear their skin off while you watch. For now, I’ll let you scurry off and lick your wounds.


    “Do we understand one another?”


    Pulling himself weakly to his feet, Estin kept one hand on the wall to keep weight off of his sprained right ankle. The words of the man went round and round in his mind as he steadied himself.


    “You’ll kill all three of my ring-tailed children and my mate if I hide anything from you,” he said, testing the Turessian’s reaction to his wording. No reaction at all to the numbers or mention of the kits being ring-tailed. The man did not know what his family looked like. That, at least, was something of value. “You have my pledge that if I find whatever you’re looking for, I will let you know.”


    As Estin started to move towards the door, the man planted a firm hand on his chest.


    “Arturis,” he said softly, near Estin’s ear.


    “Excuse me?”


    “My name,” the man explained, taking his hand away. “In days past, my people believed that there was no honor in massacring a foe if they did not know who you were. You have my name, slave. Remember it, just in case you have to explain to your mate why your children were killed on account of your deceits.”


    “I have hidden nothing, Arturis.”


    “That may be. I like to keep my options open, though. Run along little wildling, before I change my mind about breaking your neck.”


    Estin stumbled to the door, pulling it open in a hurry to leave, but froze when Arturis spoke again.


    “If you see that imbecilic elf, please send him in.”


    Not willing to wait for the man to change his mind again, Estin rushed from the room, closing the door behind him.


    Estin found himself surrounded by silence in the main hall of the thieves’ guild. It had always been quiet, but it felt completely dead this time. To Estin, it seemed as though every last person had fled the building while he was being beaten. Even the archers were gone, leaving him in a vast chamber, filled only with silence and his own pain.


    Half-dragging his right leg as swelling in the ankle and knee grew unbearable, Estin made his way out of the main hall and out into the entry rooms of the large building. Once there, he collapsed, trying to focus his mind to keep the pain from making his vision blur.


    “Didn’t think you’d live to walk out,” came the hushed voice of the elven guild master, as the man appeared from the dark. Somehow the guild master had even managed to avoid Estin’s sense of smell, though his own blood was largely the only thing Estin was smelling at that moment.


    The thin man knelt beside Estin, examining the injuries, as though he did not see Estin’s glare.


    “You set me up,” growled Estin, trying to grab at the man’s neck, but the elf slapped his hand aside.


    “He promised that he was leaving town weeks ago. I had no way of knowing this would happen.”


    Pulling a scrap of cloth from his belt pouch, the man tied it around Estin’s shoulder to slow the bleeding of a long gash.


    “Believe me or not, I don’t care,” the man added, glancing back down the hallway Estin had come from. “I listened to what he said to you in there. While he was tossing you around, I found where he had my family held. We’re leaving town tonight and I suggest you do the same.”


    Estin shrugged weakly.


    “No use. He’ll find out soon enough where and who they are. You or your goons will tell him the moment he asks.”


    “Those two were the ones who took my family. When I found out they were working for him, not me, I had to do…something. They’re not telling anyone anything now.”


    The elf pointed towards an open door, through which Estin could see a body lying on the floor. He used a touch of his healing magic to shift his vision—drawing a rush of whispered voices from the spirits at the back of his mind—to see that the body had a spirit lingering over it. The man was certainly dead, but only recently.


    “By the time he finds them, the bodies will be cold,” the guild master noted, helping Estin to his feet. “Get your wife and kids out of town before he has a reason to look for you.”


    “Why are you doing this?” asked Estin, pulling his arm free once he was standing.


    The man shook his head and began walking towards the front door of the building.


    “I’d sell out my own mother on my terms,” he called over his shoulder. “I never agreed to work for that creature and sell out my entire city. I’m not a good man, but I won’t give Arturis anything I don’t have to. If you know what he’s looking for—by the hells, even if you don’t—I will do what I can to deny it to him.”


    With that, the man slipped out the door and was gone.


    Estin started to get up again, but fell back to the floor. It would take him hours to get back to Feanne and in his current condition, he might bleed to death before then. As much as he wanted to ensure that he was nowhere he could be watched when using magic in strange lands, he was not seeing much choice.


    Closing his eyes to help concentrate through the pain, Estin listened to the voices of the disembodied spirits as they began chattering in an agitated fashion at him or each other. The words were always a jumble, but he knew the gist of what they were saying—there were dead and injured nearby that he should be paying more attention to.


    The words and slight gestures of healing magic came easily to Estin after years of practice, even after neglecting his studies for several months. It took just seconds and his pain diminished, his wounds closing for the most part. He still felt pain everywhere, but his body was intact. Even his broken tooth was more or less back to the way it had been before tonight.


    Estin did not bother to test his strength before leaping to his feet—he had been hurt far worse in days past and knew what his magic could do to remedy that. Hurrying from the building, he ran as fast as his unsteady legs could take him, working through the alleys towards the inn. Out of instinct, he kept out of the streets, just in case he was being pursued.


    That thought brought Estin to an abrupt halt about two blocks from the inn. What if he was being followed? He was the only one he trusted in his family to be ready to fight and he was barely conscious.


    Turning his nose to the sky, he sniffed at the air. At first, he smelled nothing more than the stink of humans and elves, as well as the exotic foods and spices of the region. Slowly, he filtered out those aromas, finding one that hid among the others.


    Death.


    The stench was unmistakable, but the smell seemed to move as Estin stood in the alley. With Corraith still free of undead rule, he knew there could not be zombies simply walking around the streets, so the scent made no sense to him, unless a body was being carted away nearby. Even the Turessians smelled like living people, ruling out the chance that Arturis was following him.


    Frantic to ensure he was not leading something straight to Feanne and the kits, Estin ran at the nearest wall of the alley, using his claws to climb swiftly up near the flat roof of the building. From there, he could see the roofs of the neighboring buildings, all of which were about the same height.


    He clung by one hand at the top of the wall, turning slowly at the shoulder to pivot his body and search the area around him. How long he waited he could not guess, but the sun was starting to come up.


    Estin turned and grabbed the wall with his other hand, thinking that perhaps he had been wrong about the smell when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye on another roof nearby.


    Flattening against the wall, Estin watched from the periphery of his vision, watching for anything that did not belong. It did not take him long to spot the creature as it grew careless.


    Two buildings over, a hunched humanoid was sitting in a partially-collapsed structure. The creature barely moved at all, but was becoming more obvious as the sun rose, revealing its hiding place. There was no doubt in Estin’s mind that the creature was staring straight at him, whatever it was.


    “Let’s see if you’re as fast as I am,” he told the creature softly, testing his grip on the wall.


    Estin waited another minute, then dropped the full distance to the ground, rolling as he landed to absorb the impact. The instant his feet were under him, he took off running away from the inn, then changed directions up another street. A little ways farther, he changed directions again, then raced upward to a nearby rooftop, where he dove into a pile of broken tile on a leaning building, hoping that he was mostly concealed there. More importantly, he had positioned himself where he could watch the inn and any approach from the streets.


    This time, Estin waited almost an hour, judging by how high the sun had risen. Just as he was ready to move from his position, he saw the creature again, this time hidden in an alley below, watching him again. It looked as though it had been there the whole time, waiting for him to move, its pale body mostly concealed among rubbish.


    Estin shifted to run again and watched as the creature leaned in the same direction as he did. He sat back down into the wreckage he had been hiding in and the creature relaxed again.


    He sat up, turning slightly to look towards the inn. The place was still quiet at this early hour, but at any time it would be entirely undefended. Whatever this thing was that was following him, he had to believe it was more than capable of killing the few people at the inn before he could bring it down and that was assuming it was alone. He could not bring that threat down on his family. The newborns were an easy target for such a creature and Feanne might not be any better off than they were, so soon after giving birth.


    Slowly, Estin looked between the creature that waited for him to move and the inn.


    “I am so sorry, Feanne,” he said quietly, watching the window that he believed was their room. “I swear I will return when I can. Please forgive me.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “What Was Lost”


    


    I told myself that I would never make my mother’s mistakes. I would be independent, strong, and self-reliant. As a child, I saw my mother as wanting to be all these things, but failing. This perception lasted until I was nearly an adult.


    Sometimes, I would blame Estin for making my mother less than she could be. Other days, I would blame Insrin, my “real” father. I had it stuck in my head that the males in my mother’s life were a distraction from duty or purpose. In some way, they lessened what she could have been, at least by my thoughts of that time.


    I swore day after day that I would never let myself be so hindered. To that end, my brother was an easy target, being the only male that was fair game for me to pick on.


    It was not until much later that I understood what my brother saw, which was very different from my own perception. He said so many things I thought were naive or just him being a dumb male that later I could see for the wisdom of a person that was more observant than I. I’ve learned to respect my brother for those insights.


    Beyond the constant feeling that mother was letting us or herself down, I remember nightmares about the undead. Atall always woke with me, telling me I was being foolish and that mom and dad had saved us from them by taking us so far away.


    Regardless of Atall’s reassurance which, despite anything I said to him, was deeply appreciated, I continued to dream. Fear plagued me, no matter what exterior I tried to put on.


    I was terrified of losing those nearest me. Estin’s disappearance solidified that terror, giving it a more personal face for me. As much as I tortured my brother, every night when those fears came to me, I was clinging to him as my reassurance that not everyone had left me.


    More than anything else, as I write this I remember the nights in that inn, waking up at midday to the remnants of the horrors of my dreams. Always in that dream I smelled the rank odor of corpses and the brutal murder of Insrin, but I also would always smell father...Estin, that is.


    I tried very hard in those days not to think that I was smelling his corpse, possibly coming to kill us all. Very hard.


    


    As she had for nearly a month, Oria sat with Estin’s book on the floor in front of her, rereading the stories he had filled in during the weeks leading up to the birth of the kits. She mostly ignored the earlier pages with their weird scribbles and notes about magic, but the stories had caught her attention and imagination for much of the last two weeks, while they spent their time in the inn, waiting for some sign of what to do next.


    As had become her habit, Oria’s mother stood at the window as the sun was setting, watching the streets. The three kits slept in her arms, snoring softly, the black tips of their ears the only part that Oria could see from where she lay on her stomach on the floor.


    Nearby, Atall was practicing rolling his knife through attacks against imagined foes. He had gotten quite good at it with all the idle time he and Oria had, but Oria did not doubt for an instant that she could take the weapon from him and thump him if need be. He was, after all, just a male.


    “Children,” Feanne said suddenly, making Oria jump, given how little she had said in the last few days, “I have given it long enough. Your father has no doubt gotten himself killed. I think it is time we move on.”


    “What?” Atall exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “He wouldn’t leave us. We can’t just go if he might still be out there!”


    “Your father is dead, Atall. Stop arguing with me and pack what you have.”


    Oria was shocked by her mother’s stern demeanor. There was not a hint of concern, other than mild annoyance at Atall. Her tone was not forgiving of his questioning of her, either.


    “Atall,” Feanne said more sternly, bouncing the three kits gently as she spoke, “do as I say.”


    “Mom, he’s right,” countered Oria, drawing her mother’s glare. “The kits aren’t even named yet. You said you wanted to wait for Estin...”


    “I have waited!” snapped Feanne, then calmed her voice as the kits began whining. “We will do what we always have. Survive. Your father clearly was not strong enough to do the same. We leave before sunrise.”


    “Where are we going?” grumbled Atall as he stuffed the few pieces of extra clothing he owned into a bag. Oria wondered if he would punch straight through the bag, with as hard as he was throwing things into it.


    “We will find somewhere,” their mother said, turning back to the window. “Not the den. If your father was foolish enough to get himself killed, it is possible he may have revealed where we have been staying previously.”


    At that, Atall threw the bag across the room.


    Feanne glanced over her shoulder at the noise, then turned back to the window as she said, “Go with your sister to the kitchen. Collect as much food and water as you can safely get from the innkeeper. We will need plenty if we are to be far from town.”


    Before Oria could get to her feet, Atall had stormed from the room, slamming the door behind him. She could hear other residents of the inn complaining loudly out in the hallway, followed by Atall’s terse suggestion that they suck a furball.


    “Go with your brother before he gets himself in trouble,” Feanne told Oria, still watching the dimly-lit city below.


    Disgusted by her mother’s lack of loyalty to a mate that had done everything for her—possibly including losing his life—Oria quietly walked from the room after her brother. Closing the door behind her, she stood there, trying to calm her racing heart.


    Though Oria idolized her mother, this had just gone too far. Estin might have been a bit of a fool and careless at times, but Oria knew that all of them owed their lives to him. Despite her mother’s behavior, Oria knew that she loved Estin. Why she was being so belittling to his memory was shocking to Oria, especially with the new kits as a fresh reminder of Estin’s place in their lives.


    She stood at the door a little longer, then started towards the stairs down into the inn. Not more than three steps away from the room’s door, Oria changed her mind and spun back.


    “I’m not going to let her ditch father,” she said to herself, taking a deep breath as she took the door handle. “Maybe she won’t listen to Atall, but she has to see how stupid this is.”


    Softly opening the door out of habit to keep from waking the kits, Oria froze as she leaned into the room.


    Curled up on the floor near the window, Feanne was openly weeping, her face held in one hand. Normally, Oria would have expected her mother to be acutely aware of someone sneaking up on her, but she seemed oblivious to Oria’s presence. Tears poured down her face as she held the three whining kits to her chest with her free arm. Never once had Oria seen her mother crying and now she was so lost in her sorrow that she shook with her sobs.


    Though the kits were far too young to understand their mother’s grief, they still clung and nuzzled against her, as if trying to coax out their once-happy mother again, pawing at her neck with their tiny claws. She just pulled them closer, whispering to them words that Oria could not make out.


    Oria nearly squeaked as Atall grabbed her and roughly pulled her from the doorway, closing it quietly behind him. Though normally she would have struck back at her brother, she stumbled dazedly as he shoved her towards the stairs, where they would be less likely to be heard by their mother.


    “Are you an idiot?” he hissed, keeping his voice low, though he still sounded to Oria as though he were shouting. “She’s grieving. Why do you think she sent us away? We have enough food hidden away that most of it will go bad before we could eat it.


    “This isn’t even the first time she’s cried since he vanished, but you didn’t hear her because you snore so loud. I’m betting she wants to be alone so she can mourn Estin one last time without you sticking your big nose…”


    Oria thumped her brother in the middle of the chest as hard as she could with her fist, putting all her weight behind the blow, making Atall choke and collapse to the wood floor in a heap.


    “You’re right,” she answered, stepping over Atall as he writhed on the floor. “Let’s give her some time.”


    


    *


    


    The next week passed slowly for Oria, each day filled with babysitting the kits while their mother hunted for food—mostly to get herself feeling more normal again—and patrolled to ensure they were safe at their new den. She had taken to hunting within days after they left Corraith and each day she returned, she was less exhausted. By Oria’s guess, within another week, she would be as fit as she was the day she had realized she was pregnant.


    Like the old desert hiding hole, this new location was within a couple hours walk of Corraith, but was somewhat more east than the last place they had stayed and less hidden by rocks, though a few small mounds of stone provided a little shade. Oria could have hiked to the old location across the hot sands in about an hour, but it was far enough from that place that anyone looking for them there would not find the new location.


    This particular day was no different from the last few, with Feanne off during sunset. Her strength was mostly returned and her mood—though cool towards everyone—was at least stable. Oria had not been afraid of getting her face mauled off in at least four days.


    Oria had seen no indication that her mother was still in mourning, which was probably for the best, at least in Oria’s opinion. No sense in shedding more tears over a male who got himself killed. She loved Estin as a father, but she recognized that a pack leader like her mother needed to be able to detach herself from such things. To that end, Oria had worked hard to embody that feeling, putting Estin out of her thoughts as much as possible.


    “Now you,” Oria said to the kit she held in front of her face. “You look like a troublemaker.”


    The little female blinked her large blue eyes at Oria, staring back at her a little cross-eyed. She pawed at Oria’s hand and kicked her short legs a little, probably wanting to get back onto the ground with her brothers, who were tumbling about on the sands.


    “We just need to get things straight,” continued Oria. “I’m in charge when mom’s away. Don’t start thinking you’re the boss here.”


    The kit blinked hard, then yawned.


    “A month old and she already knows you’re too full of yourself,” Atall muttered nearby. He was seated, leaning against a small outcropping of stone, reading over notes he had made on the blank parchments Estin had left behind.


    “What are you trying to say?” Oria demanded, putting down the kit. The little fox girl tackled her nearest brother with a cheerful yip.


    “I’m saying that you need to stop acting like you are going to lead a pack when mother dies. There is no pack anymore. We’re just a family of wildlings and nothing more. With dad gone, we’re barely even that.”


    Oria hopped to her feet, scattering the kits, who watched her briefly, then went back to wrestling and nipping at one another.


    “Would you stop talking about him every chance you get?” Oria asked her brother, standing over him. A gust of hot wind buffeted her with sand, forcing her to pause a moment, while the kits sputtered and coughed to get the sand out of their mouths. “We need to move on and you’re not helping.”


    “Forgetting people doesn’t make it easier, Oria. Estin wanted us to remember Insrin, even though by all rights he shouldn’t have. He told us grandfather’s stories about people that were long dead, so that they wouldn’t be forgotten. I won’t forget my father just because you tell me to. Even if you punch me.”


    Oria’s arm froze. She had been intending to punch her brother, but the desire to do so faded when he realized what she had planned.


    Trying to find another way to get her brother to recognize that he needed to listen to her with their mother away, Oria noticed the pages of parchment in his lap. Delicate scribbles covered the visible sheets in a style that reminded Oria of Estin’s notebook that he used for his magic.


    “What is that?” she asked, kneeling to get a better look.


    “I found them in with the books that dad left,” Atall explained, lifting a few sheets to show more that were covered with the notes. “I’ve been trying to figure them out. Dad showed me a couple tricks of his magic, but this is really different.”


    Oria made a lunge to grab the pages, but Atall dodged, pulling them to his chest.


    “Give me those!” she ordered, trying to grab again. This time Atall scrambled to his feet to get some distance between them.


    “No way,” Atall argued, shaking his head. “You think magic is dumb, so why would I give them to you?”


    “Because you’ll hurt yourself before you figure them out, dummy.”


    Atall growled at her, baring his teeth.


    “Growl all you want,” she told him, planting her hands on her hips. “I’ll still thump you and take them.”


    Oria expected Atall to try to attack her or maybe run away. Given his temper, she was ready to defend herself when he jumped at her. She even half-expected him to draw his knife, but instead he raised a hand in her direction.


    “What are you…?” she started to ask, as an invisible force slammed into her chest.


    Dazed and hurting, Oria crashed to the ground several feet away and tumbled head over tail, sliding to a stop near the cheering kits.


    “I’ll tear your ears off for that!” Oria roared, wiping sand out of her eyes.


    Again something slammed into Oria, but this time, she opened her eyes to find that her mother was kneeling over her, one hand pinning her to the ground. Feanne’s calm brown eyes stared down at Oria and her ears were tilted forward in agitation. Her razor-sharp claws rested lightly against Oria’s upper chest, tapping as a reminder.


    “We do not strike at our kin out of anger,” Feanne said in the most even voice Oria had ever heard her use. “Calm yourself. Now.”


    “Let me fight her!” begged Atall frantically, several feet away. “She’s always wanted to prove how great she is. Please let me fight back just this once!”


    Feanne shifted atop Oria, making a slight gesture with her free hand. From the dry sands, dark green vines snapped up, wrapping around Atall like ropes. They yanked him off his feet and flopped him onto his back, holding him firmly, even as he squirmed and tried to bite at a vine near his face.


    Halfway between the older children, the three kits bounced about, giggling and wagging their fluffy red and white tails.


    “Oria, you will leave for the night and go off to explore your ruins you love so much,” Feanne told Oria, slowly climbing off her, then sitting down hard on the sand beside her. “I do not want to see you back here before you have had time to calm down and get past whatever anger you have towards your brother.”


    “You know about…?”


    “Of course I do. I let you both have your freedom so that you can learn, but I do not turn a blind eye. I also know that your brother has been working on that spell for days specifically to teach you a lesson. He proved his point.”


    Nearby, Atall’s growls turned to whines as the other three kits began clamoring over him, tugging at his fur and whiskers as he lay helpless in the vines.


    “Mom…”


    Feanne shook her head.


    “Go. You want to be a leader someday, but right now you are just a bully. My own mother would likely have told me that this is some kind of punishment from the old gods, as I certainly was no better, but I will not let you be as bad as I have been. I will deal with your brother, as it is not your place.”


    Oria felt her ears droop and she took off at a run. Once she knew Atall could not see her, she slowed to a walk, kicking at the occasional small stone in the sand.


    She soon stopped on a sandy rise, trying to decide where to go. Stubbornness made her want to head somewhere other than the ruins, but this far from Corraith, there was nowhere else she knew of. Turning south, Oria headed towards the ruins.


    By the time she arrived, it was dark out, but that actually made Oria feel better about the journey, as the sands were cooling quickly under the pads of her feet.


    Hurrying down into the tiny cave, Oria struggled to keep her mother’s words out of her mind. In frustration, she kicked a piece of bone, letting it clatter far down the hall past the farthest point she had explored previously.


    Oria hurried past the more worn sections of the passage, then slowed when she finally reached the parts she had not gotten to before. She smirked as she passed the place where she had beaten up the big-eared fox that had tried grabbing her. Somehow, thinking of that gave her some peace from the anger at her brother.


    A little farther down the burial-alcove passage, she reached a large square room with new tunnels to either side. Unlike the entry hall, this area was dark enough that she struggled to see. Still, she assured herself that she could see well enough to go a little farther and if she had to get more light, her mother had taught her how to make a simple torch from things she knew were in the hall behind her.


    Sniffing, Oria realized that someone had been through the room recently. Possibly multiple people.


    Turning between the two side-tunnels, Oria yelped and took a step back when she faced the right-hand passage and found herself staring at a human, who was pointing a crossbow at her. The weapon was drawn and ready to fire and there was no chance she could reach the man before he could wiggle his finger.


    “Back again?” called a voice behind her. It was familiar and Oria groaned, realizing who it likely was.


    Keeping her hands visible to the man with the crossbow, Oria turned slowly, seeing the large-eared fox standing a little way back up the tunnel she had entered through.


    “I have never seen a woman of these lands fight the way you did, not that your patterning indicates you as being from anywhere near here,” the fox said, keeping well back from her as he leaned against the stone wall. “I decided not to risk being humiliated twice and brought a servant.”


    Oria turned back to the human with the crossbow. The thin man watched her carefully, keeping the stock of the weapon just under the long hair of his beard. Had he not been pointing a weapon at her, Oria thought she might have laughed at him for the pure foolishness of a human trying to grow proper fur.


    “Do I have to knock you around again?” Oria asked, though she kept her back to the wall, wondering if she really could find a way to avoid the first shot. At this distance, even she had no desire to test herself. “Wait…a servant?”


    “Phaesys still has rights to my family, no matter what’s changed,” the human said softly, keeping his cheek along the stock of the weapon. He was not taking an eye off Oria.


    “You are my guest, until we figure out why you keep poking around down here,” the fox noted, gesturing towards Oria, then towards the other tunnel.


    From the other dark tunnel, two elves emerged, rushing at Oria and grabbing her arms. She shrieked and tried to kick and bite her way free, but they overpowered her quickly, forcing her to the ground. Ropes were snapped tight on her wrists and ankles and when she tried to scream for help, they wrapped a thick cloth strap around her muzzle, tying her mouth shut.


    “I do apologize,” the fox that had been referred to as Phaesys told her, kneeling just in front of Oria, while the two elves knelt on her to keep her still. “This is for the best until you calm down. Once you relax, we can discuss the situation like two rational people.”


    Hissing and growling, Oria did what little she could to resist as the men pulled her off the floor and began dragging her by her shoulders deeper into the tunnels. She tried everything, even attempting to dig her footpads and claws into the rough stone floor to slow their pace, but aside from burns on her feet, she accomplished almost nothing.


    Phaesys led the way, carrying a torch that one of the men lit as they approached him. The group said nothing as they went, making their way swiftly through passages that Oria would have guessed were abandoned had she found them alone.


    After several minutes of travel, one of the elves holding Oria shifted his grip on her. Without a word, he slammed his elbow into her side, knocking the wind from her lungs, effectively stopping her struggles.


    “Did she finally relent?” Phaesys asked soon after, his face still towards the darkness ahead.


    “Yes, sir,” answered the man that had struck Oria, giving her a malicious smirk. “Calmed right down.”


    Struggling for breath through her nose, Oria felt herself begin to go faint. Any other time, the elbow to her ribs would have been painful but bearable, but with her mouth tied shut, she could not get enough air. It did not take long before she drifted from consciousness, wishing her mother, father, or even Atall were there to help her.


    


    *


    


    “Are you waking, little one?”


    Oria groaned and curled into a fetal position. Her senses were coming back to her quickly and she used her body’s initial reaction to move her head around and gauge what her current predicament was under the guise of rolling about in pain.


    While still curled up, she checked her wrists and moved her feet, making sure that the bonds were gone. Even the strap around her mouth had been removed. That was a very bad decision by Phaesys or whoever was standing over her, she thought, managing not to smirk as she let out a fake groan.


    “Child, please tell me if you are okay,” came Phaesys’ voice again, as his hand touched Oria’s shoulder.


    Snarling, Oria rolled to her feet, grabbing the male’s wrist as she came up. With a twist, she shoved him face-first against the room’s nearest wall, with his arm far up between his shoulder blades.


    “Let me go home to my mother!” she barked into Phaesys’ ear. “I will break your arm if you ever touch me again.”


    “We may have started on a bad footing,” the male said very quickly, trying to turn his head to look at her.


    Slamming her shoulder into the back of his, Oria drew a choked yelp from Phaesys and he stopped trying to move.


    “Fine, I yield,” he told her, moving his free hand up to where she could see it. “I have no weapon on me. I do not wish to hurt any woman, you must believe me. I will not fight you.”


    “You drew a sword on me the first time we met.”


    “A warrior’s instinct and for that I am sorry. Besides, I did not actually draw it, you do recall?”


    Oria tugged his arm upward again, making him squirm.


    “You had your servant aim a crossbow at me,” she continued.


    “That was to make you wait before hitting me long enough that we could talk. It was not my best plan, I do admit.”


    “Tying me up?”


    “It seemed like something I could explain away once we were more relaxed when I first thought of it. Maybe something we laugh about…”


    Oria yanked his arm again, drawing out a groan.


    “So what is your explanation?” she demanded, her nose as close to his large ear as she could get, given that he was nearly a head taller than her.


    “I had hoped for more time to think on that. Sadly, we have just arrived and I was trying to find a way to apologize for believing you to be a scout of the dead. Let me just say that I would be happy to let you talk with your mother, if that will calm you…and convince you to let me keep that arm. I am fond of it.”


    Not quite ready to consider releasing the other wildling, Oria kept her grip on him and began checking over her shoulders, examining the room she was in.


    The small chamber was likely no more than about eight feet wide by ten or twelve feet long, with low ceilings and a single door that was covered by a ragged sheet, tied to iron spikes set into the jagged stones of the frame. The room stank of wildling—Phaesys—and old death. Oria could only guess that this had once been one of the ruins’ tombs, repurposed by Phaesys as his home. A makeshift bed lay where Oria had woken. Several weapons and what appeared to be stale bread were stacked on a leaning table in one corner.


    “Why was I on your bed?” Oria asked softly, digging her claws into Phaesys’ wrist until she felt blood running over her fingertips.


    “I wanted you to rest comfortably.”


    “While you did what?”


    Oria saw Phaesys’ eye go wide.


    “No! I have not hurt you, child! I would not do such a thing!”


    “Stop calling me that,” Oria told him, releasing Phaesys’ arm as she stepped back. She half-hoped he would try to attack her or run, so she had an excuse to hurt him for real. “I’m almost an adult. You don’t look much older. Keep calling me ‘child’ and I’ll show you what my mother taught me about fighting.”


    Collapsing, Phaesys rubbed at his wrist and turned to put his back against the wall.


    “I am no more than a child myself,” he admitted, eyeing the gouges in his arm from Oria’s claws. “My parents would set my age at just shy of five years. Not even old enough to meet my betrothed yet. So long as my family name means anything, my age is not a concern with the others…they will follow my orders anyway.


    “Please believe that I had no intention of harming you.”


    Oria wrinkled her nose at the male’s rambling and pleading as she paced around the room, trying to decide what to do next. Escape might mean going through all the elves and humans, which would be messy, if not fatal. Calling for help was out of the question so far underground. That left him as her only way out.


    “Where I come from, you’ve been an adult for a long time,” she mused, peeking out the simple door of the room. She kept it nearly closed as she saw two elves walk past, their footsteps far lighter than that of a human and nearly quiet enough that she would miss them. “I’ve got a few months left before I would have had my first hunt, if I were still back home. Here, I just get attacked by males who don’t even understand their own kind, every time I try to go exploring.”


    That made Phaesys sit up.


    “I understand what and who I am quite well. I am Lord Phaesys Herrouln, of a recognized noble trading household. My kin are merchants…or were…and while you may be nearing your first hunt, I was hunting with my father since I was two.”


    Oria let the door-cloth fall again and walked over to Phaesys, grabbing his limp-hanging arm by the wrist. He flinched as she did so, but she ignored him and just held up his hand.


    “No claws,” she chided, glaring at the smooth-filed claws. “You need to stop lying to me about who you are. You are a slave to someone and I want to know who.”


    “I am no slave!” Phaesys said more firmly, pulling his hand away. “What kind of savage land do you come from where anyone would grow their nails out like…”


    Oria held up her fingers in front of him, tapping her sharpened claws together.


    “Like a wild animal?” she asked, smiling as Phaesys appeared to regret his direction of conversation. “I know what I am, too. You may be a fox, but you think you’re a human. We are clearly not the same species. If you ever touch me again, I will show you exactly what a wild animal does to prey.”


    “You have my pledge. I apologize for my rudeness.”


    Ignoring him for the moment, Oria went back to the door. When she glanced outside, she found that the hall was empty.


    “You want to apologize, then take me back to my mother.”


    Oria expected an argument or another attempt by Phaesys to restrain her. She flexed her fingers, ready to claw at the male’s face if he came anywhere near her.


    Instead, Phaesys lowered his head towards her in a slight bow, then picked up his sheathed sword, fastening it to his waist. He stood slowly, keeping his hand clear of the weapon’s hilt, clearly aware that Oria was ready to attack him with the slightest provocation.


    “Follow me and do not wander off,” Phaesys said, sticking his head out into the hallway and sniffing. “The others may be loyal to my family, but they will stop you if they think something is wrong. Their loyalty will require them to protect me.”


    Oria looked around the room one more time. Among the weapons on Phaesys’ table, she spotted her knife. She snatched up the weapon and hurried after Phaesys as she tied it back onto her belt.


    They traveled in the dimly-lit halls for some time, with Phaesys pausing at each intersection briefly, before leading them onwards.


    Though much of the tunnel complex was lit by flickering torches in rusted sconces, in some parts there was no light for long stretches at a time. Passing through one of those areas, Oria began to wonder where she was being led.


    Stopping in the dark, Oria struggled to see the path. Phaesys had vanished into the hall ahead of her and even the white tip of his tail had disappeared. Even with how quickly her eyes adjusted to the dark, this place was difficult for her to see very far in and scents were muddled in the place.


    “Phaesys?” she asked, hearing a slight echo and the faint patter of dribbling water.


    She stumbled forward, feeling her way along the wall, until her eyes were able to pick up the faint light of torches farther down the hallway. As Oria began to make out more distinct shapes, she saw Phaesys standing at the edge of another side-passage.


    “Not far now,” Phaesys told her, continuing onwards.


    Several minutes later, Oria began recognizing the walls around her. They soon began trudging up the sandy entrance to the tunnels and out into the warm desert beyond, where the sun shone brightly overhead.


    “My mother is going to kill me,” Oria said to herself, seeing that the sun had been up for hours. “How long was I unconscious on your floor?”


    “One of my men got carried away,” he explained, offering a hand to help Oria up the uneven stones at the entrance to the tunnels. “He was worried that you were faking and fed you a potion to keep you asleep a little longer. I caught him in the act just a little too late. Another thing I must apologize for.”


    Oria wanted to be angry, but now that she was out of the tunnels and closer to her family, she could not muster the desire to lash out at Phaesys. Instead, she shoved her way past him, running across the hot desert towards where her family would be bedded down and worrying about her.


    Thoughts of her mother’s reaction to the loss of Estin pushed away any other rational thoughts. Oria did not want to do that to her mother. She did not want to make her worry another minute about one of her children.


    Still running when she reached the den, Oria slid to a stop, her feet digging deeply into the loose sand. Standing just outside was her mother, her long grayish-white cloak on and hood pulled up to shield her face from the bright sunlight. Despite her casual stance, something about her radiated anger that Oria could feel even fifty feet away.


    “Oria, who is this?” Feanne asked slowly, her eyes staring past Oria. Her tone was clear in the belief that she would need to fight soon.


    Phaesys walked up alongside Oria, sniffing as he gave the slightest of bows.


    “I am your daughter’s abductor,” he announced, shocking Oria. She had been trying to come up with some way to keep him from getting mauled by her mother, but he had managed to destroy those chances in the first moment. “You will stand down and come with me. I can smell the city on you. You and everyone with you must be taken back under guard, until we know your intentions in this area.”


    “You said you were letting me go!” Oria hissed, taking a swing at Phaesys. Somehow, he dodged her hand, as though it were the easiest thing in the world to do. She had clearly misjudged his agility.


    “I said many things that I would or should regret. Ultimately, I am doing what is right for my people.”


    In her peripheral vision, Oria saw her mother begin down the slope, her clawed paws leaving long trails in the sand as she approached. Still, the cloak concealed her.


    “We all do what is best for our families,” Feanne said smoothly. “Reveal the others you brought with you. You did well hiding their scent, but I am no fool. You would not come alone.”


    Oria’s heart skipped a beat as a dozen humans and elves appeared from all sides, having hidden among the dunes near her family’s den. Most bore crossbows, though several drew curved blades like the one Phaesys carried.


    “I will not harm anyone if you come peacefully,” Phaesys told them both. “We will make sure the cave is empty and then we will go back to our tunnels with you. You will be taken care of and kept safe, so long as we know that you are not spies. If you are found to be spies, I cannot speak to the treatment you will receive.”


    Feanne stopped walking and the hood of her cloak swiveled as she surveyed the group that surrounded her. She finally turned back to Oria.


    “Oria, do any of these people have any significance to you?” Her nose—the only visible part of her face—pointed slightly towards Phaesys. “This one, perhaps? I would spare any you wish left alive.”


    “None of them, mom.”


    Oria gave Phaesys a glare, then dragged a finger across her throat to warn him. Whether he understood the danger he was in was impossible to tell from his eyes. She would have to hope that he either figured it out quickly or died painlessly. The others were of little concern to her, but she hated to see a fellow fox die needlessly, even if he was an idiot.


    “Remove the cloak and come with us, matron,” Phaesys ordered, drawing his sword. “This will be your only warning.”


    Rolling her shoulders, Feanne let the cloak fall back, though the hood stayed up.


    Oria had seen her mother fight a great many times in her life, so she was not entirely surprised to see her mother wearing her “travel leathers”—a vest and long loincloth of thick oiled brown leather that had been battered and torn in many vicious fights. The clothing was Feanne’s favorite when having to run through woods or battle, where more human-styled clothing would become snagged and pose a liability. These gave her very free movement, as the entire length of her legs, feet, arms, hands, and tail were kept free of clothing.


    What did surprise Oria were her mother’s claws. Feanne had always kept her claws long and sharpened—far sharper than Oria’s thanks to Feanne inheriting a few traits from her lioness mother. Now though, using some form of her magic that Oria did not understand and had never seen before, Feanne’s hands had grown nearly four-fold, with long dagger-like talons that looked as if they could tear through armor.


    Watching her mother tear through enemies had never scared Oria…seeing her mother like this, surrounded by archers, did. This she knew would be brutal and she was not sure that she was ready to see it.


    “The laws against desert witches have been ignored since the mists struck Corraith,” called out Phaesys, though Oria noticed he had stepped back, under the guise of adjusting his stance. “Surrender and I can protect you from those who would harm you and your children. I pledge this.”


    Feanne chuckled eerily.


    “Perhaps you do not understand, desert fox. All of these men you brought are dead. Every one of them will lose their life today if you do not stop this madness and walk away.


    “I will kill each one, letting you watch, so that you can explain to their families that they had to die because you wanted to kidnap my child and cage the rest of my family. I will make very sure that you are my instrument to carry such a message, even if I have to paint it across the desert with your blood.


    “Are you ready to accept that burden?”


    To Oria, Phaesys looked to be on the verge of running. His eyes were still full of fight, but his tail hung limply and his ears no longer stood quite straight.


    “We are all civilized people here,” Phaesys called back at Feanne. “Your daughter mentioned her father. Perhaps we can reason with your husband…”


    Oria groaned and told Phaesys, “That phrase just got you all killed.”


    Throwing herself to the ground, Oria flattened herself out on the sand as fast as she could.


    Feanne erupted into motion before Oria was down. Vines leapt from the sands to grapple several men, while snarling wolves appeared from nowhere to drag off two more. Yet another went flying as Feanne held a hand out towards him sending him rolling into the sands.


    A single archer managed to get his shot off in the chaos. The bolt shattered loudly inches from Feanne, exploding in a shower of wood as it hit an invisible barrier of magic around her.


    With the last of the archers attempting to reload his crossbow, the swordsmen rushed in on Feanne, who appeared to be watching them all as she turned in place. Oria recognized the postures as anticipation…she was waiting to see what they would try next.


    “What is she doing?” gasped Phaesys, grabbing Oria’s arm. “Stop her! This was not supposed to lead to bloodshed.”


    “She wasn’t lying. Call your men off!” snapped Oria, yanking her arm free, then flinching and covering her face as a crack of lightning took another man off his feet. “She’s barely gotten started! If she gets angry enough, she might kill everyone in Corraith.”


    “She would attack the city?”


    “She would attack anyone who would try to control us,” Oria explained.


    Phaesys’ eyes widened and he leapt over Oria, running forward to place himself squarely in Feanne’s path as he waved down the swordsmen.


    “Stop! Stop!” the male fox shouted, as Feanne fully turned to face him. “I think there may be a misunderstanding! Men, stand down!”


    The men ignored Phaesys, closing in around Feanne in a tight ring as a clear attempt to minimize her ability to move out of the way of their weapons, while she kept her eyes solely on Phaesys.


    Feanne kept still until the first weapon was within inches of her. She reacted faster than Oria’s eyes could follow, slapping aside the sword and stepping in on the man holding it. With her body out of the reach of the other attackers, Feanne slashed at the man she had moved almost atop of, sending him sprawling as he clutched at ragged gashes in his armor and chest.


    “I said stop!” shouted Phaesys. “Weapons down! She is not our enemy!”


    The five remaining men continued attempting to move around Feanne and close her in again. Oria could not imagine how they thought it would work, as swiftly as Feanne moved, calmly avoiding their clumsy swings. The archers had been a genuine threat, but these men were nothing to Feanne.


    “Enough!” Phaesys screamed, his voice cracking. With a sharp twist of his sword, he managed to just barely deflect another man’s weapon that might have struck Feanne.


    Dancing through the group alongside Feanne, Phaesys showed remarkable skill, holding off two and sometimes three men at a time. Soon, Feanne relaxed and stood by as Phaesys stared down the last two men who were unwilling to stop the assault.


    “Desert witches are kill-on-sight,” argued one of the humans, turning his sword against Phaesys. His companion seemed less sure of facing off against the male fox, but appeared just as unwilling to back down. “That is the law.”


    “So long as we live out here, I and my kin are the closest things to law that you have,” countered Phaesys, parrying the human’s sword yet again. “I offered her protection and I will not have you get us all killed. Would you truly cross me, just to get yourself killed by her? I order you to walk away, or I will execute you myself.”


    The man finally lowered his weapon, then spat at Phaesys’ feet. He then turned and slapped his companion on the shoulder.


    “Let him deal with his own kind,” the man said as they walked away. “Whatever happens is his problem. Coward boy deserves what he gets.”


    The humans gathered up their fallen, cutting away vines to extract some and carrying others between them. Oria could not be sure if those carried were alive or dead, though she had her guesses.


    Through the last moments of the conflict, Feanne stood silently behind Phaesys. Oria could see nothing of her movement under the cloak, other than her massive claws hanging still at her sides.


    When the last non-wildling had left, Phaesys turned towards Feanne, taking a knee as he did so. His sword he tossed a little ways away from himself.


    “You must understand, matron, I did this for the safety of our people. I need you to come with us to share what you know, now that I am sure you are not with the enemy.”


    As Oria watched, Feanne’s hands crackled and twisted, returning to their normal size and shape.


    “Where I come from, they call me a druid,” she said in a lilting tone as she began circling Phaesys. “Some call me a servant of the fae. Still others call me a monster. Until today, ‘witch’ was one of the few things I believe I was never called.”


    Phaesys’ ears twitched and turned, following Feanne as she moved, though he kept his eyes on the ground and his sword several inches from his fingers.


    As her mother spoke, Oria got up off of her stomach and sat down, wondering if she would need to hide Phaesys’ body before the day was done. On some level, she thought he might deserve it after attacking her twice, no matter his intentions.


    “I would be remiss to execute the first of our kind I have seen in these lands without some thought first,” Feanne continued, flicking Phaesys’ oversized ear with her claw. “Even if you do look the fool.”


    Feanne stopped just behind Phaesys, lifting her head to look over at Oria. She lowered one hand near Phaesys’ neck where Oria guessed he could not see it.


    “Oria, you brought this imbecile here. Does he live or die?”


    Oria’s skin prickled with dismay and shock. She had never been put in such a position before, by her mother or anyone else. As much as she wanted to strike at Phaesys, possibly even hurt him, she had no desire to see the male bleed out on the sands in front of her on her order.


    “Mother?”


    Feanne brought her claws down lower near Phaesys’ neck and Oria saw his ears perk. Still, he kept his hands away from his weapon.


    “You wish to lead a pack one day, my daughter,” Feanne stated, now resting her claws firmly on Phaesys’ jugular. “You decide if they live or die. That is what you must do every day, even for your own family. If you cannot make that decision, someone else will make it for you.”


    Phaesys kept his head down, but looked up from the sands at Oria. There was no anger, no fear. He just waited to see what she would do.


    “Let him go, mother. He yielded to you. You told me we don’t kill our own kind without reason. A submissive wildling is not a threat.”


    Feanne gave a cluck of her tongue, shaking her head.


    “Any wildling is a threat in the right conditions. Big Ears…how fast could you strike at me with that sword if you wished?”


    “I doubt many could stop me before I had cut you down,” admitted Phaesys. He moved his hands farther from the hilt of his sword.


    “Mother…”


    “Oria, what would you do if I were one of your pack members and I disobeyed?” Feanne asked, tapping a claw on Phaesys’ throat. “You disobey me regularly enough, so I must assume others will disobey you. If I decide to tear his throat out—which I have every right to do, after what he did here today—what action would you take?”


    “I would try to stop you.”


    That drew looks from both Feanne and Phaesys.


    “Your life is spared,” Feanne said, lowering her mouth near Phaesys’ ear. “Thank my daughter. I am not in nearly so merciful a mood.”


    Turning from Oria and Phaesys, Feanne marched back into the den, disappearing from sight. Faintly, Oria could hear her talking to someone—likely Atall or the kits.


    “Is she always like this?” asked Phaesys after several minutes of silence. He still had not moved, other than to raise his head. From where Oria sat, she could see his limbs trembling.


    “Not always,” Oria said as she got up, though she wondered if she were perhaps lying just a little. “We lost my father recently. You gave her an excuse to fight, which she has dearly wanted for some time. It makes her feel better when she’s upset.”


    Phaesys touched his neck gently, as if he were not sure that he were unharmed.


    “I am sorry for angering her.”


    Walking over to the desert fox, Oria knelt beside him and shoved his head to one side so she could see his neck better. Tiny pinpricks of blood marred his pale fur right where the yellow-tan met white.


    “That wasn’t her angry,” admitted Oria, placing Phaesys’ sword into his hand. “That was her playing with her food and proving a point to both of us. If she was angry, I would have been in danger, too.”


    That statement made Phaesys’ eyes widen more than his near brush with death.


    “What now?” he asked, checking over his shoulder at the den where Feanne had gone. “I really just wanted to bring your family back to a safer place…”


    “Now?” Oria offered him her hand and pulled him to his feet. “Now you make amends and explain yourself to all of us. Completely. No ambushes or weapons. Just talk.”


    Phaesys nodded and sheathed his sword.


    “This I promise, if you will answer one question for me before we speak with her.”


    “Ask.”


    Phaesys appeared to struggle with the question, but finally blurted out, “How did he die? Your father.”


    Oria contemplated telling him the truth, or as much of it as she had guessed. Instead, she studied the nervousness in his posturing, the slight shake of his hands, and the sag in his tail. The male was terrified after his brief encounter with Feanne.


    “Mother killed and ate him,” Oria said instead, smiling as sweetly as she could manage. The panicked widening of Phaesys’ eyes was more than sufficient revenge for having kidnapped her earlier. “Please come in and have dinner with us. You can explain this whole thing before we eat. You do eat meat, right?”


    When Phaesys made no attempt to move, Oria grabbed his wrist and pulled him along behind her down the slope into the narrow entrance to the den.


    They descended into the dimly-lit den, with Oria in the lead. At the bottom of the sloped entryway, Atall stood to one side, glowering equally at her and Phaesys. The effect of his glare was lost the instant Oria noticed two of the kits peeking around his legs and the female clinging to Atall’s back, with her head just barely visible over his head, her muzzle sitting between his ears.


    Farther back, on the far side of the tiny pit they used for cooking meals, Feanne had removed her cloak and was sitting on it cross-legged, watching the newcomers come inside.


    “I must say, I am impressed that you are still here,” Feanne told Phaesys, as she smoothed her leather clothing. “Most males would have run after watching their men be beaten soundly. I am not sure that decision is in your best interest.”


    Oria took a seat near her mother, while Atall sat down across from her, still scowling, with the kits scurrying behind him to keep an “adult” between themselves and the stranger.


    Phaesys stood for a while, as though unsure what to do that would not get him killed. Oria eventually grew tired of watching him stand uneasily and she pulled him down to sit across from her mother.


    Lifting a cup of cold water with tea leaves, Feanne made no effort to look in Phaesys’ direction despite addressing him.


    “My children do not like watching me kill people without a good reason. You gave me more than enough reason, but my daughter seemed willing to spare you long enough that you can explain yourself. Please start talking, so that I can convince myself it was worth letting you continue breathing.”


    Oria watched Phaesys, but he kept his eyes on the cold coals of the fire pit. When she looked back to her mother, Feanne was slowly letting her attention drift between Oria and Phaesys, as though looking for something she could not quite place.


    “Are you sleeping with my daughter?” asked Feanne, direct as always. “Given her frequent disappearances, I must ask. You should know that Oria is not old enough for that to be appropriate, if that is the case.”


    “I…mom!” Oria blurted without thinking. “He kidnapped me! We’re not…what’s wrong with you, mom?”


    Feanne ignored Oria completely, her attention now locked on Phaesys.


    “No, matron,” he answered softly, still watching the fire pit. “I would not do such a thing, even before knowing how...powerful…you are. I already am betrothed, so it would be entirely inappropriate to ever consider such a thing.”


    Oria nodded sharply at her mother, adding, “See? Wait…you wouldn’t? Didn’t bed me is fine…but wouldn’t? What’s wrong with me?”


    Both Atall and Phaesys stared at her in shock, but Oria found herself unable to keep her mouth closed.


    “If you’re going to kidnap a female, at least have the decency to say she’s worth taking as a mate. I’d have beaten you to death if you tried, but you could at least act like I’m someone you’d…”


    “Oria, shut up now,” Feanne told her, cutting through her rant. “This is not about you.”


    “But mom…”


    Feanne ignored Oria’s protests, focusing on Phaesys.


    “Kidnapped…this is certainly a new situation. My daughter has gotten herself in many forms of trouble over the years, but bringing home her kidnapper and his angry mob may be a new low.”


    Oria squirmed and rubbed at one of her ears self-consciously.


    “She’s right. I don’t think I’ve done that before.”


    They sat in silence for a moment, until Atall spoke up, with his little sister still watching from his shoulder.


    “She could have gotten us all hurt or killed and she’s not even in trouble?”


    “Oh, she is,” Feanne assured him as though Oria was not there. “Trust me, she is.”


    Oria lowered her head instinctively, even though she knew it probably looked like she was pouting.


    “You asked why I came out here,” Phaesys began, saving Oria from her mother. Whether he meant to or not, Oria felt like she owed him for that intrusion. “I came out here to be sure you were not agents of the city, hunting for the survivors.”


    “Survivors?” Feanne’s eyes narrowed. “Of the mists?”


    Phaesys shrugged.


    “The mists were what broke the city and let the undead walk in. We could not stand before them when they came. Since I did not know your daughter, I had to assume she came from the city. When I smelled the city on you, I believed you were recently from there.”


    Feanne’s snarl silenced the room and made all three kits dive for cover behind Atall.


    “Undead?!” she roared. “Corraith never fell. I have been told this repeatedly over the last few months. I have seen the living in the city. Never have I heard of the undead leaving a city alive.”


    “They were not interested in turning us,” Phaesys admitted, watching the kits peeking out from under a blanket in an obvious attempt to keep from looking Feanne in the eye. “The force marched in and took over. They killed off our remaining leaders and ordered us all to pledge ourselves to them. Those who refused were killed in the streets…or fled with my family to the old tombs.”


    “How many are down there?” Oria found herself asking.


    “A hundred and fifty. Most are wounded, young, or elderly though. The group that came with me to secure this area were loyal to me, even if they were not the best of our warriors.”


    “You claim they are loyal, but they disobeyed your order to cease the attack,” Feanne pointed out, tilting her cup towards Phaesys. “Loyal soldiers would have dropped their weapons on the spot.”


    “Not as loyal as I wish,” admitted Phaesys, shoulders sinking slightly. “I was not allowed to fight in defense of Corraith when it was taken, so many of the men question my resolve when situations become difficult.”


    Feanne leaned forward, pointing a finger at Phaesys.


    “You will tell me everything you know about the undead in the city.”


    Phaesys’ ears drooped and he shook his head.


    “I know almost nothing, matron. I fled under orders when the mists came. When the undead arrived, I was hiding like a coward, even if it was not my choice. I would like to blame my age, but it is no excuse.”


    “Then who can tell me what I need to know?”


    “My father,” replied Phaesys. “He can tell you far more.”


    “Then you will lead us back there to talk with him,” Feanne stated, then lay back on her blankets. As if appearing from the dark, the three kits pounced her, then settled into the crook of her arm. “We will stay here for now and set off tomorrow. You are welcome to stay with us today, or return to your tunnels. Either way, come tomorrow, I would speak with your father.”


    Rolling onto her side away from the group to shield the kits from the rest of the den, Feanne appeared to go to sleep. She flicked her tail over to cover the young like a fluffy blanket, then remained still as though dismissing everyone else in the room.


    “I should probably go,” Phaesys said softly, his whiskers twitching. “It would be inappropriate for me to stay.”


    “What’s inappropriate about sleeping here for today?” asked Oria, watching Phaesys in confusion as he stood up to go.


    “Surely your mother would be upset at the idea of a man sleeping in such a small place with her daughter,” he explained, then took a step back as Atall made a point of getting to his feet between Oria and Phaesys.


    “She wouldn’t, but I would,” Atall told the taller male. “You’re right, you should leave.”


    “Atall, stop being rude,” snapped Oria, her ears getting hot. Her brother was really asking for a sound thumping if he kept up with whatever his issue was. “Mother said he could stay…”


    “I’m just agreeing with him that he should leave,” noted Atall, taking another step towards Phaesys, forcing Phaesys to step back to keep from bumping into Atall. “Nothing rude about agreeing.”


    Oria jumped up and shoved Atall, but he held his ground, growling slightly.


    “Please don’t do this,” Phaesys insisted, backing out of the den. “Oria, you know where to find me when your mother is ready to talk. I will go before I cause any more conflict. I need to see to my men, anyway.”


    Atall stared at Oria, as though daring her to try something as he answered, “We could do with less conflict around here. Especially with all the kidnappings that happen in this area. Isn’t that right, Oria?”


    Phaesys turned and hurried from the den.


    “I will beat your nose flat for that, Atall.”


    “Why? He attacked you. You said so yourself. Just because mother isn’t chasing him off doesn’t mean he belongs here. Give me a reason I should ever want to see him again.”


    “He…I don’t know…he’s the first wildling we’ve met here. He can tell us a lot about the area.”


    “So can humans. Or elves.”


    “I think you hate your own kind, Atall. Maybe you just don’t like other wildlings.”


    “I like my family just fine. I just don’t like him.”


    “Why? Besides kidnapping me, which is over now.”


    “He looked at you.”


    “So?”


    “Oria, we don’t know him. And he has big ears.”


    “Seriously? You’re telling me I can’t spend time around a male you haven’t approved?”


    “Pretty much. Estin isn’t here to protect you from yourself, so someone has to.”


    “You’re an idiot, Atall. I don’t want to bed him, I just want a friend that we don’t have to kill. Is that so wrong for me to look for someone outside my family to spend time with? We don’t have the pack anymore, so I don’t have a lot of choices.”


    Atall shrugged and sat down on the pile of blankets that he used as his bedding. With a snort, he flipped to turn his back to Oria.


    “Fine!” she snapped, pacing in a circle, for lack of any good room to walk in the den. “Maybe I should mate with him just to teach you that I can do what I want.”


    “If you did, mother would kill you both,” he answered.


    A faint chuckle let Oria know that Feanne was awake and listening.


    “Besides,” Atall continued, “he said he has a betrothed. He’ll turn you down.”


    “I don’t even know what that is, Atall.”


    Her brother shifted just enough that he could look over his shoulder at her. Oria swore that the anger in his face had faded to amusement.


    “Yoska told me about a lot of different peoples’ mating traditions…even when I told him to stop. In fact, a lot more after I told him to stop. A betrothed among the desert people is a life-mate that was pledged to someone when they were a child. Phaesys probably never even met her.”


    “That’s stupid.”


    “Yep.”


    “What if he hates her? Or she’s ugly? Or she can’t fight?”


    “Sounds like wildlings out here follow the elven traditions, not ours,” Atall said as he rolled back onto his side. “Stupid or not, he’s not like us. He’s more of a human or an elf than a wildling. Just another reason I’ll chase him off.”


    Bewildered, Oria could find nothing to say. Instead of railing at her brother, she walked up and out of the den.


    Outside, the heat of the day was intense already, making Oria’s fur tingle. She ignored it, walking a little ways away from the hole to a shadowed area, where she flopped onto the sand. Digging her toes into the warm sand, she growled and punched at the ground, wishing it was her brother.


    “I wish Estin were here,” she said aloud, kicking a wave of sand away from her. “He would be able to tell me how to deal with Atall, without having to kill him.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “The Master”


    


    A great many hopes and dreams fill our lives from the moment we can think for ourselves, ‘til the moment death embraces us. I had mine and have written of them until I thought my children would be sick of hearing my voice in their heads as they read. It gives me solace in my darker times and helps me reflect on how I wish to move forward for the betterment of my family.


    As often as I explain to whoever finds these scribbles what I did, I find I rarely explain why. It’s a failing in the way I view things. After all, I know why I did them. Like most, I followed my hopes and dreams to decisions that weren’t always the brightest.


    My dreams were simple for so long. Survival and food were my dearest wish. That lasted me through childhood and into that strange ambiguous part of my life when I was certainly an adult, even though I didn’t think like one at the time. For me, I believe this phase lasted from about age three to six and I dearly hope my children grow out of it far faster than I did, or my mate may kill them.


    If you’re reading this, Oria and Atall, please take it to heart.


    Then came friendship and the warm embrace of Lihuan’s pack. I really just wanted the company, but they forced me to find a place in their society, making me a far better person for it. It was a nice change to feel needed and a part of something greater than myself. That was short-lived, before I knew that there was something that my life required that was outside of myself and my needs of survival. I had always needed it, but hadn’t known until it blindsided me.


    I needed Feanne and I needed her love.


    Love for another can drive you to survive even the most horrific life, knowing that anything—no matter how small—done to improve their life, improves your own. I lived for her, not for myself.


    Once I had made my pledges to Feanne, I thought that the world could do nothing more to me. At worst, I thought that the undead would kill me, or her, or the children. It was morbid, but it was a fact of living in the world after the war. Dying was not unexpected, so it was hard to truly fear it. You always tried to avoid it, but if it happened, that was just the way things were.


    I swore I would stay at my mate’s side every waking moment to the day I died, clinging to her and our children through anything up to and including death. I very nearly had when we passed through the mists. Even after surviving that, I re-pledged that desire to never leave her for any reason.


    I despise lying, especially to myself.


    


    Estin stumbled into the dimly-lit room, clutching at his torn side, attempting to slow the loss of blood. Deep gashes from an undead creature’s broken fingers had been bleeding for more than an hour, weakening him as he ran. Now, he found himself in a room with no other visible exits, and no idea how many were still after him, though he had only seen one creature in pursuit.


    Checking his hand and finding blood still trickling from the wound, Estin gasped for breath. His heart raced painfully, made worse by the exhaustion.


    He collapsed in the corner of the room, trying to focus his mind enough to eke out one more bit of healing magic. After weeks on the run, without his notebook or rest, Estin could barely remember his own name, let alone the intricate motions of his spells.


    Slowly, Estin brought his breathing under control and forced himself to listen to the whispers of the spirits. They were faint, some of the voices speaking directly to him for the first time that he could recall. Only one was clear enough for him to make out.


    “He is close to us now. Welcome him when his breath stops.”


    Estin snapped his eyes open, his attempt to draw out the magic lost. He had always hoped to make out the words of the spirits’ voices, but now he regretted it. He could only imagine that if one could understand the voices, then they were on the verge of joining them. That did incredibly little to boost his morale.


    A nearby crash somewhere made Estin sit up, watching the door for his pursuer. Long minutes passed and his left hand felt as though it were beginning to stick to the wound below his ribs.


    Estin started to get up, but stopped as his nose picked up the faint scent of decay. He had smelled that odor too often over the last few weeks, so there was no doubt as to what was coming. Since the day he had given up on running and attacked his original pursuer, the creatures had found him twice, forcing him back on the run. Now, another was getting close.


    Pulling himself upright, Estin tried to think through his options. Finding none, he closed his eyes again. This time, the magic came more easily as he ignored the voices. Warmth flowed across his side, partially closing the wounds. It was far from healed, but it would be enough to let him try to defend himself.


    The room he was in was mostly empty, but Estin scrounged around the broken furniture. The only weapon he could find in the whole place was a single rusted metal bar. Hoisting it and testing its weight, Estin prepared himself to fight for survival once again.


    He waited, standing perfectly still with the bar held at the ready, trying not to blink as he stared at the door. Estin had dealt with the undead stalkers enough to know that the creature would attack swiftly, trying to take him by surprise, unlike the zombies, which just endlessly marched after their prey single-mindedly.


    With a sudden rush of movement the creature leapt into the room, kicking the damaged door aside as it dove for Estin. At first, all he could see were teeth and claws.


    Swinging the bar as hard as he could, Estin caught the creature across the jaw, knocking it to the floor. It snarled and tried to lunge again, but he brought the bar down on its back with a snap. The blow would have killed any living creature, but the undead hissed and continued to try and stand.


    Again and again Estin hit it, having to keep moving to avoid the creature’s grasping claws. His arms were tired and his side was bleeding again by the time the undead finally stopped moving. Blackish tar-like blood covered not just the bar, but most of the floor, and Estin’s entire front, yet the creature continued to twitch, as though it would rise again. Just for good measure, Estin hit it one more time in the head.


    Panting and clutching at his side, Estin tossed the bar away as he surveyed the carnage. Like the last two stalkers, this one had clearly once been human, but was a twisted thing now—even before being mangled by the bar. Its skin had thinned almost to the point of transparency, taking on a dingy grey color. As if from digging, the creature’s fingers had been torn down to the bones, making the white tips of the fingers as sharp as Estin’s own claws, if not more so. Every bit of hair had fallen from the creature and sunken white eyes stared up at him, while its broken grin of shattered teeth lay frozen on that awful face.


    “Please tell me you’re the last one Arturis sent,” Estin told the body as he picked up the creature’s hand, examining the claws. He let it drop back to the floor with a thump, somewhat pleased that the creature did not move.


    Though his feet were unsteady and his muscles shook, Estin forced himself to move. He hurried from the room, then down the damaged stairs of the old structure, making his way out onto the nighttime streets of Corraith.


    Estin had learned a lot about the city while hiding in it over the previous five weeks. Most important to him was that the guards were meaningless and were being paid by someone, but no one knew who. They had no authority anymore and were mostly kept on patrol to give the people the sense that the city was operating normally. If someone were seen breaking the law, they would act, but unusual situations—such as a bleeding wilding staggering through the streets—were entirely ignored. They simply had no desire to get involved.


    With the streets mostly empty, Estin was able to cross the more mist-damaged section of town swiftly, giving a nod to the one group of guards that passed him. They turned their attention elsewhere, saying nothing until he was past them, after which he heard them quietly guessing at what had happened to him.


    Estin kept sniffing at the air as he went, keeping his nose and ears perked for any hint that the undead had more trackers after him. For the first time, he picked up no indications of pursuit. He knew that would not last long, but he did not intend to wait around for them to find out he had killed his latest stalker. When Arturis figured it out, Estin had no doubts that another group of the awful monsters would be on its way to him within minutes.


    The road between the center of Corraith and the inn where his family was staying was clear, so Estin made very good time. Within minutes, he could make out the inn, with its dimly-lit windows and always-present group of drunks on the front step. He had scouted the building every few days since he had gone on the run, but this would be the first time Estin felt confident approaching without fear of bringing death down on the residents.


    Estin slowed as he got close to the inn. Though he still believed he was not being followed, his instincts begged him to be more cautious. Whether it still mattered or not, he realized he should not leave too obvious a trail.


    Circling back around the block, Estin found a suitably abandoned building that stood very close to the wall of the inn. It took him almost no effort to pop the locked front door—closing and blocking it behind him—and he made his way up to the second floor. There, he looked out at the inn’s wall, with his family’s room just off to his left.


    “This is going to hurt,” he assured himself, touching his side. The bleeding had slowed, but not come close to stopping. Pain from those gashes made his left arm shake, but he did not see many choices other than marching in the front door and leading anyone and everyone straight to Feanne.


    Stepping up onto the windowsill, Estin balanced himself carefully, trying to gauge his own strength for the jump. It would be difficult, but as long as he could manage to use his injured left arm, he would be fine. He had jumped much farther in the past, but rarely had he been quite so injured when doing so.


    Estin waited until he was sure there was enough noise from the drunks in the alley below to cover any sounds he made, then threw himself across the gap between the buildings. His claws dug into the dry wood easily, letting him hug the wall without too much sound. The second after he landed, his left arm gave out, making him gasp in agony as he twisted to keep his grip.


    Shifting his weight to his legs, Estin tucked his arm to his side and began working his way over to the window. It was slow going without his other hand, but after several minutes and another near fall, he hopped through the open window, ready to grab up Feanne in a hug and fight off the affection of his children. It was something he had dreamed of during every brief nap he had taken for more than a month.


    Instead of his loving family, he found himself kneeling in front of two naked humans standing near the room’s bed, both staring wide-eyed at him. After a second of confused silence, the woman screamed and grabbed a blanket to cover herself, while the man continued to stare at Estin.


    “Wrong room,” he told the two, trying to offer a reassuring smile.


    The man reached slowly towards a sheathed knife, lying on a nearby table, as though Estin might not notice him.


    “Please don’t do that,” Estin said firmly and the man froze. “You will not be able to draw it before I put you on the floor. Understood?”


    The human nodded and moved his hand away from the knife.


    “Been here long?” asked Estin in an effort to sound conversational, as he stood up. He swept his gaze around the room, trying to ignore the panic in the human woman’s face.


    “Just today,” answered the man, staring intently at the knife. “Why did you just break into the room?”


    “I’m looking for my family. Can you please cover up? Seeing anything as hairless as you two makes me itch. How you keep from freezing to death is beyond me.”


    The humans did not move, but Estin began pacing the room, hoping to hurry out of there before the shock wore off. Once it did, he had no doubt that they would start yelling for someone to hang him. The man’s knife would also be a distinct threat.


    Sniffing, Estin could still clearly make out Feanne and the children in the uncleaned room. They had not been gone long. That, at least, was some good news. The downside was that Estin knew he could not track them once they left that room. The city was far too full of scents for his nose and they could have gone anywhere. Feanne would have also worked to cover their trail.


    “Thanks for your time,” he told the humans, grabbing a light cloak off the chair near the room’s central table before climbing back out the window.


    Before Estin had hit the street, he could hear the commotion within the inn. Apparently, the shock had worn off.


    Pulling his stolen cloak over his bloody clothing and the hood over his face, Estin held his tail as close to his body as he could to reduce the chance of someone recognizing him. He doubted any of the city guards would be a concern, but an angry mob could be deadly.


    Ducking off the main street, Estin headed for the only shelter he could think of to recover, at least until he was strong enough to travel out into the desert and check on the old den.


    He soon stood before the abandoned home that Arturis had sent him to search. The place had taken on a truly empty smell, reassuring Estin that no one had come back to the dwelling since Arturis, or his creatures, had searched it again. Estin hoped that meant that the Turessian had moved on to look elsewhere for his prize.


    At first, Estin walked straight towards the gate of the property, then realized he was asking for trouble if more stalkers were sent after him. He detoured around the back, hopping the wall where his scent would be farther from the street, then headed inside.


    The last few weeks had been hard on the abandoned building. Sand covered much of the floor, having blown in through the windows. Several books and a lamp had fallen to the floor, possibly during a mild sandstorm the week prior. To Estin, the disarray was a gift, letting him clearly see that nothing had come through the room in at least a week.


    Picking up the lamp on his way through, he slid his tail in the sand behind him to avoid leaving footprints of his own. Estin made his way to the basement door, finding that it had been left ajar by whoever had last entered. Carefully, he slipped through, closing the door behind him on his way down the stairs into the cellar.


    He continued towards the main room of the basement, lighting the oil lamp as he went. Absently, he looked at the last step, where he had cleaned up the man’s blood while hiding the body. In that moment, Estin wondered idly if the man had actually been killed by one of Arturis’ stalkers, but that really did not matter much anymore.


    The room he came into at the end of the hall was absolutely destroyed, with every piece of furniture toppled and thrown about. The books that had been placed on the shelves with such attention to order now lay scattered across the dirt floor. It looked as though the sandstorm had struck this room, leaving the rest of the building relatively intact.


    Stepping over the remains of the room’s desk, Estin pulled aside the broken frame of a bookshelf that covered the secret entrance to the healing circle. As he pulled the door open, damp air washed over him, confirming that the hidden chamber had been sealed for a while.


    Estin climbed into the darker natural tunnel, attempting to pull the broken furniture along with the door as he closed it, hoping it still would look like it had not been disturbed since the place had been ransacked.


    Just inside the door, he knelt at the soft dirt where he had buried the previous resident of the home. Estin still felt awful about leaving the man buried in his own basement, but there was little else he could do.


    “I promise I won’t intrude on you any longer than I must,” he said, placing a hand reverently on the shallow grave. He offered up a brief prayer to the spirits to be kind to the man.


    Estin practically crawled to the end of the tunnel, where the passage ended in a roundish room, decorated with colorful stones and sands to mark the region as more than just a dark cave. Had Estin been untrained in healing, he would have completely ignored the place, but things being what they were, he found himself drawn to the delicate detailing applied to impress its importance on any visitor.


    Lying down on the cool dirt, Estin rested his head against the stones. His exhaustion was getting the better of him, dragging down his eyelids. Sleep came too easily, pushing aside the stress of wondering where his family had gone in his absence.


    Closing his eyes, Estin curled himself into as small of a ball as he could, wrapping his tail tightly around himself as his blanket. His mind filled with thoughts of his mate and children, envisioning himself holding Feanne again. Shivering in the cool damp air of the cave, he fell asleep thinking of them, hoping that he would wake to find them with him.


    


    *


    


    Cloak clutched tightly around his neck, Estin walked quickly through the streets, keeping his face as well-hidden as he could manage. He doubted that anyone knew or cared who he was, but his caution was just in case Arturis had agents watching for him. It was unlikely, but Estin had no desire or strength to risk anything further.


    The rest and moments of sleep during the night and into the next day had helped him immensely, giving Estin enough strength to go on. He struggled to push Feanne and the children from his mind, forcing himself to act, rather than think about what he had lost. Though he intended to head into the desert to find them, he needed to let their memories wait a little while, lest his determination to survive waver in the face of sorrow or a feeling of loss.


    Making his way through the streets towards the hole in the city walls, Estin did his best to look as though he belonged among the other citizens, making a point to drift close to several lizard wildlings that were going the same direction. One of the lizardmen gave Estin a brief glance, but the group made no effort to distance themselves from him, allowing him to appear to others as if he were traveling with them.


    No one outside of the group of wildlings so much as looked at him, but his paranoia of being found kept him from meeting the gaze of anyone. Idly, his mind drifted to Feanne’s insistence on hiding her face while in the city, which he had thought foolish at the time.


    By noon, Estin had passed through the broken wall, then parted from the other travelers who were mostly moving northeast towards the gypsy camps, where the trade district had been relocated to. Though Estin had considered looking into the gypsies more than once to see if anyone there was related to the gypsies he had known back in the mountains, he had more important concerns. Visiting a trading camp that had been moved outside the city limits to avoid the watchful eyes of the Turessians and their subservient living servants was something he felt could wait.


    Estin hurried across the desert, slowed by the loose sand and high winds that picked up as he went. The constant drag of the wind against his cloak forced him to abandon the hood and keep one arm up to shield his eyes as he pushed on into the stony hills.


    It was nearly noon when he finally reached the area where they had been hiding during their early stay in the region. The sun had burned the top of Estin’s head and tips of his ears fiercely, but he was more concerned with finding his family than the discomfort of a sunburn through his fur.


    Hopping down into the more sheltered valley among the tall rocks where they had dug out their den, Estin knelt a moment in the shaded area, catching his breath and sniffing for anything familiar. The winds had muddled any scents, making the whole area smell of sand and little else.


    Estin shook himself bodily, knocking most of the loose sand from his fur and clothing. Satisfied that he was presentable for his family, he climbed down into the entrance hole of the den, praying to whatever spirits might hear him that Feanne and the children were waiting for him.


    The den was quiet and dark, the small fire pit in the middle of the room cold. Without the light of the coals that they had often kept burning there, even his eyes had to adjust to the dim light.


    “Feanne?”


    Someone sat up on the far side of the room, rising into a crouch. All Estin could make out was that it was vaguely humanoid, but the shadows played with his sight enough that he could not be sure of anything.


    “Please don’t be Varra,” he pleaded, tensing his muscles. The last thing he needed was his old friend-turned-Turessian showing up again to try and murder him. “If that is you Feanne, please speak up.”


    The figure took a step towards him, then snarled loudly, its voice echoing off the walls of the small room. Though Estin could not see most of its features, by some trick of the light, the creature’s broken teeth shone clearly.


    Estin tried to backpedal, but the creature was on him almost instantly, bowling him over backwards. He attempted to kick the snapping, snarling monster off him, but it took all his strength and focus to keep the undead creature’s teeth off his muzzle and its claws away from his throat. It thrashed violently, trying to break free of his grip, forcing Estin to even use his tail to wrap the creature’s legs tightly, to keep it from kicking at his sides.


    His finger slipped off his attacker’s wrist and Estin cried out as one of the creature’s hands raked across his already injured side, reopening the torn flesh. As the creature shrieked with morbid joy, Estin felt some kind of toxin begin to burn across his ribs, numbing the area in its passing.


    The numbness spreading rapidly, Estin fought all the harder, terrified at the idea of being left helpless or weakened against this creature. He slammed his forehead into its nose, knocking the undead back slightly in surprise. Estin used that moment of opportunity, clamping his hand down on the creature’s throat, digging his claws into the soft flesh. With a twist, he tore through its neck.


    Though the creature was far from mortally wounded, it rolled off him, gasping and clasping its hands over its gaping throat. With a wheeze that sounded like it was intended to be a roar, the undead snapped its attention back to Estin, its eyes afire with hatred.


    His left arm hanging numbly, Estin kicked the creature in the face as it rushed him again, then stumbled up the rise and out of the den. Estin had experienced a small amount of luck in the past escaping into the sunlight from these undead trackers, as they seemed to detest the direct heat or light, but he knew it was a gamble.


    Estin cleared the entrance to the den, breaking out into the intense sunlight, hearing his pursuer snarling behind him. Its strong hands clamped down on his ankle, the boney claws biting through his fur and into the flesh, making the skin itch and go numb.


    “Stop that, my pet,” came a man’s voice ahead of Estin. “Let the poor slave go.”


    The fingers on his ankle released immediately, though the cool numbing sensation continued up almost to his knee.


    Looking up, Estin found Arturis sitting on the ground nearby, his black robe’s hood pulled up to keep his face in shadow.


    “Are you quite done running away and killing my ghouls?”


    Estin growled and attempted to stand, but his numb leg and arm made movement difficult. Instead, he looked back at the creature—a ghoul, it would seem—that had attacked him. It now sat in the shadowed entrance of the den, watching him angrily, while blackish blood dripped from its torn throat.


    “If they keep following me, I’ll keep killing them,” Estin answered, trying to sound confident, despite lying awkwardly on the ground because of the numbness in his limbs. “You finally get tired of waiting for them to succeed?”


    “Not even remotely,” answered the human, smiling broadly. “In case you had not yet figured me out, I prefer not to kill useful people. The city continues to operate nicely, so why turn them all into walking corpses?


    “You are much the same. I find you potentially useful, so there is no sense having you killed just yet. If that changes, I assure you, you will know. For now, I prefer to keep you on the move as a bit of light entertainment when I have nothing better to do.”


    Estin pulled himself into a sitting position as he tried to work some feeling back into his arm. Rather than getting better, the numbness had spread across most of his left side, the two scratches’ effects blurring together.


    “Then why keep sending the ghouls? You know I’m hiding nothing from you anymore.”


    The man gestured dismissively.


    “I doubted you were hiding anything long ago, slave. I have already moved on to new projects, but I chose to keep an eye on you. There is a proposition I wish to make.”


    “No deal. I don’t negotiate with necromancers.”


    Arturis chuckled and replied as though Estin had expressed interest, saying, “The offer I will make is that every time you kill one of my ghouls, I will send another the following day. This will continue until they kill you—which I might add will be after they spend hours eating you. The alternative I offer you is that you tell me in great detail what it was that your old friend Varra wanted for you. Her memories were not spread to the rest of us, so it’s become a bit of a curiosity for me.”


    “She wanted revenge for me letting her become one of you.”


    “Not entirely a lie,” noted Arturis, tapping a finger against his chin. “She had plans for you. I doubt anything so mundane as keeping you around as a mindless zombie, however.”


    Leaning towards Estin, Arturis grabbed him by the jaw and lifted him off the ground.


    “I see magic in you, slave, and thus value. Did the little gypsy girl think she could make you one of us? The rest of my brethren certainly would not approve, but I can see a child thinking it would be acceptable to keep her favorite pet around for eternity.”


    Estin managed to pull his head free of Arturis’ grip, snarling as he did so.


    “Thank you for confirming it,” the man said, leaning back against the rocks. “That gives me a new game to play with you. I’ll see you beg me to become one of us.”


    Dragging himself a little ways away using his one good arm, Estin answered, “You know I won’t accept. I turned her down when I was already dying, so why would I take the offer from you?”


    “Because I have something you want.”


    Estin let that hang for a short time, wondering if he should take the bait. Arturis just stared back at him, unblinking, while the ghoul wheezed and gasped, clawing ineffectually at its throat.


    “Varra offered me immortality and limitless power. We killed her anyway. What can you offer me that you think will motivate me to give up my life and join a bunch of corpse-loving crazies?”


    Arturis stood up, walking past Estin to gaze down into the den.


    “I am betting you wish to know what happened to them,” he said, then patted Estin on the head. Estin flinched away, making Arturis laugh. “You won’t find them—or what’s left of them by the time you decide—without me.”


    The man stepped over Estin and walked out towards the desert, with the ghoul hopping along beside him, its gangly limbs making it look far more awkward then it truly was.


    “Oh, and one more thing,” added the Turessian as he walked, “I will give you back your name if you agree to join me, slave. It may seem like a little thing, but I’ve been told that after years of being called a slave, it begins to demoralize even the strongest.”


    Estin lay where he was, watching until the man had disappeared behind the tall stone pillars. He waited a little longer as feeling slowly returned to his side and leg. Once he was able to wiggle his toes comfortably again, he got back to his feet and headed down into the den.


    There was no way that Arturis had Feanne and the children. He kept telling himself that over and over, trying to ignore the painful clenching in his stomach. He had to believe it was a lie. The very idea that someone like Arturis had threatened them to destroy Estin. Still, he would have expected the man to provide more proof if it were true, if only to brag all the more.


    Estin went back into the den expecting to be attacked again. To Estin, that seemed the likely result of Arturis’ sadistic behavior. Thankfully, the room appeared to be empty, though the ghoul had clearly rummaged through everything.


    The few things that Estin’s family had left behind when heading into the city lay strewn around the back of the cave-like room, with blankets torn and old bits of clothing shredded. A simple pot had been smashed against a rock, denting it. Even the slightly dug-out areas on the floor that had been “beds” for the older children appeared to have been clawed at.


    Moving slowly around the room, trying to find anything that might give him more information on what had happened, Estin stopped near the area where he and Feanne had slept. In the middle of the packed ground, a flat stone had been laid. It did not match those of the walls, but he had seen similar ones outside the den. Someone had dragged it inside and made a point of placing it in his “bed.”


    Estin hesitated, eyeing the out-of-place stone. Bending down and putting his cheek against the floor, he moved slowly around it, trying to be sure no form of trap had been placed on it. The last thing he needed was to lose a finger or two because Arturis thought it would be funny.


    Finding no visible trap, Estin took a deep breath and dug his claws and fingertips under the edge of the rock. With a heave that flared agony through his side, he pulled the stone aside, dragging it away from the bedding area.


    Where the stone had been, a shallow pit had been dug. Inside, Estin saw his first evidence that his family had come back.


    In the pit, a bearskin cloak was wrapped around his two swords. That cloak had been Feanne’s and had survived several winters in the mountains. She had found it with him during the first day they had met and Estin believed she would not willingly part with it unless she were truly gone from this place.


    Among the pack members, the dead were often burned to keep their bodies away from those who would hunt them. In lieu of that, bodies were placed under heavy stones with a trinket or two, left by loved ones. Feanne leaving the cloak with his swords was a fairly clear “goodbye” in Estin’s mind, making his heart sink and his hands shake as he picked up the bundle.


    Estin lifted the cloak from the pit, then noticed something lying under it. It was his notebook of spells, though it appeared it had seen better days. The book had either been beaten against a wall for days, or someone had been reading it almost to the point of it falling apart.


    He set aside the cloak and swords, picking up the book instead. A quick glance inside revealed that while all of his notes on magic were intact, someone had ripped out the pages where he had scribbled down his memories of the last few years, which he had meant to leave for the children. He hoped that meant they had those stories with them, at least until he could find them all again, wherever they might be.


    Closing his eyes as he tossed the book aside, he unwrapped the cloak from the twin swords and pulled it to his face, smelling Feanne and the children on it. Faintly, he could even smell the woods of the mountains.


    Estin fought back tears as he whispered, “I will find you. Whether you are alive or dead, I will come for you.”


    


    *


    


    Standing in the middle of the street, Estin watched the elves of Corraith pass by him. Most avoided looking at anyone, least of all a foreign wildling who was bloodied and wearing the fur of an animal over his shoulders. The mass of residents parted around him, letting him silently stand in the street, hands on his swords as he waited for something...


    He just was not sure what.


    “Move it, before I drag you off the streets,” demanded a woman’s voice behind Estin.


    Turning, he found himself facing three of the city guards. Two were middle-aged elven men, whose attention was on the alleys and the people at the fringes of the crowds. The third was a young elven woman—young at least by elven standards—who was glowering at Estin.


    “Did Arturis demand I move?” asked Estin, seeing the nervous facial twitches on the men, showing that they knew of the Turessian. Neither would even look in Estin’s general direction after he used the word. “Or is this a public service?”


    “I don’t give a huff what that man wants us to do,” the woman answered, putting a hand on her sword with a loud jingle of the scale armor she wore. Her other hand tightened on the grip of a small shield, clearly ready to deal with anything he might try. “My job is to keep these streets safe and moving.”


    Estin eyed the woman, evaluating whether she was able to back her demeanor. Though he saw no scars on her heavily-tanned skin to indicate old battles, she carried herself like someone used to wearing armor and facing down an opponent. Even just standing there talking, she maintained a balanced stance that spoke volumes about her readiness.


    “As long as you serve him, you’re not keeping anyone safe,” Estin answered, then began walking away, not sure if he was doing the right thing. Really, all he wanted was to see how strong of a hold Arturis had on the city. Since the man always knew where he was, Estin felt there was no sense in hiding anymore.


    Footsteps behind him told him that he might have guessed right about the woman. She was hot-headed, but either not loyal to the undead, or not quite willing to kill on his behalf without reason. Either was useful.


    “I serve the city, wildling. Who do you serve?”


    “Then serve it, not him. When you’re ready to stand up for your people, you’ll follow me. Until then, go with your fellow guards and do whatever your master demands.”


    He kept walking, heading towards the old thieves’ guild. By the time he got there, the day was getting late and the area was mostly empty. Stopping near the point where he would have to leave the street to continue towards the guild, he looked back and saw the elven woman not far away, leaning against a fallen stone.


    “Been practicing that speech long?” she asked, pulling her long black hair back into a quick ponytail that exposed her pointed ears. “Wasn’t one of the better ones I’ve heard, but not the worst.”


    Estin checked back up the street, then asked, “You didn’t bring the others?”


    “They’re probably off reporting me for talking to some foreigner. Either the commander will order them to arrest you, or he’ll run straight to Arturis to ask what he should do.”


    “Do you care?”


    The woman laughed and shrugged.


    “My commander ordered us to lay down our weapons when Arturis and his forces showed up. I should have put my sword in his gut.


    “Now, how about giving me a reason to think you’ll live until tomorrow? You’ve only got about an hour before our dark and scary lord orders people to slit your throat.”


    Estin pulled open his cloak, showing her the blood that had dried across his entire left side.


    “I’ve been fighting Arturis’ ghouls for weeks. What have you done to stop him? One more day won’t be hard for me to manage.”


    That made the woman grin.


    “Same thing, but I was smart enough to wear armor,” she noted, leaning forward and pulling out a necklace of bones that had hung under her armor. Estin easily recognized them as broken teeth. She hid it again quickly. “They like to hunt at night. So do I and a few others…I’ve even come across a wildling or two hunting the hunters.”


    “Armor slows me down.”


    “So does dying. I’ll opt for living through my fights slowly, thank you.”


    They stood watching each other for a time as the daylight faded.


    “Will you fight him openly?” asked Estin at last.


    “No,” she replied immediately. “If I thought I could win, yes. With one wildling at my side, there’s no way. He killed almost a hundred armed men the day he arrived. We wouldn’t stand a chance.”


    Estin inclined his head towards the thieves’ guild.


    “Are they loyal to him?”


    The elven girl laughed and shook her head.


    “No, but they aren’t loyal to anyone. If you go in there without being invited, you’re as good as dead. I won’t come in to drag your corpse out.”


    Estin turned and headed towards the dark open door of the guild hall, knowing she was probably right. Still, he was done running. It was time to find allies or die trying. It was the only chance he had of seeing Feanne again if she was being held by Arturis.


    “Do you have a name, girl?”


    Estin glanced back and the woman was gone, leaving the street empty behind him.


    Sighing, Estin strode into the guild’s dark entry room. He knew the place was probably mostly empty after Arturis had come in and taken control to torture Estin, but he had to hope there were still some living people there.


    He picked his way through the various rooms of the building, making his way slowly back towards where the different masters had kept their company. Unlike the last time he had come, every room was quiet and empty, as though everyone had simply disappeared.


    Circling back through the halls, Estin found himself at a total loss. He had expected a handful of thugs to have stuck around, who he had hoped he could bully or bribe into helping. Instead, there was nothing. The whole place had been ransacked.


    Frustrated, he walked back towards the front door a little later, nearly walking headlong into the elven guard, who was leaning against the front door’s frame. Her armor allowed her to fill the door almost completely, blocking him.


    “Not dead yet?” she asked, smiling.


    “No one in here to kill me, I’m afraid. Just you and I.”


    “What’s so important about this city that you’re willing to out yourself in public against Arturis, then risk getting your throat slit in there? I thought your people were smarter about keeping their tails out of the fire. I always heard you had instincts to keep you from doing stupid things. Are you feeble in the head, maybe?”


    Estin thought through a few lies that he believed might convince a city guard to aid him, but could not bring himself to put them to words. He opened his mouth to say something, but the words just fell apart as the woman stared at him. The truth was the only thing that felt worthy of speaking.


    “My mate and children were taken from me. They may be dead or he may have them. Either way, I’m done playing his games. I need people who aren’t loyal to him to help me. I want to destroy him and it sounds like this town might be willing to work with me.”


    “Mate…wow, that’s a special name for it. A very romantic people, you are. Where are you from, wildling?”


    “Did you hear anything I just said?”


    “Yes, you called your wife a ‘mate,’ like some kind of breeding mule, and blabbered about overthrowing the lord of the city…”


    Estin stepped up on the woman, growling angrily as he fought to keep from shouting.


    “Do not ever speak of her that way again,” he warned the woman, growing still angrier as she smirked. “I adore my mate above anything in this world, other than my children. If I have to go against Arturis by myself, I will. I would prefer not to.”


    “I apologize,” she said, lowering her head slightly and relaxing her posture somewhat. Estin recognized the behavior from the wolves in Feanne’s pack—it was a strategy intended to ease the threat of violence from a superior foe, though he doubted this woman meant quite the same. “My sense of humor does not always come through as intended.”


    The two stood nearly face-to-face, Estin still feeling as though he were on the verge of striking her and the woman looking as though she were torn between amusement and curiosity.


    “I really do want to know where you are from, wildling,” she insisted eventually, her tone far more conversational and less challenging. “I don’t recognize your accent or your animal type. We used to have plenty of your kind around here, but not your breed.”


    “Altis originally. Up in the mountains, far out in the wilds. As for what I am…your guess is as good as mine.”


    The woman blinked and stared.


    “There are no mountains within a month’s ride, maybe farther,” she told him, her brows crinkling in confusion. “I have never heard of a city called Altis, despite the fact that my mother’s family was traveling merchants before the mists carved up the region. How long was the journey?”


    Estin could not help grinning.


    “About five minutes…maybe less, I think. The mists dumped us here.”


    “Now you have my full attention, wildling,” she told him, offering a gloved hand to shake. “Up to this point, I intended to rob you the moment the streets were empty of anyone to hear you yelp.


    “I’d considered turning you over to Arturis’ men to convince them I was loyal and maybe get a reward. Sounds like your stories may be worth keeping you alive for.”


    Taking her hand, Estin nodded grimly. Her grip was incredibly solid, making his knuckles throb. When he became convinced she was trying to intimidate him through strength, Estin pressed his claws into the thin flesh at her wrist. Within seconds, the woman released her grip, rubbing at the scratches on her skin.


    Trying to keep things neutral, despite his misgivings, Estin told her, “Thank you for not trying to kill me for acting out in public. I used to think that saying something like that to strangers was silly, but it’s gotten a lot more common in the last few years to feel genuinely happy that someone has no desire to attack me.


    “Also, please call me Estin, not ‘wildling.’”


    “Sirella,” she answered. Sirella gestured towards the thieves’ guild halls behind Estin. “One-time master of the eastern part of town and a group called the Silk Touch, at least until Arturis drove us all out. Now, I’m playing my part as a loyal goon, in service to the idiots that serve the occupiers.”


    “You were a thief? Why become a guard?”


    “I was a guard first, wil…Estin,” she explained. As if unable to relax, Sirella jumped slightly as a man walked down the street outside. “Family brought me up to be a soldier when I proved somewhat unskilled at magic, along with my three brothers. They felt it was safer than sending me off onto the streets alone, with no dowry. Always did find it funny that it’s safer to be a woman who tries to fight off invading armies, than it is to be unwed and poor among the unarmed populace.”


    “So why rob me?”


    “I need a reason? If I got caught, you’d made yourself a big target and I could claim I was arresting you for causing trouble in town. No one would ask any questions. It makes me look like a hero.”


    “And so all the remarks about serving the town…”


    “Pretty much overblown,” she admitted, her eyes sparkling. “Don’t get me wrong, I love this town and would die fighting for it. I just won’t be a martyr. Right now, you’re setting yourself up to be one. It makes me want to get a seat to watch the show when you get caught.”


    “You’ll have your chance tomorrow,” Estin explained. “Arturis has promised to keep sending ghouls after me until I die or I agree to be like him.”


    Sirella’s smile soured Estin’s mood.


    “So he’s toying with you? Damn you and your enticing lifestyle. I doubt you could scare me off now if you tried. I would—and have—paid to see Arturis send out his stalkers after someone. Very few people outrun or outlive them.”


    “I’ve worked with some interesting people,” Estin admitted, thinking back on the drunks, womanizers, and traitors he had convinced to join him in battling the Turessians near Altis. “And even I would say that was a little dark for humor.”


    “I’m kidding, of course,” she purred, though her smirk made Estin doubt. “Where do I sign up to get myself and my friends killed fighting an unstoppable force?”


    Sirella took the lead, guiding Estin around to a part of town he had avoided due to the larger crowds just south of the central mist-swept section of the city. There, a high wall with gates guarded a huge area, though there were no guards at the entrances.


    “You look like you’ve never been here,” Sirella noted as they slid through the milling people. “Why come to the city if you do not take advantage of the primary destination for travelers?”


    Estin said nothing, his attention mostly on keeping a hand on his bleeding side. The wound had begun to throb badly, but he was far too tired to do much to fix it without rest.


    The area beyond the walls took Estin’s breath away, making him forget the claw wounds instantly. Whereas everything outside the walls was dry and sand-coated, the inside was lush and green, with full-grown palm trees that were just slightly shorter than the walls. Ferns and other plants filled every inch of the open space that had not been paved for the residents to walk on.


    At the middle of the enclosed area was a large pool, from which elves were drawing water into large jugs. The plant life appeared to radiate outwards from that water source, dwindling until it ended near the walls.


    “Corraith is the only oasis nearby,” Sirella explained, waving a young boy over. The youth hurried to them, carrying one of the jugs of water, which he set down at Sirella’s feet before running off again. “That pool has kept itself filled for more than a century. Maybe longer.”


    Estin sat down hard on a large flat rock that appeared to be intended as a bench. The damp air in that area was already helping him relax, though doing so was making it hard to stay awake. He could just stare at the full jug of water with its wooden ladle in amazement, realizing that he had not seen that much water in one place in many months.


    “Do you know anything about the leadership of the city?” asked Sirella, pulling the jug in front of Estin. “Before Arturis and the mists.”


    “No,” he confessed, reaching for the jug, but Sirella slapped his hand.


    “Corraith was ruled by a council of traders and craftsmen,” she went on, pulling off her gloves. “The best of their arts. Four of those were wildlings, including the leader of the council. All but one of the council members were executed by Arturis in the middle of town.”


    Picking up the ladle, Sirella sipped a little water, then refilled the ladle and knelt in front of Estin. He felt instantly awkward, wondering why she would put herself in a position that seemed, at least to him, to be subservient.


    “Most commoners have no idea who is in charge from one day to another. Do you really want to draw Arturis’ attention, Estin? I can arrange it, using these people. I am not sure you’ll like the result, though.”


    “I don’t care anymore,” Estin told her, unable to take his eyes off the water. “That man stands between my family and I. I’ll do anything to get them back.”


    Nodding, Sirella picked up the full ladle of water. Looking around at the crowd of elves that filled the area, mostly ignoring them, she gave Estin an evil smile.


    Loudly enough that everyone could hear her, Sirella announced, “I acknowledge your claim to the council, master. I pledge my sword to the council, as I always have.”


    With that, the woman poured the ladle of water slowly over Estin’s head, making him jump in surprise as the cool water ran through his fur.


    “What was that all about?” he demanded, as Sirella put down the ladle and slid the jug over to Estin.


    “That was a recognized town guard captain announcing that she is now in service to the council again,” she explained. “To all of them, you are the unquestionable lord here, until the council says otherwise. The council is dead and gone, so only Arturis can speak against you. He tries to keep hidden, so I am betting this will anger him incredibly, once he learns of it.”


    Estin reached for the ladle of water, but an old elven woman grabbed it from his hand. Pouring the water herself into a mug, she offered that to Estin.


    Looking around, Estin realized that a dozen people now stood around him, waiting to see what he needed. None of them asked anything of him, but all were ready to serve.


    A well-dressed elven man soon knelt beside Estin, examining his wounds. Without asking, the man pushed Estin’s arm out of the way and began tending to the deep gouges, applying ointments, then covering the whole thing with a gauze patch.


    “Don’t let it go to your head, wildling,” Sirella said softly, winking when she failed to use his name. “You may be the shortest-lived member of the council in history and I intend to be there to watch you hang, if it gives me even a moment’s chance at Arturis.”


    


    *


    


    The following evening, Estin strode out into the main plaza of Corraith, where the six major roads intersected. He did not hesitate as he went to the broken central fountain and sat down on a fallen stone to wait.


    From what Estin had seen, the city frowned on anyone touching the statues or other public displays. Destroyed or not, the fountain appeared to fall into that category, causing many people to give Estin sidelong glances, or steer around him. A few gave him courteous bows, then hurried on.


    Nearby, Sirella was busier than he was. He watched as the armored woman intercepted several groups of city guards. After brief conversations, the groups would move away, leaving any questions they had about Estin’s behavior to Sirella. From what Estin could gather, she was telling them that he was the new council member and she was his personal guard.


    Estin closed his eyes and focused on the scents and sounds around him. He had chosen this location specifically because of how open it was, hoping that it would lend itself to detecting any attacker before they could reach him. It was a gamble, as such an open place was inherently more dangerous if whatever came after him was human or elven, allowing them to blend in with the residents.


    Still, Estin felt he had little choice if he was going to motivate people to stand against Arturis. They needed to see someone else do it first.


    His legs tucked under him and his tail wrapped around his body twice to then lie in his lap, Estin waited until he had very nearly fallen asleep. The air had begun to cool rapidly as the sun disappeared, making him shiver and tighten his tail around himself. Offhand, he wondered if he should have brought Feanne’s cloak, but it was safely hidden away in the house Estin had secured as his own.


    A whiff of rotting meat made Estin’s mind race and his eyes pop open. He looked around frantically, then muttered an angry lecture at himself when he spotted a cart of animal remains being dragged from a nearby butcher’s shop towards the gate where refuse was routinely dumped.


    Closing his eyes again, Estin waited for the stench of the cart to fade, but instead of getting fainter, it grew stronger.


    “I’m sorry, master,” said a man’s voice, followed by quick footsteps.


    Estin opened his eyes slowly and found that the cart now sat directly in front of him, no more than ten feet away, having been abandoned by its owner. A quick search of the streets revealed the owner running hard towards the east.


    Turning his attention back to the cart, Estin realized that the few remaining townsfolk were hurrying out of the center of the plaza. Those that approached where he sat would stop, then turn and rush back the way they had come.


    Estin looked around until he saw Sirella on one side of the plaza, arguing with a pair of fellow guardsmen. She appeared not to have seen the strange delivery.


    He stood up slowly, unwinding his tail like a snake uncoiling as he got his feet under him. Knowing he was not going to like what he found, Estin put his hands on his swords as he inched closer to the cart full of cow bones and chicken heads.


    As he neared, a sickening slurp of movement within the animal remains preceded the entire cart toppling over as something—he almost immediately recognized it as one of the ghouls that Arturis had sent after him previously—stood up.


    Estin reflexively chattered a cry of challenge at the creature, drawing its attention. He had as a child tried to abandon the somewhat embarrassing and almost cute noise in favor of more ferocious sounds, but in panic moments, it would slip out. Thankfully, it was still enough to draw the snarling creature towards him and away from the fleeing elven residents.


    In that first moment, Estin believed deep down that the citizens would stand with him against the creature that served their conqueror. The ghoul appeared to have the same belief, stopping atop the cart to look around for additional attackers. Neither of them saw anyone heading their way, and the ghoul turned back to Estin, growling loudly as it stretched its claw-like fingers.


    “My mate is far scarier than you,” Estin told the ghoul, flipping the sword in his left hand to test the balance. “She has a better growl, too. You have to try a lot harder to frighten me.”


    The ghoul snarled again, stepping to the ground and facing off against him, moving off to his right in a slow circle. The creature was clearly smart enough to evaluate his defenses, which did not sit well with Estin. He would have been far happier with it stupidly rushing him. Idly, he wondered if the trick of hiding in the animal remains was the ghoul’s idea, or another’s.


    Without warning, the ghoul shifted from a slow circling to a lunge at Estin’s left side. Claws flashed across Estin’s vision as the creature flailed at his shoulder and neck.


    Twisting hard, Estin deflected the attack with one of his weapons, while thrusting his other at the ghoul’s exposed stomach. His attack went wide as the undead monstrosity moved easily out of his reach. Just as Estin began to relax to wait for the next lunge, the ghoul kicked out, startling Estin with its reach. The creature’s foot slammed hard into his already-injured side, driving the breath from his lungs as pain tore through him.


    Stumbling, Estin nearly dropped the sword in his left hand, then backed into the lip of the fountain. He searched for a way out, but the ghoul kept advancing, preventing him from getting enough room to do more than keep his sword between the two of them.


    “Is this the best you can do?” shouted Sirella, kicking the cart over with a crash, making the ghoul snarl at her for a moment. “I’m disappointed, Estin.”


    Estin took that second of the ghoul’s inattention to get some distance between himself and it by leaping backwards, using the length of his tail to give him momentum to flip himself onto the main platform of the old fountain. His feet nearly slipped on the loose stones, but he came down in a crouch, raising his swords as the ghoul turned back towards him, letting out a deafening shriek.


    Shifting his attention towards the magic that was always at the distant reaches of his mind, Estin drew forth power from the spirits. He pushed back against their whispers, trying to stay focused on the creature bearing down on him.


    With just a second or two before the ghoul was on him, Estin channeled his magic into one of his weapons, causing the blade to glow faintly.


    Estin lashed out with the sword as the ghoul reached him, the blade carving through its chest like water. Pushing past the ghoul, Estin raked its entire side, praying that it was enough to bring the ghoul down.


    A roar of anger and agony behind him told Estin his initial attack had been insufficient. Turning part way, he thrust his sword as hard as he could, even as the ghoul leapt at him again. The weapon buried itself to the hilt as the ghoul slammed into Estin, then took a shaky step backwards to stare at the metal grip embedded in its chest.


    Estin waited, expecting the ghoul to fall at any moment. The last few he had fought had been difficult to catch and thus harm, but once he had gotten a few good hits on them, they had fallen easily. This one seemed ready to fall, but then its eyes refocused on Estin and it acted as though it were unharmed.


    Twirling his other sword to bring it around the ghoul’s grasping hands as it came at him again, Estin drove the other weapon into the creature’s stomach. Though the ghoul choked on blood that began trickling from its mouth, it backhanded Estin, knocking him over backwards.


    Dazed and bleeding down the side of his face and muzzle, Estin tried to stand, but realized he had no weapons. Even with all his magic, at such close range the ghoul would tear him apart. He simply did not have time to form the thoughts and patterns that would make up a spell.


    Estin closed his eyes tightly and waited for the burning sensation that would come with the ghoul’s diseased claws.


    “Stop making me get involved!” Sirella cried out, as Estin opened his eyes to see her drive her foot into the side of the ghoul’s knee, breaking it.


    The ghoul screamed and stumbled away from the woman, then seemed to notice Estin’s second weapon for the first time. It slapped the partially-embedded weapon free, sending it clattering away. The ghoul tried to do the same with the first sword that was hilt-deep, but gave up immediately when the weapon would not move. With another cry of anger, the ghoul turned to face Sirella.


    While the two circled slowly—the ghoul hobbling as it went and Sirella looking genuinely annoyed, rather than fearful—Estin felt at his wounds. The tear in his side was bleeding again, but it was the cuts on his face that concerned him. They were close to his eye and had begun to cause the lids to swell.


    Using the extra time he had to make sure he could fight again, Estin drew some of his magic into the injury, reducing the bleeding and swelling. It would swell again in time, but he knew he would be able to at least get through the fight before it got too bad.


    Estin pulled himself back upright, while Sirella parried several of the ghoul’s attacks with her single sword, blocking a swift kick with her shield.


    With a deft lunge, Sirella grabbed Estin’s sword from the ghoul’s chest, then flipped it over her back into the air.


    The sword flew high, but Estin watched it as it soared towards him. He plucked it easily mid-flight, then advanced to stand at Sirella’s side as the ghoul shrieked angrily at them both.


    “Your fight, not mine,” reminded Sirella, stepping back. “Prove you’re worth the trouble.”


    The ghoul jabbered incoherently and inched away, eyeing the two of them. From what Estin could make out, it was unsure who was the greater threat. Orders to kill Estin or not, the ghoul was trying to size up its opponents and protect itself.


    Estin partially closed his eyes to focus again as he sheathed his sword. The magic flowed more easily now, rushing through him from the spirits down through his limbs and into his fingers with a chill tingle.


    “He is strong again,” whispered a voice that came out too clearly among the others, making Estin flinch and dismissing his previous theory that he had to be near death to make out their words. “Perhaps he can act where we could not.”


    “Or he will die gruesomely,” came another, before fading back into the jumble of disembodied voices.


    Concentrating through the encroaching voices was far more difficult for Estin than when he learned to ignore the original whispers that came with healing magic. His attention wavered and he very nearly lost the spell he was working to form, which the ghoul appeared to notice.


    Shrieking again, the ghoul rushed at Estin. It practically flung itself at the hand he was channeling the magic through, as if it knew what was coming and sought to protect itself the only way it knew how.


    Despite all the distractions, Estin finally managed to bring the spell together. He waved his hand at the ghoul, very nearly punching it in the chest as he released the magic outwards with a rush that burned across his fur and down his arm, even making his claws tingle as it left him.


    The ghoul shuddered and came to a stop, close enough that its rancid breath stirred Estin’s muzzle fur. It wavered once, then collapsed, its body rapidly disintegrating into a pile of dust.


    “You didn’t mention you could do that,” remarked Sirella, coming up beside Estin and patting him overly hard on the shoulder. “Good work, despite all.”


    “Despite what?” he asked, panting as he sat down gracelessly on the ground.


    Estin’s heart was racing and not entirely from the exertion of fighting the ghoul. The magic had been the strongest he had attempted after months of inactivity. All magic was draining, but the powerful spell sapped every muscle in his body, making him feel as though he had been running hard for an hour or better. Healing his remaining wounds would have to wait another day.


    Sirella knelt beside Estin, roughly grabbing at his face to study his wounds. She said nothing about the injuries, but let him lean away after she had looked them over.


    “You just made a public show of killing one of the unspoken ruler’s creatures,” she told him, nodding at the pile of dust that had begun to drift on the breeze, leaving the ghoul’s twisted bones behind. “Arturis could have ignored you and played games behind the scenes before. Now, he will be just as open as you were. That would be what I would do, at least.”


    Motioning to the edges of the plaza, Sirella made Estin aware that a dozen people had gathered to watch the fight. More were showing up each second, watching Estin—the supposed new member of the council.


    “Thank you for your help,” he told Sirella, pulling himself back upright. His feet felt unsteady as his head spun, but Estin had no desire to stick around. “I’ll get to shelter before he can find out what I did here. Once I have my strength back, we’ll talk more about where to go from here.”


    Estin took several steps, then realized Sirella was following him.


    “Go home,” Estin told her firmly. “Maybe you can help me again someday soon, but for now, you are better off forgetting you saw me.”


    At that, Sirella laughed almost hysterically.


    “I was a fugitive the moment I helped you,” she countered. “Why do you think I wished to watch and not fight? When they saw me aid you, I stopped being a city guard, at least as far as Arturis is concerned. I’m just another rebel, no different from you. I’ll thank you another day for that.”


    Estin’s tail and ears drooped as he thought of what the elven woman had put on the line to help him. Thieves’ guild member or not, she had put herself in harm’s way for the rest of her life for a complete stranger.


    Rather than stumble through words that would not truly express how he felt, Estin turned and began walking again.


    By the time Estin reached the abandoned home he had taken as his own, the sun had fallen low, casting long shadows. A glance behind him revealed Sirella sauntering casually after him, as if there were nothing odd about an armored city guard following a long-tailed and injured wildling through empty streets.


    “This is it,” Estin told her, gesturing at the sand-beaten gate. “It’s certainly not much—or mine—but it’s the best I have been able to secure.”


    Smiling at the old home, Sirella turned and let out a long whistle that echoed off the other buildings nearby. Within seconds, a dozen elves and humans appeared, all heavily armed. Every one of them had been hidden among the ruined structures and old homes nearby and had somehow managed to hide even their scents from Estin.


    “What is this?” Estin demanded, drawing his swords.


    With so many people approaching, Estin found himself turning repeatedly, trying to keep them all in this field of vision. Every one of them looked at least mildly dangerous.


    “I never said I left the guild,” noted Sirella, pushing open the gate to the house gently. “These people are mine. They now are at your service, until you no longer amuse me.”


    Estin relaxed somewhat, lowering his weapons as the long line of men and women began filing past him into the abandoned property. Most gave him stern sidelong glances, warning him against any foolish actions without words. On several, he thought he recognized scents from previous visits to the guild house, though he could not be entirely sure.


    Once the last of the newcomers passed Estin—a burly man carrying a wheeled crate that appeared to be filled with what Estin recognized as the makings of potentially-lethal and explosive traps—he followed the train into the property. He closed the gate behind him, then approached the home itself.


    Inside, the dozen men and women were already hard at work, rearranging the place and setting up items in front of the windows to hide their presence. Two were scouring the kitchen and gathering items to prepare a meal. Still others stood in the main room, debating how best to set up defenses against any unwanted visitors.


    At Estin’s entry, an older elven woman—whom Estin soon recognized as Marra, the innkeeper, who now had a dozen knives fastened all over a jacket of lightweight armor—came rushing up to him, holding a scrap of parchment with writing on it.


    “You have no food here,” she noted, staring at the list, but never so much as looking up at Estin. “The windows are a problem, so we’ll close those off. Also, how do you feel about living in a building with explosives on the doors?”


    “I…don’t think I have ever considered it…”


    “Forget I mentioned it. We’ll use blade traps and poisons instead. Next on the list is bedding. You were last in, so you missed the discussion of who sleeps where. That means you sleep on the floor.”


    “I…”


    “We did an inventory and we should be able to equip you better than…,” the woman poked Estin in the chest with her fingertip, “…the clothes you’re wearing. Armor is on the list. Possibly a bath. How do you feel about old women scrubbing you?”


    “I…”


    “Good, because I wasn’t volunteering,” Marra told him, double-checking her list. “Be a good boy and stay out of the way.”


    The woman hurried off, making more notes on the parchment with a piece of charcoal.


    “Sirella?” Estin asked aloud, walking slowly through the room towards the staircase down. “Sirella! Where are you?”


    The woman’s head appeared from one of the side rooms.


    “Make yourself at home, Estin,” she told him, grinning. “We already did. Pretend like we aren’t even here.”


    Numbly, Estin went into the cellar staircase entryway, closing the door behind him. Scents of the newcomers filled the staircase, making Estin wonder when in the minute he had been waiting outside they had even found time to explore the basement.


    Estin took his time descending to the little study down in the cellar, where he found that nearly everything had been ever so slightly rearranged. It was not enough that a casual observer would even notice, but after watching for signs of intruders in the home recently, Estin could spot the changes.


    “No sense in leaving it like this,” he mused, flipping the overturned desk back onto its legs. He slowly began putting all of the furniture into a semblance of a useful arrangement.


    With a groan, Estin sat down in one of the room’s chairs, then closed his eyes and listened to the movement upstairs.


    “What have I gotten myself into this time?” he asked himself, as he heard more people come in the front door. “When I see Feanne again, she’ll box my ears for sure.”


    He leaned back in the chair and contemplated his situation a little longer.


    “If it brings them back, let’s see how much trouble I can get myself into. Master Estin…I think I like it.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Living Among the Enemy”


    


    My choices were always selfish. I would follow what I thought were instincts, charging headlong into what later turned out to be danger. I reveled in that, enjoying the mayhem and chaos that erupted when my plans went badly. I will never claim I was a smart child, just a lucky one for surviving anywhere near adulthood.


    Just because I was wrong or foolish did not mean I would back down. Atall saw that more clearly than most—or at least spoke out about it more. He was the most frequent target of the fights I picked, but with a new audience, I found new people to anger.


    I doubt my mother was blind to my mistakes, but she said nothing. She had always allowed me the leniency to be myself and do stupid things to learn what it was like to grow up. To this day, I wonder if I should thank or curse her for that.


    She gave both my brother and I that luxury, but Atall embraced the freedoms by focusing on trying to be more adult. I grasped at every dumb thing a near-adult could find that made her feel more mature, but to everyone else made her look the idiot.


    It was a long time before I admitted how badly I had drifted from what I needed to be. My parents’ lesson to me was not that I was free, but rather that with freedom came the need to guide oneself to be a better person.


    That was my father’s best lesson to me. Freedom has its own confines, but you need to find them within yourself. I routinely ignored what was inside myself, preferring to obsess about what was going on around me.


    If ever a child—even so close to adulthood as I was—had made a greater mess in order to learn how the world works, I have yet to find any mention of it in any history book. Should you find a better example, please let me know.


    Once, I felt my mother was the freest wildling in all the world, far more so than father. I saw the slaves and I saw the so-called civilized wildlings, but in them I could practically feel the restrictions on their spirit, trapping them as surely as any chains. Phaesys was a symbol to me of all that was wrong with the cities and what they did to a person.


    I believed mother to be the only wilding who was true to herself. Even father—Estin—was so bound to mother, that I saw him as nearly a servant. I had no understanding and likely will never grasp the depth of his affection for her.


    Of anyone, Estin I now know was the most free. He had come to grips with who he was and what meant the most to him. Once a person knows what they care about, freedom is in the choice of how to live their life with that knowledge. Even the greatest restrictions put on oneself are still freedom, as the choice was your own to make.


    For all her talk of freedom and unwillingness to abide by others’ rules, Feanne was as much a slave as any wildling I had seen back in Altis. She dwelled on whether others respected her enough and whether she had done everything she felt she was duty-bound to accomplish. Every moment of her life was wrapped up in securing dominance over others, or placing her children in a position of safety.


    Father had a totally different outlook on life. From his stories, I know he had grown up worrying about nearly everything. He had struggled to survive for many years. Once he found mother, she—and eventually all of us children—were the only things that he cared about. Image, reputation, even his breed’s instincts were secondary. That is to say, his very self was secondary to that which he loved.


    Estin was free to be whatever he wanted. I still had not learned how to escape my own pride. Even as I write this, I pray that one day I can live up to what my father had become and earn the devotion he put into our lives.


    I’m not there yet, but I hope to be eventually.


    


    Oria scowled as Feanne led them towards the hidden entrance of the tunnels. They had been trudging along all morning, Oria’s mother having woken them hours earlier than they normally would have been up.


    Oria had made a habit of avoiding daylight in the desert, but Feanne had insisted on the early start, making the six of them struggle through the scalding heat. The travel had been roughest on the three kits, who now were hiding under Feanne’s long linen cloak. How their mother managed to wear the cloak in such heat, Oria could not even fathom. Her own fur was hot enough, but the linen shirt and pants she wore trapped that heat. Left to her own, Oria would have shredded the human-style clothing and run around in rags.


    “Mom, can’t we wait until dark?” Oria pleaded yet again, barely able to keep her mouth shut as she panted to keep herself cool.


    “As I have told you repeatedly, I wish to arrive and have all of our conversations before the elves and humans bed down for the evening. Their sleep schedules are not as well thought-out as ours and I have no desire to tramp around their home while they attempt to sleep.”


    “But it’s hot out during the day! Can’t we at least wait until the sun starts to go down?”


    Feanne came to a stop and turned to stare at Oria as though confused. As she did so, the three kits hiding under her cloak peeked out and made their best scowls at Oria, apparently having decided she had done something wrong and was about to be scolded.


    “I am sorry,” Feanne answered, glancing over at Atall, who just shrugged. “I forget that my bond with nature shields me from the heat and cold at times. I had not even noticed the heat.”


    They stood there a minute, then Feanne shook her head slightly.


    “No, we will continue on,” she said, setting off again as she spoke. “You keep saying you wish to lead like I did...if you do, it will be here. I taught Es…various people back in the mountains how to survive the weather there, so you must learn to endure this. No pack leader would hide herself—or himself—until dark if they needed to accomplish something sooner.”


    Groaning, Oria pulled a sheet of soft white fabric she had stolen from the inn over her head, trying to shield her ears from the sunlight. The tips were definitely burned and she had no desire for it to get any worse.


    Searching for some support, Oria turned to Atall, hoping that with his added voice, their mother might see the sense in waiting. Instead of support, she found Atall calmly walking with his head uncovered and his mouth closed, as though completely unaffected by the heat, just like their mother.


    “How are you doing that?” whispered Oria.


    Atall smirked at her and tried to walk a little faster, but Oria snagged his arm.


    “How?” she demanded.


    Muttering something, Atall stopped walking and faced Oria.


    “You know that stupid expression the old healer in Insrin’s village always said about getting burned when you play with fire?” asked Atall, checking over his shoulder in the direction of their mother.


    “Yeah.”


    Atall raised his hand and whispered something. Abruptly, the entire black-furred section of his arm was engulfed in flames. With a wave, he dismissed the fire, leaving the fur and skin untouched.


    “Turns out she was wrong,” he noted. “The more I play with fire, the less it burns.”


    “Okay, now you’re scaring me, Atall. How much have you learned?”


    He shrugged and started walking again.


    “Not as much as someone who trained, but more than I expected. I just keep trying things and some work, but some don’t. The ice spells I’d hoped would make us some easy money in town…those didn’t work at all.”


    “You’ve been hiding that you can do that…”


    “No,” he countered, walking a little faster to catch up with Feanne. “I just don’t like to let people see, because it makes me sick when I push myself too hard. Hard to brag on something when you’re throwing your lunch up in the sand.”


    Oria kept prodding him for more information, genuinely intrigued. She knew he had been fumbling around with spells based on the books Estin had stolen from town, but this was new. Fire had never been something Estin could work with. To Oria’s dismay, Atall ignored her and kept walking, keeping close enough to Feanne that Oria could not threaten him for answers. Finally, she gave up, hunkering down under her sheet as she trudged on.


    By the time they finally reached the tunnels, the sun was peaking overhead and the sands seemed to waver ahead of Oria. Heat boiled off of the desert and her feet ached with the burns that lined the pads of her feet and toes. Idly, she blamed Atall, though she was not sure if he really could have done anything to help.


    Finally escaping the intense mid-day sun, Oria stopped at the first section of the tunnels where the dirt floor turned to stone. The cool blocks were soothing, pulling the heat out through her feet, until she finally felt like she was not about to burst into flames like Atall’s hand.


    A little ways ahead, Feanne and Atall had stopped to wait, when Phaesys abruptly appeared from farther ahead. At his side were two well-armored elves, whose swords were sheathed, but Oria could see that their hands were ready to grab them swiftly if required. Behind those soldiers, two elves in more plain clothing waited.


    “I hope your travel was safe,” announced Phaesys, giving each of them a little bow. “I had honestly not expected that you would come after the greeting we gave you yesterday. We believed you would disappear into the desert before we returned.


    “I wish to, once again, extend my apologies for the rash mistakes I made yesterday. By my honor, I swear that I would have done differently, had I known you were not an enemy.”


    Atall’s snort echoed off the walls.


    Feanne’s ears turned slightly towards Atall, but she did not otherwise react to him.


    “I accept your apology and thank you for allowing us to join you here,” said Feanne. After nearly killing Phaesys a day prior, her pleasant-sounding tone was a surprise for Oria. “When the leadership of this pack…group…is available, I would be interested in speaking with them.”


    “He expected as much. Please, follow me. The children can either come along or stay with the families here while you talk.”


    “I’ll watch them,” Atall announced, stepping forward. “You know I hate politics.”


    Feanne smiled and passed the two little male kits over to Atall, but the female ducked under her mother’s cloak and nimbly dodged any attempts to catch her. She darted across Feanne’s back, clinging to fur or clothing to escape.


    “I think this one’s coming with me,” Feanne laughed, as the girl kit poked her head out under Feanne’s arm.


    Atall collected the two males, who almost immediately began fussing and trying to climb over his shoulders to get back to Feanne and the third kit. Once he did have them under some semblance of control, he followed the two plainly-dressed elves down a side tunnel, disappearing into the dark.


    “They will be safe, I can assure you,” Phaesys said, as though someone had asked.


    Feanne smiled, though this time not as warmly.


    “I know they will. You and your men know better than to lay a hand on my children. That was what yesterday was about…coming to an understanding.”


    Motioning to one of the armed men, Phaesys led the small group down a another tunnel. Not far down the passage, Oria realized that it was the one he had taken her down during their departure the day prior. This time, it was well-lit, revealing alcoves every few feet.


    “Where were your men while we were leaving yesterday?” she asked.


    Phaesys turned slightly, but kept walking.


    “They were hidden right here. When we passed through, I gave them a signal to follow you. What they lacked in skill fighting your mother, I believe they made up for in stealth.”


    Sniffing the air, Oria realized that the combination of the old tombs and dank air hid the scent of the non-wildlings somewhat. It would have been easy for them to conceal themselves with a little preparation.


    That made Oria begin to question whether Phaesys had truly been as upset as he had claimed that she was drugged. While she slept, he would have had plenty of time to prepare his men. It was something she intended to corner him about another time.


    Eventually, they passed beyond the narrower halls and came out into one large chamber. At one time, Oria guessed it had been a mass burial site or some kind of family communal crypt. Now, it had been converted into a sort of audience room, where about two dozen elves and humans waited. Among them, Oria spotted several dwarves and a halfling, but they were all engaged in tasks that indicated they were not the ones expecting guests.


    From the larger group, a human and a fox wildling that was colored similar to Phaesys stepped forward.


    The human was dressed from toe to chin in a thick lacquered armor suit. At first glance, Oria thought it was metal the way it gleamed. A pair of light-looking curved swords were strapped across his back and a half-dozen throwing knives lined his belt. Scars marred the few visible sections of his skin, letting her know that this man was hardly a stranger to combat and likely knew how to use all the weapons he wore. Long greying black hair covered his head and chin, giving him an almost-acceptable look for a human.


    The tan fox was dressed in a very different style, his thin form wrapped in elegant silks and brocaded cloth. Every physical trait of Phaesys’ that Oria had disliked was far more pronounced in this male. His claws were not just trimmed, but polished flat and the nubs painted a pale blue. His fur was carefully brushed and smoothed, as though he had never even seen the desert sands, let alone wind. As if to make him appear even more foolish to Oria, the fur along the sides of his head had been dyed slightly, giving them a faint reddish hue that only accented his oversized ears.


    Oria thought hard, then remembered the word she had heard Finth once use to describe such a male…‘Fop.’


    “Welcome!” bellowed the grey-haired human. “I hear our spokesperson has made quite an ass of himself recently.”


    Phaesys clenched his jaw, but kept quiet. Oria could feel the tension in him even a few feet away and she had to try not to laugh at his expense.


    “We all make mistakes,” Feanne offered gently. “Luckily, he lived to learn from it. Had his men been more devoted, I think he would have fared slightly better.”


    “So he did live,” the man said with a chuckle. “I’m Norum, the head of the sad little military presence we have left from Corraith. It was my men that Phaesys led into that trap of yours. Those that lived would like to apologize…they were actually acting on my orders to disregard questionable orders, just in case their leader was in some way controlled by the enemy. I’ll have to rethink that plan.”


    “And while I cannot speak to the military’s choice to attack you, matron,” added the wildling that Oria had already assumed to be Phaesys’ father, “I can offer my apologies to your family for my son’s overzealous behavior in asking them to do so. He does mean well, but gets a bit…rushed…when it comes to the belief that Corraith’s forces are nearing our new home.”


    The fox bowed deeply before Feanne, which raised his robes enough that Oria noticed he was wearing custom-made sandals. She had never seen a wildling manage to find or make anything more than clumsy coverings for their paw-shaped feet, so it caught her attention and not in a good way.


    “Please do not bow to me,” Feanne insisted, as the kit poked a head out of her cloak to blink at the crowd of people around them. “I would have you call me by name—Feanne—rather than ‘matron.’ Titles have never been kind to me.”


    The other wildling smiled warmly, replying, “So I have heard. They told me that a desert witch was coming to see me. It was hardly the explanation I had hoped for when I asked who and what to expect.


    “The people here call me Council Master Desphon, but I would have you call me by just my name as well. Titles are for servants, slaves, and underlings and are pointless among two freemen. Those of lowly birth have fewer options in polite conversation.”


    Feanne’s sneer at the mention of servants passed seemingly unnoticed by anyone but Oria, who covered her involuntary snicker with a cough.


    Oria could not help thinking of how her mother would have reacted to any wildling in her old pack who was as preposterous as this male. As an afterthought, Oria realized that for as foolish as Phaesys had proven himself, he had managed to be a far more sensible male than his father, not that it was a difficult leap to be better than awful.


    “Your son was telling me that I should seek you out for information about Corraith…something I wish I had done before visiting there with my family. Would you be willing to explain more about was has happened here?”


    Desphon nodded and waved them towards an exit from the larger room.


    “Please, come with me. This discussion is not for the peasantry.”


    Not waiting for Feanne and Oria, Desphon led the way through the mostly-armored men and women in the room. Phaesys waited for the others, then followed behind Oria, taking a protective position directly behind the group. It was something Oria had seen other males do, but seemed out of place in the confines of one’s home.


    The room they entered was opulent by any standards. Despite having started out as a tomb, the entire chamber had been filled with rugs, pillows, and tapestries. At the center of the room was a round table set low to the floor, with pillows for sitting around it. A small side-room looked to have been carved out more recently than the rest of the place, where a large bed had been set up, complete with a set of partially-open curtains.


    “Sit,” Desphon implored, taking a seat himself. “You have many questions for us, I have no doubt. I certainly have a few of my own. It is the first time I have had an outlander, let alone one accused of being a witch, in my presence and I would learn from the experience.”


    Oria eyed the pillow she was to sit on warily, while her mother sat down heavily on hers. Oria had never been a fan of sitting on rocks, but the ground had suited her well enough. The idea of sitting atop a pillow like the ones back at the inn seemed foolish to her…after all, why put your butt where you might later put your head? Trying to be subtle, she slid the pillow aside and sat down where it had been.


    Across from Oria, Phaesys sat down. He was barely paying attention from what she could tell, staring absently towards the bed in the corner.


    At first, Oria thought he might have been bored or still tired from the previous day’s exertions, but then as Oria followed his gaze, she noticed that the bed was not empty. Two fox wildlings—probably not much older than herself—occupied the bed, sleeping despite the arrival of the large group in the room. Judging how Desphon completely ignored them, she guessed they were servants, or worse, slaves.


    Oria gave Phaesys a sharp look and thanked the spirits when he looked back at her. With a jerk of her head, she motioned towards the bed, then did her best to communicate questioning to him. In reply, he shrugged and appeared mildly annoyed, but Oria was not sure if it was with her or something else.


    “Now, first I would like to address what my child has done,” began Desphon. He motioned towards a decanter of water and several already-filled cups on the table, but no one moved. “His actions were those of a rash boy, which I think we can agree are the type of mistakes one would expect of someone as young as he.”


    “Hardly,” responded Feanne. “His actions were those of an adult who made a mistake. He confronted a superior foe with too little information. Many armies have done the same.”


    “An adult?” asked Desphon, with a short laugh. “I would not call him such.”


    “I would. He is nearly a year past adulthood from what I hear. In my pack, he would have already had a first hunt and possibly been chosen as someone’s mate. Why do you coddle him like a kit?”


    At the word, Oria’s tiny sister peeked out from the cloak and began reaching for the nearby cups of water. Her little fingers could not quite reach it without letting go of Feanne’s leather vest, but she made cute little grunts as she struggled to get her fingers onto the cup without having to let go with her other hand.


    “I treat him as is appropriate,” insisted Desphon, his brows furrowing slightly. “We do not consider our boys to be adults until six. If he were a girl, I might agree, but I would have attempted to marry him off already if that were the case. Thankfully, he is more useful than that…most of the time, though this incident calls that into question.”


    The kit’s fingers brushed the cup’s lip, making it rock precariously. Water splashed over the edge, making her eyes go wide. A mischievous gleam in the kit’s eyes made Oria wonder if that was how she looked when she knew she was doing something that would get her in trouble.


    “Why would your females be regarded as adults sooner than males?” Feanne questioned, sliding the cup closer to the kit. The infant frowned at having the game ended before a mess had been created, but settled for splashing at the water with her hand. “We all age the same. Oria here, as well as my son Atall, are nearly adults. Yet by your standards, Oria is more mature than her twin brother…which I would dispute greatly.”


    Oria scowled at her mother, who smirked slightly without looking at her.


    “Girls are ready to be women and start a household. Men…they take some time to grow up. A little extra time exploring their desires helps them be better husbands when it is time for their betrothed to be given to them.”


    Feanne’s ears shifted forwards angrily, even as Phaesys appeared to be praying to be anywhere else. Oria found it all amusing and watched Phaesys’ reactions, enjoying his dismay.


    “So you expect your sons to bed a series of unworthy females, while your daughters are assigned mates without regard for their wishes? What of a female that prefers the male’s role? How do your people treat females who have little use for a life-mate, but wish company by night?”


    “They would be cast out into the desert, as any decent parent would have already been paid dowry for their hand in marriage when they were young. Betraying that contract would be a great crime. Those without dowry can expect little better than solitary life, or the bed of a man who is as low of station as she.


    “That is where most of our desert witches come from. I would assume this is not your origin?”


    Feanne sat up straight, looking to Oria to be the most regal person in the room. Even knowing as little as they did about Corraithian culture, Oria could see that Feanne was offended by the implications.


    “My mate has died,” she said calmly, though Oria saw her mother’s hand clench tightly. “We chose each other. I would never consider forcing my child—any of them—to take a mate they did not desire. It is not my choice, but theirs.”


    “And there we differ,” answered Desphon, patting Phaesys’ shoulder. “My son has had a very expensive dowry paid for the girl that he will marry. That is, assuming we reclaim Corraith.”


    “What does that have to do with his mate?” asked Oria, honestly confused. “You don’t need a city to take a mate. I’m not even sure why you need money for a mate. Blankets in the woods…or desert…are cheap.”


    “You do need a city when your mate did not escape it,” Phaesys replied, his tone sad. “I worked to ensure my father and his…friends…were brought out. By the time I could return to save my betrothed’s family, the city was entirely held by Arturis’ creatures. I shamefully did not return, as my services were needed here, not there.”


    The group remained silent briefly, as Desphon sipped at his cup of water.


    “Which brings me to why I came,” noted Feanne. “What happened here? I was told nothing of undead until your son came along. In the last few months, all I heard of were the mists. Even entering the city, I saw no indication of war.”


    “That,” said Desphon, raising a hand for emphasis, “is the heart of why we are all hiding in a tomb.


    “When the mists rolled out of the deserts one morning, no one was ready for it. We believed it to be a new type of sandstorm and so we hid, expecting it to pass.


    “The mist did pass, certainly, but it tore apart our walls. Buildings collapsed and thousands of people were just gone. We searched the ruins, but there were no bodies. The only thing we did find was a boat just outside town, though that had no crew and there is certainly no water for many miles around, beyond the springs in the city.


    “Rebuilding was started immediately, while the sages of the area worked to determine what the mists were and where they came from. The rest of us were far too busy watching for another coming of the mists, or digging out the ruins, and we were caught off-guard when Arturis and his legion of corpses marched out of the desert one evening.


    “They walked right into the city and demanded that the leaders of the town surrender themselves to his mercy. I am sure you can imagine their response when one human stood at our walls, with just a hundred undead at his back.


    “Arturis left that night when we laughed at him and we thought we had won. The next day he returned.”


    Feanne nodded grimly, then winced as the cup of water was dumped in her lap. Tapping the kit on the nose, she then wiped the pool of water off of her leather skirting.


    “How many died?” she asked.


    “At first, probably half the city’s army. Once they were gone, Arturis went after the nobility and other leaders, including the merchant council. He gathered them in the middle of town, while ordering his creatures to leave everyone else alone.


    “Now, mind you, everything else is second-hand knowledge. Every person you see in these tunnels had fled by that point.


    “From what I am told, the council members of Corraith were butchered in the middle of town, while the remaining citizens watched. To add further insult, Arturis raised all of them as undead, ordering them to march forever towards the west. Likely, they are still walking.”


    “So he is not turning the rest of the city?” Feanne inquired, sounding genuinely surprised. “Necromancers rarely stop once they are in control. Do you have any idea of his capabilities? His forces? Even what he looks like, so that I can avoid him if he leaves the city?”


    “That, I can answer,” said Phaesys. His whiskers twitched and he finally looked back to those at the table, rather than the bed in the corner. “He is a human with a cleanly shaved face. From what I saw during his original speech to the town, he wore black robes and had tattoos near his eyes.”


    Feanne’s face went slack in terror—a look that Oria knew she was mirroring. They glanced at each other, then back to Phaesys.


    “Where were the tattoos and what did they look like?” asked Feanne. “Please be exact.”


    Tracing swirls down from the outer corners of his eyes, Phaesys answered, “Here, on both sides. They ran down past his cheekbones. They were dark, possibly black. Had I seen them elsewhere, I would have thought them to be writing of some sort.”


    “Turessian,” hissed Feanne, closing her eyes and pulling the kit to her chest. “This city fell to the people of Turessi.”


    “Nonsense,” chided Desphon, with a wave of his hand. “We have been trading with Turessi for years through the gypsies. They have no reason to attack us. This Arturis is likely an imposter of some kind.”


    “I doubt Turessi even exists anymore,” Feanne answered, sighing deeply. “If it does, it is not the place it was years ago. These creatures come from there, but we do not fully understand their relationship with the people of those lands. With just one here, you may stand a chance if you are prepared.”


    “You have fought these creatures before?” asked Phaesys. Feanne now had his full attention.


    “She’s killed them by herself,” Oria bragged, ignoring her mother’s stern glare. “Sometimes she had my father’s help, too. A little.”


    “They killed many people when they came,” Feanne added. “In the last fight in the mountains, my pack lost more than a hundred people when four Turessians attacked. I believe we killed two of them, but the others may still be out there. Without seeing Arturis, I would not know if he was like them.”


    “Would you teach Norum and his men to fight against Arturis and his kind?” implored Phaesys, leaning towards Feanne hopefully. “Anything would help. Our soldiers are inexperienced in any battle, but more so against a foe like this.”


    “I will promise to assist how I can. I will not pledge myself to fight. I wish to see my children grow up, rather than throw myself into yet another war. One was enough.”


    “We will talk further on this and I would learn more of your homeland, if you were willing to tell it,” Desphon said, tapping Phaesys on the arm. “The children can go acquaint themselves with the forces we have here, while we discuss what our options may be for training the military.”


    Phaesys rose quickly to his feet and offered his hand to Oria to lead the way from the room. When she stood and waited, watching him, Phaesys began to look genuinely uncomfortable.


    “Please, if you would go first.”


    “No. I don’t like having people I don’t know behind me.”


    They stood there for more than a minute, while Feanne eyed Phaesys amusedly.


    “She will wait until you die of hunger and thirst,” she told Phaesys, while smiling back at Oria. “I am afraid she takes after me in stubbornness. You will need to leave first.”


    Finally, Phaesys groaned softly and walked from the room, hesitating just to be sure that Oria was following.


    Together, they left the room and moved back towards the larger chamber, where elves were practicing sword and spear maneuvers under the tutelage of Norum.


    The combat was much like those Oria had seen around their camp back in the mountains, with humans wielding heavy weapons with might and skill, while the elves fluidly darted among their targets, striking lightly and often. More than once, Oria had mentally compared the average human warrior to the bear wildlings and the elves to the squirrels.


    “Who were they?” Oria asked, once they were far enough away from the noise of the combat.


    “Who?”


    “The females back in your father’s room. I know neither was your mother, unless you’re about six months old.”


    Phaesys’ nose crinkled and he nodded as they moved farther into the tunnels. There seemed to be no particular direction to their travel, which suited Oria just fine.


    “They are his slaves,” explained Phaesys. “Neither is rich enough for him to take as a wife, so they will remain his companions.”


    “He owns them?”


    “Yes.”


    “And your mother?”


    Phaesys appeared confused, asking, “What of her?”


    “Is she alive? If so, does she know about the slaves?”


    “Yes on both counts. She has no say in father’s personal dealings and is rarely around during the day, preferring to help manage our finances among the others. Often, I think she takes some small offense to sharing her bed and would rather just be absent as a result.”


    “Why haven’t any of them killed him for what he’s doing?”


    Phaesys took a lot longer to answer that.


    “What he is doing is legal. The girls’ families had no wealth that a man would pay a dowry to become heir to, so they were sold to someone who could ensure they were sheltered and kept safe. As for my mother, she has little say in the matter.”


    “No say? I’d say anyone can have a say with the right weapons and some anger. And why do you care so much if it’s legal? It’s mostly your mom’s problem, not yours. What is it to you?”


    Phaesys stopped walking and turned to face Oria, though his eyes were not on her.“I have no say in the matter, Oria. My father can do as he wishes and I have no right to question him.”


    “That wasn’t what I asked. I want to know why you do care, not whether you should.”


    “The one on the far side,” he mused, tapping his upper chest, “with the brown spots on her fur. She was a childhood friend of mine. I adored her…until she became a slave. She says she’s happy, but…”


    “She isn’t the same person now.”


    “Exactly.”


    They stood there for a while, each lost in their thoughts. Oria’s mind drifted to her time as a slave near Lantonne—which led her thoughts to Estin, who kept her safe there. Shaking her head to fight off the memories, she forced herself back into conversation.


    “What do you think of that arrangement?” Oria asked him eventually.


    “It disgusts me,” admitted Phaesys firmly. “My father wishes me to take whores to my bed because he thinks his way is the norm for young men. All I can think of is what their mothers would think of the arrangement. I could never do that to a woman. I would rather stay lonely than become like my father.”


    “Mother has no money,” Oria noted, prodding Phaesys to start walking again. “Does that mean I would have to be a slave or a whore in these lands? I’m not liking the direction this is going.”


    That struck more sharply than Oria had intended, making Phaesys lean against the wall for support.


    “Many of the old laws are being ignored now,” he told her, though his ears slowly flattened back. If Oria had to guess, he appeared sick. “My father’s generation has less say about the way things should be. I can hope that things will change.”


    “What if they don’t?”


    Phaesys stared hard at Oria, then answered, “I would recommend you learn from your mother how to be a desert witch. You were raised to be wild and free…slavery would not suit you. I would not see you as an old man’s bedmate. Any man who would chain you to his side should die in the desert…but that is just my opinion, not the law here.”


    “Maybe we can change the laws, then,” Oria mused, taking the lead as they walked. “How about I have a few pet males and they have no say in what I do? Seems fair.”


    Phaesys nodded and kept quiet.


    “I was kidding,” Oria finally told him, poking him squarely in the chest, though doing so stung a good bit. She had forgotten that he wore light chain under his garment. “Not only would mother spank me until my tail fell off, but the idea makes me sick. One male is probably too much. I couldn’t ever do what the gypsies do.”


    “You have spent time with them? I have never met one. They tended to keep outside the city and have stayed even farther away since Corraith fell.”


    Oria bounced a little in excitement. Gypsies were one of her favorite topics, though Atall often told her that she remembered them a little differently than he did.


    “Let me tell you about Yoska,” she started. “He must have told us hundreds of stories. I think he made them all up, but they’re fun anyway. If I had my choice, I’d go live with the gypsies…I just couldn’t stand the idea of having a half-dozen husbands, each expecting hordes of children. Crazy people, but a lot of fun for parties.”


    Phaesys’ terrified expression—especially as Oria got into the more grandiose stories, which she only embellished a little—was likely a match for Oria’s when she had first heard those same stories. She enjoyed tormenting the male with them, especially after seeing how uptight the wildlings of Corraith were. The more she found the rigid and easily-startled spots in his personality, the more she attacked those with appropriate stories.


    Oria realized as she babbled on and on that this was why she had wanted a friend. She needed someone other than Atall to torture playfully. Only having one target made the game far less fun. Phaesys was quiet, but a good listener. That made him a good male to keep around.


    Then again, maybe Phaesys could be tormented less playfully than her brother, given what he had tried to do to them in the desert.


    By the time Feanne tracked them down, Oria was halfway through her fifth story and jumped a little in surprise when she realized her mother was standing behind Phaesys—who continued to stare at Oria in shock. He seemed barely aware that she had stopped talking, still clutching his tail in his hands nervously.


    “No, please, go on,” Feanne requested of her. “I certainly wish to hear Yoska’s claims that they skin foxes who don’t obey their females. I do not believe I have heard this one. It is certainly unique, compared with his other tales. I had never known him to be such a supporter of wildling female independence.”


    Phaesys’ eyes slowly narrowed and one ear twitched as he released his grip on his tail. That game was over, Oria realized sadly.


    “I should be going. My father will want me to check with Norum before evening to ensure the patrols are ready,” Phaesys told them as he stood. Oria did not miss the bite in his tone. Apparently, he did not enjoy her sense of humor.


    Once Phaesys had left, Feanne laughed aloud, shaking her head.


    “You are hopeless, child. Just because he does not know better about where we come from, does not make it right to torment him so.”


    Oria shrugged and hopped to her feet.


    “It’s good for him. He’s got all these stupid ideas about wildlings that make us as boring as any human. Besides, look at his father. Someone needs to knock some sense into them.”


    That cut Feanne’s humor short. She began leading Oria through the tunnels, sniffing occasionally to determine the correct turns as she talked.


    “Desphon is not a good male, but he is important among these people,” Feanne explained, her voice low so that it did not carry. “He has influence, which is valuable. I choose to ignore his faults for now, as without him, we will be facing a Turessian’s forces without an army of our own.


    “For now, Desphon has offered to let us stay here. I must pay a small price for that protection, but I feel it is worth it to keep you and your siblings safe.”


    “Mom, you aren’t…? Ew.”


    Feanne blinked hard, then swatted Oria’s ears.


    “No, not that at all. I would not let him touch me. Do not be foolish. The agreement was that I will train some of the soldiers, both in magic and combat. Though I expect many are more skilled at warfare than I am, none are prepared for the ferocity of the undead, which we have more experience with. That knowledge has value to them and pays for shelter and food for us.”


    “But mom, he paints his fur…”


    “That does not change his importance to these people, Oria. Besides, your grandfather’s parents used berries to dye patterns in their own fur during spring festivals. It is not as uncommon as you think.”


    “He owns slaves. Doesn’t that mean anything after what Estin, Atall, and I went through?”


    Feanne’s jaw tightened briefly.


    “It means a lot. I cannot change their ways without endangering all of us, though. What I have done is requested a copy of the city’s laws, so that I can better respond to such things. Maybe there is a way to free those females without insulting anyone.”


    “Mom, people don’t give up slaves without being insulted.”


    Feanne nodded and kept walking, leading them into another slightly larger crypt, where Oria could finally pick up the scent of Atall and the kits. How her mother had followed their scent through much of the tunnel complex, Oria had no idea. Often, Feanne’s sense of smell was shockingly good, even for their breed.


    They entered the chamber and Oria found herself awestruck. While a group of elderly elven people—mostly women—sat near the entrance, several younger elves were clustered around Atall farther down the room.


    The group Atall was a part of was flinging brilliant bolts of lightning and searing flames down the length of the room, decimating a pile of bones that they had set up like some kind of target.


    The flashes of magical power burned into Oria’s vision, but she found she could not blink, she was so fascinated. That fascination only grew when she saw Atall join in, hurling a gout of fire towards the bones, though his blast struck the wall nearby. A cheer from the elves told her that Atall might have missed, but he had accomplished something of note.


    When Feanne began growling, Oria had to pull her attention away, wondering at first if she were upset that Atall was learning magic. Instead, Oria found that Feanne was rushing across the room towards an older elven woman, who was bouncing the two male kits on her lap as she watched the wizards in their games.


    “Hand me my children,” Feanne said slowly, each word forced. “Please.”


    Oria knew the elf was ignorant of how much danger she was in, but even Oria had no idea why her mother was so angry. The tension was palpable though and Oria froze, wondering if her mother would actually attack an elderly woman. Deep down, she wanted to jump in the way and calm her mother, but the thought of being in front of Feanne when she was mad made Oria’s knees lock.


    Slowly, the elven woman raised the squirming kits to Feanne, who pulled them to her chest and walked back to Oria. Though her face was tight with fear, the two kits immediately began wrestling with their sister, as though making up for lost time.


    “What was that?” Oria asked quietly as Feanne sat down near the corner of the room, well away from anyone else. “You almost ripped that woman’s head off!”


    Feanne glowered but looked up slowly at Oria.


    “My father’s pack was raided by elven furriers when I was younger than you. I still remember seeing them carry off kits. It…it just set off something I am not proud of, seeing that woman holding my children.”


    Sitting down beside her mother, Oria watched the kits squirm around while Feanne watched Atall practicing nearby. When Oria did look up, she was confident that her mother was not seeing anything in the room, her eyes distant.


    “That’s why you agreed to stay here,” Oria said at last. “You’re scared for us.”


    “Yes.”


    “Can you give up leading a fight, mom?”


    Feanne looked away from the explosions and studied Oria briefly.


    “Sometimes you surprise me, Oria. This is one of those times,” she said, mussing up the fur of one of the male kits. “I would not give it up if I thought I had a choice. With your father gone…suffice to say I will not leave the five of you alone. I cannot risk myself right now. Even I can see that.”


    Oria kept her mouth shut for a while, even when Atall came over and noticed them, looking sheepish.


    Soon, the wizards wandered off, along with most of the onlookers. Their group was replaced by many of Norum’s soldiers, as well as Phaesys. The group gathered up for discussion and handing out of wooden weapons, then quickly began to spar. This drew Oria’s attention, even as her thoughts drifted.


    From what she could tell as she watched, these were the newer members of the militia. More experienced soldiers worked with each of the men and women, working through simple tactics and how to work together. Mostly, she ignored them as they quickly wore each other out. In a pinch, Oria was fairly sure she could have taken down a half dozen of those soldiers at one time.


    Soon, the inexperienced soldiers were replaced with those who had been training them, with Phaesys joining them. This made Oria’s ears perk and pulled her attention back, hoping to see just what Phaesys and his soldiers were capable of.


    She watched as the soldiers grouped up into teams to practice. The men fought well, making Oria smile at the skill many showed. Then, to her surprise, Phaesys broke from his nearly-beaten group as his partner fell, sweeping through the opposing elves and humans, adapting his single-sword combat style to each opponent. Whether they used a sword or a spear, Phaesys danced through them, sweeping his weapon gracefully around their defenses.


    Eventually, the last two soldiers managed to score solid hits on Phaesys, but not before he had brought down six from their original group. No other soldier had been nearly as effective, making Oria look at Phaesys in a new light.


    Eventually, as Phaesys and his soldiers continued working, Oria’s thoughts drifted farther from the present, and she forgot about the warriors at the far end of the room. The constant banging of weapons made her think on another time, the violence awakening thoughts she preferred to ignore most days.


    She thought about the battles during her birth-father’s flight from their mother and the long months of her own slavery, not knowing if her mother was alive, but knowing that her father was dead, killed by the walking corpses of the Turessians.


    She then envisioned her mother, glorious as always in battle, destroying legions of the undead and cutting through their forces with the rest of these survivors at her back. The background noise of the soldiers lended itself well to this daydream that came often to her.


    What Oria normally would not have thought about, but did consume her that day, was the background of the images in her mind. The dead, the wounded, and the forgotten in warfare. She imagined the children and the elderly who would die to win that war, seeing in her mind’s eye the three kits, butchered or eaten by the undead, followed by Atall and even Phaesys. Even if her mother helped win the war, who knew what price it might come with.


    Her mother was right, she thought. Putting up with almost anything—even a fool male who would enslave his own breed—was better than the alternative.


    Vaguely, Oria compared the massacre of her family to the idea of being a slave to one like Desphon and could not decide which was worse. She certainly did not envy the females he held captive, but watching her family die in war was not a decidedly better option.


    


    *


    


    By the end of the first week in the crypts, Oria was ready to strangle Phaesys. Oria had grown rapidly tired of him always being around. The desire to explore the world on her own had become cramped by his need to protect others. Deep down, Oria had a suspicion that her mother had enlisted him in watching her as some kind of apology for his previous actions.


    Oria had always prided herself on her ability to seek out trouble without being caught. That had proven very difficult of late with an extra “protector” following her around.


    “What are you doing?” came Phaesys’ voice directly behind her.


    Lying flat on her stomach, fingers holding the strings of a makeshift trap that she had intended for her brother to set off when he came back to the room they shared, Oria jumped at the sound. She scrambled to catch the strings before they got away, but the trap went off quickly, causing a bucket of dirty wash-water to fall from above, dousing her.


    Even as the rank water soaked through her fur, Oria spun on Phaesys, spraying water all across the tunnel as she did.


    “Right…more games,” he noted, taking a step away from her. “I had told you yesterday that I would be here early.”


    “I was ignoring you,” muttered Oria slowly, shaking her whole body to get as much of the smelly water off of her fur as she could manage. “What did you want, or are you just here to ruin all my fun?”


    Phaesys held out a wooden sword shaped like the one he nearly always wore. It was made in the same style as the ones she had seen the soldiers using in practice.


    “Your mother was teaching the newest soldiers again today and wanted you there,” he explained, his eyes drifting over the various pieces of the trap, before coming back to Oria. A faint twinkle of amusement passed over his face, but he hid it well. “Atall was not even down in the tunnels this morning. The trap would have caught someone else, or you would have waited many hours before someone did come along.”


    Letting out a growling yip of frustration, Oria kicked the now-empty bucket aside and stormed down the hall that led towards the surface. She had gone halfway to the ramp out of the tunnels before she realized Phaesys was still right behind her.


    “What now?” she demanded, turning on him. “Why are you still here? Why are you always here?”


    Completely undaunted, Phaesys held up the wooden sword again.


    “Your mother’s wishes.”


    Giving her best snarl—at which Phaesys did not so much as blink—Oria grabbed the weapon from him and continued up the hallway and into the intense light of the morning.


    Within seconds, Oria’s fur began to steam as the water cooked off her, cooling her nicely for the moment, but also making the stench of the dirty water all the stronger. She stomped across the sand, trying not to breathe through her nose.


    Not far from the entrance to the tunnels, in a part of the desert that was mostly sheltered from the winds and the view of anyone farther out by a stone outcropping, Oria found her mother standing around with three dozen armored soldiers, each bearing a wooden practice weapon like the one she held. Some bore wooden spears, others swords, but every person was armed.


    To one side of the open space, Atall stood near seven unarmed elves, looking particularly nervous and jittery. Normally, she would have ignored them, but something about her brother’s demeanor told her there was a reason for the arrangement of people. Likely, Phaesys had already told her and she had ignored him, so asking now was out of the question.


    Both groups looked up at her approach, as though they had been expecting her. Some appeared pleased with her arrival, whereas others—mostly in Atall’s group—tensed. Oria’s coming indicated they were ready for…whatever they were going to do.


    Feanne strode closer and eyed both Phaesys and Oria, smiling as they fell into line among the soldiers. To Phaesys, she said softly, “Thank you for making her punctual. Her mood tells me she did not remember on her own. Whether intentional or accidental, you have done me a favor.”


    Clearing his throat, Phaesys looked over at Oria, then away quickly.


    “Now, I would ask how many of you are capable of facing down a user of magic,” Feanne started again, walking down the line of soldiers, eyeing each of the elves and humans, all of which stood a head taller than she. A single lizard wildling among the other soldiers was the only one who looked Feanne in the eyes.


    With Feanne nearly a foot taller than Oria, the group simply towered over Oria, making her a little uncomfortable.


    As Feanne passed Oria, she sniffed and wrinkled her nose, hurrying a little farther down the line. “What do you know of fighting someone with magic? What training were you given?”


    “If you can reach them, they’re already dead,” declared one man, drawing a spattering of agreeable mumbles from the others. “Wizards are weak and easily killed if you can bring a sword to bear on them.”


    “A common belief,” Feanne noted, approaching the man that had spoken. She cocked her head as she watched him, adding, “It is also potentially incorrect. What kind of spell-caster are you speaking of? Your life hangs on the details.”


    The soldier opened his mouth, then looked puzzled as he closed it.


    “Not all users of magic are the same,” explained Feanne with a hint of amusement. “The wizards of your city would fall if you could reach them, as they have precious little protection against a blade. A healer might fall if they were outnumbered or caught off-guard. With either of these, you must either put a sword in them or a carefully-placed arrow. The specifics differ slightly.


    “I…well, I would kill you if you reached me, as that is where I am most dangerous. You are better off fighting me from a distance. Those we face might handle any of the three forms of magic.”


    “How would we know which tactics to use?” asked one of the men.


    “You will not know,” Feanne answered. “Until you see one of your friends die, you will have no way of knowing. Making it worse, you cannot be sure that someone has not learned multiple forms of magic, though most tend to specialize.”


    Feanne went over to Atall and the elves he was standing with, about twenty feet from the main group.


    “From here,” she continued, “we can whittle your force to almost nothing. If you are fast enough, you may have a chance. This will be your training for today.


    “If you are struck by any form of magic, back out of the combat. If you can reach out and touch any of us with your weapon, we will back out if the blow would have stopped us from using further spells against you. Keep the bloodshed to a minimum.”


    Oria leaned forward to survey the line of men she stood among. They outnumbered the other group four-to-one, but every man’s face was lined with fear. They were terrified of magic, she realized. Not just uneasy, they were genuinely afraid.


    “Don’t run in a straight line,” she insisted loudly enough for the soldiers to hear. Some turned and stared at her, but others were either too nervous or pointedly ignoring her. “Keep changing direction. Magic-users are slow, so you have to be faster or they’ll get you. A moving target is hard for them to deal with. If you’re quick and agile, you stand a better chance.”


    The soldiers returned to their stances, watching Feanne, Atall, and the others without acknowledging Oria in the slightest.


    “They will not listen,” Phaesys told her, leaning near enough that she felt his breath on her ear, startling her at how close he thought it was acceptable to be. “I have trained with many of them. Until they see what you are saying, they will act like this is any other battle.”


    “Then they will lose.”


    Phaesys nodded slowly, taking off his shield and shirt. Saying nothing, he pulled off his chain shirt, exposing his muscular, white-furred chest. He then hopped a little to test the difference in weight. He, at least, had listened to her suggestion of being faster.


    “When you are ready,” called out Feanne, stepping behind Atall, who stared intensely at Oria. She knew he was going to be aiming for her and regretted harassing him for possibly the first time. Even if their mother had restricted his magic to non-lethal, he would find a way to hurt her.


    “I will follow your lead,” said Phaesys, as the soldiers drew their practice weapons and braced themselves for the attack. “You know what they can do better than I.”


    “Try to keep up,” Oria warned him, digging her feet into the sand and bracing herself on her toes and claws. “Don’t lead the way. Let someone else get in front, then use them to keep yourself safe.”


    “Use them how?”


    Oria smiled and lowered herself until her hands were on the ground, giving her another way to pull herself into motion. The wooden sword she tossed aside, knowing that in a real fight she would not use a weapon anyway. It was not her mother’s way, nor would it be hers.


    She surveyed her fellow soldiers, trying to place which ones would be fastest and which she would easily outrun. The slow ones, she wanted to avoid. The faster ones, she wanted in front of her as shields.


    “Charge!” Oria screamed at the men, setting off towards Feanne’s group.


    Oria braced herself, then launched sideways into the mass of running people. She forced herself to ignore the most obvious and direct path, diving and tumbling from one side to the other, sometimes narrowly avoiding getting trampled in the process. She did as her mother had taught her, making herself unpredictable as she progressed more slowly than the others.


    Magic crackled around her, but Oria could not let her attention drift, or she knew that someone would be able to catch her. It flared past her in roars and whispers, making her fur stand on end. Each time she heard another boom of magic, one or more men vanished around her, falling behind as they left the fray.


    Rolling back onto her feet after a tumble near the casters, Oria saw Atall’s intense stare as he flung his hands towards her, his spell just slightly misaimed.


    A soldier who was only a step or two ahead of Oria lit up as though he were a lantern as Atall’s spell hit him. The man stumbled away as Oria cleared the distance, while Atall frantically moved his hands through the next spell, watching Oria the whole time.


    Oria sped her pace, trying to reach her brother before he could form the next spell. It would be close, she knew, but there was a chance she could beat him. She lunged, but knew she was too late as Atall stiffened, flinging his arm towards her. Though she reached for him, she waited for the impact of flame or another force striking her body. She was just too slow this time.


    At the last moment, Phaesys leapt in front of her, catching Atall’s magic full-force, flinging him backwards almost twenty feet, as Oria flattened out on the ground to avoid being struck as he passed over her. With a grunt, he tumbled hard across the sand and flopped limply.


    Deep down, Oria thanked Phaesys for his mistake, even as she made her final approach to Atall. Pulling her arm back, she swung at Atall…then tapped him gently on the chest with her finger. With a giggle, she stuck her tongue out at him.


    Atall swore loudly, then turned and walked towards the far side of the valley, removing himself from the fight.


    Panting, Oria fell to her knees, gasping for breath. She had pushed herself too hard, her heart pounding painfully in her chest. Around her, she heard men shouting and the pops of magic going off, but her vision was blurred as she stared at the sands, just trying to breathe. Thankfully, no one else seemed to notice her, giving her a brief reprieve before she would have to act again.


    Eventually, she looked up, finding that only two of the magic-users—Feanne and an elven man—stood in front of her. Every other non-warrior had left the field.


    Behind Oria, five more of the warriors still remained, looking between Feanne and Oria for direction. Far more stood farther away, nursing bruises, or glowing oddly, while several were trying to help Phaesys off the ground. Other than appearing dazed, Phaesys seemed fine, though he was leaning on others for support.


    “Well done,” Feanne told the group, reaching down to help Oria back to her feet. Despite her choice of words, Oria saw mild scolding in her eyes at having to pick her daughter off the ground. “All of you did reasonably well. A large group of trained soldiers against a handful of wizards could have fared far worse. Now, those of you still here, I would like you to see why underestimating a wizard or healer might be fatal, even at close range. You will fight me, without any other wizards at my side.”


    Though a little uneasy on her feet, Oria wanted to run. The soldiers were smiling now, as though they had already won the battle, but she knew better. Being on this side of a battle with her mother was something she occasionally had nightmares about.


    In desperation, she glanced over her shoulder at Phaesys, who smiled at her, as though he thought this was something she wanted to do.


    “Mom, do I have to…?”


    Feanne laughed and answered, “Yes. You told me just yesterday that I should let you fight with the soldiers. I am doing so. Besides, you have seen me fight like this before. Nothing I do should be a surprise. I believe I have this under control and will not hurt anyone more than is necessary.”


    Oria felt sick, wishing she had been smarter about which battles to pick with her mother. She knew what was coming and had absolutely no desire to oppose her mother, even in mock-combat. Deep down, she wished she had taken Atall’s spell instead of Phaesys.


    If past experience told her anything, Oria was about to be soundly beaten. Atall wanted to hurt her, but Feanne was likely to do so by accident.


    “Join the others, Oria,” her mother insisted, smiling sweetly at her. “We should get this going, rather than make them wait.”


    Sulking, Oria slunk back to the five remaining elven soldiers, who were watching her for some clue of what was to come. None of them appeared remotely ready for what they were about to face.


    “Phaesys, please join the warriors,” Feanne called out, motioning the young male back to the group. “Your father says that you are being trained to lead, so I would have you in this group.”


    Still a little unsteady, Phaesys staggered up to the other warriors, standing beside Oria as he shook off the dizziness. She wanted to reassure him, but could not find anything to say that was not discouraging.


    “I need everyone to quickly take out the other man with mom,” Oria started, then watched Feanne dismiss the wizard, leaving only herself against Oria and five others. “Never mind. Everyone just circle Feanne and pray she doesn’t use her claws.”


    “If she does?” asked a thin elven man with a spear.


    Phaesys answered for Oria as he stretched his arms, “Try to hold in your guts until a healer can reach you. This isn’t about beating her, it’s about surviving. She is better than we are…trust me in that.”


    The man’s face paled and he tightened his grip on his spear.


    “Ready when you are. You may use any skills at your disposal without fear of hurting me. You will win if you can land a solid blow to my body. Anything less will hardly stop me,” Feanne called out across the valley. Throwing aside her thin cloak, she waited for the soldiers to approach.


    “She’s half my weight and a head shorter than me. I think my daughter’s bigger,” mused one man, patting Oria on the shoulder hard enough to nearly knock her off her feet. “I think I can handle a little fox, child. By the time we’re done, she’ll be lucky if she can wag that ridiculous tail without tears.”


    Oria looked at the man in disbelief, then at the others. Phaesys rolled his eyes and whispered advice to the other men.


    “Have any of you fought her yet?” asked Oria. “All the practices, has she taken part?”


    “Never,” said the man, eliciting nods from any not listening to Phaesys.


    “Just do what you can,” Oria said, feeling completely doomed.


    The men laughed as if to reassure themselves, but stopped when Oria stepped behind the man who had first spoken, positioning herself so that she was completely hidden behind him. Each time the man shifted, she moved with him, keeping him in front of her.


    “What are you doing, girl?”


    “You’re overconfident, so you’ll be the first one she takes down,” Oria explained. “I don’t want to get in the way when she throws you.”


    The whole group laughed more nervously and one man tried to pat Oria on the head, like he would a child who was being foolish. She snarled and he pulled his hand away.


    “If she gets angry, don’t try to block her swings,” Oria told the men, but they ignored her, watching Feanne instead. Still, she kept talking, as much to give them the information she had as to calm herself. “Whatever you do, stay away from her legs, or her kick could kill you, even if she’s trying to play nice. If she grabs you, just go limp and hope she changes targets.”


    The men around Oria advanced slowly and one even stuffed his wooden sword into his belt. Oria stared in dismay at the weapon, wondering how these men could be so ignorant and unprepared. Only Phaesys appeared convinced of her warnings, staying at her side as they began to advance. Twice, he gave orders to the men to form up at his side, but they seemed oblivious.


    When the group had gotten within ten feet of Feanne, she moved for the first time. With a spin that moved her around the spear of the first man, she grabbed him by the leather armor, hoisting him off the ground. The others attempted to attack her while she held the man, but Feanne danced among them, keeping her first target dangling in the air, sometimes using him as a shield.


    Almost as an afterthought, Feanne slapped the backside of her claws across the man’s chest, then dropped him.


    “Five left,” Feanne said calmly, turning in place as the remaining soldiers circled her. “Oria, be a dear and try to be the last one standing. That will be your test for the day.”


    Another man lunged at Feanne, but she grabbed his sword cleanly out of his hand. She evaded another swing from behind her, then tossed the sword back to the man she had taken it from.


    Grabbing one of the remaining soldiers and dragging him back, Phaesys began to form the group up into formation. One man continued to ignore him and attack Feanne, but the other two fell in at Phaesys sides. They then attacked together, forcing Feanne on the defensive, though she managed to keep them from hitting her.


    Focusing on giving orders, rather than attacking on his own, Phaesys called out suggestions to the men at his sides. Neither was fast enough to land a blow against Feanne, despite her having to avoid them, as well as the man on her far side.


    “One target should not be this much trouble,” chided Feanne, leaning to one side as a spear glided close to her, swung by the man who was still trying to attack on his own. “If you are trying to tire me out, I will outlast all of you.”


    With the three men struggling to hit Feanne and Phaesys barking orders that were mostly obeyed, Oria moved around the group, trying to get a clean angle on her mother. She was just moving too fast, keeping well out of reach.


    “When will she use her magic?” asked one of the men, stumbling back to rub at thin cuts along his hand.


    “She already is,” Oria explained, then lunged into the middle of the fight, narrowly missing her mother with her claws. “Her magic makes her faster and stronger.”


    At last, Feanne went fully on the offensive, apparently tiring of the overly-cautious group circling her. She gestured to the man who was ignoring Phaesys’ orders and vines snapped out of the ground, wrapping his ankles.


    Oria saw a moment’s opportunity, leaping past Phaesys group as her mother finished her spell. Ducking in close, she reached for the middle of Feanne’s back. At the last moment, Feanne spun, using her elbow to knock Oria’s hand aside.


    In dread, but unable to move fast enough, Oria watched as her mother brought her leg up in a kick. Despite Feanne pulling the blow to keep her claws from raking Oria, the impact alone was enough to send her tumbling, gasping for air.


    Whirling through the last few soldiers, Feanne was a red blur as she sidestepped and blocked their weapons time and again. It took only another few swings and she found an opening to exploit, stepping close to another man and rapping her knuckles lightly against his neck to let him know that he was also dead. Before Phaesys and the remaining soldier could strike back, Feanne darted out of reach.


    With only Oria, Phaesys, and another man remaining, Oria struggled back to her feet, unconcerned with whether the earlier kick would have killed her. This was her mother and she had to prove herself. She would fight until physically unable to do so.


    Oria reached down and unfastened the clasp of the deadly-sharp knife at her side. That faint click was all it took for Feanne’s head to spin towards Oria, completely ignoring Phaesys and the other man for a moment.


    Smiling grimly as she gestured towards Phaesys and the other man, knocking them back a short distance with her magic, Feanne raised her muzzle to the sky to let out a howl that echoed off the desert. As the sound faded, she dropped to a knee, clutching at her stomach as she gritted her teeth in clear agony.


    From the moment the howl began, Oria felt as though she were sweating under her fur and found herself unable to keep walking. Her hands trembled and she had to clutch her weapon in both hands to keep from dropping it. She had made a mistake and it was going to hurt her, as well as Phaesys and the remaining soldier.


    The cry died away as Feanne collapsed to the sand ahead of them. She groaned as she curled into a ball.


    “What’s wrong with her?” asked the other man, looking to Phaesys for guidance as he hesitated. Phaesys appeared to be just as terrified as Oria. “Neither of us hit her yet.”


    “Go! Get to her now, or this is going to get ugly,” Oria insisted, but the soldier just stood there, watching Feanne as she writhed on the ground. Oria could not make herself move, but she hoped the others could. “Please go…”


    Phaesys reacted to Oria’s words, rushing Feanne, but he was too far away after being knocked back once already. Oria knew he could not reach her in time. They had all been too slow to react.


    Oria closed her eyes and winced at the sound of bones cracking and shifting and flesh ripping. This, coupled with the gasps of horror from the soldiers nearby, was exactly what she had expected. Her mother was shape-shifting and the fight was as good as over. Feanne was going to prove a point and Oria was the target.


    If Oria was lucky, no one would die. If she was very unlucky, she would be the last to die and have to watch her mother butcher the others. Deep down, she felt guilty for drawing her knife and causing all of this. She prayed Phaesys would not be killed in the violence that was about to ensue.


    A new howl made Oria’s ears ring and her tail droop. This one was not her mother’s throaty cry, but that of a massive beast. She had heard that call more than she cared to think about back home during the war. Any second, she reminded herself, she was going to be battered and possibly torn apart. That terrifying reality kept her muscles frozen, unable to run.


    The elven man near Phaesys vanished abruptly as he was hoisted far overhead, then thrown past where Phaesys stood. The man’s choked cry as he landed snapped Oria from her terror, allowing her to move again.


    Opening her eyes as she rushed to get out of reach, Oria could not take her eyes off her mother’s now-massive foot as it came back down onto the ground after turning from the man. The paw was large enough that Oria was sure her mother could break every bone in her body by stepping on her. Each clawed toe was easily larger than Oria’s fist.


    Oria barely ducked as her mother’s arm swept over her head, skimming her back. Even trying to avoid focusing on it, Oria found herself staring at her mother’s hulking form.


    Feanne was still a fox in about the same sense that a wolf wildling was still a dog. No onlooker would ever guess that the snarling giant was in any way related to the small fox girl who faced her.


    Feanne towered over the elves, her eyes glowing faintly with magic as she surveyed those still on their feet. She turned her head slowly, taking in everything while ignoring the panicked chatter around the edge of the battlefield. Oria swore that the massively-fanged face appeared amused and she confirmed that belief when she noticed her mother’s bushy tail wagging slowly. It was all a game to her and she was actually in control of herself.


    Breaking herself out of the initial shock, Oria rushed at her mother while she was gloating. She leapt between her mother’s legs, tumbling and coming up behind her.


    With so few others left, Oria knew she had to act fast if she was to prove herself even remotely capable to her mother and the soldiers. For just that second, she forgot her panic and wanted nothing more than to show off for her mother, no matter the cost.


    Oria ducked her mother’s tail—with the change in size, the tail could have easily knocked Oria off her feet—then moved as close as she dared to her mother’s leg before she could turn on Oria. Oria took a deep breath, then slashed her knife across the back of Feanne’s knee, where the skin was thin. With all her weight behind her blow, the wound would have torn apart a smaller creature’s knee, possibly even severed it, given how sharp the blade was.


    As Oria had hoped, Feanne fell hard as her knee gave out. Almost before her knee touched the sand, the gashes had closed and Feanne rose to her full height again. With a roar, she spun on Oria, her breath coming in loud puffs like a bull, her nose inches from Oria’s.


    “Sorry?” Oria pleaded, taking a step away. Feanne moved with her, advancing slowly. “Mom?”


    Feanne hurled Oria to the ground. Then the breath was driven from her lungs as her mother’s massive foot came down on her. She was pinned, with a dagger-like claw on either side of her face, pinching at her neck. Try as she might, she was not strong enough to move Feanne’s paw and her ribs felt ready to break.


    Suddenly, Phaesys reached Feanne and dove and weaved around her arms as he attacked, his sword a blur as he smacked at her arms and hands. He darted past her first few swings, almost connecting with her body as she tried to grab at him. Finally though, Feanne swept her arm across and caught him, sending him tumbling again.


    Phaesys rolled back to his feet, keeping one hand to his side, as though his ribs were injured. Whistling loudly, he caught Feanne’s attention again, even as he backed away from her.


    Taking her foot off Oria and taking several steps towards Phaesys, Feanne stopped abruptly and put a hand to her head. Looking around, she seemed to suddenly notice Oria still lying on the ground, panting for breath.


    Growling softly, Feanne strode to where Atall was waiting with the other wizards—all of whom appeared just as horrified as the soldiers had been. Feanne gave one more snarling glance back at the soldiers and Oria, then flopped down into a seated position, facing Atall.


    Oria sat up slowly, gasping for breath and trying to think what she could have done differently. She was only dimly aware of her mother’s rapid change back to normal nearby, with Atall at her side to watch over her. Every time Oria had seen Feanne change, it had taken a toll on her, so Oria had no doubt that Atall would be protecting her just in case.


    “Are you alright?” asked Phaesys, appearing at Oria’s side. He knelt slowly, touching her face to draw her attention. When she did look up at him, she saw that his face and upper chest were bloodied by thin claw marks from Feanne’s blow. The wounds could have been far worse. “You’re hurt. Please say something.”


    Phaesys grabbed at her shoulder without waiting for a reply, wrapping a cloth around her arm. That was when Oria first felt the cuts on her shoulders and neck from where her mother’s toes had torn through fur and skin alike.


    Oria could see blood on the cloth Phaesys used to cover the wounds, though not a lot. She had gotten cut worse climbing in the mountains back near Altis, but she was in no place to argue about having the wounds tended to, nor did she have the energy to do so.


    “Thank you,” she said weakly, putting a hand on Phaesys’.


    Phaesys froze, then pulled his hand away. He stood up, but remained in front of her, looking uncomfortable. His whiskers twitched, as though he were trying to find something to say.


    “Bring all the wounded over here,” called out Feanne, sitting on the ground with Atall watching her carefully. She looked to Oria to be sleepy, but otherwise fine. “We have a healer among these fine men and women.”


    Oria tested her strength and stood, flexing her arms and rolling her head around to make sure nothing was hurt worse than she had initially thought. Finding nothing more than aches and the thin cuts, mostly on her left shoulder, she went to her mother.


    “Why would you do that?” Oria hissed at Feanne, ignoring Atall’s glare. “You could have killed everyone out there!”


    “I do what I must to teach them…and you,” reasoned Feanne, patting Atall on the back as he offered her a jug of water. “If they do not know enough fear of their opponents, they will die. Besides, I was in control. You were in no danger.”


    “You did that to prove yourself, not teach them. You could have killed me or Phaesys by accident.”


    Feanne’s humor vanished instantly.


    “They asked me to show them the worst that could happen. I did so to the best of my ability. Do not question my intent or my tactics, unless you wish to educate these men. They need to understand that there are things far greater than themselves out there, including the Turessian in the city.”


    Oria tried to find something to say, but her mother’s stare sent chills down her spine. Growling in frustration, she turned and walked from the clearing, barely noticing she was being followed. It was not until she was out of the valley and out onto the flatter sands that she realized someone was several steps behind her, keeping pace.


    “Atall, how many times…” she snapped, turning, then froze as she stared at Phaesys’ chest. Oria looked up, finding Phaesys watching her with fear in his eyes.


    “You’re bleeding badly,” he said, his brows furrowing slightly. “We need to tend your wounds.”


    Lifting her arm, Oria saw that the cuts near her elbow had soaked through the cloth Phaesys had tied there and blood continued to run down along her fur. Her hand was throbbing, but she clenched it into a fist and ignored the pain, flicking the hand away from her body to shake off the blood in her fur.


    “Leave me alone.”


    Phaesys’ eyes stayed on her arm, the concern in them growing steadily. He made no effort to leave.


    “Where are you going?” he asked.


    Oria started walking again, not honestly sure where she was going. She half-hoped her wounds would continue bleeding, if only to teach Feanne something.


    She continued on for ten minutes or so then realized Phaesys was still silently following. Anger flaring, she spun on him, grabbing a handful of his chest fur with her good hand.


    “Why are you still following me?” she demanded.


    Undaunted, Phaesys eyed her hand on his chest, then the wound on her shoulder. Without a word, he grabbed her wrist, twisted, and threw her hard to the ground.


    Before Oria could move, Phaesys’ knee came down on her back, pinning her face-first in the sand. The impact drove the air from her chest and made her choke on sand that filled her mouth as she gasped for breath.


    “I am learning what is required to deal with the women of your lands,” Phaesys told her as he loosened the cloth over her shoulder, shifting his weight down to the small of her back, allowing her to breathe easier. “Never did I think I would be required to assault a woman to properly protect her.”


    “I don’t need protection,” hissed Oria, trying to free herself. He had her trapped, making her begin to panic. She attempted to get her arms out to her sides, but Phaesys hooked them behind his knees, pinning them securely. “What are you doing? Get off me!”


    “No,” he answered, leaning to put his face near the back of her head.


    Oria struggled, trying to get her claws on him in any way she could. Flashbacks of the wildling male that had tried to force himself on her in the slave camps as a child came unbidden to mind and she became frantic. Whimpering and thrashing, she tried anything she could to get away, but Phaesys put his hand on the back of her neck and held her down.


    “You’re making the bleeding worse,” Phaesys warned her, his nose near her ear. “Everything about this is indecent to observers, so I would wish it over with quickly. Let me tend to you, or we will both be stuck like this until you pass out. One way or another, I will tend to your wounds.”


    Forcing herself to relax slightly, Oria tilted a little to watch Phaesys cautiously. Once she had stopped fighting, he released her arms and began digging through the small pouches at his belt. Even doing that, he kept his weight on her, preventing her from escaping.


    “If you touch me…” Oria growled, trying to think of what she would—or could—do to him if he did. “I will kill you and everyone you hold dear. Maybe not today, but I’ll never stop hunting you if you do anything…”


    “You still do not understand my people,” mused Phaesys as he pulled a round flat container from his pouch. To Oria, it looked like the kind she had seen the human women back in the mountains carry, filled with powdered berries that they used to color their skin, making them look a tiny bit more like they had proper patterning.


    “The law among my people is quite clear,” Phaesys continued as he uncapped the small container and touched his fingers to the contents. “Despite what some might do or believe, our traditions and honor require us to protect and very nearly revere women in our society, whether they be family or not.


    “I would think you would be more willing to accept this, but it is not the first time I am wrong in dealing with you. I admit to having little understanding of your culture.”


    Phaesys rubbed his fingers into the cut on Oria’s shoulder, making her flinch as the pressure burned painfully. Something on his fingertips cooled the wound abruptly then eased the throbbing. He was dabbing some kind of ointment or oil onto the torn flesh.


    “You say that, but I’ve seen how your father acts,” muttered Oria, relaxing completely as the pain subsided.


    She would never admit it, but it was actually quite a nice feeling to have her wounds tended to. Phaesys was gentle, unlike the healers she had grown up with, who caused very nearly as much pain as they cured. Pain was something she had been taught to deal with, but having someone offering to take it away was a relief.


    “I would not defend him. His actions are a disgrace to the intent of our traditions, but as the ranking leader, I cannot question him openly. He shames me, even if I must defend his right to do so. By honor, I must protect him, no matter how much he disgraces everything our people once held dear. One may not oppose the eldest male in their family.”


    Oria heard Phaesys cap and put away the ointment, but he made no attempt to move off of her. Slowly, the cooling sensation spread through her shoulder and neck, numbing out the pain.


    “Are you just going to sit on me until my arm heals?”


    Phaesys chuckled and replied, “I might consider it. It would be safer for me if I did. Perhaps Atall might even begin liking me if I kept you away from him for a time. He might be able to have more fun with the extra time on his hands.”


    Twisting hard to spin herself over onto her back, Oria shoved Phaesys off of her, knocking him onto the sand.


    “Like you would know anything about having fun,” she grumbled. Phaesys’ large ears went straight up, as though he had been challenged in some way. “All I ever hear from you is ‘duty this’ and ‘family that.’ Do you do anything but watch out for others and plan for the future? I am not one of your whores, so stop acting like you have some control over me.”


    Phaesys’ shoulders sank somewhat and he backed away from her, lowering his eyes.


    “I apologize if you thought I believed I had claim over you,” he admitted. “Never would I try to possess a woman like that and I hoped you would see that I am not like my father in that.


    “Despite what you may think, I was raised on stories of duty and constant reminders that my marriage was key to maintaining our family’s status in the merchant guilds. Without that…”


    “You’re trying to find a purpose outside this stupid betrothing thing,” Oria finished for him. “Please, stop whining about that.”


    Phaesys nodded and gave her a mild glare.


    “When I was old enough to stand, my father taught me that a man’s duties were threefold in life. I don’t think he intended to teach me this, but he did anyway. It certainly was not through him behaving that way…I learned this in spite of him, realizing what is important by what he did wrong.


    “One, a man must defend his family and kin to his dying breath, whether by his own actions, or by hiring those who can do so for him. My family was wealthy enough that my father provided that by keeping mercenaries on-hand at all times. I felt I should not rely on others, when I could learn to do it myself. I chose to be independent, learning to do what my father felt was only worthy of paying others to do.


    “Two, the man must provide for his family. That includes food, shelter, and anything else they need to survive. If it means he must hunt, so be it. My father’s wealth allowed him to provide anything he wished with no risk to himself. Again, I prefer to do these things myself. My father does not approve, but I care very little about his opinion.”


    Oria moved her arm around, genuinely surprised at how good it felt. Whatever Phaesys had applied had mended it nearly as well as her own father’s magic could have. She could still see the wound, but it had partially closed and was no longer bleeding.


    “What does any of that have to do with females and this stupid belief that we need you to constantly protect us?” asked Oria. “And what about the third thing?”


    “The third is that all women are to be someone’s wife someday and without a wife, there will be no family, no future, and nothing that the first two will ever apply to. Sadly, my father’s view is that women are a tool for expanding one’s family and little more. The rest, I learned on my own.”


    “So your female that’s missing…”


    “My betrothed being gone means that I have no purpose,” he admitted, shrugging. “Without her, I will have no family, no future, and no reason for being a good man. I would end up like my father, without my sense of honor and duty, which you now fault me for.”


    “You’re a good male with or without her, Phaesys,” Oria said, then realized she had been nicer than she had intended and hastily hardened her tone. “You better find something new to occupy your time, instead of whining all the time about some female you hardly know. She probably has mange, anyway.”


    Shaking his head, Phaesys said nothing.


    “Aside from randomly trying to mount me like I was your personal slave every time I hurt myself or need to be talked down from something, I have few complaints,” Oria added, grinning at Phaesys, though he seemed to find far less humor in the idea and hugged himself nervously. “Seriously though…thank you for making sure I don’t hurt myself. I’m kind of stupid like that.”


    Phaesys smiled weakly after a minute then looked up at Oria with the faintest hint of mischief in his eyes.


    “What if I told you I had found something else to occupy my time?”


    Faint prickles of nervousness crept down Oria’s ears, not really knowing what to make of the statement.


    “What?”


    Phaesys hopped to his feet, offering a hand to Oria.


    “When I say I am patrolling,” he told her as he helped her up, “I lie. Father does not know this. It’s one of the few things I do that is not according to plan and purpose.”


    “You just skip your patrols? That’s not exactly…exciting.”


    “No,” he laughed, “I do what I should not. I go looking for challenges in Corraith.”


    “Challenges?”


    “I know ways into the city that the guards have long forgotten. If you go in at night, it’s not hard to find undead lurking in the streets.


    “Training with the others out here is hardly the way to prepare for fighting an undead army in your homeland. Going in and picking off their troops is.”


    Oria was flabbergasted. She stared at Phaesys in a new light, even as he stared back with a nervous impatience. She could only guess that he was worried about how she might react.


    “You lie to your father. You sneak off to a place that could get you killed. You kill undead when your own father’s orders are to go nowhere near them. You do all this…and still act this boring around me?”


    “If it helps keep your opinion of me unchanged, I do look for my betrothed when I go into the city,” he admitted to her. “I have yet to find her, so I still have an excuse to keep going back.”


    “That does help,” she told him playfully, punching his arm. “Now just don’t remind me about that part when you’re showing me the city and I might even be nice to you. Maybe.”


    “I don’t think that is a good—”


    “When do we leave?”


    Phaesys sighed and began walking towards the city in the distance.


    “We should arrive before dark,” he told her as Oria delightedly skipped along behind him. “Just please do not make me regret the decision, Oria.”


    


    *


    


    That night, Oria felt as though her whole life finally had meaning again as she and Phaesys ducked from shadow to shadow along the southeastern edge of Corraith’s inner walls. It was exhilarating to run free again, made more so by having someone who could keep up with her.


    As they approached what Phaesys had told her was the old palace, where the council met until a few years prior, Oria became distracted by a sheet of parchment posted to the city wall. She had seen several like it as they had come in, but she had been so distracted with the excitement of Phaesys taking her into the city against everyone’s rules that she had ignored them.


    “Is that supposed to be you?” she asked, staring in surprise at the sketch of a big-eared fox wildling on the parchment. “You’re worth more money than I’ve seen in my life, if that is you. I think I could turn you in and pay to have my family carted in luxury all the way back to Altis.”


    Oria grinned at her own teasing, then realized that no one had replied. She turned, planning on chiding Phaesys for walking off without her, but she found that he was still right behind her, facing away from the wall.


    “Am I that boring?” Oria started to ask, then realized that Phaesys was watching a group of five people walking their way.


    “We need to run,” hissed Oria, recognizing the uneven gait of the four zombies. The fifth creature shuffled as though it belonged on its hands and feet like an animal, and Oria had no doubts it was something as bad or worse than zombies. “Phaesys…now!”


    Completely ignoring her, Phaesys drew his sword slowly and balanced his stance. Almost as an afterthought, he pushed back the hood of his cloak, eliciting groans of attention from the zombies.


    “This is why we came here, Oria,” Phaesys said, though he kept his attention on the looming undead. In seconds, they would be cornered against the wall. “I wanted to see if he’s still hunting my family.”


    Before Oria could reply, Phaesys advanced on the undead, meeting them about ten feet from where she stood. True to their nature, the zombies rushed in headlong, growling and groaning as they reached for Phaesys, trying to drag him down.


    Oria was frozen, unsure whether to run or to join Phaesys. They were supposed to be hiding from the enemy, not confronting them. Attacking a group that outnumbered them was possibly the worst idea she had ever heard of.


    Then, Phaesys reached the undead and Oria’s jaw fell as he darted into their midst, nimbly deflecting the many hands grasping for him, even as his sword flashed around. The zombies kept trying to catch him, to bite at him, but Phaesys was a blur of steel as he moved, keeping the long weapon slicing endlessly like a shield that could kill.


    It took only seconds and the last of the zombies collapsed, still moving on the ground, but so badly torn apart that it could no longer try to attack Phaesys. Meanwhile, the fifth creature hissed and backed away, looking around for an easy escape route as it began to run.


    Before the last undead could get to the first building, Phaesys chased it down, whirling mid-stride to cleave its head off. The creature made it one or two more steps then flopped limply to the ground.


    As Phaesys wiped down his sword and began making his way back to her, watching the streets for anyone who might have seen him, Oria stared at him in a new light. She had known he could fight, but had never taken him seriously.


    “That…that was really stupid of you,” she managed to blurt out as he came up to her, his grin fading immediately. “You could have gotten killed. Are all your plans this foolish?”


    Glowering, Phaesys sheathed his sword and pulled up his hood again.


    “This was the plan you came here to be a part of,” he reminded her. “It’s what I do any night I can get out here without my father finding out. I thought you would understand the need to test yourself, to challenge a superior foe…”


    Oria threw her arms around Phaesys’ neck and hugged him, ignoring the pinch of his chain armor under the thin shirt he wore.


    “I…what are you doing?” he asked, keeping his hands well out to his sides, as if afraid to touch her.


    “I was just happy that you aren’t as boring as I’d thought,” answered Oria, realizing what she had just done. Slowly, she eased her grip and put her feet fully back on the ground. “Betrothed…”


    “Yes. Still.”


    “No hugs from other females?”


    “No…not really.”


    “What if I do it anyway? It’s what friends do.”


    “Then my father and other ignorant men like him will call you my whore…which is not something either of us wants.”


    Oria grumbled and took her arms off of Phaesys.


    “Then you only get a hug when we go off alone to kill things,” she told him firmly, shoving him away as though he had been the one to initiate the contact. “The rest of the time, I’ll keep beating on you.”


    Oria started to walk away, but did manage to see Phaesys’ slightly mischievous smile before he was able to hide it.


    Maybe there was hope for him after all, she thought, making sure that she kept her own smile hidden.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Allies Abroad”


    


    In times of war, you put your trust into others without reservation. This is no less risky than any other time or place, but during a war, you need to trust in others to save you. It is not so much an emotional need, as a reality of the risks faced.


    Rarely do you stop and think, “What if they betray me?” This would be foolish to consider, as the answer is, “Then I will die.” You cannot risk thinking that way, or you will get yourself killed by your foes, while you spend your time watching your allies.


    This is not to say you do not occasionally entertain the thought of betrayal. I must admit the idea plagued me every time I came “home” and found more criminals in the house. These were the very people Feanne told me not to trust, and I now ate all my meals with them.


    Given the alternatives, trust is thus immediate and often absolute in war. When Sirella offered herself and her people to aid me in fighting Arturis, it did not matter if I would have trusted her elsewhere. It was war and so I did not have to like her, but I did have to put trust in her. To me, this was no different than accepting Yoska, Finth, Linn, and others into my life in the past.


    Learning that one among you is a traitor destroys hope, which is the one thing you need to keep you alive when you are unsure if your loved ones are still out there somewhere.


    I put my faith in Sirella and her people, because it was all I had. Without them, I was another lost soul, wandering along in hopes that I would somehow stumble on my family by sheer dumb luck. I knew that was nearly impossible, but it was what I would have done for the rest of my days.


    With Sirella, I had someone to offer suggestions of new places to hunt for my mate and children—in reality, the lost pieces of myself. She might not care about my family or my need to be complete once more, but she was someone who had also lost people to the undead and wanted to help in her small way.


    We were allies and that, at least, was something. It would have to do until I could find Feanne and the kits…or die trying. And if I found them to already be dead, Sirella would be the one to either bury me beside them or aid me in hunting down their killer.


    My moods had turned morbid on Sirella’s desire to retake the city. Who would not, when realizing that every city you knew of in the documented world had fallen to the undead in some fashion? Our world was gone, snatched from us by these creatures. My only hope lay in finding my family, not in changing the world.


    I have heard that the desire for the simple things in life is what leads to the pivotal moments in history. I do not believe this, but the intent has stuck around in the back of my mind. Where I read this, I cannot even remember now.


    My own loss of family I realized to be a mirror of the changing state of the world. Challenging the disarray of the world could be a welcome relief from my inability to find a way to confront the loss of my family, even if I had no hope of even retaking a city as insignificant as Corraith.


    If I did find my family alive and well though…my world would be intact again, rampaging hordes of undead or not. I would worry about that at a later time.


    I realize sometimes that I have a strange sense of what makes life okay and what does not. A thousand or a hundred thousand walking corpses stand at the ready under the leadership of insane necromancers and yet I worry about a lovely fox and five silly children. Maybe my own confusion of what is important is really why I write all this down, in hopes that someone else understands, as I am certain I will not.


    But now, I realize I’m rambling aimlessly. I promise to get my thoughts together before I write the next entry.


    


    “Keep your head down,” Sirella hissed at Estin as they walked slowly across the packed sand of the road. “Stop trying to get me killed, you selfish rodent. Not all of those here are my people.”


    Instinctively baring his teeth at her for the insult, Estin still lowered his head somewhat, keeping the sunlight from exposing his muzzle under the deep ragged hood he wore. Everyone around him likely knew he was a wildling, but he had no desire to let them see him too clearly, or get a good look at his tail. There was no telling what details Arturis had announced in his orders to hunt Estin down.


    They marched among a large group of elves headed towards the northern markets, run by the gypsies. Word had come two days earlier that Arturis was allowing a select group of merchants and their servants to travel for supplies with the blessing of the city’s council—namely Arturis himself. Not that the previous ban had stopped anyone, but this particular change had caught the attention of Sirella, who in turn had requested that Estin come along.


    After a month of merely looking for anything they could use against Arturis and finding exactly nothing, this was something new. Normally, they spent their days gathering more of the former guard and guild members under their banner, with half a dozen new pledges of service each day.


    The pledges still made Estin nervous. From what he overheard, Sirella had since embellished her story about his rise to the council, claiming he was the foremost sculptor from Alis, recently moved to the area…she had managed to even get the city name wrong. Estin lived in fear that someone would actually ask him to show off his talents, as he would not even know where to start.


    What the people around them did not know was that the long wagons they brought from the city were not even remotely filled with goods for trade. Before leaving the city, Estin had checked two of the five wagons, finding them packed with well-preserved corpses. The smell had been strong to him, but Sirella—and likely the merchants—did not notice it until standing close to the sealed carts. Piles of dried herbs had been carefully placed in each wagon, helping to further conceal the smell.


    The plan had been hasty and foolish, which made it feel natural to Estin. They had chosen to capture a half dozen of the servants, replacing them with Estin, Sirella, and four more men loyal to her. The ruse required them to do the work of the servants and travel on foot.


    Early on, Sirella had expressed a desire to turn the caravan off the road, kill the merchants, and burn the wagons. Estin had refused on behalf of the merchants and so they had opted instead to stay quiet and hidden until they reached the gypsy camp, in hopes of learning more about the plan. Given how few undead seemed to be quartered within Corraith, these wagons represented a significant portion of Arturis’ army. That he would risk them had been reason enough to stick around and learn more. More importantly, Estin wanted the gypsies to help destroy these creatures, as he was not sure Sirella’s plan would actually avoid a fight.


    “Almost time,” Sirella warned, elbowing Estin. “Check the horizon.”


    Estin squinted and tried to focus his eyes in the bright sunlight. Faintly, he could make out a line of wagons and the peaks of tents, sheltered between two massive dunes. The village side of the two dunes was stone, creating a solid and defensible location. That would be their destination.


    “Start it in motion,” he told her, then set off towards the back of the train of wagons, where he would be less likely to be noticed.


    Seconds later, Estin heard the crash of a wagon’s wheel shattering and the wagon dragging several more feet on three wheels. The other dozen servants rushed past him, trying to at least appear useful, though few likely had any idea how to help. Appearances were more important than skill as a slave, Estin had learned.


    Estin reached the wagon behind the one where Sirella had sabotaged the wheel, taking up a position at the wagon’s sealed back, just in case the undead attempted to break free early. Thankfully, he saw no indication of movement.


    “I don’t know what happened, master,” came Sirella’s voice in the distance. “We only brought two extra wheels. That was our last.”


    A sharp crack of a slap on skin made Estin flinch. Sirella had volunteered for the role, but he still regretted letting her take that risk on herself. Then again, knowing her, she probably found the physical challenge to be part of the fun…and was going to hurt the person with the whip when they were done hiding.


    “Take one other and get to the gypsies,” roared the man’s voice. “Bring us back another wheel so we can at least limp up to their doorstep with some semblance of pride left.”


    Sirella came running a moment later, grabbing Estin as she circled around the side of the wagon.


    “You look strong enough to help,” she said, a little louder than needed. “Come with me, or the master will whip us both. Stop arguing, or…something bad.”


    Estin hurried after her as they ran past the wagons, straight towards the gypsy camp. None of the servants would look at them, knowing that they were following orders that would mean many lashes if they failed. The unwillingness of others to even watch them made their escape simple.


    They ran hard until they had passed the first sharp curve in the old road, blocking the view of anyone watching them. The high dunes were still a ways off, but no one from the caravan would be able to see them for about ten more minutes of walking.


    “We don’t have a lot of time,” warned Sirella, still walking fast. “Thirty minutes there, thirty back, plus an hour at most to haggle. Two hours from now, they will send more after us, or bring the rest of the wagons. Even hurrying, we’ll have less than an hour of usable time.”


    “Then we need to know why Arturis is sending an army here by then,” answered Estin, double-checking behind them for pursuit. Far behind them, Estin could make out one of the other servants who had moved ahead of the caravan and was within sight, but the man walked calmly, as though unconcerned about Sirella and Estin. Likely, he had been tasked with making sure they went where they were told.


    The camp took them almost twenty minutes to reach at a fast walk. Long before they got there though, Estin could see that the place consisted of almost two dozen family wagons, with a herd of camels not far off, being tended to by children. The wagons themselves had been arranged as a sort of wall around the central area, with an opening facing the desert where five humans in crimson and grey stood watch. Beyond the guarded entrance, Estin could only make out a mass of people and activity.


    Sirella leaned close to Estin as they neared the guards, telling him, “All laws are gone once we enter this place. The gypsies keep to their own and that means no regard for what Corraith says. Do nothing foolish, or we’re both dead.”


    “Why would I do anything foolish?” he asked her, but something in her silence made him nervous. There was something she was not telling him. “Besides, I’ve lived with gypsies. Little would surprise me anymore.”


    They continued onward, with Sirella leading the way up to the entrance to the little village and past the guards, who seemed uninterested in anything about the two newcomers, though Estin caught them subtly examining Sirella’s clothing and partially-concealed weapon. From what Yoska had taught him, these were not actually guards, but scouts, who were probably going to report back to various merchants about what wealth had entered the area and what goods might sell best.


    The inside of the wagon-circle was filled with nearly two hundred people by his first guess, of all manner of dress and appearance. Relatively few were gypsies, though if Estin looked hard enough, he could spot the red-and-black garbed humans here and there among the crowds. The majority of people were from other lands or cities, shopping at small stalls filled with every possible commodity Estin could imagine…and several he could not even identify. Several booths even contained virulent poisons—judging by the smell—which Estin knew to be illegal in all many lands.


    “Stay by me,” Sirella warned, veering off to one side. “People disappear here if they are alone.”


    Estin obediently made his way through the crowds, trying to keep Sirella within arm’s reach at all times. He honestly was more worried about her than himself, as the merchants were watching the expensive oiled boots she wore and several had noticed the silver clasp buried in her hair. Estin probably looked like her servant and Sirella likely appeared to them as a rich woman attempting to hide her wealth.


    Soon, Sirella came to a stop and said almost to herself, “This makes no sense. Everything I see here is as I remember it from years ago. Shoppers, merchants, and a lot of slaves. Why would Arturis want this place?”


    Turning, Estin surveyed the tightly-packed sales area, with its dozens of stalls. Opposite the entrance, long rows of slave cages and tie-posts had been set up against the stone walls. From what Estin could see, maybe eight slaves were tied to the posts for display to shoppers.


    “Lot of slaves?” he asked, eyeing the cages. “Those can’t hold more than ten or fifteen people, at most.”


    Sirella scowled at him, motioning out beyond the circle of wagons. There, near the other dune’s sheer side, Estin could make out a penned area near the camels, where no less than two hundred people stood around in tight lines, tied one to the next. Near them, several men with crossbows paced, keeping watch over their stock.


    “This market provides most of the slaves for the region,” Sirella explained. “Corraith isn’t big on slavery, but other areas are. If you don’t like someone, but have something against killing them, you can sell them here for a tidy profit. The gypsies don’t ask questions.”


    “Sounds like you have done that before.”


    She smirked evilly, but kept her mouth shut.


    “What would happen if Arturis tried to turn Corraith into undead?” asked Estin, still watching the slave fields. “Would they fight back?”


    “Not really,” admitted Sirella. “Corraith would fall in a day if he wanted them dead. Then the nearby cities would probably hear about it and close their gates and possibly send armies against Corraith. I think that’s the only reason he hasn’t moved on the living. Besides, that only would get him a few thousand extra corpses.”


    Estin looked around the market, then back to the slaves.


    “And if he turned all of these people into undead?”


    Sirella started to answer, then frowned. Turning to face Estin, her eyes were wide.


    “Nothing. No one would notice. The market is officially illegal, even if Arturis is allowing people to come here again. No one here would ever be noticed if they vanished.”


    “What would you do if you were a madman who cannot die and needed some more soldiers?”


    Looking panicked, Sirella turned and ran towards the edge of the village with Estin only a few steps behind. She stopped when she reached the circle of wagons, leaning to put herself between two.


    “Can you see there?” she asked, pointing out into the desert. “That is what I would do.”


    Staring out at the sands with his hand over his eyes to shade them from the intense sunlight, Estin saw only a few black spots in the desert. At first, he thought to dismiss them, but he realized almost immediately that they were moving.


    They were walking towards the village.


    The distant shapes were still far off, but he could make out one every twenty feet apart or so. The entire village was encircled, with approaching figures everywhere but where the tall dunes already trapped the shoppers.


    “What now?” Estin inquired, flicking back his hood. Here, he had little concern about being identified. If anything, the gypsies might appreciate his willingness to be open with who he was. “They’re closing on us. We just walked into the trap we were supposed to be preventing.”


    “Now,” Sirella said, turning back to the village, “we run away. There is no chance of fighting that many. Ten or fifteen, maybe. There were probably a hundred in the wagons.”


    Shouts began near the entrance of the village, soon drowning out the loud hum of conversation. Every person in the camp turned to face the entrance, where a single man stood. Estin recognized him as the servant that he had seen following them.


    Lying to either side of the simply-dressed man were the bodies of the village’s guards, mangled and broken as though they had been thrown off of a cliff. Near those bodies, a half-dozen more were scattered, all of which appeared to be injured and crawling away.


    Estin squinted at the lone figure, whispering, “I think we are in a lot more trouble than we thought, Sirella. One of Arturis’ soldiers, maybe?”


    “Possible,” she answered, still looking around for a good escape route. “If we can gather all of the gypsy warriors, we might be able to fight our way through him and out past the rest of the zombies. We would have to act fast and hope that this is the only intelligent one Arturis sent…”


    As they watched, the shabbily-dressed man ripped away his rags, revealing dark clothing and a mop of black hair that shone in the sunlight.


    “It’s him,” Sirella gasped, backing away a step. “It’s actually Arturis himself.”


    “Can we kill him? He stands alone. This might be our only chance,” Estin asked her, grabbing her arm when Sirella tried to run.


    She shook her head vigorously, pulling her arm free.


    “He came to Corraith with almost nothing and killed everyone who stood against him. Nothing in this village will survive. We need to go!”


    Estin searched for any glimmer of hope, seeing instead panicked people running in all directions. Beyond the wagons, the shambling army had gotten close enough to be recognizable, their blank stares and often misaligned limbs letting anyone who looked know exactly what they were.


    “I have fought Turessians more than once,” pleaded Estin, while Sirella grabbed at him as though to drag him away. “They are powerful, but not as bad as you claim. There is no way he could have done what you say. Everything can be killed.”


    Drawing her sword, Sirella pointed back to where Arturis stood.


    “That creature is about to kill everyone here. Get ready to run, or I’ll leave you here and kill your animated body tomorrow.”


    As Estin watched, a man with a sword ran at Arturis, but the weapon cut across the necromancer’s chest harmlessly, slicing through his clothing, but doing little else. With an almost casual motion, Arturis caught the man’s arm, twisting it sharply. He then grabbed the man’s neck and wrenched his head at an odd angle. As screams echoed through the village, the body hit the ground limply.


    Swearing under his breath, Estin began running, with Sirella swiftly taking the lead. The woman grabbed his arm again with her free hand, her firm grip making him think that she would drag him if he slipped up at all. To keep himself upright, he had to hop several humans that had fallen while trying to get away.


    They ran past the last few scattering people and made their way to a gap between two wagons, where Sirella released Estin’s arm and leapt onto stacked wagon wheels and other spare lumber. She offered her hand to pull Estin up.


    Ignoring the woman’s outstretched hand, Estin tumbled easily across the barricade. He came down on his feet just past Sirella on the sands outside the village, facing the endless expanse of desert and the long lines of slaves. Held in a kneeling position by their chains, the slaves waited silently, unaware of the approaching army behind them, where the gap between the dunes was filled with the creatures.


    “Sirella,” Estin called out, but the woman was already past him and running hard, heading away from the village. If she hurried, Estin could see that at most she would need to fight her way through two approaching figures. Any delay might force a fight against many more.


    Still, Estin found himself drawn elsewhere as he surveyed the slaves. Every few feet along the long chains that ran from one neck collar to the next, the slaves had been tied off to heavy blocks of stone to keep them kneeling until taken away for sale elsewhere. Every one of them had their hands tied behind their backs, giving the whole group the appearance of silently awaiting a headsman as they knelt with their heads lowered. They would never survive the attack. A hundred or more would be brutally killed without being able to so much as raise their hands to shield themselves.


    What had caught Estin’s attention was not just that so many undeserving creatures had been forced to endure such humiliation, but rather that many among them were wildlings like himself. Within the hour, every one of them would become like the corpses approaching the village, gladly killing for Arturis. The thought of having to carve through his own people was nauseating, even not knowing any of these lost souls.


    His eyes drifted from one humanoid to the next, Estin’s heart feeling the weight of so many who had lost their futures to slavers. The longer he watched, the more of them noticed his attention and looked up. None called out to him, but their eyes tugged at his heart, making him want to give them back their lives, rather than leaving them to the dead.


    “We are leaving!” ordered Sirella, reappearing at Estin’s side. “Run!”


    Estin’s eyes then fell on one particular slave and he knew that there was no chance of him leaving without doing everything in his power to save these people. This particular female slave stared back at him, her orange eyes a match for his own.


    She was his breed, long striped tail and all, dressed in the same desert clothes as the other slaves. When Estin met her eyes, she gave a half-hearted wag of her tail, silently begging him to help.


    Family or not, she was the first of his kind he had seen since childhood. Not one other like him had he found anywhere he had traveled, alive or dead. No one had even heard of his breed.


    “I thought you already had…damned wildlings,” grumbled Sirella, following his gaze. “Go free her and let’s go. Once we’re safe, remind me to lecture you. I will not have you grabbing a new friend every town we visit.”


    Estin growled deep in his throat and took off into the long lines of chained slaves. He drew his sword as he went, chopping as best he could at the chains he passed. Some broke, but most were marred deeply enough that the slaves should be able to break free. As each chain broke or appeared ready to snap, Estin kept on his forward charge, until his sword was too badly notched to cut further, and he threw it aside.


    Glancing back, he saw with satisfaction that the lines of slaves behind him were freeing themselves swiftly, helping one another out of the collars.


    At last, Estin reached the female wildling, who still watched him with those hauntingly large eyes. She made no attempt to stand as he approached, her body-length tail swishing behind her slowly as she stared at him expectantly. She studied him as though she had never seen one of her own kind, either.


    “I won’t leave you,” Estin assured her, eyeing the chain. With only one sword left to fight their way out of the village, he knew he could not risk breaking it on the thick chains.


    Reaching down, Estin grabbed hold of a link of the chain and closed his eyes. Focusing, he drew together the magic at his disposal, calling upon the spirits to do his bidding. The energy he tugged into the world, he bent and twisted like a weapon, directing it at the chain.


    At first, nothing happened and Estin feared that somehow he had made a mistake. Then, the chain shattered, every link from one end of the line of slaves to the other breaking apart as though struck with a hammer.


    “He calls to us to save another. He must choose whether he will join us or die there for such foolishness.”


    “Let him make his mistakes, or he will not learn. The dead learn nothing.”


    The scramble of voices that poured into Estin’s head made him sick and dizzy. Though the spell had gone off without issue, the rush of the spirits’ voices forced him to his knees, even as the slaves got up off of theirs and struggled free of their remaining bonds.


    “We have to go!” screamed Sirella somewhere near Estin’s ear, as hands helped pull him upright.


    Dazed and unable to see straight, Estin felt as though the voices were pulling him down, demanding attention that he could not spare. They called to him, though not by name, speaking as though they were right there with him, discussing his fate. The effect—as well as the fact that the voices came from within his own head—made him so dizzy he could not stay upright, and he fell hard.


    Estin felt as though he were going to throw up as he suppressed the voices, pushing aside the magic that came with them. He could not trust that he could control it during the upcoming fight to escape, so he had to believe he was better off without it.


    Slowly, the voices subsided, letting Estin hear the disorganized cries of people fleeing. He looked around where he lay to find the shabbily-dressed wildling nearby, watching him quietly. When he turned the other way, he saw that Sirella was standing alone, with four zombies nearing her, her sword tip resting on the ground.


    “I’ll stop them so you can get past with our new baggage,” called Sirella over her shoulder. “Assuming you are done having that little fit of yours.”


    Estin pulled himself upright—helped somewhat by the other wildling, who watched him wordlessly—then surveyed the area around them.


    The slaves had broken free and were pushing through the approaching undead as a horde, several being dragged down by the corpses at a time, but far more escaping into the desert beyond. To the west, far more of the withered dead marched steadily towards their location. The south was a disaster, with the ring of wagons keeping people from escaping more than one or two at a time. Those who fled to the main entrance of the village would have to go through Arturis.


    Unsheathing his remaining sword, Estin prepared to join Sirella in battle, but she waved him back with her free hand. To date, he had seen her send many men to their deaths to fight for Corraith, but he had yet to see her truly fight.


    “Let the furless lady do this,” whispered the wildling female, surprising Estin. She tugged at his arm. “We should run away.”


    Estin shook his head and walked towards a group of the nearing zombies, who would have circled Sirella shortly after she engaged the first few.


    “I do not leave behind anyone I travel with,” he told the female, who wrinkled her muzzle in annoyance. “You can either run with the others, or wait until we clear a path here.”


    As the female wildling looked towards the eastern group of slaves, Estin watched as Sirella’s weapon burst into flame through some kind of magic. The woman smirked as she raised it, bracing herself for the creatures about to reach her.


    “I will stay near you,” confessed the wildling at last, stepping behind Estin. “You have weapons and seem to have an idea what you’re doing. They have neither and are a long run from here. I want to save my strength to run when we have a clear path.”


    Estin readied himself as the first corpse approached weapon-range. His stomach knotted nervously as he thought about how any mistake he made could kill the unarmed female standing behind him. To his knowledge, it was the first time he had fought in years with anyone who was not a combatant, other than his children.


    With a ring of steel on bone and crackling of flame on flesh, Sirella dove into the lead group of corpses, their sightless eyes and slack jaws shattering as her sword burned through them.


    Estin only had seconds to watch the white-hot path of Sirella’s weapon weaving through her foes before his own targets reached him, their broken fingers reaching for him.


    Twisting his heavy sword to cut across three of the mindless creatures’ chests, Estin had to stumble backwards as they pushed on. A second slash broke one of the zombie’s arms and battered a second, but they did not slow. His third attack—even as the jagged fingertips of one creature tore fur from his shoulder—dug deep into the face of the lead corpse, knocking it to the ground, where it continued to thrash and attempt to stand.


    “Estin!” called out Sirella, who now stood in a pile of twitching and smoking bodies. Ahead of her, the desert was clear.


    “Now do we run?” asked the wildling behind him as Estin parried the grasping hands of the zombies and backpedaled.


    “Yes, now we run.”


    By the time Estin had kicked one zombie off-balance and cut the hands off the second, the female had made her way to Sirella. The two paused only long enough for Estin to break away from the dead before running.


    Estin took off after them, the groans of the dead behind him mingling with the cries of those trying to escape the village. No sooner had he passed the last of the invaders than Estin heard a resounding explosion behind him.


    Glancing back as he ran, Estin watched as one side of the village erupted in flames. At first, he thought that Arturis had caused it, but when the smoke cleared briefly, he could see the necromancer’s rage as clear as could be even at such a distance. From all Estin could see, the gypsies had set off explosives to slow their attackers.


    A second later, the dunes shook and began to collapse, filling the entire village with stone and sand. A wave of airborne sand flew out from the area, then settled as the rumbling ceased.


    Running faster, Estin dug his feet into the sand to catch up to the women that had gotten far ahead of him.


    


    *


    


    Two hours later, Estin collapsed into the pile of blankets he had bunched up on the floor of the once-abandoned house where he, Sirella, and her “army” stayed. At most times of day or night, there were ten or more people passing through, mostly coming in to drop off information for Sirella or take a quick nap before leaving again. The larger portion of those who were in service to Estin—the idea was comical even to him—would come through every few days just to get updated information.


    To keep the others from finding his hidden room in the basement, Estin had dragged the pile of blankets into a corner of the main room, where he could watch the strangers. The basement was off-limits for the most part, once Estin had convinced Sirella that having her people somewhere that could not be watched was an inherently bad idea.


    “Where did you learn to fight like that?” asked Estin as he curled up on the blankets. He knew deep down that he probably looked like a cat the way he bedded down, but dignity was among the least of his concerns.


    Sirella snorted and shrugged. She tossed her sword to one side of the room with a clatter that woke up several sleeping men.


    Estin watched her for a little while longer, but Sirella said nothing, grabbing a flask of a local alcoholic beverage that he found bitter. She made a point of sitting down facing away from him as she began drinking. This was also part of their routine, with Sirella and many of her people drinking to excess nearly every night as some kind of ritual Estin did not understand.


    Sitting up, Estin thought to push the issue, if only because she did not want to talk about it. That thought vanished as the wildling slave—former slave, he corrected—came over and stood between him and Sirella.


    Spreading her arms, the female motioned to a fresh outfit she had gotten somewhere. A simple shirt, bodice, and ankle-length skirt of earth tones made her look like she belonged in Corraith far more than Estin. She somehow managed to wear it like the style belonged on her, which was more than Estin could say for his family when wearing elven-styled clothing. The foxes always looked like they had robbed someone and taken their clothing.


    “Do you like what you see?” the female asked, picking up the edge of her skirt. “It’s been a long time since I had clothes that didn’t smell of mice and drunken gypsies.”


    “You look much better than when I found you,” Estin admitted, smiling at her. “A dress suits you better than rags and chains.”


    Smiling, the female pulled a brush from the back of her bodice and slunk over beside him, slipping onto the blankets. Saying nothing, she curled up against him and began brushing out tangles in her fur.


    “What are you doing?” he asked, leaning back against the wall away from her. “You’re free. You should go…somewhere. Somewhere not in my bedding.”


    The female wildling rolled onto her side and stared up at him, then draped her tail across his lap. Brushing her neck fur more slowly, she never took her eyes off Estin. Though her behavior was foreign to Estin after years among predatory breeds, he recognized flirtation in any form and this was it.


    “I haven’t met one of our people before,” the female said softly, staring at him intently enough that Estin felt uncomfortable and had to look away. “Have you?”


    “I lived among a wildling pack for more than a year,” Estin offered without thinking, pulling his legs out from under her black and white tail. “I’ve known many wildlings.”


    The female’s eyes narrowed.


    “I meant our kind, not wildlings. It’s not like we’re all the same.”


    “No,” he admitted. “My parents were the last ones I saw, but that was when I was a child.”


    The female nodded and rolled onto her back to watch Estin upside-down, smiling slightly at the snickers of the others in the room. From what Estin could see from the corners of his eyes, he and this female had become the most interesting thing in the room.


    “I don’t even remember my family,” she mused, brushing a hand across Estin’s leg and the other across the snug bodice she wore. “My masters have taken me across a thousand miles of lands in my life and you are the first I found. You were the one to break those chains, I might add.”


    “You’re…” Estin flinched and swallowed hard as the female’s hand brushed him uncomfortably far up his leg, “…welcome. Please, just thank me by finding a good life somewhere…”


    “I am trying to thank you, but you’re being evasive. Why? Please tell me you aren’t one of those men who chases the other tail, so to speak.”


    Estin froze, staring at the female. He could not believe she was being this blunt with someone she did not know, let alone in a room full of people who were unabashedly listening in.


    “You are awfully forceful for a slave,” he noted firmly, trying to not let her control the situation. “Explain yourself. And what’s your name?”


    The wildling smiled and brushed her long tail in what Estin realized was intended to be a seductive gesture…and to his surprise, he realized that because it was working.


    Shaking his head, Estin got to his feet and stepped away from the female, glowering at her as she curled up on his blankets. He had to actively ignore the grins of Sirella and a few others, who were watching as though this were the greatest entertainment of the year.


    “You are easy to manipulate,” mused the female, pulling the blankets up along her head like a pillow. “The other wildlings said that most breeds’ males were this simple. I hadn’t tried the tricks they told me of until now. My name is Lorne and thank you for the bedding.”


    Estin snarled and stalked away, determined to avoid conflict with the first of his kind he had met, though the desire to follow Feanne’s tutelage and maul the female was tempting.


    “Hey,” called out a scarred dwarven man, catching Estin’s attention. “You forgot something.”


    “What?”


    “Your testicles. Over there,” the man said, barely managing to point at Lorne before he and several others near him burst out laughing.


    Sirella kept staring out the front window of the house, but added, “Don’t look at me, Estin. Stand up for yourself or as far as I’m concerned, she owns you. Kind of ironic getting mastered by a former slave.”


    Roaring as best he could in frustration, Estin walked back to Lorne. He reached down and dug his hands into the blankets, yanking them out from under her. With a yelp, the female clattered to the floor, looking genuinely surprised.


    “I have lived among predators in the wild for a long time,” Estin snarled at her. “You’re not going to be my master, understood?”


    Lorne smiled broadly.


    “Good. Then maybe we can move past proving who is in charge and go back to being who we are? I promise not to play with your instincts unless it is for a good reason. Is that fair?”


    Estin sat down slowly, laying the blankets across his lap as he did so.


    “Who are you?” he asked cautiously, eyeing Lorne from ear to tail as she rolled onto her stomach. “I mean, where are you from? How’d you get here?”


    The female bore the usual signs of slavery. Scars on her wrists and neck thinned the fur there. The little he could see of her shoulders under the edge of her loose shirt showed him just a few lash-scars that ran almost up onto her neck from farther down her back.


    “An unowned wildling now, I assume,” Lorne said, propping her head on her hands as she watched Estin, tail wagging in amusement. “Before being brought here, I was a seamstress in the southwest. Long before that, I was the handmaiden of a lesser noble’s daughter far to the south.”


    “How did you get here?”


    Lorne grinned at him, her white teeth a sharp contrast to the black fur of her muzzle.


    “I got myself sold to the gypsies on purpose,” she admitted. “Rumor was that Corraithian wildlings were free and that the wealthiest among them would often buy…companions…from among the slaves. Living as the servant of a freed wildling almost ensured that someday I would be free. They forgot to mention the undead armies and the fall of Corraith. These things, I’m guessing, limit my chances of being a citizen.”


    Estin had to laugh at that. The absurdity of meeting another of his kind by pure chance in the middle of a warzone was far beyond belief.


    “You are free now,” he told her. “Just like me and my…like those of us who wear no chains.”


    Lorne studied his face briefly, then reached out and gently tugged a single blanket from the pile in his lap.


    “You belong to another,” she noted, no longer teasing as she lay the blanket down in the corner. “I’m sorry. I would ask that you stay close, as we are the only ones of our kind here, but I will not ask for more. Is that fair?”


    Laying down the remaining blankets near her, Estin curled up close enough that he could still feel her warmth and smell her scent as though she were beside him. He said nothing, but closed his eyes and sought sleep, knowing Sirella would insist on an early scouting of the town to determine how badly the results of the attack on the gypsy camp was.


    As he drifted to sleep, trying to ignore Lorne’s scent, Estin realized that she had shifted a little closer. When he peeked his eyes open, he found that she lay between him and the wall, letting him shield her from the others in the room.


    He had seen similar behavior among the newer members in Feanne’s pack, letting those they trusted sleep somewhat closer to perceived danger. It was an instinctual action among those who were afraid, though Lorne gave no indication of that. Had Estin not lived in the pack, he doubted he even would have noticed.


    Still, he thought on how good it was to know he was not the last of his breed. Lorne gave him a glimmer of hope that allowed him to sleep peacefully for the first time in weeks.


    


    *


    


    “Wake up already!” barked a female’s voice, shaking Estin by the shoulders.


    Snarling and biting at the blurry face near his, Estin came awake slowly, realizing that Sirella was the one rousing him.


    “Is he always like this?” asked Lorne, sitting on a chair nearby. She had changed into yet another skirt and blouse that appeared to be of human make, but had been modified slightly to allow for her different shape and tail. Where the clothing had come from, Estin had no clue.


    “In the mornings, yes,” Sirella groused, releasing Estin’s shoulders. “He’s not a morning person at all.”


    “Our kind aren’t,” Lorne admitted, yawning widely enough that her jaw cracked a little. “I have lived among humans and elves my whole life, but I will never be used to your schedule.”


    Estin blinked hard, trying to shake away the dreariness that plagued him, fogging his mind. Mornings were always like this, but were worse after exertion like the run from the gypsy camp the evening before.


    “Why are you still here?” he asked Lorne, pulling himself upright. Vaguely, he realized that her scent was on him. She must have draped her arm or tail over him as they slept. “You are free. There is no reason to stay here.”


    Crossing her legs and letting her bare foot bounce absently, Lorne looked to Sirella.


    “Is he being sweet and trying to protect me, or is he seriously trying to rid himself of me?”


    Sirella grinned and watched Estin as she answered.


    “The boy is an idiot, like most. He’s trying to keep from doing something he’ll regret when he finds his wife again.”


    “Oh?” asked Lorne, ears perking. “He has a wife? I knew he had someone, but I wasn’t sure he was ready to share. I figured since she wasn’t here, it was just someone he cared for in passing.”


    “I’m still here,” Estin said, but the women ignored him.


    “He does. Whines about her all the time.”


    “And I thought I was the only one of our kind he’d seen.”


    Sirella laughed, replying, “Probably true. From what he tells me, he is married to a fox.”


    Estin’s skin prickled with a mix of anger and embarrassment. Why that would affect him after so long, he had no idea.


    “Please tell me that is just a phrase, like calling a well-dressed human a vixen,” Lorne said, looking over at Estin. “It isn’t, is it?”


    “No. She’s a fox wildling.”


    Lorne got up and walked over to him, her large eyes drifting over his face, then down over his chest and shoulders.


    “I can see you aren’t lying,” she observed. “You look as though a pack of foxes mauled you, not just one.”


    Lorne’s clawed finger came up to brush the scar on his cheek where a wolf wildling had torn his muzzle open before he had taken Feanne as his life-mate. From there, her hand drifted over the scars on his shoulder where dogs had bitten and clawed at him the day he had met Feanne.


    “Please don’t,” Estin asked her, shoving away her hand.


    “If you two are done not doing anything, there was a reason I needed you awake, Estin,” Sirella told him as she strapped her sword back on. “We need to go.”


    Grabbing his shirt, sword, and the cloak he wore to minimize the chance of someone working for Arturis recognizing him, Estin hopped to his feet and followed Sirella past the others in the room and out the front door. As they left, he glanced back, seeing that Lorne was studying him unabashedly, before the door closed.


    “What was that all about?” he asked Sirella, once they were away from the house. Idly, Estin noticed three men from the house trailing them, doing their usual job of ensuring Sirella’s safety.


    “She’s grateful and hoping that you will stay with her,” Sirella observed, leading Estin around the back of one of the nearby buildings before entering the main street to cover their tracks from anyone following. “Give the kid a good time. She’s had it rough for a while. I’ve seen how you look at anyone in chains. Think how she’s felt. Besides, you two are cute.”


    “I’ve got a mate.”


    Sirella laughed and gave him a coy smile.


    “You keep telling me that, but I don’t see her around. I won’t tell, if you don’t.”


    “You wouldn’t have to. Even if she never found out, I could never forgive myself…if she did find out, I wouldn’t live through the rest of the day. Now, can you please tell me why we’re out here?”


    Sirella held a finger to her lips then led him farther out into the streets. Though they would be busy soon, it was still early enough that only a handful of people could be seen, mostly setting up their carts for when shoppers would appear.


    “My spies came back from the camp,” she said, once they had reached an area where the bustle of the shopkeepers was loud enough to cover their conversation. “Arturis got most of the camp, including a good number of the slaves.”


    “We failed.”


    Estin felt ill, thinking over all the faces he had seen back at the village. Any other time, faces—especially humans and elves with their lack of fur patterns—blurred and were forgotten in favor of scents. When Estin felt guilty as he did then, it was astounding how many of those faces could come to mind immediately.


    “No, Estin, if we hadn’t gotten involved, every one of them would have been lost. We forced him to act quickly and that cost him at least a hundred more corpses. Maybe more than that. It’s something.”


    Estin shook his head, trying to see how this news was even remotely good. Yes, they had saved a hundred people by making Arturis spring the trap early, but at least that many had still fallen to him and now were his loyal servants.


    “Give me a reason to keep fighting,” Estin asked Sirella, surprising himself a little. Her curious look said she likely was just as surprised. “I should be out searching for my family now that the kits are old enough to run, not trying to help you with your fifty-man struggle against an army. This is not my battle and not a good way to stay alive.”


    Stopping them both, Sirella turned Estin so that she could stare him in the eyes.


    “Go looking for your wife…mate,” she told him, her dark eyes showing him the first hint of sympathy he could remember. “I doubt you’ll live the week with Arturis sending critters after you, but if that’s what you need, please do it.


    “Me, I’ll keep fighting to save others from having to be murdered by the corpses of their own family. I don’t care if I’m the last woman in Corraith who isn’t either ignoring the problem or outright serving Arturis. You may not think you mean anything here, but watching how you never give up on your family has given me some direction. It was something I dearly needed.”


    Estin pulled his shoulder out of her grip and studied the woman. He could see a determination in her that felt no different than his own desire to find his family. He did not doubt for a second that Sirella would die fighting to free the very town she once stole from.


    “I need time to look,” he admitted. “I need to do this, Sirella, but what you’re doing is no less important. I know we keep looking as we work, but it’s not the same. If I cannot find them, I promise, I will come back. If I can find others to help, I’ll bring them, too.”


    “Then I hope I live long enough to see you return with your kin,” Sirella told him, then shoved past him and headed back up the street, disappearing around a corner. Seconds later, the men that had been following them vanished as well.


    Estin stood there a long time, wondering if he had done the right thing. Since entering Corraith, Sirella and her people were the only ones who he had spent any time with, and though he still had issues with their dedication to half-hearted attacks on the lord of the town, he did respect them for trying. Moreover, he had to question whether leaving the healing circle behind with them was his best choice. Then again, it was probably safer with anyone besides him, given Arturis’ wishes with regards to Estin’s future.


    Finally, he set off towards the eastern gates, tightening his sword belt as he went. The balance of only carrying one weapon bothered him, but he had to make do with what he had, which was almost nothing.


    Three months, he noted. That was about how long he had been away from Feanne, and it seemed like a lifetime. It was like living without a piece of yourself. Possibly not an arm or a leg…more like a goodly part of his soul.


    Every day, Estin had found an excuse to go walking alone—not that he was ignorant to the scouts Sirella sent to follow him—searching for any clue as to where Feanne and the kits had gone. It was difficult, being careful to avoid leaving a trail back to either Sirella or the possible hiding places of his family. Aside from Sirella, not one person in the town had seen any wildlings—local or foreign—since Arturis’ arrival, aside from those who met Estin, or had seen his family at the inn. Even Sirella had only seen one local wildling in the last year and could not even say for certain who it had been.


    Estin doubted they were lying, given that most of the city seemed to consider him a minor lord, what with the rumors Sirella had spread far and wide.


    A faint scratching caught Estin’s sharp ears even in the noise of the streets and he glanced upwards, seeing movement along the roofs of the buildings.


    A ghoul, he thought in frustration. The creatures showed up every time he left the larger group of Sirella’s people behind. He found it less than surprising that this one had waited until Sirella had left before openly pursuing him. Still, he knew the creature would likely wait until he was out of the street before striking. The undead stalkers seemed averse to exposing their presence to more than one or two people, unless under orders to do otherwise.


    Ignoring the movement above as the walking corpse continued its pursuit, Estin headed straight out to the main gates. There, he stopped and looked back at the city he was leaving, wondering if he had already spent too long looking in one place. Maybe it was time to move into the desert for good. It was always possible that Feanne had taken the kits elsewhere to protect them, maybe as far as the next city, a week or so away.


    Deep down, he had wondered if Feanne had left the city long ago, but kept hoping that she would not risk the kits. That had kept him inside Corraith, expecting to find her hidden away somewhere, possibly living just outside of town. Three months of searching told him that was extremely unlikely. He would have smelled her by this point if she had set foot inside Corraith.


    A faint scent of fox made Estin’s heart race for a second, then it was gone on the winds. He had smelled that at least a dozen times in the last month, but it always evaded him. Estin truly believed he was wishing so hard for his family that he was imagining even their scents.


    Another likely source of the smell, he realized, was one of the old masters of the city, or their families. Sirella had told him once that one council member had been a fox wildling. It was not impossible that some of his kin might still be hiding from Arturis within the city, much the way Estin had.


    He started to move towards the gates again, which were close enough that Estin could have thrown a rock and hit them. When Estin turned to go in that direction though, he very nearly collided with Lorne, who stood in his path, her new set of clothing making her look almost as if she belonged among the elves—though the black and white fur of her face and striped tail still made her stand out.


    “You’re not leaving me with them,” she insisted, her orange eyes narrowing. “If I must be among strangers, you are taking me with you. You are strange enough.”


    “No. Being with me is not safe, Lorne.”


    Estin tried to walk around Lorne, but her tail swept out, cutting off his path. When he attempted to walk away from her in another direction, she hooked her tail without moving her body, trapping him.


    “Why do you want me to bring you so badly?” Estin demanded, turning on her. “Do you have any idea how many people have died following me around? Go! Live your life free.”


    Lorne brought her tail back near her body and studied Estin, crossing her arms over her chest as she did.


    “I am not asking you to be my husband, or mate, or whatever word they use in the lands you are from,” she told him. “I want to be among my own people, not the furless. The closest I’ve ever been to family were the other females that I worked with as handmaidens. Still, I was practically their pet.


    “Please do not leave me with the elf woman. Sooner or later, she’ll get tired of having a seamstress living under her roof and she will put me out. Then, I’ll be no better off than I was when you found me.”


    Estin groaned and scanned the tops of the buildings for any indication that the ghoul was going to strike. Seeing nothing, he had to believe he had some time to get Lorne somewhere safer than the street.


    “You can come with me,” Estin answered after staring Lorne down. She did not falter or blink. “Just do what I say, or you could get killed.”


    With a squeal of joy, Lorne dove at him, throwing her arms around his neck. Estin reflexively tried to pull away, but that just yanked Lorne practically on top of him, her muzzle buried in his neck fur.


    “I promise not to get myself killed,” Lorne told him, without letting go.


    “Or me?”


    “You’re on your own. I’m not standing around to face walking corpses, slavers, or anyone who even looks like a threat. If you don’t run fast enough, that’s on you, Estin.”


    Peeling Lorne’s arms off of his neck, Estin tried to ignore her grin. The entire situation seemed to be a game to her, muting his concerns about being attacked and the fate of his family. Earlier in his life, that smile would have made him laugh or feel better, but now he worried that she was not ready to deal with the world they now lived in.


    A deep part of Estin’s mind nagged him, making him wonder what could have been, had he met Lorne when he was still running from every threat that came his way.


    “Can you fight?” asked Estin.


    Lorne giggled and shook her head.


    “Do you seriously think anyone would teach their daughter’s serving girl to use a weapon? I did not work for fools, Estin. An iron pot or a dinner knife is as close as I came to needing to defend anything more than my so-called honor.”


    “Can you use your claws? Magic? Anything?”


    Lorne just stared at him like he was an idiot.


    “How am I supposed to keep you alive if you cannot even use your claws?” Estin demanded, getting truly concerned. “I can barely keep myself alive.”


    “Then you need to get better,” Lorne told him, patting his arm. “Where are we going?”


    Estin stared at Lorne’s hand as it left his arm, examining the claws. They were thick and meant for climbing trees like his own. Whereas Feanne had always sharpened hers and Estin occasionally did as well, Lorne’s claws were dulled as though she had polished away all the edges. He doubted she could have gotten through his fur if she tried, let alone had any chance of being taught to use them as weapons.


    “What’s the plan?” asked Lorne, turning to gaze over the city that was starting to get busy. “Do you spend your mornings saving orphans, or is it straight to the freeing of slaves?”


    A quick prayer to the voices of the spirits calmed Estin considerably and he began walking towards the gates again.


    “We start by killing the creature that intends to murder us...or at least me...the moment we don’t expect it,” he called over his shoulder. “You coming?”


    Lorne stood still among the gathering crowds of elves that passed by in all directions, until Estin had nearly reached the gates. At last, with a nervous expression, she hurried to catch up.


    “That was a joke, right?” she asked in a hushed whisper, falling in at his side. “The elf girl should do the killing. She has burly shoulders and is very manish. We should not be fighting. I certainly should not be fighting. Maybe we can hire someone? You have money, right?”


    “Then stay down and run towards me if something attacks you,” Estin replied, fighting to suppress a smile. He could only hope that Lorne would get over her obsession with him if she saw the dangers of sticking around. “Whatever you do, don’t run away from me. I don’t want to chase down anything.”


    Eyes practically bulging, Lorne grabbed Estin’s arm and clung to it—her dull claws still managing to dig into the skin of his arm painfully—as they passed through the gates and out into the desert.


    “Why are we going out here?” asked Lorne as she pulled a light muslin hood over her head and ears to shield her from the sun. “Shouldn’t we go back into the city and find somewhere safe?”


    “There is nowhere safe. This thing will follow us anywhere. Better to finish it off and move on.”


    “What is it?” she asked almost immediately, eyes searching the desert, the walls behind them, and even the sky. To Estin’s amusement, the one thing she did not do was sniff for anything unusual. She truly had grown up around the furless races.


    “A ghoul. Corpse that can sniff out its prey. Arturis sends one after me every few days, unless he forgets.”


    Lorne let out a faint terrified squeak and continued looking frantically in all directions, while lowering her head slightly below his.


    Leading the two of them far from the walls, Estin made his way out into the desert. Though the deeper desert was nearly smooth where there were no rocks, this close to the city, the dunes and wind-blown rises of sand created vast canyons and limited visibility. The change of scenery only seemed to panic Lorne more, and she took to keeping one hand clasped to the back of his shirt, as though he might vanish if she lost contact with him.


    After about a thirty minute walk from the gates, Estin stopped and knelt down, taking out his sword and laying it across his lap.


    “New to the deserts?” he asked, trying to learn more about the female that seemed so determined to follow him. He knew the ghoul was coming, but figured he may as well make use of the time. “You mentioned coming from the south.”


    Lorne scowled at him then gave the hills another nervous glance.


    “I don’t know where I was born,” admitted the wildling, her ears turning one way, then the other as she sought some indication of an attack. “The lands far to the south were dry, but not like this. More scrublands and grass plains. That was the first place I remember.”


    A slight movement on one of the sand rises nearby caught Estin’s eye, but he said nothing. After a few seconds, he became convinced that it was nothing more than blowing sand or a small rodent. He even thought he saw the tail of a desert rat vanish into a hole.


    “My family and I are from the mountains,” Estin mused, checking Lorne for any reaction. Like the others he had told that to, her brows furrowed in confusion.


    “I’ve never seen mountains. Do you mean the tall rocks in the southeast? They’re tall, but not mountains. I’ve seen pictures of mountains and they’re very different.”


    “We traveled the mists somehow,” Estin confessed, shifting his tail to keep it from getting baked by the sun. With a flick, he covered it with a thin layer of sand to protect it. “No idea where the mountains are, relative to here. I haven’t found anyone who’s traveled the normal way between here and there.”


    Lorne bent at the waist and stared him in the eyes as if looking for something.


    “You’re lying,” she said finally. “No one travels the mists. They destroy and scatter, but no one comes out alive.”


    “You’ve seen them, then?”


    Ears drooping slightly, she nodded.


    “My first master’s home—most of her lands, as well—were lost to the mists about eight or nine months ago. They had already been fighting a war against the dead for almost two years before that, so I’d been sold to a city called Bashtah, southwest of here, long before the mists got close. Anyone who couldn’t fight was sold or sent away.”


    “We had our own little war about the same time,” Estin explained. He thought back briefly on watching Lantonne overrun by legions of risen corpses, then shook his head to clear the memory. “Things are...different here. Back home, the undead had won. The cities were overrun and most of us who were still alive had fallen back into the mountains to hide.”


    Sitting down cross-legged in front of him, Lorne continued to study his face, as though trying to glean more than he was saying.


    “And you claim mists brought you here?” she asked skeptically.


    “Feanne, the kits, and I got caught...”


    “Kits? Excuse me?”


    “My children.”


    “Kits?” Lorne sat up straight, her tail giving a nervous thrash that sent sand flying. “You actually bred with the fox? How are you still alive?”


    Estin opened his mouth to explain, then was thrown backwards in a tumble as the pale-skinned ghoul leapt at them, tackling Lorne and kicking Estin over.


    Screaming and flailing, Lorne was doing her best to keep the ghoul off of her. This amounted to very little once it got atop her and pinned her arms.


    Though Estin believed it could have clawed or bit at her at any time, the thin creature had her held face-down with its filthy and broken fingertips dug into her throat. It kept its mouth open, ready to bite her shoulder. The corpse’s white eyes stared at him expectantly, challenging him to try and save her.


    “It doesn’t want you,” Estin said slowly, easing himself back onto his feet. “Do not fight it, or it will bite you.”


    The ghoul made a fake lunge with its mouth, brushing Lorne’s shirt with its cracked teeth. She whimpered and shook, making the creature grin all the more. As though enjoying Lorne’s fear, the ghoul stroked the back of her head with its fingers, grinning more broadly as she began crying.


    “What does it want?” she asked shakily, trying to turn her head enough to see, but the ghoul pushed her flat again. “Why is it doing this and not killing me?”


    “It will, once it kills me.”


    Estin got up slowly, standing upright and testing the weight of his sword.


    There was easily ten feet between himself and the ghoul, making it unlikely he could so much as touch the creature before it tore into Lorne. It might not really want her, but he doubted it cared at all about killing extra targets, if it helped finish its mission. Healing her afterwards was entirely possible, but Estin had no desire to let her be badly injured or even killed, based solely on the gamble that he could fix it later.


    “I’m going to run away now, Lorne,” Estin told her, watching the ghoul’s eyes narrow. It understood him.


    “What?” demanded Lorne. “How could you...?”


    “I don’t even know you,” he told her, feeling a slight pang of guilt. He had to make her believe he would do it, or the ghoul would not believe either. “I’d rather keep myself alive.”


    Estin took off, running hard from the ghoul. He counted in his head as he went, trying to pace himself properly and guess at what the ghoul would do. It was something Feanne had made him learn in order to survive the wild animals near Altis. A ghoul was not much different, despite being more dangerous.


    A breath for it to realize he meant what he was doing and get angry about it. Another breath and it would leap off of Lorne to chase him. One more breath and the ghoul would be running at full speed, far faster than Estin. A fourth breath and Estin spun, flinging himself backwards into the sand as the ghoul ran after him on all fours, like an animal.


    Unable to stop in time, the snarling corpse slammed into Estin, rolling across him and away. It slid across the sand and tumbled back onto its hands and knees, hissing angrily.


    Estin swung his sword hard at the ghoul, but the creature grabbed the blade mid-swing. The blade cut deep into the bones of its hand, but the ghoul appeared entirely unconcerned as it stood upright, tugging at the sword, trying to free it from Estin’s grip.


    “Not smart,” Estin growled at the creature, bringing his free hand up, palm-first. “The sword isn’t my best weapon.”


    Bracing himself for the rush of the spirits’ voices in his head, Estin drew together his magic, forming a bright light in his mind. This particular pattern he knew was highly destructive to the walking dead and had saved him more than once over the last few years. He could only do it a few times a day without exhausting himself, so he tended to save it for moments like this one.


    The voices that came to him from the use of his magic took to their more traditional background whispering, rather than the more recent intelligible conversation, making the spell far easier to form.


    Power coalesced into reality and though it felt it took seconds in his mind, Estin knew that the entire process had been nearly instantaneous, or the ghoul would have killed him while he created the spell. With a flash of energy, the creature flew backwards, tossing Estin’s sword aside into the dune beside them both.


    Charred and shaking, the ghoul crawled back to its feet as Estin picked up his sword. The creature hissed, looking around for an escape route.


    “Go tell your master that I’m getting tired of this game,” Estin told the ghoul, pointing his sword at its face.


    At first pawing at its face, rubbing off the burned flesh there, the ghoul finally looked up and stared at the sword, then past it at Estin. Screeching, the creature lunged, impaling its chest on the sword as it reached for Estin’s face.


    That was not exactly the reaction Estin had hoped for and found himself stumbling backwards, trying to free his weapon. When he could not, Estin kicked the ghoul’s midsection and released the hilt of the sword, letting the snarling ghoul tumble away with it.


    Flicking his hand out at the ghoul, Estin pulled together a simpler bit of magic that was similar to the first, but less taxing, hoping it would be enough to finish off the injured creature. The magic flickered, then the ghoul stopped, staggering slightly before collapsing.


    “That is why you shouldn’t be following me around,” Estin said over his shoulder at Lorne as he yanked his sword free of the body. The weapon made a sickly slurp as it came free, leaving a trail of thick black blood. “These come after me too often for me to be watching after someone else.”


    Abruptly, the ghoul lurched and caught Estin by the ankle, knocking him over backwards. It was on him in a second, its claws biting deep into the fur of his chest and shoulders, tearing through his shirt and leaving bleeding scratches. Almost before he could feel the sting of the cuts, Estin felt the burn of the ghoul’s poisonous touch.


    Estin’s limbs felt heavy as he drove his knee over and over into the ghoul’s side, until it stopped clawing at his chest to try and grab his leg. When it did, Estin hooked his long tail around, looping the ghoul’s shoulders to yank it off of him.


    Rolling slowly to his side, Estin tried to pick up his sword but failed, the hilt sliding through his rapidly-numbing fingers. The ghoul hissed at him, rising to its full height above him.


    Nearby, Lorne let out a shout, drawing a snarl and glance from the ghoul. It studied her briefly, then looked back at Estin. Then, silently, the ghoul bounded away, disappearing over a sandy rise as Estin collapsed.


    “You’re hurt,” gasped Lorne, appearing over Estin as he struggled to make his legs move. “We need to get back to town.”


    “Can’t,” Estin grunted, his jaw frozen as the ghoul’s poison limited his movement. “Need help. Poison in its touch.”


    Lorne slid her arm under his shoulders, hoisting him upright on his unsteady and mostly-rigid legs. She held him there briefly, making sure he could at least support a little of his own weight before beginning to practically carry him towards the city.


    “Can you talk?” she asked him, struggling to keep him limping forward.


    “Yes,” Estin managed to eke out, though the words were thick. His tongue felt as though it were barely working now.


    “How long have you been doing this?” Lorne inquired. “I can’t imagine doing this once, but you said this keeps happening.”


    “Three months,” he said, though the words sounded to him more like, “Tuh murph.”


    Apparently understanding, Lorne nodded and walked on for a little while, getting them well on their way back to the city, before asking, “What happens when you find your family?”


    “We run before the kits are hurt,” Estin answered, finding his jaw to be working slightly again. Words were getting easier as his body dealt with the toxins the ghoul had inflicted him with. “It was why I left them in the first place.”


    Lorne stopped.


    “You left your family to protect them?” she inquired softly, then started walking again, but more slowly.


    “Yes. The youngest three kits had just been born. I couldn’t risk anything happening.”


    “Where will you go now? I heard you tell Sirella that you were leaving.”


    Estin shrugged, then smiled at the idea that he could again. His steps were getting surer as they went, but he still needed Lorne’s support to be overly steady.


    “I have to find them. If I know Feanne—my mate—she’s probably taken them into the most dangerous part of the desert she can find. She’s always felt safer in the wilderness than the city.”


    Lorne brought them to a halt, now within sight of the city gates in the distance.


    “Then we’re going the wrong way,” she noted. “Not that we have supplies. We should go back and get what we need to travel.”


    “I have supplies hidden out in an old den. I was going to go there when you insisted on following me.”


    “I still insist,” Lorne pointed out. “If you and I are the only ones of our kind in these lands, I want to at least meet the female that you’re with. I might be able to give her some pointers for how to put you in your place. She should be interesting from what little you’ve said.”


    “Interesting is a good way to put it. If we do find her, please let me do the talking until she decides you’re not prey.”


    Lorne’s eyes widened.


    “What have you gone and done, Estin?” she mused, shaking her head. “Every instinct is telling me to get far, far away from you, but when you say things like that, I just want to know more.”


    “Go with your instincts, Lorne. How are you not running after being attacked by a ghoul?”


    “I was raised in human lands, so I don’t do that instinct thing unless I’m in immediate danger,” Lorne admitted, smiling at him. “When you have idiots for masters who whip you one day for spilling milk, then expect you to be pleasant and gracious to their house guests the next, you learn to recover quickly.


    “By the way, very nice work with your tail. You’ll have to show me what else you can do with it.”


    “I’m still mated, Lorne. There’s nothing you can do to tempt me.”


    “Don’t care if you are. As long as you’re here, she’s not, and there isn’t a more entertaining male to harass, you’re getting my full attention. Find me a better male to pester and I’ll leave you alone. Now lead the way.”


    Estin glowered briefly then turned and walked into the desert, Lorne following close behind.


    


    *


    


    That night, Estin made one more circle around the old den to search for any pursuers. He kept catching a faint scent on the wind that seemed familiar, but it was mingled with another that was foreign to him. Shaking his head in annoyance, he went back into the den, covering the entrance with a sheet of canvas that would catch the sands and conceal the den’s location from anyone who was looking for them.


    As he entered, silhouetted in the light of a small candle bowl, he found Lorne moving slowly around the tiny cave on her knees, sniffing at the packed areas where he, Feanne, and the kits had slept. At Estin’s arrival, Lorne stopped and tried to look more dignified, smoothing her skirt and taking a seat.


    “Find anything interesting?” asked Estin, sitting down across from the room’s cold and dark fire pit.


    Looking slightly embarrassed, Lorne nonetheless answered, “I did. Since you had been a little evasive about your mate...”


    “Because she and the kits are none of your business.”


    “...which is natural for you to think. I’m not trying to replace them, Estin.”


    They stared at each other a long time in silence, until Lorne cleared her throat and smoothed her skirt again.


    “I wanted to know how dangerous she was,” admitted Lorne quietly. “The whole ‘kits’ thing had me on edge.”


    “And what did you learn?” he asked, leaning back against the wall.


    “She’s not a local breed of fox, but something of that ilk. Given how mild the ones here are rumored to be, the mention of a fox didn’t mean much in and of itself. Could definitely have been worse. I was concerned that you were with a tiger or leopard.”


    “A what?”


    “Hunting cats. They don’t exist around here, either.”


    “Like a lion?”


    “Sort of, yes.”


    Estin smiled broadly.


    “Feanne’s mother was part lioness and her father was a fox.”


    An almost imperceptible tremor went across Lorne’s face before she could hide it.


    “I’m sure she’s quite nice,” was the best she could muster, her jaw barely moving as she spoke.


    “She was our pack leader back home,” Estin went on, almost without thinking about it. “Feanne had to fight to keep the wolves and bears from rebelling against her. They didn’t think she was strong enough to lead...especially when she chose to be with me.”


    “But you are prey to their kind. Why did she…never mind, I’m not sure I want to know.”


    “It wasn’t easy,” Estin said with a laugh. “Her mother insisted on having her train me to fight like their breeds. It was a requirement before she would teach me to heal others. That gave us time to get to know each other.”


    Lorne frowned and looked around at the bedding, then back to the candle.


    “You wonder why I find you fascinating enough to follow,” she told him, pulling her tail into her lap in a large pile of fur. “I have never known one of us who could use magic for more than lighting a candle. You have that and you are comfortable among the predators. This is not normal, but it is intriguing.”


    “Normal is a lie, Lorne. Knowing what to do by instinct tells us who nature thinks we should be, but what does it really mean for our survival?”


    “What does bedding down with and having children with someone who would kill you out of her own instincts do for your survival?”


    “It teaches me to be stronger than my instincts so that I can protect my family, as though I were no different from the predators. To the Turessians—Arturis included—we are all prey. I would rather be who I am, mated to someone who will never fully understand my instincts, but accepts me anyway, then to be prey to one more creature in this world.”


    Running her fingers across the fur of her tail to brush out the sand that had gotten caught there, Lorne nodded knowingly.


    “You’ve thought things through. I’d rather keep away from all forms of danger, even if they want to share my bed, but this seems to work for you. That, I can respect.”


    “Glad I got your respect on that, otherwise I might not have been able to sleep,” Estin joked wryly, curling up on the hard ground.


    A minute later, he was jarred from near-sleep with the realization that Lorne was sitting practically over him, watching him doze off.


    “Sorry,” she told him, looking sincerely concerned as she wrung her hands. “I really am not trying to make you uncomfortable. I just have never actually been alone. I had the other handmaidens when I was young, then fellow slaves—or overly touchy masters—after that. I really don’t know how to be alone.”


    Grumbling in his throat, Estin patted the ground alongside him.


    “This is nothing more than sleep,” he said firmly as Lorne curled up beside him.


    “I know. I’m sorry about last night, but it was the only way I could think of to be close to another wildling without admitting I can’t sleep alone. I could see Sirella would find it amusing, so I used that to try and get my way.”


    Estin closed his eyes and tried not to think how bad the situation would look if Feanne returned. Still, he would rather have to face that argument with her then not to have her around. For the moment, he would allow Lorne her limited comforts.


    At first, Estin thought that having another female so close would put him ill at ease, but he found his mind drifting to his long-lost family as he neared sleep. The scent of another of his kind reminded him of his mother and sister, rocking him to sleep as a child.


    


    *


    


    Waking early, Estin groaned as sunlight poured in on him from the open entrance to the den. The realization that they might be under attack made him snap fully awake, searching the room for movement.


    Estin was alone in the dawn light that came through the ajar canvas tarp.


    Frantic, he sniffed and looked around, trying to figure out what had happened. Lorne’s scent was faint, as though she had left several hours earlier.


    Thinking perhaps he had been tricked and Lorne was gone, Estin ran outside, nearly tripping over Lorne as he did. The female sat in a shady area, sipping water from a clay cup that had not been in the den when Estin had gone to sleep. She looked up slowly at him, smiling.


    “Nice of you to wake up.”


    Estin checked the slopes around the area of the den, trying to determine if anyone had come or gone. Faintly, he could make out Lorne’s tracks returning, though her departing footprints had already faded from the sand, blown away by the wind.


    “Where did you go?”


    Frowning and taking another sip of her water before answering, Lorne told him, “I went back to town. You didn’t have enough water here for a long journey into the deserts. While I was there, I found a few other things we needed.”


    “We had no money.”


    Lorne giggled faintly.


    “No, you had no money…I searched your bags to be sure. I had my wits yet. All it takes is a few tears, a little dirt on the face, and you can easily collect enough coins to buy most things.”


    “You have no shame?”


    She looked up at him, her annoyed gaze reminding him of Feanne.


    “I was a slave, Estin. My own master forgot to feed me most days. Begging is merely asking someone in a different way. It’s not like I stole anything.”


    Remembering his own days as a thief, Estin let the topic drop and sat down nearby.


    Near Lorne’s pawed feet, he saw a small pile of miscellaneous goods. Most of it consisted of canteens that were strapped to each other for ease of carrying. There were also two swords in sheaths, as well as a small stack of clothing, tied into bundles with string.


    “How does one beg their way into weapons?” Estin asked, poking the hilt of a sword with his toe-claw.


    “I got those for you,” Lorne told him, though she watched the drifting sands, her eyes lost in thought. “You broke one freeing me, so I felt it was the least I could do.”


    “Do I want to know how you could afford them? Weapons are very expensive in Corraith.”


    Her shoulders bounced in a silent laugh.


    “Found a blacksmith—elven man who is getting a little grey around the edges—who has a thing for wildlings. I doubt he could touch his own peoples’ women without thinking of one of ours. Males with fetishes are far easier to coax into following orders than most. A swish or two of the tail and his full attention is yours…or rather, mine.”


    Estin felt sick, looking down at the weapons, then back to Lorne.


    “You never need to do something like that for me,” he told her firmly. “You’re not a slave anymore. You don’t have to give yourself…”


    Blinking, Lorne finally turned to look fully at Estin, her glare making his words fail him.


    “I wouldn’t. Teasing is one thing, touching is quite another. An elf? Do you think that little of me? I just flounced around and convinced him that I would be beaten if I didn’t find a way to buy weapons.”


    “I didn’t know how much you are willing to put yourself on the line.”


    Lorne seemed to accept that and went back to looking at the desert.


    “I will risk myself no more than I have to. You’ll put your neck out to lure flesh-hungry corpses into the open, but I don’t know you well enough to do more than a little begging on your behalf, Estin. I certainly would not bed an elf just to impress you, even on a bet.”


    Minutes passed and Estin finally picked up the swords, tying them to his belt before hoisting a pack filled with water and food. When Lorne did not move, Estin turned and began trudging up the hill away from the den.


    “Where are you going?” Lorne asked, stopping Estin halfway up the hill.


    “I honestly don’t know yet.”


    Lorne sipped at the last bit of water in her cup picked up a satchel of her own, before coming up the hill slowly behind Estin.


    “Let’s start with the obvious,” she told him, stopping alongside him. “Do you know for sure that they’re alive?”


    “I have to believe…”


    “I’ll stop you right there, Estin. What you just said was ‘no.’”


    Estin’s heart sank, making his chest ache, but he said nothing. Lowering his gaze to the ground at his feet, he tried not to think about his family’s corpses.


    “You would be amazed what a slave can learn by keeping her head and tail low,” Lorne continued, using a finger to lift Estin’s muzzle.


    “I cannot help you know where to look if they are alive, but would you like to be certain whether or not they’re dead?”


    Estin furrowed his brows and stared at the female, searching her face for any deceit. There was none that he could see. She appeared sincere.


    “How could you know for certain?” he asked.


    Beginning to walk past him, Lorne talked over her shoulder, forcing Estin to follow.


    “The gypsy camp was not attacked just because they would not be missed, as I’ve heard Sirella say. That was part of it, I’m sure, but the truth is that they found something they should not have. I think that’s the real reason for the attack.”


    “How do you know this?” he demanded, hurrying to get back to her side.


    “I was part of the scouting group that found it,” Lorne answered with a smile. “When I got sick of my chains, I would convince people of my skills at one thing or another. That day, I was one of three slaves who claimed to be skilled trackers. After all, how hard could it be?”


    “Can you track?”


    “I can barely find food on a shelf, even with a nose this size,” she giggled, tapping her muzzle with her palm. “You’d be amazed how many humans believe that we are all bloodhounds, just because of the fur. Make a few snuffling noises and they will follow you anywhere. I’m not even sure the others could track, either.”


    “What did you find and who knows?”


    Lorne shrugged as she walked, occasionally glancing at the sky or the hills, then turned slightly.


    “The only ones who knew are probably dead,” she told him. Briefly, Lorne stopped and squinted at the horizon before setting off again. “Arturis knows, but I’d rather not talk with him about it.”


    “You met him?” Estin asked, grabbing Lorne to stop her. “How are you alive?”


    “I ran. Quickly. The others with me were not nearly so lucky.”


    Estin began to put the pieces together as Lorne set off again.


    “So you think he went after the gypsies because he followed you back?”


    “Yes. I have no doubts at all.”


    “What did you find?”


    Lorne smiled and hurried her pace, but refused to say anything further.


    They walked for hours, stopping only long enough for Lorne to catch her breath and take a few sips of water before they set off again. When Lorne at last slowed their pace, Estin noted that it was afternoon, however Lorne was looking around, trying to find something. It seemed as if they had not ended where she intended.


    “It was near here,” she said, mostly to herself, as she padded down several dunes. “I’m sure of it.”


    “How can you tell one place from another?” Estin asked, looking around at the endless hills of sand in all directions. He was as good as lost and he knew it. About all he could say for certain was that he was west or northwest of the city. “There are no landmarks.”


    “There are, you just need to know that you’re looking for something general, not specifics,” she explained, kicking a plume of sand in frustration. “Which is why I can’t find what I’m looking for. I can tell by time of day and the look of the area that we’re close, but that is the best I can do.”


    Estin began working his way around the dunes, trying to help as best he could, even as Lorne swore nearby. With each valley she checked, she grew more and more agitated. Soon, she apparently gave up entirely, simply standing on one dune, glaring at the whole of the desert with arms crossed over her chest.


    Coming around another hill, Estin was going to ask what he was looking for when he found himself staring straight at it.


    Hidden by the shifting sands around it, a stone doorway lay nestled in the side of a dune. The door was slightly open, as though it had been sealed at one time and now did not quite fit into its frame. There were no details on the frame itself, though the stone was deeply etched by sand that had beaten against it for many years.


    “Are we looking for a large stone door?” he asked loudly, peeking around the edge of the door and sniffing at the opening.


    “Yes!” cried Lorne, leaping from the hilltop. She stumbled to a stop alongside Estin, grinning broadly as she pulled up her skirt to keep from tripping over it. “This is it.”


    Without waiting for Estin, Lorne grabbed at the edge of the door, tugging at it until it inched open slightly. To Estin’s amazement, she slid into the darkness through the tiny opening. He never would have thought it large enough for any humanoid to get through.


    Estin put one foot up on the doorframe, yanking it open a little wider. Once the opening was large enough he thought he could get through without having to wedge himself, Estin squeezed through and into the cooler dark beyond.


    The cave Estin entered was nearly pitch black, aside from the light spilling in behind him. It took him almost a full minute to adjust, letting his eyes grow slowly accustomed to the lack of blazing sunlight. Once they did, he could faintly make out a tunnel that led forward and then sloped downwards into an inky blackness even his eyes could not penetrate.


    As she popped back into the entryway, Lorne’s eyes glowed faintly orange. She gestured frantically to him, then darted back into the darkness.


    Estin walked slowly forward, trying to keep from tripping over the uneven stones set into the floor. For a short distance, he was able to see, but soon the dark was complete enough that his eyes could pick up nothing. Several steps farther, Estin was able to faintly see the dim glow of lighting again.


    With each step, the glow ahead of him grew a little brighter, until Estin was able to walk comfortably again. The light was coming from small patches of palely glowing moss that grew along the walls of the tunnel. The farther he moved away from the heat of the surface, the thicker the moss grew, and thus the more light filled the hallway.


    Estin was certain that the light in the tunnel was still dim enough that he could have easily lost a human or elven pursuer. Despite this, his eyes soon adjusted enough that he could see the white stripes of Lorne’s tail twenty feet ahead of him. The rings were easy for him to follow, bouncing with each step she took.


    Suddenly, Lorne’s tail vanished as she turned off the main tunnel. Estin walked faster, soon reaching the place where he had last seen her. When he looked to either side, he found that the hall had opened up into a larger cavern, though the ceiling had not risen much.


    “Lorne?” he whispered, listening intently, but hearing only dripping water at first. Then, there was a footstep not far away.


    “Sorry, I had to be sure he wasn’t here,” explained Lorne, appearing from the shadows off to his left. “Last time, Arturis was here when we arrived. He hid until we had explored, then ambushed us.”


    Lorne grabbed Estin’s hand and pulled him deeper into the large room, leading him around mounds that he could not quite make out. They soon reached a long table that could have been made of anything for all Estin could see in the dim light.


    “Hold still while I find the torches,” warned Lorne, patting his hand before disappearing again.


    Seconds later, the room exploded in comparatively-intense light as a torch was lit nearby. While Estin’s eyes adjusted, Lorne lit two more torches using the first, then came back to his side.


    “This is what I wanted to show you,” she explained, motioning broadly in all directions as she leaned against the stone table they had stopped beside. “This is why Sirella and others fight against Arturis, even if they don’t know it. It is also where your family would be if Arturis found them.”


    Estin looked around slowly, his eyes widening and his ears flattening out in fear as he saw hundreds of corpses piled in jumbled mounds on one side of the room. On the other side, he found dozens of makeshift tables or biers, each with one or two bodies on it. None of the corpses were moving…yet…but Estin’s panic deepened as he realized that they would have to go past most of the bodies to leave.


    “What is this?” he asked, unable to find further words. The farther out he looked, the more bodies he saw. Some among them were the colors of the gypsies who had died during Arturis’ latest attack.


    Picking up a large book from the table behind her, Lorne opened it and paged through it briefly. Finding something specific, she moved a cloth bookmark to that page and then held the book out to Estin.


    “Read for yourself. The bookmarked page is what I found during the last visit. The rest is beyond my understanding.”


    Estin took the book gingerly, unable to look at it for more than a few seconds before searching the room again for movement. Each time he looked around, he tried to spot familiar shades of fox-red, but he had not seen anything similar just yet.


    “I’ll watch them,” Lorne promised, touching Estin’s hand gently. “Read it.”


    Opening the book first to a place near the beginning, he found roughly-sketched maps. At first glance, he thought them to be of the deserts surrounding Corraith, but he quickly realized they covered vast sections of the region, including paths and roads to nearby cities. Other, more distant regions were also heavily documented by the maps. Several of the newer maps were copies of the ones Estin had secured for Arturis months earlier.


    Skimming past the maps, Estin then turned to a point in the book where a cloth marker was placed. Once there, Estin sped over the text until he found a section that stood out to him.


    


    
      Attempts to create more of my kind are proving futile. The blessing of immortality like my own is nearly beyond my reach to grant to others. A willing target before their death is difficult enough, but the dead are impossible without finding a new region of healing magic.

    


    
      

    


    
      Who would have thought that the circles of healing we kept in every major building in days past would now be the key to my peoples’ final rise to their rightful place in this dying world, or that they would be the one thing we lack in that effort?

    


    
      

    


    
      Then again, there still must be more in these old stone vaults than I have found. Perhaps I will not need the old circles to work, if I can find what was hidden here. West of the city is pointless, as most of the tunnels are collapsed…I had not realized that they had earthquakes out here, but now I know it all too well. Perhaps the northern crypts still hold something of value.

    


    
      

    


    
      Turess would roll over in his grave if he knew how far these lands have fallen from the ancient days.

    


    
      

    


    
      Ancestors grant me the strength to complete the task my brethren set before me.

    


    
      

    


    
      Bitterness is one emotion I doubted I would feel during this century, but I was wrong. So many viable brethren to join the new empire of Turessi, but they lay so still and lifeless. Not one has been properly trained or educated on their role in the one true society. Even if I find a way to bring them into the family, it will take me years…maybe decades…to bring them up to my degree of skill in the arts we require of our newest members.

    


    
      

    


    
      For now, I will sort those who had to fall, finding those worthy of our gift. As much as I detest mindless zombies, those who are no more worthy than slaves will need to be raised as such to further my searching—that, at least, I can do on my own in such vast abundance. Some, I will continue raising as ghouls, as these have proven far more useful, if only to taunt that useless wildling twit that Varra so wished to have join us.

    


    
      

    


    
      I have yet to decide if he is being punished for my own reasons, or out of spite for Varra’s incompetence. Either way, the games continue.

    


    
      

    


    
      Maddening! Before long, I will have filled my little home with the bodies of those I wish to call brothers and sisters, yet they will continue to dry slowly in the desert air…

    


    


    Estin stared in disbelief at the book, then back to the long rows of bodies. Now that he knew what he was looking at, he saw that every man and woman on a table was arranged respectfully, as though they were a relative about to be laid to rest.


    Numbly, Estin set aside the book and began walking among the small tables. He passed them slowly, taking in the morbid details of each.


    Every body showed signs of a violent death, often bearing the marks of a zombie’s teeth or a weapon-wound. All of the wounds had been cleaned though, and whatever horror the dead had witnessed had been soothed away on their faces, leaving them peaceful. Some had even had their wounds sewn shut and cleaned, as though the act would benefit them in some way.


    After several tables, Estin noticed that there were small parchment notes on the chest of each body. They had been set under a pebble on every corpse, as though to keep them from being lost by accident, or blown away.


    Picking up one such note, Estin turned it over in his hand to see that a single line of text was scribbled on it.


    “Mighty warrior…died bravely. Should rise as a knight.”


    Estin turned to the next-closest body, picking up the note that had been on the woman’s shoulder.


    “Noble healer…died protecting others. Will rise to heal Turessian faithful.”


    Setting back down the notes, Estin turned to Lorne, who stood where he had left her. A look of sympathy was on her face, as though she understood what he was feeling. Likely, she did, as she had come here and witnessed all of it herself.


    “He’s trying to create a legion of creatures like him,” Estin whispered, barely believing that such a thing was possible. He had feared for one or two Turessians, but an army was beyond his worst nightmares.


    “No,” Lorne corrected, “he’s creating a family. That and…”


    Her words trailed off as Lorne looked back towards the other side of the room. The droop in her tail told Estin there was more to her thoughts than sadness at seeing corpses.


    Another cursory glance around the well-treated bodies revealed that the majority were elven or human—which made sense given that they were the dominant races in Corraith. A spattering of dwarves and a single orc were present as well. After searching the bodies a little harder, he found a paltry few fae-kin and a pair of ogres near the far wall.


    The clothing of the fallen ranged from those of a pauper to the gleaming silks of nobility. These were people from all walks of life, who Arturis wished to make into his equals. Unlike traditional society, his view of who was worthy was far more balanced for the most part.


    Walking past Lorne, Estin made his way to the far side of the room, which was shockingly different. Whereas the first section was neat and respectful, this area appeared as if Arturis had actually thrown the bodies here. The piles of corpses were actually quite random, in places the result of the thrown bodies hitting others and stopping there.


    The first telling thing about the dead in that area that caught Estin’s attention was the outfits. Most of these corpses had been laborers and servants. That much he could make out from the style of clothing, as well as the calloused hands of many. There might be as many poor folk in the other section of the room, but these were most likely the uneducated and untrained.


    It was then that Estin realized that more than half the bodies in that area were either halflings or wildlings. These were the races that anyone from Altis—or Turessi, Estin realized from things he had been told in the past—would have seen as slaves by virtue of their race alone. Another check of the well-kept bodies showed him that there were none of those races among them at all.


    “These,” said Lorne, walking past Estin to kneel beside a mangled heap of fur and exposed bone, “were my friends.”


    Lorne let her hand roam near each body as she spoke, but she was careful not to touch them. Sorrow was one thing, but exposing herself to gore seemed quite another.


    “Niessel came with me from my birth lands—a fellow handmaiden. An amazing singer and a lovely halfling lady. Had she been born elsewhere, she could have been nobility, of that I’m sure. Here in Corraith, her skills could have made her singularly wealthy.


    “That one, he was a good male—a badger, though you cannot tell anymore. Rinvet treated us well and kept us safe from other slaves who were not so kind, or tried to be a little too friendly. He was the one who shielded me from Arturis when we came here.


    “Over there is Escon,” she continued, pointing to another body nearby. “She was a vulture wildling. She found the deserts quite pleasant, though her sense of humor was…odd.”


    Estin hung his head as Lorne went on a little longer, identifying fellow slaves and even a taskmaster that she had reasonably fond memories of. Even after she went silent, he let her kneel by the corpses, staring sadly at them.


    “Do you like my museum of the fallen?” came a smooth voice from somewhere nearby, making Estin jump.


    Lorne let out a shriek and flattened out on the ground, trying to stay below the height of the corpse piles.


    “Show yourself,” Estin ordered, drawing his swords slowly. The ring of metal on the leather sheaths rang through the cavern. “This is only a game for you, Arturis.”


    “So true,” answered the Turessian from somewhere nearby. His voice’s echo in the room made it impossible for Estin to pinpoint him. “I do enjoy this game, though. Now why is it that every time I leave this place for a few hours, I come back to find it infested with wildlings? Are your kind so overpopulated that you seek death?”


    Estin glanced down at Lorne and she gave him a terrified “what now” stare in return.


    “I figured since your ghouls hadn’t been able to kill me, I should stop by and thank you for the exercise,” remarked Estin, trying to sound jovial. He could not even convince himself that the words sounded even vaguely like anything more than an attempt to buy time. “Did you bring me another? That last one was looking pretty bad when I let it limp away.”


    “Oh, it’s you,” Arturis said with a bellowing laugh. “You know your kind are difficult for me to recognize. I had thought you were just another little vermin trying to scavenge off of my collection. Who would have thought that you were an old friend?


    “What was your name again, slave? Endin? Ostin? It was something that your parents came up with to make you sound Altisian, even if you were just unwanted baggage for the city.”


    Tucking one sword under his arm, Estin unfocused his mind, letting the voices of the spirits whisper across his consciousness. Funneling their energy into his fingertips, he ran the pads of his fingers along one sword, then the other, leaving a faint glow along the metal. He had previously found the effect cut through undead rather nicely and hoped that it might serve against Arturis as well. Anything was worth a try.


    “Would that you were born to a better lineage, wildling,” Arturis told him, this time the voice seeming to come from another direction. “Magic like that is not so common these days. Your resourcefulness and stubbornness would have made you a fine Turessian…if I could have tolerated you as one of my people. I’ve offered it to you and waited, yet you spurn the few chances you will have.


    “The girl that wanted to change you, who I’ve humored to this point, was an imbecile,” mused Arturis. Then he laughed. “That child likely could not have made you much more than the zombies we send to do our chores, anyway. It takes an elder to make one of our kind that is worth keeping around for a few centuries. I simply need you to accept the gift before your heart stops, or you will have to wait with all the others for the day when I can raise a legion.”


    Estin turned again, trying to make sure that Arturis was not sneaking around him somewhere along the edges of the room, where the light was faint. When he did, he found that Lorne was gone.


    “What amuses me is that I can still see those last moments of Varra’s life in her own mind, before she managed to block the rest of us out. I will always wonder how that child managed to obsess over you to the point of ignoring that fox as it snuck up on her, yet it was so vivid, even without being able to use her eyes…”


    Estin clenched his jaw. Previously, Arturis had not known what his mate looked like, giving him a degree of assurance in her safety. If he had figured it out, Feanne and the kits would be a target for the crazed man.


    “A fox,” noted Arturis, this time sounding closer. “Why would a fox defend you at the risk of her own life? Were you a meal to be saved for later, I wonder? Or maybe…oh my. This does change things, my little vermin friend. I believe my ghouls have been looking for all the wrong things. A shame for the gypsies, but at least it’s been resolved now.”


    Estin fought to keep himself calm, to seek that instinct deep down that he had grown up with: the instinct to run when someone threatened him. Instead, all he saw in his mind was Feanne and the kits being hurt or killed by Arturis’ minions, and in that instant all of the anger, the violence, and the training to be more like the predatory breeds rose to the surface, blinding Estin to any other choice but to fight. He just needed something to aim that anger at.


    Movement at Estin’s side gave him a target.


    Turning quickly, Estin used the momentum to swing his sword as hard as he could, hoping to at least slow Arturis with his first strike. Instead, he realized that Lorne was the source of the sound, having backed nearly into Estin.


    Slapping his sword flat against his arm to keep the momentum of the weapon from cutting the female practically in half, Estin stumbled to maintain his balance and regain control of his sword. Though the weapon very nearly flew from his hand, Estin managed to stop himself, with Lorne still unaware how close she had come to being skewered.


    “So there is some fight in you, yet,” came Arturis’ voice at his ear as iron-like hands closed on Estin’s shoulders.


    Estin tried to pull free, but within seconds he was airborne, thrown hard to one side. He crashed into the dry stinking bodies of the dead, his swords clattering away somewhere nearby. Pain lanced through his hip and leg, which had healed badly months earlier, injured in a fall escaping from Turessians near Altis.


    A snap and a crack accompanied Lorne’s scream behind Estin, the sound of her body thumping into a pile of corpses making it all too clear where Arturis had attacked next. She was hurt and had no way to defend herself…not that he did, either.


    Rolling to his feet, Estin rushed at the black robed man, leaping onto Arturis’ back as the Turessian stood over Lorne. She was not moving and blood spread on the floor from the side of her face that he could not see.


    Estin tore into Arturis’ back, digging his claws through the man’s robes and tearing at the muscle and bone. With each rake of his fingers, Estin watched the flesh open, covering his hands with blood, but the wound would close before he could strike again. In desperation as Arturis clumsily reached back to grab for him, Estin bit down on the Turessian’s neck, trying to drive his teeth into the bones there.


    Finally, Arturis managed to catch Estin’s tail, then his leg, tugging hard enough that Estin’s limbs went numb. Still, he clung with his claws locked onto the man’s shoulder blades and teeth clamped onto his spine.


    “Enough of this!” roared Arturis, yanking Estin free by the ankle. “Are you quite done yet, slave?”


    Hanging upside-down by the foot, Estin stared down Arturis, while rolling a piece of bone around in his mouth. Spitting, he managed to bounce it off of the man’s face, giving Estin at least some sense of accomplishment.


    “Yeah, I think I’m done,” he confessed, trying to find some position that did not make his whole leg throb. Given the vice-like grip on his ankle, Estin doubted he would find one. “Now comes the killing?”


    “Yes, now comes the killing. Just this once, I’ll give you what you want.”


    Knowing there was nothing left that he could do, Estin closed his eyes and waited, as the blood began pounding in his head from the awkward position.


    An explosion shook the cave and Estin tried to look around to see what had happened. As he did, Arturis released his ankle, forcing Estin to roll or land on his head.


    Flipping over as he came down on the uneven floor, Estin grabbed Lorne, tossing her over his shoulder as he began running. He slid as he cleared a pile of bodies, bringing himself to a stop just long enough to scoop up his swords that lay nearby using his tail, before running again, the heavy weapons making his tail nearly drag on the floor.


    “I don’t know what that was all about, but we’re not coming back here,” Estin whispered to Lorne as he reached the edge of the room and began the trek up the dark hallway.


    Though she still hung limply, Lorne’s groan in reply gave Estin some hope that there was life left in her. A little life was all he needed to make her well again, once they were safe.


    “Hold on, Lorne.”


    Despite being blind in the short section of tunnel, Estin kept running, even when he clipped his shoulder on the rough walls. Once outside in the blistering desert heat, he turned and kicked the door as hard as he could, slamming the stone back into place.


    Estin flicked his tail to toss aside his swords, clenching his jaw as he felt the blades slice across the thin skin halfway down his tail.


    “We don’t have long before he comes after us again,” Estin told Lorne as he sat her down on the sands. When he lifted her right eyelid, however, he could see by her unfocused eye that he was really just talking to himself.


    Checking her pulse and her breathing, Estin found that Lorne was weak, but not dying. More likely than not, he thought, the blow to her head had knocked her unconscious, and the blood-loss was taking its toll.


    Estin turned Lorne’s head slowly, wincing as he saw the damage to the left side of her face. It had not been the fall that had caused much of anything.


    Where Arturis had slapped her, his fingers had left long gashes through fur and flesh. Her jaw line was mangled as if struck by a mace, with teeth splayed oddly, telling him that much of her jaw and cheek bones were shattered. Her eye had already swollen shut, covered with matted gore that kept him from knowing if she had also lost the eye. Had Arturis hit her any harder or at a different angle, Estin guessed that her neck would have been broken.


    It was then that Estin saw the blood on his own arm and hands, thinking at first that it was from Lorne. As he watched though, blood dripped off his elbow.


    Checking himself, Estin found that his shoulder was bleeding profusely from where he had hit the wall on his way out of the tunnels. Additionally, he found that his ankle and foot were covered in fresh blood from where Arturis had held him. Somehow, none of it hurt yet. Soon enough, he was willing to bet it would hurt a lot.


    Far below the sands, Estin felt a rumble of another explosion and instantly forgot about his wounds.


    Estin knew he had precious little time before Arturis dealt with whatever was happening and came after them. Likewise, he also had very little time to help Lorne before her injuries could only be minimized, rather than outright healed. That gave him a short window to help her before they would need to run again and having her run under her own power would make that far easier.


    Cradling Lorne’s broken head in his hands, Estin closed off his mind to the distant rumbles and the howling winds that had picked up across the desert. The heat and his own pain faded first as his concentration slowly allowed him to center himself.


    Voices rose from the dark of his mind, whispering amongst themselves in the unsettling drone he had long ago learned to ignore. The louder voices that had plagued him lately were also there, but blended in among the others, making it far easier to concentrate.


    Energy flared and Estin felt his own strength wane slightly. Under his hands, the blood-loss slowed, then the structure of the bone and flesh began to shift as teeth returned to the correct positions and the wounds themselves closed. In seconds, the gruesome injury had faded to a section of fresh pink skin with a fine layer of short new fur. Had she been another race, there would have been a visible scar, but Estin thought she might be free of even that reminder of the injury.


    “Lorne,” he said, patting her other cheek to try and rouse her. “Wake up.”


    Groaning, Lorne moved but did not come fully awake.


    “I wouldn’t want to get up, either,” noted Estin.


    He quickly slid his swords back into their sheaths then picked up Lorne again. Checking the door a final time, he took off at a full run into the desert, hoping to get some distance between them and Arturis.


    If Estin was lucky, Arturis would be busy for a little while with whatever had happened down in the chamber. But he wasn’t counting on it.


    


    *


    


    It took until the night of the following day before Lorne woke with a snort. She stared around dazedly, clearly trying to make sense of where she was and what had happened. Her glazed eyes drifted lazily around the den, passing Estin twice.


    Estin watched her carefully as he stirred a small pot of soup that he had been warming over a low fire in the old den. He had seen others with severe head injuries wake up with lost memories or just end up a little “off,” despite being healed with magic. He wanted to wait and see what condition she was in before adding to what she had to think about.


    “We’re back here?” Lorne asked eventually, blinking hard and staring at the inside of the den, her eyes finally starting to lock onto individual objects. “I thought for a moment we were still down there with all the bodies. That wasn’t where I wanted to wake up, if I woke up at all.”


    “We got back here without pursuit,” explained Estin, sniffing at the makeshift soup. It was unpleasant, but it was the easiest thing he could make with the limited resources of the desert, without digging into their supplies very much. “You’ve been recovering ever since.”


    Lorne’s nose wrinkled and she looked at the soup.


    “How long was I out? I feel like I haven’t eaten in days. Whatever awful thing that is smells wonderful as a result.”


    “Aside from the water I managed to pour down your throat, you haven’t eaten,” Estin told her as he took the soup off the coals. “It was yesterday that we went to the cave and now it’s almost night again. It also doesn’t help that healing those kinds of injuries drains you more than it does me, as your body tries to fix itself.”


    Touching her cheek, Lorne looked lost in thought, then said, “How close was I to dying? I remember the pain…”


    “If blood loss didn’t kill you—which it would have—the infection that followed would have gotten you within a couple days.”


    She nodded gravely, fingers tracing the patch of new fur on her face. Carefully, Lorne checked each of her teeth with her tongue as well. She began to smile slowly as she confirmed everything was in its proper place.


    “Is it normal for the skin to burn and my teeth to ache like this?”


    “Yes,” Estin told her as he tossed a pinch of spice into the soup in hopes of making it more edible. “Your body is trying to perform months of healing in a day. Things get…itchy...wherever there was a lot of damage. If it still hurts this long after healing, it was probably something that could have killed you.”


    Crawling slowly to the opposite side of the glowing coals, Lorne sat down, looking miserable. She barely looked up as Estin handed her a bowl of the soup, though she took it and cradled it in her lap.


    “How often?” she asked as Estin raised a bent spoonful of soup to his mouth.


    “What?”


    “How often have you been this close to dying that you would know what it feels like?”


    Estin laughed and set aside his bowl.


    “That’s a long list,” he told her, jokingly counting on his fingers. “Dogs mauled me, got stabbed on a regular basis, clawed and bit dozens of times by the undead army, had my face crushed by a wolf wildling, been thrown around by Turessians in two lands, broke my hip and fell down a mountainside in the same misstep, and of course swallowed by the mists…so I guess once or twice.”


    Lorne’s face gave no indication of humor. Instead, she just stared at the soup, shoulders and ears sagging. Gently, she touched her face with her left hand again.


    “Eight years of slavery and I have never been treated worse than an occasional whipping,” she mused aloud, picking up the spoon that lay on the floor in front of her. “Until now, I just put it out of my mind if someone else was hurt, but how do you deal with someone trying to kill you and those around you?”


    “You adapt, or you run until they catch and kill you.”


    Lorne lifted a spoonful of the soup, but eyed him oddly as she asked, “I am what I am, Estin. I don’t know what you mean to adapt. I am a woman first, a wildling second, and our breed third. Where is there room to adapt?”


    Estin held out his hand, showing her his slightly sharpened claws and the scars along his palm-pads.


    “We become the predator if we have to, but only if and when we have to,” he explained, patting the hilt of the swords alongside him. “Feanne taught me that, as well as how to fight to survive.”


    The look Lorne gave his hands told Estin that she was far from impressed. She appeared mildly disgusted, likely by the scars that crisscrossed his palms—a parting gift from his own time as a slave.


    Lifting the spoon to her mouth, Lorne spit the first bite across Estin and the coals, causing them to smoke.


    “What is this?” she demanded, poking at the soup with her spoon. “This is disgusting.”


    Estin shrugged and looked into his own bowl, trying to remember what he had managed to mix together. When he was cooking out of desperation, he had a tendency to pick random items and then promptly forget what they were.


    “Some vegetables—I can’t pronounce the name of most local plants—some juice from cactuses to tone down the bitterness of the vegetables, a little spice I picked up in Corraith…”


    Lorne held up a spoonful of meat and glared at it.


    “…and some meat from those little mouse-looking things that run around the desert.”


    “Ginths are poisonous,” Lorne warned, eyes wide. “You don’t eat them. Besides…we shouldn’t eat them anyway. Are you insane?”


    “Always wondered what they were called. I’ll admit, they do give a stomachache at times, but they are filling. I wouldn’t say poisonous as much as distasteful.”


    “No, I would say poisonous. The elves of Corraith use their excretions to create a toxin for assassinations. They are incredibly poisonous once they die.”


    Estin put another spoonful of soup in his mouth.


    “You have lost your mind,” Lorne told him, putting aside her bowl. “Not just eating meat, but eating poisonous meat. Is that part of adapting?”


    “Yes, I guess it is,” he answered, studying the soup. It had been what he, Feanne, and the kits had survived on for some time. “I’m sorry. I forgot that most people like us don’t eat much meat. It’s gotten to be habit. I’ve been eating it as a big part of my meals since I was a child. You never knew what you’d find living on the streets, so ruling out a type of food wasn’t a good idea.”


    That seemed to sink in a bit more with Lorne and her expression softened.


    “My first master’s daughter,” she began, pushing the bowl far away from her, “tried to get me to eat chicken. Her and I were both children, so she thought I was just being a brat. When I threw up all over her room, she decided not to ask me to eat meat anymore.”


    “I’ll try to remember not to give you any from now on.”


    “A little is fine. Most of the other non-predatory wildlings I’ve met will eat at least some. I just have less of a taste for it than most and need to be careful not to have it surprise me. I’m sorry for my overreaction. So long as you don’t go chewing on live creatures, I can probably ignore it and find something less poisonous to eat.”


    Estin reflexively checked his muzzle for blood left over from biting Arturis, but he had cleaned that away the night before. He made a mental note not to let Lorne see him hunt ginths and other rodents out on the desert and certainly not to come back with them still hanging out of his mouth. He had a feeling that would shock and disgust her.


    They sat there quietly for a long time, with Estin taking occasional mouthfuls of soup, as Lorne picked at some of the leftover vegetables that had not gone into the stew.


    When Lorne did finally speak up, it startled Estin.


    “I understand now.”


    Furrowing his brow and muzzle in confusion, Estin asked, “What do you understand?”


    Lorne looked him straight in the eyes and answered, “I understand why you needed someone like her. You’re not like our breed anymore.”


    Though Estin could not entirely disagree, he lowered his head at the implications.


    It was true, he was not the same person his parents had raised briefly. He was not even the person he saw himself as from the years he had struggled to stay hidden and alive in Altis. What he had become was something different—something new. That was not to say something good.


    He thought through the last two years and pictured his former self beside the things he had lived through, trying to envision how events would have turned out differently. Briefly, he even envisioned Lorne in Feanne’s place, though that amused him enough that he had to banish the thought or risk laughing out loud.


    Whatever he was, he recognized it as exactly what he needed to be and in light of his family, it was exactly what he wanted to be. Estin knew he would never choose another life.


    Slipping a knife from his pouch, Estin set to sharpening his claws.


    “Lorne,” he said, scraping the sharp blade along the length of one claw, “do you think you could survive on your own?”


    “No. I’d be dead within a week with creatures like Arturis out there.”


    Another flick of the blade.


    “For a second, picture in your head a land overrun by them. A hundred thousand dead marching on every city, led by necromancers like Arturis.”


    “I don’t want to. We had it bad enough here…”


    “I couldn’t run,” he explained, satisfied with the look of the claw and moving to the next. “I wanted to at first. I know how you feel…I was like that when the war began.


    “Once you have a mate, the question of running goes away. She and I should have run, but where could we go that we knew was safe? We chose to fight. That may not be your way, but it was our decision.”


    “I never said that what you’ve become is a problem,” Lorne countered, watching his knife carefully. “I just…understand. It’s not what I would have done, but you’re not me. In your place, I would be in a pile beside my friends in Arturis’ vault.”


    “Can you trust me enough to follow me without question?”


    Lorne nodded and reached across the dying coals to take the knife from Estin. With unsteady fingers, she applied it to her own first claw, barely marring the thick black surface.


    “You want to learn to fight?” asked Estin, watching her clumsy attempts to duplicate his own efforts.


    “No,” she replied, finally getting a good slice at the claw, leaving it slightly sharper. She frowned and looked sad at what she had done to her claw, but continued the process anyway. “I want others to question whether I’m learning, though. I don’t understand violence, but I do understand tricking people. I’ll try to look the part, at least a little.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Commitments”


    


    Mother’s choices will always remain a mystery to me. I don’t even mean the ones everyone asks about, like the decision to take Estin as a life-mate, or the willingness to give up everything for her children. These are personal choices that she made for herself and I have no place now looking too deeply into them, beyond knowing she was trying to find happiness first for herself, then later for all of us, even at the cost of her own.


    What baffles me are the momentary choices, where we look back and ask ourselves what she could have been thinking right then. At times, she appeared downright erratic or insane. At least, that was what I, as a child, could see. What I see now is quite different.


    A predator must act on instinct to maintain control over a situation. This I understand. A moment’s hesitation or show of dismay can lead to death before you have time to rethink the decision.


    When Feanne found herself in a new situation, she abandoned rational thought in favor of instinct entirely. I realize now is not something most wildlings will or can do, even among predators. This was not always for the best, but I cannot imagine the direction of our lives if she hadn’t been like that.


    It was that habitual randomness with its hint of underlying cleverness that I thought had died in her after we went to live among the refugees. She had become quiet and focused only on the kits during the first two months after we moved in.


    I was getting closer to my fourth birthday, but felt as though she was no longer challenging me to be a strong leader. I resented it, when I should have looked deeper at the reason why she had changed her behavior.


    Feanne was not changing…she was acting on instinct to survive a world she knew nothing about. We were now among civilized people at all times, which was far outside her background and she could only do the best she could in light of it.


    Early on when we arrived in the tunnels, I asked my mother why she would risk herself so often in life. I had thought I would receive a lesson on how to be a better leader, but the answer surprised me.


    Mother told me that every person, no matter their background, will have a moment in their life that defines who they are. In that one second, day, whatever, they will become what they were meant to be, rather than what they wanted to be.


    After much prodding, she told me that her moment was when she watched her sister die. From that day on, Feanne had no further fear of death or regret for mistakes. She had learned that life was momentary and she needed to live in that instant and never look back or forward, if it could be avoided.


    Without my asking, she also told me that my father—Estin, of course—had told her his own moment of change. For him, it had been finding Feanne locked in a cage just minutes after he had seen her speak up for our people, which was something he had never seen before in Altis. The chance discovery of her like that made him never look back.


    I had believed at the time that my moment was to be entirely a part of proving myself to my mother. I thought that I would have some epiphany wherein I had done something so difficult and managed to make it through that she would recognize me for how great a leader I would be.


    Seeking this out, I did some things that I would encourage others to avoid. If you’re reading this, you’re who I’m talking about.


    Tackling and threatening someone who belittles you is not acceptable among city folks, which I can imagine was crippling for a long time to my mother. She was a noble creature, who had led one of the largest packs Altis had ever seen, but was now reduced to having to depend on those she considered weak.


    I was…somewhat less than noble.


    I, unlike mother, didn’t care about fitting in among the elves. They let my behavior pass as the foolishness of youth, which was probably a mistake on their part. I believe I may have gotten into more fights during those months than at any other time in my life previous.


    Trying to find what I thought would be that defining moment of my life, I fought with fists and feet against the teenaged elves and other refugees, reminding them every chance I got that I was not even four, but a better fighter than they were. After all, I had to prove myself as an adult somehow, since my first hunt probably would not happen in a dank old tomb.


    Now, I look back at that and laugh at how awful Phaesys and my mother must have thought me to be. They weren’t wrong, either.


    No matter what you think, I’m much more mature now. Trust me.


    


    Oria slumped against the wall, one hand clutching at her side, where the young dwarven bully had hit her with the butt of a spear before she had beaten him nearly unconscious. With her other hand, she flexed her fingers repeatedly, trying to keep the knuckles from swelling.


    She had made a mistake, punching the boy with her off-hand as hard as she did. The ring her grandmother had left for her had never quite fit right and it had twisted, popping her finger painfully. That error had hurt her hand badly and Oria could feel the skin swelling a little under the fur.


    Huddled in the dimly-lit hallway, Oria breathed heavily, trying to slow her pulse and make sure that her ribs were not broken.


    “That was really stupid, sis,” said Atall, coming around a corner of the old tunnels. He knelt in front of her, trying to get a look at her injuries, but Oria slapped at his hands. “What were you thinking?”


    “He called mother an outlander witch-whore,” she snapped, then flinched a little as her side throbbed.


    “Finth used to call his own mother—who he actually liked a lot from what I understand—a whore,” Atall reminded her, finally prying her hand aside. He scowled at the torn fur and slow bleeding along her ribs where the clothing was ripped, but let Oria put her hand back over it. “Even if he did mean it in anger, was that the right answer?”


    Oria shoved her brother back a little ways.


    “Since when are you the reasonable one?”


    Atall grinned and sat down across from her. Though Oria would not admit it, especially to Atall, she was thankful for the company when she felt helpless. If that dwarf came back after her, it was nice to think she had an extra person between him and herself.


    “The other wizards say I need to control my anger and direct it,” he explained. “I think it’s a bunch of bear crap, but they’re pretty firm in that. I do have to say, lighting an elf on fire is really calming. You should try it sometime, with or without magic.”


    Oria laughed at that, knowing how much her brother enjoyed learning magic now that he no longer felt he had to hide his studies. The act made her side throb all the more and she clenched her stomach to stop breathing for the moment, until the pain faded a little.


    “Mom wants us back,” Atall told her eventually, though his eyes never left her side. “Maybe she can look at that and see if you broke anything.”


    “No!” snapped Oria, forcing herself to stand. The movement made her head spin and she clutched her hand to her body. The knuckles were swollen enough that she could not use it to support her against the wall. “She doesn’t need to know I’m weak.”


    “You aren’t and she wouldn’t think that anyway,” her brother reasoned, but Oria did not believe him at all.


    “I need to be as strong as she is,” Oria explained, walking up the tunnel, keeping her good hand on the packed dirt and stone for balance. “Females need to lead.”


    “Grandfather was in charge of the old pack,” Atall noted, walking slowly beside her.


    “Keep believing that. Everyone knows Asrahn was the boss.”


    Her brother smiled and said nothing.


    They continued on for a long time, taking the longer route back towards where the families stayed within the complex. Oria had no desire to run into any of the dwarves, lest some of them try to seek revenge for what she had done to the boy earlier, so the route Atall took was perfect.


    At first, Oria thought Atall was intentionally taking a detour to help them avoid people, but soon, she began to wonder how far out of the way he was traveling. Looking at the tunnels around them, she recognized that they were skirting the areas reserved for Phaesys’ father Desphon and other lesser nobility.


    “Why are we way out here?” Oria asked, trying to get her bearings. She generally tried to avoid this area. Something about Desphon creeped her out and she really did not want to explain to Feanne why she had gotten into a fight with him.


    “I just thought it would be quieter,” said Atall, perhaps a little too quickly.


    Oria let that drop, deciding that she had been too occupied with her own activities lately to know what Atall had been up to. For the most part, she really did not care, as she assumed all of his time to have been occupied with learning magic from the elves.


    They passed near Desphon’s chambers and movement ahead made Oria look up, half-expecting an ambush. All she smelled were wildlings though, including herself and Atall, as well as Desphon and his servants.


    Ahead, one of the young wildlings Oria rarely saw outside Desphon’s chambers leaned against the wall. The female was clad mostly in silks, as well as the absurd sandals that Desphon and his ilk tended to wear. At first, Oria thought maybe she was out on some kind of errand—released from her stressful duties of lying around doing nothing—but the female just stood there as they passed, her twinkling eyes above her veil on Atall the whole time.


    “Atall…” Oria said softly once they had passed the girl.


    “Shut your mouth, Oria,” he snapped, ears flattening back. “I know. Don’t even say it.”


    “Are you and her…?”


    Atall shook his head and looked back down the hall to where the female had been. She was gone, having slipped into one of the nearby rooms.


    “No, and we can’t be,” Atall answered.


    Without warning, Atall snarled and punched the wall hard enough that Oria would have expected his hand to have broken. He kept walking anyway, rubbing his hand.


    “Who is she?” asked Oria, realizing that it was the first genuinely-friendly conversation she had had with her brother in more than a month. “I know she’s with Desphon….”


    “Owned by him is more the way it is. Her name is Arlin. He bought her off the slave market after her family ran out of money. He’s owned her for a little more than a year, since she was just three. She’s not much older than we are. Maybe three months older.”


    Oria checked the hall behind them again.


    “And what do you intend to do about it?”


    Stopping abruptly, Atall gave Oria a confused stare.


    “What do you mean? We aren’t even supposed to talk, unless Desphon tells her that she can. Walking by like we did is about all we can get away with, without one or both of us risking a whipping if we’re caught.”


    “That’s not what I meant. How are you going to get her out of that life, Atall? Mom didn’t raise us to tolerate slavery.”


    “I’m trying to find a way to buy her freedom,” admitted Atall, looking sheepish. “What she does then is up to her. It’ll take a long time though. Desphon didn’t buy her cheap and he doesn’t have to accept my offer, even if I do manage to collect enough.”


    Oria thought for a little while on that, then asked, “So…if you don’t talk much, what have you two done that warrants all the concern for her?”


    Smiling, Atall kept his mouth shut until Oria punched him in the arm.


    “A gentleman never tells, or so Phaesys keeps assuring me,” grumbled Atall, rubbing at his arm. “Officially, nothing.”


    “Since when are you a gentleman?”


    “Ever since I decided not to tell you.”


    “C’mon, Atall, we were practically raised on stories of people doing things they shouldn’t. We know more about what Yoska did with his wives than anyone has any right…”


    “I use the gentleman excuse and you leap to Yoska as your counterpoint? Maybe next, you can use Finth as your reason for moral decisions. You’re not convincing me, Oria.”


    Oria rubbed her brother’s head playfully as they continued out into the more heavily-occupied parts of the tunnels, letting the conversation trail off as they neared others. As much as she wanted to tease Atall, she was happy for him and was not about to risk him getting caught.


    The central room of the underground complex they were coming into was an old temple, dedicated to gods long-forgotten. The statues had been removed, but the place still had ornate columns holding up a beam-supported roof. At the head of the room, an altar of sorts stood, often used as a podium for announcements to the refugees there.


    It was at the altar that Oria spotted her mother, playing with the three kits. The female had claimed the top of the table and was wrestling with her brothers, trying to keep them off of it, while Feanne playfully teased and interfered with the kits’ attempts to fight seriously, earning half-hearted hisses and nips from the female.


    The lack of names for the kits was finally starting to really bother Oria. At first, she had understood her mother’s desire to wait for Estin’s return before giving them their names, but it had been several months now. The three were already waist-high and could talk—when they wanted to—but had no words for themselves, other than “me,” “him,” “her,” and of course, “mine.” It was very odd to Oria.


    As they approached, Oria made a conscious effort to walk more steadily, though she worried that the scuff on her side would be easily noticeable. She could only hope that her mother ignored it as yet another minor scratch from exploring areas of the tunnels that were less safe.


    Once they were close, Feanne’s ears twitched, but she kept her eyes on the kits.


    “This afternoon,” Feanne announced, batting away one of the males’ attempts to claw at her, “we’re going to finally get out of this prison of a village. The gypsies are in the area again. I would like to visit them today and possibly travel with them someday soon if they will let us accompany them. I believe I am quite done with Corraith.”


    Both Oria and Atall froze and Oria knew she must have looked guilty. She knew Atall did.


    “But…what about…?” she fumbled, looking around the room for some excuse to stay. “Aren’t we going to help them retake Corraith or…?”


    “No,” replied her mother, finally turning to face them. “We have been here long enough and these people are making no progress, as though Desphon has no appreciable interest in succeeding. The raids are too small and ineffective against even the few undead that hold Corraith by night. Even Norum has agreed with me that if the leadership does not change its policies, this is a lost battle.


    “I would rather we continue looking for a place to live where there are no Turessians.”


    “How much time before we have to say goodbye?” asked Atall, a twinge of panic in his voice. There was no doubt what he was really worried about.


    “Give me another day or two to make sure they do not need anything more from us before we leave.”


    Feanne looked to Oria, then frowned as her eyes fell on the bloody hole in her shirt.


    “If your friend wishes to accompany us, I have no objections,” she noted, pointedly not looking at Oria’s wounds again. “He may represent the worst of the traits of our people here, but he is not a bad male overall. Perhaps he can be retrained. At least he is respectful of our gender, which is more than I can say for others here.”


    “Who? Phaesys?”


    Feanne’s wry smirk was accompanied by a shrug.


    Oria’s face heated as her temper flared, but she could not find anything useful to say in argument. She had, after all, spent nearly every day with the male, usually exploring or sneaking into Corraith. Sometimes they just sat around and talked. She could see why her mother would think she would want to keep him around.


    “That’s up to him,” Oria finally said. “I’ll ask him when I see him next. I really don’t care either way.”


    Feanne gave a little bow of her head in acknowledgement.


    “You two go along and have fun before we must leave,” Feanne told them, scooping one of the male kits in her arms. The other two kits sat on the edge of the altar, watching the conversation with their short legs kicking off the edge. “In a few hours, be ready to go shopping at the gypsy camp. I will come find you when I am ready to travel…assuming I can get these three monsters worn out by then.”


    The male kit in Feanne’s arms gave a cute little growl and tried to squirm free.


    Oria punched Atall’s arm and began walking away.


    “What?” he asked her, once they had gotten a short distance from their mother.


    “Are you okay with letting her stay here as a slave?”


    Atall’s face hardened and he had no trouble figuring out who she meant.


    “Not at all. What choice do I have though?”


    “Gypsies are here,” she reminded him, leading them back towards the back tunnels they had arrived through. “You remember Yoska. He would accept anyone traveling with him. We just make sure Arlin gets to the camp before we leave here for the last time. We pay the gypsies to hide her for a few days, then she’s as free as we are.”


    “The hard part is getting her there,” Atall reminded her. “Desphon watches her and Cora like a hawk. When he’s not around, his wife or his guards often are. Any of them will turn the girls in if they try to run.”


    “Would Arlin have been out wandering if either was around?”


    “No…”


    “Then there’s no time,” Oria insisted, grabbing Atall’s hand and pulling him to walk faster. Her side ached horribly, but having a goal helped her ignore it. “We’ll get them out today and hide them in the desert until we’re ready to leave. Mom will be mad, but you can blame me for this one. I won’t even argue.”


    They hurried down the halls, avoiding several small groups of elven nobles with their guards. It took much longer to get to Desphon’s room when trying to be sneaky. When they did arrive, there was no sign of anyone outside.


    “I’ll scout it, then you get them out of here,” Oria told her brother as she slid along the wall, trying to peek into the room.


    “Why am I getting them out? Maybe I should be the lookout.”


    Oria reached back and slugged Atall in the shoulder.


    “You always say I’m rotten to you,” she reminded him. “This time, I’m putting my tail on the line to get a female you like free of slavery. Of course I want you to be the one to swoop in and free them. Don’t ever act like I don’t care about you again, okay?”


    If wildlings could blush, Atall would have been, judging by his posture.


    “Thank you, Oria. It means a lot…”


    “Damned well better,” she answered, then went back to peeking at the doorframe.


    Inside, Oria could make out movement, but without letting her muzzle or ears be visible, it was tricky to see much. Even sniffing, she could not identify much, as the Corraithian women put on liberal amounts of scented oils that covered even wildling aromas. There were at least two different scents, but beyond that Oria could not be sure. What she did know was that the particular scents that Desphon doused himself in were absent.


    “He’s not there,” she whispered back to Atall. “I can’t be sure about his wife.”


    Nodding, Atall braced himself and stood up straight. Acting as though he belonged there, he stepped up to the hanging cloth that covered the doorway.


    “Hello?” he called out, clearly trying hard to steady the nervousness in his voice. “I need to speak to Master Desphon.”


    Girlish giggles from the other side of the cloth preceded Arlin’s head peeking out into the hallway. Without her veil on, Oria could see that she was a lovely female, smiling happily at Atall. She very nearly missed Oria standing there, she was so focused on Atall.


    “The masters are out,” Arlin told him, then gave a polite smile at Oria. “Master Desphon would wish that I send you both away until he returns.”


    “What do you wish? I’m more interested in that,” asked Atall with a forwardness that Oria would have never guessed of him. Suddenly, she was quite proud of her brother. Maybe he did have potential after all.


    Arlin smiled impishly, with Cora giggling somewhere behind her.


    “You know I cannot answer questions like that,” Arlin warned, again eyeing Oria suspiciously, as though she would tell on them. “Go and play games with your sister. I must return to cleaning the master’s dwelling.”


    Atall grabbed Arlin’s wrist as she attempted to pull the door-cloth closed.


    “If you did not have to answer to him, what would you do?”


    All of the humor fell from Arlin’s face and the giggling behind her stopped instantly.


    After a second’s thought, Arlin replied, “I would leave before the hour was done and never return. If we are truly imagining the impossible, I would bring at least one friend with me…lest I be left alone. Luckily, he is the one asking.”


    Oria thought she was going to be sick at the emotional thickness of the moment, but she kept her eyes on the hallway, sniffing occasionally for any approaching guards.


    “Come with us,” Atall insisted, still not releasing her wrist. “I don’t want Cora punished for it, so I want you both to come. We’re going to the gypsies this afternoon. They can hide you until we leave here for good.”


    Yanking her hand free, Arlin opened the cloth the rest of the way, allowing Oria to see Cora sitting on the floor nearby. The two desert fox females shared a brief stare, as though communicating silently. Oria recognized it as the same way she sometimes told Atall what she was thinking.


    “Desphon has every right to kill all four of us if he finds out,” Arlin warned, looking both ways down the hall. “The law is clear.”


    “I don’t care,” admitted Atall. “It’s hard enough to see anyone trapped like you two, but when it’s you…”


    Oria very nearly gagged, covering it up by clearing her throat.


    Touching Atall’s nose to stop him from talking, Arlin nodded.


    “You must be going, Atall. Cora and I must prepare to go collect market goods in about an hour. Given that we are just foolish young slave girls, we get lost often. I am afraid the market is awfully close to the surface entrance. We could easily be lost for hours before Desphon would think to look for us.”


    Atall grinned broadly and backed slowly away, as if unable to look away from Arlin. When he did finally turn, he hooked Oria’s arm and dragged her along as he walked swiftly down the hall.


    “How could it have been so easy?” he asked Oria, practically skipping as he walked. “I expected guards and a fight.”


    “We’re not out yet,” Oria warned him, though she wanted to be happy for her brother. “All it takes is a mistake or a wrong turn and we’ll get to see those guards yet.”


    In that moment, it hit Oria hard that her brother was just a few hours away from freeing his first love from enslavement. Very likely, they would be together a while. Maybe they would even become mates once he was a little older. Trying to picture Atall as an adult was hard enough, but as a mated one was even harder.


    They rushed headlong through the tunnels, then came to a sharp halt, with Atall very nearly running into Phaesys, who was coming the other way. The slightly larger wildling’s wide shoulders made slipping past him unlikely in the narrow hall.


    “I was just looking for you,” Phaesys said to Oria, giving Atall an odd look. “Someone said they saw you go this direction.”


    “Just leaving,” Atall said a little too quickly, trying to step around Phaesys. The older male blocked his path.


    “Your sister and I were to go into Corraith today,” he noted, speaking now to Atall. “I realize I hardly know you, as you’re almost always with the wizards. Would you like to come? I would welcome the chance to know you better.”


    Oria felt like groaning, but bit back the urge. She did some fast math, trying to figure out the timeline they were dealing with. Three or four hours before Feanne wanted to leave. One hour until the slaves were to escape. Two hours to and from Corraith, plus any time in the city. The different things became a jumble in her head, as she tried to find a way to make them all work without letting anyone know.


    “Oria, I’ll go talk to mother and let her know we’ll be with Phaesys this afternoon,” Atall offered, nervously twisting his ring. “It’ll probably take me about an hour to get there, plead to not have to shop with her, then get back. Would you like me to meet you a little south of the tunnel entrances?”


    Amazed at how easily her brother had sorted it all out, she nodded and smiled after him as he ran off. Maybe he was more grown up than she had thought, if he was that clever. She certainly did not want to tell him that, though, or it might go to his head.


    Phaesys watched until Atall was gone, then turned back to Oria, giving a bow of greeting.


    “I am sorry for asking without talking to you first,” he admitted. “It was something I had meant to do for a while. The opportunity presented itself and I felt I should act before the moment escaped.”


    “Why have you wanted to know Atall better? He’s…well…he’s Atall.”


    Shifting a little uncomfortably, Phaesys froze as he stared at Oria’s side, then her hand.


    “What happened?” he asked, taking a step towards her.


    “Nothing,” Oria insisted, stepping past him and walking quickly down the hall to keep him from examining her injuries. “Just a little scuffle.”


    “How is it that I lived among these people for months and fought just once, but you manage to have a ‘scuffle’ nearly every other day?”


    “I’m cuter than you are,” she tried joking, but Phaesys was having none of it.


    Grabbing her wrist, Phaesys forced Oria to stop, then turned her hand over to examine it. His frown deepened as he—and Oria—found that her knuckles had swollen badly, especially around her grandmother’s ring. Oria doubted she could remove the ring at all now.


    “You hit someone or something,” he noted, lifting her arm slightly to gaze at her side. “And it hit you back.”


    “So?”


    “So I am tired of having to tend to your wounds and make sure that the younger members of the camp do not seek revenge on you.”


    “So stop. Let them come after me. I’m strong enough…”


    Phaesys pushed her up against the wall, leaning close enough that she felt his breath on her face.


    “I am begging you, Oria. Stop endangering yourself.”


    Oria wanted to whimper, wondering what to do next as Phaesys held her there, closer than she really felt comfortable with. She felt both guilt and a desire to want to lick Phaesys’ nose out of spite. If Atall came back, she would never live the moment down.


    “Aren’t we endangering ourselves by going into Corraith?” she asked meekly. “And Atall now, too.”


    Snarling, Phaesys let her go, stepping away. He put a hand over his face, taking a deep breath as he did so.


    “Let’s go to where we will meet your brother,” he told her, almost going out of his way not to look at her. “I do not wish to discuss things further.”


    Oria felt somehow as though she had done something wrong, but could not put her finger on it as she followed Phaesys towards the exit of the tunnels. Somehow, she wanted to make it up to him.


    


    *


    


    Just over an hour later, and still not quite noon—mostly spent in silence between Oria and Phaesys—Atall came running to join them. Unlike Oria and Phaesys, who both had donned light armor and carried weapons, Atall had nothing, looking quite out of place among them.


    “Where’s your dagger, Atall?” Oria demanded as her brother came over the rise.


    “I don’t need it,” he answered defensively, eyeing her as though she had gone crazy. “And I got everything worked out, thanks for asking. Mother said she’s fine with us not coming.”


    Oria realized that she had been brooding over the silence between her and Phaesys. Trying to soften her tone, she asked her brother, “You got everything handled?”


    “Yes,” he insisted. “Everything. They’re all traveling to the gypsy camp now. Mom and the kits, that is.”


    Phaesys snorted and began walking towards Corraith, saying over his shoulder, “Your mother and the children will be fine. We should get going, or it will be dark before we return.”


    Letting Phaesys get a little ways ahead of them—but noting that he seemed all too willing to let them fall behind—Oria got close to her brother, asking softly, “Did they both go?”


    “They did. Arlin convinced Cora that she would be punished for both if only one left, so they headed to the gypsies. I sent them with what money I had saved up, which should be enough to convince the bandoleer that they should be protected.”


    “Good work,” Oria told him, giving Atall a hug. “Tomorrow, we’ll go see that they’re okay and you can introduce me to them. Today, I’ll need you to focus on what we’re doing. No worrying, okay?”


    “I can do that, Oria.”


    The three of them traveled for about an hour, until they were practically under the city walls. As they had the last few times Oria had gone there with Phaesys, she followed his lead, letting Phaesys be the one that faced the city guards. It had been something he had originally insisted on, and since it had worked well, she had accepted it for all further visits.


    “Hoods down and identify yourselves,” announced the guard, holding up a hand to keep the archers on the walls at bay. “Same rules for everyone.”


    Phaesys lowered his hood, but Oria stopped her brother from lowering his, while she kept her own up.


    “Oh,” remarked the guard, looking away as Phaesys raised his hood. “Refugee elves. Move along.”


    Moving into the city proper, they got nearly to the main streets beyond the gates before Atall leaned close to Oria, demanding, “What was that all about?”


    “My family were nobles,” Phaesys answered for her, leading them towards the southern section of town. Each visit, they had explored a different part of the city. “Arturis has a bounty out for all members of my family. The guards were loyal to us and still appear to be. I can only hope it stays that way.”


    He looked over at Oria and Atall.


    “You can both lower your hoods if you like. No one is looking for the two of you. Wildlings are only hunted here if they look like me. It’s the ears that get you in trouble.”


    Oria and Atall did as they were told, but Oria continued to feel like she was being scolded by Phaesys. For some reason, she did not even want to call him out on it. Keeping her mouth shut was entirely maddening for her, but she was not ready to have a fight with him about what she did when he was not around.


    A scent on the wind caught Oria’s attention. She forgot everything she had been thinking and looked over at Atall for confirmation.


    “That smells like Estin,” Atall said, voicing her thoughts as he looked around frantically. “It’s faint, like he was here recently. Is it possible he’s still in the city?”


    Phaesys continued walking and gave Atall a quizzical look as he said, “We can look for him after we finish what we came for. Maybe with both of you looking, we can find him on our way out.”


    “So where are we going?” asked Atall, as they followed Phaesys into a mostly-abandoned section of the city.


    Whereas the north and south sections were for the most part intact, this particular area was incomplete, as though it were missing buildings that should have been there. Large sections of the city district were gone, clearly the result of mists passing through, gobbling up everything in their path. Even the stone road was missing in places, revealing packed sandstone that had once been beneath. Wide open spaces were dotted by the occasional building that had somehow escaped the mists, including a massive stone building and a house or two.


    “I received word yesterday that the undead might be hiding away under the city in one of the old crypts,” he explained gruffly, taking them towards the stone building, surrounded by iron fencing. “This one is the most likely.


    “Given that Arturis has at least a hundred ghouls and zombies at his disposal, I believe they could only fit in here without being found. They come out most nights, so we know they aren’t far from the heart of town.”


    “So why are we here?” Atall asked.


    “We’re going to burn it down,” explained Phaesys.


    Atall shot Oria a worried look, but she just shrugged.


    “We usually work on small goals,” she told him as they stopped at the fencing. “Phaesys likes to help the rebels within the city how he can.”


    Hopping the fence, Phaesys turned and offered a hand to help Oria over the metal barbs, then did the same for Atall. Oria tried to thank him for it, but he grunted and headed towards the crypts.


    “What did you do to him?” Atall whispered to her, motioning with his muzzle towards Phaesys. “He’s acting like mom would when she really wanted to gut father.”


    “Not sure. I think he’s mad that I got beat up this morning.”


    Atall regarded her oddly at that, but said nothing.


    They followed obediently as Phaesys led the way down into the old crypt, walking around the fallen entry door that appeared to have had its seals broken quite some time ago.


    Inside the crypt, sand blew slowly around the floor, creating an endless swirling that made it difficult to spot movement early or recognize any footprints. Instead, Oria had to rely on her sense of smell for any danger.


    “Over here,” announced Phaesys, leading them towards the back of the large room. “Everything up here is recent enough that I wouldn’t expect the dead to use it. In the lower crypts, it may be different.”


    When Oria caught up, she found that Phaesys was indicating a long staircase down into darkness. Before she could ask whether they needed to take any precautions, Phaesys drew his long sword and began down the stairs.


    “Can you see down there?” Oria asked Atall, squinting down the stairs. “He won’t make it twenty feet, unless his eyesight is a lot better than mine.”


    With a flick of his hand, Atall created a faint ball of light that floated just above his head.


    “A wizard can manage,” he told her with a wink. “C’mon.”


    They hurried down the steps, catching up to Phaesys quickly, as he had been forced to stop by the loss of light until their arrival. Apparently, he was angry enough that he would stand in the dark, where he expected to find zombies, just to keep from asking Oria for help.


    “I am glad to see someone trying to be safe, rather than risk themselves,” Phaesys told Atall, nodding his thanks. “I will lead, if you do not mind.”


    Not waiting for their answer, Phaesys began down the stone and packed-clay tunnel, guiding them to a long room lined with alcoves. These, Oria realized, were filled with corpses that had dried and decayed beyond recognition. They were likely not a threat in their current condition. A stiff breeze might destroy them.


    Phaesys moved slowly, keeping his sword ready as he checked the rows of tombs. Finally, he motioned them onwards as he headed for the far end of the room.


    “This crypt was abandoned when we found that it came too close to the newer water and sewage tunnels,” he explained as they reached the crypt’s back wall. Where it had once been smoothly-stoned, there stood a large hole, as though ripped open with tools. “Apparently, we did not keep that secret well enough.”


    “How far do the water and sewage tunnels go?” Atall asked, leaning through the opening.


    “Well past the outer city walls,” answered Phaesys. “I believe some may actually connect to the older lost tombs in the desert. There is no way of knowing how far they could go if someone wanted to expand them.”


    “Let’s find out then,” Oria told them both, hopping past the males and walking into the tunnel beyond.


    Unlike the previous chamber that had been largely old sandstone, the new area was mostly harder rocks, carved to create easier movement of water. The ceiling was low, even to Oria, though she could just manage to stand fully upright. At her first step, she also found that the tunnel had at least six inches of cold water running through it.


    “That way,” Phaesys told her, pointing off to her left. “The other direction brings us closer to the sewage system and farther from the desert.”


    Oria began walking, knowing the others would follow.


    Time was difficult to gauge underground, but it felt as though she walked a long time, following the seemingly random turns of the water tunnels. She had been walking long enough that Oria had stopped looking for threats, vaguely hoping for some change of the dimly-lit scenery.


    “Oria!” hissed Atall, snapping her out of her dazed state.


    Looking around, Oria found that there was another torn-open wall that she had nearly passed. This one was smaller, but easily large enough for a human to climb through, making it more than large enough for any of the wildlings.


    “Where are we?” she asked Phaesys as she took her first step into the new tunnel.


    Phaesys shook his head and looked around.


    “I have no idea. At least a little past the outer walls. I don’t know where the well is that feeds the city, relative to here, so it could be quite some distance.”


    Oria motioned her brother closer so that she had some lighting as she proceeded and he fell in right behind her, with Phaesys guarding the rear.


    The first few feet of the new tunnel was littered with rubble from whatever had created the hole in the first place. Oria had to step carefully around the debris to keep from making too much noise or cutting her bare feet. For once, she wondered if Desphon’s sandals might have a reasonable purpose, beyond trying to fit in with the other races of Eldvar.


    Past the rubble, the tunnel became more obviously an ancient tomb, much like the ones where the three of them had been hiding for months. Unlike the other tombs, these stunk of death and decay. Each step of the way, the walls on either side got a little farther out and the ceiling rose. Faint markings on the walls grew clearer, though Oria still could not make them out.


    “It’s opening up a little,” she whispered to the others as she continued forward.


    The passage continued on for some time, giving no indication of any turns or side-rooms as they went. The whole place was so expansive that Oria had to start wondering just how many people had been buried near Corraith that would account for the elaborate tombs everywhere she went. If it were not strictly for burial, ancient Corraith had a strange obsession with tunnels.


    A loud crunch of a foot coming down on loose sandstone froze Oria where she was.


    “Atall?”


    “Wasn’t me.”


    “Phaesys?” she asked next.


    “It was behind me…”


    Oria turned slowly, leaning to look past Atall and Phaesys. Just behind the group, a hunched humanoid shape in ragged filthy clothing moved on all fours, following closely. As she watched, it took several more steps, then looked up, lowering itself close to the ground.


    With a hiss, the corpse bared its broken teeth and leapt at Phaesys, swinging wildly for his face.


    “Run!” cried Phaesys, twisting and slashing with his sword, leaving long gashes in the creature that it ignored completely. “Atall, get your sister out of here!”


    Atall reached for Oria, but stopped when she glared at him.


    “Touch me and I’ll drag you back to mom unconscious,” she warned, drawing her dagger to ready herself for a fight. “Go help him.”


    While Phaesys continued hacking at the undead, Atall planted his feet and closed his eyes. A second later, he gestured towards the ghoul and it erupted in flames, collapsing into a twitching heap at Phaesys’ feet.


    In that moment of flaring light, Oria looked upwards as movement caught her eyes. Something else was there, but she did not get a good look at it before the dimming flames plunged them back into darkness. Faint sounds of movement echoed in the dark.


    “Atall, up there,” she told him, pointing at the ceiling in the direction they had been going. “Get light up there.”


    Not questioning, Atall waved his hand towards the ceiling, sending the dim light that had been floating behind him in that direction. It flew where he pointed as though thrown, arcing gently before descending.


    At the peak of the light’s path, a dozen undead that were crawling along the ceiling stopped and looked straight at Oria. When the light fell silently to the floor, concealing the creatures again, she could also make out a wall of disheveled corpses standing in the middle of the tunnel, blocking the way forward. During the entire arc, Oria saw carvings along the walls, but these were the least of her concerns.


    “There’s got to be a hundred of them,” Atall announced, grabbing Oria and shoving her back towards Phaesys. “I’ll slow them. Start running!”


    Oria practically leapt past Atall, grabbing Phaesys as she went, dragging him off-balance to keep him from charging into battle alongside her brother. She ran hard, struggling to get to the waterway without letting go of Phaesys, who fought against her the whole way.


    “Down!” cried Atall, as a crackle echoed off the walls and warmth poured over Oria’s back.


    Knowing better than to question him at such a time, Oria kicked Phaesys’ feet out from under him and threw him to the ground. Still, he tried to stand back up, so Oria threw herself atop him.


    Within a breath of hitting the cold tunnel floor, a roar of flames washed over them, making Oria’s fur sizzle and her lungs ache. Distantly, she heard parts of the tunnel collapse as the flames died down. A second rumble farther off sounded as though parts of the ceiling had fallen.


    “They’re still coming, but they have to get through the cave-in first,” Atall warned, running up alongside Oria with a new light bobbing near his head. “Time to go.”


    Grumbling under his breath, Phaesys got to his feet and sheathed his sword, giving a glance back up the now collapsed hallway.


    “Follow me,” Phaesys told them both, running back into the water tunnel, and the way they had come.


    If the trip down had seemed to take hours, the return felt like no more than a minute, as fast as they pushed themselves.


    When Oria finally broke free into the late afternoon sunlight, just a step or two behind Phaesys, she dug her feet in and stopped. Searching the dark crypt behind them, she breathed more easily as Atall came into view, coughing and brushing dust off of his fur.


    “None are still coming,” he told Oria and Phaesys, then shook himself bodily, raising a cloud of white dust. “I think we cut them off. The tunnel didn’t fully collapse, but it’s pretty much filled with fire right now.”


    “We need to go,” warned Phaesys, squinting at the top of the distant walls. “The guards will try to find out what happened. We should not be in the city when they figure it out. Loyal or not, they’ll report that I was here.”


    “Is this how all your visits to the city go?” asked Atall, looking between Oria and Phaesys. “If this is what you do when you leave me behind, I am not letting either of you go anywhere ever again without me.”


    Growling, Phaesys threw the door of the crypt shut, nearly collapsing it inwards. Turning on Oria and Atall with an anger Oria had never seen in him before, Phaesys looked about ready to attack her…which on some level, Oria approved of. It was somehow good to know he had it in him.


    “He knows now!” roared Phaesys, ripping off his hooded overcoat and throwing it in a heap beside the crypt. “Everything I have done for the last year is wasted if he hears that we were here. Every careful step I have made to challenge Arturis was for nothing.”


    Atall took a step towards Phaesys, but Oria motioned him back.


    “Atall just saved your life and mine,” Oria told him firmly. “Calm down.”


    “No!” Phaesys continued to rage, clutching his head in his hands. “I will not calm down. What we did here today may have cost me everything…”


    Picking up the hooded garment from the ground, Oria pulled it over Phaesys, covering his face as she put her muzzle near his. The act of fastening the cloak felt an awful lot like hugging the male, which Oria regretted immediately, but chose not to stop herself..


    “Then we should leave before they identify us,” she told him calmly, forcing him to look at her. There were tears in his eyes, but Oria could tell that he could not decide between fear or anger. “We’ll go home and lay low for a while. This is not as bad as you think. We weren’t caught.”


    Putting his arms around her, Phaesys buried his face in her shoulder, sobbing for just a moment until he could regain his composure.


    Through that moment, Oria felt entirely disarmed, looking to Atall for some idea of what to do. He would not look back at her.


    “I am sorry,” Phaesys whispered near her ear. He began to put an arm around her, but Oria pushed that away. “Please forgive me.”


    “Why?” asked Oria, genuinely hugging Phaesys. On her own terms, she felt it was fine among friends. “That was the first time I saw you actually prove you have any instincts at all. Be angry, but use it against Arturis.”


    Nodding, Phaesys stepped away from her hastily, lowering his head as he looked towards Atall.


    “I was wrong to be near her,” he told Oria’s brother. Taking a hasty step away from Oria. “It will not happen again.”


    Atall stared at them both wide-eyed, then finally answered with a smile, “Don’t mind me. Be as close as you want.”


    At first, Oria was going to let that pass, but then it sank in what her brother was thinking. She took a step towards Atall, but Phaesys stepped between them.


    “You were right, we should go,” he told her, raising her own hood.


    Oria tried to stare down Phaesys, hoping to intimidate him just enough that she could get at Atall. He stood there staring back at her until Oria finally gave up and began walking away.


    As they left the area, it was far more difficult to hide than when they had arrived. Soldiers ran everywhere, some trying to calm down citizens who had heard the rumbles, while others were actively searching for the source. Given how far underground it had been, no one seemed to know really what to look for, giving the three wildlings enough chance to slip away from the city, with only one guard noticing them. That man gave Phaesys a slight bow before letting them leave.


    The walk back to the refugee camp was silent, the three of them taking their time leaving the city. Part of their routine was to keep from drawing extra attention, but they all needed the time to cool down after the battle. Atall seemed to be in the best mood of any of them, though eventually Oria had calmed enough that the walk was pleasant enough.


    Once she no longer wanted to punch her brother, Oria spent much of the remainder of the walk watching Phaesys.


    Though he still walked with the strength and purpose she had grown used to, Oria could see the pain in his face and shoulders. He was terrified and she knew it was out of fear of what might happen to his lost mate-to-be. The longer Oria watched him try to hide the worry, the more she wished she had some idea what to do. Deep down, she wanted to find some way to locate the female and bring her back to Phaesys, just to see him happy again. The idea made her stomach clench, but it was still a better choice than watching him worry himself into an early grave.


    When they neared the tunnels, the sun was getting low in the sky. Atall stopped, bringing the others to a halt as well.


    “What’s wrong?” asked Phaesys, putting a hand on his sword. “Did you see something?”


    Atall shook his head and looked off towards the north.


    “I’ve got somewhere else I want to be,” Atall answered, giving Oria a pleading glance. “I think I’ll go there, rather than return home.”


    Oria came up beside him, then punched Atall in the arm, before giving him a big hug.


    “Go say ‘hi’ to her for me,” she whispered, shoving her brother away afterward. “Hurry back though, or mom will be angry.”


    Grinning almost to the point Oria would have thought he might injure his jaw, Atall detoured off towards the north and the location of the gypsies.


    “What was that about?” Phaesys asked, watching Atall leave before continuing the march towards the tunnels. “I’ve never seen him happy like that.”


    “Creepy, isn’t it?”


    “A little, yes. Will he be able to keep secret where we have been?”


    “My brother has bigger secrets to worry about right now than telling on us,” she explained, skipping a little. “He’s found a girl he likes.”


    Phaesys laughed and nodded.


    “This I should have recognized. Have they been betrothed or are they going with the traditions of your people?”


    Oria snickered, but had to think through how to phrase her reply. She was not quite ready to explain to Phaesys that his friend Cora was free. Oria wanted to surprise him with that later, when he was not in such a grumpy mood. If she read him properly, Phaesys would be ecstatic when she did tell him. It was something she would save as a pleasant surprise the next time he was upset with her.


    “Neither just yet. They’re just friends, but in a few months or years, who knows? We’re adults in a couple months, so I doubt there will be much to talk about before then.”


    “What does your mother think of her? Is she a good fit for your family?”


    That soured Oria’s humor a little and she flattened her ears back, thinking of the yelling or spankings that might come of the whole situation. She had not considered what Feanne might think of the arrangement, or of Atall running off to be with his first love. She might brush it off…or she might box Oria’s ears for letting things get this far.


    “Mom’s not very accepting of city people,” Oria admitted, seeing in the distance that the tunnels were getting close. “I don’t think she’ll be happy at first. Hopefully, she gets over it. Atall’s really happy about this, so I don’t want to see him get hurt.”


    Oria waited for some further questions from Phaesys, but he was silent as they walked. Finally, she looked up at him, seeing that he was staring far ahead towards the tunnel entrance. When she followed his gaze, she saw that there was a large group there, consisting mostly of soldiers, as well as Phaesys’ father Desphon. None of them looked remotely happy.


    “Hide what we did,” Oria whispered, as they got closer to the others. “If you care about Atall or me at all, please do that.”


    Phaesys said nothing, but his hand brushed hers in a sort of silent acknowledgement.


    “Father, what happened?” Phaesys asked, hurrying up to the group.


    “Arrest him immediately,” ordered Desphon, turning away from Phaesys. “He deserted his post. I want him in chains until he has learned his duties.”


    Elven soldiers rushed in from all sides and Oria dropped into a defensive stance, ready to do everything in her power to stop them. All were lightly-armored, so she had no doubts that she could get her claws through easily.


    “Oria, stop,” warned Phaesys, unbuckling his sword belt. He let it clatter loudly onto the ground. “I’ll surrender. He’s right.”


    Stunned, Oria numbly stared at Phaesys as the soldiers grabbed his arms and clamped manacles around his wrists. In seconds, he was gone into the tunnels, practically dragged by the very men he normally trained.


    As the last of Phaesys’ captors disappeared, Oria finally was able to look towards Desphon, who was glaring directly at her.


    “Why would you do that?” she demanded, walking towards Desphon and the four soldiers surrounding him. The elves shifted as she got near, clearly ready to attack her if needed, though Oria did not care. “Why would you arrest your own son?”


    “A distinct lack of judgment cost me greatly, as well as endangered this whole camp,” replied Desphon, trying to sound pleasant, despite his angry demeanor. Ignoring his even tone and relaxed posture, Oria could see frustration aimed at Phaesys in his eyes. “It would seem while he was off playing with children, his post was overrun with former slaves and members of the gypsy camp.”


    Oria’s skin felt cold, even under the early-evening sun.


    “What happened?” she managed.


    “Corraith sent some kind of force into the gypsy camp. Scattered everyone who was not captured. Had it been the actual force from Corraith and not a group of escapees that found us, it would have been his error that caused every death in this place. I cannot and will not tolerate that kind of risk, even from my own son.”


    “It’s my fault,” Oria offered, barely hearing herself speak. “Blame me, not him.”


    Desphon smiled as though the conversation were far more friendly than it was as he replied, “Oh, I do. Have no fear of that.”


    Turning to go into the tunnels, Desphon stopped and looked back at Oria. A little farther down in the tunnels, Phaesys waited with his head hung.


    “Where is your brother, child? You might want to look after him.”


    Oria forgot everything else in that moment and took off running. Phaesys would be fine until she could get back. Of that she was sure. Atall was another matter. If the gypsy camp had been overrun, he could be walking into a trap.


    The gypsy camp was about an hour away, but she knew that Atall had left her and Phaesys a little more than half that time ago. Hoping to intercept him, she veered slightly south of where the camp’s location had been relayed to her.


    Long after her lungs burned and her feet felt as though she had worn off most of their fur, Oria kept running, trying to get ahead of Atall. When at last she did see something beyond sand, the sun had fallen low enough that shadows grew long, and there was smoke on the horizon. Atall had managed to get ahead of her.


    Oria pushed herself harder, clearing the remaining distance, then slid to a stop as she saw Atall, with the remains of the gypsy camp in view beyond him.


    Kneeling just south of what had once been a line of wagons, Atall had his head down and was not moving. At first, Oria thought maybe he was hurt or unconscious, but as she got closer, she saw that his eyes were open, staring blankly at the burning remains of the camp.


    As she approached, Oria called out to her brother, but he did not react. Fearing an ambush, she looked around, finally examining what was left of the large camp.


    Where once there had been wagons shielded by high stone rises, now lay burned-out husks of blackened wood, sitting lopsided after their wheels had burned. Beyond the wagons, a vast circular area filled with collapsed tables and boxes was spattered as though someone had filled hundreds of buckets with blood and thrown them haphazardly around.


    “Atall,” she said softly, sitting down next to him, “maybe she made it back to the tunnels. Desphon said that a lot of people did…”


    Atall got up, grabbing Oria’s arm roughly. Practically dragging her, he led the way around the side of the smoking remains of the village, taking them to the north end, into a mostly-enclosed area between the stone walls of the valley.


    The smoke blew sideways across their path, blinding Oria, but Atall seemed to know where he was going, leading them onwards. When at last Oria could see again, she wished that she were still blinded by the smoke.


    Long rows of chains lay across the desert floor, attached to heavy blocks of stone. Much like the village itself, blood had pooled and dried into the sand in places, as though people had been cut down, though no bodies remained and most of the blood was farther from the chains. Oria could only assume that the gypsies had released whoever had been chained there before the undead arrived.


    On the near side of the slave area, dozens of long sharpened poles—Oria guessed them to have once been part of the wagons—stood upright in the sand. Impaled on each was a single person, already long-dead, though blood still trickled from the mouths of a few.


    Most of those hanging on the spikes were slaves of one type or another, of every race. Oria knew their status at a glance, seeing the deep scarring on their wrists and necks from the chains they had worn in life.


    At the fore hung the bodies of Cora and Arlin, the only people Oria could see in the long lines of poles that bore no indication of chains or whips. Atop Cora’s head, a vulture perched, cawing angrily at their approach.


    “Atall, I’m so sorry,” she said, staring at Arlin’s face.


    In the desert winds, the girl’s fur blew erratically, but Oria could see fresh wounds on her face. A wide bloodstain down the front of Arlin’s formerly white clothing told Oria that the girl’s throat had been slit. Both of her arms appeared to be broken. She had not died gently.


    Saying nothing, Atall went to the base of the pole, where a piece of parchment Oria had overlooked flapped on a single nail driven into it. Yanking the paper free, Atall shoved it into Oria’s hands, then kept walking past her.


    Oria stared down at the crumpled parchment, torn on whether to look at the contents. She eventually began smoothing it out, making out words that she had seen once before. It was a copy of the reward posters she had seen from time to time in Corraith.


    “All members of House Herrouln are hereby declared traitors and to be captured or executed on sight. Rewards for either,” read the note, with its simple sketch of a fox wildling, with oversized ears.


    The two girls had died just because someone believed them to be relatives of Desphon and Phaesys, she realized. A senseless death and one that she had indirectly caused.


    Oria felt nauseous, collapsing to the ground as she stared at the note, then back up at the battered remains of the girls. She looked long and hard at them, taking in every wound, every gruesome detail. Oria wanted to remember all of it, no matter how sick she felt. Deep down, she knew the guilt for those injuries would haunt her for the rest of her life.


    No matter what Oria thought of their lives as slaves, it was better than how things had ended. She would have wished them back into slavery a thousand times over if it could have prevented this ending for them.


    When Oria finally did turn away, it was dark out, with the air cooling rapidly. Nearby she saw Atall, standing with his back to the bodies, staring off into the desert. He just stood there, the winds whistling around him, flapping the loose desert clothes he wore.


    “We’ll find the ones who did this and kill them all,” she told Atall, reaching out to touch his shoulder, but Atall moved to keep her hand away from him.


    “Killing the dead solves nothing,” answered Atall grimly, staring at nothing in particular. “We could kill every zombie and every Turessian between here and Turessi and it doesn’t bring anyone back.”


    “Maybe if we find father…”


    Atall bared his teeth in a silent snarl.


    “Even if we find him, you know he can’t do anything about it now. Before the mists, yes. Now, I think he told me he can only help people if they’re within minutes of having died. All father could do is help kill out of revenge…if he’s even alive.”


    “Atall…”


    Her brother started walking and Oria followed, letting him have a good lead. She knew he needed some space, but she wanted to be sure that he was alright—at least as much as he could be.


    The hike back was long and Oria felt as though she had been through a war by the time they could see the tunnels again. Her feet were burned and bleeding from running so much during the day, and her stomach hurt, as she had not eaten anything since dawn. With the memories of the murdered females so fresh in her mind, however, she had no desire to eat regardless.


    At their approach, two soldiers drew their weapons and stepped out from the tunnel entrance, blocking their way. Behind them, a third soldier ran off into the tunnels.


    “Move,” growled Atall, staring at the lead soldier’s stomach.


    “All wildlings are to be cleared by Council Master Desphon,” explained the soldier, lowering his sword, but not sheathing it. “I’m sorry, not my rules.”


    Oria pulled her brother back away from the soldiers, just in case, but he appeared to be so dazed that he hardly looked up.


    Minutes later, five more soldiers arrived—including the one that had run off—bringing with them Desphon, who stopped behind the group, still in the tunnel entrance.


    “You were not who I expected,” Desphon remarked, shoulders sagging slightly. Then, looking directly at Atall, he added, “I set the guard to ensure that if those two whores returned, I would know immediately. You two are of no matter and may pass.”


    Oria heard Atall’s growl before the guards did, even as Desphon turned to leave.


    Gesturing to either side, Atall swept the two entryway guards away as though they were ragdolls. Invisible forces slammed the men against the walls roughly, holding them there.


    Oria had seen her mother use that same magic many times before. Atall could hold the two men, but it left him entirely vulnerable until he released them. Atall was advancing, clearly intending to go after Desphon, but Oria knew the moment he charged, the two soldiers would be on him, followed quickly by the other five that were currently on the far side of Desphon, unaware the attack had begun.


    Choosing in that moment to help her brother at any cost, Oria leapt past the held soldiers, going straight for Desphon. Her plan was simple—knock the man senseless, then throw him back to Atall while she dealt with the soldiers. It seemed reasonable in her head and gave her brother the revenge he deserved for the callous remarks.


    Oria crashed hard into Desphon’s back, knocking the older wildling forwards. She pounded her fist into the back of his head twice to be sure he was unable to fight back, then began to stand up when she realized that the soldiers had fully surrounded her.


    The soldiers did not draw their swords—a small blessing—but Oria fell to kicks from all directions, forcing her to curl up to keep her stomach and face mostly safe. They kept hitting her, even as she lay atop Desphon, trying not to lose track of the man.


    Pain flared through Oria’s whole body as boots impacted the back of her head and along her spine. She was only dimly aware that Desphon was no longer under her, her head spinning. Somewhere along the way, he had been pulled free.


    Nearby, Oria heard Atall’s cry of anger, just before ice exploded above her, followed by a long line of flame. Seconds later, she heard a dull thump as someone fell, then the hall was quiet again, even as she was dragged off the ground and held by hands stronger than her own.


    Just like Oria, Atall was held by the soldiers, though his head sagged and blood ran down the side of his face, dripping off his nose and muzzle.


    Oria struggled as best she could, but she was too dizzy, and could only go where the two soldiers holding her took her. The movement was all a blur, fading in and out, though she did know that they had gone farther into the tunnels.


    A short time later, the soldiers threw Oria to the floor of the tunnel, where she collapsed, unable to react in time to catch herself. Dirt filled her mouth as she hit the floor, though her attention was mostly for her injuries.


    “What have you done?” cried a nearby voice, sounding very familiar, but the echo in her own head made it hard for Oria to place it.


    “The boy used magic on the entrance guards,” explained a man’s voice. “The girl attacked Master Desphon and may have committed other crimes.”


    Someone knelt near Oria’s head, pulling her up into a seated position.


    “Can you hear me?” asked the voice, as Oria strained to focus her eyes. The blur in front of her gradually formed into Feanne’s worried face. “Oria, are you alright?”


    “I think I lost the fight, mom,” Oria blurted out, putting a hand to her head. Swollen lumps across most of the back of her skull told her just how badly hurt she was.


    Feanne moved away then and Oria managed to make out that she had gone across the narrow room to Atall, who was flat on his back. Their mother was checking his injuries, feeling for a pulse.


    “He is alive, but hurt badly,” Feanne told Oria, after noticing her stare. “I can speed the recovery of one of you…”


    “Him,” Oria said firmly.


    Nodding her agreement, Feanne whispered something that Oria could not identify, then touched Atall’s face. Seconds later, her brother blinked and sat up.


    “Oria,” he said, looking around until he locked onto his sister.


    “Both of you stop talking and leave matters to me now,” warned their mother. “This is very serious. Any words you say may cause more trouble.”


    Oria looked around, trying to figure out where they were.


    The dimly-lit room was small, even by the standards of the refugee community. With Atall, Feanne, and Oria in the room, there was no space left. At the single door, Oria could see the three kits standing wide-eyed, looking between Oria and Atall. Beyond them, she could see at least two soldiers, both of whom had been among those defending Desphon.


    “Mom, they arrested Phaesys,” Oria said, then tried to stand. Her head throbbed sharply and she fell back down.


    “I know,” replied Feanne, coming over to Oria. “He warned me that you might both be in danger. I found out about him first, but he insisted I come to you.”


    Oria looked up sadly at her mother, asking, “Is he alright?”


    “He is chained in a cell and will be for some time, but he has not been harmed. His father wants him to learn a lesson about responsibility, not to die a prisoner.”


    “What about Atall?”


    They both looked over at Atall, who said nothing. He just pulled himself up into the corner and stared at the floor.


    “I do not know what charges Desphon will bring,” Feanne told her.


    “That, I can answer,” announced Desphon, stepping past the guards and into the room. The fox held a cloth to a cut along the back of his head, near one of his ears. “He will face no charges, as I would hope that he has learned from his mistakes. The child is free to go.”


    Without a word, Atall got up and left the room, stepping around the kits and pushing past the soldiers at the doorway.


    “Thank you,” Feanne told him, still kneeling by Oria. “Once my daughter is feeling a little better, I will take her back to our rooms and ask more about what has happened.”


    “That won’t be possible,” warned Desphon, leaning against the doorframe to fill the small doorway. “She is to be sentenced for her actions.”


    Oria could feel her mother stiffen, though Feanne was a master of keeping her emotions visually in-check if and when she chose to. She must have been very surprised.


    “Explain.”


    “Aside from assaulting a noble, which your son was not guilty of, having only attacked my guards, she has committed other crimes. The girl was seen near my chambers before two of my slaves escaped. I am having her arrested for theft of property.”


    Feanne closed her eyes and took a steadying breath as she put one hand over Oria’s.


    “Children,” Feanne said, looking over to the kits. “Go find your brother and make sure he is not hurt.”


    Eager to get away from the cell and angry adults, the three kits ran off the way Atall had gone.


    “We will find a way to pay off the debt, per the laws of Corraith,” Feanne told Desphon firmly, once the kits were gone. “The law entitles us to repay any debts caused, rather than face imprisonment.”


    Desphon laughed and checked the cloth at his ear, then winced when he found fresh blood on it.


    “You cannot afford to repay me,” he told them, giving Oria an angry scowl. “The only value you have here is as a mercenary, teaching my soldiers, which you were overheard saying you wished to cease. If you are leaving, you have no further worth. Aside from that, it is the girl’s debt, not yours.”


    “We will find a way.”


    “Even if you did, that covers only my lost property,” Desphon noted dryly. “The attack on me is punishable by death, if I so choose it.”


    Leaping to her feet, Feanne crossed the room in a single step.


    “Do not threaten my children,” she warned, her voice dangerously low. Oria could see that her mother’s fur was standing on-end. She was ready for a fight. “Take your blood money as we can collect it, but do not make threats.”


    “By law, your child must repay me and I know she cannot,” Desphon countered, not backing down at all from Feanne. “Those who cannot repay their debts are sold on the slave market to cover the costs, though I will be kind and simply let her stay here as my property…”


    Feanne erupted, grabbing the closest soldier and throwing him bodily into the hallway. Before the other could react, she had caught Desphon by the throat and dragged him back into the room, where she slammed him against the wall, snarling as she did so.


    “Mother!” Oria cried, trying to get up, but her head was still too fogged.


    Just outside the door, Oria could see the remaining guard gesturing to someone else down the hall before he drew his weapon.


    “I and my children will be leaving here before morning,” Feanne told Desphon, her voice low and dangerous. She still held him slightly off the ground, pinned to the back wall of the room. “You will not endanger my kits.”


    At the sound of the guards approaching, Feanne waved one hand back towards the doorway, while keeping Desphon held by his throat. Thick green vines filled the opening, sealing the room.


    Though barely able to form the words, Desphon managed to choke out, “Don’t…care…about…kits. Let the…boy…take them…for all…I care.”


    “You are trying to use this as an excuse to keep us here,” Feanne hissed, pulling Desphon’s face closer to hers. “Why should I not kill you for trying to profit off of my family?”


    Clutching at her hands in an effort to free himself, Desphon choked and gagged, but could not reply.


    Suddenly, the vines filling the doorway exploded inwards in a hail of ice and plant sap.


    Standing in the doorway, Oria saw one of the wizards that had trained Atall, backed by the group of soldiers. The wizard stepped back, though he kept his hands free and appeared ready to counter any attempt by Feanne to use magic against them.


    The soldiers poured into the tiny room, very nearly trampling Oria as they did so.


    Feanne fought as best she could, while trying not to release Desphon. However, in the tight confines, much of her abilities were useless. Her magic required too much time to concentrate and she had no room to move out of the way of her attackers’ weapons.


    Within seconds, Feanne hit the floor beside Oria, the soldiers continuing to beat her with the hilts of their weapons. When Oria tried to crawl over to help, she felt another impact against her head, then the room went black.


    


    *


    


    Oria woke some time later, her whole body aching. Bloody and skinned patches of flesh were visible all down her arms and she guessed that the rest of her was in a similar condition. Looking at her wounds only made it worse.


    Sitting alongside her, one of the unnamed male kits held a bowl of water and a damp rag that was stained red. He stared at her as she tried to get up.


    “How long was I out?” she asked her little brother.


    “Atall said you got hurt when we woke up today,” the little wildling answered, his big eyes wider still as he looked over her injuries. “Mom’s not back.”


    That snapped Oria out of her pain-induced lethargy. Her mother was nowhere to be found.


    “Where’s Atall?” she asked, using the wall to help herself stand. Nothing felt broken, but she did feel as though she had been trampled by horses. Sadly, she had to admit that she knew exactly what that felt like.


    What did catch Oria’s attention, aside from pain, was a long chain that had been fastened from a manacle on her right ankle to a thick metal ring set into the wall.


    The little male fox shrugged at Oria’s question.


    “I need more than that. Where are the others?”


    The kit thought a moment, then offered, “Atall told us to stay in the room while he looked for mom.”


    “So how are you here?”


    The kit grinned, showing off tiny but very sharp teeth.


    “I followed your smell. The elfses didn’t care if I came in.”


    Oria could not help but smile at the kit, giving his head an affectionate rub. She eyed the thick canvas tarp over the doorway, wondering how many guards they had left outside. She was willing to bet not many, but more were probably watching her mother.


    “Good work,” she told the kit. She then lay down on her side, facing the door, hoping she had a good angle. “Go back to the room. I’ll find mother and let all three of you know what’s happening.”


    Nodding vigorously, the kit hopped to his feet, leaving the water and rag behind as he hurried from the room.


    Oria narrowed her eyes most of the way as her brother threw open the canvas door, using her position to see what was outside. By the time the cloth had fallen again, she had been able to make out just one guard in the candle-lit hallway.


    Sitting back up, Oria shifted her attention to the manacle on her ankle. It was loose enough that she could move her foot comfortably, but not so much that she could slip it past her foot without doing serious damage to her upper or lower ankle. The only way to remove it appeared to be by way of the lock that held it closed.


    Turning the lock over in the palm of her hand, Oria tried to see into the keyhole, but the single lamp on the wall was far too dim to give her any real view. She would have to be more creative.


    Oria slid her first finger’s claw into the lock, tapping at the inside to get an idea of the simple device’s design. Her claws were perfect for the exploration, but she began looking around the room for something to use as a pick, knowing her claw would likely snap if she twisted it wrong. Picking the lock with her claws would have been easiest, but she had not inherited her mother’s stronger claws.


    As her gaze shifted around the room, Oria noticed a few small bits of bone near the wall, likely left behind when they had cleared out the tomb to use for housing. These, she grabbed with her free hand, hoping they would be sturdy enough for a try or two.


    A few more taps inside the lock and Oria had a pretty good idea of what she was up against. It was not a complicated lock, but tricky enough that someone untrained and without tools would have been unable to do much. To Oria, it felt like a blessing that they had thought so little of her.


    “Oh Yoska,” she whispered to herself as she fitted the bones into the lock, feeling them grip onto the part that would need to turn. “I’m betting you never thought I listened to you. All those lectures on how to escape from an angry woman and here I am, doing just what you told me to.”


    She twisted the bones, feeling the tumbler move just before the lock popped open. As she finished the turn, one of the bones snapped cleanly off, but she did not need it anymore.


    Oria worked quickly, but made sure to stay silent as she removed the manacle and set it aside, where she would not accidentally bump it.


    Searching the room again, she tried to think how she was going to escape. Fighting was not an option, as badly bruised as she already was. That left outsmarting her guards, which Oria had to believe would not be difficult. Elves against fox, she had her money on the fox every time.


    With limited options, Oria began looking around at the ceiling. The room was too large to brace herself between the walls, but the uneven stonework had possibilities, as did the metal stakes above the door that held the canvas sheet in place.


    Oria got back up, pacing the room as she eyed the stone blocks that made up the ceiling. Most were smoothly-fit, but some had moved over time, creating the occasional hand-hold.


    This was one area for which Oria knew she had her father to thank. Feanne would never have considered climbing something to be a strategy worth considering. Father’s breed had been climbers and he had insisted on Oria and Atall learning the basics of it. Now, she thought that might just pay off.


    Oria picked up a small rock and tucked it into her shirt before she got herself ready to climb. She looked at her sharp claws, then back to the stones, wondering if she really could do what she was thinking of trying.


    Digging one hand into the cracks between the stones, Oria pulled herself up a little ways then did the same with her feet, getting herself off the ground. Using her other hand, she pulled herself a bit farther, until after several minutes, she had managed to get up into the corner of the room’s uneven ceiling, where the lamp barely provided any light. She slowly reached out her left leg until she could put weight down on the metal stake above the door, easing the burden on her claws.


    Putting all her weight onto her feet and one hand, effectively bracing herself between a wall stone and a ceiling one, Oria pulled out the rock from her shirt and hoped for the best as she threw it at the manacle.


    The loud ring of stone on metal echoed off the walls and almost immediately, an elven man rushed into the room, looking around in obvious panic.


    Wasting no time, Oria caught the falling canvas with her free hand, then let go of the ceiling. She rolled as she landed, darting out the open door as fast as she could, then let go of the canvas to let it fall behind her. She had reached the nearest intersection at a full run before she heard the soldier call out the warning to others that she had escaped.


    Oria ran to the nearest intersection in the tunnels, then headed down the less-used one. She repeated this pattern of avoiding places she might be discovered until she was far into the back tunnels of the tomb, where guards were rarely sent. There, at last, she sat down and rested.


    Fear for her mother and Phaesys made her want to go on, to make sure they were safe. She wanted to know that Phaesys had been told that his childhood friend was dead. She wanted to check on Atall to see how he was handling his own loss. She needed to know her mother was even alive.


    Instead, Oria sat there in the dark and cried.


    Years of running from corpses, fighting to stay alive, watching her parents risk everything to keep their children alive just one more day flooded into her. The memories of the previous day floated across her mind, the staked bodies, tormenting her.


    Oria fought to put aside those memories, the way she had always let the horrors she had seen wash over her, but they would not go. Instead, they were replaced with the thought of her mother, her brother, the kits, and even Phaesys impaled on spikes and left to be picked at by birds. The pain of that thought felt like a crushing weight on her already bruised body, making it hard to breathe between sobs.


    It must have taken an hour or better for Oria to finally come to herself, weakly wiping away the moisture of tears that had matted much of her face fur. Sniffling, she stood up and thought through what she had to do.


    Phaesys could wait, she assured herself. Given that it was his father that had ordered their arrest, she needed to deal with him last. Moreover, she needed time to think about what she would do when she met him again.


    Her mother was the highest priority, but the moment Oria tried to free her, the soldiers would mobilize. Many of them feared Feanne enough that they would not hesitate to bring everything they had at their disposal to capture her again.


    That left Atall and the kits. If Oria went after either captive first, the kits were in danger. She knew she had to mitigate that first, or everything else she did would have to be planned out with the expectation of someone trying to hurt them.


    Traveling by the back tunnels as much as she could, Oria kept her desert hood up much of the time to avoid being recognized by the few people she passed.


    Most of the elves of this land normally did not notice a wildling any more than they noticed a fellow elf. With only perhaps a dozen wildlings in these tunnels, that advantage in escaping was lost and she was forced to avoid pretty much everyone, just in case they were looking for her. The soldiers she always avoided, but other people she hurried past with her tail close to her body and her head as far back in her hood as she could manage.


    Given the number of detours and times that she had to stop and wait for a guard to pass, Oria took a good portion of an hour just to cross to the living quarters of the complex. Once there, it was a short trip to her family’s room.


    Ducking in under the tarp they used for privacy, Oria froze when faced with Atall, who had clearly been mid-spell, his hands aimed at her threateningly. Behind him, the three kits peeked out at her, going quickly from fear to grins as they recognized her.


    Flicking his wrist in dismissal, Atall let the magic dissipate harmlessly in a puff of smoke and heat that Oria could feel even several feet away. Saying nothing, he sat down and pushed a pile of food back in front of the kits.


    “Atall, where’s mother?” she asked him, closing the cloth door behind her. “What did I miss?”


    Shrugging, Atall looked over at the kits.


    “They ate. We slept. They’re eating again,” he said, his voice hollow, as though he were talking to her from far away. “Nothing else.”


    Oria stepped over the female kit and slapped Atall as hard as she could, knocking him over backwards. The kits squealed and scattered to the edges of the room, but watched intently to see what was happening next.


    “What is wrong with you?” demanded Atall, coming to his feet. “You’re back for a minute and the first thing you want to do is hit me?”


    “Now you sound like someone ready to fight,” Oria answered, stepping back from him. “I need you focused.”


    Growling and grumbling, Atall sat back down, though he kept a close eye on her.


    “You need to take the kits and go,” she continued, not the least surprised by the angry glare Atall gave her. “You’re a lot better equipped to protect them and I’m better suited to freeing mother.”


    Atall looked skeptical, but answered, “Okay. Where would I go?”


    “Get to the old den. It’s an easy place for all of us to find, but not many people here other than Phaesys know about it. Once we meet up there, we’ll travel somewhere else.”


    “I’ll wait no more than a few days,” Atall warned. He got up and looked around at the things in the room, likely appraising what to take. “After that, I’ll assume you’re all dead.”


    “That’s more than fair.”


    Atall began tossing food and other items into a shoulder-bag, while the kits scurried about the room, trying to act like they were helping, but not knowing what to bring.


    Not willing to wait around and risk her family by staying, Oria turned to leave, but was stopped by Atall, when he stepped in front of her.


    Held in Atall’s hands was his fang-shaped dagger, a match for the one taken from Oria when she had been captured by the soldiers. He held it out to her, offering it.


    “I can’t take that,” she said, pushing away the weapon. “It means a lot that you’d offer it, but father gave that to you. I’ll find mine again before I leave here.”


    Jaw clenched tightly, Atall grabbed Oria’s hand and pushed the weapon into it, closing her fingers on the sheath. She tried to hand it back, but Atall shoved her hand aside and walked past her, gathering up the kits in their preparations to leave.


    “Be safe,” Oria told the four of them with her best attempt at a reassuring smile, getting happy waves from the kits, who had no idea how dire the situation was. Atall never looked up from his packing.


    Slipping from the room, Oria pulled her hood up again and moved as fast as she dared through the groups of refugees, making her way down to the large room where announcements were routinely made. She had expected to use the room as a pass-through to get back into the section where prisoners were kept, but found herself facing a row of soldiers blocking the hallway. Past them, she could see a group of orcs, ogres, and others that had been forced into the room and packed so tightly that they could hardly move.


    The refugees from the gypsy camp, she realized, turning to go back the way she had come before she was recognized by the soldiers. As she came around, head low, she found herself staring at the broad armored chest of a human. Not daring to look up, she sniffed, recognizing that it was Norum, the head of the soldiers, the worst possible person to run into.


    Oria attempted to walk around him, hoping he had not recognized her, but the burly man hooked her arm, twisting it to pull her hand away from her dagger.


    Attempting to reach across herself to get her weapon with her other hand, Oria found the sheath already empty as the man plucked it away from her.


    “Don’t call out,” Norum warned her, pushing her out of the main hall and into a collapsed side-passage.


    Snatching her arm free, Oria looked for an escape, but the man had her trapped in the alcove. She would have to go through him if she was to go anywhere.


    “Back away, human,” she warned him, trying to sound as intimidating as her mother always had. In desperation, Oria even attempted to mimic her mother’s aggressive stance, with claws spread, ready to strike.


    “I’m not one of those piss-poor soldiers out there,” the man countered, taking a step towards her. Unexpectedly, he held her weapon out to her, hilt first. “I’m also not from the area. I want to see that little rat buried under the laws he claims to uphold.”


    “Desphon?”


    “Yep, that’s the one. I’ve trained soldiers across three lands, but never worked for someone as useless as him. You’ll have to understand if I don’t work against him directly, though.”


    Oria cautiously took her weapon back, sliding it into its sheath.


    “Your mother is not doing well,” he continued, checking the hall behind him. “Go around the southeast halls, then back along the west entrance to the prison area. She’s the third cell on the left. I’ll do what I can to get rid of the guards.”


    “Why help me? I’m not important, or a noble, or even one of your soldiers.”


    Norum chuckled and leaned on the wall, blocking Oria from the sight of a soldier that wandered past. Once the man was gone, Norum relaxed again.


    “Child,” he began, “I had three sisters and a mother who ruled our family with an iron skillet. Desphon disgusts me nearly as much as he does you. Given my choice, your mother would lead this whole damned place.”


    Unable to help herself, Oria threw her arms around the man’s large midsection, giving him a big hug.


    “Get going already, girl,” he warned her, pushing her slightly into the hall. “Everyone will know you’re out soon enough.”


    Patting the man’s arm in passing as she rushed away, Oria headed down the halls he had indicated, finding only three guards the entire way to the prison rooms. Those guards she easily avoided, getting her to the row of rooms normally reserved for drunks and soldiers who abandoned their duties.


    As Norum had warned her, the room with her mother in it was guarded by two heavily-armed elven men, who had not yet noticed Oria. The lamps were low on oil in the hall, making it easy for Oria to get close without being seen.


    Farther down the hall, Oria realized a second room held two additional guards. That, she told herself, was her next stop. Phaesys’ cell.


    Oria studied the guards at the two rooms, trying to determine whether any were sleepy or otherwise distracted, but all four appeared wide awake and very alert. Knowing she could not fight them all, she just waited, hoping she could come up with something to draw their attention away from herself.


    Several minutes later, Norum came walking up the far end of the passage, giving a sharp whistle as he did. All four guards looked up at him, but remained where they were.


    “Well?” demanded Norum, stopping well away from Oria down the hallway. “Form up, you scum. We have talk of trouble and I want you all briefed without having to repeat myself.”


    Obediently, the soldiers from both rooms marched over to their commander, striking up straight-backed positions in front of him, all with their backs to Oria.


    “Tonight, there’s talk that Corraith’s own Arturis will march his army across the desert again, looking for more easy targets…” Norum started, but Oria tuned him out at that point.


    Darting from the shadows to the first room, Oria slipped inside, hoping to free Feanne and fight their way back out if necessary. It was not much of a plan, but it was all she had.


    Inside the room, Oria’s plan fell apart instantly. In the light of a single flickering candle in the rather large chamber, she found that her mother was locked into a wooden frame that encased her neck and both wrists, holding her in a bent-over position that was not quite kneeling. The device had clearly been built to put as much strain on the prisoner as possible, as well as for security. Three separate locks held it closed and all appeared to be of far higher quality than the one that had held Oria.


    Feanne herself was likely to be no help. Oria’s mother hung weakly from the wooden device, barely able to stand. Dried blood caked her face, as well as her legs. From what Oria could see, Feanne’s back was covered with raw lash marks that looked and smelled to be well on their way to infection.


    At Oria’s entrance, Feanne slowly opened her eyes just a little.


    “I thought you might come,” Feanne said, smirking, though the expression was skewed by the swelling in her face. “You look awful, Oria. You should go take care of yourself.”


    “Not a chance, mom,” she insisted, examining the first lock. It was definitely beyond her skill, but Oria had every intention of trying anyway. “I’m getting you out of here.”


    “Oria…”


    “Mom, shut up,” she said without thinking. “You’re hurt bad. I’ve already got the kits and Atall out of here, so now I need to get you out so I can stop worrying.”


    Feanne smiled weakly, saying softly, “Maybe you will be ready to lead your own pack someday, after all.”


    “Not the time. Tell me how great I am when I get you out. Besides, right now I just want to see Atall happy again. Having a pack I couldn’t care less about.”


    The smile did not fade from Feanne’s face as Oria worked the lock, trying to find any way to wiggle the tumbler without a key. From what Oria could feel under her claw tip, it would take a lot of very precise tools to open this lock.


    “Can you change and break free?” asked Oria, letting the lock drop back into place.


    “No. I am too weak. I think that was why they whipped me, to keep me from having the strength to use magic of any kind against them.”


    Oria looked over the wood structure, trying to find a good place to work on it with her dagger, but everywhere she checked, it was strongly reinforced.


    “Greetings, Council Master Desphon…” came Norum’s voice outside, making Oria’s ears go straight up in surprise. “…a pleasure to see you, Master Desphon.”


    Searching the room, Oria found little in the way of hiding places. There were no alcoves or other exits, just a pile of torture equipment that Oria could not quite determine the purpose of.


    “Get around behind the tall wooden box in the corner,” her mother ordered, pointing a finger at the item she meant. “The lighting in here will not show you there.”


    Not having time to argue or find an alternative, Oria hopped over a table covered with nails, then slipped behind a polished wooden box, not unlike a coffin. She had barely gotten halfway behind it when a lamp held by Desphon appeared.


    “I see the criminal has woken at last,” the male announced, walking past Feanne’s face. He leaned to one side, then the other, examining the injuries on her face. “Those should heal nicely.”


    “When I heal, I will tear this whole tomb down around you,” Feanne said matter-of-factly.


    “Not true,” Desphon told her, checking the locks on the wooden harness. “You will submit to the authority of the nobility of this area, with no further quarrel. Namely, you will submit to my authority.”


    Feanne laughed openly as Desphon walked around her side.


    “Perhaps you don’t understand,” he continued, placing a blunted claw firmly on the open wounds on Feanne’s back. Oria could see her mother’s ears twitch, but she gave no other indication of pain. “If I cannot break you, I will break your children. Your submission or theirs. The choice is yours.”


    Feanne’s eyes flicked briefly to Oria, then away before anyone other than Oria might notice.


    “What possible thing did your parents do to you to make you believe threatening someone’s child is wise?” asked Feanne, twisting her hands in an effort to free them as Desphon walked around out of her view.


    Standing off to one side behind her, Desphon ran his fingertip across Feanne’s wounds, then stopped with his hand resting just above her tail on her hip.


    “I am the only law left out here,” bragged Desphon. “You may be important where you come from, but out here, I will have anything I want. Until other nobles are found from the city, I can do anything. Whether you have power or not, you are nothing in these lands.”


    Feanne’s eyes went back to Oria, this time her face giving a firm warning not to say or do anything. Oria then saw her mother shift her weight onto her right foot, as her left moved into a position to kick backwards. Feanne’s clawed toes flexed, ready to disembowel Desphon if he moved into range.


    “I want very little,” Desphon continued, tracing his fingers across Feanne’s lower back. “I want trained soldiers, the occasional woman to warm my bed, and a few other things that please me.”


    “If you attempt to force yourself on me, I will kill you,” warned Feanne, changing her balance to the other foot as Desphon crossed to her other side.


    Desphon laughed, setting the lamp he carried on the top of the frame, just above Feanne’s head.


    “Threaten me all you like,” he told her, placing a hand squarely alongside her tail. “I care little about you, beyond having you train my soldiers. What I do care about is having my son married off without your tramp of a daughter causing further troubles. If she continues to lure my son, I would have you watch her skinned alive.”


    Snarling, Feanne’s hands closed into fists.


    Smiling down at Feanne over the wooden frame, Desphon continued, “I’m glad you understand. So long as your girl minds her place, I might even gift her to my son for his next birthday, whether he approves of my decision or not. Just so long as she knows she has no claim on him.”


    Oria practically shook where she sat, watching Phaesys’ father touch and threaten her mother. She fought to keep her temper under control, clenching her hands until her claws caused her pads to bleed painfully.


    Desphon took another step around Feanne, moving directly behind her. As he did, Feanne kicked out, aiming her claws for his stomach. The kick would have landed, but a flash of light around Desphon deflected her foot and also pushed Desphon back slightly.


    “I see I’ll need to have your feet chained as well,” he said amusedly, leaning close to Feanne’s face as he came around her front. “Did you forget that I was an enchanter and think I would be unprotected? I suppose I should not have expected more of a woman. Still, it is a good reminder not to let my guard down around you.”


    Growling, Feanne struggled to grab at Desphon, but could not quite get her claws on him.


    “I suppose I must sentence you by the law,” said Desphon, cocking his head as he studied Feanne. “A shame, really. I would think that taking Arlin and Cora’s place would have been more pleasant. No matter.”


    Leaning out the doorway, Desphon said loudly enough that Feanne—and thus Oria—could easily hear, “I am waiving my right to execute this one, pending punishment. She is too valuable to the troops. I want her to suffer thirty lashes a day until she either dies, or twenty days have passed. Do not trouble me with anything about her until then.”


    Oria huddled farther into the darkness, watching her mother’s face fall in dismay. She knew deep down that her mother would have hoped for death over imprisonment any day. To some tiny degree, Oria wished for that as well.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Revelation”


    


    It is easy to think that you are the center of the world’s attention at times. Looking back at the stories I have left for my children, I can envision the scholar who finds those writings years later, believing that I somehow had a hand in all the major events of the war near Altis, when in fact I was sometimes just creating a good explanation of events for a child.


    The truth is we are the center of the world in our own minds and those of our loved ones. It’s not bragging or foolish to think that, but rather, it is the nature of how we all see the world. Any story we tell must, by virtue of our perspective, center on our own actions. Those actions will always appear far more important than they really were when we are telling the story.


    Did I set off a bomb near Lantonne that some say opened the first rift mist in that region? I can probably be blamed for it. I know what my mission was, but I wonder if I had failed, would the same results have happened? Would someone else have carried it or done exactly what I did?


    If I had stayed in Altis and never followed Feanne, would Atall and Oria ever have been born? Would Ghohar, Ulra, and even Finth still be alive today? Would I? I have my hunches, but that is all they are. We cannot know the truth with any certainty of what the world would be like if different choices were made.


    Second-guessing yourself or trying to put your actions into perspective of the bigger picture of the world is difficult, if not impossible. The bigger picture is called that because it is far larger than any of us.


    At the end of the day, I know who and what I am. That is all that truly matters. Everything else is a story, either made up by me or by someone else, often blown far out of proportion for what really happened or what it meant at the time to anyone but myself.


    To myself, I am a wildling, a life-mate, a healer, and a father. These are the only truths that exist for me. Everything else, I see as a story told by someone. These few titles define what I am far better than any story ever will. A story can be twisted in its intent and meaning, whereas these simple names are much harder to villainize.


    To others, I could be anything ranging from a hero of legend to a fool who let his family be lost by his own mistakes. I could be a delusional rodent, who believes he can help others, when in fact he cannot help himself. In light of a changing world, one day I might be an anti-hero who opposed the glorious Turessians, who only wanted to help the world grow and change…if that is the world you now face when reading this, please throw this book into the nearest fire, as nothing I say really matters.


    I might even be no more than a distraction from the real events that matter. After all, who can’t help but watch a seven-foot striped tail bounce past, even if the world is ending nearby?


    Whether my actions are meaningful or a waste of my own breath, only the historians will be able to determine. I know what I must do and I am ready to die to see that Turessi never sets foot in this land again. Corraith and its deserts may not be my home, but it is where my family came to for safety.


    I will create that safety, or convince myself that I did my part. Failing that, I will die a hero in my own mind.


    


    “Estin, wake up.”


    Groaning, Estin flipped his tail over his face, trying to hide for a few more minutes.


    For the last few weeks, he and Lorne had spent much of their time searching the desert south of Corraith for Feanne and the kits. They had spent from dawn until sunset, normally camping among the ruins they found in those outlying areas. This had been the first night they had come back to the den in that whole week and they had both collapsed the moment they had arrived.


    “Estin. Now. Please.”


    Hearing nothing more than faint concern in Lorne’s voice, Estin curled into a tighter ball, hoping she would go away. Without the sound of panic, he really did not see the need to deal with early morning.


    “Estin!”


    Sitting up to demand what the problem was, Estin’s eyes went wide at what he saw.


    Scurrying all over Lorne were three fox kits, poking and prodding at her. One, the female, was standing on Lorne’s back, leaned over her head to stare into her eyes.


    “Why…am I…surrounded by these monsters?” Lorne asked nervously, trying to shake one of the males off her arm. The child clung all the tighter as though it were a game. “Are they going to eat me?”


    “I hope not,” answered Estin, grinning as he plucked one of the males off of Lorne and gave the squirming kit a hug. “Those are my children.”


    At that, all three little faces spun on Estin, staring intently.


    Lorne looked no less concerned as the female grinned at her upside-down, showing off her sharp baby teeth.


    “If you’re dad, who’s she?” demanded the male in Estin’s arms, pointing at Lorne.


    “You don’t look like mom,” insisted the other male, looking between Lorne and Estin.


    The female continued crawling around Lorne’s shoulders, eyeing her suspiciously. More than once, the little female made a menacing—for a child—growl in an effort to scare Lorne.


    Just then, the canvas sheet that kept the blowing sands out of the small den was tossed aside and another fox wildling came walking in. Nearly full-grown and thin, the male froze as he saw Estin.


    “Hello, Atall,” Estin said softly, still trying to keep the kit he held from escaping.


    Atall stared at him a long time, as though unable to believe what he saw. Then, he turned slightly and saw Lorne.


    “I need to go,” Atall said softly, taking a step back onto the slope outside the den’s entrance. “I found something and I can’t bring them. Please watch the kits. I’ll be back by tomorrow morning.”


    Without another word, Atall left, letting the canvas fall over the entrance.


    “Are you babysitting?” asked the female kit of Lorne. “Usually, Oria makes an elf babysit us. You’re not a furry elf, are you?”


    One of the males hopped in front of Lorne, asking, “You dress like a human. Are you just a really fuzzy human?”


    “That’s stupid,” the female announced. “She’s a wildling, even if she does smell like lunch.”


    “I…what?” Lorne inquired, but the little girl dove behind her, out of sight.


    “Yeah, she smells funny,” the male in Estin’s arms told them all.


    “Where are your scars?” asked the male closer to Lorne, peeking around the edges of her shirt and dress. “You’re too old not to have scars.”


    “Scars? I…I have a few on my back.”


    “Just two I saw,” the female told her, now nearly sitting on top of Lorne’s head, while Lorne tried to remain still. “If you don’t have any more, can we give you some?”


    “Estin…I am not a children person,” Lorne said, voice shaking slightly. “What do I do?”


    Estin flipped the kit he was holding upside-down, then scooped up the other male.


    “Toss them around, wrestle with them, whatever makes them giggle,” he told her, then looked down at the second kit he had picked up, who was nibbling on his arm. “Don’t let them bite you, even if they are teething, and don’t drop them on their heads. That’s about the sum of it. It’s not too hard.”


    “What if I break them?”


    The kits laughed at that, squirming free of Estin’s grip. As a group, they tackled Lorne—who squeaked in shock as they bowled her over—then wrestled playfully with her, even as she tried to get away.


    “It’s kind of hard to break them,” Estin told her, sitting back down to watch. “They’re more likely to break you.”


    


    *


    


    It was nightfall the next day when Atall returned, collapsing through the entrance to the den and very nearly falling atop his smaller siblings. He tried to get back up, but flopped at Estin’s feet, breathing shallowly.


    Rushing to his son, Estin checked over the boy, looking for any injury. Finding none, he stared in confusion at Atall for a little while, before dragging him to the nearest pile of bedding.


    “Is he alright?” asked Lorne, shooing away the female kit for the thousandth time as the little girl tried to attack Lorne’s tail.


    “He’s physically fine,” Estin told her, opening Atall’s eye. “I think he’s just exhausted.”


    Turning, Estin looked over at the three kits that continued bouncing around Lorne, tormenting her endlessly. All three had napped in Estin’s arms earlier in the day, but upon waking had gone straight back to their assault, as if encouraged by Lorne’s discomfort around children.


    “Hey,” Estin told the nearest male, poking him in the side to get his full attention. “Where did your brother take you?”


    “Past where we saw mom and Oria. Near the place that stinks of dead humans.”


    “What did you see there?”


    The kit screwed up his face, thinking hard.


    “Um, I saw her,” pointing to his sister, then to his brother, “and him. Oh, and Atall.”


    Patting the boy on the head, Estin went back and checked Atall again, finding that he was unchanged.


    During the next few hours, Estin managed to get the boy to choke down some water, though he still did not wake. If anything, Atall fell deeper asleep.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Lorne asked Estin, sitting down next to him. “People don’t just pass out like that and stay down for this long.”


    Nearby, the kits slept fitfully in a huddled pile, kicking and twitching as they dreamed. When they had passed out, Lorne had been quiet a long time, watching them until she was sure they would not come after her again.


    Estin shook his head, touching his son’s ear to check his temperature. Aside from the feel of a sunburn, he was normal.


    “I had this kind of thing happen to me once,” he told her, taking his son’s hand in his own. “It was just exhaustion.”


    “Even we slaves don’t get quite that tired, Estin.”


    “For me, it was magic. The first time I pushed my abilities, it knocked me out for hours. My master told me that it was normal for most people just learning…though she put a dress on me while I was out and let others come and laugh at my expense. I’ve made very sure not to let that happen again.”


    Lorne leaned closer to Atall, looking him over.


    “Is your son a healer, too?”


    “No,” Estin told her, patting Atall’s hand, then setting it back on his chest. “He wanted to learn to be a warrior.”


    That made Estin look over Atall for his own reasons. Nowhere on the boy was a weapon, not even the dagger Estin had given him. Atall’s thin linen shirt and pants were relatively new—not a surprise after months away. The only thing he wore that Estin recognized was the silver ring that Asrahn, the boy’s grandmother, had given him.


    “What now?” asked Lorne.


    “I need to know what he found and whether it has anything to do with Feanne and Oria,” Estin replied, grabbing his swords from where they rested at one side of the room. “You need to watch over them. If Atall wakes, explain where I went before he does anything rash.”


    “I don’t know where you went, though.”


    Estin smiled back at her.


    “Neither do I. I’ll follow Atall’s scent while it’s fresh. If I’m lucky, I can get back by dawn.”


    “But…”


    Estin knelt down beside Lorne, giving her a friendly hug.


    “You’ll be fine. I will hurry.”


    “Estin,” she pleaded, grabbing at his arm as he tried to stand back up, “don’t leave me with your horde of little monsters.”


    “Blame their mother,” he told her, grinning as he left.


    


    *


    


    The hike across the desert took longer than Estin would have liked, but at night, it was far more comfortable. He jogged much of the way, happy to be able to move at his own pace, without fear of his feet or head—or even his tail—burning in the sun’s heat, or Lorne slowing him down.


    Atall’s trail was not an easy one to follow, forcing him to stop repeatedly to sniff at the sand for any hint of where the boy had come from. Luckily, the winds had been mild all evening, leaving enough for Estin to follow. Another few hours and he doubted he could have found more than a few traces of the path.


    It was nearing midnight when Estin finally got an idea for where he was going. The path Atall had taken crossed over a beaten road that Estin had traveled recently himself. Less than a mile ahead, he knew that he would find the remains of the gypsy camp.


    Stopping, Estin thought about whether he really wanted to go back there. It was entirely possible that Atall had just found what Estin already knew was out there, but he had to know for sure.


    Continuing on, Estin soon reentered the village, though if he had not known where he was, he would never have recognized it.


    Estin passed the charred remains of the wagons, slowing his pace as he wandered through what was left of the shops, where fallen rocks from the partially-collapsed hillsides had not buried them. Here and there, goods still remained. These, Estin would occasionally pick at, grabbing any food or items he thought might be useful for the kits or Lorne.


    When he reached the north end of the wagon ring, Estin saw the long empty expanse where the slaves had been during his first visit. This time, he saw several long wooden poles lying on the ground.


    Climbing over the last wagon, Estin walked over to the pile of wooden poles, smelling the gore on them long before he reached them. Keeping a distance, he circled them, noting the sharpened and bloodied end of each.


    Estin had to struggle to still smell Atall past the stench, but he could tell the boy had been there. Following the trail, he went past the poles to where a long row of mounds had been built, as though bodies had been placed there and then covered with sand. Atop each mount, a pile of rocks had been stacked, marking the location and keeping the piles from being too easily dug up by scavengers.


    Acting on his healer’s instincts, Estin shifted his vision, unfocusing his eyes to see more with magic. He hoped to make out the moving shapes of the spirits of those who had died, which would allow him a slight chance of saving them, though that would require that he bring their corpse back to Corraith and the healing circle in Sirella’s basement. Nowhere was any spirit visible, both saddening Estin and relieving him that he did not need to bring anyone into that secret place.


    Circling the mounds, Estin came upon one that stood out to him. Beyond the rocks that all the other graves bore, this one had been covered with desert flowers. He had seen such plants only a few times, usually in shady areas right after the brief rains that came every so often. Never had he seen what amounted to a full garden of them. There were at least a hundred large white blooms atop the mound.


    Estin bent before the grave, sniffing at the flowers. Every one of them held Atall’s scent. The grave itself smelled of another wildling, but not one Estin recognized.


    “How long did it take you to do that?” he asked aloud, touching one of the flowers reverently. To grow so many must have taken considerable amounts of water, hauled in from somewhere nearby. “Who was it, Atall?”


    Shaking his head at the amount of work Atall had done if he had truly buried these people by himself, Estin circled around again, looking for any other indication of where his son had gone.


    That was when he saw the glow.


    Far to the north, past a line of ruins that at first resembled the stones that commonly dotted the desert, a dim rippling light filled much of the horizon. Had Estin been anywhere else in the world, he might have believed it to be the lighted walls of a large, distant city.


    Knowing that he was leagues from another city, Estin knew instantly what he was looking at and felt ill. It was the mist, the very thing that had uprooted his family and destroyed countless cities across the world, Corraith included.


    Estin gauged the distance to this mist cloud, trying to use what landmarks existed to determine how much time he had if it began moving straight towards him. From what he had seen back near Altis, the mists in that region moved swiftly, but this one was far enough off that he believed they had days, if not longer. That was even assuming the mist was moving at all.


    “Let him touch power again,” came the voices associated with Estin’s magic, making his head hurt as the words slammed into the back of his mind. “The mists might not kill.”


    Rubbing at the back of his head, he looked around one last time, then began his trek back home, hoping as he went that the kits had not injured or scared off Lorne.


    


    *


    


    The next morning, Estin was sitting in the den watching the kits sleeping against Atall as the sun rose outside. Lorne lay curled in her corner of the den, having wrapped herself tightly in her blankets, likely to protect herself from the kits.


    “Morning, father,” Atall whispered, though Estin had not seen his eyes open. “Where did you go?”


    “I had to see for myself what you found.”


    Atall opened his eyes, looking at Estin with a hopelessness that Estin had never seen in him before, despite the things they had both lived through time and again.


    “The camp or the ruins?”


    “I saw the graves, Atall.”


    Atall turned his head away from Estin, putting his arms around the kits as he did so.


    “Who died there?”


    Atall stayed silent a long time, until eventually he said softly, “A girl…female…whatever. I’ve been around elves too long.”


    “What’s her name?” Estin insisted, though he wanted on some level to let his son avoid having to talk about it. Still, he knew it would be better to get it all out at once. Atall would otherwise bottle up all his anger until he could not stand it anymore. It was Atall’s way. “She meant something to you.”


    “Arlin. She was a slave that Oria and I set free, nothing more.”


    “You still lie badly.”


    Atall smiled as he stared at the ceiling, though there was no emotion in the expression.


    “Mother told me once that our kind rarely live to adulthood and when we do, it’s almost a guarantee that we have already lost someone important to us,” Atall said, his voice shaking a little. “I hoped that we broke that cycle when we left Altis.”


    “Pain doesn’t care about what land it’s in,” Estin told Atall. “It can strike anywhere, against anyone we know.”


    Atall nodded, then closed his eyes again, though Estin could see the moisture of restrained tears at the corners of his eyes.


    “Oria and mother are dead,” Atall said abruptly. “They were supposed to escape within a day of the four of us. They never came out.”


    “Escape from where?” asked Estin, sitting sharply upright. Fear prickled across his skin and he prayed his son was wrong. His heart was beating erratically, making his chest hurt. “What happened, Atall?”


    Atall tried to sit up, but the kits were positioned such that he was stuck without waking them. Sighing, he relaxed again.


    “We went to live with refugees from Corraith in an underground tomb when you vanished. Mom tried to get them to accept us, but when Arlin died, I lost my temper on their leader. Oria and mom were caught and imprisoned.”


    “Do you know what happened to them? Are you sure they’re dead?”


    Atall shook his head.


    “Oria told me not to come back if they didn’t make it out in a day. I did anyway, of course. One of my friends on the inside told me that Desphon—the useless sack of cow turds that leads them—had been bragging that Oria was gone and Feanne wouldn’t last another day from the beatings he was having her put through. That was almost two weeks ago, give or take.”


    Estin put his head in his hands, taking a shuddering breath as he tried to imagine the fear they must have felt after losing him, only to wind up among a group that would do this to them.


    “We’ll recover their bodies,” Estin told Atall firmly, struggling to keep his own emotions in check. For the first time, he truly felt old, as though he had blinked and missed years of his life. In less than a minute, Atall was an adult and Estin the senior. “When is a good time to go in and can these people be reasoned with?”


    “The people, yes. Desphon, I doubt it.”


    Atall finally managed to wiggle himself free of the kits, setting them down gently on the floor as he got up.


    “We won’t get near the place for a few more days,” Atall insisted, picking up a stick and drawing a simple map in the floor of the room. He marked a spot, as well as the den’s location. “According to my friend, they are planning some kind of public event here soon. Even he isn’t sure what the reason is. The guards will be spread thin then. It’s still three days off, though.”


    Estin studied the map briefly, recognizing the location Atall was indicating. Somehow, he had never seen anything in that area, though he knew it to be very hilly and nearly anything could have been hidden there.


    “What would stop us from going sooner?” Estin asked grimly, wondering if he could fight through whatever these people had at their disposal. For Feanne—or her remains—he thought he just might try anyway. He would need to convince Atall to stay behind, as it would likely be a one-way trip.


    “At least eighty soldiers—probably closer to a hundred—a dozen wizards, including my source for the information,” explained Atall. “They’re elven, but mom trained a lot of the warriors. I can tell you where the entrances are and where you’ll die trying to go if they’re ready for an attack. You wouldn’t even get within sight of where the bodies would be until the guards are spread out.”


    Estin looked up at the boy, seeing a mirror for his own anger and determination in Atall’s eyes. Realizing how foolish he had wanted to be, Estin nodded and touched his son’s shoulder in reassurance.


    “How do we wait out three days?” he asked, staring at the point on the map, as though he could get there by watching it carefully enough.


    “We go look at some ruins,” Atall told him, marking two more spots on the map. One was the gypsy camp and the other was slightly farther north of it. “They’re empty, but I nearly killed myself breaking through the entrance into them. It was under a lot of rock and sand. I really wasn’t ready to summon that much wind.”


    Estin looked over his son, debating whether to ask.


    “Yes, I’m a wizard,” Atall offered on his own without looking up. “I forgot that you…disappeared…before I started learning.”


    “Go ahead and say it, Atall.”


    “You left us. Not much different. Either way, I have you back to help me get revenge on these people.”


    “It makes a big difference in how you look at me, Atall.”


    Atall glared at Estin, then softened his demeanor and shrugged.


    “You had a reason, I’m sure,” he answered, then looked over at Lorne. “If I’d met her three months ago, I’d have tried to kill you both for what you did. Now, at least someone’s happy.”


    Estin grabbed Atall by the shoulders and turned the youth to face him.


    “I did not want to leave. What I did was to keep Arturis’ ghouls from following me back to you. I didn’t want them to find Feanne or the kits so soon after she gave birth. Then, when I felt it was safe, you were gone…”


    “We couldn’t wait forever for you to come back,” Atall snapped, looking over at the kits. “She refused to name them, hoping that you would come back soon.”


    “Then we’ll name them after we recover her body,” Estin answered, his voice finally cracking.


    “What about her?” Atall asked, pointing his nose in Lorne’s direction.


    “She’s a freed slave and a friend.”


    “And?”


    Estin stared at Atall until the boy smiled slightly and appeared to relax.


    “Good,” said Atall, shaking his head. “I wasn’t sure how to treat her. Knowing that you aren’t…it just makes it easier to focus on getting mom and Oria back.”


    Looking back down at the map in the sand, Estin tapped the ruins with his finger.


    “What did you find?”


    Atall wiped away the markings with his hand, then drew a series of symbols with the stick. Any one of them was obscure enough that Estin was unsure what he was looking at.


    In a flash of insight, Estin copied several of the symbols nearby, mirroring them on either side. He then drew a simple human face in the sand, redrawing the symbols along the sides of the eyes.


    “That’s Turessian,” he said aloud, kicking the sand to wipe out his sketch. “Something recent?”


    “No, it’s very ancient,” Atall assured him. “I couldn’t go too far without someone to run with the kits if I found that it wasn’t as empty as I’d thought. I didn’t smell anything in there but dust, though.”


    “Take me in the morning. Lorne will come, too. Among us, we can manage to keep the kits as safe there as anywhere. I’ll have her wait outside, while we check it out.”


    They sat quietly for a little while, Atall looking over his father slowly, as though trying to absorb whatever he had missed in the last few months.


    “You used to be able to raise the dead,” Atall finally said, rubbing his hands together uncomfortably. “What are the limits on your ability?”


    “I can’t save her anymore, Atall,” Estin assured him, knowing already where the conversation was going. “I searched for spirits at the graves and there were none.”


    “If there were, could you have done something?”


    “Within a minute or two of death, I could have mended her body to save her. After that, I can’t bring back the dead without a place strong in healing magic. We lost our circle back at Altis.”


    Atall’s eyes were distant as he thought.


    “You haven’t found another?”


    Estin chose his words carefully, answering, “The same magic that can raise the dead can be used by a Turessian to make more of its kind from any corpse. If I found one, I wouldn’t want it to ever be found.”


    Atall nodded, answering, “I’d rather see everyone I care about die before having more of those monsters walking around. If you do find another place like that, don’t tell me. The fewer people who know, the better. If you think I’d convince you to tell me…destroy it first.”


    


    *


    


    By midday, the ragtag procession had just passed the gypsy camp, with Estin carrying the female and one of the male kits and Atall carrying the other. Lorne followed behind, grumbling very nearly as much as the kits about the heat and how long they had been traveling.


    “We could be at the ocean by now!” whined the female kit, mock-stomping her foot, which only served to kick Estin in the ribs.


    “Where’d you hear that there was an ocean nearby?” asked Estin, grinning at the girl.


    “There isn’t an ocean near here, silly,” she grumbled. “That’s how long we’ve been walking.”


    “Some of us are walking more than others,” groaned Lorne, pulling her hood lower as the sun began to hit her face.


    “You got longer legs,” explained the male in Atall’s arms. “Besides, you’re really old, so it’s okay that you walk places.”


    Estin tried to suppress his own laughter and avoid catching Lorne’s glare.


    “What’s this?” asked the other male, holding up Estin’s little notebook.


    “That’s my instructions for using magic,” Estin told the kit, snatching back the book. He had not even felt his pouch move. He shoved it back into the bag and refastened the clasp.


    “And this?” asked the boy again, holding up a handful of coins that had been in Estin’s other pouch.


    “Money that the city people use to get things from other people. Now stop going through my bags.”


    The female held out Estin’s notebook sheepishly.


    “Your mother taught you all to be thieves in my absence,” he muttered, putting away the notebook yet again. “Great planning there. That certainly won’t drive a father crazy.”


    As they passed the northern part of the gypsy camp, Estin watched Atall turn and head over to the grave mounds. Stopping Lorne, he waited patiently as Atall knelt at the grave, while the kit he had been holding wandered in circles nearby.


    Eventually the kit ran back over to Estin, jumping up and down until Estin picked him up and put him on his shoulders. With all three of the kits, Estin was not sure he could move any faster than a ponderous stroll.


    Standing at last, Atall raised a hand to the sky and closed his eyes. Seconds later, a brief shower of rain fell over him and the grave, the moisture sinking quickly into the sand. Atall let his hand drop and the rains stopped immediately.


    “So that’s why there are so many flowers,” Estin said as Atall came back to the group. Thankfully, the kits were excited at their brother’s return and Estin managed to set them down without them realizing he was relieved. “I wondered.”


    “Yeah,” admitted the boy, looking back. He held up a hand that steamed as the water was cooked off of his fur by the sun. “I really prefer fire magic, but it just seemed right for this place. I owe her at least a little beauty to surround her.”


    Atall looked at the ground for a minute, his thoughts distant. Even the kits quieted down in a show of respect. After a few moments lost in thought, Atall started walking again without a word, the kits bounding along behind him.


    “Is he alright?” Lorne whispered, leaning close to Estin.


    “He lost his first love. What do you think?”


    “I think it’s another good reason to avoid attachments,” she replied, keeping her voice low. “You never know when someone might die…or get sold to a new owner.”


    Estin glanced over at her, then slid up the left sleeve of his shirt, exposing long gouges in his flesh where scars had never properly healed.


    “My mate and I expected to die a thousand times since the day we met,” he told her, covering back up the furless scars. “Instead of avoiding attachments, we counted the few days we’ve had together as individual blessings.”


    Lorne shook her head slowly, though her eyes remained on Estin’s sleeve.


    “I don’t know whether to be jealous or think I was lucky being a slave,” answered the female, finally looking to the path they walked. Idly, she rubbed her left arm. “I can’t wait to meet her.”


    Estin stopped abruptly.


    “What?” asked Lorne, stopping several steps past him.


    Lowering his head and putting a hand to his muzzle, Estin tried to think, but he felt dizzy and ill. His balance wavered and his stomach churned, making him drop to his knees as he tried to keep from retching. He had managed to maintain composure far longer than he had expected, but grief hit him all at once, breaking his show of calm.


    “Estin?” Lorne asked him, coming to his side. “What’s wrong?”


    “She’s gone,” he said softly, realizing that he had been trying to avoid thinking about this. Now, it was unavoidable and it made him sick to his heart. “Atall came from where her and my daughter were captured, tortured, and killed.”


    Lorne let out a sympathetic whimper, then put an arm around Estin, pressing her forehead against his cheek.


    “I’m sorry,” she told him, for once sounding genuine. “What are you going to do?”


    “That depends on whether they release her body to me.”


    “If they don’t?”


    Estin turned his head, putting his forehead against Lorne’s.


    “Every last furless creature in their village will die,” he told her, though his voice wavered more than he wished it would. “I hope it doesn’t come to that, though.”


    “If you two are done,” growled Atall, standing before Lorne and Estin with the kits huddled around his legs. “I would like to get to the ruins before dark.”


    Lorne snatched her arm off of Estin’s shoulders and sat back on her haunches, sweeping her tail around herself protectively.


    Atall snorted, looking first at Estin, then to Lorne as he told them, “Don’t bother acting innocent around me. I just don’t care right now.”


    Though his muscles shook from the emotions that he was fighting, Estin stood back up and nodded at Atall. It was not worth arguing over, so he preferred to just get back to something he could keep his mind on.


    Taking the hint, Atall shooed the kits back onto the path he had made, flicking his tail in mild frustration as he turned away.


    “Come on,” Estin told Lorne, helping her to her feet. “He won’t stop for us again.”


    “He hates me,” she said absently, watching Atall as he walked quickly away.


    Estin was too mentally exhausted to lie, telling her, “Of course he does. He sees you as the female I picked to replace his mother. Just like he once hated me for replacing his birth father.”


    They began walking, but Lorne kept watching Estin from the corner of her eyes.


    “How did that happen?” she finally asked.


    “Their father…at least we think he was their father,” Estin corrected himself, laughing tiredly. “I was part of the reason he left, taking the kits—Atall and Oria—with him when he ran.”


    “And the other part?”


    “Feanne had a gift, but Insrin thought she was a monster. He was trying to protect the kits. I found them, but he was already dead. The army of the Turessians killed him while Oria watched. She kept Atall from seeing.”


    “How long did the two of you wait?”


    “Months,” he admitted, noting that Atall was nearing the ruins Estin had seen the day before. In the daylight, he could not make out the mists in the distance, which made it at least somewhat easier to convince himself they were not out there. “I pledged myself as her protector, just to be near her.”


    Lorne giggled.


    “Get near the girl, then slowly get closer to her heart?”


    “She nearly died in my arms,” Estin said firmly, seeing the humor fall from Lorne’s face. “Another member of the pack tore her stomach apart to prove she was weak. She could have killed him, but instead of fighting him, she took his strike to defend the kits.”


    Estin looked over at Lorne, but she was watching him, clearly waiting for him to continue.


    “We decided to stop lying to ourselves when she lay there half-dead in my arms,” he went on, feeling a sense of relief at talking about the pain and struggle that had given his life purpose before the news from Atall that had destroyed it all. “That was the first time I fought for someone else’s honor and benefit.


    “I’ve had to kill before, but if I’d had the chance, I doubt I could have stopped beating on that male. Every time I did hit him, all I could think about was Feanne’s blood on my hands.”


    Estin stopped talking as he reached Atall, who had come to a halt at a gaping hole that looked to be a cave entrance at first glance. Nearby, hundreds of rocks and shattered stone blocks had been scattered, as though by a tornado.


    The kits raced around, not entering the hole in the ground, but exploring the area around it.


    “Nice story, dad,” Atall said as the group came up around him. “I remember that night. You healed mother, but as close as she’d been to bleeding to death an hour before, she spent the whole time you were gone worrying about what Olis would do to you. She wanted to take your place, to keep you from being hurt the way she had been.”


    The three of them were silent for some time, while the kits chased one another around the area. Estin was finally the one to break the quiet.


    “We need to get moving, Atall.”


    Smiling grimly, the boy led the way down into the dark, gesturing with one hand to create a glowing ball of light as he went. The kits skipped along happily beside him.


    “As much as I hate violence,” Lorne said, touching Estin’s arm, “I hope you get your revenge for whatever they did to her and your daughter. Her memory deserves that much.”


    Estin kept his mouth shut, heading after Atall into the dark passage. Lorne followed him slowly, picking her way down the uneven slope.


    The first ten minutes or so of travel were uneventful, taking them through what could easily have been a natural cave of dense stone. Soon, they reached a section where the stone changed abruptly, turning into the dark smooth rocks of a far different climate.


    “Where are we?” Estin asked, looking back to see the transition one more time. The stones changed in the course of two or three feet, as though he had crossed a barrier into another place.


    “I don’t think this belongs here,” Atall told him, stopping a little ways ahead. “It’s like someone brought all the stones from another part of the world. All of the underground tombs are made like this, though. This one just has different rocks in the walls.”


    Atall held up his light to the wall of the passage. Faint etchings in the wall were just barely visible, but could have been made by water or wind.


    “These aren’t easy to see yet,” he noted, looking farther down the hall. “I didn’t even notice them until I got a lot deeper in. Follow me and I’ll show you what I found.”


    Taking off at a light jog, Atall led the way far down into the dark, forcing Estin and Lorne to rush after him, or be left without light. They passed several intersections in the manmade tunnel, but Atall took turns seemingly at random, taking them on an ever-descending route.


    Throughout the run, the kits fought amongst themselves, trying to be the one closest behind Atall. To accomplish this, there was endless tripping, pushing, and the occasional tackle.


    When Atall did finally stop, it was just after the tunnels had opened up into a larger room. This new room expanded far beyond the reach of his limited light-source.


    “Here,” he announced, holding his hand aloft, causing the globe of light to rise far overhead. “This is the place.”


    Estin could not see a lot, even with his night vision. Long columns of uneven stone rose up even farther than the light of the globe could illuminate, giving the room a sense of enormity that surprised him. He could see the beginning of arches in spots, but the base and peaks were outside the light.


    Throughout the room, a series of twenty foot tall pillars stood in even rows. Each of these four-sided blocks was covered with the thin symbols Estin had long ago seen on the Turessians and those who followed them. Whatever this place was, it had some kind of significance to the Turessian people.


    Atall turned slowly in place, throwing his arms out wide.


    “This was all I found,” he told Estin and Lorne. “It might mean something, but I can’t read anything on those stones. I hoped maybe you could.”


    Estin walked past his son, letting his fingers brush the surface of the nearest stone. The whorls and sharp edges of the symbols stood out as clearly as their matches did in Estin’s mind, tattooed on the faces of those who had killed people close to him.


    Deep in the back of Estin’s memories, he recalled the book Arturis had kept, with its mention of finding something in the desert. Seeing the symbols up close made Estin wonder if this just might be it.


    One pillar after another, Estin went slowly around the room. The engravings were no more readable to him than the faces of the Turessians he had fought, but still he walked, trying to make sense of the place.


    Coming up on a single much wider pillar that stood central among the others, he stopped as his fingers slid across its smooth surface. Though all of the other pillars were in even rows, this one stood entirely alone.


    “Why is this one side blank?” Estin asked, turning to face the bare stone face. Around the edges and on the other sides, the runes continued, but on that one side, it was completely flat. “Did you do something to this one?”


    Atall shooed the kits aside as he came over. Squinting at the stone, he put his palm against the surface.


    “It’s magical,” the boy noted, looking around. “I’m not sure how I overlooked that.”


    Estin searched the flat area for some indication of its purpose, but it was as completely smooth as though it had been polished. Moving his fingers closer to the edges, he looked over the elaborate carvings that created a solid trim of glyphs.


    A quick check of the other pillars showed Estin that the symbols there were spaced apart, but on this one, they created a thin line along the edges. Once he knew what he was looking for, he could see the distinct shape of a door, if one were to trace the inner edge of the symbols.


    Closing his eyes briefly, Estin focused his mind, letting the voices come. Shifting his mind towards the magic that flowed through him, he opened his eyes again, seeing what Atall had mentioned about the magic in the pillar.


    Dim blue-white hints of magical energy glowed in his altered vision, illuminating most of the pillar, though the thin groove that ran along the edge of the symbols was dark. This line he traced with his eyes, until he found one symbol that was as dimly-lit as the doorway’s edge.


    “Think it’ll get us killed if I can open it?” Estin asked, blinking away the spell. To his eyes, the glow faded away.


    “Does it matter?” inquired Atall, smirking. “What would Feanne have told you to do?”


    “Leave it alone.”


    Atall nodded, then slapped Estin on the shoulder.


    “We both know what you would do anyway.”


    Estin grinned, knowing Atall was right. Acting on his son’s thoughts, he reached out and pressed the single small symbol that had not glowed. This fang-shaped sigil clicked faintly as he touched it.


    The two of them stood there, waiting for some change in the stone, but nothing happened.


    “Was it supposed to do something?” asked Lorne, trying to walk towards them, but unable to because of the three kits clinging to her skirt.


    Estin glanced over at Atall, who shrugged back.


    A faint grinding creak behind them preceded a shriek from Lorne and squealing giggles by the kits.


    When Estin turned, he saw Lorne disappear as the floor tilted away beneath her, sliding her and the kits into a room below. A plume of dust and Lorne’s vanishing tail were the last things he saw until the dust cleared, revealing a steep ramp down into darkness.


    Atall looked from the ramp to Estin, and then shrugged.


    “I would have pressed the button too,” he noted, then walked over to the ramp.


    Stepping carefully onto the angled stones, Atall began picking his way down. The glowing ball followed him, drawing long shadows with its departure and sweeping Estin into deepening darkness.


    Estin followed Atall down, hurrying after the boy, while trying to maintain his balance. Not for the first time in his life, he wished his feet were shaped more like humans’, which would have given him more stability on the smooth descent. Instead, he had to depend on the length and weight of his tail to counterbalance himself.


    At the bottom of the long ramp, which descended more than fifty feet, Atall was helping Lorne to her feet, while the kits bounced up and down, demanding to slide down again.


    “Dad,” Atall called up to Estin as he neared the bottom, “we found something important here.”


    Even with the light drifting aimlessly near Atall, Estin had to squint to make out the details of the long room before him. At first, he thought he was looking at another chamber like the one above, but instead of the carved pillars, here there were long stone coffins, set into rows that continued far back into the room.


    Atop each coffin, flowing sigils like those on the pillars above covered much of the stone lid. Those carvings glowed faintly, giving the room an eerie depth as the rows of coffins continued far past what Estin could see.


    “A Turessian tomb?” asked Atall, as Lorne backed towards the ramp.


    “I don’t sense undead here,” Estin replied, drawing first one sword then the other. “Still, it could be.”


    “I know the stories about Turessians,” Lorne spoke up, sounding very near panic. “They’re from the north. Not here. Why would they be here? Why are we here?”


    Estin walked past the others, approaching the nearest coffin. The stone was smooth beyond the engravings, but also badly worn by age. In places, it had cracked as it had worn too thin, though the stone slab still felt solid as he touched it. Gently, he ran his fingers across the symbols, which were unique to each coffin that he could see—some kind of marker for who was inside.


    “There’s something over there,” Lorne called out, pointing to the middle of the room.


    Looking up, Estin had to stare a long time in that direction to see anything. Finally, he made out a single statue, surrounded by the coffins.


    Estin walked around the coffin, joined by Atall as he moved towards the statue. They passed more than a dozen of the stone containers before they finally reached the lone statue.


    Standing nearly seven feet tall and covered with dust and debris, the hulking male orcish figure had no particular pose. Instead, it was standing with its arms hanging freely at its sides, as though the man had simply stopped walking to stand there for all time.


    Taking the statue for some kind of distraction, Estin surveyed the area immediately around it. The only item that stood out to him was a single massive broadsword that had been driven into the floor, the hilt within reach of the statue. At the statue’s feet were a few bones that were heaped as though one or more creatures had been killed and their remains left to decay where they had fallen.


    Estin knelt, checking the nearer bones. Though the creature was not one he knew, he could tell that it was vaguely humanoid, but also possessed enormous bone plating, like an insect. Whatever it was, Estin had no desire to meet a living one.


    “Why have you come?” came a voice, rumbling off the walls.


    Atall turned in place, trying to find the source of the voice.


    “Dad…” Atall said softly. “Where is it?”


    A faint crackle of sand and stones hitting the floor made Estin spin on the statue. The only sounds in the room other than Lorne’s gasp and the feet of the various wildings moving on the stone floor were coming from the statue itself.


    As though the statue was nothing more than an orc who had been covered by centuries of dust, it blinked away the sand covering his eyes. Pebbles and white dust fell away from him in sheets as he lifted his head to look at Estin, then Atall, then Lorne and the kits.


    “Your kind do not belong here,” the orc told them all, wiping his face clear of dust with one enormous greenish hand. He then pointed to the bones. “Just as they did not.”


    Even without the layers of debris on him, the orc was still larger than any man Estin had ever seen in his life. Estin stood just over five feet tall and this orc was easily two feet taller than him, with shoulders nearly as wide as Estin was tall.


    Beneath the dirt, the orc wore a long robe of black, though the color was faded nearly white by dust. Strapped over the robe was a suit of thick leather armor, studded with pointed metal bits.


    As the orc cleared the powder and pebbles from his face, Estin went from nervous to terrified as he spotted rows of tattoos near his eyes. The markings were a match in style both to Arturis and the coffins in the room.


    “You’re one of them!” Estin snarled, raising his weapons. “Atall, take the others and run!”


    “I am On’esquin,” replied the ancient-looking orc, surveying Estin and the others again. “What, or who, do you believe me to be?”


    “Turessian,” Atall blurted out, raising his hands defensively, his claws glowing faintly with barely-restrained flame. “You’re a necromancer.”


    “Not hardly,” the orc replied, flexing his hand and eyeing the hilt of the sword that was still embedded in the floor. “I am something else. Do not confuse yourself, outsider, but do tell me what a Turessian is. I have my guesses, but the name is new…or at least new to me.”


    “Undead abominations that have slaughtered most of the known world,” explained Estin, leveling one of his swords at the orc’s head. The other, he kept back in reserve, in case he had to block an attack. “You have the same markings as they do.”


    On’esquin brushed his fingers along the ridge of bone around his eyes and smiled, revealing sharp tusks.


    “Those who have failed my master Turess’ last orders to abandon that path have taken his likeness then,” the orc mused, shrugging absently. “No matter. My mission is unchanged and Turess is far beyond caring about who abuses his name anymore.”


    Estin exchanged confused glances with Atall.


    “Neither of you are marked as scholars,” noted On’esquin, motioning to his markings. “You have no place here. That makes you either slaves or intruders. Whichever it is, I will be forced to kill all of you if you do not leave immediately.”


    Estin motioned for Atall to fall back, but the boy snarled and held his ground.


    “We’re looking for ways to fight the Turessians that invaded our lands,” Estin attempted, lowering his sword just a little. The orc appeared completely unconcerned about either his weapons or Atall’s magic, which worried Estin greatly. “You said you’re not one of them.”


    “What does it mean to you to be called a necromancer?”


    Estin thought briefly, then answered as best he could.


    “Those who raise the legions of corpses that destroy our cities, kill our kin to bolster their numbers, and actively work to destroy all life…those are the necromancers we call Turessians.”


    Chuckling, On’esquin glanced down at the two piles of bones near him, then back to Estin, the intensity of the orc’s yellow eyes unnerving him.


    “Our order is not about destruction, you imbecile,” the orc said warningly, taking a step towards Estin. Dry leather in his boots crackled as he moved. “Turess taught to preserve life. If your civilization is being attacked, then you either stand in the way of progress, or have picked a fight you cannot win.”


    “What does digging up our graveyards have to do with preserving life?” demanded Estin, planting his feet as the orc nearly pushed into him. “Decaying corpses marching as an army are not life that I recognize.”


    The orc blinked and looked Estin up and down.


    “Nor do I. We would not raise your dead, only our own,” he noted, brows wrinkling. “We once raised our family as tribute, but we always destroy their remains if they become so damaged as to be unrecognizable. You say that this is done to outsiders? People of your lands? People long dead?”


    Estin nodded, then pointed at the orc, saying, “They’re turning anyone who’s not Turessian…human Turessian at that…into zombies or worse. Those with magic are turned into more necromancers.”


    On’esquin started to open his mouth, then stopped, looking confused. He asked, “You mean to imply that only humans are calling themselves Turessians, or that it is the humans causing this?”


    “There only Turessian’s I’ve seen are humans. Everything else is treated as an uncivilized beast and killed freely. I think they sometimes will take others, but they sure don’t like them…and they kill my kind and yours on sight.”


    Taking a shaky step backwards, On’esquin balanced himself on the hilt of his sword.


    “They have truly fallen from Turess’ teachings,” he said, though mostly to himself. “I had not thought it could have gone so far. Perhaps this is why he asked me to do this.”


    “How old are you?” Atall asked, looking around the tomb again.


    “I have waited on Turess’ orders for nearly two thousand years, by my count,” the orc answered. “It was the price I paid for a mistake. Turess’ family could have asked for far more of me.”


    “Can you help us stop the others?” Estin asked, hoping that maybe, just maybe, this ancient creature might be willing to stand against what could very well be his descendants. “If this was not your way, what can we do against them?”


    Shaking his head, On’esquin slowly drew his sword from the floor, the blade screeching as it came free.


    “If they are able to turn anyone they wish into more like me, there is nothing you can do. The fear of such rampant abuse of power is why Turess had all of these fools imprisoned here and sentenced me to watch them for all time, to keep others from learning what I found out.”


    “They cannot turn those who are dead without a place of strong healing magic. Those were mostly lost in the war. I believe the Turessians are limited in number until they find a way to rebuild the old magics,” Estin explained.


    On’esquin stopped, then stared sharply at Estin.


    “They require healing focal points?” he asked, turning to study Atall as well. When Atall did not dispute Estin’s statement, On’esquin noted, “We changed ourselves and required no such thing. The magic they use may have weaknesses that those in this tomb do not. Pray that is the case, mortal. I doubt your lands would still exist if any of these prisoners were released.”


    On’esquin’s entire demeanor changed in that instant, as he brought the sword up and shifted his feet into a more combat-focused stance. Both Estin and Atall fell away from him, trying to stay out of reach of his massive sword.


    “Their ignorance is their undoing,” he went on, now focused on the kits and Lorne. Estin swore he saw a sadness in the Turessian man’s eyes. “Our people could only declare the ignorant and savage to be unworthy of training. If only humans now stand in their ranks, they have decided everyone to be unworthy. With that loss of diversity, they have clearly lost knowledge.”


    “What are you doing?” Atall demanded, taking a few more steps back. “We’re allies in this.”


    On’esquin aimed his sword at Atall, holding the immense weapon easily with one hand.


    “My command was to kill anyone who came down here that was not part of my order,” the orc told Atall.


    “There is no need to fight us,” Estin implored, as Atall’s hands burst fully into flames in preparation for battle. “Do not do this!”


    Turning the sword to point at Estin, On’esquin smiled grimly.


    “I am saving your world by destroying all of you,” he said, his gravelly voice sounding very tired. “What lies in this tomb could give the fools that you now fight the knowledge they lack, or even bolster their numbers. I would rather kill children and the uneducated than see power-hungry monsters who claim Turess’ good name destroy everything.”


    “What do we need to do to prove we won’t help them?” called out Atall, shifting to put himself between On’esquin and the kits. “We’re not going to tell them about this place.”


    “I cannot be sure how powerful they are and whether they can make you tell,” On’esquin said in return. “Please know that I am sorry that I must do this.”


    “We are not your enemies!” Estin shouted at the man, but On’esquin turned and swung his weapon again, making Atall back away to the tip of the long sword. “Fight with us, not against us!”


    Atall was not so hesitant to engage, likely wanting to act before On’esquin found a way to get to Lorne and the kits. With a dramatic flourish of his hands, a horizontal column of flame flew forth, engulfing On’esquin.


    The fire lit up much of the room, giving Estin his first good look at the place. The rows of coffins went far back into the long room, numbering easily fifty stone boxes.


    As the flames died down, On’esquin stood unscathed. Beyond a few thin streams of smoke, nothing on him gave any indication the flames had ever existed. “Child,” On’esquin said softly, “I am all that stands between your people and destruction. The moment this sword leaves this place, either it will be used to destroy every living thing in these lands, or it will be used to stop the Turessian army you tell me of. I cannot risk which it would be used for. Your life is paltry compared with the harm that could come from letting you live.”


    Seeing the orc’s attention turn to Atall, Estin attacked, hoping to give the boy—as well as Lorne and the kits—time to run.


    Leaping to On’esquin’s side, Estin lashed out with his swords, slashing with one, then the other across the orc’s back. The blades slashed through the dry ancient leather of his armor, cutting into the man’s back, but the wounds closed faster than Estin could strike.


    “You are braver than those we enslaved in my time,” On’esquin remarked, backhanding Estin.


    Tumbling backwards, Estin slid several feet away, his shoulder and neck aching from the impact.


    “I would spare all of you if I could,” the orc went on. More flames slammed into his back, which he all but ignored as he walked casually towards Estin. “I find nothing pleasant in murdering the weak or innocent. That was the true horror of what I had done… in teaching the unworthy I empowered those with dark intentions, forcing me to be like them to protect the rest of the world. Now, I must kill to prevent others from dying.”


    Estin rolled away as the orc’s sword slammed into the floor, creating a wave of wind and electrical sparking where it struck. Though he had narrowly avoided harm, Estin could feel the magic radiate out from the impact and knew that being struck by that weapon could well kill him, even if the blow was glancing.


    Channeling magic and bringing with it the rush of disembodied voices, Estin flung a burst of energy at the orc, hoping that On’esquin was undead like the other Turessians. The magic that Estin used could be used to heal the living or to harm the dead, but against this man, it fizzled as though he had thrown nothing more than flower petals at him. He was something else, or was just too powerful.


    “Your magic cannot affect me,” On’esquin said sadly, stumbling only slightly as Atall’s magic slammed into him again. “The curse of immortality brought me many gifts. I doubt either of you have the means to cause any real harm.”


    Raising his sword high overhead, On’esquin stepped closer to Estin, cornering him against a coffin. When Estin started to move to one side, On’esquin moved with him, easily blocking any escape.


    “Speak your final words and if it is within my power to pass them on, I will,” the orc said, holding the weapon ready to strike.


    Atall screamed as he flung spell after spell into the man, sending flames roiling over On’esquin’s shoulders and ice clattering to the floor around him.


    “Answer me one question,” asked Estin, leaning back against the coffin. This was not how he wanted to die, but he had been close to death enough times that he was not nearly as scared as he would have expected.


    “If I have the knowledge.”


    “Is that sword really capable of saving our world from the others?”


    On’esquin smiled, his tusks and the aloft sword giving the normally pleasant expression an evil cast.


    “Yes,” he said, as flames washed over his shoulders harmlessly.


    Closing his eyes, Estin listened to the voices one more time, knowing that in seconds he might be joining them.


    “Take the power of that weapon,” whispered one voice, insistently repeated the phrase.


    “The weapon is more important than anything,” said another.


    A familiar voice added, “Taking it for yourself could give you vast power. You will need to be more than what you are to fight Arturis.”


    “A trial is in that weapon, child,” warned another voice. “Take it and do what you will.”


    Opening his eyes again, Estin sat himself up straight.


    “If I could take that weapon from you, I could enforce my will on these lands,” Estin said. “I could be greater than the Turessians.”


    “Yes,” answered On’esquin. “That being what it is, I believe we are done here. Goodbye, wildling.”


    Raising his left hand, Estin twisted the magic at his disposal, feeling the threads of energy flow through him. They lashed out, wrapping invisibly around the orc’s sword, then snapped taut. With a flick of his fingers, the magic exploded, shattering the sword into a thousand pieces that clattered across the floor of the room.


    Mingled with the ringing metal, Estin faintly heard the voices in his head laughing as they faded away.


    “Why would you destroy your only chance?” On’esquin asked, staring in amazement at the hilt he still held, though no more than an inch of the blade remained. “I told you that it was your only chance…that it held unlimited power.”


    “I won’t even try for a chance that can be used against us if I fail,” explained Estin. “We’ve lost too much already. I won’t risk making it worse.”


    Scowling at the broken weapon, On’esquin cast it aside and offered Estin a hand up.


    “You passed a test I did not expect the untrained to even think through,” the large man stated, then rocked slightly as Atall’s spells continued slamming into his back. “Could you have the youth stop that, please?”


    “Atall, enough.”


    As Estin leaned to call out again to Atall, he saw that the boy was barely conscious, his shoulders hanging and his tail limp. He still held his hands up to continue his attack, but looked as though he would have dropped dead of exhaustion before he yielded without Estin’s prompting. When he did stop, he wavered once, then fell to the floor in a seated position and just stared dazedly.


    “Impressive skill from one so young,” noted On’esquin, sitting down beside Estin when he did not stand. The orc’s bulk hit the floor hard enough that Estin felt it through the stones. “Where did you find him?”


    “He’s my child, as are the three little ones hiding behind the female.”


    Lorne was still on the ramp, trying to shuffle the kits up to the upper floor, but having no luck with it. The three hid behind her skirts, peeking out, but were not willing to leave the area.


    “I take it she is not their mother,” chuckled the orc. “Strange family resemblance, if she is.”


    Trying not to let the strangeness of the situation unnerve him, Estin just stared at the massive orc, now sitting beside him, as though they had been friends or allies all along.


    “He is worthy of the markings of a scholar,” added On’esquin. “I could give him the tattoos, if you wish. As his father, you are the one to judge whether his training has gone well. I would be honored to mark him as a wise one.”


    “I doubt having Turessian markings on his face will go over well with the people of any land these days.”


    “So be it.”


    Estin turned to look at the big man, but could not see his face around the heavy armor he wore and his height.


    “You just tried to kill us to protect a secret and now you’re asking me about my family? What is this all about?”


    On’esquin leaned back against the crypt and sighed deeply, before answering. “I lied. The sword was nothing. All the power you saw was my own. It was a test Turess and I came up with that we knew the others would fail. Lust for power is an easy trait to use against those who cannot be trusted.”


    Leaning forward, Estin picked up a piece of the sword, eyeing the steel. Even with the ability to see magic in the world, he saw nothing special about it.


    “Why? What is the purpose to all of this?”


    Plucking the metal shard from Estin’s fingers, On’esquin turned it over and over in his own giant hand.


    “We were losing control, through the mistakes of my own master,” the orc explained, then flicked the piece of metal across the room. “It took Turess the last days of his life and an army to retake control from the people I once served. My betrayal of them is the only reason he let me live, even if I was to be punished for all time.”


    “You’re undead, like the corpses the Turessians send to destroy our cities.”


    “Not hardly,” On’esquin said, chuckling. “I’m as alive as you. I just got rid of the nuisance of death. That, and it has made it painful to be around the living…the six of you make my head pound just by being here.”


    Estin looked over and saw that Lorne had gone to Atall, making sure he was alright.


    “We couldn’t even scratch you, so I doubt we did anything to your head,” he said somberly, realizing just how much they had put into the attack and accomplished nothing.


    On’esquin leaned over and tapped Estin on the forehead.


    “That right there hurts me more than your spells,” he said firmly. “You use healing magic, correct?”


    “Yes.”


    “Do you hear the voices?”


    “Of course. My teacher once said it is just a part of the magic.”


    “It is, but do you know what you’re hearing, wildling?”


    Estin shook his head, having tried to avoid the answer to that question for a long time.


    “You are hearing the voices of the dead, or those who never lived. They lend you bits of power to do things no mortal is intended to be capable of. There are spirits of most any motivation, willing to aid anyone with nearly any goal, so even the most horrible man can call on their aide.”


    “What does that have to do with us making your head hurt?”


    “My immortality came with a price,” added On’esquin. “I rarely hear the spirits anymore and can no longer use their magic. What I do hear are the whispers of the thoughts of the living.


    “Even from here, I can hear a thousand little scratches in the back of my mind from those who live in the city. Turess sent me down here as much to protect me from madness as to protect the world from our secrets. Given enough time, I would become like my own master, wanting to stomp out life to make my head silent once more.”


    “You can read my thoughts?”


    On’esquin laughed loudly, his voice echoing off the walls.


    “No, it is just like the voices of your magic. I hear mumbling and the occasional faint word in the jumble. No one can read the thoughts of another.”


    Estin thought about telling the man about the two voices that stood out in his own mind when drawing his magic together, but decided that would sound insane. Instead, he found another direction to take the conversation.


    “The Turessians—those who are taking over the cities—they told me once that they can talk to each other in their minds.”


    That halted On’esquin’s mirthful laughs and he turned to look down at Estin.


    “They are not like me, then. If they truly can hear each other, then they are undead, as you accused me of being. Only the dead are able to hear the voices of the other deceased spirits clearly and talk to them. By being dead and still having access to their magic, they found a way around this.”


    “What if I could make out the words of the dead?”


    On’esquin smiled, his tusks peeking out of his mouth slightly.


    “That would mean they have something very important to tell you and they are working extremely hard to make you listen.”


    Estin reached up and rapped his knuckles against the coffin they leaned against.


    “Are you going to tell me what is in here?”


    “Madness,” answered the orc, standing up.


    Leaning heavily on the coffin, the orcish man looked over his shoulder at Lorne, Atall, and the kits.


    “Woman, take them out of here,” he said loudly, making Lorne jump. “This one should know what he has found before I send you all away. You will wait at the entrance for his return.”


    Half carrying Atall, Lorne hurried from the room and up the ramp, this time followed by the kits.


    “We didn’t win entirely,” On’esquin said once the others were gone. “The war against our own was a loss for everyone. What we did find, we held onto in hopes that we could hide it until we needed it again, if the war began anew.”


    On’esquin easily shoved the stone lid off the coffin, letting it crash to the floor, where it shattered.


    “I was the only one left here to guard the thousands of crypts we built in these forsaken lands,” he went on, as Estin slowly got to his feet and backed away. “The others fled north in hopes of starting over, with Turess’ heirs doing their best to hide the knowledge we had gained, as well as the location of these old chambers.


    “Back then, we believed that with our departure, these lands would likely never host another society. We had hoped the deserts would hide our secrets better than we could protect them.”


    The orc stepped away from the crypt and motioned Estin to approach.


    “You proved yourself worthy. Sadly, I have no army left to aid you,” On’esquin told him, his voice somewhat distant. “I give you nothing more than a tool to help yourself and others, or speed along the destruction of this age. I care little about which it is after so long. You passed the test, so you may look upon it.”


    Estin took a tentative step towards the crypt, seeing a faint glow from inside. Curiosity drew him another step closer, but he could not make out anything inside the stone box. It was as though the light did nothing to illuminate it.


    “Open your mind to the voices,” said On’esquin, turning and walking away towards the darker parts of the massive room. “Anything that happens after is your own fault. I know what you will find in there, but how you use it will make all the difference.”


    Leaning over the edge of the coffin, Estin stared into the faint glow. The interior of the coffin was dark, even as light from it lit up his hands and arms.


    “We will not meet again, wildling,” On’esquin was saying, though his voice was now distant. Somehow, the other coffins were beyond Estin’s vision, as though shadows were reclaiming them or they had vanished. “I wish you luck against those who defile our history.”


    Closing his eyes, Estin did as he had been told, bracing himself as he opened himself to his magic. The voices came easier than normal, making him feel like he was in a crowded room, unable to make out any one person’s conversation in the din.


    Slowly, the darkness in Estin’s own mind faded and he found himself dreaming unintentionally. The walls of his reality fell away and he was back in the woods near Altis, standing over a tiny fire pit, over which hung a pot of boiling water. Around him, the walls of an old canvas tent kept him from seeing where he was, though he had his guesses.


    Another wildling walked past Estin, giving him a gentle push to get him out of her way. The older female was hunched slightly, but still moved with grace that seemed a part of her very being. Long doeskin robes covered much of her fur, but Estin’s attention snapped to the yellowish fur of her tail, with its red stripes.


    “You trouble me again, child,” chided Asrahn, coming over slowly to the fire. She poked at the pot, then tossed a pile of tea leaves into the water as she hoisted it off of the fire. “Did I not earn my rest?”


    “I lost Feanne and Oria,” he said without thinking, hanging his head in shame. “Atall and the kits are still with me, though.”


    Asrahn poured some of the still-steeping tea into a cup, then shoved it into Estin’s hands. She sat down across from him, shaking her head, as though he had been a fool again. He had seen that expression often when she had been training him in magic.


    “A tracker is one thing I am not. Can you not find them yourself, child? It is not my duty anymore.”


    Estin sat down, only idly aware that he could feel the cool dirt under him and even the sharp edge of a stone. For a dream, it was incredibly clear.


    “They are dead, Asrahn.”


    The older female grinned, showing off her deadly-sharp fangs.


    “Do you think I would spend my afterlife here with that imbecile,” she said, pointing past Estin, “if I could have my Feanne here with me? At least then we could make decisions without asking his opinion.”


    Estin turned and saw that an elderly fox wildling stood at the door to the tent. The male wore fitted clothing assembled from many lands, and leaned on a feather-topped walking stick. Though Lihuan’s fur had faded mostly to grey, his eyes still gleamed with knowledge that he likely wanted to share.


    “She speaks the truth,” Lihuan said slowly, his eyes drifting over Estin, evaluating everything. “Our daughter and yours are not here.”


    “Where are we?” asked Estin, turning back to Asrahn as he finally tried to wrap his mind around what he was seeing. In his movement, he spilled the tea, the hot liquid burning his leg.


    “We are dead,” said Lihuan matter-of-factly. “You are visiting. I was rather wondering how.”


    “Do shut your mouth you mangy scavenger,” snapped Asrahn at Lihuan. “I would explain to him what he needs to know before we run short on time.”


    Lihuan smiled slightly at his mate, but answered, “Your tea will consume most of the time we do have. Tell him what he needs to know before the pleasantries of a hot drink…you harpy.”


    Asrahn shook her head, flapping the feathers that hung from silver rings in her ears.


    “Never let your mate follow you into the afterlife,” she said softly, though loud enough that Estin knew Lihuan would hear her. “There is no peace in this.”


    “What do I need to know?” asked Estin, now getting worried about how much time he had. “I want to know so much about what happened…”


    “Damned fool got us both killed,” Asrahn blurted out, grinning evilly at Lihuan. “That part was obvious.”


    Lihuan sat down beside Estin, saying, “What she is trying to say is that you will need Feanne if you are going to stop Arturis. We can hear him talking and he is not someone you can face alone. Even with her, I doubt you can win.”


    “What can I do besides run?”


    Asrahn gestured to Estin’s tea.


    “You could drink that, but I would rather you know what we’re doing to you first, child.”


    “Doing to me?”


    Estin eyed the tea, seeing nothing special about the discolored steaming water with leaves floating around the surface. Shifting his vision to look for magic, he was very nearly blinded as the tea’s water flared brightly.


    “That was unwise,” Lihuan told him, catching Estin’s hand before he spilled the water. “The ringtails are always too curious.”


    Blinking, Estin saw spots drifting across his vision. Slowly, he was able to make out the room again.


    “The place where your body sits is strong in life and healing magic,” Asrahn explained, sipping at her own tea. “Where you really are, I do not know. What is clear is that for all the times we tried to talk to you, this is the first time you answered our call.”


    “You were talking to me?” Estin asked, thinking back. “The voices…”


    “He can be taught,” mocked Asrahn.


    “We thought long about what we could do to aid you,” Lihuan added. “We have a plan. It is not a good plan, but it is all we could come up with.”


    “I should run. Is that the plan?”


    Lihuan shook his head.


    “If you run, you will either find mists or more Turessians. We hear the necromancers everywhere. They are in every land. The mists are no better, drifting from one city to the next. Anything that has not already fallen will fall soon. There is nowhere left to run.”


    “We cannot fight Arturis and hope to win. I’ve seen him fight. He took Corraith by himself.”


    “Not entirely true,” corrected Lihuan. “He managed to get many of his ghouls and zombies through the mists with him. Like any smart general, he had people inside Corraith before he attacked. He is using rumor and perception to defeat the city as much as his powers.”


    Estin felt his body burn for an instant. Around him, the tent and the two wildlings wavered, as though he was viewing them through the heat rising off the desert.


    “Time is short, child,” Asrahn said quickly, coming around the fire. She grabbed Estin’s hand that still held the tea. “You know what our Feanne is and what she is capable of.”


    “Of course.”


    “Then we offer you similar power,” she said, tightening her grip on his hand. As he watched, her face wavered again and everything became slightly blurred, though this time it remained somewhat out of focus. “Drink that to accept. If you are wise, you will decline. This is not safe, but it is the only thing we could offer to help you. Just as Feanne’s bond with nature gives her vast powers, this will bind you to the spirits.”


    “Remember one thing if you do accept,” Lihuan added. “Revenge is not the path you want. Life is what this world needs, not more vengeance. Once you choose, we cannot help you further. The same powers and strengths can do either, but if you let yourself be consumed by one, you will wind up no better than the Turessians.”


    Estin lifted the cup, bringing the steaming contents up to the edge of his mouth. He attempted to drink, but then collapsed as the dream fell away around him. In that second, he went from the warm tent with his lost friends, to lying flat on his back in the chill room beneath the desert.


    Turning his head without getting up, Estin saw that that room was empty. On’esquin was nowhere to be found. The piles of bones were still there, but the coffin beside him had crumbled to dust. The other coffins were simply gone. The entire place looked as though it had been abandoned centuries earlier.


    Groaning, Estin crawled to his feet, grabbing his swords as he got up. His whole body ached, as though he had been lying on the stone floor for hours. All of his muscles were cramped and the side of his face felt bruised from resting on the hard, uneven stones.


    He limped slowly up the ramp out of the room, trying to get his stiff hip to work properly. Old injuries like that hurt more than usual, making Estin wish that he had learned a magical way to deal with minor aches, rather than just life-threatening wounds.


    At the top of the ramp, Estin stopped and stared at what he found. Lorne sat with her skirt fanned out around her, while the kits sat around her in a makeshift camp, eating a meal. Empty supply bags were scattered around them, as if they had been there for quite some time. Nearby, Atall lay with his head propped on one of their backpacks, sleeping.


    “About time,” Lorne said, trying to make the female kit eat a dried fruit, but the girl snarled and attacked it with her claws. “Atall asked us to wait for you to come back, but I was wondering how long to wait. Much longer and we would have been forced to leave to get more water and food.”


    “How long has it been?” Estin asked, checking on Atall. The boy was deeply asleep and his breathing weak, but he would live. “How long has he slept?”


    “Hours and hours and hours!” said one of the male kits, excitedly.


    “No, really,” Estin said, smiling at the boy. “How long?”


    “He’s right,” said Lorne, eating the fruit herself. “Atall has been out since sometime yesterday, for the most part. He’s woken twice, but passed out again after taking some water.”


    Estin sniffed, trying to figure out where On’esquin might have gone, but a thousand scents jumbled his senses. Holding his head, he sat down.


    “Why didn’t you come down to get me?” asked Estin.


    Lorne eyed him like he was an idiot.


    “We did, but you sent us away,” she told him, motioning towards the ramp. “Nothing down there that could hurt you, so we just thought we’d wait until you were done staring at the walls.”


    “What about On’esquin?”


    “Who?” asked Lorne, squinting at him. “Or what? I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”


    “The orc.”


    “I haven’t seen an orc in weeks, Estin.”


    Estin looked at the kits, but they appeared just as confused.


    “Then what happened to Atall?”


    Lorne reached over and patted Atall’s leg.


    “Poor boy was exhausted,” she explained. “You would be too after burying that many people and then hiking across the desert. He just collapsed when we got down there.”


    “Lorne, are you telling me you don’t remember Atall and I trying to fight against a Turessian down there? Do you remember anything?”


    “I remember just fine, Estin,” she answered testily, catching one of the male kits off-guard and shoving some fruit in his mouth. She clamped a hand over his jaw, preventing him from spitting it out. The kit squirmed and pawed at her hand, but eventually ate the food, after which she released him. “You went all crazy demanding we leave you alone for a while. I think we did fairly well, considering how long it took you to come back.”


    Estin patted Atall’s head, trying to rouse him. Atall sat up slowly, though he was groggy and barely aware of Estin’s presence.


    “Lorne, what happened down there…”


    Stopping mid-thought, Estin sniffed the air again. A single scent cut through all the others. It was far away, but somehow it carried on the little bit of moving air.


    “Do you smell blood, Lorne?”


    The female shook her head and gave Estin a sad look, apparently thinking him insane.


    “No, I don’t. Then again, I barely smell you and we’re less than five feet apart.”


    Moving towards the entrance of the chamber, Estin continued trying to pick out the smell, but it was elusive. It was almost as if his sense of smell had gotten more refined and he had to work to pick out the details. Normally, he could identify direction, intensity, and other bits of information from what he smelled, but this was far enough off that he had trouble even finding it again.


    A second time that scent came to the forefront. When he could pick it out, the smell of blood was strong enough that Estin expected that if he blinked, he would find a wounded person in the room with him. Over and over, he tried to find a direction to the scent, but he was not used to finding anything for which he could not pick out a source or direction.


    All he could find among the smells was a name.


    “Feanne,” Estin said aloud, his eyes snapping open. “She’s alive, but hurt. Badly.”


    “Mom?” said Atall weakly. “Where?”


    “I thought…” Lorne started to say, but Estin was already running.


    Racing from the ruins and onto the desert plains, Estin stopped only long enough to pick up the scent again. Out in the open air, it was far stronger and he had little trouble picking it up. He even could tell the direction now…straight towards where Atall had said they could probably find her body.


    Estin set off at the hardest run in his life, pushing himself beyond anything he thought himself capable of. Estin even dropped to all fours, running across the desert like a true animal in his attempt to reach his mate. She was hurt somewhere and he was not going to make her wait for help.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Thirty”


    


    Living your life without something you want or need is easy, right up until that moment when you realize that it is absent. To a child, that might be a toy or a friend that has gone away. Yet the child will be blissfully ignorant of what they have lost, happy and content.


    Then, there comes that day when the child is somehow reminded of what they once had. From that moment, only that missing item matters, at least until the child forgets again.


    We adults are more complicated creatures. Loss of an item can usually be dismissed, especially when the item is not essential for one’s survival—at least that is how I had to view things growing up during a war. What we cannot bear the loss of are people, whether they be family or friends.


    An adult will seek out those they have lost with a passion that would shame a child. I have known people who have wasted away, so single-minded were they in their quest to restore things to what they view as normal.


    When the person is lost forever—all too common during the wars—a part of the adult dies with them. Even those who go on and live full lives are never quite the same after that moment.


    I know that all of you understand this much too clearly.


    Myself, I faced loss all around me, with no sure way to recover. I was not an adult and had no idea how to react. I could try to be childlike and ignore the problems, but that only worked for so long. I could try to be an adult, but I had no idea what to do to help myself.


    My brother had lost his first love and was a deeply broken male, though I would not even realize that until later reflection. He had grown up in those weeks, while I was still a child at heart. His loss made him an adult as surely as age ever could. It would take more than watching him suffer to teach me the same lessons.


    Estin had been lost to my mother, leaving her a distant shell of who she had been. She still had a good twenty years ahead of her and five children that adored her, but I could see a darkness in her that would likely never be filled again for his absence. Even the brutal floggings under Desphon’s orders never seemed to approach the pain of loss that shone in her eyes.


    To this day, I think she would have died eventually of grief.


    I thought I had lost much, but a child has a poor concept of what true loss is. To me, my mother’s beatings and separation from the rest of my family was a devastating loss. I felt there was nothing worse that could happen and nothing more that could be taken from me.


    And then you find what truly matters to you. If that single thing were to go away…then, and only then, can the world present you with the terror of truly losing yourself. In that, I learned what Estin’s disappearance could mean to mother.


    


    For the fifth day in a row, Oria slid carefully into the room where her mother was being kept. It had gotten easier with each passing day, as the guards had gotten lax. The weaker Feanne had grown, the less they cared to watch her for any danger.


    Each day, Oria had made it her habit to come in early in the mornings before her mother was whipped. It was the easiest time to reach her and the time she needed company the most, knowing what was coming.


    “Mom?” Oria whispered as she closed the door behind her. “Are you awake?”


    Hanging from the frame that still remained locked on her neck and wrists, Feanne opened her eyes slowly, though she seemed to stare right through Oria.


    “You need to go,” said Feanne, her voice barely a croak.


    Oria walked around the side of the frame, seeing that Feanne hung by her wrists, her legs unable to support her anymore. Long gashes from the whips crisscrossed her back, covering similar cuts from the day before and the one before that. It was difficult for Oria to think that this was the remains of the previous day’s work, with more yet to come. The entirety of Feanne’s back had been so badly mauled that Oria thought it looked more like rotting meat than living flesh anymore.


    Judging by the scent, she guessed that rotting was not far off. She smelled disease and knew that infection was likely rampant. Not that it was surprising after about twenty days without any care for her wounds beyond the rudimentary cleaning Oria had been able to give. Though only having seen her frequently during the last five, Oria had missed much of the progression of the injuries.


    “Are you sure you can’t change?” asked Oria, digging through the pack she carried. Water and food were all she had brought, but deep down she wished for something else in that bag that might help. She had tried both lock picks and a crowbar in recent days to no avail. “You could break the locks…”


    “Not strong enough,” gasped Feanne. “I would die before I completed changing.”


    Oria came back around the front of the frame, trying not to let herself cry as she looked for any way to get her mother free. Absently, she let her hand touch the knife at her side—recently retaken from the guards that had stolen it two weeks earlier. At her other side, Atall’s knife hung.


    “Do not be afraid to end this,” Feanne told her, eyes following Oria’s hand on the knife. “Killing one you cannot save is a mercy, even if it is hard on the heart. If that is what it takes to make you leave, please do it.”


    “Never, mom,” she said, taking her hand quickly off the knife and picking up a flask of water she had brought. “We’ll leave here together, one way or another.”


    Oria lifted the flask to Feanne’s mouth, losing much of the water as her mother tried to drink at the odd angle forced on her by the frame. Feanne soon gave up and shook her head.


    “Daughter, I will not make it another day,” she told Oria, getting her feet under her in a shaking effort to take weight off of her wrists and neck. “They will kill me soon. Have you given thought to what you will do?”


    Setting aside the flask, Oria sat down in front of the frame, so that she could look her mother in the eyes, as though they were having a somewhat normal conversation.


    “If you die, I’ll kill every elf and human that touched you,” Oria said simply, drawing her knife and laying it across her lap. “When every one of them is dead, I’ll bring your body back to Atall and the kits. Together, we’ll find a way to bring you back to the mountains.”


    Feanne smiled weakly.


    “What of your friend?”


    Sliding the blade of the knife along her claw, Oria shrugged.


    “How well do you think he’ll like me when I carve his father open and leave his entrails across the desert?”


    “He likely will not have to worry about it,” answered Desphon, standing in the doorway behind Oria.


    Spinning onto her feet defensively, Oria raised the knife and snarled, trying to put herself between Desphon and her mother.


    “Dear girl,” the older male said, waving two guards into the room to flank him, “I have put up with this long enough. Lower your weapon.”


    Oria studied the two elven men carefully. Both were lightly armored and held short swords, but they moved with experience. Either was likely a match for her in combat, but both together would have little trouble stopping her. Worse yet, she could see another two guards in the hallway.


    “If I give up, will you let her go?” Oria asked, pointing her weapon at Desphon. “I want your word, or I’ll start cutting your men down.”


    Smiling in amusement, Desphon nodded at her.


    “Drop the blade and I will take you both outside these caverns,” he told her, earning a confused glance from at least one of the guards. “This has become a waste of my time and serves no purpose other than gratification at seeing one who challenged me suffer. I give you my pledge that you will be allowed outside.”


    Oria lowered her weapon slightly, looking between the armed men waiting to attack her and her mother, whose eyes were on the floor. There was no hope or fear in Feanne’s eyes. There was only death.


    Throwing her knife to the floor, Oria stood as straight and tall as she could.


    “Release us, as you promised.”


    The guards visibly relaxed, turning to Desphon for instruction.


    “Take her,” the wildling ordered, stepping back out of the room to let the other two guards enter. “Drag her and her mother outside and secure them.”


    “You promised!” Oria screamed as the guards leapt on her. She tried to reach her weapon, but there was no time in the small room. “Does your word mean nothing?”


    As the soldiers forced Oria face-first to the ground and began tying her wrists behind her back, Desphon knelt in front of her, bringing his face close to hers.


    “I am not obligated to be honest with traitors,” he said softly, then motioned for the guards to stand her upright. “Besides, I have not lied.”


    Oria fought to kick at the men holding her, until they tied her ankles together and shoved a rag in her mouth, tying it behind her head. Other than squirming, there was nothing she could do as they unlocked the frame that held Feanne, letting her mother collapse limply to the floor.


    Within seconds, they had Feanne tied like Oria and began dragging the two females out into the halls.


    The path they took was familiar to Oria after so many trips through the underground city. The guards were, in fact, dragging them towards the nearest exit to the surface. Desphon had not completely lied.


    “We did not quite make it to the twenty days I asked for,” Desphon told Feanne, tapping her sharply on the nose. She barely moved as he did so. “Eighteen days. I would have expected you to survive longer. Another disappointment for your gender, it would seem. A male would have had some fight left in him, I would hope.”


    Oria tried to slip free and go after Desphon, but could not break the grip of the guards, or the ropes holding her.


    They continued through the halls until the torchlight began to fade into daylight. At that point, the passage floor began a slow rise towards the surface.


    “Take them out to the open space,” Desphon ordered. “I’ll gather the witnesses. Make sure nothing happens before I get there.”


    Oria soon lost sight of Desphon as he went back up the passage, while the soldiers dragged Oria and Feanne outside.


    Heat washed over Oria as they came out into the bright daylight. It had been weeks since she had been above ground and she had grown accustomed to the cooler air of the tunnels. The change of temperature hit her hard, sucking the fight out of her briefly.


    She looked around dazedly as she was carried, trying to figure out where she was. This particular place was not one she had seen before, but it was no secret what the area had been set up for.


    Sitting in the middle of the tiny sand valley, a large stone block lay. Chains had been attached it, allowing the intended victim to be secured for execution or torture. Dark dried blood covered the surface of the stone…likely Feanne’s from previous days.


    “A traitor’s death,” said one of the soldiers to Oria, cutting the strap on her ankles, then pushed her to her knees to wait. “I’m sorry…Desphon’s orders. None of us want this…”


    Looking up, Oria could see that it was nearly noon. High overhead, vultures circled, waiting for a fresh meal. Today, she realized they would probably be getting two meals, instead of one.


    Held down by the guards as they waited, Oria felt as though her heart was going to beat out of her chest. She could just barely see her mother lying nearby, with one man keeping his knee atop her to keep her immobilized. She was barely breathing, let alone trying to escape.


    At last, a small group of people came out of the tunnels. Led by Desphon, they consisted of one more fox wildling that Oria had not met, Phaesys, and a group of elven nobles from Corraith. Of the group, Desphon was unquestionably the highest-ranking, leading the way for the others. To Oria’s knowledge, he was the only council member among them.


    Following the group, a single human came out into the light. Unlike the others, this man wore a black robe and face-concealing hood. Over one shoulder he bore a massive single-edged axe and over the other was what appeared to be a chain.


    The guards holding Feanne—though carrying was probably more accurate—brought her to the stone block, throwing her down beside it.


    “I give you one more chance,” Desphon said loudly to Feanne, walking up to her as she pulled herself to her knees. “Accept slavery for yourself and your child and this will all end. There is no reason for this brutality.”


    Slowly, Feanne pushed herself into a sitting position, wincing as her back crackled loudly.


    “I agree,” she said so softly that Oria could barely hear her. “I agree that there is no reason for the brutality. Either kill us, or release us.”


    Desphon motioned to the men who held Phaesys’ manacles, having them bring him forward.


    “This is a lesson to you, son,” Desphon said, motioning towards Feanne. “Nobility is not just about being born, but about what you will do to hang onto it. We must enforce the laws, even if doing so is unpopular.”


    At first, Oria tried not to look at Phaesys, but slowly lifted her head to see what he would do. He stared back at her, his eyes unreadable. There was no tension, no anger, no emotion at all.


    Phaesys would not save her, she realized, letting her head hang again.


    “Perhaps the child can talk some sense into her mother,” Desphon went on, turning to Oria. “What you both did breaks the laws, of that there is no doubt. Would you watch your mother die for these mistakes?”


    As soon as the soldier ungagged her, Oria shrugged off the hand of the soldier that kept her kneeling, standing as best she could without the use of her arms. She stood straight, as she had seen her mother do every time she had addressed outsiders as a leader.


    “If your lesson is for your son, not for us, have him do the work,” Oria told the assembled group, though she made a point of not looking at Phaesys when she said it. “Just get it over with. We aren’t going to be slaves.”


    Desphon smiled slightly and turned to Phaesys.


    “Would you do your duty, or shall we have the headsman do it?” he asked the younger fox.


    Saying nothing, Phaesys patted the spot on his belt where his sword would normally be.


    “Arm him,” commanded Desphon, motioning to the soldiers. “He will execute the mother first, as she caused the most harm.”


    An elven man walked over to Phaesys, offering him a heavy sword. There was something in the looks they gave one another, but Oria could not guess at what it might be.


    Without hesitation, Phaesys took the weapon, marching past Oria to where Feanne still knelt by the gruesome stone block. Drawing the weapon slowly, he let the tip rest on the ground beside Feanne.


    “Do you deny attacking a noble of Corraith?” asked Phaesys, stepping behind Feanne. For the first time, his eyes flicked to Oria.


    “No.”


    “Don’t do it,” Oria mouthed silently at Phaesys, but he looked away from her, raising his weapon.


    “Do you deny breaking the laws of Corraith and committing a crime punishable by enslavement or death?”


    Feanne smiled absently, looking down at the stone in front of her and the blood that coated it.


    “No.”


    “And do you accept punishment, rather than enslavement?”


    Feanne lowered her head, exposing the back of her neck for Phaesys.


    “I would not deny refusing to be a slave. I am, and will always be, free.”


    Raising the sword high, Phaesys took a deep breath and proclaimed, “By the laws of Corraith, you would be executed as a traitor for assaulting the rulers of the city...”


    Twisting the sword mid-air, Phaesys spun on the headsman, striking him in the throat with the sword’s hilt.


    Turning back to the soldiers that were slower to draw their weapons, Phaesys added, “…but we aren’t in Corraith anymore, are we?”


    Phaesys rushed the nearest soldiers, striking at every man who touched a weapon, leaving a bloody trail around him as he cut down half a dozen men on his way towards Desphon. Many of the soldiers made a point of keeping their weapons sheathed and stepping aside as Phaesys rushed towards his father.


    The charge was cut short as a dwarven man near Desphon raised his hands, flinging a barrage of stones and sand that formed from the air itself. They pummeled Phaesys until he collapsed and was grabbed by the soldiers who were not bleeding.


    “What is this about?” asked Desphon, leaning closer to his son, while four men held the youth down. Despite all four being larger than Phaesys, he very nearly dragged them as he tried to free himself. “It is not unexpected, but I do want to know why.”


    “The laws of Corraith were butchered to serve the needs of people like you,” growled Phaesys, knocking one of his captors in the jaw with his shoulder. The others continued to hold him down. “The city fell and its laws went with it. You are not a god and do not deserve to be treated as such.”


    Shaking his head, Desphon looked to the other nobles, who smiled back at him with mild amusement.


    “Thirty lashes each day was my command for the older one,” Desphon said dispassionately, gesturing to Feanne. “The same is the girl’s fate now, as well as thirty for the mother. Ten for my son. Any that do not survive are to be buried without marker.”


    Still rubbing at his throat, the headsman stepped behind Feanne, tossing aside his axe. From his shoulder, the large man drew the chain, letting it drop in a long trail on the sand with a clatter.


    At first, Oria thought that they were going to use the chain to tie down Feanne before bringing a normal leather whip out, but her eyes widened in surprise as she studied the chain itself. On one end, a thick wooden dowel was wrapped with leather to make a handle. On the other end, the metal chain was barbed with jagged metal bits. The weapon would be effective at dropping any person, but thirty lashes was almost assuredly a death sentence. Ten might even be enough to make the victim bleed to death, or break bones.


    Not hesitating, the headsman drew back the chain with a long crackling noise as it whistled through the air. Then, with a snap, he sent it crashing across Feanne’s back with a sickening spatter of blood. The blades hooked and ripped as they raked across Feanne’s once-fine fur, tearing as much as cutting.


    “One,” called out a woman near the headsman that Oria recognized as a healer. The woman looked nearly sick as she wiped a streak of blood off of her face.


    Closing her eyes, Oria tried to shut out the sound of that whip as it struck repeatedly. Soon, her mother’s screams were added to the noises she tried to block out of her mind, but she could not find a way. Even if Oria lived through the day, she doubted those screams would ever leave her.


    “Ten.”


    More than once, warm wetness hit Oria, even twenty feet or more from where her mother lay. She could not bring herself to open her eyes, or she knew that she would start crying. As it was, she was hysterical in her own head, wanting to run shrieking from the scene, just to get away from the sounds.


    “Twenty.”


    Her mother’s cries had stopped. Oria wanted to look, to see if Feanne was still breathing, but could not bring herself to see the horror that she knew waited. That and knowing that she was next.


    “Twenty-nine.”


    A distant cry brought Oria to her senses, making her ears turn about, trying to find the source. It was somewhere behind and above her. Whatever made it was getting closer…quickly.


    “And this will be thirty…”


    The jingling of the chain began again, as the headsman wound up for another strike, but that faint noise Oria had been listening to now became a roar that echoed through the small valley.


    Opening her eyes and looking up, Oria watched as Estin fell from the cliffs above, his long tail making him unmistakable.


    When he landed, it was between Feanne and the headsman, coming down with an impact that Oria would have expected to kill him outright. A sort of static charge came with his landing, making Oria’s fur stand on end. Estin’s impact with the ground seemed to release that charge in a painful buzz through the air itself.


    The chain whip’s barbs struck across Estin’s shoulder and arm, clattering off without so much as a scratch.


    Apparently unharmed, Estin rose to his feet, roaring angrily at the headsman. A second later, the hooded man lurched as though giant hands had clamped down on his body and wrenched in a dozen directions, snapping his limbs and torso violently.


    Oria’s jaw dropped at the sight of the headsman’s broken body collapsed limply at Estin’s feet. She had never seen anything like it and never believed Estin capable of such violent magic. He was a healer, she reminded herself.


    Then Estin turned and Oria realized that this was not the male she had grown up with anymore. Something had happened to him.


    Estin’s eyes glowed with an inner fire that reminded Oria of her own mother’s when she changed into the massive fox-beast, but the similarities ended there. Around him, what Oria at first thought was a cloud of rising dust swirled…she then realized that she was seeing disembodied faces, as though ghosts whorled around him as he moved.


    Estin’s fury radiated through him, not just in his demeanor and roars of rage, but in the white flames that arced across his claws and teeth as he charged the soldiers, knocking the nearest to the ground. In seconds, he had torn the elf apart, ripping his chest open in the process.


    In the chaos, soldiers clamored to protect Desphon and the other nobles, attempting to get them back into the caves as Estin rampaged through the armed men.


    Possibly to save Desphon and possibly to save themselves, the soldiers holding Oria ran for the caves, leaving her unguarded.


    Oria twisted her hands, ripping with her claws into the ropes that held her wrists, tearing at the strands as she got up and ran towards her mother, who lay in a wide swath of blood, unmoving. The ropes finally gave just before she reached Feanne’s side.


    “Mom!” she cried, trying to find somewhere to touch Feanne without putting her hands on open wounds. There was nowhere that was not shredded and bleeding. Bone stood out in spots.


    Hysterical, Oria cried, throwing herself to the ground by her mother’s head, weeping. Whether Feanne was alive or not, Oria could do nothing. Soon, she would be dead either way. Estin was the only one who even might be able to help her and he was unapproachable in his current state.


    “Oria,” said Phaesys, grabbing her and pulling her up, “I need you to run!”


    “My mother,” was all Oria could manage, unable to support her own weight as she stared at the carnage around her. Bits of fur and gore were scattered across the sands. Blood formed a trail behind Estin. “I…I can’t…”


    “I will bring her, but you need to run,” Phaesys insisted. “I have some salve left from when I healed your wounds. It won’t save her, but it will buy us time. Now please run, so I only need worry about one person.”


    A boom and crackle of energy made Oria look in the direction Estin had gone. Near the entrance to the crypts, a large crater stood, with a half dozen men at the edges, lying on their backs. At the center, Estin marched onward, dodging flames and stones thrown by wizards, as though he were beyond their ability to harm.


    “Dad…” Oria whispered.


    “That’s your father?” asked Phaesys, looking terrified. “I thought you said he was dead.”


    Hoisting Oria to her feet again, Phaesys shoved her towards the nearest slope that would get her out of the valley.


    “Just keep running!” he demanded, kneeling beside Feanne. “If we don’t join you, we’re dead. Now go!”


    Stumbling numbly, Oria began running, unable to think for herself. Phaesys’ orders were all she could hear, but all she saw was her mother’s brutalized remains; that and Estin’s horrific change.


    The hours passed in a blur as she ran. She did not know where she was going. Merely away. Away from it all.


    Much later, Oria found herself standing in the middle of the desert with the sun low in the distance, panting for breath and still weeping. Blood covered her hands and feet—her mother’s, now dried. Sobbing, Oria collapsed yet again, too tired and broken to go on, staring at the caked black-red stains in her fur, smelling her mother in it.


    Oria curled up where she lay, gasping for breath and wishing she knew what to do. She had wanted so badly to lead people one day, but in that moment, she needed someone to tell her what to do. Leading others was no longer a game she wanted to play at.


    “Oria!” came a voice nearby, but Oria could not bring herself to even think whether she recognized it. She tried desperately to crawl away, but barely managed to move.


    “She’s here!” called out the voice, as someone touched her.


    Screaming, Oria lashed out at the person near her, trying to defend herself. She tackled the male speaker, bowling him over. Rolling atop him, she clamped one hand down on his throat and raised the other to strike at his face, when she realized she was staring at her brother.


    “Atall?” Oria gasped, letting her hand drop. “What…what are you…?”


    She looked up, seeing that Phaesys was coming towards them, carrying Feanne’s limp body. Beside him, Estin—looking very tired, but more like himself—ran towards her, his face both overjoyed and worried. Farther behind the males, a female that looked a lot like Estin ran along, with Oria’s little brothers and sister following.


    Estin slid to his knees beside Oria, grabbing her in a smothering hug.


    “You’re alive,” he said into her ear, wrapping his tail around them both, as if his arms were not enough. “Thank the spirits. I thought I would never see you again.”


    “Is mom…?”


    “She’ll be fine with some rest,” Estin cut her off, burying his face in her neck. “You know I won’t let anyone kill my family.”


    Without a word, Estin hoisted Oria onto his shoulders like she was a kit again and set off walking, with the rest of the group following.


    For the first time in months, Oria felt whole again, looking between the family members that had returned to her life, then to Phaesys, who had stood up for her and her mother against his own father.


    The only one that seemed not to fit was the new female. She stayed a bit behind the rest of the group, watching Estin, but saying nothing.


    Deep down, Oria hoped Feanne woke soon. She would know the right questions to ask…and what to do with, or to, this new female, if needed.


    


    *


    


    That night was anything but comfortable. The group had returned to the family’s old den and Estin had begun cooking immediately—something that Oria dreaded and could see the new female did as well, which was a point in her favor—while everyone else had settled in.


    It was during those first few minutes Oria realized that Atall’s left arm hung limply at his side. Blood and burns marred his shoulders, but he went out of his way to keep her from seeing it.


    “What happened to you?” asked Oria, sitting down beside her brother as he attempted to wrap the wound with gauze in the shaded edge of the room. “Magic blow up in your face?”


    “Yes,” he answered, smiling as though he were trying to cover up that he was in a lot of pain. “It just wasn’t my magic. One of my teachers tried to kill me when we were getting you out of there.”


    Oria winced at that, then helped him tie off the cloth.


    “Can Estin…”


    Atall shook his head.


    “Not until he rests. Mother was the one who needed his strength and he couldn’t even heal her completely. That fight and trying to heal mom took a lot out of him. We were lucky we weren’t carrying him out, too. The amount of magic he used out there would have killed me to even attempt.”


    Oria glanced over her shoulder at the adults. Everything about the three of them was awkward. Estin was tending to Feanne’s injuries, while trying not to look at the new female. Feanne was just barely conscious, her eyes never leaving Estin, though she had not said anything that Oria had heard yet. But the new female also was not taking her eyes off of Estin..


    To Oria, the whole thing would have been comical, if it did not involve her family.


    Past the adults, Phaesys was play-wrestling with the kits, who had proven to be the most resilient members of the group. Oria could tell by looking at Phaesys’ face that he was happy to have something to do that did not require him to think or fight, at least not for real.


    “What happened to dad?” asked Oria, watching Estin. If she had not seen his arrival in the valley, she would not have believed him to be any different than when she had last seen him. “I’ve never seen him use magic like that. It was terrifying.”


    “Don’t know,” admitted Atall, staring at the bandage on his shoulder as blood began to stain it. “We found some old ruins, then I blacked out. When I woke up the next day, he was ranting about Turessians and then came running for you and mom.”


    Oria watched Estin and Feanne for some time. Atall, in turn, mostly watched the kits, who had settled down and were napping against Phaesys.


    “I’m sorry for hating him at first,” Atall said a little later.


    “Estin?”


    Atall smiled and shook his head.


    “Him too. I meant Phaesys though.”


    Nearby, Estin and Feanne settled down on their bedding, though Feanne had to sleep on her side due to the remaining cuts that Estin had been unable to heal. When they did, the new wildling went to the far side of the room and bedded down as well.


    “Who is she?” asked Oria, nodding towards the female.


    Atall lay down on a blanket of his own, wrinkling his nose in pain as he shifted to keep from bumping his shoulder.


    “I don’t know who she is to dad,” he said, closing his eyes. “Her name is Lorne. I know she has eyes on him, but I don’t know what he’s doing…or done.”


    Oria bit down a growl, but decided it was Feanne’s problem to deal with, not hers. Trying not to glare at Lorne, Oria got up and crossed the room to her own bedding pile. It had been months since she had slept there and now the torn and battered pile of old blankets and small fur pelts seemed like someone else’s.


    She sat down on the bedding, glancing over to where Phaesys was trying to get comfortable after the kits had left him to nestle with Feanne and Estin. Phaesys stopped trying to fluff the single thin blanket he had, giving Oria a half-hearted smile when he noticed that she was watching him.


    Oria motioned to Phaesys, gesturing him over.


    “What can I do for you?” he asked softly, coming over to her and kneeling such that he actively kept his head below her own.


    “You’re not to blame for what happened,” Oria told him, recognizing the behavior for what it was. “We’re all alive.”


    “Not all of us,” Phaesys answered, glancing towards Atall. “I heard what happened.”


    “I’m sorry about your soldiers…”


    Phaesys shook his head, then looked over at Estin and smiled.


    “Even as angry as he was, he only hurt the men that tried to defend my father,” Phaesys said. “No one who’s loyal to Norum or the city itself was killed. My father’s personal guards…they didn’t fare as well.”


    Oria lay back on the blankets, thinking through what had happened throughout the day and even the weeks prior. As soon as she reclined, Phaesys began to get up.


    Reaching out, Oria caught him by the wrist, pulling him back down.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    “Stay here. Please.”


    Phaesys sat back down beside her, clearly uncomfortable as he glanced towards Feanne and Estin, then over to Atall. His large ears flattened back and he looked longingly towards the single blanket he had been ready to lay down on before she had called him over.


    “This isn’t appropriate,” he said softly. “I should probably not even be in the same room…”


    “Phaesys, I just watched my mother get whipped more or less to death, saw my father kill about a dozen people who were trying to run away, and this is the first time in weeks I’ve been able to try sleeping without worrying that someone will put a knife in me. Just lay down.”


    Cautiously, Phaesys settled down near her, but made sure to stay at least an arm’s reach from her.


    “Your mother…”


    “Is right over there, so you need to stop being afraid of me. If my parents weren’t going to allow this, we’d already know.”


    “I’m not afraid of you, Oria.”


    Rolling onto her stomach, Oria put her face close to his.


    “Then what? Am I that awful that you want to get away from me?”


    Phaesys flinched a little at her words, but lay down more comfortably.


    “I adore you, Oria,” he said, his voice barely audible and his eyes darting towards Estin and Feanne. “It’s just that we can’t…”


    “I didn’t ask you to do anything and certainly nothing that requires permission from anyone,” she countered. “All I want is someone near me while I sleep. I want to know I’m safe and someone cares about me…and doesn’t want to kill me. Can I ask that much of you? I might even promise not to make you break any stupid promises to your future wife.”


    Smiling weakly, Phaesys nodded and put an arm tentatively around her.


    Oria nuzzled into Phaesys’ arms, finding in them the warmth and security she had been hoping for. She settled her face against Phaesys’ chest, listening to his heart pounding.


    “I’m turning four in about two months…” she said, hiding her grin from him.


    Phaesys tried to hop to his feet, but she held him down.


    “Stop, stop,” Oria ordered him, shoving him back onto the bedding. “I’m kidding. I just had to see what you’d do.”


    “Feel awkward and wonder in what way your mother will murder me?”


    “Keep wondering,” she told him, as Phaesys finally settled in again. “She won’t kill you until she feels better, so you have at least a day.”


    


    *


    


    The next morning, Oria woke slowly, having slept deeply for the first time that she could remember since Estin had vanished. Happily, she rubbed her face against Phaesys’ shirt, the warmth and scent of having him so close comforting her as she nearly drifted back to sleep.


    She suddenly became aware that she was being watched.


    Lifting her head, Oria checked Phaesys, but he was just starting to wake, his eyes still closed and his whiskers twitching as he stirred.


    Oria turned the other way and found Estin squatting at the foot of her blankets, calmly watching her and Phaesys. His eyes were narrow, but she was not sure that he was entirely angry. He was evaluating them.


    “We didn’t do anything, dad,” Oria found herself quickly explaining, going against her instincts that told her she was old enough to make whatever choice she wanted.


    Estin nodded and swished his long tail across the floor, eyeing Phaesys darkly.


    “I don’t know him, so I’m uncomfortable with you being so close to him,” he finally admitted. “My old friend Ulra once told me that a father will always want to kill his daughter’s first male friend. I thought she was kidding, but I can understand at least where it comes from.”


    Jumping slightly, Phaesys snorted as he came fully awake.


    “Sir…we…I…” he stammered, trying to pry Oria off of his chest. “I have not harmed your daughter. I had no choice about where I slept…”


    “That I believe,” said Estin, winking at Oria. “She takes after her mother. Try not to let her get her claws in you…in any manner.”


    With that, Estin went back to Feanne, who Oria saw was sitting up on her bedding. Her mother still looked weak and tired, but she smiled happily as Estin came over to her. It was good to see light in her mother’s eyes again.


    “I want to get this straight so I understand,” said Phaesys a minute later, carefully extricating himself from Oria’s arm. “Your mother is a fox and lioness, from what I was told, as well as a desert witch.”


    “A druid, but yes.”


    “And she can change herself into a monster to rip her foes apart.”


    “Yes, unless she’s too hurt to change. I was told it’s a were-fox or something like that.”


    “And your father is a…?”


    Oria smiled and looked over at Estin, who was openly fawning over Feanne. Contrary to his violent behavior the day before, now he knelt at his mate’s feet, offering her water and feeding her bits of dried meat. Every minute or two, he would clasp Feanne’s face to his, nuzzling her happily.


    “He’s my father, that much I know. What breed, I have no idea. He loves us and would do anything for us, so I don’t really care.”


    “And he also changes into a monster to rip his foes apart.”


    “So it would seem.”


    “Explain to me then,” Phaesys said, sounding quite serious, “what that makes you.”


    Oria frowned at that, telling him, “I’m just a fox wildling, nothing more. I’m happy with that.”


    “No giant claws, or lightning, or other horrific death I should be expecting?”


    “Only if you make me really angry,” she joked, punching Phaesys in the arm. “Even then, it’s just regular claws and a horrific death. Maybe a knife in the back, but that requires you to do something especially awful.”


    Phaesys looked uncomfortable at that, lowering his head slightly as if in shame.


    “I’m joking,” Oria chided, touching his face. “Don’t always take me so seriously.”


    Clasping her hand to his cheek, Phaesys nodded grimly.


    “What now?” he asked at length, still holding her hand.


    “For starters,” Oria replied, yanking her hand free, “you let go.”


    Phaesys smiled slightly, saying, “No. I meant for all of us. What do we do now? We’ve lost my father’s camp. We have little food and only this small hole as shelter.”


    Leaning forward to put her face near his, Oria grinned mischievously, then licked his nose, startling Phaesys. As he flinched away, wiping at his nose, Oria heard her little siblings giggling from somewhere near their parents.


    “Well, stop being so worried about tomorrow,” she told him, poking him firmly in the chest. “My mother always told me that the only thing that matters is right now. The past and the future aren’t a concern.”


    “That is not at all what I said,” declared Feanne, her voice sounding dry and weak. “The intent is close, though. I merely said we should never have regrets.”


    Oria giggled and continued, “So I really don’t care what happens tomorrow or a year from now. We might all be dead. I don’t even care about what already happened. It’s done and everyone’s still here.”


    Sitting upright, Phaesys studied her, as though looking for answers in her eyes.


    “You would sacrifice everything to save your family, without thought for what might come of it?”


    “I think we’ve all done that at one time or another,” she answered.


    Phaesys nodded slowly, mulling the words.


    “I was taught to think through all decisions before making them,” explained Phaesys, pulling his sword sheath onto his lap. “My teachers said that the wrong choice could get others killed. Since we lost the city, that’s what I’ve feared every time I had to leave the tunnels. It’s not easy for me to let that go.”


    Oria gave a tilt of her head towards her parents.


    “I know Estin never thought through a plan in his life. Mom’s a big fan of charging headlong into a fight, even if she shouldn’t stand a chance of surviving. Both of them are still alive. They trust their instincts, not some stupid plan.”


    “Until today you thought he was dead,” countered Phaesys, smiling a little more as he watched the kits tackle Estin. “You and your mother have endured many pains over the years from what you have told me, usually as a result of plans gone badly.”


    Leaning forward, Oria put her palm on Phaesys’ chest, snapping his attention to her.


    “Stop worrying about what might happen. This world is screwed up enough that if you worry too much, it’ll eat you alive.”


    “Then I ask you again, Oria. What now?”


    Flicking at Phaesys’ whiskers, Oria turned to her parents.


    “The boy with the big ears wants to know what we’re going to do next,” she announced.


    Estin sat up with the kits still hanging off him and Feanne turned her head slightly to look at Oria and then Phaesys. For the first time, Oria realized Atall was missing from the den. He must have snuck out before she woke.


    “We haven’t discussed it yet,” Estin answered, casually moving his tail to keep one of the male kits from pouncing it. As he talked, the kit chased the end of his tail and he kept it just out of reach. “I, for one, am tired of running from Turessians, only to walk into another trap.”


    “I agree,” stated Feanne, adjusting her ragged clothing uncomfortably.


    Her old leather clothing had been so badly torn and stained with blood that they had been forced to discard it in favor of makeshift robes, made from old blankets and bits of fabric. She had complained quietly the night before as Oria drifted towards sleep about how the garments itched on her freshly-healed back and that she intended to find something to skin to make proper attire.


    Using the wall, Feanne stood slowly, her legs still unsteady.


    “This group is hardly strong enough to face any Turessian without preparation,” she continued, walking slowly past Oria and Phaesys towards Lorne, who was staring at her hands, folded on her skirt. “We would need more people and anyone who cannot fight would need to flee before we attacked.”


    Lorne’s eyes drifted up to meet Feanne’s.


    “I have nowhere else to go,” she said softly, appearing nearly ready to run as Feanne stood over her. “Estin set me free. I’ve never had anywhere to stay that did not include a master.”


    For the briefest moment, Feanne’s snarl made her look as though she would attack, but Oria saw that it was more of a reaction to the idea of a slave, than anything specific about Lorne’s statement.


    “I have people on the inside of the city,” offered Estin. “They think they’re fighting a war against Arturis, but I doubt he’s even noticed. They do have numbers, as well as several skilled individuals.”


    Feanne nodded at that, then looked at Phaesys.


    “This one can use a blade as well as Linn did, back home,” she told Estin. Keeping a hand near the wall, she moved slowly towards where Oria and Phaesys sat. “Our daughter can hold her own in battle. Atall has been trained better than any wizard we had back in the pack. With numbers, I believe we could destroy that creature occupying the city.


    “Once that is done…I would have us begin the search for a better home again.”


    Estin’s ears perked up but he did not react as the kits all tackled his tail.


    “Arturis has a book,” he said, looking over at Lorne. “We found it down in a cave, where he keeps his undead. It has maps in it. I don’t know how far they would get us, but it’s more than we have now.”


    “Then the plan that our friend with large ears so desires,” said Feanne, giving a very small bow towards Phaesys, “will be to find Estin’s allies and then attack the Turessian’s army before he can mobilize them. Without his army, he will be easier to destroy. A lone Turessian does not frighten me nearly so much.”


    Phaesys looked around at the group, then back up at Feanne.


    “Matron,” he said reverently, “not all of us are soldiers. The children, for example…”


    “Sirella’s group hid their own families away,” Estin told the group, pulling one of the kits onto his lap as he talked. “When we meet up with her people, Lorne and the kits will go with them.”


    A chorus of whines from the kits was contrasted by Lorne’s look of being both relieved and worried. She hung her head as though she were sad at being sent away.


    “We need to stay here for at least a week,” added Phaesys. “My father will hunt us for that long. I never did like fighting on two fronts.”


    “Then it’s a plan, if you want to call it that,” said Estin.


    


    *


    


    The week was rough for everyone but Oria. Grouped up in the tight quarters, tempers became heated.


    Lorne and Feanne had not spoken directly in several days, after an incident where they had both asked Estin to do something for them at about the same time. Oria had watched their initial glares and wondered if Lorne was going to die, but the two had let it drop, at least insomuch as they stopped talking.


    The kits were wild and crazy, thrilled by having so many people to play with, even if everyone needed a break from their antics every so often.


    Phaesys and Atall had bonded in brooding silence. Several days past, Oria had found the two sitting outside, talking quietly. Neither had been willing to speak to her about it, but each day, she found them spending at least sunset outside together. Oria had no doubts it had to do with Arlin and Cora’s deaths, but neither male was willing to let her be a part of the discussion.


    Feanne had gotten most of her strength back. Both to prove to herself that she was strong enough and to get “better” clothing, her mother had gone out by herself and managed to bring down one of the large and angry horned beasts that roamed the desert. Oria had no idea what they were called, but she had heard others talking about friends being gored by the creatures. Feanne now wore one’s furred hide as her new leather outfit, after having tanned it.


    Estin had been the most distant, which surprised Oria. She was used to that with Atall, but from Estin it seemed out of place. Once Feanne had begun hunting on her own again and was less dependent on his help, Estin had gotten quiet, often sitting in the corner of the den, drawing sketches of the city on the dirt floor. He was worried about their intent to attack, but he also was not sharing.


    That left Oria mostly alone with her thoughts, which was driving her nuts. She had never liked waiting and sitting still. Talking to herself felt a lot like waiting for something better to come along. She wanted to do something, but had nowhere to go and knew better than to play pranks on anyone in the den.


    The nights were all that kept Oria sane. After that first night, Phaesys had been willing to share her bed, though he still tried to keep a modest distance at all times. She relished those nights, but assured herself it was because she craved the attention—something her mother had accused her of more than once in months past. It certainly had nothing to do with Phaesys…at least that was what she had to keep telling herself.


    Several days into the week, Oria had decided that being left to her own all day was unacceptable. Without some task to keep her active, she would have to kill someone sooner or later. Thus, during the days, she took to practicing with her knife.


    Oria spent hours in the sheltered hills of the desert, far from the others, tumbling and lashing out at imagined foes. Her blade whistled through the air with each swing, each day’s efforts more fluid than the last.


    Some days, she even practiced with both her and Atall’s knives in an attempt to learn how Estin fought with two weapons. She was still clumsy with it, but she was getting better, slowly learning how to control both hands at the same time without thinking about each movement.


    When she was younger, Feanne had spent weeks teaching Oria the basics of fighting, but she had been too young then to care, beyond thinking how great she would be “someday.” Now it was that someday and Oria struggled to remember what she had been taught, twisting and lunging across the sands. Fighting from time to time was one thing, but actively working to better herself possessed its own challenges.


    Adapting what Feanne had taught was difficult in its own right. Her mother had been a firm believer that one did not need weapons, so long as they had four limbs with claws at the end and a good set of teeth. Oria agreed in spirit, but knew that she was far better off with the sharp steel. She liked fighting with her claws well enough, but the thought of armor like the loose chain that Phaesys wore always brought her back to the knives.


    The battle in her mind had faded as she had grown more comfortable with the motions, giving Oria a sense of freedom that she lacked elsewhere. The kicks, the feints, and the rolls across the hot desert floor all became a kind of meditation for her, a dance of violence that made sense to her. It calmed her, bringing her closer to what she thought her mother wanted her to be.


    Spinning as she came up off of a roll that had scraped her shoulder painfully, Oria swept her leg around, her eyes nearly closed as she kicked at the air. Normally, that attack would have been followed by another spin to drag either her knife or her claws across her imagined foe’s midsection, but halfway through the kick, Oria’s ankle was grabbed firmly, stopping her and throwing off her balance.


    Nearly falling in surprise, Oria blinked and realized that Phaesys stood in front of her, her foot held inches from his neck. Had she aimed the attack and he had not caught her leg, she could have torn open his throat with her toe-claws.


    “What are you doing out here?” she asked, feeling foolish as she tugged to free her ankle. Phaesys did not let go, leaving her off-balance. “Usually this time of day, you and Atall…”


    “He needed to be alone,” answered Phaesys, finally letting her foot fall. He stepped away from her, clasping his hands behind his back in his usual stance when he was trying to look regal…though Oria was beginning to wonder if he knew that he did it. She kept meaning to tease him about that. “I decided to come see you.”


    Shaking herself to clear the sand from her fur, Oria glowered at Phaesys, sheathing her knife as she did.


    “You’ve all but ignored me the whole week,” she noted, then began stretching out muscles that ached from her practice. “Go play with the kits or something.”


    Phaesys watched her, saying nothing.


    “What?” she finally asked, standing fully upright again. “What do you want?”


    “I want you to go with Lorne and the kits,” he told her, his gaze unwavering. “Please don’t argue with me on this. I spoke with your mother and she said she would not forbid me to make this request.”


    Oria felt her temper flare instantly and stepped up to Phaesys, thumping her chest against his, forcing him back a step.


    “Do not give me orders,” she hissed at him, flexing her hands. “My place is with my parents. If they are fighting, so am I.”


    “I am not telling you that you cannot fight,” pleaded Phaesys, keeping his arms relaxed. He was definitely trying to make it clear he did not mean to fight, at least not physically. “I am begging you, though. Please choose to go with the others. I do not want to worry…”


    Oria shoved Phaesys hard, forcing him off-balance for a moment.


    “If you are worried about me, then fight at my side and know that I am or am not alive,” she snapped, taking another step towards him. “Do you think I don’t worry every time my parents go away, wondering if it’s the last time I’ll ever see them?”


    Phaesys regained his footing and glanced down at Oria’s knives, as though he expected her to stab him.


    “If I run off with the weak and the young, I’ll spend my days worried sick about whether my family is dead,” she went on, not even sure why she was as angry as she was. Something about his request had infuriated her, though. “Don’t ever ask me to abandon my family again. To abandon you.”


    Growling low in his chest, Phaesys suddenly unbuckled his belt, letting his sword clatter loudly to the sand. Kicking it aside, he rolled his shoulders and faced Oria.


    “Your family respects strength of body as well as spirit. If I can beat you, will you go somewhere safe? Will that be enough to convince you?”


    Oria’s anger collapsed, seeing that he had no intention of backing down from his request. Half-numb, she tossed her own weapons aside.


    The two young wildings stood facing one another for at least a minute, neither willing to take the first move. Just when Oria believed that Phaesys might consider walking away from his challenge, he lunged, forcing her to twist hard to avoid his first swing.


    From that moment, the fight was on. Phaesys swung like a man taught to fight off other trained men who were larger than he was, making him a little easier for Oria to evade. She, in turn, was trained to maul humans, whose reflexes could not match Phaesys’.


    They blocked and avoided each other’s strikes over and over. However, the long day of practicing had left her tired even before this fight and the additional exertion began to take its toll, slowing her attacks. Though Phaesys had not managed to strike her solidly, his the punches she had blocked with her forearms left her shoulders aching.


    Her style was far more mobile and graceful, built around picking the right moment and target that would quickly disable an opponent. His was just as fast and agile, but his natural strength was far greater than hers and she felt it in even glancing blows. The occasional raking he took from her claws further slowed his movement, as blood began to stain the fur on his arms.


    As Phaesys threw another punch at Oria, she ducked his arm, hooking his wrist as she did. She put her weight into pulling back against his shoulder, just barely finding enough strength to overcome and bring his arm behind his back. Locking it high on his back while grabbing his other shoulder to keep him from moving, Oria leaned in close to whisper in his ear.


    “I’m not going anywhere,” she hissed, tightening her grip on his wrist to make him wince. “If I die anytime soon, it will be at my mother and fathers’ sides.”


    Clenching his jaw until Oria could see the muscles along his neck tremble, Phaesys wrenched himself free of her grip, snapping his shoulder in the process. She was so shocked that he would risk dislocating his shoulder to break free that Oria was unable to react in time as he spun, locking his good arm around her neck and stepping behind her, pulling her against his chest.


    Oria struggled against Phaesys, but he was simply too strong. Her mind scrambled for options and she realized she could reach back and tear into his stomach with her claws. He was not wearing his armor, so she knew she could cut as deeply as she wanted. He would bleed out in minutes, but it would free her of his control.


    She brought her arms back, her fingers resting on Phaesys’ stomach, but Oria could not bring herself to finish the attack. Slowly, she let her arms drop.


    “Please,” Phaesys whispered near her ear, his arm around her neck making it difficult for Oria to breathe. “Please just go.”


    Twisting and trying to free herself without success, Oria finally demanded, “Why? What do you get out of me leaving my family to die without me?”


    “I get to know you’re alive and safe. I need that.”


    The fight went out of Oria and she relaxed into Phaesys’ grip. One second it had been a hold meant to control a foe, the next, she felt as though Phaesys was hugging her to him. The tension faded from both of their muscles and he no longer used his strength to keep her from escaping.


    “What about your betrothed?” asked Oria, intending the question to be teasing, but it came out far more serious than that.


    “People change.”


    Oria wanted to whimper. She felt incredibly helpless and disarmed by the conversation.


    “Don’t make me choose between my family and your feelings,” she told him, resting her hands on the arm still around her neck. Oria let her fingers drift over his muscles and wondered, if the fight went badly, if she really could watch him die. “I am going. Neither you or my parents can stop me.”


    “Why, Oria? Why do you have to do this?”


    Turning her head so that her muzzle rested against his, she closed her eyes and took a long breath.


    “Every person I knew before coming here died to these creatures. The people I looked up to, the children I played with, even the elderly…every single one is dead now, or marching in an army controlled by the Turessians. I was too young to help them. Now, I’m not. I’m nearly an adult and I can help…maybe even turn the tide.”


    Phaesys sighed and rested his face against hers.


    “I do not want to see you die,” he told her, his voice nearly inaudible.


    “Then we agree not to die,” said Oria, smiling back at him.


    Someone clearing their throat nearby made Oria look up, breaking the tenderness of the moment instantly.


    Seated on the hillside that led out of the sheltered area, Estin watched Oria with an unreadable stare. At his feet were the weapons they had cast aside before fighting. Though Estin appeared relaxed, Oria noted that he had both of his swords at his sides and his tail slid across the sands snake-like, as though he were deep in thought.


    “Oria,” Estin called out when she looked at him. “Go help your mother with the kits, please.”


    “Dad…”


    “I said ‘please.’ Now go.”


    Sliding free of Phaesys’ arm, Oria ran past her father, grabbing her knives from the ground as she went.


    The whole way back to the den, Oria felt as though her head was spinning. The conversation with Phaesys had been unexpected and made her wonder both about his feelings and her own. She had thought of Phaesys as a friend—at least, as much of a friend as she had ever really had. She had joked with him, mostly at his expense, about a relationship, or the appearance of one. She had never been serious about that, though. Now, she had to question whether she could keep joking like that without hurting him. It all felt surreal.


    Hurrying back down into the den, Oria found the place quieter than she would have expected. The kits and the noise that came with them were gone, as was Lorne. Their scent was still fresh, so they were not long-gone, but she had not seen them coming in.


    Seated on the other side of the cold fire-pit, Feanne had her hands clasped together in her lap, watching as Oria entered. The new outfit she had made for herself left her arms uncovered, exposing the scars that mirrored Estin’s on her left arm, as well as new ones from the whipping. Even her legs—where the long-hanging leather-and-fur loincloth did not cover—showed many thin scars that stood out in the red or black fur.


    Oria had always tried to ignore her mother’s scars. Revering Feanne required Oria to believe she was invincible. Those scars told a different story. Now, they were hard to avoid, as though something in the lighting of the room emphasized them. Deep down, Oria wondered just how many of them had been earned protecting herself and her brother.


    “Sit down,” her mother said, unmoving.


    Shoulders sinking as she contemplated what she might be in trouble for, Oria obediently took a seat on the ground across from Feanne.


    “You are considering taking Phaesys as a mate,” Feanne said, as though it was a foregone conclusion. “Have you thought this through?”


    Oria’s mind darted through excuses and arguments, but when she looked at her mother, she could not bring them to her mouth. Feanne looked tired, but not angry.


    “I hadn’t put it in quite those terms yet,” she answered sheepishly. “I wouldn’t say that I haven’t considered it, though.”


    Feanne nodded, as though she was unsurprised.


    “Do you understand what will happen when I meet his father again?”


    Swallowing hard, Oria answered, “You’ll kill him.”


    “Yes. Are you and he prepared for that? I will not hold back, just because you want that particular male.”


    “I wouldn’t ask you to. If he’s worth my attention, he’ll understand.”


    Feanne smiled back at Oria, then absently brushed at the scars on her shoulder with her other hand.


    “We all make mistakes that may end up for the best,” Feanne continued, almost sounding like she was talking to herself. “I ask that you at least wait on any decision until after we reclaim Corraith from the Turessian. Doing anything else will cloud your thoughts and endanger everyone during that battle.”


    Oria’s skin prickled with embarrassment.


    “I’m not quite four, mom,” she answered, her ears flattening back as she glanced back to be sure Phaesys had not snuck in. “Nothing’s going to happen.”


    “We had several females that had chosen their mates before they were declared adults back at the pack,” her mother told her. Feanne’s total lack of modesty in conversation had never bothered Oria before, but it had also never been aimed at her previously. “You would not be the first. I just ask that you guard your feelings for a while yet. I would not have you commit yourself to anything in a hurry, only to lose him if things go poorly. Contemplating your own death is easier than worrying about a lover’s.”


    Shivering despite the heat in the den, Oria looked her mother in the eyes, asking, “Do you think we might lose him…or anyone…if we face Arturis?”


    “I would expect deaths in any fight with a Turessian, Oria. Hopefully, we can avoid a direct confrontation for a while, but when we do face him, I know that I expect to die. If you go with us, you should expect the same. It helps one set aside fear if you have no belief that you will live.”


    Footfalls behind Oria made her clamp her mouth shut, biting back any replies she had.


    Phaesys came into the den, carrying his sword in his off-hand, while his right arm hung limply at his side. The shoulder was not swollen, so Oria had to guess that Estin had at least partially healed it. As loudly as it had popped, it likely would have looked much worse if he had not.


    Following Phaesys, Estin came into the den, his eyes not leaving Phaesys until he had gone around and sat down beside Feanne. The two shared a brief look that told Oria nothing.


    “We should get some rest,” Estin told the group. “Lorne and the kits should be back in about an hour from collecting water. We leave early tomorrow, and just in case we’re caught entering the city I want everyone at their best.”


    Getting up, Oria began to move towards her bedding, then stopped as she watched Phaesys pick up a blanket from her pile and go over to a spot about ten feet from where she slept. He said nothing as he curled up under the cloth.


    Oria slid onto her own bedding, pulling the furs and blankets over herself. She was unable to sleep for a long time, watching the dark corner where Phaesys lay. As the light faded in the den, long after Lorne and the kits came back, she watched for the gleam of Phaesys’ eyes in the dark, but he never looked her way.


    When Oria did finally sleep, it was restless and often interrupted by nightmares. Each time she woke, Oria reached out for Phaesys, thinking he would be nearby, but kept pulling back handfuls of sand. All night, she had fitful dreams of Phaesys being killed by Arturis, or of Estin keeping her away from him.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “The Return”


    


    Decisions, no matter how trivial, have a way of creating a slippery slope that can alter the course of your life. Any decision can do this. Once you begin down that path, even attempts to retreat from the decision will not necessarily undo what has started.


    It can be as simple as choosing to eat a mouse for breakfast, rather than the bread you have on-hand. A more mundane choice, I can hardly think of. While you are out there catching the mouse, you just barely avoid a wagon you didn’t see coming. That wagon’s driver loses track of what they were doing and drifts off the road, clipping a cart nearby. That cart, in turn, flips onto the merchant manning it, killing her. By choosing mouse over bread, you just killed a woman you never knew existed.


    This can lead us to fear about making decisions at all. That was where I was when I met Feanne. I would have rather gone on just barely eking out a life of subsistence, rather than make any hard choices. It certainly wasn’t as well thought out as this explanation, but I believe it was very similar. I dreaded what might come of getting caught, such as being sold as a slave, or worse.


    Once we came to Corraith, that changed a little. I had three little children to concern myself with and two that were nearly adults…and would likely be the ones reading this. I had to make the decisions, whether I wanted to or not, and live with the consequences.


    I had learned earlier in my life a little about what Feanne meant by “no regrets.” I applied that idea liberally to the meeting of her and everything I went through to keep her in my life. Despite that, I don’t think I truly understood what it meant beyond that limited scope.


    Returning to Corraith would test the bounds of what that phrase meant.


    


    Estin led the long walk across the early morning desert, trying not to look back at the line of wildlings that followed him. When he had earlier, he had seen internalized misery on most of the faces, sapping his own will to go on.


    His mate, he at least understood. Returning to the city was a difficult decision for Feanne, as the last time they had gone there the family had been separated. Additionally, though she would not say it, Estin could see that she was still a little weaker than she would have liked. She was probably scared that she could not fight as well as she needed to and that fear was bleeding off onto the kits, who had whined and complained from the moment they had woken.


    Near Feanne, Lorne walked along silently, having said little to anyone all morning. She was the only one that Estin could not get at least some feel for. It had been almost two days since she had been willing to talk to anyone other than the kits. She was distant, but seemed a little happier for returning to the city. Whatever was nagging at her was not something she was ready to share.


    At the far rear of the group walked Atall. Each day, Estin had seen the boy’s mood descend further, but he refused to talk about what had happened or what he was thinking. Like he did with most emotional matters, Atall was bottling up his feelings, until they were too much for him to handle.


    The more Atall slipped away, the more Estin worried about him. He knew full well what a loss like his could do to a person and Estin wanted dearly to find a way to help him. He had tried talking to Atall more than once, but Atall was unwilling or unable to discuss Arlin, or their relationship before her death.


    Of all the people in the group, Oria was the one Estin knew without a doubt was upset. Entirely with him.


    When they had woken, Oria had refused to speak to Estin at all during the morning meal. She had been the first one ready to walk, shouldering her way past Phaesys on her way outside. Estin knew what was bothering her, but was not ready to confront her about it. She needed time to understand why he had talked to Phaesys and see that it was for their own good.


    Much like Feanne’s discussion with Oria, Estin had not intended to prevent the relationship, but rather to slow it down until times were a little safer for everyone. Though Estin had wanted to outright forbid Oria and Phaesys from getting any closer than they were already—at least until she turned of age—he knew it would never work with any child of Feanne’s. The girl would rebel out of instinct, whether Phaesys liked it or not.


    That thought made Estin glance over his shoulder towards Phaesys, who was just a step or two behind him.


    The younger wildling kept his hood drawn to cover his features—something he had mentioned could be a concern in the city—occasionally rolling his shoulder to keep it from stiffening. Though Phaesys gave no indication of being angry with Estin, he was not happy. That much was clear.


    They had talked quite bluntly about his relationship with Oria the night before and Estin had thought it went well. Phaesys had admitted, though somewhat reluctantly, that he was falling in love with Oria, but was the first to say that he felt it was moving too quickly in that direction. Estin had been loath to disagree. They had eventually begun talking about Phaesys’ people and how they handled such situations.


    “Honestly, I do not know what to do,” Phaesys had admitted, giving Estin a pleading stare. “By family honor, I should be married to someone else…but I’m having doubts.”


    “What do you feel in your heart is the right thing to do?” he had asked in return, while healing Phaesys’ shoulder. “Don’t trust honor to always make sense, especially when it comes to emotions.”


    Phaesys had looked deeply pained as he considered that, finally replying, “The right thing to do would be to break off my betrothal, even if nothing goes any farther with Oria. I just don’t know how to do that, with my wife-to-be missing.”


    “Then leave it at that until you figure it out,” Estin had insisted, as the swelling came down to a reasonable level in Phaesys’ shoulder. “Give her some space and decide what you need to do. I don’t think Oria will go anywhere without you while you sort through this.”


    “Is this your wish?”


    “It is,” Estin had answered.


    “I agree, then. I will be more respectful, while I think through how to do what is right. Thank you, Estin.”


    That had been that and Estin had considered the matter resolved pleasantly, with no threats of death or pleading for Phaesys not to touch his daughter. All in all, it was a good conversation, but Phaesys appeared to be taking Oria’s reaction far worse than the actual choice. To make matters worse, neither Phaesys nor Oria appeared to have slept at all during the night.


    “You watch me as though you expect me to strike at you,” said Phaesys, his hood still low enough that Estin was surprised he knew he had been watched.


    “Just wondering how you’re taking our discussion yesterday.”


    Lifting his head, Phaesys answered, “I already knew that our feelings were dangerous for both of us. You just made that more…firm.”


    Estin watched Phaesys a little longer, but he said nothing more, eventually lowering his head again. He was willing to take the blame, at least for a while. Perhaps when they found a safe place to stay they could approach the issue again soon and Estin might be able to ease the restrictions on the two, within reason. Before even considering that, he wanted to have a long talk with Feanne about letting their children grow up.


    Then again, he was tempted to stall on that…maybe two months. A little longer would not be unreasonable, either. Certainly no more than ten years. So long as Oria was not allowed any alone time with a male, Estin had one less thing to concern himself with.


    The group trudged on, following Estin’s winding path back to Corraith. They had nearly circled the city, covering any chance of being followed back to the den. It was a precaution Feanne had insisted on, even if they did not intend to return to that hole in the ground.


    By midday, the city walls were close and Estin pulled his tail close to his body to hide the striping, just in case Arturis had anyone looking for him, though its bulk made it impossible to hide his race. Checking on the rest of the group, he saw that they had all raised their hoods and Feanne had picked up the kits, draping a white sheet over them that would look to anyone in the city like she was just sheltering them from the sun, rather than concealing their identity.


    Approaching the city guards, Estin very nearly held his breath as the elven man glanced under his hood. The soldier then looked over the others with Estin, his eyes lingering on Oria, then Phaesys.


    Returning his attention to Estin, the man said softly as he motioned them past, “Welcome back, council master. Not everyone is loyal…be careful.”


    The group moved into the city, not so much as given a second glance by the guards. They hurried into the streets, Estin steering them towards the old house where Sirella’s people had been holed up.


    Unlike during Estin’s last visit to town, larger patrols of city guards moved through the desolate center of the city, searching actively for something, though they went right by his group.


    Despite this, Estin realized Phaesys was sinking farther into his hood each time a group of elves passed them. Whether the elves were looking for him or not, he sure seemed to think that they were. They had been in the city no more than ten minutes before Estin realized that things were not the way he had left them. By this time of morning, the streets should have been full of people. Today, the place was as vacant as it would have been at night.


    Looking around for any sign of what might have happened, he saw the simple wanted posters on the sides of most buildings that he had often ignored in the past. Sketched on them was a very rudimentary picture of a fox wildling that looked much like Phaesys.


    “My family will be executed on sight,” offered Phaesys, apparently noticing what Estin was looking at. Raising a finger towards the northwest, he added, “However, I would be more concerned with that.”


    Following the gesture, Estin saw a plume of smoke that rose from the section of town where government buildings stood. As he watched, a rumble shook the ground and a second black cloud began to climb over the buildings.


    “Your friends?” asked Phaesys.


    “Probably. That looks like their kind of work.”


    “Then they pick their targets well,” noted Phaesys, as the two columns of smoke began to merge high over Corraith. “My understanding is that the one on the left is where Arturis rules from. The one on the right is the council’s hall. The city will see this as war, even if they do not believe Arturis conquered them previously.”


    Hurrying, Estin made for Sirella’s hideout, hoping to reach it before anyone came looking for the attackers. The last thing he needed was to get caught with Sirella’s group in the open. With Sirella’s group having just attacked, there would be far more scrutiny than usual.


    Offhand, he realized that he had failed to mention that to Feanne. He thought he should at least let her know about it. Then again, she might not stop laughing if he did.


    He led the others around the side of the house, taking the specific path over the wall and through the small yard that he knew would not set off any traps. As he approached the house, Estin had to slow the others to make sure no one stepped on the densely-arranged tripwires that littered the area, slid among the loose rocks in the yard.


    “Follow very closely,” he warned, bending over and tapping a nearly-invisible string for emphasis. “I have no idea what these are attached to, but we don’t want them going off. They put them down to stop ghouls, so I think they’ll be pretty dangerous for us.”


    Everyone in the group except Oria went wide-eyed, looking around at the many thin lines that ran into shadowed areas of the yard, or attached directly to the house.


    Oria appeared fascinated, her eyes carefully tracing each wire, as a grin spread across her face. She knelt beside one, leaning to stare down the length of the wire. Pulling out a handful of papers, she scribbled a few quick notes, then stood back up, her attention back on Estin.


    “In through the window,” Estin told them, holding the window shade open part way.


    Estin knew that if he opened it the rest of the way, or closed it completely, a series of blades would sweep across the opening. Telling the others would only worry them, so he kept his mouth shut and his hand firmly on that shade to keep it from moving.


    After Atall had climbed inside, Estin followed, pulling the shade mostly closed behind them.


    The inside of the house was much as he had left it, though if possible, it looked like more people had camped out there recently. Estin could smell dozens of distinct scents, not all of which he recognized. As it had been during his last visit, Sirella’s people kept changing from day to day.


    “Stop right there, furballs,” came a woman’s voice from one of the side rooms.


    An elderly woman eased herself into view, holding a massive crossbow, which was aimed at Phaesys. At first, Estin wondered why she had picked him out of the group, but then realized that everyone else was either a child, a female, or Estin, who hardly looked intimidating. That made Phaesys the most imposing figure in the group, even as he raised his empty hands in surrender.


    Lorne squeaked somewhere behind Estin, almost in unison with the kits.


    “Don’t I know you?” asked the woman. She eyed Estin, but kept the crossbow aimed at Phaesys.


    As Estin met the woman’s stare, he noticed Oria slipping slowly along the wall away from the group, getting close to the woman’s side. He kept his eyes on the woman, letting Oria have the time she needed. In seconds, she had moved around behind the elven woman.


    In a blur, Oria moved from the wall to the woman, snatching the bolt out of the weapon. The weapon clicked harmlessly without its ammunition as the woman pulled the trigger.


    “Never point a weapon at my family,” growled Oria, still holding the bolt.


    Estin looked over at Feanne to gauge her reaction and found her smiling. He had to admit that he was not surprised…Feanne would of course be happy to see that Oria had become deadly. Then again, if she was going to accompany them somewhere dangerous, Estin was glad for it on some level, too. He hated to risk his children, but having them able to fight in a pinch was a blessing.


    “Crazy little monster,” muttered the woman, rubbing her hand. “I’m guessing you’re the ones Sirella said might come back. She wasn’t specific.”


    Estin stared at the woman in annoyed disbelief.


    “There are so many wildlings running around town that you couldn’t be sure?”


    The woman grinned and cackled, shaking her head.


    “Nah. Crazy bastard’s killing anything with fur. I’m surprised you made it this far. We found a few wildlings last week…yesterday they were skinned and hanging from the outer walls. He’s leaving the scaled ones, but your kind won’t live long out in the open.”


    Outside, the sound of voices grew louder.


    “You’re guarding the fort while they try to really upset Arturis?” he asked the old woman.


    “Yeah,” she replied, pulling up a chair and slowly sitting. “Should be an awful blazing mess for days after this one. Damn girl doesn’t know when to stop. None of them do.”


    Estin motioned to the rest of his group, then towards the door to the house’s basement.


    “Head downstairs,” he told them. “It’ll give me more time to explain to Sirella and keep you all from getting trampled when she brings in her little army.”


    Feanne led the others past the scowling old woman, taking the group down the dark steps. Almost as soon as the last tail—Lorne’s—vanished into the dark, elves began scrambling through the window near Estin.


    “What in the…?” The lead elf demanded, as he stood up and found himself staring at Estin. The man put a hand to a sword at his side. “Sirella!”


    Crossing his arms over his chest, Estin waited as the group at the window parted and Sirella practically leapt inside, one hand on her weapon. When she saw Estin, she broke into a malicious grin.


    “About time you came back,” she said, waving the others into the house. “We could use the extra hands. All of you, leave the furry one alive. He’s with us.”


    Estin watched as no more than a dozen people crawled in through the window, several bleeding and one being carried. The carried man looked as though he had been mauled by animals. Judging by how limp he was, Estin guessed they had run into ghouls.


    “You got caught,” Estin noted, recognizing few of the faces. Most of the people he had known were not among this group’s members. “How many did you lose?”


    Her smile fading, Sirella checked over her shoulder, as though quickly counting the people still with her. Unfastening the clasp that held her long hair back, she shrugged. As she pulled tangles out of her hair, Estin saw that she also had cuts both on her exposed skin, as well as several deep gouges in her armor. Her small shield had two broken arrows sticking out of it.


    “We’re fighting a war for our home,” she said dismissively. “Besides, we had to put him on the defensive.”


    “Why?”


    “Because he’s raided this house twice, looking for you,” Sirella snapped. “We managed to clear the place both times, but we’re losing control. These deaths were necessary. Twenty dead is a small price to pay to free the town and keep us hidden.”


    “Every life is a large price. Did Arturis bother to face you himself, or did you find his army?”


    Sirella’s face crinkled in confusion.


    “We fought a dozen ghouls, which was the most I’ve ever found in Corraith. All of them are dead, so I doubt he has many left. That’s assuming he survived the explosions.”


    Picking up one of the wooden chairs, Estin turned it around—the only way he could sit on human or elven-made chairs without the size of his tail causing issues—and sat down.


    “Under the desert, he has a cave filled with every person he has killed since he arrived here,” Estin explained, seeing the full horror of what that meant sink into the faces of the men and women behind Sirella. “If he wants, he can bring hundreds, maybe thousands, into this fight. One entrance was partially collapsed, but I know where another is.”


    A line near Sirella’s right eye twitched and she went from standing with her arm casually placed on the wall, to using that arm to support her weight. Overall, she hid her reaction well and Estin doubted the people behind her noticed any change.


    “A couple dozen untrained soldiers—yourself included in that number,” she told him, blinking hard, as though she were actively trying not to picture Arturis’ forces, “will never even slow a group like that. If you’re telling me, I assume you have something in mind, possibly reckless or suicidal?”


    “I do, as well as a few more people.”


    Estin got up, taking Sirella by the hand and leading her towards the basement. Through the touch, he could feel her trembling. She might look to anyone else as though she was unshaken and annoyed, but he knew better.


    “I found my family,” he told her as they neared the bottom of the steps. A light ahead told him that either they had found the lamps, or Atall had used magic to light the place. “Everyone but the children and one friend that you might remember will be joining us.”


    They came around the turn at the bottom of the stairs and had to stop at the doorway into the old study. With Feanne and Oria seated at the table, Atall looking over the bookshelves, the kits sitting in the middle of the floor, and Lorne with her back against one of the empty bookcases, there was no room for anyone else. Estin briefly wondered where Phaesys had vanished to, but figured he must have stayed upstairs somewhere.


    “How many are trained to fight?” asked Sirella immediately. “I already have enough fools at my disposal who can’t figure out which end of a sword goes into the enemy. I appreciate your attempts to get us more people, but I’m not bringing children into this, nor am I able to arm and armor all of them.”


    Feanne’s muzzle tensed as though she were trying not to snarl. Sirella had been looking at her during the comments about equipment.


    “My mate and older children are ready and able to fight and have all that they need to do so,” Estin explained. Moving carefully into the room to avoid stepping on anyone, he went to the fake wall behind the desk. “Lorne and the kits will need to go into hiding, at least until we finish destroying Arturis’ army.”


    “Oh, just until then? So not long?” snapped Sirella, crossing her arms. “Without a lot more, I doubt we stand a chance.”


    Estin motioned Sirella closer, then beckoned Feanne as well, as he found the hidden locks on the wall and released them. They felt stiff, confirming that no one had touched them in his absence.


    “We have one thing that he doesn’t,” he told them, swinging open the fake wall. “If both of you will follow me…”


    Leading the way down the dimly-lit passage, Estin felt the serenity of the place wash over him as soon as he left the house proper. The cool damp air mixed with the touch of magic that the place held called out to him, making him feel at home again.


    “What is this place?” asked Feanne.


    “You had a secret little burrow the whole time?” added Sirella. “I hate secrets, Estin, and…by my father’s ass, what is that?”


    The two women stopped in their tracks as Estin moved into the larger round room, with its circle of moss and polished stones.


    “A resurrection circle,” he told them, gesturing broadly. “This is why Arturis is here. From things he said, I believe he can feel it’s in the city, but hasn’t figured out exactly where it is. Even if this isn’t what he’s looking for, it’s at least something he would kill to get.”


    Sirella piped up, demanding, “Then we give him this and he goes away?”


    “Not even close,” answered Feanne softly, taking a knee to more closely examine the circle’s decorative stones. “The Turessians will destroy every creature in a land to find an area where healing magic is focused. They destroyed our people to get to ours, not realizing that it had lost its power with the coming of the mists.”


    “What we have is a way to save your troops, if we can get them back here without Arturis following,” Estin explained. “He can keep raising the dead to serve him. Now, I can bring back our fallen, at least as long as their bodies, minds, and spirits can handle it. It’s a last resort, but it’s one more thing we have going for us.”


    Feanne added, “It is not pleasant to have died. This is better than death, but some are too weak to come back. Also, if we lose their bodies, we cannot do much for them. He will watch us to see if we bring the dead back…we must be discrete.”


    That last comment seemed to derail Sirella’s thoughts and she just stared at the back of Feanne’s head for a moment.


    “What of the army?” asked Sirella, her voice confident again. “You said you had a plan. I want to hear it, so we can start working out the details.”


    Sitting down in the circle of stones, Estin felt as though his body was being bathed in a mix of a relaxing breeze and the tingle of magic. It was distracting, but he ignored it for the moment.


    “We know where the cavern is that holds Arturis’ army, but Arturis knows that we found it,” he explained, brushing one of his hands across the soft moss on the floor’s edges. “I doubt he has moved it, though. There are just too many bodies. He likely thinks we’re too scared to come back.”


    “You should be,” noted Sirella dourly.


    Taking a seat against the cave wall, Feanne told her, “Estin is an idiot when it comes to danger and this is one of many reasons I love him. Every fool has great ideas from time to time. He has more than his fair share, when it is most needed.”


    Ignoring Sirella’s laughter, Estin went on.


    “Your people work with explosives. Using them, we will bring the cavern down on Arturis’ army, after I steal something else in there that I want. Then, we run. Arturis can survive that, but I doubt any of his creatures can. The loss of so many will put him on the defensive.”


    “That sounds entirely reasonable and not too risky,” Sirella said, putting her hands on her hips. “I was expecting something far more dangerous.”


    “If we aren’t caught, this should be easy. If we are…we might all die.”


    “Or be buried under the desert when the explosives go off,” added Sirella dourly.


    Feanne appeared to have relaxed completely, leaning against the cool damp walls with her eyes drifting shut. Seeing that amused Estin, as the place had always had a similar effect on him. She likely could not feel the magic of the cave, but its calming influence still worked.


    Sirella then asked, “When do we go?”


    “Tonight,” he told her. “Just as soon as you send Lorne and the kits somewhere safe.”


    “I can’t get them out of town until late tomorrow, but we do have Marra’s inn at our disposal. Most of our injured have been staying there. In the morning, we have several people that are done fighting for good and will be traveling out to the desert hideout. Your people can go with them. I’ll get that underway right now.”


    Sirella hurried out of the cave and out into the more brightly lit basement. Seconds after she disappeared, Atall and Oria came slowly down the hall, staring in wonder at the cavern.


    “He’s killing people just for this?” asked Oria, smiling down at her mother, who was sleeping soundly. “It’s nice and all, but is it worth all that?”


    “You were listening in?” Estin asked. “Yes, this is what he wants. Everything he’s done to the city was to find this place…or some other spots in the tombs outside town. Places Atall can’t seem to remember.”


    Atall glared at Estin, but answered, “I still think he imagined it.”


    “Go get some rest or whatever you need before we do this,” said Estin, looking pointedly at Feanne. “We probably only have a couple hours before Sirella finds enough explosives to bring down the whole city. She’ll be eager to use them.”


    


    *


    


    When Sirella left a little later to ready her people and gather the supplies they would need, Estin gently woke Feanne. After she had dozed off, the kits had curled up in her arms, all of them relieved to finally be far from the heat of the desert.


    “Is it time?” Feanne said as she jerked slightly. She looked around the hall, then refocused on Estin.


    “Not quite.” He sat down across from her on the damp stone floor. “We have about an hour before they send the group into hiding. I don’t even know where they’ll be by tomorrow.”


    Sitting up slowly, Feanne jarred the three kits awake. They stared around in confusion, blinking in the dim light until they were able to see both their mother and father.


    In the faint glow of the moss, the wildlings’ eyes shone like they would on a moonlit night. In that low lighting, two of the kits’ normally-blue eyes shined white, like their mother, but he realized that one of the males’ eyes were glowing faintly orange, like his. Smiling at the tiny indication that they had inherited something from him, he bent over and nuzzled the kit’s cheek, making him giggle.


    “We can’t send them away like this,” said Estin after a moment. He smiled at the other male kit, who was grinning broadly back.


    Feanne frowned and looked up at him, asking, “You do not mean that you intend to bring them along?”


    “No. I won’t leave my children without them at least having names. There’s a chance we might not…”


    Touching his hand to quiet him, Feanne smiled with understanding, not wishing him to say what he feared in front of the kits. In her eyes, he could see that she agreed completely, both with his wishes and with his fears.


    “How do we do this?” Estin asked, laughing at himself. “I didn’t go through it the first time.”


    Picking up one of the children, Feanne set the male kit in front of Estin. The kit squirmed, unsure what was expected of him. He pawed anxiously at Feanne’s hand.


    “What do you see when you look at him?” Feanne inquired, reaching over and grabbing the female by the scruff of the neck as she tried to escape. “A name is as much a thought of what they are to you as it is an identity.”


    Estin leaned back and stared at his son, who stared right back at him, blinking his huge eyes occasionally.


    “I’ll admit,” Estin finally said, “in all of them, I see hope for the future. I see our lives going on through them even if we die here. Even with that hope, I see my own fear at losing them. I even see trouble and mischief, but I don’t see names that we can use.”


    Feanne grimaced as she struggled to pull the female back onto her lap.


    “My father told me that saying the obvious in a language others do not know is as profound to strangers as actual wisdom,” she said, finally hoisting the female kit off the floor so she had no way to tug. “That was how I named the first two monsters, when they were still trying to gnaw on my fingers as they teethed.”


    Still holding the female by the scruff, Feanne turned her around so that they were facing one another.


    “Your father has named you ‘mischief,’” she told the kit, narrowing her eyes. The kit did the same, then tried to swat Feanne on the nose, but missed. “My father once traveled in the northeastern mountains. In the language of those people, you would be called Alyana. Thus you are named, child.”


    Feanne released Alyana and the girl leapt into Estin’s lap, sticking her tongue out at her mother as she did. A more fitting name Estin could not have hoped for…especially when he realized she was already going through his pouches.


    “Maybe we shouldn’t name them such that they get ideas,” he said, eliciting a malicious grin from the kit. She giggled at him, pulling her hands out of his bags. “Or at least we shouldn’t tell them what it means.”


    “My name means something along the lines of ‘muddy paws,’ for what it is worth,” noted Feanne, her eyes bright with humor, even in the dark. “How often has that been true of me? Perhaps she will rebel and try not to be her namesake.”


    Alyana shook her head vigorously, announcing, “I don’t want my paws to be muddy.”


    Reaching for the next kit, Feanne hesitated as he hunkered down, trying to avoid having his neck grabbed.


    “I won’t run!” the male told them, putting both hands over the scruff of his neck. “I don’t wanna be choked.”


    “None of us do,” offered Feanne, lowering her head closer to the kit’s. “Estin, what would you say here?”


    “He’s really hoping you don’t grab him. Did your father have a good word for ‘hope?’”


    “Rinam,” she said to the kit, who smiled back at her. “The word is of a river people in the southeast lands, though my father never visited there. He always meant to.”


    The third kit looked around at the others, then up at Estin, waiting patiently for his name. This one was the one with the faint orange shine to his eyes.


    “What do you think?” Estin asked the child, reaching down to lift his son’s hand in his own. Turning it over, he saw the thick little claws that lacked the sharpness of his siblings’. “Would you like to be ‘Theldis?’”


    Nodding at him, the kit started to pull away his hand, then seemed to notice what Estin had been looking at. Quietly, Theldis tapped his claws against Estin’s, then ran the pads of his fingers over the uneven gouges in Estin’s claws, where he had shaved off the edges to sharpen them.


    Without warning, Alyana yelped to get attention, then took off running back into the house, with the other two chasing her.


    “What does it mean?” asked Feanne, once the kits were out of sight.


    Estin leaned back against the wall, answering, “It was my father’s name. He gave up everything to save my mother and I. I can see a little of him in the boy’s eyes. Hopefully, Theldis has an easier life than my father did.”


    Smiling, Feanne took Estin’s hand in hers, squeezing reassuringly.


    “A good name,” she told him. “You did far better than I did with the first two.”


    “What do their names mean?”


    Feanne lowered her head slightly, looking away from him as though embarrassed.


    “I would prefer not to…”


    Reaching out, Estin caught her hand and squeezed it.


    “Please?”


    Sighing, Feanne answered softly, “Oria means, ‘love that was lost.’”


    Stroking Feanne’s face with his free hand, Estin asked her, “And Atall?”


    That seemed to embarrass Feanne even more.


    “His name, I just made up,” she said even more quietly, glancing up the tunnel to be sure the kits were not within hearing range. “Insrin was pestering me to name the children so he could go out on a hunt. I had to come up with something quickly, or I would have found a way to strangle that male, even carrying two newborns in my arms.”


    Laughing despite Feanne’s dour glares, Estin tried to put his arm around her, but Feanne shoved him back.


    “Now is hardly the time for affection,” Feanne insisted. “We had best prepare ourselves. I do not want this to be our last little adventure just because we were too busy cuddling or watching Alyana torture her brothers, when we should be thinking of ways to kill our enemies.”


    Despite her words, Feanne leaned close again, nipping at Estin’s ear playfully. She then hopped to her feet and went into the basement of the house, glancing over her shoulder at Estin before she vanished from sight.


    For a few moments, Estin sat watching where Feanne had left, cherishing the thought of her. Then, shaking his head at his own behavior, he got up and walked towards the circle, drawing out the small notebook he carried in a pouch on his belt…though it was now in a different pouch, after Alyana had rummaged around in them.


    Stopping at the edge of the circle, Estin nudged one of the stones back into place with his toe. He stood there a long time, turning the book in his hand over and over, wondering if he really wanted to do what he was considering.


    He finally made up his mind and stepped fully into the circle, kneeling at the middle of the marked off area. Voices stirred unbidden, but Estin walled off his mind to them and opened the notebook, turning to a page he had marked several weeks earlier.


    There was a particular page that had caught his eye, but the magic was obscure, the instructions giving few clues as to what it would do. It had taken him almost a month to determine what its true purpose was and he was still not entirely sure how it worked.


    The spell written on this particular page was meant to pull the spirit of the deceased close to the caster, letting them speak directly rather than as a distant whisper. To Estin, it seemed risky, but the information a spirit might have far outweighed any risks.


    After slipping out of the dream with Lihuan and Asrahn a week prior, Estin had wondered if it really was a dream, or if it had been something more. He knew something in him had changed—if only based on the fear he had seen in the elves’ faces as he freed Feanne—but what exactly was a mystery to him. To figure it out, he could think of no better way than this particular spell.


    Estin finished going over the notes in the book and closed it, setting it aside as he concentrated. Drawing strength from within himself, Estin channeled it not towards the world around him, as he normally did, but back into that vague place from which the voices spoke to him. From what he could gather, if the spirit he targeted was willing, they would answer him almost immediately.


    “What are you doing?” asked a female voice behind him, snapping Estin’s delicate concentration.


    Groaning as the magic slipped away, Estin turned to answer, but found the dark tunnel empty behind him. Twisting back, he looked around the room with the circle, finding nothing. A sniff at the air confirmed that he was alone.


    “Who’s there?” Estin asked, getting a foot under him in case he had to move quickly. “Identify yourself.”


    “You called me, child,” the female said, laughing somewhat hoarsely. “That, I did not teach you. A lesson from elsewhere, it would seem.”


    “Asrahn?”


    “Who else would have come to that whining call into the afterlife? Your magic sounded like a child begging for its mother. If you wish to call spirits, you will need to be more confident, Estin.”


    Sinking back to his knees, Estin was at a loss for where to look. The room was empty, but the voice seemed to always come from one side or the other, as though Asrahn were moving around the chamber.


    “What happened down in that tomb? One second I was trying to drink tea with two dead people, the next I was ripping Feanne’s attackers apart. I don’t even remember how I got from the tomb to her. You did something down there and I need to know what it was.”


    Asrahn made a tsking sound that he could picture accompanied by a disappointed shake of the head for not figuring things out on his own.


    “You have allies who have fallen. Every one of them had strength left in their spirits when they passed beyond and have tried to give you as much of that through your magic as they could, but it was not enough,” she explained. The voice drifted around behind Estin, then back along his other side. “We just gave you a way to draw on their strength directly. You will need that if you wish to fight a Turessian and not be butchered. Especially this one.”


    “What am I?”


    “Estin, last I checked. Fool of a question.”


    “That isn’t what I meant.”


    “No,” Asrahn answered, “but it is how I choose to interpret it.”


    “How do I control it?”


    “Control? Who said you had control, child? The power comes when it must, no sooner and no later. It cannot be taken from you like a sword, but it can be twisted if you use it wrongly. What it becomes is up to you. What you do with it then is as much a part of you as your tail.”


    An icy chill brushed across Estin’s tail.


    “Feanne can choose whether her powers are dormant or not,” he argued. If only he could see her, he expected she would be looking at him as though he were a fool. “That is what I meant by control.”


    “I am well aware what you meant. Feanne has lived with her…gifts…for many years. You have not. When she was younger, she had no control, either. Had you met her back then, she would have been more than happy to kill you if you had been in her way during the change. I spent a good deal of time tending to those who were underfoot, or tried to help her calm down.”


    After having seen Feanne’s transformation several times himself, that did not entirely surprise Estin. She could barely control her rage now, years after she had been given that power by the fae.


    “Will I be able to keep from hurting my family?” Estin asked her, realizing that using Feanne’s powers as a model, any change might threaten them.


    “You will control yourself, but not the power. What you do with it is what you would do with any other form of magic. Do you murder your family with the power over life and death I taught you? Do you raise them as zombies with that same power? Do you inflict disease and misery on the world with your magic? All of these are within your reach.”


    “No.”


    “You have all the magic that the Turessian people had as a starting point for all they did. Are you then like them?”


    “No, Asrahn.”


    “Then why think it would change now?” she replied testily.


    The room was quiet for a minute, though Estin could feel the faint chill of the spirit moving around him still..


    Finally, Asrahn’s voice came again, very near his left ear, “I will go back to Lihuan now. You have all you need to protect them. I cannot help you further, child.”


    As the last word was uttered, the chill of the spirit faded away, leaving Estin alone in the room again. He closed his eyes, thinking about what Asrahn had told him, while going over what he could remember of freeing Feanne.


    The day he had changed was a blur of anger and magic, but he could remember almost nothing after leaving the cavern and having woken up, holding Feanne’s battered body in his arms. The dozen ravaged men around the valley were testimony to what he had done.


    Distant sounds of an argument soon cut through his introspection. Getting up, Estin followed the voices out to the basement room.


    “…I’m just saying that it’s best that way,” pleaded Lorne, standing near the hall out to the staircase. “Our kind do not belong in battle. Be sensible about this.”


    “Your kind, not his,” snapped Oria. She sat on the floor beside her mother, who was using a small utility knife to sharpen her toe-claws. Atall sat nearby, quietly watching the others. “You and Estin aren’t that alike and you’re just proving it by asking.”


    “I do not make decisions for him,” Feanne added in a tight voice as she ran the knife along her claw again.


    Estin eased back into the hall, trying to be sure he was not seen. He wanted to know what this was about, lest they hide something from him. Lorne he knew would hide it and if it was upsetting Oria and Feanne this much, they might as well.


    Lorne tried to step closer to Feanne, but Oria bared her teeth, making her stop.


    “Feanne,” Lorne went on, though she watched Oria nervously, “I think I can speak to some of Estin’s feelings…”


    “And why would you believe that you can?” asked Feanne, keeping her eyes on the knife. She appeared to be considering its use as a weapon.


    Estin started to step out and object, but deep down, he wanted to know what game Lorne was up to. Feanne was more than capable of defending her beliefs, so waiting was looking like Estin’s best plan.


    “You were gone a long time. Estin and I spent weeks together. Take that for what you will.”


    Oria started to stand, but Feanne grabbed her wrist and pulled her back down.


    “What my mate—and do not think for a second that he is anything less than my mate, no matter how long I was gone—did while he thought I was dead is none of my concern,” Feanne explained as she released Oria’s wrist. She kept her eyes down as she talked, as though she were trying not to look at Lorne. “If he bedded you, then I am happy that he found some amusement while mourning me. Consider yourself lucky for the experience.


    “Now, I am back, and our life-mating stands. His actions while I was gone are a concern for another time, if at all. They are not your concern.”


    “Perhaps it gives me some claim on him as well, though.”


    Feanne shook her head, answering, “He will go where he wills. This is not my decision or yours.”


    “You practically control everything he does, even when you aren’t around!” exclaimed Lorne, throwing her hands up in frustration. “He deserves better out of life.”


    “You will stop, right now!” Oria practically roared, though she stayed beside her mother for the moment.


    Feanne was now pointedly ignoring Lorne. Estin could see her jaw trembling, though. She was trying very hard to focus on her own claws, rather than Lorne. In her silence, Oria appeared to have taken charge of her side of the argument.


    “You would send your mate to his death and doom our kind, rather than see reason?” Lorne still had not noticed Estin standing just inside the dark tunnel. Yet Atall had looked in his direction, so Estin knew the boy at least was aware of him listening in. “Stop being so selfish. You will all die. Do not sentence him to that as well. I would ask you to give up this task too, but I know better than to ask.”


    Oria leapt to her feet, growling loudly, while Feanne nearly took her own toe off with the knife.


    “I can speak for myself,” offered Estin, coming into the room. He waved Oria back, but the girl continued growling as she took another step towards Lorne.


    Grabbing Lorne by the arm, Estin led her towards the stairs, making sure to keep himself between her and Oria. A glance over his shoulder revealed that Oria was not pursuing them, but had begun pacing around the study, while her mother watched.


    “What was that about?” Estin demanded, once they were a little ways out of earshot.


    Lorne looked embarrassed, but tried to step in close to him.


    “I…I don’t think the only two of our kind out here should be separated,” she told him, standing on her tiptoes to look over Estin’s shoulder towards Feanne. “You’re becoming like them. It’s not right and it’s not what you are. I want them to let you come with me. It’s better for our breed and your life.”


    “That’s not their call.”


    Blinking her large eyes at Estin, Lorne said, “Then please come with me. We should not be at the forefront of battle. That’s not who we are. Our kind are meant to run, so run with me. Even if you don’t go with me, at least run away. Then I can think that someday I’ll find another of my people, even if we never meet again.”


    Sighing, Estin pushed Lorne gently away as she tried to get closer to him.


    “I stopped being one of our kind long ago,” he admitted, inclining his head back towards Feanne. “I’m one of them, whatever that means. I go where they go. Feanne couldn’t keep me away if she tried.”


    Lorne’s shoulders sank, but she nodded in understanding.


    “I had to try,” she told him, reaching up and touching his cheek affectionately. “I know you love her, but there is something to be said for finding your own kind.”


    “I agree,” Estin replied, taking her hand away. “I found what I needed in Feanne. I’m sorry. You need to find your own kind somewhere else.”


    Turning, Lorne hurried away, her long tail vanishing up the stairs well after the rest of her. Distantly, Estin heard her leave the house, even as Phaesys came down the stairs to join the others.


    Shaking his head at the strangeness of the conversation, Estin headed back towards the study, where Feanne was watching him. Oria continued to pace angrily.


    “What was your decision?” asked Feanne, placing the knife against one of her finger-claws. She was taking great effort to appear calm about the entire discussion. “I need to know if I am doing this without you.”


    Estin knelt in front of Feanne, then realized that Oria was standing directly behind him. For the first time, he wondered if his daughter might attack him. She was angry enough, but Estin had to believe she was just standing closer than intended.


    He looked to Atall, who avoided his eyes.


    “I go where you do,” Estin promised Feanne, taking her hand. Tugging the knife free of her grip, he set it aside, feeling safer for having done so, though he knew that was foolish, given that she would use her claws or fangs if she was angry enough. “I made that choice long ago. She cannot change that.”


    Smiling in relief, Feanne looked past Estin at Oria.


    “I believe your daughter wants an answer to that female’s other claims,” Feanne told him, her voice venomous at the mention of Lorne. “Whether true or not, you did well in getting her out of here when you did. A little longer and I would have raced Oria to strangle her with her own tail.”


    Estin checked over his shoulder and found Oria standing rigidly, practically fuming with anger. She did look quite ready to attack him, though she had calmed somewhat since Phaesys had begun standing at her side.


    “Nothing happened,” Estin told Oria firmly. “I freed her from a slave camp and she came with me after that. Your mother is the only one I have eyes for, likely to the end of my life, whether I believed her alive or dead.”


    Feanne added to Oria, “If he thought me dead, I cannot be angry if anything did…”


    “Nothing did,” Estin repeated. “I am yours until death. That has never been in doubt.”


    Slowly, Oria’s temper faded, but she still appeared upset. Sitting down with a grunt, she picked up her mother’s knife and began sharpening her own claws, which were already respectably sharp, while Phaesys watched her quietly.


    “If she speaks to me again as though she is more than a stranger to this family,” noted Feanne, smoothing her clothes calmly, “I will tear out her intestines and beat her with them. I will not feel bad about this, either. Am I understood, Estin?”


    “Clear as always,” he told her, grinning.


    Deep down, Estin hoped that Feanne was being overdramatic, but he had to wonder.


    


    *


    


    At sunset, Estin huddled with the small group they had brought to investigate Arturis’ cave again. They waited quietly, half-buried in the sand, as the light faded. If there were guards at the cave entrance, Estin had not seen any indication.


    Lorne and the kits had left with a large group two hours earlier, heading towards Marra’s inn for shelter until morning. The parting had been tense between Lorne and Estin’s family, but the separation of the kits from their parents had been truly difficult. Feanne and Estin had watched the kits until they had vanished into the distance, then watched Lorne’s highly-visible tail as a marker until that too was gone. Deep down, he wondered if he would ever see the children again. If not, he hoped that they would be safer wherever they ended up.


    Minutes later, Sirella had returned to the home, demanding that they depart immediately for Arturis’ cave. She seemed both eager and anxious about it, which fairly matched how Estin felt.


    He had begun to doubt the wisdom of attacking the man’s army directly, just for a chance at stealing maps that might get him halfway home if he was lucky. That concern had nagged at him the whole way across the desert to the hills alongside the cave.


    “Almost time,” Sirella whispered, sliding out from under the canvas sheet she had covered herself with to blend into the sand. “Everyone, get ready to move.”


    Two elves got up beside Sirella, unburying stacks of equipment that Estin did not fully understand. He knew these two women were Sirella’s explosives team, but he had learned little else about them or how they did their work. Neither had been willing to talk to anyone but Sirella and whenever he or Oria had tried to get a look at the equipment they had brought, both women would cover the bags and glare until Estin looked away again.


    To Estin’s other side, Oria, Atall, Feanne, and Phaesys climbed out from under their own sheets, shaking off sand as they got to their feet.


    “What do you expect in there?” asked Sirella, still keeping her voice low as she wiped sand off of her sword. “I want to know how bad this is going to be.”


    Estin shrugged.


    “A few hundred corpses were in there last time,” he told her, making sure the others were listening too. They all were watching him as he spoke. “None were active. That could easily have changed since then.”


    “This place is close to where we were underground a while back,” Atall noted, drawing a surprised look from both Oria and Phaesys. “Took me a while to get my bearings, but this might be connected to the tunnel we collapsed. If so, there are ghouls down there, too.”


    “Now that sounds more interesting than a bunch of inanimate corpses,” laughed Sirella. She checked her sword, then resheathed it. She had done that a dozen times, as though it might sneak away when she was not looking.


    “We’ll go in,” she told the other elves, though she had told them the plan at least twice that Estin had heard already. “You two set the explosives up top to collapse the whole place. Give us fifteen minutes after we go inside. If we’re not out, drop the whole thing. I want everything down there buried until our grandchildren’s names are forgotten.”


    The older women nodded and scooped up their equipment, hurrying across the sand towards the entrance to the cave. They disappeared near the entry door and even Estin could not find where they had gone.


    As he watched the women run off, Estin noticed that the northern horizon was still lit somewhat brighter than the rest of the desert. Squinting in that direction, he saw the faint flicker of either a fire, or mists drifting along the sands. He had yet to see a fire outside the city, so he had a pretty good guess which of the two it was.


    A quick check of the others’ faces told him no one else had noticed.


    Estin gauged how far away the mists were and guessed that even if they were moving in their direction, it would take an hour or so for the mists to reach them, based on how fast the ones back in Altis moved. He opted not to worry the others and kept his mouth shut. Hopefully, they would all be long gone before the mists arrived.


    “Everyone ready?” Sirella asked of the remaining people. “Or does anyone want to grow older, risk free?”


    The group just stared back at her, waiting.


    “Not the most lively bunch,” she mused, then motioned towards the door set into the desert hillside. “I was hoping for cheers or battle cries or something.”


    Estin took the lead immediately, running down the steep hill into the valley where the door lay. Just a step behind him, Feanne ran along, followed by the others.


    Sliding on the sand as he tried to stop at the doorway, Estin found that nothing had changed since his last visit. The door was still closed, though a bit tilted from the way he had slammed it. Sand had covered the bottom of the door and blown in through the cracks around it.


    “He hasn’t come out this way,” Estin told the others, grabbing the door and trying to open it. The heavy stone door would not budge. He had managed to wedge it against the stone frame.


    “Let me, dad,” Atall offered, waving the rest of the group aside. “Breaking things is my specialty. If we have to close this again, I’ll have to use something else. The door won’t be useable anymore.”


    Estin and the others backed away as Atall centered himself in front of the door.


    Placing his hands against the smooth surface of the door, Atall closed his eyes. His mouth moved slightly as he incanted some form of magic, then he rapped his knuckles once on the stone. A second later, the whole door collapsed into rubble, raising a cloud of dust as the tunnel was opened.


    “Nice work, kid,” offered Sirella, staring into the tunnel with a big grin. “I like it when we have a whole group of capable people. I need to bring all of you the next time we raid Corraith.”


    Again leading the way, Estin stepped into the dark tunnel. It was even darker than he remembered, but he went slowly, keeping his tail straight out behind him for the others to follow.


    Fear gripped Estin’s stomach the farther he went. This felt foolish, but he could see no other way. Once Arturis animated the bodies in this cave, he would be unstoppable. He still might win in the end, but destroying this force would slow him down for months.


    Estin only hoped he had made the right decision in coming back here.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Departure”


    


    A child will always try to remain a child for as long as they are allowed to get away with it. I was no different. Those of you reading this are likely exactly the same, whether you want to admit it or not. It’s our nature, and I believe the same applies to children of any generation and species…except dwarves.


    Even knowing I wanted Phaesys, I was not about to change who I was or how I interacted with anyone. There was no reason to in my mind. I thought that he was going to love me no matter who I was, no matter what happened.


    It was a while before I learned that some things can put a burden on even strong feelings, or shatter them completely, though I should come back to that.


    Change within ourselves comes when a child is forced to see the harsh reality of our world and what it will mean if they don’t grow up. Either that, or they die or suffer in some other way. Even then, it is not immediate.


    In Eldvar during that time, death was the most likely outcome of not learning the lessons presented to you. Either you saw what you needed to do to keep yourself and others alive, or you died violently and were left to join the undead armies.


    Not to say that things have become what they once were. There is the constant threat of war coming down on us again, but it is certainly safer than it was then. You will probably not believe me, thinking that this is as bad as it was when I was younger, but I can say that you are safer here and now then I was back then.


    One would think that watching my mother nearly die would have been enough to slap some sense into me, but my father had saved her—and me—yet again. I had gotten used to that and practically expected him, or someone else, to save us all whenever things went badly. By that point in my life, I had even added Phaesys to the list of those I knew would prevent anything truly awful from happening.


    I didn’t see that I had to be ready to fight on my own, or be capable of saving others. That just wasn’t my role, at least in my own mind. That was what heroes like my parents did, not children like me.


    Will I ever forget what happened? No. It will be burned into my mind until I die, repeating itself in my dreams each night. I will, however, forgive myself. Someday. Not today.


    At times, it feels like I owe it to him to not forgive myself. Somehow, it makes all the pain worthwhile if I have someone close at hand to blame.


    I’m sure he would be furious if he knew I still dwell on that day, but he’s not here, is he?


    


    Creeping into the dark uneven tunnel behind her father, Oria kept one hand on Estin’s tail like a sort of guide rope. How he could see anything baffled her. It was so dark that she put a hand in front of her face and could not even tell it was there.


    The tail led Oria around a sharp turn, then light began to grow again, soon giving her enough to see by. Even in the better lit area, Estin took his time, gradually approaching a place where the passage widened considerably and she felt comfortable releasing her father’s tail.


    Estin gestured to the group to stop, then stepped out into the larger room, looking around. Apparently seeing nothing, he waved them on.


    Sirella did not continue, whispering to Feanne, “I’ll wait here, just in case. I want the exit to stay clear. Getting boxed in with explosives above us won’t be good for anyone.”


    Cocking an eyebrow, Feanne nodded at Sirella, then motioned Atall and Oria to continue the last few steps to where the tunnel opened out into the room.


    Oria glanced back at Sirella, who waited in the hall, pacing back and forth between the walls, one hand on her sword’s hilt. The woman had become nervous so abruptly that Oria wondered if there was something more going on. She soon realized that the elven woman was watching the cave walls with something approaching terror. The woman was scared of the close spaces, from what Oria could tell.


    Slipping around the lip of the wall, Oria stared in amazement at the larger chamber, Sirella forgotten. She had long thought that Desphon’s little crypt network was unique, but this place appeared nearly identical. Had the contents of the room been different, she could easily have mistaken it for the main meeting chamber. A glance at Phaesys told her that he was thinking much the same as he looked around quizzically.


    The room’s shape and size was quickly forgotten as Oria began looking at the rest of the place. The massive stinking piles of dried corpses off to one side and the carefully-tended, similarly corpse-laden pedestals to the other side made her wonder if Arturis was just crazy, rather than malicious.


    “Over here,” Estin told them, pointing at a small altar-like table in the middle of the room. “I’ll grab it and we can go. One minute and we’re on our way back to Sirella.”


    Oria wandered around the entrance as Estin walked away from the group, trying not to be quite as rigidly nervous as her brother or mother. They were standing at attention just inside the main chamber, watching Estin in baited fear. She wanted to stay loose and ready for anything.


    Turning as she walked, Oria noticed a line of crushed rock back near the entrance to the room they had just come through. She took several steps back, trying to figure out why debris from the ceiling would have fallen only in that one area. It seemed out of place, having fallen in such a straight line along the entryway. When she looked up, she could see little of the ceiling, dark as it was.


    Behind her, she heard Estin say, just loud enough to hear, “I can see the book. We’re in luck.”


    Approaching the passage, Oria froze as a man-sized figure stepped from the darkness, having been hidden to one side of the hall they had just come out of. Though she could not see any of his other features, the whites of his teeth shone in a grin, even from the shadows.


    “He’s here!” Oria screamed, backpedalling.


    Stepping almost casually into the dim torchlight, Arturis walked along the wall. He left the exit entirely unguarded, as if daring them to run.


    Phaesys was at Oria’s side almost instantly, keeping his sword aimed at the Turessian. Feanne stepped to her other side, flexing her fingers in the way she often did before using her magic. Nearby, Oria could hear Atall moving as well, though she could not see what he was doing.


    “I received the strangest notice from an old friend that you would come back,” said Arturis loudly, addressing Estin. “Wildlings are nothing if not predictable. I am so pleased you brought more of your kind, so I can exterminate the bunch of you at once. That is, unless you wanted to accept my offer, though their lives are still forfeit.”


    The man stopped walking, lifting his hooded head to stare at Feanne. Slowly, a smile spread across his face.


    “You, I remember from Varra’s memories,” he said, pointing at Feanne. “Ah, now I understand. You’re the elusive wife of the rodent who now seeks to steal from me. No wonder I had so much trouble hunting you down.


    “To think I killed all those gypsies just because of a rumor that they had another creature like your Estin. I had hoped it was you. All along I should have been looking for a fox. Astounding how many deaths you’ve caused by not letting me gut your family from the beginning. We could have ended this months ago.”


    “Oria,” whispered Feanne, barely moving her mouth. “Take Phaesys and your brother and run. The rest of us can probably slow him enough for you to get away.”


    “Stay where you are,” Arturis called out to Estin. “Please do not try to join the others. If you move from that spot, I will kill them before I come for you. If you stay right there, they can run away while I tear off your arms. Strange as it is, I believe that will motivate you.”


    “We go together, mom,” Oria whispered back. She looked over at Phaesys to see if he heard them, but his eyes were locked on Arturis. “All of us. We need to get to dad and then run. The way’s clear, so we just have to worry about magic.”


    Everyone held their position, watching Arturis as the man moved slowly along the wall. Each step he took was carefully measured. The only time his pace deviated was when he would step over an outstretched limb of a corpse piled too close to the wall.


    “Wildlings…” mused the man, clasping his hands behind his back. “I’ve conquered three lands for the Turessian Empire and fought untold numbers of nuisances. This is the first land where wildlings have managed to even draw my attention.”


    Oria watched him, waiting for the moment he drew far enough from the entrance that they could run. Just a few more steps and even Arturis could not move fast enough to stop them. She had to find a way to get to Estin, but the rest of them could probably already escape.


    “I honestly wish I knew why I hated your people as much as I do,” Arturis went on, turning away from the wall to move more directly towards the center of the room, where Estin was frozen with his hand on Arturis’ book. “This is part of the curse my people share. I hear when my brothers and sisters are in danger, I know their plans if they do not hide them from me, but I also feel their pain and anger.


    “Whose anger, I don’t even know anymore,” he noted, gesturing towards Estin. “Do you know, perhaps? I might even spare you, if you could tell me which of my people was wronged by wildlings so gravely that now I despise all of you very nearly as much as I hate orcs.


    “In my own life—all those years ago—I don’t think I ever saw a single wildling, which is how I know the hate is not my own. The only memory I can tie to that hatred is Varra’s, but that came long after my own dislike of your people.”


    Oria had no doubt that they could make it halfway out to the surface before Arturis could lay a hand on them, but Estin had not moved yet. She watched him, waiting for some hint of what he was thinking, but he seemed to be scared beyond any ability to move, his hand still on the empty table.


    Making his way up the last few steps to the table, Arturis finally stopped just beyond Estin’s reach. Oria’s heart was pounding, wondering what he would do to her father. She knew full well that the Turessian could kill Estin in seconds and she found herself backing slowly towards the exit without realizing it.


    “Tell me, wildling,” said Arturis, leaning close to Estin. In what seemed an instinctual movement of fear, Estin’s tail curled close to his body. “Is there anything you can say that would still surprise me?”


    Estin’s wide eyes narrowed and he began to smile, as his tail flicked towards Feanne, Oria, Atall, and Phaesys. A small black shape arced towards them, until Feanne snatched it from the air. Oria could see that it was the book from the table. Somehow, Estin had taken it without her or Arturis seeing and used his tail to throw it.


    “I’m not afraid of you anymore,” Estin said to Arturis, drawing his swords and bracing himself for a fight, while Arturis scowled in the direction his book had gone. “That should be as much of a surprise as anything.”


    “Oria, run!” Feanne said, tucking the book into her leather vest. “Now!”


    Looking around, Oria saw that no one was budging.


    “Mom, for the first time ever,” she told Feanne as she drew her own knife, “I won’t do what you say. Get the book out of here and leave this land with the kits.”


    Not waiting for her mother’s reaction, Oria began to run towards her father. Ahead of her, Estin fought as hard as he could, whirling with his swords, slashing rapidly at Arturis. The blades just glanced off the man, who blocked with the palms of his hands, sending thin streams of blood flying with each strike.


    A column of flame fell from the roof of the chamber, narrowly missing Arturis as he dodged quickly out of the way. Off to Oria’s left, she heard Atall swear and begin another spell.


    With her mother and Phaesys at her side, Oria leapt into the fray, their weapons and claws tearing into Arturis from different angles.


    Oria struck less frequently than the others, focusing her efforts on making every attack count. She tore open the man’s kidneys, drove the knife up under his ribs into his lungs, and delivered multiple chopping blows to his spine. None of it had any more effect than the wide slashes from Phaesys’ weapon or random thin gashes from Feanne’s claws.


    Seconds later, as Arturis began to push towards Estin, forcing him off of the raised section of flooring with the altar, Oria realized that something in the air was changing.


    At first, she thought Arturis was using magic, but it felt wrong for that.


    Stepping back from the lopsided battle, Oria looked around for Atall. She soon found him near the north end of the room, backing slowly away from another entrance.


    Streaming out of the passage—almost opposite where they had come in—flowed tendrils of dimly-glowing light. Oria had seen such a thing a few times and it still took her breath away.


    “Mists,” she whispered, entranced by the light. Oria could remember seeing the mists closing in on them back near Altis and believing them to be certain death. The Turessians there had believed the same.


    “This fight is over!” roared Arturis. He backhanded Estin, sending him sprawling. Then he turned on Phaesys. “Run like the vermin you are!”


    “We are going now,” Feanne ordered, running past Oria to help Estin to his feet. Atall joined them, grabbing Estin’s other arm. “We cannot face the mists and him.”


    The mists spread quickly, pouring in through the tunnel, then parting to both sides and upwards along the ceiling. They moved like a living thing, seeking prey in the large chamber. In seconds, they washed over the first few corpses, yanking the bodies into the glowing depths of the cloud.


    “Phaesys!” Oria cried out, watching him stand his ground against Arturis.


    The two men were both fighting hard now. Arturis was clearly trying to retreat, but Phaesys fought to keep him not just in the room, but pinned against the approaching mists. Each time Arturis made an attempt to run, Phaesys would kick his legs out from under him, or drive his sword into Arturis’ back, making the man roar in pain.


    “If I cannot leave, neither can you,” Arturis bellowed, catching Phaesys’ sword in his bare hand. With his free hand, he motioned towards the tunnel they had entered through.


    Oria turned and looked back towards the entrance. Deep in the back of her mind, she remembered the long line of dust and sand near that opening and finally understood what it really was.


    As her eyes went to the ceiling, a massive iron grating fell at Arturis’ command, crashing to the floor hard enough that it sank nearly a foot into the stones. The entire entrance was blocked. Seconds later, Sirella was at the grating, wide-eyed and staring at the rest of the group.


    “I thought you might be back,” said Arturis. He dropped the sword and grabbed Phaesys’ wrist, squeezing. With a scream, Phaesys fell to his knees, trying to pull his hand free. “Even I cannot lift that grating. Your little group will die here and then I will walk out one of the other tunnels long before that mist gets close enough to harm me. All it costs me is my army, which I can replace with the next town I visit.”


    Oria leapt to her feet and rushed at Arturis without thinking. All she could see was Phaesys in agony, lit by the flickering mists off to her right. She raced past her parents and brother, over the raised platform, and slammed into Arturis with her shoulder hard enough to stagger him.


    Rolling away to keep from crashing into one of the tables, Oria saw that Phaesys was free, sliding away using his good arm, while clutching his other to his chest. Judging by the look on his face, she guessed that his wrist was very likely broken.


    “One more rodent for the fire,” Arturis told Oria, standing over her. When she tried to scramble away, Arturis stomped on her tail, pinning her as pain lanced through her tail and spine.


    Slowly dropping into a squat beside Oria, Arturis asked, “Or would you prefer some other form of death beyond fire? I’ll be happy to kill you in whatever gruesome way you prefer. What I am curious about is whether your family will live long enough to mourn you when you’re gone. ”


    Oria looked away, knowing that he would use magic at any moment that could easily kill her. Instead of waiting to see the flames—or whatever—flying at her, she focused on Phaesys, meeting his eyes. He stared back at her in horror, trying to get to his feet. She knew he would never make it to her in time and she actually hoped that Arturis would hurry up. Once she was dead, Phaesys would have no choice but to escape.


    Beyond Phaesys, Oria could see the mists, now only about twenty feet away. They were moving far faster than she remembered, but that suited her just fine. So long as Phaesys moved out of their way, she was more than happy to die with Arturis. All that mattered was that Phaesys lived.


    “Your brothers couldn’t kill me,” Oria blurted out, laughing as she sat up. She still could not bring herself to look directly at Arturis, but she could feel him hesitate, though his boot remained firmly on her tail. “My parents, brother, and I killed them all.”


    “A little perspective here, fox. You are about to die. Focus on the facts at hand.”


    “It never works,” she told Arturis, forcing a giggle past the pain. Somehow it was working. He had done nothing yet, as though he had already forgotten the mists that she could see drifting closer each second. “Wildlings are just better than some old necromancer.”


    Laughing at her, Arturis was cut short as Estin tackled him. The two men tumbled nearly into the mists, sliding to a stop no more than a foot from the opaque glowing wall.


    Screaming as he landed, Estin rolled away again, clutching his tail that had brushed the mists, leaving a long streak of brighter glow along the mist itself. Oria could see blood matting the fur and quickly covering Estin’s arms as he stumbled away from Arturis.


    Arturis also caught himself just outside the mists, yanking the edge of his robe away from the reaching lights, the hem burning away as though it had come too close to a fire.


    Knowing she only had seconds before things turned even worse, Oria scrambled to Phaesys, hooking his arm with hers. She practically dragged him towards the entrance, where Feanne was on the ground, mid-transformation. By the time Oria could reach her, Feanne stood back up in her bestial lycanthrope form, roaring so loudly that it shook the room.


    Normally, Feanne took a while to recover after changing. Rage was often the only thing that got her in motion. This time, she was running as soon as her body had finished resetting all of her bones and muscles. She slammed hard into the grating, causing streams of dust and sand to fall from the ceiling and forcing Sirella to back far away from the grating.


    “Mom, dad’s still out there!” Oria cried. She set Phaesys down near the grating as her mother growled with the strain of trying to move the iron portcullis.


    If Feanne heard her, she gave no indication. Instead, she pulled until her legs and arms shook, slowly lifting the grating inch by inch, until it was high enough that any of the wildlings could slide under it. With a choked gasp, she hoisted it a little higher and shifted herself to the exit side.


    “Get…out,” Feanne grunted at Oria, her feet slipping a little. Her claws dug deep trenches in the stone floor as she got her shoulder back under the grating. “Take him…go!”


    Phaesys tried to move past Oria again, back towards the fight. Reminding herself that she was just protecting him, Oria punched Phaesys hard in the gut, then shoved him past the grating to safety, where Sirella caught him and practically dragged him out into the tunnel. Oria followed them, expecting to see Atall just a step or two behind her when she turned.


    Far across the room, Oria spotted Atall standing inches from the mist, which had now spread past the central table and was filling nearly half the room. Estin appeared not to have seen him yet, limping as quickly as he could towards the entrance.


    “Atall!” shouted Oria, but her brother took another step closer to the mist.


    Ignoring everything but Estin, Arturis crawled to his feet and began running towards the entrance, his face twisted in rage, making the tattoos near his eyes all the more sinister.


    Estin stopped running just outside the grating when Oria called out, turning to see Atall reaching out his hands towards the flickering glow.


    “Atall, no!” he called out, but hesitated, looking at Feanne starting to lose her grip on the immensely heavy grating. “We can’t leave him.”


    As Oria watched, the mists slowed and stopped, inches from Atall. If it were a living creature, it was as though it were examining him, unsure what to do. Being what it was, the scene was eerily disturbing, Atall standing there, seemingly holding the mists back. Then again, she wondered if Atall and the mists were actually studying one another.


    “Enough waiting around,” snapped Sirella, wrapping her arm around Estin’s neck and dragging him away from the main room. “We have to run!”


    “We have to get to Atall!” Estin cried, trying to get his feet back under him.


    Oria shouldered past Sirella, then stopped when she heard the woman say loudly, “Oria…the explosives! We have to go!”


    Looking at Atall, then to Arturis, who was nearly to the grating, Oria stepped back from under the iron bars. She turned to her mother, who trembled under the weight of the portcullis, still on the other side. It was the first time Oria had ever seen Feanne struggle with anything in this form, but now tears ran down her muzzle as she strained to keep the portcullis up.


    Shoving past the rest of her family, Oria made the decision that she would try to make it to Atall, even if it meant they both died in the explosion. It was all she could do, but she was going to try. So long as it was only her at risk, she was okay with her decision.


    Oria darted past Estin’s attempt to grab her, ducking under her mother’s shaking arms and into the room. Her path took her almost directly towards Arturis, but she hoped desperately that she could avoid him somehow and get to Atall, who was now nearly surrounded by the mists.


    “Atall, I’m coming!” she called out, looking Arturis in the eyes as the distance between them closed swiftly.


    Turning slightly with his hands still held out at the mists, Atall looked at her as though he were only half-aware of her existence.


    Atall blinked and then his eyes darted from Oria to Feanne, then over to Arturis, just steps from Oria. Letting one of his hands drop, he flung it towards Oria, even as the mists began to advance on him again.


    Oria felt as though she had run into a brick wall as Atall’s spell hit her, sending her sprawling backwards. When she landed, she found herself nearly underneath Feanne and the massive iron grating. Estin and Phaesys grabbed at her and dragged her into the hallway before she could react.


    Struggling to free herself, Oria went limp in shock as a second spell struck Feanne, taking one of her feet out from under her. In that instant, the grating slammed to the ground, cutting the group off from Atall and Arturis, with everyone else on the exit side of the grating.


    Arturis hit the grating almost before it had settled, yelling incoherently as he punched at the metal bars, leaving dents in the iron. He calmed a second later, brushing off his robes as he leaned close to where Feanne lay, panting.


    “Fox,” Arturis asked her, glancing at Estin and Oria with mischief in his eyes, “you were from Altis, correct?”


    Feanne could barely move, even with Estin’s help, but nodded weakly. Oria could tell that it would not be long before her mother reverted to her normal form out of sheer exhaustion. There was a limit to everything and it appeared that she had reached it.


    Arturis grinned and moved along the grating, trying to keep as close to Feanne as he could while he talked.


    “Shortly before the mists brought me here, I controlled a large golem as a test of new magic,” he told her, hands sliding along the bars as he moved. Oria could see that he was waiting for any opportunity to grab at them, but they were all too far back. Why he did not use magic against them was beyond her ability to guess. “Do you know what I saw through its eyes?”


    “Ignore him,” whispered Estin, grabbing Feanne’s face, forcing her to look at him. “We need to think of how to get to Atall.”


    Arturis went on, “I saw a whole camp full of little wildlings that my minions and I stomped on. What stands out in my memory are the last two, though. One in particular…a fox with markings not unlike yours, though he was far older.”


    Feanne’s massive head spun on the grating and she snarled angrily, pushing Estin away, taking him completely off his feet.


    “He was the last to die,” continued Arturis, shifting towards the south end of the grating as a long tendril of mist neared the other end. “Some mewling feline healer died just before him.”


    Throwing herself against the grating, Feanne roared directly in Arturis’ face.


    “Mom!” Oria screamed, but Phaesys wrapped his arms around her, keeping her from running any closer to the grating. “He’s trying to trick you!”


    Not backing away in the slightest, Arturis was nearly nose to nose with Feanne, still smiling at her.


    “I thought you might know them,” he told Feanne. “Those old vermin could barely defend themselves. It was practically a mercy to kill them. I do hope they weren’t anyone special to you. They wept and cowered until the moment I crushed the life out of them.”


    Feanne thrust her arm through the grating, trying to grab at Arturis, but he dodged her hand.


    “Pitiful, just like your parents,” Arturis told her, then looked over at Oria.


    Grinning, Arturis slammed his fist into Feanne’s elbow, using the leverage of the grating to loudly snap the bones.


    While Feanne screamed in agony, pulling her shattered arm back through the portcullis, Arturis just walked away.


    Crossing the room to where Atall still stood, holding back the mists, the Turessian turned to look back at those who were behind the grating.


    “Were anyone else capable of what this child has done here, I would have been impressed,” he said loudly, so they all could hear him. Oria could even see Atall looking around nervously from the corners of his eyes, but if he moved, the mists would likely swallow him. “I don’t even know any of my own kind that could stop the mists.”


    Atall’s strain eased as he smiled ever so slightly. Dropping his hands, he threw himself backwards, tumbling under Arturis’ reach and away as the mists lurched forward.


    Roaring angrily, Arturis turned to go after Atall, but the mists swept over his left side. He yanked himself away from the mists, screaming as his left arm was ripped away, burning to ash in the mists.


    Oria cheered as Atall began running, headed for the grating, while Arturis struggled to stay out of the reach of the mists, keeping his good hand on the bloodied stump that had been his other arm.


    With a sudden burst of speed, Arturis ran after Atall, catching him within a few steps. Clamping his remaining hand on Atall’s neck, making Oria’s brother choke and try to pull away, Arturis lifted him off the ground.


    In the few seconds between the mists striking him and reaching Atall, Arturis’ arm had already begun to reform, the new left arm bloody and withered, hanging at his side. Each second, a little more of the flesh filled in.


    “Magic like that hasn’t been seen in a thousand years,” Arturis told the young fox, turning him around so that the two were looking into each other’s eyes. “In my youth, the followers of Turess would have removed your shackles and invited you to learn among the elders.”


    A distant rumble of explosions shook the floor and sent cracks through the ceiling.


    Looking up at the crumbling ceiling, then towards the rapidly-approaching mists, Arturis put his mouth near Atall’s ear, though his voice still carried. He then asked, “How fast are you, boy?”


    Saying nothing, Atall just looked towards the grating, where Estin was still shouting and fighting against Sirella, and Feanne roared and shook the grating until the ceiling above it looked ready to collapse.


    “Let’s find out.”


    Swinging him by his neck, Arturis pulled Atall off his feet and threw him more than twenty feet. With a thump and a pained grunt, Atall hit the floor near the grating, just as a second explosion collapsed part of the roof above the mists.


    “Atall, hurry!” Oria called to her brother and could hear similar cries from the others, but he was barely moving. She put her arm through the grating, trying to reach him. “Atall!”


    Slowly rolling onto his side, Atall looked up at them with one eye, as the other had been forced closed by rapid swelling from his landing. With great effort, he got his hands under himself and pushed off of the floor onto all fours.


    Another explosion—this time far closer—dropped huge stones all around Arturis, but the man seemed entirely relaxed as he walked around them, heading straight for Atall. Already, his entire arm had regrown and he flexed his hand experimentally as he walked. The only indication he had even been touched by the mists was the missing sleeve of his robe.


    “Now, we will see what value all of you have to me,” Arturis told the group as he reached Atall’s side.


    Arturis dug his fingers into Atall’s side, picking him up by his clothing, fur, and skin. As though the boy weighed nothing, Arturis put him on his feet, while Atall screamed, trying to pull the man’s fingers away.


    “You,” Arturis said, pointing at Estin with his freshly-healed hand, “are a healer. You have only a short span of time after death to get a body to a circle and attempt to bring the spirit back into its body. I know of no circle, but maybe you do.”


    With a twist, Arturis drove his hand into Atall’s lower ribs, cracking bone as he picked Atall off the ground. Blood poured down his arm and Oria caught a glimpse of bone and muscle, before nausea made her look away.


    “Your hourglass has begun,” said Arturis, pulling his bloodied hand free. “Give me a circle, or lose your son. If you have nothing to give me, I still have lost nothing.”


    Atall collapsed limply on the spot. As his arm flopped to his side, the oversized ring—the match for the one Oria still wore, given to them by their grandmother—bounced free and rolled to the grating.


    Smiling as though among friends, Arturis leaned close to where Estin stood, asking, “Do I need to skin him to get the point across, or will that be enough? I could always use a fur cowl for when I return to Altis. I hear fox fur is quite fashionable among the few living in the region.”


    Another explosion shook the room, making Arturis look around as rubble fell all around him. He gave Oria and her parents one more dark glance, then kicked Atall towards the mists that were no more than five feet from him.


    “We will be seeing each other again soon,” Arturis said pleasantly, as he flicked blood off of his hand. Silently, he turned and walked away from the grating and the mist, disappearing into the less-lit section of the collapsing room, likely headed towards one of the other tunnels.


    Oria was in shock, staring numbly at the blood pooling around her brother’s body. He lay in a position that could have easily been confused for sleeping, were it not for the stench of death and the blood and the mists closing over him.


    All Oria could see was the blood, even as she picked up her brother’s ring and slid it onto her finger. The mists, the cavern, it was all gone. Even when she closed her eyes, it was either just a red wash over her vision, or flashes of Arturis ripping the life from her brother.


    Slowly, feeling began to creep back into Oria and she realized she was walking with the help of others. They were no longer in the cave, but she had no memory of leaving. It was still night, but she had no idea how long they might have been walking.


    As Oria stumbled along, her weight almost entirely on Phaesys, she began to take stock of those around her.


    Estin was nearly as bad off as she was, his tail dragging in the sand as he staggered behind the others, staring straight ahead. His muzzle and cheeks were soaked, as if he had been crying. Where he had been burned by the mists, his tail continued to bleed, leaving a long trail of blood on the sand that he seemed unaware of.


    His face carefully masked against emotion, Phaesys nonetheless appeared shaken. Though wildlings could not look “green in the face” as Finth once put it, Phaesys appeared on the verge of vomiting. He still kept his right hand tucked against his chest, using his left arm to support Oria.


    Looking the other way, Oria first saw Sirella, whose dour demeanor had shattered, leaving in its place the look of a woman who was seeing her own mortality for the first time.


    Behind Sirella was Feanne, who appeared the least bothered on the outside. She marched along through the sand—now in her normal appearance, having changed back while Oria was unaware—her jaw set and her left hand clenched into a fist, while her right hung limply at her side. Had Oria not known what to look for, she might have thought her mother was too cold to care, but that was simply not who she was. Oria could see the occasional drip of blood from Feanne’s hands, where her claws dug into her palms.


    Out of reflex, Oria started to look around for her brother, but the realization that he really was gone made her wince. There would be no miraculous last moment save, no heroic use of magic, nothing at all that could bring him back.


    Weeping openly, Oria let Phaesys half-carry her across the desert, no longer caring about how weak she might look. All she cared about was how deeply she already missed her brother.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Escalation”


    


    The first time you lose someone close to you, it will force you to begin reevaluating everything about yourself. It destroys many people, as the grief and obsession with that loss slowly consumes their life.


    The first person I lost was my mother, closely followed by my father. I think I mentioned that in my earlier notes. I watched them die when I was still a child.


    For years, that put me on the run, fearing anyone not like myself, which meant everyone. I hid, I stole to survive, and I ran every time someone found me. In all honesty, I should have run when I met Feanne, but in her I saw a strength I did not possess. That drew me to her and ultimately made me a whole male and a father.


    I have lost so many others over the years, but none affected me nearly as greatly as the loss of my parents. I even killed people familiar to me. People I knew.


    Please don’t take this to mean I am a callous person, but I have forgotten the names of some of those who’ve died. There were just so many. I remember those deaths vividly, but they did not leave me a weeping mess of a person like the mere thought of my parents’ deaths still does.


    Losing my family for a time did much the same to me as losing my parents. I spent the whole time in anxious fear of finding out that they were dead, or worse, having their animated remains find me. I could not grieve until I knew they were dead, but the images that floated in my head of what I would find haunted me each day.


    I dreamt of morbid things each night, then lied to Sirella about why she would catch me curled in the corner of the basement, whimpering or screaming in my sleep. She never asked for more of an explanation, but she never did believe that I was just seeing the undead armies from back home. Bless her for not making me tell what those dreams were about.


    When Lorne traveled with me, it was harder to hide. Waking sobbing for those who I thought were dead to me was met with concerned demands for what those dreams held.


    Unlike Sirella, who knew not to ask too much, Lorne pushed and pushed, wanting to know why I could keep calm in the face of certain death, but cry like a child when I woke. Lies were not enough for her, so I had to resort to simply refusing to talk about it.


    The dreams were what every parent and spouse fears.


    I saw Feanne, bloodied and killed by the armies of the dead, pulled down by their greedy hands. I watched the life ripped from her body and those bright eyes fade until she was still. Then, I would see her rise again, all that made her independent and majestic torn from her, leaving only an empty shell that sought to kill others.


    My eldest children I saw dragged away by the same undead, though in some dreams, their own mother killed them as a zombie. In a few dreams, the children were the zombies and the ones that killed Feanne.


    The kits were butchered a thousand ways, unable to defend themselves. In a handful of dreams, they were not yet born and were torn from their mother’s belly by the very creatures seeking to kill her. Every time, I was just a little too late to save them.


    In every dream, I was the last to die, being forced to watch my family butchered.


    With Atall’s brutal death, I was left with a lingering new nightmare: did my own father wish that he had died first so that he could have avoided watching my mother die, or would he have wanted to die last, knowing the fate of his child?


    I wonder at that a lot now. With Atall gone, I cannot help but question whether it would have been better to die with him watching, or whether it was better for him not to know the pain left behind.


    


    Sitting alone in the middle of his healing circle, Estin stared numbly at the stones that made up the intricate ring. He had sat that way for hours, memorizing each and every rock as he sought meaning in himself for what had happened.


    The circle had been meant to save the fallen using the skills of a healer, but here he was, one of the more gifted healers his people had ever seen, and there had been nothing he could do. His own son had been torn apart close enough that Estin had heard the wet sounds and horrible cracking of his bones. He could still smell the blood.


    What use was there to being a healer if he could not save his own family?


    Blinking slowly, Estin lay face-down on the cold floor and waited for the voices of the spirits to come to him, to mock him for sending another to join them. The whispers were there, but distant, giving him space when he wanted someone to blame him, to scream at him for failing Atall.


    “Are you going to stay there until nightfall again?” asked Feanne, somewhere outside his field of view. “You have been in here without sleep for almost a full day.”


    Not moving, Estin said mostly to himself, “I failed him.”


    “We all did,” said Feanne. Estin felt the warmth of her sit down close to his side. “There is no shame in that.”


    “I’m his…” Estin bit down the word ‘father’ and instead said, “…healer.”


    “Be that as it may, we lost him. There is no way to change that.”


    Turning over to face his mate, Estin saw that despite her calm words, Feanne’s face was deeply lined. She looked as though she had aged years in that one day. If she was aware, she gave no indication, sitting on her folded legs with her injured arm resting in her lap.


    “Let me fix that,” Estin told her, sitting up slowly.


    Feanne lifted her right arm, moving it gingerly before letting it lay across her legs again. Though she was cautious about moving it and doing so appeared painful, it no longer looked to be broken.


    “It is fine,” she answered, motioning him away with her other hand. “I had mostly mended before changing back. Only the pain lingers. By tomorrow or the next day, I will be able to fight again.”


    Estin sat back down, feeling at a loss for what to do. Healing her would have at least given him a few seconds of purpose.


    Sliding herself closer, Feanne reached past Estin and pulled his long tail onto his lap. Burning agony leapt to his attention as she moved the limb, reminding him that he was as badly injured as she had been.


    Looking down, Estin saw that the foot-long section of his tail that had brushed against the mists was sliced lengthwise, as though a sharp blade had skimmed the fur and flesh from that section. A long clotted section of bloody meat marred the middle of the tail and more dried blood covered the remainder of the fur out to the tip.


    “Who needs taking care of right now?” asked Feanne, frowning at the injury. “You are of no use to anyone if you allow your own injuries to fester and become infected. You of all people should know better.”


    Estin tried to find the strength to call on his magic to heal the wound, but he was so very tired. Nothing would come.


    “I can’t. Please just let me be alone for a while longer.”


    Feanne’s eyes glittered in the dark room, just before she dug her claw into Estin’s tail, making him yelp in pain.


    “There will be no giving up,” she warned him, stroking the uninjured section of his tail affectionately, in contrast to the pain she had just inflicted. “You still have four more children who need you to be strong.”


    “When I needed to be strong, I was useless,” he lamented.


    “Estin…”


    “No, I failed all of you back there,” Estin snapped, rubbing at his eyes out of exhaustion and frustration. “I just stood there, trying to change into…whatever it is that your parents gave me. I couldn’t.”


    “You don’t need to change, Estin.”


    “Feanne, our son died because I wasn’t strong enough to protect him.”


    “He died because a mad Turessian killed him.”


    “I can’t just forget…”


    “I am not asking you to,” Feanne answered quickly. “The day you find a wildling who has not lost someone close to them is the day you find a wildling who has no idea who or what they are. I am as hurt to my spirit as you, but I intend to return agony to Arturis for every second that I felt that way. I will not blame you or myself, only him.”


    “No one will be forgotten until we are all long dead,” she continued, brushing Estin’s face with her other hand. “You will find the strength and we will avenge our child. Our flesh and blood died today and we will use that anger against Arturis and his kind.”


    “He may not even be mine,” Estin muttered, not thinking about what he was saying. The words had barely left his mouth when Feanne struck him across the jaw hard enough to lay him flat on his back.


    “That child only knew you as a father,” she growled at him, getting to her feet. “You can attempt to avoid your pain all you wish, but you lost a son. Deal with that how you want, but never claim anything but the truth that he was your child. Now, you will find us a way to strike at Arturis, or you will rot in this cave. Take your pick, my mate.”


    Turning sharply, Feanne stormed from the room, leaving Estin rubbing his jaw in dismay, wishing he could take back the foolish words.


    Estin lay there a while longer, savoring the pain in his jaw. It gave him some degree of focus beyond his emotional misery. Finally, he sat up and looked around the small room with new eyes, realizing there were things he really could do. He was not as helpless as most who lost their loved ones.


    “Feanne!” he called out, digging out his notebook. He could hear her approaching, but he hurried to find the page he had used to contact Asrahn several days earlier. “Sit down.”


    Feanne’s toes tapped at the floor impatiently, but she soon sat down beside him. Even without looking up, Estin could feel her glare if only from her posture and sense of tension.


    “What would you give to speak to him one more time?” asked Estin, finding the page.


    “Wishes do not change our world, Estin. Do not taunt me.”


    Without thinking, Estin held the scribbled notes up to Feanne, who just stared blankly at it.


    “This is a spell I used to speak with your mother a few days ago,” he explained, setting the book down between them in the circle. “The person who wrote this does say that it isn’t always going to work and the spirit can refuse, but I know it sometimes does work.”


    Feanne’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.


    “If this is in any way similar to what the Turessians do to bind the living energy of the dead to their rotting bodies, I will kill you myself, Estin.”


    “Not at all. They harness the chaos inherent in magic to prevent the spirit from fully escaping the body. This merely asks the departed spirit for a moment of their time…and allows them to answer.”


    Tapping a sharp claw on the pages of the book, Feanne told him, “Then do it. Immediately.”


    As he had done the last time, Estin concentrated on the voices that thrummed through his mind, calling out with his magic to one in particular. At his beckoning, several other voices whispered loudly—some he recognized as Ulra and even Finth—but he stayed focused on calling to Atall.


    Soon, the voices subsided, as though letting one come to the forefront. Then came the same chill he had felt when Asrahn had come.


    “You called me?” asked a soft male voice, somewhere in the room.


    Feanne’s stern face collapsed into that of a mother on the verge of tears. Now Estin knew for sure that others could hear the spirit when it came. He had feared for a moment that she would be unable to talk with Atall if he did come.


    “Atall, is that you?”


    The spirit chuckled and the faintest silhouette of a fox wildling appeared in the dim light, standing within the circle.


    “So this is what it feels like,” Atall said, holding up a hand in front of his face. “I had wondered what Arlin felt when Arturis caught her.”


    “Son, I am so sorry,” gasped Feanne, her voice shaking as a tear ran down her cheek. “I…”


    “Mother, I made my own choice,” he cut in. “The mists were moving too fast. I had to do something, or we would all be dead, or scattered to the winds. Besides, I actually was hoping to use it to defeat Arturis, though I was just a little too slow. I regret nothing and could almost say I am happy now.”


    Feanne covered her face with her hands, trembling as she tried to hold herself back from weeping.


    Atall turned to Estin next.


    “You taught me how to stand up to things far greater than myself, even if it might get me killed,” Atall told him, the silhouette of his form beginning to blur into the rest of the room. “You will find a way to do the same with Arturis. We have faith in you. Both of you.”


    “We?” Estin asked, ears perking. “Who is with you?”


    Even in the shadowy form, Atall appeared to be smiling.


    “Concern yourself with the living, father. We’ll still be here when your time is over.”


    The image faded almost immediately, leaving the room empty aside from Feanne and Estin.


    “He’s gone,” said Estin, hanging his head. “I’d hoped we could talk to him longer.”


    Throwing her arms around Estin, Feanne clung to him a while, her face buried in his shoulder as she cried. Eventually, she sat back, wiping the tears from her face.


    “I will not weep for someone who is happy elsewhere,” she said as if to convince herself, smiling weakly at Estin. “We will gather our army and we will destroy Arturis. I am finished with mourning any more of those I care about.”


    “We don’t have an army, Feanne. Ten, maybe fifteen people are all Sirella can gather. In a week, maybe fifty, but that’s about all I could hope for.”


    Feanne nodded then sniffled, shaking her head in an obvious effort to dismiss the leftover sadness.


    “We are going to take the army that Phaesys and I trained,” she told him, standing up slowly. “Tomorrow morning, we are going to seize Desphon’s troops. Most will see that he is not the leader they need, even if they do not trust us. If he resists, I only ask that you allow me to be the one to kill him. He has almost one hundred men at his disposal and I intend to use them all against Arturis.”


    Bowing his head to her, Estin wondered if he truly could manage not to kill Desphon. Memories of Feanne bleeding to death while that man stood by overseeing the carnage came to his mind, dredged from somewhere Estin had not realized existed.


    It would be difficult not to strike first, but he would allow Feanne her revenge, just as he wanted to be the one to rip the smile off of Arturis’ face.


    


    *


    


    None of them had been able to sleep that night, and judging by how Oria looked, Estin believed she had not slept a second since her brother’s death. She was clumsy, stumbling often as though she were barely aware of her surroundings.


    Estin had thought to talk with her, to attempt to ease her mind, but Phaesys did not leave her side. The male caught her every time she misstepped and watched her with concern. When he had no reason to touch her, Phaesys maintained a respectful distance, though his worried eyes stayed on her.


    Idly, Estin wondered if that was how he had been with Feanne when he had been forbidden to love her. It was a disturbing thought, but one he could not set aside easily. He promised himself that he would speak with Phaesys soon, to make sure his feelings were fair to Oria. If they were truly in love, he would not stand in their way, once things with Arturis were finished.


    Given where they were, standing just outside the tunnel that led to Desphon’s realm with the sun beating down on them, Estin had far more to worry about than his daughter’s first love. He would concern himself with that another time.


    “Are you sure about this?” Estin asked Feanne, as two elven soldiers dropped to a knee in the entryway, leveling spears at the group. Behind them, two more drew swords and waited.


    “Have you ever known me to back down from my own ideas?”


    He shook his head and Feanne grinned broadly, though she continued to watch the soldiers.


    “The spearman on the left has a sickly brother who he fears will be allowed to die if he does not continue to serve Desphon,” Feanne continued.


    Then, subtly gesturing to the soldiers on the right, she added, “The tall man has a bad leg, which is why he prefers the heavy spear. If he were to move too much, it would be revealed as crippling. He has fought against me several times and knows that I move a lot. He will be unwilling to face me, except in the narrow tunnel, so we can use that to corner him.”


    “The others?”


    “Average warriors who I have taught to have a healthy degree of respect for a druid,” she answered, eyes gleaming. “Entering will be easy, my love.”


    “After you, Feanne.”


    Leading the way down the hillside towards the partially-concealed tunnel entrance, Feanne motioned for the soldiers to move aside.


    “We are here to talk to the miserable wretch that commands you,” she barked at them, only stopping when going on would impale her on one of the spears. “I have no desire to kill the four of you, so please stand down.”


    The men held their position, but Estin saw the resolve waver in the two that Feanne had pointed out.


    “Do you believe that if I wished to come here and kill, the four of you could stop me?” she asked, tapping her claw on the spear tip. “You were there when Desphon had me whipped to death, yet now I stand in front of you again. I can assure you that all four of you would already be dead if I wished it. Now move.”


    The two men she had indicated both lowered their weapons and stepped aside, their eyes on the ground.


    “Master Desphon has ordered—” started the other spearman, whose weapon hovered an inch from Feanne’s chest.


    Snarling, Feanne wrenched the spear from the man’s hands, breaking the steel tip off of the wooden shaft with her bare hands. Throwing it on the ground at the man’s feet, she took another step forward.


    Leaning towards the man, who still was staring at his broken weapon, Feanne told him, “I can either tell Desphon I defeated your group and walked in, or I can actually do that and then walk in. Do you have a preference?”


    Estin put his hand on his sword hilt, half expecting the men to fight back. Instead, all four backed themselves up against the walls of the tunnel.


    “Awful shame,” said one elven man nervously, pointing down at the spear. “Damned thing broke. We’ll have to go get a replacement. Hopefully no one sneaks in while the tunnel is unguarded. Good thing no one’s come by here all morning…”


    Leading the way as the others followed, Feanne marched into the tunnels as though they were her personal domain. She walked quickly, making it difficult for the others to keep up. After several turns, she brought them into a larger room.


    “These are the soldiers of…” she started, waving a hand towards the empty room.


    Hand falling back to her side, Feanne hurriedly stepped into the large room, which Estin recognized as being similar in design to the one where Atall had fallen. This one was in better repair though and he could smell dozens of humans and elves.


    A faint clapping off to the far end of the room drew Estin’s attention. From where Estin stood, he saw only Desphon standing up on a higher section of the floor, but the pillars that supported the room made it difficult to see much. The male was dressed in finery from head to toe, clapping his hands together as he watched them enter.


    “I had thought you might come back,” Desphon announced, leaning casually against the podium at the head of the room. “I believed I had more time before you healed, though.”


    Feanne centered herself in the room, facing Desphon. Flexing her fingers as she dug her toes into the packed dirt floor, she appeared ready to charge him on a moment’s notice.


    “You tried to kill me for not sharing your bed,” she replied, her tail flicking angrily.


    “No,” countered Desphon, smiling good-naturedly, as though he were in no danger. “I tried to kill you for refusing to be sold like livestock in repayment for your daughter trying to harm me. There is quite the difference, foreigner. Bedding you was a side-benefit if you were sold.”


    Estin looked around, trying to gauge why the male felt he was so secure. The vast room was empty, with nothing between Feanne and Desphon. Even if there were archers, Estin would have felt very uncomfortable in the same situation. There had to be something.


    As he turned, Estin found that Phaesys was doing much the same, searching the entry halls and the high walls for anything. The younger male met Estin’s eyes and shook his head slightly.


    Oria was far less attentive, just staring at Desphon with what Estin would have described as loathing. Estin doubted she would attack before her mother, but the girl dearly wanted to.


    “I see you brought my dear son back,” noted the desert fox, motioning towards Phaesys. “Son, you may return to my side. All is forgiven. You may even bring your little whore if you so desire.”


    Oria’s quiet anger changed instantly to fury and Phaesys grabbed her before Estin could, keeping her from running headlong at Desphon.


    Holding Oria as best he could while she kicked and snarled, Phaesys answered his father. “I would rather die an outcast at their sides than ever be associated with you again after what you did.”


    His humor dwindling to a scowl, Desphon shook his head slowly.


    “You do not understand, boy. Come to my side immediately.”


    Phaesys glanced over at Estin, his face unreadable. Still, he held Oria tightly, keeping her from running from the rest of the group.


    “Do what you will, father. I am not moving. I certainly will not stand between Feanne and you after what you’ve done. My place is with people I consider to be as trustworthy as family is meant to be…that would be here, not with you.”


    Soft laughter from behind them made Estin spin, facing a dark hallway into the room. As soon as he came around, the robed shape of Arturis appeared in the light. He wore a fresh robe and looked as though he had made a point of cleaning up after their last battle.


    “My little rodent friend,” Arturis said, gesturing towards Desphon, “was good enough to secure this place for me. He mentioned that he had set in motion plans that would bring all of you back here. I had doubted him and for that I should apologize. I was nearly ready to pop his little head off for failing me, when who should walk in, but the very people he promised me.”


    Estin drew both of his swords, shifting his position to put himself between Oria, Feanne, and Phaesys on one side and Arturis on the other. He growled as best he could, but Arturis just grinned. The instinct to intimidate a foe seemed trivial when facing an opponent who knew no fear.


    “How is the family, Estin?” asked the human, making a show of counting the people present. “I see you left your pet elf at home…but is another missing? Oh yes, the rug in my chambers…”


    Rushing at Arturis, Estin slid to a stop after only a few steps as snarling ghouls poured out of the passage behind the Turessian. As Estin scrambled to get back to the rest of his group, he saw that the other wildlings had bunched up as ghouls approached from all four entrances to the room.


    They were surrounded by at least fifty of the creatures.


    Estin backed away from the wall of open-mouthed walking corpses, until his tail hit Feanne. Glancing back, he saw that her attention was no longer directed solely at Desphon.


    “What happened to the army we were training to fight Arturis?” asked Feanne of Desphon, all the while putting her back to Estin’s, as they had done in the past to fight off large groups. “This would seem to be rather counter to that plan.”


    Nearby, Oria and Phaesys were trying to protect one another, but mostly managing to get in each other’s way. Neither seemed willing to allow the other to face even one of the creatures that approached.


    Estin nudged Feanne, giving her the cue to move the group farther up the room towards Desphon. She moved with him, soon shoving Phaesys and Oria along as the ghouls followed.


    The undead hissed as they walked on all fours, the groups from all four doorways condensing into one mass with Arturis at the rear. Soon, the whole room other than the area where Desphon stood and a few feet in front of it was filled with the creatures.


    “Oria,” Feanne said softly as they backed right up to the stairs near the podium, “The wildling is yours to play with. We will deal with the rest.”


    Oria wasted no time, leaping onto the higher section of floor as Desphon shrieked loudly and tried to run from her. Having nowhere to go, he actually swung his fist at the girl, but she ducked it and punched him in the stomach, dropping him to his knees.


    “Oh, do play nicely with my pet,” Arturis called out, as he waved the ghouls to a stop. “He has served his part quite well and I would hate to see him killed by his own kind before he can collect on the rewards I promised him.”


    Feeling his way as he backed onto the platform with Feanne, Estin kept his eyes on the ghouls at all times. All it would take was a single command from Arturis and they would all be dead within a minute or two. Even if Estin called down every bit of magic at his disposal—something he would never have time to do before being overwhelmed—he could not hope to stop more than a quarter of the creatures.


    With the seconds ticking away and the sound of Oria roughing up Desphon behind him, Estin let his mind drift, trying to call to the strength Asrahn and Lihuan had given him. He remembered how it felt that day he had freed Feanne, but the magic eluded him somewhere inside himself.


    “Why have you not killed him yet?” Feanne demanded of Arturis, though Estin could see that she was looking anywhere but at the human. She was looking for a way out and very likely stalling.


    “My pet?” asked Arturis, coming forward through the waiting ghouls, who snapped their broken teeth at the air, seemingly frustrated at the delay. He stopped two deep in the undead, leaving many between Estin’s group and himself. “Why do you think he was the only noble to escape Corraith?”


    Phaesys turned from his position beside Feanne, grabbing his father by the throat.


    “I want to hear you say it!” Phaesys ordered.


    “We couldn’t fight him,” croaked Desphon, trying to get his son’s hand off of his throat. “Everyone would have died. I made a deal to save the city. Instead of losing fifty thousand, only four thousand died. It was a good bargain.”


    “And what did you get out of it?”


    Arturis laughed and patted one of the ghouls on the top of its head, where thin strands of greasy hair flopped at his touch.


    “The wildling gave me names, places, and weaknesses of the city. He even provided secret ways past the walls, so that I could pick off actual threats before entering the city,” Arturis told them. “In exchange, I assured him that if he could find his way into the desert, I would allow him to be the ‘savior’ of the city once I left. The forces he built up out here are to be his honor-guard when he drives me off, at least in the eyes of the people.


    “I gave him his life and yours, as well as a chance to return as the ruler of this land, in exchange for his betrayal of the city. Once he is in charge, I can leave, knowing he will act in my interests, with none of the citizens the wiser. This city then becomes a Turessian outpost in these lands. The only remaining loose end is a matter of all of your heads on pikes, before Desphon can ascend to the throne.”


    Estin began searching not just the walls for a way out, but turned his attention to the ceiling. The high arched roof of the chamber had several narrow window-like holes that let air in from the surface. They were too small for him or Phaesys, but he was willing to bet that Oria and maybe Feanne might be able to slip through.


    Backing the group up a little more, Estin saw Phaesys drag his father along like a sack of grain. The others followed Estin’s lead, moving closer to the wall. Likely, they thought he wanted the wall behind them to keep the ghouls from circling them, but in reality, he wanted to get closer to the wooden beams that ran up from the floor to the ceiling.


    “Drop your weapons and I won’t harm you…much,” offered Arturis. He walked up to the foot of the steps, with the ghouls at his side the whole way. “I would like my pet back. If you turn him over, I will consider letting most of you live. Which ones will be more random, but I do pledge not to kill everyone.”


    Using his tail to feel around without giving away his plan as he sheathed his weapons, Estin got himself close to the beam before answering. “You say that like you have a choice in how this will turn out.”


    Arturis scowled at Estin, then looked around at his ghouls, clearly misunderstanding.


    “I control them absolutely. Your statement is nonsense.”


    Of the people he had to get to the ceiling, Oria was the least of Estin’s concerns as he plotted. The girl had learned to climb at a young age and likely could shimmy up the beam without too much trouble. He had to assume she would follow his lead.


    Estin glanced over at Phaesys, then down at where the male’s claws should have been. He would be unable to climb. Of the three that had come in with Estin, Phaesys was the heaviest, so Estin realized he would have to carry him or find some other way to get him off the floor.


    Estin already knew that Feanne had no ability to climb, having had that argument several times with her. Her instincts told her that foxes do not climb, so she had never really learned, nor did she handle heights well. She would need to be carried, but she weighed about the same as Oria, making the arrangement impossible. Estin could not very well carry both Phaesys and Feanne, and Oria could not carry either of them while climbing.


    Frantically looking for more options, Estin’s eyes went to a cross-beam well below the air holes in the ceiling, but still about ten feet off of the higher section of floor and easily twelve or more from the main floor. If they could get up to it, they could run along the wooden beams at least as far as the entrance to the room, or take more time getting up to the air-holes.


    As Arturis turned to look over his army, Estin grabbed Feanne in one arm, then leapt onto the beam, using his claws to scramble upwards. It took him no more than a couple seconds to reach the cross-beam, where he sat Feanne down and flung his tail down for Phaesys. It fell well within the male’s reach, even as Estin heard Arturis say something.


    “Oria, up!” Estin called out, pointing at the wooden support on the wall for her. He then motioned to Phaesys to use the tail like a rope.


    Phaesys hesitated, but at Oria’s urging, he grabbed Estin’s tail and began climbing, trying to reach the cross-beam.


    Below, Arturis screamed angrily, waving his army forward. Like a wave, the ghouls rushed the podium area, stampeding over Desphon, who screamed as he disappeared in the rush of torn and rotting bodies.


    The pain of having a person heavier than Estin hoisting himself up was incredible and Estin had to cling to the cross-beam to keep from being yanked right off of it. With Feanne’s help, they managed to pull Phaesys onto the beam a few seconds before Oria made her own way up beside them.


    “Now what?” asked Phaesys, as ghouls swarmed beneath them. They hopped up and down, trying to reach their prey. “Aside from buying time, I see little room for escape.”


    Estin stood up on the beam, turning around as he searched for anything that they could climb or use as a quick way out of the room. Beyond the air-holes directly above them—which were easily another fifteen feet up—there was nothing.


    “We’re going up,” he told the group, then noticed that the ghouls had begun climbing the walls, trying to reach them. “I can take one on my back per trip, but I think we need to make two trips.”


    Phaesys motioned to Oria and Feanne.


    “Take your mate while Oria climbs and leave me for last,” he insisted, shushing Oria when she tried to object. “My father caused this. I will not be saved before anyone else.”


    With no time to argue, Estin began fitting his claws to the stones of the wall, while Feanne climbed onto his back. Alongside them, Oria was doing her best to mimic Estin, using her smaller claws and a good bit of skill to maneuver up the wall.


    Estin let Oria go ahead, surprised at how easily she scrambled up the curved wall. Once he began climbing after her, he realized that she had it easy. The walls were well-suited to climbing, but with the additional weight behind him, it was taking all of Estin’s attention and strength to keep from falling away from the wall and down to the ghouls.


    Soon, Oria pulled herself up into the air-hole, bracing her knees and back against the walls of the narrower space to keep from dropping back out. She held herself there until Estin reached her, then somehow kept herself wedged while helping Feanne crawl in past her and up into the narrowing shaft above.


    Estin looked up into the air-shaft, finding it even smaller than he had thought. The females would likely be alright, but he knew he would never fit and Phaesys had far wider shoulders than he did. It was not even a matter of trying. They simply could not do it.


    “Bring him back,” Oria whispered to Estin, once her mother was past her. “Please!”


    Unwilling to say what he was thinking, Estin nodded and told Oria, “We’ll meet you on the outside. Climb to the top so we aren’t all stuck together. Don’t slow down and don’t turn around.”


    Taking a deep breath as Oria climbed out of sight, Estin let go of the wall and dropped back towards the beam where Phaesys was spinning expertly in place, using his sword’s reach to keep the ghouls at bay. Estin landed near Phaesys, dropping low as Phaesys stabbed a ghoul in the face over top of Estin, then turned and kicked a second off of the beam.


    Drawing his own weapons, Estin began fighting for one side of the beam, while Phaesys took the other. Soon though, the ghouls had pushed them together at the middle of the wooden beam, fighting for every inch of breathing room.


    “Nice swordwork,” Estin told Phaesys, kicking one ghoul off the beam, and then ducking the swing of another. “Oria said you were trained, but she lies a lot.”


    Grunting as he cleaved the skull of a ghoul, then slammed his shoulder into a second, Phaesys returned to his defensive position behind Estin.


    “Thank you, but I must ask, what now?” asked Phaesys, narrowly deflecting the reaching claws of the latest wave of ghouls.


    “Nothing,” answered Estin. He was just barely keeping the ghouls off of himself. What he tried not to think about was that no matter how many ghouls they knocked off the beam, the creatures would just get right back up and keep coming. “We are not going to fit through that opening.”


    “Did you tell them?”


    Knocking aside the filthy claws of another creature, Estin let loose a tiny shred of magic at the ghoul, sending it tumbling to the horde below.


    “Of course not.”


    “Good,” replied Phaesys. “Then we can die without fear.”


    “I like to call it heroics.”


    Phaesys somehow managed to laugh, even as he fought for his life.


    “Then I will see you on the other side soon enough,” the younger male told him. “Today, we will die as warriors. Thank you for letting me stay here with you.”


    Estin fought on until his arms could barely move, trying to keep control over the few square feet of space on the wooden cross-beam. The ghouls just kept climbing up, until Estin began to recognize injuries on the creatures he faced as ones he had inflicted.


    Looking down in-between snarling attacks, Estin could see that there was not a single “dead” ghoul on the floor. Each time one fell, Arturis stepped over to it and laid his hands on the undead creature. A second later, Estin would see it stand back up, as though fully recovered. Much as Estin could heal the living, Arturis was healing the dead.


    Though less a problem for his survival as for his hopes, he also saw that Desphon was back on his feet, standing near Arturis. The traitor watched passively, his face a twisted mask of amusement, despite the fact that he was watching his own son fight for his life.


    A stray claw raked across Estin’s thigh before he could slash at the ghoul that had done it, sending it tumbling to the floor below. As the next reached him, he could already feel the tingling of poisons spreading through his leg, numbing his muscles and making standing difficult.


    “How are you holding up?” he asked over his shoulder, wincing as his foot began to go numb.


    “Left arm is dead,” Phaesys told him matter-of-factly. “Won’t be able to swing my weapon much longer. My right is strong, but the sword is already getting heavy.”


    Though Estin heard no command from Arturis, the ghouls abruptly began a hard charge. Rather than climbing up one at a time, continually harrying them, the ghouls came up in droves at once. Half a dozen mounted the beam on each end, rushing in to overwhelm the living at the middle.


    Estin fought harder than he had ever tried to in his life, even carrying all his weight on his good leg. Each new ghoul that climbed onto the beam made it shudder, threatening to knock Estin off-balance.


    With a crack that echoed off the walls, the beam lurched, splintering near the wall. It turned sharply underfoot, as both ends broke away from the walls.


    He tried to lay flat and grab the beam so that he was not thrown free, but Estin tumbled away, flying for a brief moment, surrounded by the shrieks of falling ghouls. The impact with the ground brought swift loss of consciousness, thankfully before Estin felt teeth on him.


    The last thought he had as his head fell to the floor was whether he would wake again as a ghoul. Then there was nothing.


    Sometime later, pain woke Estin and he realized that he was lying on his stomach, with the sun blazing down on him. There were no sounds of slavering ghouls or even the sensation of fifty moving shapes around him.


    Burning scrapes all over his body felt as though Estin had been clawed by the ghouls further after he had blacked out, or possibly just battered by the falling beam. The sensation was familiar from his previous run-ins with the undead, but he could move. He should have been dead.


    Estin pulled himself onto all fours, gagging on sand as he tried unsuccessfully to swallow. His tongue felt swollen, as if he had been exposed to the sun for far too long. All he could do for a span of time was cough.


    Well-oiled leather boots stepped up alongside Estin, becoming the focus of his attention as he fought to control the coughing.


    “Good of you to wake,” said Arturis pleasantly, bending over to insert his face into Estin’s field of view. “I was worried that my servants might have broken you.”


    Estin tried to crawl away, but got no more than a foot or two before his head was yanked down and the tightness in his throat made him cough again.


    Looking around, Estin found that an iron chain was attached to a thick leather collar on his neck and to a large stone block sitting on the desert floor. It was not even long enough that he could stand.


    “I thought this might be the only way to get you to properly bow to me,” Arturis told him with humor in his tone. “It will have to do for now.”


    Moving over beside Estin again, Arturis sat down, brushing sand off of his robes as he did.


    “Since it was your boy who enjoyed playing with the mists so much, I felt it might be exceptionally kind of me to bring that same joy to you. It seemed a fitting end to such a nuisance.


    “Please let me know what you think of my choice. I would hate to disappoint you. That is, unless you want to reconsider my earlier offer and come join me. I could use an immortal slave who can heal my other soldiers.”


    Estin lifted his head and saw that no more than a hundred feet away, the shimmering cloud of one of the magical mists drifted lazily towards them. Whether it was the same one that Atall had held back, he had no idea, but he was already closer to it than he cared to be.


    Where the glowing tendrils of mist brushed the desert floor, Estin saw ice crystals glimmering for a brief moment before the mists consumed them. Entire swaths of sand simply vanished, while he saw other areas replaced with grassy soil, transplanted by the mists from somewhere else on Eldvar.


    Frantically looking about for anything he could do to save himself, Estin saw that Phaesys lay on the ground nearby, similarly chained, but unconscious. A long gash ran down the side of his head, from just below his ear and nearly to his neck.


    “Ah yes, that one was a bit worse off,” said Arturis, following Estin’s gaze. “Awful shame, but he might not get to experience the mists. What matters is that you will, though. I have my priorities, you know.”


    “I’ve survived them once, why think it’ll kill me this time?”


    Leaning close to Estin’s face, Arturis explained, “I don’t expect a wildling to understand magical science, but I will try. I do want you to grasp how likely it is that you will suffer before you die.”


    “Try to use small words,” Estin said, pulling himself to the maximum length of the chain away from the mists. He was feeling a little stronger and hoped that if he could stall, he might be able to find a way out. “I wouldn’t want to make you repeat yourself.”


    “I will do what I can,” the man answered, smiling slightly. “First, some background. One of my fellows did some degree of study of these ‘mists,’ as people call them. He sent dozens of his zombies through, but only a handful came out somewhere else in the world. I think you may have met him, before he fell into the mists himself.”


    Estin thought back, then laughed.


    “Yeah. He was one of the ones that attacked our camp. Last I saw, he was contemplating suicide into the mists. You’d think an immortal would have a better view of the world.”


    The smile fading, Arturis continued.


    “I repeated his experiment and found the right moment to bring myself and a few pets through. It was certainly faster than bringing a caravan all this way from Altis. I have repeated the process several times since then, bringing supplies and forces to these lands.


    “I believe entering the mists at just the right angle or timing kept you and I from being destroyed when we left Altis. Having magic of your own seems to help your odds, as well. I believe that the slightest error in your timing will doom you. I can repeat the process, but you certainly cannot.”


    “Think I’m too slow, or is this the ‘big words’ issue again?”


    “A little of both,” Arturis told him. “I guess we’ll see soon enough. If you do survive this, I have another surprise for you.”


    Rolling his eyes, Estin did his best to hide a glance towards the mists. They were getting very close now. He just prayed that Arturis did not realize he was sitting right in their path.


    “Do you know how long I have been here, slave?”


    Shaking his head despite knowing Arturis had invaded Corraith about a year prior, Estin waited patiently for whatever bragging the man had in store for him this time.


    “I have been here a year,” he explained. “However, the stars tell me that I left Altis just a month ago. Thus, the mists moved me slightly back in time as they relocated me here. That part, I am still working on duplicating.”


    The Turessian leaned closer to Estin.


    “If you find your way out of these chains,” he continued, “I’ll just go back in time and rip your woman’s head off before your children are born. A simpler solution even I cannot imagine.”


    Estin lunged, trying to bite Arturis’ face, but the man leaned back just far enough that Estin’s teeth clattered together.


    Rattling the chain that held Estin, Arturis added, “Good luck finding the right moment to enter the mists with this on. Even if you survive, I doubt you will keep all of your limbs.”


    Standing and stretching, Arturis lowered his hood and smiled at the mists that had drifted a few feet closer. Almost as an afterthought, the man picked up a belt—Estin’s, he realized—with its two sheathed swords, tossing it away.


    With a last glance towards the approaching mists, Arturis moved to Estin’s side, putting Estin between himself and the mists.


    “Goodbye, slave,” said the Turessian. “Say hello first-hand to the spirits that grant you your magic. Maybe you’ll meet a few people I’ve killed.”


    Before turning, the man kicked Estin hard in the stomach, flinging him the length of the chain.


    While Estin gagged and tried to draw breath, Arturis left, wandering casually into the desert.


    “Phaesys,” Estin gasped, barely able to speak.


    The younger male did not move.


    “Phaesys!”


    When Phaesys still did not budge, Estin looked around, trying to find something he could reach him with. They were about eight feet apart, making it impossible for Estin to do much beyond throw rocks at him. Then, gauging the distance, Estin smiled as he moved himself as close to Phaesys as he could get, stretching the chain on his neck to its limit.


    Flicking his tail, Estin lightly slapped at Phaesys’ chest, eliciting a twitch of Phaesys’ ears, but he remained mostly still. Nonetheless, it told Estin that the boy was alive.


    Estin tried again, whipping his tail to smack Phaesys full in the face. With a snort, the desert fox groaned and opened his eyes.


    “Where are…”


    “Shut up and listen,” Estin told him, pointing at the mists. “We need to think of a way out of here in the next few minutes, or we’re dead.”


    Phaesys’ eyes were still barely open, but he rolled over and looked towards the glowing wall that was only about thirty feet away. Groaning more loudly, Phaesys thumped his face into the sand.


    “I cannot even think straight,” admitted Phaesys. “Can you use magic to free us?”


    Shaking his head, Estin answered, “Spells like that aren’t what I tend to cast. Normally, I could just pull out my notes, but my belt is too far away for me to reach. I can heal us, but not much else without that book.”


    “Dying healthy does not change matters much. Do not waste the strength.”


    Estin looked back the way Arturis had gone and saw that there was still a shape out on the desert, but he could not make it out in the blowing sand. Likely, Arturis had stopped to watch them die from a safe distance. If he had been closer, Estin would have thrown a rock at him, just to make himself feel a little better.


    Getting back onto his feet, Estin wrapped the chain around one of his hands and tried to lift the stone it was attached to, but it would not move. All he accomplished was making his back and hands throb.


    “Can you move yours?” he asked Phaesys, then realized that Phaesys was still lying where he had been.


    “No,” Phaesys replied, shifting so that he faced Estin.


    Blood covered Phaesys’ shirt, mostly dried. At the middle of the large blackish stain protruded a piece of wood. Between the cut on his head and the wood stabbed into his chest, the youth was lucky to even be talking. It appeared that the wood had hit him hard enough that it had punched straight through his chain armor, leaving bent rings dangling all around the wound.


    After a second’s evaluation, Estin realized that Phaesys was breathing very shallowly and quickly. His lung was punctured, or at least had some pressure on it from the injury. Even if the mists did not get to him, Estin doubted that Phaesys would live more than another twenty minutes without magic to heal him. Possibly not even that long.


    Estin continued to struggle at the chain, hurting himself further, but making no progress. The light of the mists grew slowly brighter at the edge of his vision.


    Searching the desert again, Estin saw that the distant figure was far closer now and appeared to be walking or running towards them. Just what he needed, Arturis coming back to stop him from even trying to break free.


    Estin strained all the more, trying to free himself before Arturis could return. As he leaned back, pulling against the chain, he found himself looking into the mists. They were close enough that Estin could have lobbed a stone into them.


    He looked over to Phaesys, hoping that the mists had not reached him yet. They were a little farther from Phaesys, but Estin saw that Phaesys had fallen unconscious again. Blood was spreading from the wound faster than he had expected.


    Elegant solutions forgotten, Estin clawed at the stone, trying to break away enough of the edges that he could slide his chain free, but his claws were doing nothing to the heavy rock. Next, he bit at the chains and clawed at the collar until his neck bled, but nothing worked.


    Estin collapsed, panting as he stared into the mists. They were close now, nearly within reach of his tail, if he wanted to stretch it in that direction. It would not be more than a few more minutes and he would find out what happened to those who had not been as lucky as his family in their first journey.


    He glanced over at Phaesys and felt his shoulders droop. Blood had stained the sand around him and the wooden spike in his chest was wet-looking. He would probably bleed to death before the mists got him, if that was any kind of blessing.


    Lying back on the ground, Estin closed his eyes to wait. When he heard swiftly approaching footfalls, he turned towards them, preparing to say something—anything—that might make Arturis hesitate, but found himself looking at Oria.


    Covered with sand and scratched head to toe, likely from her climb, the girl leapt past Estin, glancing at him in passing. She nearly tumbled as she reached Phaesys, sliding to a stop at his side. Oria pulled Phaesys’ head onto her lap, but he did not move.


    “Dad, what do I do?” she asked, hand trembling near Phaesys’ wound.


    “You get me out so I can heal him. Be quick!”


    Though clearly reluctant to leave Phaesys’ side, Oria set him down gently, then skirted the mists that were beginning to take over the area. As she reached him, Oria went to Estin’s side, examining the collar he wore and prodding it with her claws.


    “This is an easy one,” she told him, wincing as she twisted her claw in the lock. The collar shook as her claw snapped, but she did not hesitate in trying again with another.


    A click let Estin know the lock had come free, even before the collar fell away.


    Nearly climbing over top of Oria, Estin raced to Phaesys, taking care not to brush the harder-to-see tendrils of mist that reached towards them from the larger whole of the cloud. Deep down, he wished it were dark out, which would have made avoiding the mists far easier.


    Dropping beside Phaesys, Estin had to block the mists out of his mind and concentrate to be sure he did not waste any time. Though he had pulled spirits back to the bodies of the recently-dead in the past, in his weakened state he did not want to gamble on whether he could manage it again.


    At Estin’s first touch, he believed he might have been too late. More careful checking found a weak pulse though, giving him hope. The boy was alive…barely.


    Estin closed his fingers around the wooden piece in Phaesys’ chest, trying very hard not to move it in the process. He would need to remove it during healing, or the wound would not close, but if he jostled it too much too soon, it could very likely kill Phaesys.


    The whispered voices came swiftly this time, apparently sensing the urgency of Estin’s need. As the warmth of healing magic poured from Estin into Phaesys, he slowly extracted the wooden bit, hoping his timing was proper. By the time Estin opened his eyes again, he could already feel Phaesys’ breathing steady and knew he had at least helped buy the desert fox a few minutes.


    “Dad…mists,” Oria reminded him, grabbing his hand.


    Estin looked up and found that the mists were brushing the edge of the stone Phaesys had been tied to. A sudden jerk by Phaesys told Estin that he was awake and possibly aware of their predicament.


    “Pop the lock, Oria!” Estin told her, yanking Phaesys bodily as far from the mist as he could manage. It gave them several extra feet, but little more. Holding Phaesys tightly by the shoulders, Estin did what he could to maintain the distance between them and the mists, even though he knew he was probably choking Phaesys in the process. “Now!”


    As Oria fumbled with the lock, Estin saw that she had broken nearly all of her claws. Some were bleeding stumps—an injury he had seen on his own hands from climbing—while others were sheared off farther out. None were capable of picking the lock, but she tried frantically anyway.


    Phaesys seemed to be maintaining some semblance of calm, helping Estin maintain the maximum tension against the chain, though his eyes never left the mist. His ears were flat back, his tail tense, and his eyes as wide as they would go, as though he were very nearly panicked, despite being able to think enough to help the others with his rescue.


    “Oria,” Phaesys told her, as the mist drifted over the edge of the stone. Where it touched, grass grew, then blackened in the desert heat. “Let me go.”


    Moving directly behind Phaesys to keep himself out of the mist, Estin continued to pull at the chain, trying to help in any small way while Oria worked.


    “Oria!” barked Phaesys, finally catching her attention. “Move yourself!’


    Oria glanced back and snatched her tail away from a tendril of mist, then slid alongside Phaesys. Grabbing at small stones, she began bashing at the lock, then the chain, trying to break them with no luck.


    Bracing both feet against the stone, Estin leaned back against the chain, pulling as hard as he could, while Phaesys did much the same, adding his weight to the effort. The chain creaked, but would not break.


    The mists slid farther over the stone, as though taunting them, forcing Oria to move alongside Phaesys and Estin to keep from being caught by the tendrils of light.


    Tilting his head to bring it closer to Estin’s ear, Phaesys whispered, “Take her and go. I don’t want her seeing this.”


    “We still have time,” Estin grunted, yanking his foot away from a bit of the mist that seemed to be grabbing for him. “We aren’t leaving you. I wouldn’t forgive myself if I did and neither will she.”


    Oria had gone into a full panic, smashing the rock frantically against the chain where it wrapped around the anchoring stone. The rock was breaking apart with each hit and she was tearing up her hands as much as the rock she held.


    Cool air washed over Estin as the mists neared. He could feel damp winds like those that came before a storm back near Altis, despite how strange that felt in the middle of a desert. Somewhere in the distance, he even heard thunder, echoed from another place beyond the mists.


    The mists had crept up and over the end of the chain, forcing Oria to change her focus to the collar on Phaesys. First she clawed at it with the bleeding stubs of her fingers, then resorted to biting at the thick leather. Each lunge she made at the collar tore away nearly as much of the leather as it did fur from Phaesys’ neck.


    Chill air began to brush at Estin’s feet where the mists drew close and he began to wonder what they would do when they could no longer use the stone for leverage. The sand provided no solid grip for their feet and he doubted they could even effectively pull at the chain then.


    Phaesys appeared to be having the same thought, trying to dig his feet into the sand, but with the short chain he was not getting far enough back from the stone to make it work.


    “Oria, let me go!” Phaesys demanded, shoving her off of the collar.


    Oria punched Phaesys across the face, nearly knocking him into the mists.


    “I almost have it,” she argued, biting down on the back of the collar, where Phaesys could not stop her, though Estin could see the leather was barely marred. She had left long gouges in it and torn away chunks, but it was still thick and strong.


    The chain in Estin’s hands began to grow cold. Estin looked down the length of it and saw that where the mists touched the metal, ice had formed, slowly working its way up the links. The cool winds were getting far colder.


    As he looked at the chain, Estin saw that Oria’s foot and tail were in the outer edge of the mist, freezing over like the chain. She snarled and fought with the collar all the more, ignoring the pain.


    Suddenly, the chain lurched as Estin heard crackling. Bolstered by the progress, Estin and Phaesys redoubled their efforts, soon joined by Oria when she saw that they had managed to budge the chain. With all three of them straining against it, the chain snapped abruptly, one of the frozen links shattering.


    All three of them dove away from the mists, scrambling to get a little distance. As they ran, they managed to snatch up Estin’s belt and weapons, but they did not stop running—or limping, in Oria’s case—until they were nearly a hundred feet from the mists, far enough that they had some time to breathe.


    Collapsing, Estin tried to prepare his mind to cast the healing magic Oria would need, but his head pounded from exertion and fear. She would have to wait a while and he had to hope that any damage done was not permanent.


    Turning his head to look at the younger wildlings, Estin realized that Oria was hardly concerned with her injuries.


    Oria and Phaesys were clinging to one another in a loving hug, nuzzling one another. Neither said a word, but the fear of near loss was obvious in how tightly they held to each other. Even with Oria’s foot and tail held out away from her body, wet with both melted ice and blood, she never looked away from Phaesys.


    “Where’s Feanne?” gasped Estin, after giving the two as long as he felt comfortable with. Much longer without interruption and either the mists would reach them, or he would have grand-kits. Neither appealed much to him at that moment.


    “Mom’s looking for you in the other direction,” Oria told Estin, though her eyes remained on Phaesys. She wiped sand out of his facial fur, while he stroked at her ear. “We didn’t know which way Arturis took you both, so we each followed one trail.”


    “Where did the other trail go?”


    “Towards Corraith.”


    Sitting up, Estin turned towards the southwest, where he believed Corraith lay, based on where he had seen the mists in the past. Far off, he could make out the darker stone area on the pale brown desert floor.


    “We pushed Arturis’ hand,” he told the others, getting to his feet. His legs shook and he doubted he could run for long. “He’s moving forward with an attack on the city. Feanne’s in a lot of danger.”


    Oria and Phaesys got up quickly, but Oria collapsed again, her foot giving out as soon as she put weight on it.


    “Estin, can you fix this?” Phaesys asked, slapping aside Oria’s hands as she tried to cover the bleeding wounds. “I’ve not seen injuries like this.”


    Sliding over to them, Estin took Oria’s leg in his hands, examining the lacerations and damaged skin, where he could see it through the matted black fur. Blood had made it difficult to see some of the areas affected, but he had a good idea of what he was looking at.


    “Frostbite,” he told Phaesys, leaning to check Oria’s tail. Similar bleeding wounds were visible near the tip. “She’ll lose the foot and part of her tail if I don’t heal it. Saw this a lot up in the mountains…never thought I would see it again down here in the desert.”


    Closing his eyes and channeling, Estin hurried through the shaping of the magic, knowing he had little time. It would not take much to heal her injuries—they were certainly not as dire as being stabbed with a sword, or broken bones—but every second counted and his strength was very limited.


    The spell completed, but before Estin could check to see whether it would require more magic to finish closing the wounds, Oria pulled away and hopped to her feet. She was unsteady, but made a visible effort to prove she could put weight on the foot.


    “No time to waste,” she reminded them, setting off towards Corraith. “Mom’s waiting for us.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “The Gathering Dark”


    


    There were no longer any doubts for me. I knew what my role would be in saving my family and where things would go from there. It certainly wasn’t a plan in the sense that Phaesys always craved, but it was a direction to proceed.


    We would charge headlong into Corraith, turning the populace to our side in a grand effort to stop Arturis. Powerful as he was, even a Turessian could not stand against a city of people opposing him, especially with us leading the attack.


    I had a pretty high opinion of myself and my parents, though it was not entirely undeserved. We had accomplished more than most could dream of, merely in surviving as long as we had. We were tough to kill and I counted on that holding true. To believe in that, I did have to occasionally put aside the nagging thoughts of my brother.


    Once we were victorious—that much was a given in my mind, since if we were not the victors, any other hopes were likely irrelevant, as we would be dead—we could stay in Corraith with Phaesys until it was time to return to our homeland.


    I even pictured parades in our honor, though I wasn’t entirely sure what a parade was. From what little I gathered from Yoska’s stories when I was a child, it meant lots of people lining up to cheer and give you gifts of alcohol. I certainly didn’t care about the alcohol, but the recognition was something that appealed.


    Corraith was a far more complicated place than Altis’ wild lands. I really did not understand just what politics had done to shape that place, or what it meant for us and my own future. I would learn to understand, but at that time, I had no way to grasp just how reaching people could be.


    Desphon, I saw as evil beyond measure. He was no better than the power-hungry Turessians and was as good as dead if I found him again.


    Never once did I sit down and ask myself, “Why did he do it? What does he really get out of being like this?”


    I should have.


    We all have our reasons…likely, even Arturis does. In our own minds, we are all good people, seeking the betterment of someone, whether it’s family, society, or ourselves. In the long-run, I believe that Desphon sought to secure power for his son, rather than himself. It is what a father would do, even as scheming a creature as Desphon.


    I’ll never know for certain, but that was something I should have considered. Leaving such important details unexplored, we provide too many potential surprises in the future.


    The whole time I pushed us on to find Arturis, I believed we—or better yet, I—would be able to exact revenge for every life the Turessians had taken.


    I wanted that man to suffer for the people who had died in Corraith, but also for those I had lost back in Altis. Lihuan, Asrahn, Yoska, Finth, Ulra, and others, they would all be avenged by our attack on this one Turessian. Atall, above all, would be given peace, wherever he now was.


    I truly believed it would bring me my own peace the moment Arturis was cornered. What I did for the dead was also for myself.


    Funny how these things work out.


    


    Oria drove them endlessly across the desert, pushing onward long after her foot and tail had begun bleeding again and the others were nearly dropping from exhaustion.


    The path they took wove directly towards Corraith, traveling over the steep sand hills and around several naturally-formed hundred-foot stone pillars. When they finally did come up the last rise, bringing them within clear sight of the city, Oria realized they had gone the wrong way.


    “Dad!” she called over her shoulder, as the two males hurried up to her. “There’s his army. The city’s fine.”


    Far off to one side of the city, a large group of human-sized creatures walked almost directly away from Corraith. Even with the sun getting low, the group stood out. The lack of strong winds left their trail across the sands fairly visible, allowing Oria to see that they had skirted the city widely.


    “Where are they going?” she asked, though it was not a question she thought anyone would be able to answer.


    To Oria’s surprise, it was Phaesys who spoke up, after looking around and gesturing to several of the stone spires, marking them in his mind.


    “That direction,” he told them, glancing up at the sun, “would be Sirella’s camp for their families. I overheard Sirella giving directions to one of the new members.”


    “Damn it!” swore Estin, nearly collapsing as he stopped. From what Oria could see, he would not make it another ten minutes, given the way he was panting, let alone all the way to the enemy. “We need to get there ahead of them to save the kits.”


    Looking away from her father, Oria asked Phaesys, “How could Arturis even know about that place? I didn’t know where it was.”


    “My father has connections,” admitted Phaesys. Blood had matted down the side of his face again, after the wound on his head had reopened. “He probably knew about it for months and chose to tell his master now to save himself.”


    They pressed on, gaining little ground on the advancing army throughout the early evening, until none of them were in any shape to press on. To her own surprise, Oria was the first to fall, her foot too numb to keep her going. Phaesys made it a few more steps, but he collapsed just outside Oria’s reach, falling face-first into the sand.


    Estin stopped a little ways past Oria and Phaesys, but wavered as he stood there, barely staying upright.


    “We have to let them know, somehow,” Oria gasped, pulling the ragged hood of her desert cloak over her head to shield her from the sun. “There has to be a way.”


    The others said nothing and Oria tried to stand again, hoping to motivate them to keep walking. Instead, she had to sit back down quickly. Eyeing her foot, she saw that it had swollen to nearly twice its normal size, though at least the bleeding had stopped.


    Wind began to blow across them, the sand it carried stinging Oria’s eyes and exposed skin. Covering herself as best she could, she waited for it to pass, but soon realized it was almost as though they lay in the middle of a tiny tornado, the sands swirling around their group. Each second, the intensity grew.


    “What is this?” she asked, holding part of her shirt over her mouth to keep sand out of her lungs.


    Curling up on the ground to shield himself, Phaesys called out, though his voice was largely drowned by the winds. “A desert spirit! They call to the creatures of the desert to attack the unwary! We need to run!”


    Oria did not see that happening. Instead, the group huddled down, despite Phaesys’ urging, trying to keep from being battered by the winds. Soon, it had grown bad enough that Oria could see a full column of sand rising above them, encircling the three of them.


    As suddenly as the winds had come, they stopped, leaving Oria’s ears ringing. Standing in the middle of the group was a new figure, stretching out her arms.


    “That was different,” Feanne told them, shaking sand off of herself. “These lands never fail to surprise me.”


    “What was that?” asked Estin, sitting up, causing streams of sand to roll off of him. “I’ve never seen you do that before.”


    “I still have not done it,” she answered, offering Oria a hand up. “That was a nature spirit of the desert. It recognized what I was and offered its assistance in finding the three of you.”


    “Can we use it to get to the refugee camp ahead of Arturis?” asked Oria, helping Phaesys to stand.


    “I do not think this spirit will go near the camp that Arturis now seeks,” Feanne explained, then made a beckoning gesture towards the west. From that direction, a spinning pillar of sand and wind appeared and began moving their way. “The spirits of these lands have no interest in getting involved with our war, but they have offered themselves to aid me for the moment.”


    Roaring across the desert floor, the tornado-like entity came to a stop just in front of Feanne. It continued to rage, but stayed where it was, seemingly waiting for her next request. Sand whipped around the group, battering Oria’s already burned skin.


    “The magic of nature provides again,” she told them, motioning towards the contained windstorm. “I will explain when we arrive.”


    “Arrive?” asked Estin, staring at her like she was insane.


    “Do not go near it,” pleaded Phaesys, grabbing Oria’s arm. “Desert dervishes will kill anyone. We lost entire patrols to them when I first joined the city guard. They are intelligent and malicious.”


    Feanne sneered somewhat at Phaesys before stepping fully into the swirling sands. The winds almost appeared to part for her, allowing her easy entrance to the middle, where the sand and wind appeared far diminished.


    “If they harmed your patrols,” Feanne called out, once the sands had concealed her from view, “then your patrols were somewhere they did not belong. This dervish is willing to aid us. Come, or stay in the desert to die. I cannot make the nature spirit stay much longer, without offering it far more than I wish to.”


    Estin was the first to follow, walking straight into the sands with his eyes closed. Like Feanne, he vanished from view.


    Turning to Phaesys, who still clung to her arm, Oria clasped his face in her hands.


    “You need to trust my whole family, not just me,” she told him, tapping her nose against his. “Please come with me.”


    Phaesys tried to pull her towards him and away from the windstorm, but Oria held her ground, refusing to move. Soon, he took a step towards her, trying to put his arms around her.


    Rather than let Phaesys have the comfort he was seeking, Oria began stepping backwards towards the swirling sands, pulling him gently along. Phaesys looked ready to run, but he kept his eyes locked to hers, allowing her to lead him.


    Soon, Oria’s tail brushed against the flying sand and she truly wished she had not backed into the storm. The sting of the sand felt like razors brushing against the raw skin of her tail-tip, but she had to maintain her calm if Phaesys was going to trust her all the way into the storm.


    Biting her own tongue to keep her focus off of the pain in her tail, Oria took one more step backwards, then grabbed Phaesys’ wrists and pulled him into the storm with her.


    As Oria passed through the wall of sand, the winds became brutally intense for several seconds. Then, without warning, the entire column of flying sand simply fell from the sky, as though the winds had vanished.


    Looking around, Oria realized that she, Phaesys, Feanne, and Estin now stood somewhere different than where they had been. Not far from them, a large group of humans and elves, as well as Lorne and the three kits, were staring back at the new arrivals in shock.


    “I thought you said it couldn’t take us to the camp?” Oria asked, turning on her mother. “We need to get these people out of here before Arturis arrives.”


    Smiling Feanne gave her head a little shake.


    “No, we are not at the camp,” she told Oria. “I already moved them. We are far from where Arturis is headed. I thought that it would be foolish to come after you first, not knowing if I could then make it back in time to save these people.”


    Motioning to a second group that stood behind where Oria had been facing, Feanne gestured broadly at nearly a hundred armored men, dressed in the garb of Corraithian guards. Oria recognized a few from her time back in Desphon’s tunnels.


    “I found these fine men fighting for their lives in an effort to stop Desphon from letting ghouls harm their families,” Feanne went on, then gave a polite bow as a human walked up to them from that group. “I believe we can count them as allies now.”


    “Hello, little one,” Norum said in greeting to Oria, giving Feanne a polite nod as well. “I see you got your mother free. I think Desphon is still trying to have me gutted for letting you sneak past the guards.”


    Oria threw herself into the large human’s arms, giving him a huge hug.


    “Thank you. None of us would be here if you hadn’t disobeyed orders.”


    “You’d be surprised by how often treacherous bastards like that one forget to tell you not to do the right thing. They get kind of single-minded.” He then seemed to notice Phaesys, adding, “At least, I heard he was a traitor, master. No offense intended, of course.”


    “I am not a noble,” Phaesys told them, sitting down hard. “My father was, but he may as well be dead. My household’s name means nothing. I am just another soldier, Norum. Please use my name from now on. There are no more titles to be had here.”


    “Then we need to get you a weapon, if you want to fight with us lowly folks,” the soldier told him, gesturing to one of the others, who ran off to find a new sword. “You need to stop losing them. This is what, the second I’ve given you this month?”


    “Third,” corrected Phaesys. “One when I was arrested, another when your man ‘accidentally’ let me take his weapon when freeing Feanne, and now this.”


    Norum chuckled and nodded.


    “Three, it is. I may need to start billing you.”


    “Bill my father. I heard he still has some wealth. It would serve the city better in other hands.”


    The next few minutes were spent between greeting the few people that Oria knew from the tunnels and putting up with a young elven healer. The elven man went over Phaesys’ injuries first, then Oria’s. The man appeared shocked as he looked over the partially-healed frostbite on her foot, but said nothing when she scowled at him.


    Once her foot was nearly mended through a combination of magic and soothing oils like the ones Phaesys had used on her long ago, Oria noticed that her parents had begun to head towards the kits, hurrying to sweep them up. Yet something about the situation caught Oria’s attention. Heading that way, she realized that things were about to get ugly.


    “…glad you came back to us!” Lorne was exclaiming to Estin, stepping between Feanne and the kits.


    Feanne’s back went rigidly-straight and Oria saw her fur prickle. Few things would rile her faster than anything regarding her children.


    “Yeah, most of us are fine,” Estin said, looking uneasy, but clearly not wanting to get into what had happened with Atall. “We are exhausted and will need to rest for a little while. I can tell you about it later…”


    A swish of Lorne’s tail blocked Feanne again, leaving little doubt that it was done on purpose. Though Lorne had not so much as looked at Feanne, she was actively keeping Feanne from both Estin and the kits. When Feanne stopped trying to advance, Lorne’s tail moved to create a partial circle around Estin and the kits.


    Growling, Estin pushed her tail away and stepped back from her.


    Oria braced herself for the bloodshed that could erupt at any moment.


    “You can tell me about it while I get the kits settled in for bed,” Lorne went on, actually shouldering past Feanne to attempt to stay at Estin’s side as he moved to take the kits back. “I was thinking…”


    “Why are you watching the kits?” Estin demanded, stopping. “I left them with Marra. You were not part of this.”


    “Marra argued a little,” Lorne admitted, moving to Estin’s other side as Feanne walked closer. “I just explained who I was and…”


    Feanne grabbed Lorne by the neck, dragging her away from Estin and the kits. As though having expected it, Estin swept the kits into his arms, shielding them from what was happening and talking softly to them to distract them.


    Oria followed her mother as Feanne pulled Lorne aside, around the side of one the tall stone spires that filled that section of the desert. She stopped a little ways away, making sure the two women would not know she was watching.


    “What, precisely, do you think you are doing?” demanded Feanne, thumping Lorne up against the stones, still holding her by the neck.


    “These people don’t accept the whole interracial thing,” gasped Lorne. “People were giving some odd looks at the kits, so I just explained that Estin and I adopted them. It’ll be easier on the kits if the people think…”


    “The truth. It will always be easier on children if they are not lied to or about.”


    “Maybe it would be better if you left him. You can take the kits if you’re that sure…”


    Feanne released her hold on Lorne’s throat, letting the somewhat shorter female drop back onto her feet.


    “Do you have no respect for anything?” asked Feanne, pacing in front of Lorne, tail flicking back and forth, like she was searching for prey in the desert. “It is bad enough you try to take him from me when I am not around, but doing it in front of me is foolish.”


    “Afraid I might succeed?” Lorne inquired, standing straight and trying to hide her fear of Feanne, though Oria could see it clearly and knew her mother would as well.


    Growling, but keeping a short distance from Lorne, Feanne’s head was low as she watched Lorne angrily.


    “Lorne, I will ask you one last time to leave us both alone. You may help us as we request it, but nothing more. Continue on your current path and I will send you away in pieces.”


    Lunging, Lorne raked her claws across Feanne’s face with a timid snarl.


    Feanne did not move, even as Lorne backed away. Where the claws had crossed her face, only three thin lines of blood gave any indication that she had been touched. Oria had seen and received worse cuts just running through heavy brush in the woods.


    “If that is the way you wish to resolve this…” Feanne finally said, going from deadly calm to lunging at Lorne in a breath.


    Tackling Lorne, Feanne rolled the female completely over, using Lorne’s own weight to slam her to the ground. Feanne came up on top of her, sitting on Lorne’s stomach with her claws at Lorne’s throat and her teeth bared just a fraction of an inch from her nose.


    “Where I come from, I would be within my rights to kill you here,” Feanne warned, her voice so low that Oria could barely hear her. “They would find your body in the morning and know why you were dead. No one would question me. Some might not even question me if you had done far less than you already have, given that you are prey and I am most certainly not.”


    “Savage,” Lorne hissed, closing her eyes tightly. “Your kind should be in cages, not mine.”


    Oria could tell that Feanne was struggling to keep from killing Lorne, but it was a battle she was beginning to lose. Deep down, Oria wished her mother would just do it. There was no sense she could see in letting the female continue to live if she meant to pursue Estin like this.


    “If I am a savage who belongs in a cage,” asked Feanne through clenched teeth, “then why try for the male who would stoop to be my mate? Would he be any less of a savage? What does that say about you, Lorne, that the only male you can find has chosen another? Your taste leaves much to be desired…or perhaps you are just that unwanted.”


    Lorne’s sobs ended the conversation effectively and Feanne got up off her, stalking away past Oria to head back towards the main encampment. As Feanne passed where Oria was hiding, she reached out and caught Oria by the arm, pulling her along with her.


    “Did you hear all of that?” her mother asked, once they were a little ways from Lorne.


    “Yes.”


    “And if you had been in my place?”


    “If she had tried to take…” Oria realized what she had been about to say and hurriedly made her statement more general, “…the male I was life-mated to, I would have killed her.”


    “Even if it meant upsetting your mate, assuming he knew why you did it?”


    “Which is worse, mom? Having a female trying to steal your mate, or your mate being upset?”


    Feanne’s anger faded almost immediately.


    “Letting her live is worse in the short-term,” she explained, easing her grip on Oria’s arm. “Creating new reasons to fight with your mate is always worse over time. You will find enough reasons to bicker without adding a murder or two to the list.


    “I chose to let her live…again…because it would sadden Estin to have another of his breed killed on his account, even if he agreed with my reason for doing it.”


    “Shouldn’t you be protecting your family or pack from challengers?”


    Smiling down at Oria, Feanne nodded.


    “Yes, if I were a pack leader, I would need to kill her, or chase her off. Without a pack, my decisions are those of a mate, not a leader. That is something I think you fail to understand for yourself, Oria.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Stopping just out of sight of the gathering of humans and elves around a campfire, Feanne knelt in front of Oria.


    “You will never lead a pack, because our pack is gone,” said Feanne, taking one of Oria’s hands and brushing her fingers over the broken claws. “Be true to yourself with him, rather than trying to act like a little pack leader. You will be far happier once you can see the difference within yourself.”


    Pulling her hand away, Oria scowled at her lack of claws.


    “He isn’t…” she objected, but Feanne put a finger to Oria’s mouth, stopping her.


    “Whether you want him or not is not my concern,” her mother told her. “I do not want you driving him away, or anyone you might choose, simply because you believe you must be strong for a pack that no longer exists. Choose to be happy with who you are, not miserable waiting for something that is long gone.”


    Hurrying past her mother out of embarrassment, Oria moved back into the camp, hoping to avoid a continuation of the discussion. She started towards where she could smell Estin and the kits, as she had always camped with her family. Then, sniffing again, she realized that Phaesys was somewhere among the soldiers, a short distance from the refugees.


    From what Oria could see, the soldiers had set up a ring around the encampment with their own bedrolls and kept a group patrolling the outer perimeter. If anything attacked, it would reach the awake soldiers first, sleeping soldiers next, then the unarmed remainder last.


    Oria argued with herself briefly. She wanted to go to her family, but hated the idea of her mother’s continued lecturing. She could go to Phaesys, though that just furthered the direction of her mother’s argument.


    To look strong in the face of so many strangers, Oria knew she needed to stay with her family and share the burden of protecting them. That was where she belonged as a future leader among the wildlings. If Phaesys was fool enough to go sleep among elves, that was not her concern.


    She set off, making her way around elderly and injured refugees and skirted a group of soldiers who were sharing a kettle of soup before returning to patrol. Once she was past them, Oria headed to her destination, pushing past two elven men who were in her way. They moved readily, despite her being a foot shorter than them, unarmored, and likely about half their weight.


    Coming into the bedding area for that part of the camp, Oria sat down next to Phaesys and reveled in his uncomfortable stare.


    “Shouldn’t you be with your family?” he asked her, sitting up on his bedding. “You probably don’t belong among a bunch of men who spend their lives away from women, just fighting and drinking.”


    Oria looked around at the soldiers, who were making a point of not looking back at her. The few women she saw among their numbers were segregated, sharing a common section of the camp.


    “I grew up with drunks and letches, who I still consider family. We spent every night wondering if thousands of undead were going to kill us, and even spent a few weeks with a group of wolf wildlings that wanted to eat us,” she told Phaesys as she lay down beside him. “Soldiers don’t scare me. What they think of me matters even less.”


    “I’m more afraid of leaving you alone near them.”


    Oria snickered, curling up close to Phaesys’ left side. He had thankfully changed from his bloody clothing into a new outfit, which was refreshing after more than a week on the run. Clean clothing had been hard to come by and even getting to recline against it was a nice change.


    “Just because I like you doesn’t make me helpless. Remember that, just in case you ever really get me mad.”


    Putting his arm around her and pulling her close, Phaesys asked, “What about your parents?”


    “They don’t like soldiers much, either.”


    Grumbling incoherently, Phaesys tried to get her to look up at him, but she chose to ignore him, keeping her head against his chest.


    “I meant, what do your parents think about you being here?”


    Turning to lay on her stomach and lay her head on his chest so she looked down her long nose at him, Oria saw that the fear and shame that had so long marred every glance he had given her was gone. It was not a question out of fear, but one of curiosity.


    “My father might object yet.” Idly, she touched the still-matted fur near his ear where Estin had partially-healed a long, ragged wound. Phaesys had washed it, but the wound was still a little raw and might reopen if struck. “Mother has given me an unofficial blessing, or at least as close to one as she’ll ever give.”


    Pulling Oria close, Phaesys tucked his muzzle near her ear, tickling her fur there with each breath. She put her arm around him, clinging tightly, right up until she felt him flinch away.


    Mentally tracing where her arm had lain, Oria realized that she had been pressing against the wound on Phaesys’ chest. The very fact that he said nothing made her wonder all the more at how bad it still was.


    When Oria reached to slide open Phaesys’ shirt, he caught her wrist and stopped her.


    “Approval or not, this is inappropriate,” he told her firmly. “I am betrothed and you are too young for the moment. I already do more than I should.”


    Giving him a short growl, Oria slapped his hand away and slid atop Phaesys, sitting squarely on his stomach. He was so shocked that she managed to pull aside part of his shirt before he could react. Modesty, she noted, was going to be an easy way to redirect him if he got out of control.


    Where the shirt had covered, Oria found a thick gauze patch, stuck to the oozing wound. The fur was mostly scraped away near that spot and when she checked the edge of the gauze, Oria saw a quarter-inch notch in Phaesys’ flesh where the wound had not fully closed. It was still bleeding, though not terribly.


    “You should have that tended to,” she told him, again slapping his hand away when he tried to stop her. “I’ll talk to my father in the morning.”


    Looking away from her, Phaesys answered grimly, “I really do not wish to burden your family more than I already have. My father caused your parents so much pain…”


    Grabbing Phaesys’ chin and forcing him to look at her, Oria replied, “Your father’s choices cost you your mate—betrothed, whatever—and brought us together, Phaesys. I think it’s cost you as much as it has brought about good.”


    Smiling somewhat embarrassedly, Phaesys patted down the gauze patch on his chest. He lay back, staring up at the rapidly darkening sky above with one arm around her and his other hand lying across the gauze, presumably to discourage Oria from touching it again.


    “Does it hurt much?” Oria asked him absently, lying down at his side again.


    “Yes, but I think I get hurt more around you than I ever did as a soldier.”


    Oria laughed a little at that, setting her hand on his.


    Looking down again, Phaesys picked up Oria’s hand, studying her fingers as he did.


    “When we met,” he observed, sliding his fingers between hers, “you told me I was a slave because I had no claws.”


    Examining both of their hands, Oria felt a bit of embarrassment.


    “You’ve been growing yours,” Oria noted, smiling. “Now mine are all broken off.”


    “Does that make you a slave, Oria?”


    “Depends on who’s buying and why.”


    Whiskers twitching nervously, Phaesys lay back down again and let both of their hands rest on his chest.


    “Phaesys?” she asked him after a minute.


    “Yes?”


    “Where I come from, the female chooses the male she wants to keep around at any given time. She picks both regular mates and life-mates.”


    Phaesys swallowed hard and began looking around at the nearest sleeping soldiers, as though seeking someone he could call to for help. Had she not been holding him, Oria wondered if he would have tried to escape already.


    “If you were free of your obligations to Corraith and your father,” she went on, undeterred, “would you leave these lands with me if I asked you to? I’m not asking you to be…I just…would you follow me, even as a friend?”


    Though he was quiet for a long time, Oria gave Phaesys as long as he needed. He opened his mouth to talk at least three times before actually speaking, making Oria nervous each time he did. She felt as though if he did it even one more time, she would be forced to shake him until he told her what he was thinking, or at least prod at his chest wound until he talked.


    Finally, making a point of not looking directly at her, Phaesys answered, “If I could know that my betrothed is gone, then yes. Not knowing makes this very difficult, Oria. By our customs, the moment I find her, any commitments I make to you are gone. I would need to see her remains, or tell her that our families’ bargain is at an end. Otherwise, I could not.”


    “Have I mentioned your customs are stupid?”


    Phaesys laughed at her, pulling her close beside him.


    “By your own people’s rules, I have at least two months to figure it out or break off the betrothing, Oria,” he told her, brushing at her whiskers. “Until then, I would not speak of it again. I do swear that we will speak more of leaving the deserts when this is over. Agreed?”


    “Agreed…for now.”


    


    *


    


    As Oria opened her eyes, feeling the sun already shining down on her back, she realized immediately that Phaesys was gone. The blankets had been laid over her, but he had somehow managed to slip out from under her without waking her.


    Lifting herself up onto her elbows to look around with bleary eyes, Oria then noticed that she had become a curiosity among the soldiers. Standing in front of her were three young wildling males—two desert foxes like Phaesys and one lizard wildling. These were not people she had met before, but given the size of the group of soldiers, that was no surprise. All were a little close for Oria’s liking and all were probably no more than a year older than she was, if that.


    “Care to come to my bedroll tonight?” asked one of the male foxes, drawing laughter from the other two wildlings. “Share the love?”


    Snarling, Oria hopped to her feet and marched up to the male, expecting him to back down. Instead, two elves joined the wildlings, partially circling her, with their hands on their weapons.


    Oria tilted her ears, tracking those who moved out of her peripheral vision, making sure not to look away from the male she had approached. These might not be the people she had grown up with, but males were the same everywhere. The ones behind her would not act until she appeared to be hurting their friend, then they would assist in grabbing her.


    Trying very hard not to take her eyes away from the face of the male she stood in front of, Oria took a quick check of the edges of her vision for weapons, drawn or otherwise.


    Being soldiers, every one of the males carried a sword at their hip, though none were currently drawn. She had to believe she was quicker than most of these soldiers, but five was more than Oria felt remotely comfortable with. Still, it was too late to back down. Her pride mandated that she stand her ground.


    “I think I’ll stay where I feel more welcome,” Oria told the male in front of her, flashing her teeth briefly. Rather than discouraging him or the others, the male laughed at her.


    “Little girl thinks she’s an animal,” said the male, drawing more laughter from the others. “If I throw a ball, will you chase it, girl?”


    The callous dismissal of her predatory behavior instantly disarmed Oria and she realized that she was not in a good position. She was smaller than any of the males—even the wildlings—and surrounded. Intimidation was a large part of living in the wilds, but without that benefit, they certainly had the upper-hand.


    She tried not to let her thoughts show, but Oria knew she was in a lot of trouble. One or two were no threat, but five were more than enough to bring her down without effort and possibly without weapons.


    “Might be better if all of you left me alone,” Oria tried, attempting to be casual. “I’m heir to one of the Altisian packs and while I’m here, I’m with Phaesys Herrouln. You should show some respect for your leaders.”


    Nearly choking with laughter, the fox closest to her reached out and caught Oria by the top of her shirt. She thought about attacking, but forced herself to wait, knowing that any chance of diffusing the situation would depend on staying calm.


    “You claim the traitor’s son as reason we should leave you alone?” the wildling male asked, pulling Oria close. She could smell ale and spices on his breath, making her even more uneasy, if that were possible. “My brother died trying to save the traitor. My mother died during our escape. One of my cousins was executed in Corraith, just because of how we look.


    “Give me a reason not to throw you to the men for sport, if only to punish the Herroulns. A few dozen soldiers using you might make us even.”


    While the male held her shirt, Oria carefully slipped one of her hands alongside his leather armor, touching the hilt of his sword without him realizing she had done so. If he tried to do anything more, she would take his weapon and fight as hard as she could. Even armed, she knew the odds were strongly against her, if only because these were trained warriors and she was not.


    “He is not his father,” Oria growled back at the male, still keeping up the act of being self-assured. Behind her, she could just barely make out the sound of the others getting closer.


    Shifting his grip from her shirt to her throat, the male said, “Maybe not, but he’s the son of a traitor. Thousands of people are dead because of his father’s treachery. Tell me why I shouldn’t punish him…or his pet whore.”


    Oria closed her eyes in an effort to calm herself. Every time she had been called that, she wanted to murder everyone involved, but it would not do to rush herself here. A single mistake could cost her at least her life.


    “Even if you blame him, why are you threatening me?” she demanded, slapping the male’s fingers off of her throat. If he had proper claws, she would have been less confident doing that, but she saw little harm with his human-like fingertips.


    “I’m not threatening…much,” he answered with a nod to one of the others.


    The males closed in on her abruptly and Oria only had a second to react before hands grabbed at her shoulders and arms. The male directly in front of her brought his arm back and punched Oria along the side of her muzzle, stunning her.


    Yanking the lead male’s weapon free as she fell away, Oria brought it in an upward arc to her right, slashing wildly across the armor of the next closest to her, then kicked backwards, knocking another onto his back when her foot slammed into his stomach.


    The fight, if it could be called that, ended seconds later as the males tackled Oria, overpowering her and taking the sword from her hand. They pinned her down with little effort. Then, as she struggled to free herself, the one who had spoken to her knelt at her side, planting his knee on her neck and nearly choking her.


    “My boys found out where the nearest kobold tribe lives,” the male told her, putting more pressure on her throat, preventing her from answering as she tried to gasp for air. “This should be fun for us. Not for you.”


    Oria’s mind raced, trying to think both of a way to escape and for some idea of what the male meant by kobolds. She had heard of the creatures back near Altis, but only as a warning from others to avoid them. Nothing about what they were or why they were a threat came to mind as she tried to free her arms.


    “They’ll gut you, little girl,” the male went on, tracing a line across Oria’s stomach with his finger. “Hang your intestines from a pole to mark their land. Awful shame to give you to them, but it’s what Corraith has always done with traitors and their families. Maybe you can talk us into keeping you here, but it’ll be a lot of work…”


    Growling even without enough air to speak, Oria thrashed, trying desperately to break free. She came close several times, but the males on her legs and arms would not budge. Twice, she managed to get solid kicks against someone, but she could not be sure whether they had even noticed, as the grip on her legs never wavered.


    Without warning, the male by Oria’s face crashed across her, rolling over top of his companions as he was tackled by someone else. The impact freed one of her arms and gave Oria a second to react as the other males tried get back in control of her limbs.


    Twisting hard, Oria punched the male on her other arm in the throat, making him gag and lose his hold on her. With her whole upper-body free, Oria threw her weight away from the remaining two males, getting enough leverage to pull a leg free. Two hard kicks and she scrambled to her feet.


    Rolling away from the males that were still trying to catch Oria or were rushing towards their leader, Oria came up on one knee, driving her fist into the crotch of the closest male wildling. Tail tucked tight to his body, he dropped like a rock at her feet.


    Nearby, Oria realized that Phaesys had one of the elves on the ground and was punching the man over and over, trying to make him stay down, while the other three—two wildlings and one elf—were kicking and punching at Phaesys and trying to drag him off of their companion.


    Oria leapt immediately to Phaesys’ defense, tackling the male that begun the attack on her. She nearly rolled him onto his stomach when she slammed into him, but he managed to right himself, grabbing at her face to try and pry her off.


    Locking her legs around the male to keep him from rolling her, Oria batted aside his hands, punching him as hard as she could across the jaw and nose. He kept fighting back. Driving his elbow into her stomach, before he managed to kick his legs up and sweep Oria off of him.


    Tucking to keep from being kicked, Oria spun away from the wildling and attempted to get back up. Before she could, he jumped onto her, hooking one arm around her neck.


    “Let’s see what Phaesys thinks of this,” he hissed in her ear, as Oria heard a knife sliding free of its sheath.


    Panicking, Oria fought as hard as she could, managing to get a hold on the arm wrapped around her. Oria pulled hard, flipping the male onto his back.


    The male was still not ready to give up, reaching up and digging his fingers into Oria’s shoulder fur, yanking her down as he brought up his knife in his other hand.


    Oria acted as quickly as she could, pushing aside the knife—the keen edge slicing through the skin of her lower arm—and did exactly as her mother had taught her in close-fighting situations.


    Leaning into the male, Oria slipped past his attempt to stop her, clamping her fangs down on his throat. While holding him down, she bit as hard as she could, until blood filled her mouth and he stopped moving beneath her.


    Oria got back up in a hurry, blood still pouring from her mouth and the cut on her arm, trying to see if Phaesys was still struggling. Half-standing over the wildling she had just killed, Oria found herself nearly face-to-face with Phaesys, who stared back at her in horror. Behind him, the remaining soldiers lay groaning on the sand and stone.


    “What have you done?” he asked her, his eyes glued to her mouth.


    “I had to!” Oria pleaded, though speaking only made the matter worse as coppery blood dripped past her teeth. “He was going to kill me.”


    Shaking his head, Phaesys turned and hurried away, leaving Oria standing in the middle of the soldiers’ camp, alone with the unconscious and dead.


    


    *


    


    For the next few hours, Oria hung around her parents while they discussed plans for an attack against the small force Arturis had left at his disposal, while the kits played around and sometimes atop them.


    Oria mostly ignored the conversation, watching the soldiers’ camp for any sign of Phaesys, but he had not reappeared since running off. The rest of the soldiers she saw gave her dark looks, or avoided looking directly at her, letting her know that word had already spread.


    As she had every time she directly thought of Phaesys, Oria rubbed at her muzzle, making sure there was no blood left there. She had washed it thoroughly, but the fear remained. Worse yet, the taste refused to go away, making her constantly worry that there was blood still visible.


    Oria had believed, based on Phaesys’ initial reaction, that she was going to be punished for what she had done. She had gone straight to her mother and confessed to killing the soldier and her mother had then taken her to Norum.


    The older human had listened through Oria’s nervous explanation of what had happened, but had said little before thanking her for her honesty and walking away. Since then, she had not heard anything about what might come of it all, but she had expected it at any moment.


    Neither Feanne nor Estin had been willing to comment on what the elves or their commander might do.


    Curled up miserably, waiting for something awful to happen, Oria was startled when her mother touched her arm.


    “Oria, he’s here. What would you have me do?”


    Feanne was motioning towards Norum, who had returned while Oria was focused elsewhere.


    Giving her mother’s hand a squeeze, Oria told her, “I’ll face my mistakes on my own, mother. Let me do this alone.”


    Feanne rested the side of her muzzle against Oria’s cheek briefly and left the two alone, taking Estin with her as she went. No one but Oria and Norum were within sight.


    “You’re here to punish me,” Oria said to the man, knowing it was the truth after one glance at the human’s face.


    “Aye, child,” he answered. “You need to understand the full extent of what you did.”


    “I killed someone who was trying to kill me. Where I come from, there is no guilt in that.”


    Norum drew his sword from his belt and squatted down to lower himself to Oria’s level.


    “You did not just kill a man. You tore his throat out…with your teeth. I don’t care where you come from, that’s brutal. Besides, you did more than that. You killed the last member of his family.”


    Lowering her head, Oria nodded.


    Continuing, Norum added, “Don’t get me wrong. I lose at least one soldier a day when we aren’t fighting anything, usually to drunken brawls. For all the stupid ways I’ve had my men die, this is new.”


    “What will be done with me?”


    “Well, that depends,” he told her, turning the sword on end. With a grunt, he drove the point into the ground in front of Oria. “Corraithian laws are clear, but with the way things have gone lately, I don’t feel right enforcing them.”


    Oria stared at the gleaming blade, asking, “What does the law say will happen? Don’t spare me just because you feel like things have changed.”


    “Nothing good. I’m supposed to behead you for murder,” Norum admitted, tapping the sword’s hilt for emphasis. “You owe a blood-debt to his family. All they—or someone close to them—has to do is ask and we have to kill you on the spot. Since they’re all dead, it’s my duty to execute you.”


    Closing her eyes, Oria thought of the way Phaesys had looked at her when she had killed the other wildling. She trembled at the idea that he was so horrified by who she was, then did the only thing she could think of. She leaned forward, offering the back of her neck to Norum as she had seen her mother do when she was to be killed.


    “You’re just gonna let me execute you?” he asked incredulously.


    “Yes,” Oria answered, keeping her eyes tightly closed. “I did the right thing, but it all went wrong. If you are supposed to kill me for that, do so. It cost me as much as it did him.”


    The sound of the sword being pulled from the hard-packed ground made Oria flinch, but she held her position.


    “What were you fighting for, instead of running? I have to know.”


    Smiling despite herself, Oria answered, “I was fighting to let them know I wasn’t ashamed of who I was, or of Phaesys, or of wishing I could claim him as mine. They wanted me to fear them and back down when they spoke ill of him. I won’t apologize for refusing to let them intimidate me, just because of who I love.”


    “Very well. This is beyond my control, child. I hope it was worth it.”


    A foot stepped to Oria’s left, then the keen edge of the sword was placed against the back of her neck.


    “Give me a reason not to do this,” Norum asked her, the sword’s weight making her neck ache, even as it dug into her spine.


    “No. I will always kill to protect myself and those I love,” she insisted, eyes still clamped shut. “Do what you have to. I will not be something I’m not. I’d do it again, but wish for a better ending.”


    The sword lifted from Oria’s neck and she braced herself, waiting for it to strike her. Seconds ticked by, until she began to wonder if Norum had left, though she could still smell him close by. It was then that she noticed another scent.


    Turning her head slightly, Oria peeked to her left, finding bare furred feet. The specific color of the pale yellowish fur and the scent that came with it left no doubt who was holding the sword.


    “This is better,” she said, lowering her head again. “Take my life, if that is how it has to be. I’m not afraid, Phaesys.”


    The sword clattered to the ground in front of Oria.


    “We need new laws,” Phaesys told her, grabbing her by the scruff of the neck, forcing her to stand. “I had to change to deal with where you come from. Times past, I would not have even imagined grabbing a woman the way I now hold you.”


    Though the grip on her neck was uncomfortable, Oria forced herself to look Phaesys in the eyes and wait. She was terrified that anything less would drive him away again.


    “I will adapt how I can,” he went on. “I will do whatever it takes, Oria, but I will not stand by and watch you brutally kill another like an animal.”


    Smiling weakly, Oria answered, “You know who I am now. Where does that leave us?”


    Releasing her as he snarled, Phaesys paced in a tight circle, rubbing at his face. Norum sat nearby, watching them.


    “I should demand that you change. I should fight to protect you. You should not have to fight for yourself, let alone like this.”


    “Not going to happen, Phaesys.”


    Letting out a near-roar of frustration, Phaesys growled and lunged at Oria, bringing his bared fangs right up to her whiskers. Deep down, Oria wanted to point out that he was on the verge of behaving exactly how he wanted her not to.


    Laughing, Oria licked his nose, then planted her hand on Phaesys’ chest and shoved him back a step.


    “I am my mother’s child,” Oria explained, then lifted the sword with one foot, taking it by the blade in both hands.


    Putting the point of the weapon to her chest, Oria offered the hilt to Phaesys.


    “Either accept me for what and who I am, or punish me as your laws require,” she told Phaesys, but he took a step away as the sword was offered.


    Slapping the sword from Oria’s grip, sending it clattering near Norum’s feet, Phaesys stormed away. He walked quickly around one of the stone outcroppings, heading back towards the soldiers’ camp.


    “That was…different,” mused Norum, picking up his weapon from the ground. “I can’t say I’ve seen anything quite like it.”


    Oria looked over at the human, still dazed from what she had just done. She had very nearly forgotten the man was even there.


    “Was I wrong in what I did?” she asked.


    “Killing the idiot that attacked you…no,” answered Norum, sheathing his sword. Checking around the edge of the stones, he then added, “Among my people, you would have just gotten yourself a marriage proposal…maybe ten….just for being so bold. It isn’t proper, but it would have really caught the attention of the warriors.”


    “And his people?”


    Norum shook his head.


    “Phaesys and his family are rigid folk. I’m surprised things got this far. Times past, I would say he’d be running for the far deserts by now, hoping to find a timid woman to share his life with. Bold was the last thing I’d expect him to look for.”


    “Times past? What about now?”


    Grinning back at her, Norum answered, “He doesn’t know what to think. If he hadn’t grown fond of you, he’d be long gone. He hates ignoring laws, so the fact that he’d done it more than once for you is something. Take that for what it is.”


    The man walked away, heading the opposite direction of Phaesys, leaving Oria to wonder what to do next. Rather than go after Phaesys, she opted for the next best thing.


    Oria joined her parents, helping plan a nearly hopeless war.


    


    *


    


    “At sundown, we’ll be at the gates,” Estin was telling the assembled representatives from the soldiers, mostly directing his explanation at Norum, who had the greatest say in any decisions. The majority of the people appeared to be having trouble concentrating on what Estin was saying, what with the three kits crawling all over him. “I’ve already sent word to Sirella that we’re coming. She will bring who she can to meet us.”


    “Before we get into planning…I have a request from the men,” Norum cut in. He gave Phaesys a glance, but then focused on Estin and Feanne as he spoke. “There’s some concern that the two of you intend to take control of the city for yourselves…after the show you put on back at Desphon’s place, I can’t say it’s unwarranted.”


    Feanne shook her head and said more softly than Oria was used to, “We want to see this land secure, but we have no desire for control. Please assure your men that whatever happens, when this is done, it will be between your people and the citizens for how things will proceed. We claim no title in these lands.”


    Estin squirmed uncomfortably at that, but said nothing.


    “Thank you,” Norum told her, sitting back. “That means a lot.”


    “What do we do after Sirella joins up with us?” asked Phaesys, sitting near Norum. From the moment he had arrived, he had pointedly ignored Oria, making her uneasy through the meeting. “Even with her people, we are barely outnumbering Arturis’ troops, never mind his own capabilities.”


    “If we are lucky, the remaining soldiers in Corraith will change sides when they see that we have at least some force at our backs,” Feanne answered. “They may take some convincing, but they do not know of Desphon’s betrayal yet. We can use you, Phaesys, to our advantage in swaying them. Coming at sundown will also help hide our numbers.”


    “That still doesn’t give us the city,” Norum added, sketching a rough circle in the packed sand in the middle of the group. He wiped away a small section.


    “That’s the wall,” he explained, then tapped the missing section. “And that’s where the mists did their damage. Do we walk in the front gates, or try to sneak a hundred people into the hole in the wall? Either one is dangerous if the city doesn’t welcome us.”


    Phaesys then noted, “Assuming Arturis didn’t just turn around when he found the refugees had gone. He might be back in the city by now. His troops do not need to rest.”


    “I would prefer the front gates,” said Estin, tapping a spot on the crude drawing. “It tells them we aren’t trying to avoid attention. Using the hole will make us look like invaders.”


    “Agreed,” Norum told Estin. “But I would recommend not waiting almost eight hours to march. Every minute you give Arturis weakens our position and makes it more likely he will find this Sirella and her people. I would not wait.”


    “That is where Oria comes in,” Feanne noted, smiling at Oria. “Please explain your plan.”


    Swallowing hard as everyone turned to look at her, Oria dropped her eyes to her hands in her lap.


    “I…I want to take a small group in ahead of our main force,” she explained, seeing Phaesys tense. Angry or not, he was still concerned about her. “I’ve already talked to some of the elves that aren’t allowed to fight alongside the rest of the soldiers…”


    “The Silk Touch,” groaned Norum. “I should have known. Those fools are only allowed to walk free because we don’t have any way of caging them while we move through the desert. They’re wanted thieves, most of whom have killed indiscriminately. They were to be executed next week, but I don’t feel right losing any people before a big fight. This is a very bad idea.”


    Feeling her courage returning, Oria remained firm in replying, “They want the city back as much as we do. I don’t care what their reasons are. A group of practiced thieves is exactly what we need to get people inside.


    “When we go in, we’ll head straight for Sirella to get an idea of the situation within the city. If there are problems, we’ll signal to all of you to stay away. In that case, we’ll sneak back out, probably with Sirella’s people.”


    “No!” barked Phaesys, clenching his hands.


    “I didn’t ask your permission,” Oria warned him. “This is my choice and that of the people I’m bringing with me.”


    “It could work,” Norum told Phaesys, patting his leg reassuringly. “You know the Silk Touch has never gotten caught. They only came to the tunnels because we had the supplies for desert travel. If they’re willing to work with Oria, they believe she’s able to keep up with them.”


    Phaesys was not budging, still insisting, “I won’t allow this.”


    “Good thing you have no say in it,” Oria said, standing. “Red fire signal means to stay away. Green means the city is safe.”


    Picking up her bundled cloak, Oria turned and headed towards where she was to meet with the elves, leaving the others to argue out any remaining details.


    Oria was livid. After what they had been through and the talks between herself and Phaesys, she had hoped he had moved beyond his upbringing in believing he could control a female. The idea that he thought he could order her to stay out of danger—or do anything else for that matter—made her want to go all the more, to prove to him that he was being the fool.


    Making her way past the refugees who filled much of the inner section of the encampment, Oria then hurried through the outer ring of soldiers. At her approach, about half of the men looked up at her, watching her with a mix of curiosity and anger.


    Staying in that area of the camp for an extended period of time would not be wise, she assured herself, avoiding as many of the soldiers as she could.


    Finally, Oria made her way to just outside the main encampment, where a smaller gathering waited for her. Five elven men and women sat around a stone ring where they had kept a fire the night before. As Oria came close, all five stopped what they were doing, but did not look up.


    “Thought you might have changed your mind, fox,” one of the women said. Oria just barely saw her slide a dagger back into its sheath. “What did they think of the plan?”


    “We’re doing it,” she told them, sitting down near the edge of the group.


    Oria scanned the five elves, noting that each carried at least three daggers or knives that she could see, as well as at least one more obvious weapon like a sword or bow. Being around such heavily-armed strangers made Oria wish she still had her claws, though her knife and her brother’s would have to suffice.


    “When do we go?” asked one of the men, tossing a stack of throwing knives over to Oria. Her discomfort apparently had not gone unnoticed.


    “We go as soon as we can. It’ll be a few hours before the others get moving, so we’ll have time to scout things. How soon can all of you be ready?”


    All five elves stood up in unison, staring at Oria expectantly.


    Looking around the tiny camp area, Oria realized that despite the small tents still standing, every single item had been cleaned up and repacked. Anything nonessential was inside the tents, while each elf carried a backpack filled with what they would carry with them. Every one of them wore white linen pants and shirts, as well as a white scarf—normally the attire of those spending far more time in the desert than they intended to that afternoon.


    “Okay then,” she said uncomfortably, slipping the extra knives into the belt around her waist. “You know the place better than I do. Lead the way.”


    Without hesitation, the group turned and headed into the desert at a full run, or at least what was a full run for Oria’s shorter legs. Panting within minutes, Oria wished for the first time in her life that she was human or elven, with their much longer legs and stride.


    They made good time, even after Oria was forced to slow her pace, bringing the whole group down to her speed. She had expected at least two hours to reach Corraith, but in a little more than one, they had slowed to a walk, approaching the city gates.


    “How do we get in?” asked Oria, pulling up her hood as they got within sight of the city walls. She double-checked to be sure that her traveling cloak covered her tail as well.


    “We sneak past them,” explained Lyra, the youngest of the elven women in the group and the only one that Oria had been able to hold a conversation with. “If they catch us, we kill them quickly and leave before more can arrive.”


    “How does that help us retake the city if we’re killing guards?” Oria demanded, keeping her voice low, as sound had a tendency to carry near the walls.


    Lyra smiled coyly back at Oria, answering, “Then don’t get caught, fox. I prefer to keep my blades clean for now.”


    Oria made an active effort as they got closer to the walls to keep her ears flat back, hoping they would not show through the top of her hood. In the daylight, it would be easy enough for the guards to see her muzzle, but she had no desire to give them additional chances to recognize that she might be on Arturis’ list for execution.


    “Walk slow now,” Lyra advised as they neared the open gates, where soldiers casually watched those entering and leaving. “When I say, we will walk faster.”


    Peeking out of the corners of her hood, Oria saw that one of the other elves she was with picked up a small sharp-looking rock from the ground. As they neared the guards, he flicked the rock at the rump of a horse pulling a nearby wagon.


    Startled, the horse whinnied and kicked, drawing the attention of all of the guards.


    “Now,” whispered Lyra.


    Though they did not run, the group sped up significantly, darting past the soldiers as they watched the wagon. In seconds, the group was inside the city.


    “You get to lead now, fox,” Lyra told Oria, as two of the others flanked her. “Lead and we will ensure you make it to where you’re going.”


    Oria walked as quickly as she dared, coming around the large central plaza, single-mindedly making her way to Sirella’s hideout. Halfway across the plaza, Lyra caught Oria by the arm, startling her.


    “Fox…look but do not react.”


    Without direction, Oria checked one way, then the other. That was when she saw what Lyra was referring to.


    In the middle of the plaza, a new wooden frame had been constructed. Tied to a pole that rose above the rest of the frame was Desphon, or what was left of him. Wide gashes across his chest and stomach, as well as the nearly flattened look of his muzzle left no doubt that he was dead. Blood spatter across the wooden frame and even the ground up to ten feet away told Oria that his death had been anything but easy.


    Surrounding the platform were nearly a hundred Corraithians, mostly staring in shock, either at the corpse, or the guards that protected it from being taken down.


    In a tight ring around the wooden frame were ghouls. The slavering creatures sniffed at anything that came near them, but remained with their ward instead of attacking the citizens. Though most of the ghouls were older, no longer recognizable beyond having been human or elven, several were fresh enough that Oria recognized them from her time down in the tunnels training soldiers with Phaesys. They were among the ones who had not fled with Norum.


    “Keep walking,” prodded Lyra, giving Oria a push to hurry her along. “They’ll smell you if we stay. By the hells, they might smell all of us already. Who knows what they’ll be looking for, but I’m betting your boyfriend won’t be as welcome here as we’d hoped now.”


    They moved as fast as they could without drawing more attention, skirting the majority of the plaza. Once they were past the open space and into the less-occupied sections of the city, Oria led the group at a near-run, trying to get to Sirella before anything else might find them.


    Coming around the end of a large pillar that had fallen long ago, Oria slid to a stop and backpedalled when she saw another group of ghouls. This time, they stood guard at the very house she was trying to reach. The loose perimeter of ghouls around that solitary structure left little doubt that it was what they were protecting.


    “We lost the house,” Oria told the elves with her. “We’ll need to signal to Norum’s troops when they get closer.”


    “Things going sideways dealing with government troops, that’s new,” mumbled one of the male elves sarcastically, shaking his head. “What now? Do we leave or stay? I believe we can take out the ghouls, but only if this is all of them.”


    “We need to stay,” Oria told them, glancing around the edge of the pillar again. “Fighting may not be the best use of our time, though.”


    Now that Oria got a better look at what was happening at the house, she began to panic. Just having a group of eight ghouls guarding the hideout was bad enough, but she now saw that there were bodies being dragged in by zombies, something Oria had not expected to see in these lands. All of the bodies were well-dressed and some she saw were dressed more like the wizards that had trained her brother. Some actually were wizards she had met back at the tunnels.


    “He’s found it,” whispered Oria, thumping her head against the stone. “He’s got the healing circle. Arturis is making more like himself. That’s the only reason he would bring wizards there.”


    “Excuse me?” Lyra asked incredulously. “He took over the city pretty much by himself. What are we still doing here if there’s going to be more? We should be halfway to Old Fosrin by now.”


    Oria looked around at the buildings closest to the house, searching for anything that could be collapsed onto it. There were a few candidates, but she had no means to do anything like that, even if she had the idea.


    “We’ve got to destroy that place,” she warned Lyra and the others. “Even if we’re running afterwards, that’s a priority. The circle has to fall. I will not leave that monster in control of the only healing circle in these lands.”


    Though they scowled, the elves began drawing weapons and fitting strings to bows. They might be unsavory people, but Oria had to respect their dedication once a plan was in motion.


    “Have you ever worked with explosives?” asked Lyra, pulling a bundle out of her backpack.


    “Not really. I can set some clever traps, but I’ve never used anything like that.”


    Setting the bundle on the ground, Lyra unwrapped a sealed wooden box. At one end was a wick that stuck out only slightly.


    “Light it and run?” asked Oria, tapping the wick.


    “Nope, it’s a decoy,” Lyra replied, grinning happily. “The wick doesn’t do anything. Light it if you think someone will try to disarm it. Otherwise, ignore that.”


    Flipping the box over, Lyra pointed out a small round section of the box that was slightly raised from the rest.


    “There’s a large spring in here,” Lyra went on. “The stuff that explodes…I don’t even know what it is. Bought it from someone not exactly willing to share his secrets. It works and works well.”


    Turning the round section with her palm, Lyra smiled as the box clicked loudly.


    “It’s primed now,” she explained. “If you turn that panel halfway around, it’ll explode about a minute later, killing everything in a few feet around it. You don’t want to still be there when that happens. If you’re going to die anyway, throw the whole box down on the floor and it’ll go off. Try not to drop it by accident.”


    Lyra shoved the box into Oria’s hands, then unslung a bow from her own back. She did a quick check of her sword, knives, and then counted the arrows in a small quiver at her side.


    “We can clear the way in, but then you’re on your own. If you get back out, we’ll escort you somewhere safe,” the woman told Oria.


    The five elves then took off, climbing the nearby walls and the fallen pillar to find strategic positions to fire from. In seconds, Oria could not pick out where any of them were anymore.


    “Not the plan I was hoping for,” Oria told herself, nervously slinging the box under one arm.


    After taking a slow, deep breath, Oria tried to steady herself. She had no idea what she was going to do, but also knew she could not exactly back out at this point.


    Suddenly, there was the twang of a bowstring and a distant thump of an arrow striking flesh. Snarls and hisses echoed off the stones as the ghouls started running towards a nearby alley, even as more arrows pelted them from rooftops.


    Oria just ran, not really thinking as she went. The ghouls that had guarded the front entrance of the house were all gone, though she could still see them nearby, crawling up the side of buildings after their prey. That left the house’s open gates the most direct route, despite the half dozen zombies slowly dragging fresh bodies into the house’s front yard.


    Gagging at the smell as she darted around the zombies—who appeared totally unaware of her presence—Oria raced into the home’s courtyard.


    Estin had warned her during their last visit about Sirella’s traps in the yard, but Oria saw that they had all been set off already. Broken zombies lay in several places, some burned as if by acid.


    Going straight to the main room of the house, Oria saw bodies piled into neat stacks like kindling. The door to the basement was open and she heard noises from below. Arturis’ people were already downstairs.


    Oria sniffed at the room, trying to get past the initial smell of decay and death. She could faintly make out Sirella’s people, though as none of their bodies were in the piles that Oria could see, they might well have escaped.


    Easing herself into the stairwell, Oria carefully took each step, bringing her padded feet down as softly as she could manage. It was painstakingly slow and her calf muscles began to cramp, but she would not hurry herself for fear of being overheard.


    As she neared the bottom step, she began to see more clearly by a light in the lower room that there were blood trails leading from the steps. Judging by scent, the bodies were being dragged down there. That removed any doubt she had that Arturis had found the circle itself. He would have no other reason to be down there.


    Oria leaned slowly around the edge of the wall, peeking into the study where the secret entrance to the caves had been. Though nothing had changed in that room, the hidden panel on the east wall was open and Oria watched a zombie disappear into its hallway, carrying a woman’s body.


    Vaguely, Oria wondered how Arturis had found the hidden room without rummaging around, but it was not the time to really worry about that.


    Sliding around the lip of the wall, Oria moved up to the beginning of the cave. From farther down the hallway, she could hear movement and soft-spoken words of magic. The voice and scent were unmistakably Arturis.


    Heart beating wildly, Oria put her hand on the box Lyra had given her. She planted her palm on the small round panel and twisted, feeling the spring engage and begin vibrating slightly.


    “Who’s there?” called out Arturis, making Oria freeze. “Undead, come here immediately.”


    Knowing she had mere seconds before Arturis knew it was not one of his walking corpses, Oria shoved the box into the doorframe, then began running for the stairs.


    Oria ran as hard as she could down the paneled hallway, grabbing the beam that supported the basement walls, and swung around the corner without having to slow down. As she navigated the sharp turn and made it onto the first steps, she ran fully into three zombies stumbling down the stairs, one dragging a corpse with it.


    There was a brief moment when even the walking corpses seemed surprised at Oria. Then it was gone and broken jaws opened in groaning desire, all three creatures reaching for her, their previous orders forgotten. Their snarls were louder than Oria remembered, amplified by the narrow confines.


    Somewhere behind Oria, she could hear boots running in the stone hallway. Time was running out and not just with the trap.


    Using the narrow staircase to her advantage, Oria kicked the knee of the first zombie, causing it to buckle. The creature was too slow and stupid to catch itself and it fell in a heap at her feet, still trying to grab at her.


    Oria rushed up the stairs, drawing her knives and slashing wildly at the hands and occasionally mouths of the two zombies in her path, pushing past them as best she could. When she did manage to get past, one grabbed onto her cloak, nearly yanking her off her feet as she choked.


    Using her knife, Oria hacked off the clasp of the cloak, causing the zombie to overbalance and fall backwards down the steps into its companions.


    Oria looked back down as she ran, just in time to see Arturis come around the corner and trip over the zombies. With an angry cry, the Turessian slammed into the steps face first, having to push aside his reaching zombies to attempt to regain his feet.


    The three creatures clawed at him as much as the air, slowing Arturis and giving Oria a few precious seconds to reach the top of the staircase.


    Practically throwing herself through the doorway, Oria could hear Arturis pounding up the stairs behind her. As she entered the room, one of the elves she had traveled there with was waiting alongside the door.


    The instant Oria was through the frame, the elf reached over and touched the air where the door would be if it were closed. The air shimmered briefly, then solidified just as Arturis slammed into it.


    “You think I cannot bring this down?” the Turessian bellowed, leaning to one side to see the elf. “Both of you will—”


    An explosion below shook the whole house and filled the staircase with smoke and debris, flinging Arturis against the stairwell wall. Then, the smoke darkened enough that Oria could no longer see the other side of the barrier.


    “We need to go before he gets back up,” the elf told Oria, grabbing her arm and hurrying her outside.


    As they went, Oria was stunned to find all of the ghouls lying in twisted poses on the ground outside the house, with arrows protruding from them. Most appeared to have been slashed at by small weapons and in the courtyard, a half dozen zombies had been destroyed in similar fashion.


    “Second building on the left,” the man told her, then turned and went a different direction. “See you soon.”


    Oria went where she was told, though she felt dazed. Her heart had been pounding so long that she was not sure she would be able to stay on her feet much longer, but the need to escape overrode that dizziness.


    She ran to the building indicated, finding another abandoned structure that was heavily damaged from the original coming of the mists to Corraith a year earlier. Slipping through the doorway, Oria found that the inside was in little better shape, with bits of the ceiling crumbling even at her light steps. Whatever had once been in the place was long gone, though.


    “End of the hall, take a left,” came Lyra’s voice from somewhere ahead.


    Oria looked around at the floor, trying to spot any indication that someone had come through before her, but the dust and debris appeared untouched. That, she told herself, was a trick she dearly wanted to learn.


    She followed the voice, navigating around several sections of the building that she was not sure would survive her passing. Finally, she came into a smaller room at the bottom of a crumbling staircase, where a group of elves waited for her.


    Sitting as though they belonged in the room, the five elves that Oria had come with were now accompanied by Sirella, who was grinning broadly. The woman was seated directly across from Lyra and looked as though she had been in the middle of talking when Oria had arrived.


    “You know each other?” Oria asked in surprise, looking from Sirella to Lyra. “Or is this just a ‘we survived’ celebration?”


    Sirella and Lyra laughed until they descended into giggles. It was then that Oria realized the similar hue to their hair and build.


    “Sisters,” Oria sighed, sitting down. “I’m not sure it’s a good thing to reunite you two, but it’s good to have an extra set of hands.”


    “I thought my little sis was long dead,” Sirella told her. “The rest of these guys worked for me on and off over the last few years. They were the last people I expected to find while watching the hideout. Mostly, I’ve tried to keep the place hidden from these types of people.”


    “These types?” Lyra demanded, laughing again. “You taught me everything I know.”


    “Exactly! You’re crowding my style.”


    A distant rumble and crack made Oria leap to her feet.


    “We need to get out of here,” she told the group. “Arturis will be looking.”


    “Yes,” Sirella told her, standing as well. “He will be. However, he’ll be looking at the gates, the hole in the wall, and every passage out of this town. The one place he won’t look is right in the middle of the city, which is where we are.”


    Still trembling with the need to run, Oria surveyed the room, looking for any other way out if they were found. Aside from the door she came through, only the staircase held any promise.


    “Let me show you something, Oria.”


    Taking Oria by the hand, Sirella led her up the broken and in places lopsided stairs, circling around the building several times. At last, they came out onto a roof far above many of the nearby buildings, giving Oria her first good look at the area. Despite the lack of mountains or trees, she realized that the place was actually quite beautiful in its own desolate sort of way.


    “Can you see it to the north?” asked Sirella, leaning on the stone edge of the wall. “Over there.”


    Searching the horizon, Oria finally saw what the woman was indicating. About an hour’s walk north of the city was a long wall of mists, glowing faintly in the afternoon light. If she had never seen mists before, Oria would have thought it was a trick of the heat and light.


    “They started moving this way in lurches, starting about four hours ago,” Sirella continued. “I doubt a horse at full stride could outrun it.”


    “It doesn’t appear to be moving now.”


    Sirella pointed to a spot just a little west of where they had been looking.


    “See that hill? Watch it carefully.”


    While Oria watched, the hill vanished into the mists. A second or two later, another hill vanished, followed by a set of stones that stuck out of the sand. The mists were definitely still moving.


    “How long until they get here?” she asked the elven woman.


    “If they keep this speed, probably middle of the night or near dawn. If they speed back up again, maybe three hours. Four at most.”


    “Why aren’t you scared?”


    Sirella smiled and shrugged.


    “My city’s broken, kid. A little mist won’t make it worse. If we’re lucky, it’ll even scare off the crazy dead guy. Besides, the mists change directions a lot. It’ll probably miss us completely.”


    They watched the mists drifting towards them for a long time, until finally Sirella looked over at Oria and asked, “If we survive all this and get the city back, you need a job?”


    “I’m not a thief.”


    “No, but you work like one. Not everyone I hire is a thief.”


    Oria finally looked away from the mists and up at Sirella.


    “When we finish here, we’ll be leaving these lands,” she told the woman. “My family is going home. Dad has the maps and mom can find a way to get us through any terrain. I don’t care if it takes the rest of my life, I’ll see the mountains again. Then, I’ll finally feel like I can mourn my brother properly.”


    Smiling, Sirella turned back to the horizon.


    “For a bunch of fuzzy savages from a crazy place where you get snow, you sure do think big. I liked that about your father and I like that about you. Job offer is always open if you change your mind.”


    Through what was left of the day, the group passed the time in idle chatter, much of it focused around insane feats of thievery or skill that they had accomplished. Oria did not join in, preferring to sit on the steps, listening to the others and keeping an eye on the sky outside so that she did not lose track of the time.


    When the sky finally began to dim, Oria gathered up the remains of a shattered chair and went back to the top of the building. Looking to the east, she searched for a little while until she saw the approaching mass of people that would be her parents and the army.


    Digging through her pouches, Oria soon found the small bits of wood that her mother had given her. They had been soaked in something—Oria had no clue or interest in what—that she had been told would make them burn bright red.


    The red flames were to be the warning for the army not to approach. A second set of sticks were in another pouch that would burn green, indicating that everything was wide open for the army to approach without fear and that Arturis was nowhere to be found. Lack of a fire was to let her parents know that she had either failed or that she had been unable to reach a safe location to set the fire, so they should only approach with caution.


    Oria picked a spot in the middle of the roof, where the flames would not be easily visible from within the city. Piling up the broken pieces of furniture, she tossed the sticks onto the kindling. Taking out a flint and some steel, she was able to easily get the fire burning, the eerie red glow making everything around her look bizarre.


    Going to the eastern edge of the roof, Oria sat down and waited. Once the fire was burned out and the army turned around, she would go back to her family. Maybe by then Phaesys would have calmed down and they could talk about what had happened like adults.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Infiltration”


    


    I had come to another of those moments in my life where I could no longer let myself believe that life would just continue idly on, unchanged. For all the stupid things I’d done, I had never attempted to invade a city.


    But, here I was, facing a city that was not my own, surrounded by soldiers who would die to free it. This was their home and I was a foreigner, but they would follow Feanne and myself to their deaths if they believed it would get them back the city, even for a day. They would not do it for us, but for their own families. Regardless of what they thought of us, we had power at our disposal and that was more valuable than gold.


    The city was never my concern, I’ll be honest. From the moment we decided to attack, I knew what my goals were and where they did—or did not—intersect with those of the citizens.


    I wanted to secure a place where we could rest, where ghouls and zombies would not have a chance of suddenly appearing at our door. I wanted my daughter to be able to be with the male she loved and have the time to think about what she wanted to do.


    The city was a symbol of all that. Admittedly, we could go elsewhere, but if we took all the meager supplies of the refugees, we still might not make it to the next city without a wagon. We needed this place, or at least we needed to get it secured against Arturis.


    No more would we let that creature feed on the city like his personal trough with fresh materials for his army. We would convince the residents to stand up and fight, or we would die trying.


    As I write this, I can see the city in the distance, waiting for our arrival. When I enter that city, I pray that Oria is waiting for us. If anything happened to her, I will never forgive myself.


    Oria needs this city. She needs to have a home that will be something more to her than a transition between hovels in the desert.


    All of the kits need that consistency, but the other kits are still young enough that they can deal with anything as long as their parents are with them. Oria is very much an adult, no matter what I tell her. She wants a pack, but what she needs now is a home.


    At my own words and thoughts, I cannot help but realize how I have changed over the years. Once, my concerns were solely for myself and Feanne and how to keep us together and safe.


    These days, Oria and the kits are my consuming thought. These are our future and I need to protect them at all costs, if only to prevent them from knowing the pain that Atall did before and during his death.


    That was my failure. No one else can take that blame. Atall’s death rests solely on my shoulders, for having failed to understand the gifts Asrahn and Lihuan gave me. I will not let that happen to the rest of my children. Even if I have to lock them all in a box and put them on a wagon to another land, I cannot let it happen again.


    I know now that while I am willing to die for Feanne if there is no other choice. I am actually proud to say that I am happy to die for my children. With Feanne, I’ll look for a way out for both of us…for the children, I would not hesitate.


    


    Sitting by Feanne, with Rinam and Alyana in his lap chewing on some fresh meats that he had managed to scrounge up in the camp, Estin waited for the scouts to let them know if they were going to march or not. The afternoon’s hike had been long and hard on the younger members of the group, but the hardest work was coming still.


    Estin glanced over at Feanne, who was playing with Theldis, giggling with the kit as they batted at each other. Their fun was good to see, though he knew if they marched into the city, it might be the last bit of joy for some time.


    “Estin!” called Phaesys, running into the encampment.


    Bowing in his usual greeting, Phaesys stood between Estin and Feanne when he announced, “Oria’s signal just burned out. Green. The city is safe.”


    Estin looked towards the city itself, starting to light up for the evening. For all the lights there, no colored ones were still visible. Still, he knew he was much farther out and at a bad angle. That was why he chose to have Phaesys sneak closer to the city to better see the small fire when it was lit. Given that Estin had never seen it, he was glad he had sent Phaesys after all.


    “Gather up, then,” Estin told him, hoisting the kits as he stood. “We march within the hour. If all goes well, we can have the city ready before Arturis comes back.”


    Phaesys ran off again, heading towards the large gathering of soldiers, who were eagerly waiting for news of what would happen next.


    “What are you thinking?” Feanne asked, smiling at Estin, though her eyes glimmered with a predatory readiness. She was concealing her concern from the kits. They might not listen to the conversation, but they would pick up on fear or worry immediately.


    “Every time we’ve faced him, things have gotten worse,” Estin said, trying to keep his tone neutral. “I’m tired of worrying about my children and every place we live. I don’t want this anymore.”


    Feanne got up, putting Theldis on her back as she moved over beside Estin. She came up close to him, nuzzling the kits in his arms first, then likewise for him.


    “One more time,” she assured him. “The others have looked over the maps in the book. They are good. By tomorrow, they will not need our help anymore and we can leave. I would say we leave now if Oria were here, but I know she would like time…”


    Feanne let the sentence drop off, but looked at Estin significantly.


    “Time to work things out with Phaesys, trust me, I know.”


    “He will be unable to think about her until the city is ours again, so she will be unwilling to leave until then,” Feanne explained. “If nothing goes wrong, that will be soon.”


    “When has anything ever gone well, Feanne?”


    Grinning, Feanne touched the scars on Estin’s arm.


    “Every bit of pain we suffer strengthens those who survive. You and I are testimony to that. Never forget it.”


    “That may be, but is it so wrong to wish for things to be easier for the kits?”


    Feanne shrugged and looked towards the city on the horizon.


    “My parents’ parents wished for freedom from slavery and open land they could live in. My parents had freedom and land, but wished for food and water to last them through the winter,” she told him, smiling as though she were looking at something far different than the desert city.


    “Now, we wish the undead would go back to their graves. There is always something bad, Estin. Our children will never escape that entirely. All we can change is what they look back on.”


    Between where Estin’s family stood and the open desert, the tiny army had already gathered and was apparently ready to march, as Phaesys stood on the near side, looking up the hill towards Estin.


    “Then let’s go show our children that the undead won’t always win.”


    They gathered their things quickly and escorted the kits to an elderly elven woman that had offered to watch them. Feanne was very sure to warn the woman that Lorne was not to come near the kits, even going so far as to suggest others who might be preferable in the camp.


    After a brief discussion earlier in the night, it had been decided that Lorne would no longer be allowed to watch the kits and Estin had not even thought to disagree. Initially, Feanne had been debated not whether to find someone else to watch the kits, but who. In the end, she had reluctantly agreed to allow the elven woman to do the job, though Estin could tell it was difficult for Feanne.


    The discussion had come up quickly after Estin had seen the way Feanne warned the Lorne away with just a glance, making Lorne steer clear of the whole family. The possessive foolishness of Lorne, coupled with Feanne’s desire to maintain her role as leader of the family unit was just not compatible in any way. Even an elf was safer than Lorne, Feanne had said, given the current situation.


    On some level, Estin felt bad for the female, desperately believing that she meant well. Still, he was thankful for Feanne’s more firm approach. Things had gotten too uncomfortable the moment Lorne had begun using the kits in her manipulations.


    After a light supper, the soldiers gathered around Feanne, Estin, Norum, and Phaesys, waiting for the call to march.


    In the evening light, details of the soldiers’ faces were hard to pick out, but Estin could clearly hear nervous fidgeting all around him. For most of these people, they were already closer than they had been to their home city in a year. The wait before marching into it must have been maddening…or terrifying.


    “Sun’s low,” called out Norum, his voice projecting to the whole group. “I want everyone to keep moving. No firm lines. We’re disguising our numbers here, so formation should change every minute. We’ve trained for this, so let’s do it!”


    With a lurch, the large group set off, small groups of the soldiers abruptly switching places every few hundred yards. The complexity of the shifting sections of the formation maintained without losing forward motion and without a word being spoken amazed Estin.


    Mostly, Estin was used to wildling tactics, which were far less organized. A predator generally went straight for their target, hoping to destroy it as fast and as thoroughly as it could. The prey breeds would fight only if cornered. Some of the breeds might use deception, but it was always on an individual level…rarely did he see group-wide tricks as elaborate as this.


    The last time he had faced down a Turessian, it had been with more than a hundred people of every race, but led by the wildlings. Their plan had been little more than to find a wall to back up against and fight until there was no one left standing. It had worked out poorly, but it was the only style of fighting he had ever known.


    Estin looked to Feanne, finding that she was also watching the soldiers move with fascination. The way she studied them, he had no doubt that she was thinking of what she could do with a force trained as they were.


    “Think our fight would have been different if we had let Linn train our warriors?” he asked Feanne, referring to the human soldier that had been recruited into their camp and had wound up practically leading the defense.


    “No,” she answered. “We were still surprised and they had ten corpses for every one living person we fielded. Training would have bought us time and little more. The end would have been the same. Still, it would have been nice to see this kind of unity among our kin.”


    Despite Feanne’s opinion, Estin continued to watch the soldiers, wondering if it would have changed things even a little. He wondered which of his friends might be alive now, if they had just had a few more trained soldiers. Ulra, Finth, Yoska…what he would not do to have them at his side this day, if only to bolster his confidence.


    “Stop looking so worried,” Feanne ordered him, taking his arm in hers, as though they were walking alone somewhere pleasant. “Oria did her scouting. If she says it is safe, then this will be easy enough. There is no reason to worry until Arturis returns. Given that he has not come back yet, that will likely not be yet tonight.”


    The group marched on, slowly making its way up to the city walls, then spread out. The soldiers extinguished any torches once they were within arrow range of the walls, making them even harder to count in the dark.


    “Who goes?” called out a man high on the wall. “Identify yourselves or we will fire.”


    Stepping to the front of the group, Norum yelled back, “Your commanding officer. If you can’t recognize me, we’re going to have words, Jonna.”


    Despite the low light, Estin clearly saw the grin of the soldier on the wall.


    “Open the gates!” the guard yelled, the command quickly repeated by several others.


    With a groan, the iron gates creaked open, with just a handful of lightly-armed soldiers standing on the inside.


    “Welcome back,” said one of the men, walking straight to Norum. They clasped arms, easing Estin’s concerns. Looking at the group behind Norum, the elven soldier added, “Is this all you brought? How many?”


    Norum looked back at Estin and Feanne, then back to the younger soldier.


    “I brought the best I could find,” he explained, dismissing the question about numbers. “Depending on who you have that’s still loyal, we should be able to hold any of the fortified buildings with ease.”


    The soldier’s face paled, making Estin reach for his weapons. Something was not right.


    “Sir, we have almost three hundred loyal men, but there’s at least fifty undead in the city right now that we know of. You don’t have long before they report to their master. If this is all we have, then you need to get to cover quickly, or…”


    From somewhere out in the desert, a horn blew loudly, the noise carrying clearly even from a distance. It rang out a second and third time before the area went silent.


    Estin, being most of the way towards the rear of the soldiers, turned and looked across the desert. He could see a single shape out there, running hard around the south side of the city. Whoever it was out there was much too far to make out clearly.


    “What was that?” Norum asked, trying to see past his whole gathering of soldiers back out past the gates to the desert. “Not one of ours.”


    “No,” the gate guard answered, drawing his weapon. “That’s the sound of one of Arturis’ spies. Those he’s bought off with promises of power often have horns like that. They’ve seen you.”


    A sudden ruckus up on the walls was followed by the body of a guard falling just inches from Estin. The man’s face and arms were clawed badly and his throat was ripped out.


    Looking up, Estin had just seconds to shove at the people around him to get them to move as the gate came crashing back down. Three men were just a little too slow and screamed only briefly as the heavy portcullis crushed them, even as it locked the majority of the force inside the city.


    A dozen of the soldiers had gotten caught outside. Those men drew their weapons and Estin heard them begin fighting for their lives against whatever was out there. Pinned against the portcullis, they were as good as dead.


    At the top of the wall, three ghouls hissed and jeered as they ran away from the controls for the portcullis.


    “Get your men to the old palace to hide,” the lead soldier told Norum. “I only have ten men here. We won’t last long. I’ll gather what I can and come to your aid.”


    The mob of soldiers took off at a run, with Phaesys and Norum leading the way. In the middle of the group, Estin and Feanne struggled to keep from being trampled, while those on the outer edges called out sightings of undead nearby and helped steer the crowd towards its destination.


    As they ran, the group gained more soldiers who must have recognized their fellows, or gotten word from the man at the gate. Soon, the group had swelled to well over a hundred, even before they reached their destination—a massive stone structure far from the walls of the city.


    The old palace was impressive, that much Estin could give it. It was also a fortress. Squat and bearing few windows, the building appeared suited to withstanding siege weaponry as easily as any castle back in the mountains. There was only one visible entrance, with massive wooden doors that currently stood open, overlooking the road out towards the city’s springs.


    “Everyone inside!” shouted Norum, waving the group on as he fell back to the rear. “Phaesys, get people into defensible locations. I’ll take five and secure the doors.”


    The group split quickly, with Norum and those closest to him stopping at the entryway. As Estin looked back at them, he could see them frantically working to shove the heavy doors closed, even as a handful of ghouls ran up the torch-lit street towards them.


    In the distance, Estin could easily make out a hundred zombies walking in their direction, with ghouls running on ahead.


    Once inside, the palace was incredibly dark, even to Estin. He could make out a grand entry hall, with stairs at the far end. All along the sides of the room were solid-looking doors. Beyond that, any detail was lost.


    “Main force, hold this hallway!” Phaesys ordered, still walking down the hall towards the far stairs. “Estin and Feanne, come with me.”


    Within seconds, the soldiers had torches lit and were dragging furniture into the main room to set up barricades. The group appeared ready for anything, but Estin wondered if it would be enough. A few ghouls would be no problem, but Arturis would tear through them without effort, unless a few soldiers had tricks like Feanne’s.


    Or his, he reminded himself, wondering if he would have time to figure out how to use the powers Asrahn and Lihuan had helped him acquire. He still had no idea where to begin, so he was not going to count on it.


    Hurrying up the steps, Phaesys waved Estin and Feanne past him, as he watched behind them nervously.


    Estin nearly forgot the danger of what was coming as he entered the new room. It was a throne room, built not entirely unlike the one back in Altis. Polished stone floors, arches, and even archer-posts high above were remarkably similar. The major difference Estin could see was the huge window that stood behind the throne, catching the light of the rising moon to light the whole place, as well as a series of matching thrones that appeared far newer than the central one. If he had to guess, the council was not the original ruling body in this place. Estin stopped at the middle of the room to look around, while Feanne walked the edges, exploring.


    Turning back to the entryway where Phaesys still stood, Estin began to study the younger male, realizing something was not right. He could not put a finger on it, but he could feel a difference in his behavior.


    There was a strange tension…and Phaesys would not look back at him. The more Estin watched Phaesys, the more sure he was that he had a problem.


    “Phaesys?” Estin asked, just as the desert fox swung the doors closed with a boom. “Why are we away from the others?”


    Dropping a long wooden bar across the doors, Phaesys turned to Estin and lowered his head sadly.


    “I am sorry,” Phaesys said, drawing his sword, though he kept it at his side. “Believe me, I had no choice.”


    A snarl from Feanne made Estin look her direction. She was backing slowly away from a dark-robed figure that was walking up a flight of stairs Estin had not noticed before.


    “Welcome back,” Arturis told them, walking past Feanne towards the throne. He flopped into it, draping his robe over the edges of the stone seat. “I do love how predictable you all are, even if I had hoped I was through trying to kill you.”


    “Phaesys, open that door,” Estin growled, drawing his own swords.


    Shaking his head, Phaesys tightened his grip on his weapon, but did not raise it.


    “Arturis,” Phaesys said, though he did not budge from his position at the door, “we had a deal. Bring her to me.”


    “Oh yes, thank you for reminding me,” the Turessian said, waving towards the stairs. “Let me just call all my little friends.”


    “What is this about?” Estin demanded, taking another step towards Phaesys. “Tell me now and we might be able to fix things.”


    “By my honor, there are some obligations I cannot dismiss,” the younger male said sadly, wincing with each step Estin took. “He has my betrothed. He promised to bring her to me if I turned you both over. Once she is here, we can try to make this right.”


    “You haven’t left our sight in days,” Estin said, raising his sword, only to have it slapped aside by Phaesys’ weapon. Faster than Estin thought he could react, Phaesys had returned his own weapon to his side. “When did you talk to him?”


    “When we first arrived in the city, before going to Arturis’ cave. I am so sorry, Estin.”


    “The horn?”


    “That wasn’t me. I don’t know who that was, but he has more people under his thumb than we thought. That man finds a way to use what we all find most precious.”


    “Why would you think he won’t kill you?”


    “I don’t,” Phaesys admitted uneasily. “I had to take the chance, though. I did not do this for myself. Please believe me.”


    Estin kept his weapons up and ready, while Phaesys let his drift near the floor, the two of them moving in a slow circle around one another. After the fight in Desphon’s tunnels, Estin had little doubt that Phaesys could handle himself and would be difficult in a fight, but he hoped that guilt—or a few magical tricks—might allow him to get the better of the youth.


    Coming around to face the throne again, Estin saw that Feanne was in the middle of the room, facing the throne and a single wildling that had come up from the staircase. Though the female was slighter than Oria, Feanne was growling viciously at her, backing steadily away.


    The small female was a large-eared fox in Corraithian clothing, complete with a veil that mostly covered her face. Estin did not even have to guess who she might be.


    “You would give up everything, including Oria, for a female you don’t know or love?” asked Estin. The female in question waited at Arturis’ right hand, watching Phaesys, while Feanne stood defensively between Arturis and the others. “Is that what your father…a traitor, I might add…taught you to be? I know you’re a better male than that.”


    “I should be, but I’m not,” Phaesys answered, his back now fully to the throne. “Duty first, life second. That is what I am. Like your family, I cannot change who I am. I have to do this, and there is no amount of apologies I can make that will ever sooth the pain of doing this to you. Once I make this right, I can at least try to begin making it up to everyone.”


    Estin lowered his weapons, drawing a shocked stare from Phaesys.


    “Go to her, then. If that’s what you want, go to her, so Feanne and I can get on with dying trying to kill Arturis. I just hope that Oria is the one to put a knife in your back for doing this to people who cared about you.”


    Phaesys tapped against the ground as his shoulders fell. He half-turned, looking up towards the shadowy throne and the two people there. When he took a step in that direction, Feanne snarled at him over her shoulder.


    “Feanne,” Estin called out, “let him through. There’s no sense in stopping him now.”


    Still looking ready to strike any moment, Feanne inched out of the way, letting Phaesys walk past her, though she growled angrily at him when they were close to one another. Once he was by, Feanne hurried to Estin’s side.


    “I can move the bar easily, but he will reach us before we can open the door,” she warned softly.


    “We need to find another way out,” Estin whispered back. “There’s no way we can face him, even if we still had Phaesys on our side.”


    Phaesys was more than halfway across the room, his eyes not leaving the female wildling that stood between himself and Arturis.


    “Have you been hurt?” he asked the girl, but she just stood silently.


    A thump from one of the side doors drew the attention of everyone in the room. A second impact knocked the door free of its casing, the wood crumbling.


    Dust settling around them, six elves—one Estin recognized as Sirella—and Oria walked into the room, dropping a heavy battering ram to draw their weapons. Five arrows flew even before the archers were visible, slamming into Arturis’ chest in a tight cluster.


    “We need to run!” Phaesys called out, rushing to the young female, offering his hand. “Hurry!”


    The female wildling took a step forward onto the top step, then let out an airy scream that made Phaesys drop his weapon to cover his ears. Eyes flaring briefly red, the female ripped away her veil, revealing a scarred and twisted face. Where her short muzzle should have been, the entire jaw structure had been enlarged and made monstrous. Deadly-sharp and huge fangs filled her mouth as she roared at Phaesys.


    Before Phaesys could bring his hands down from his ears, the female—some kind of undead, but not one Estin had ever seen before—rushed towards him. She leapt as far as Estin likely could, tackling her former betrothed, knocking him to the floor. Pinning him down, she began slashing at him with her claws, all the while attempting to bite at his face.


    “Now!” Estin told Feanne, stepping between her and the others, hoping Arturis would have too many distractions to stop them.


    Feanne whispered a quick spell, then grabbed the wooden bar, lifting it like it were a stick. Just as it was about to come out of the brackets that allowed it to hold the door shut, Arturis appeared at their sides, somehow bypassing Estin, as if he had simply vanished from one place and appeared at the other.


    “Enough of that,” he told Feanne, slamming the beam back into place.


    With a casual shove, Arturis threw Feanne halfway across the room, where she hit the floor and slid until she hit the steps up to the throne.


    Estin reacted as fast as he could, driving his sword into Arturis’ chest and into the wooden door behind him, hoping to pin him briefly. His other weapon he slashed across the man, opening his throat briefly, though that wound closed before Estin’s weapon had stopped moving.


    Laughing, Arturis smacked his palm down on the sword in his chest, snapping it cleanly off. He then stepped towards Estin, sliding himself off of the broken weapon.


    “Come, my pet!” Arturis called towards the back of the room, then turned and walked away from Estin.


    Estin ran straight to Feanne, happy for the inattentiveness of Arturis. He mostly ignored Phaesys’ struggle with the small wildling and just barely noticed Oria and her elven allies advancing on Arturis, after checking the other entrances and securing most of the room. His sole focus was Feanne, who was moving, but also groaning in pain.


    “Are you…?”


    “I am fine,” she snapped, rolling onto her knees, then standing. Stretching her arm, she added, “Just surprised and dazed me. I can still fight.”


    Stepping behind the throne, Arturis motioned for something on the staircase to come forward, then turned back to those in the room, saying, “The best part about seeing your brethren’s thoughts is knowing what will most easily break a foe that keeps coming back. I had to go all the way back to Altis for this one, but I thought you’d enjoy it. Let me know if I chose your present correctly.”


    From the staircase emerged a towering figure, standing nearly two full feet taller than Arturis. Though her fur was burned in spots, the massive brown bear wildling was still recognizable to Estin and Feanne’s gasp told him she realized who it was, too.


    “Ulra,” Estin said in amazement, as the bear lumbered onto the platform just above them.


    The last time Estin had seen Ulra, she had stayed behind to hold off the Turessian forces to give time for others to escape. Her mate had died in the battle and she had chosen not to go on. He had even heard her dying screams. Her sacrifice had saved a goodly portion of the pack and had been the story Estin had often told Oria and Atall as an example of a true and devoted friend.


    The once-protector now roared angrily at Feanne and Estin, her milky-white eyes staring through them. Deep wounds on her massive chest gaped but did not bleed as she began down the steps.


    “Can you help her?” Feanne asked, backing away. “I would rather not destroy the body of the one who guarded us for most of my life.”


    Shifting his vision to search for a spirit, Estin found none clinging to the decaying body. If Ulra could have been saved, that was long ago. Now, it was nothing more than another walking corpse. Nothing in his arsenal of magic would make any difference to the spirit they had once known.


    Estin raised his remaining sword, but the wildling zombie continued to advance.


    “She’s long gone, Feanne. Go clear the door with Oria. I can handle one undead while you open the door.”


    “Hurry and we may be able to leave before he sends anything worse after us,” Feanne said, turning towards the door and skirting widely around Ulra.


    Behind the bear, Estin could see Arturis walk down the stairs, disappearing into whatever was below. The man appeared to be simply walking away from the battle…escaping, Estin noted grimly.


    “Ulra, if there’s any of you in there…” began Estin. He doubted there was, but he knew so little about these undead, and he had to try.


    With another roar, Ulra backhanded Estin despite his attempt to block the swing with his sword, hurling him into a nearby pillar.


    Groaning and gasping for breath, Estin fell to the floor when he tried to stand. His sword was gone. As the room spun, he could see Ulra marching towards him, her huge feet pounding the floor with every step.


    In a mad scramble for something, he called on his magic, summoning the first spell he could think of to buy time while he recovered. As he did, long, ghostly glowing chains rose from the floor, wrapping the wildling corpse’s leg.


    Estin knew that would not hold Ulra long, so he concentrated instead on trying to mend his own wounds so that he could better fight. His headache and throbbing spine fading quickly, he looked up to find Ulra charging again, having ripped free of his magic.


    Tumbling out of her way, Estin just narrowly escaped as Ulra slammed into the pillar, cracking the stones. Dust and broken stone flew in all directions as she righted herself and began searching for Estin again.


    Estin came up onto his feet, facing Phaesys, who was still struggling with the snarling creature atop him. Now, Oria was with him, driving her knife into the creature’s back repeatedly, for all the good it seemed to be doing.


    With no time to tell Oria about Phaesys’ betrayal, Estin had to leap right back into the fray with Ulra to keep her from overrunning Oria.


    Ducking a wild sweep of Ulra’s trunk-like arm, Estin touched her stomach, summoning more of his magic. The whispers of the spirits in his mind were growing louder with every spell, but he ignored them, funneling as much energy as he could into the zombie bear in that brief touch.


    Roaring again, Ulra kicked Estin away, her stomach burning and smoking from his magic. Undaunted by the injuries, she dropped to all fours and charged him.


    From off to Estin’s left, Feanne leapt to Ulra’s back, hooking her arms around the thick neck of the bear. Almost casually, she shredded Ulra’s throat with her claws, then tumbled away safely as Ulra crashed to the floor, flailing to reach what had attacked her.


    “You can handle one undead?” Feanne asked with a malicious smirk, still squatting from her landing on the far side of Ulra. “Should I leave this to you, or do I need to step in and save you again?”


    Scowling back at her, Estin got up from the floor, his ribs aching horribly. Closing his eyes and raising a hand, he brought the spirits’ voices forward again, pulling strength from them. Opening his eyes in time to see Ulra nearly atop him, he let his hand drop, bringing a column of white light down on the bear and his own strength waned considerably.


    Ulra stopped in her tracks as the light washed over her, her entire body steaming as though water was evaporating off of her fur. With a soft sigh, the bear collapsed, the energy that animated her broken.


    “Why would you not start with that?” teased Feanne, then seemed to notice Oria.


    While Oria was wrestling with the other wildling female, her knife buried in the creature’s back, soldiers flooded into the throne room, spreading out to secure all the entrances.


    Curled on the floor, Phaesys was shielding himself from his former betrothed’s attacks. His arms and neck were bleeding, but he appeared to have no fight left in him, lying there, just taking the beating.


    Growling angrily, Oria grabbed the creature’s neck, then rolled backwards, flipping her off of Phaesys. Oria turned as she landed, driving the knife hilt-deep into the creature’s forehead.


    Grunting, the undead wildling twitched and went still, her arms flopping limply to her sides.


    “Why are you all here?” Oria demanded before anyone else could talk. “I gave the signal. You should have stayed away!”


    Estin walked over to Phaesys, who was still trembling on the ground. Grabbing the young wilding by the scruff of his neck, Estin hoisted him to his feet and turned Phaesys to face Oria. Phaesys made no effort to resist, instead staring blankly at the bleeding wounds on his arms.


    Meanwhile, soldiers secured the entrances to the room and closed the large doors again to keep anything new from getting inside. Several of them took up positions at the staircase behind the throne.


    “Tell her what you did.”


    Phaesys tried to turn and walk away, but Estin held him firmly.


    “Tell her, or I will. You keep talking about honor, so now’s the time to show some of that.”


    “What’s going on, Phaesys?” Oria asked, looking to her mother and Estin as she waited. Slowly, she got to her feet. “Tell me what, Phaesys?”


    “I sold out the soldiers and lied about your signal fire,” Phaesys answered softly, glancing over to where Norum was helping tend to the wounds of his men. The old human’s shoulders tensed, but he kept working. “Arturis said I could have my betrothed back and he would spare you, Oria. I just had to lead them into a trap. If your parents came, I was supposed to trap them as well.”


    “This is why you didn’t want me to come,” hissed Oria, grabbing Phaesys by the shirt and backing him up until he hit a pillar. “You weren’t trying to save the girl you loved, you were trying to keep me from finding out about what you’d done.”


    Phaesys stayed silent and would not look at Oria.


    While Estin stood ready to grab Phaesys if he attempted to run, Feanne came over.


    “Let us leave her to this. She will be the one to decide his fate,” Feanne said, pointing towards the elves who had arrived with Oria. “Your friend Sirella has some interesting information that we need to discuss quickly.”


    Estin gave Oria and Phaesys another glance, but the two were not even talking. Oria continued to hold Phaesys against the pillar, staring at him expectantly, while he looked anywhere but at her. Deciding they probably were not going anywhere anytime soon, Estin reluctantly followed Feanne.


    Sitting atop the low wall that hid the staircase from easy notice, Sirella smiled at Estin as he approached. Gesturing to the other elves, she sent them away, though they stayed within clear line-of-sight.


    “You’re being awful slow about this,” Sirella told Feanne and Estin. “We will need to hurry or the Turessian will escape again. I already talked with Norum and he will send ten men with us.”


    “He has beaten us repeatedly,” Feanne objected. “My son is dead because of his strength. Why would we throw our lives away foolishly? You told me you had some kind of plan, but this sounds to be a waste of our time.”


    Pulling out a sheet of paper from inside the chain armor she wore, Sirella told them, “Not throwing them away foolishly…I hope.”


    Estin stared at the paper as it was unfolded and realized that one edge was torn.


    “I took this from the book you stole from Arturis,” she explained, giving Estin an apologetic shrug. “Found something interesting. He wasn’t just killing important people randomly when he first arrived. He had a reason.


    “In Corraith, the merchants ruled. Among the merchants, enchanters like Desphon were the most important and thus the highest-ranking. We all thought he was killing off nobility to secure control of the city, but he was actually killing off the enchanters.”


    “Why?” Feanne asked impatiently.


    “According to this, he’s afraid they’ll find a way to kill him,” Sirella explained, tapping the paper. “I didn’t want to bring it up right away, because I needed to find an enchanter to ask about it.”


    Sirella looked pointedly at one of the elven men standing nearby, who smiled impishly back.


    “My sister’s quiet friend there is an enchanter. He’s got some ideas what he can try and has the tools with him to do it, but we need to slow down Arturis enough for him to get the chance.”


    “Do you really think we can kill him?” inquired Feanne.


    “Yes, I do. We just need to hold him down while our man works his magic. Should be easy, if you two can keep him from getting away.”


    Without waiting for Estin’s answer—likely because she knew him well enough by now—Feanne practically dove down the stairs. Sirella hopped in behind Estin, with the crowd of Oria’s elves and a group of soldiers following behind.


    While the room above had been unlit, aside from the moonlight, the stairs had regularly-placed torches, making the descent very swift and easy. The stairs were long, turning several times as they went farther down beneath the palace.


    Just after the third turn, Arturis’ voice echoed up at them, saying, “Did you know that the Corraithians filled our old tunnels with more bodies? So many to pick from. I hope you like my selections.”


    Feanne slowed and looked back at Estin.


    “Expect a lot of undead,” she told the group, making sure she was loud enough for those behind Estin to hear. “He will try to slow us down. Estin and I intend to push though. Do not stop for any reason. If he escapes, anyone who caused us to fall behind will answer to me.”


    Once the others had given some indication they were listening, Feanne went on, a little slower this time, especially near the corners. After two more turns, she raised her hand to slow the group before she crept down a few more stairs. Then, as the floor leveled out, she disappeared from sight.


    “Come!” Feanne whispered back and the group advanced again.


    The underground passage they now stood in was wider than the staircase, allowing Estin and Feanne to walk side-by-side. Along both sides of the stone tunnel were crypts like Estin had seen in nearly every underground location since arriving in Corraith. Unlike most, these were intricately marked with symbols that had not been allowed to fade, though many had been altered or had family names added above them. These symbols matched the ones he had seen in the cave with On’esquin, the orcish Turessian.


    Once again, Estin wondered just what Corraith had been before the Turessians had left, centuries earlier.


    “Our nobility is buried down here,” explained an elven woman that Estin had seen come in with Oria. She seemed to be responding to his attention on the symbols and alcoves. “Twenty generations, at least. The tunnels were here long before that.”


    “So we’re dealing with twenty generations of possible undead down here,” he reminded the woman, whose eyes widened as she reasoned that out. “When was the last time you were down here? I need to know how long he could have been working at raising the corpses.”


    The woman smirked evilly, reminding Estin a little too much of Sirella.


    “Legally? Never. For fun and the occasional trinket left in a coffin, about three days ago. So he hasn’t had time to do too much.”


    “I’m guessing you didn’t come in through the throne room?”


    “Nope. Lots of little tunnels connect to here. They run all under the town.”


    “Could you guess at which ones Arturis will probably use to escape?”


    “That I could. There’s only one way he’ll go. Could even show it to you.”


    Hurrying, the woman caught up to Feanne and began gesturing directions. Feanne nodded her understanding and sped back up, forcing the whole group to increase their pace to keep up with her.


    Not more than a minute later, Feanne slid to a stop on the dusty floor, backing away as groans began from somewhere ahead. The wailing sounds echoed, making it difficult to tell how far away they might be or how many there were.


    Estin could not identify numbers even by scent, as the corpses were too dry. He knew there were bodies nearby, but that was not much help in a crypt.


    Inching forward, Feanne peeked around the next corner, then pulled back immediately. She bared her teeth briefly in angry frustration.


    “Nine,” she whispered, using her fingers to show the soldiers farther back how many she saw. “Standing in a tight pack in the middle of the hall. We cannot avoid them. We will go through, but it will slow us down.”


    The elven woman Estin had spoken with beckoned to Sirella, who pushed her way to the front of the group.


    “My sister will draw their attention,” Sirella explained, while the other girl fitted an arrow to her bowstring. “Undead are stupid. If he told them to guard the hall, they will have no choice but to come running at the first thing they see. Once they attack us, they won’t give a spit about a dozen people walking by them.


    “Be ready for a fight, but get past them if you can. We’ll catch up. Try to keep the old guy alive until we get there, as I want to see him burn. I’ll hang onto Lyra and her men, but everyone else goes with you.”


    That said, Sirella drew her sword. As she did, the blade was engulfed in red-blue flames. The elves did not so much as look at the sword, but the soldiers stared at it briefly. Estin was no longer surprised by it, though he saw Feanne take a small step back as the flames blazed between her and Sirella.


    “Go!” Sirella told her sister, situating herself out of the way of the rest of the group along one wall.


    The elven woman with the bow—Lyra, Estin surmised—ran across the hall, planting herself in the far corner. There, she had a clear shot down the hallway, without fear of being bumped by the others passing her. With the groans of the dead suddenly louder at having seen her, Lyra let arrow after arrow fly down the hall, most followed by soft thuds in the distance.


    “Your turn,” Sirella told Estin and Feanne, shoving them into the hall.


    At Feanne’s side the whole way, Estin charged around the corner, finding himself facing nine zombies, all clawing at the air, stumbling towards Sirella and her sister. Nearly all of them had arrows sticking out of their chests or necks and were so focused on Sirella’s sister that they pushed past Feanne and Estin, trying to get to their targets.


    Mere seconds after passing the first walking corpse, Estin heard the crackle of fire behind him, but he pressed on. Most of the zombies walked straight ahead, but some Estin had to shoulder past or evade completely. Soon enough though he was back in the open hallway, running after Feanne, with the soldiers and Sirella’s enchanter at his back.


    The remaining group followed Feanne as she took turns seemingly at random. Estin knew she was using the directions Sirella’s sister gave her, but there was no scent or reason to believe they had gone the correct way. Minutes passed and they ran on, making Estin wonder if they really had gone the wrong way, especially as the tunnels began to look older and less maintained.


    Then Estin heard Arturis’ voice faintly somewhere ahead and knew they were on the right path, or had managed to get ahead of him somehow. Feanne must have heard him too, as she ran even faster than she had been. They burst into another large room, this one lined with alcoves and bodies.


    Standing near one of the alcoves, Arturis was touching the skeletal remains, whispering some kind of magical incant. Near him, four more skeletal undead stood at the ready, their boney grins directed towards the living newcomers. Each of the corpses held a curved, rusty sword and stood defensively, as though well aware of how to fight.


    Near Arturis, sitting in one of the alcoves was Lorne, with her legs tucked up under her skirt, holding a lantern. At the entry of Estin’s group, she looked up, then away again. She leaned back into the alcove, as though that would keep others from recognizing the long tail hanging out into the room.


    “Lorne?” asked Estin, pointing his weapon at her. “Why aren’t you with the others? Why are you here?”


    Lorne opened her mouth to answer, but Arturis spoke first.


    “She told me where your weak and useless are hiding,” the man said, stroking the smooth skull in the alcove nearest him. “Amazing how willing your people are to make a bargain. You don’t even ask for much.”


    Growling, Estin stared at Lorne, wishing she would look up, but her head hung much like Phaesys’ had. It was then that Estin saw the horn on a leather strap over Lorne’s shoulder. He had never seen her carrying a horn before and felt his fur bristle angrily.


    Feanne said nothing, but Estin could feel the anger radiating off of her as she too stared at the horn. There was no reason to doubt that the female had been the one that alerted Arturis to their entry into the city.


    Grabbing Feanne’s arm to keep her from blindly charging in, Estin asked, “And what did you ask for, Lorne?”


    Arturis smiled and patted Lorne on the leg.


    “I asked for him to spare you and your children,” she admitted, pointedly looking away from Feanne as she got up and stood behind the skeletons. “That, and to show us where our breed comes from. He claims he can take us to our ancestral homeland, via the mists. No matter what you think of what I’ve done, that has to be appealing. He knows what we are…”


    “Let me make a guess at what the price of this deal was,” Feanne noted, giving Estin a dark look. “I believe I know what you found worth endangering all of the young and elderly, including our children.”


    “No!” Lorne exclaimed, stepping forward, then back again as she got a little overly close to the skeletons. “I made sure the children would be safe. It was only the humans and elves…and you …”


    Feanne’s growl cut the female short.


    “About that…” Arturis said, waving a hand absently at Lorne.


    Magic wrapped around Lorne, snapping her limbs in different directions and tearing at her flesh. A second later, she collapsed in a bloody heap, shattering the horn under her as she landed.


    “I had no use for her anyway,” Arturis said, returning his attention to the skeleton beside him. “Besides, she forgot to ask that she be spared. I think she believed it was implied. I’ve kept my deal, thus far. Estin and his remaining children get to live. Everyone else is disposable. Of course, offers of protection are waived if he attacks me.”


    “What now?” Estin asked, easing into the room to allow more space for the soldiers to enter. “What’s the plan? Run? Kill us all? Why all this effort, just to get us down here?”


    “My people’s remains are defiled routinely by this wretched society,” Arturis said without looking up. “I wanted you all to see what Corraith did to the ancient Turessians. They threw their bodies into a hole and let them rot. Nothing could be more offensive to my people.


    “It was the defiling that brought me here initially. I wanted it to stop. Once I got down here and realized Turess might have hidden away old knowledge, revenge was only part of my reason for staying.


    “I suppose you want to avenge your rug of a son. Well, I would like to avenge my entire empire. We all have our issues, wildling. My revenge is just usually better thought-out than yours. I always come into this with a plan.”


    The skeleton lurched and sat up. After pointing it towards the others, Arturis backed towards the far end of the room, where another tunnel led off into darkness. Past this room, it appeared there were no more torches.


    Just before vanishing from sight, Arturis gestured towards Estin and the rest of the group. Faintly glowing energy rose from the ground, encircling them and sealing the doorway behind them. They were trapped in a large magical cage with the skeletons. They would have to fight the undead at the same time they struggled to tear down the magical barrier.


    “Spread out,” Feanne warned the group as the five skeletons moved to create a line across the room. “I need everyone to cover one another. Estin and I will need cover, while we try to get the walls down.”


    Estin began muttering the nonsensical words of a spell, hoping to tear apart the threads of magic that the wall was made of, before they had solidified too much. As he did, he was struck hard in the forehead, knocking him over backwards, the spell lost with his concentration.


    Touching his forehead, Estin found that he was bleeding, then noticed a bloody rock on the floor nearby. Looking up, he saw that one of the skeletons was picking up more palm-sized rocks from the floor as it waited for them to attack.


    “I really hate smart undead,” Estin grumbled, getting back up while rubbing at the swollen spot on his head. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”


    The group of soldiers advanced alongside Feanne, cautiously approaching the waiting skeletons.


    With each step, the eternal grins of the skeletons appeared to mock them all the more.


    Closing his eyes, intending to offer up a prayer to the spirits that he might find some way to get to Arturis before he could escape again, Estin instead found himself whispering, “Atall, today I’ll try. I hope I have the strength to avenge you.”


    The voices of the spirits came loud and fast to Estin, despite the fact that he hadn’t attempted to channel his magic. Among the clearer voices, he heard Lihuan and Asrahn, but anything they were saying was drowned out by Atall’s voice. The boy could have been right beside Estin, as clear as he was.


    “The gift they gave you was always tied to the spirits,” he was saying to Estin. “Your anger can motivate them to give it to you for a time, but few things are more convincing than this place. All you had to do was ask one of those who control its power. My grandparents are giving me that right. Now, I give you what you need to save our family.”


    Looking down at his hands, Estin saw that his claws glowed faintly white and a prickling sensation like standing too near a lightning strike filled his body. Around him, the faint shadows of the spirits circled him like a wall against those who would attack him. Anger and the need to destroy welled up almost instantly. He knew, deep down, that nothing would stand before him. Even the Turessian might be fair game.


    Estin felt just like he had when he had come for Feanne. Now, he told himself, he would do to Arturis what was done to his son. The man would know fear and pain again.


    Standing slowly, Estin let out a roar that dislodged sand from the roof and made even the skeletons take a step backwards. Without thought, Estin slammed into the magical walls and began tearing at them with his claws. White light surrounded his claws with every swing, shredding the magic Arturis had built.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “Confrontation”


    


    I took loyalty for granted. It was a part of who we were as a family. For my entire life, I had been surrounded by either my immediate family, or those loyal to them. Never once had I really considered a reason that someone would betray my trust.


    Phaesys was the first in my life for a great many things. He was my first love, the first time I placed faith in someone outside my family, and certainly the first person I believed loved me in return for who I was despite his misgivings about my upbringing. These things cannot be taken back or simply reconsidered. Once you give them to another, they are gone and must be remade for a new person, despite how difficult it will be.


    Some crimes of the heart are forgivable, no matter how awful they were. Others cannot.


    Offering up my parents as the blood-price of freeing another female—not just a random female, but the one originally meant to take my place in his life—was not something I could easily forgive.


    No one risks my family. I don’t care the reason. I will kill or be killed for anyone with a blood relation to me, or even the hint that they do in Estin’s case.


    My mother once told me that I hold grudges too easily and for far too long. At times, I have sat down and thought on this and come to the conclusion each time that I do not hold them too long, but instead, I do not react as harshly as I should to help me move past them.


    Feanne would never hesitate in any emotional matter. Phaesys would have been dead before he had been able to give an excuse for his actions.


    In that, I am not my mother. Whether that is good or bad…it is for you to decide, not me.


    


    Oria glared at Phaesys, refusing to release her grip on his shirt as his ears slowly drooped. He had not said a word in a while, but she knew there was only so long he could avoid looking at her. Guilt was finally starting to wear at him, but Oria’s patience was departing far faster. She had no desire to stay in the palace one minute longer than she had to and he was dragging it out.


    “Swear to me you’ll answer three questions honestly,” she finally told him, though he gave no indication he was listening. “Just three, then I will leave you alone.”


    Slowly, Phaesys turned his head so that he was watching her from the corner of his eyes.


    “I agree. No more lies. I will answer truthfully.”


    “By your honor.”


    Phaesys’ whiskers trembled, but he nodded.


    Picking her words carefully, Oria asked, “Your betrothed is dead. Has been a while, judging by her smell. Was everything…were we just you trying to find a way back to her?”


    Phaesys’ ears sagged and he closed his eyes.


    “No, but I don’t expect you to believe me,” he admitted. “My duty was to find her at any cost. I owed her that.”


    “Had she been alive, then what?”


    Oria let Phaesys collapse to the floor, putting his face in his hands.


    “My plan was to honorably end the marriage pledge. Doing so without finding her first would have been disgraceful and I could have never forgiven myself. Being with anyone else would have been a crime of conscience.”


    Kneeling in front of Phaesys, Oria forced his chin up to make him look at her.


    “What point was there to ending it, if the female you were with would hate you for the rest of your life for betraying her parents to the man that murdered her brother? Maybe you should have planned to run away with her instead. It would have been better for both of us.”


    “I thought,” he hesitated, trying to find the words. “I really thought that maybe they could find a way to kill him. I knew it was risky with just the three of us, but your parents have fought his kind before. They’re far smarter than I am and I just wished…”


    “You were just hoping that you could betray them and they could find a way to bail you out of the mess you created,” Oria finished for him, slapping him across the face. “You disgust me, Phaesys. The idea that I loved you, when the whole time you were planning to give my family to that monster…”


    “I still love you, Oria,” he answered softly.


    Growling, Oria walked over to the mangled body of the female fox. Grabbing her by the scruff of the neck—while trying to ignore the chill of the flesh in her hand—Oria threw the body at Phaesys’ feet.


    “Was that worth giving my family up? Worth giving me up?”


    Phaesys turned away, trying not to look at the body.


    “I had no way of knowing what he had done to her, Oria.”


    Pointing towards the massive body of Ulra, Oria answered, “That is what he does to us. To everyone. Turessians have no respect for our dead. They’re just more tools to them. No one in their right mind would believe that Arturis would keep your wife-to-be alive for months, just because it was convenient for you!”


    Sinking further into a huddled ball, Phaesys did not even reply.


    “I offered you my neck in apology for offending you once,” Oria went on. “I almost wish you’d taken my head. Then I wouldn’t have to know what you were really like. I could have died thinking that you were a good male, who loved me and my family. You truly are no different from your father.”


    Approaching slowly so as not to disturb them, Norum motioned to Oria to get her attention.


    “What?” snapped Oria, grabbing her knives off of the floor, where they had fallen after killing the other wildling. “What could possibly be more important than me deciding whether to kill Phaesys, or us getting out of this city once and for all?”


    “Your parents went after Arturis,” Norum told her, sticking a thumb towards the stairs. “I wanted to give you time, but it’s been a few minutes. Much longer and they could be anywhere down below. The crypts go for miles in all directions. I need to know what you want me to do.”


    “I can probably find my parents without any problem,” she said, tapping her nose. “Are you retreating, or can we count on all your men down there?”


    “I’ll go where you want me to. I have nowhere else to go as long as Arturis holds the city. If we even have a chance, then I’ll follow, even if it’s suicide. I need to leave a few dozen men up here to keep the place from being overrun, but any that can be spared will come with us.”


    “Get them moving, then. Leave a guard force up here, but everyone else goes down the stairs,” Oria ordered. Then she turned back to Phaesys.


    Dropping to a squat, Oria leveled one of her knives at Phaesys’ face, though he did not make any effort to move away.


    “You will help us kill Arturis.” Phaesys slowly lifted his eyes to her as she spoke. “When this is done, I’ll let my parents—the people you betrayed—decide if you live or die, as it was their lives you endangered. As far as I’m concerned, you’re already dead. Understood?”


    Phaesys nodded slowly, then climbed to his feet. Looking around, he found where his sword had fallen and went to pick it up.


    “Oh, and Phaesys,” Oria began, catching his attention as he was lifting the large sword from the floor. “What I did to the soldier back at camp is exactly what will happen to you, if you ever come near me again after today. If you so much as touch me in passing, I will spread your remains over half the desert.”


    Sheathing his sword, Phaesys walked away, joining the other soldiers who were forming up at the top of the steps. Not once did he look back at Oria, making her wonder if her threats really meant anything. If he did not care, then sending him away was pointless.


    Shaking her head at the foolishness of it all, Oria made an effort to put him out of her mind. Sadness welled at the back of her throat, but it was neither the place, nor the time to concern herself with the vague details of who she might have loved and whether he had betrayed her. Deep down, she chalked it up as yet another price of becoming an adult.


    “We need to hurry!” Oria called to the soldiers, pushing past them to take the lead down the steps. “My parents are down there with Arturis. If we can get to him as a group, we might be able to bring an end to all of this. We are not stopping for any reason. If you can’t keep up, you’re useless to me.”


    Oria took to the steps, running as fast as she could down them, often skipping stairs along the way. Behind her, she could hear nonstop clatter of arms and armor as the men attempted to keep up, intermingled with the occasional grunt as someone fell into others and had to be helped onto their feet to keep from blocking the staircase.


    Running until her legs ached and her chest burned, Oria kept going. More than once, she stumbled on the steep descent, but pushed all the harder each time she lost her momentum.


    About the time that Oria thought her legs would not take much more of the incessant pace, she nearly fell face-first as the stairs abruptly ended. Grabbing the edge of a stone that jutted from the wall to keep herself from falling, she sniffed the air, confirming that her parents had come through recently. No more than five minutes, if that long.


    Oria ran on, the stomping of boots behind her as the only confirmation she needed as to whether she still had soldiers backing her. It mattered little to her.


    The tunnel turned several times, though Oria followed the scent of her parents, not stopping to check the side passages that littered the catacombs. They did not concern her in the least.


    Finally, Oria came to a section of the tunnel where the bodies of several zombies lay. Most of them twitched and let out faint groans, but they were still barely “alive.” Sword wounds that had cauterized themselves appeared to be the main injuries, though a few small holes in their chests and heads told her there had been arrows used as well.


    Sniffing again, Oria smelled fresh blood. Elves. Someone had been wounded and they were not far off.


    “Keep an eye out for others,” Oria called over her shoulder to the group of soldiers behind her, pushing onward.


    Oria soon began to hear a commotion ahead. The ringing of metal weapons off one another, along with shouts and cries of pain, came from somewhere farther up the passage.


    Rounding another corner, Oria saw that the tunnel continued on, but an arched doorway on the left was the source of the noise. Seated in front of that door were Sirella and Lyra.


    Lyra was bent over her sister, wrapping cloth around a badly bleeding wound on Sirella’s arm. Scratches marred the woman’s face and neck and there were bits of bone jammed into the links of her scaled armor. In other parts, the armor had been torn, leaving pieces dangling.


    Unlike Sirella, Lyra appeared to be fine, though her bow lay on the ground nearby, the wooden shaft broken.


    “What’s the situation?” demanded Oria as the soldiers following her came to a stop, coming to Sirella’s side. From what she could see, the woman was in no immediate danger, so long as the bleeding was stopped on her arm. If it was not addressed, the wound could be life-threatening.


    “Lots of zombies sneaking up on us from the side halls,” Lyra explained, not looking up from tightening the cloth. “The others are inside, fighting some kind of skeletons. I don’t recommend going anywhere near that battle. Crazy magic at work in there.”


    “And Arturis?”


    Lyra shook her head.


    “No idea. He was gone when we got here. Your dad just ripped down a solid wall of magic a few seconds before you arrived, so I think the fight really just started.”


    Oria started to move past them, but Sirella added, “There’s a dead wildling in there, Oria. Don’t know what happened, but I wanted you to know before you saw her…just in case.”


    Despite a clenching in her stomach at the possibility that her mother was wounded or dying, Oria went into the next room, followed by the group of soldiers. When she entered though, she froze and stared at the scene unfolding before her. This was not what she had expected.


    As Oria entered the room, the first thing she saw was one of the skeletons standing over a fallen soldier. The soldier screamed as the skeleton drove its sword into his chest, killing him. A second later, as the skeleton moved on to another target, the corpse of the soldier got back up on its own, snarling as it reached for its fellows. Already, three other men that had gone with her parents were lumbering around in a similar state, with deep unbleeding wounds.


    Looking around, she saw chaos everywhere. Among the raging battle between living soldiers and dead, four skeletons continued to attack, with a fifth shattered almost to dust on the floor nearby.


    Pursuing the skeletons, Feanne stood tall among the rest of the combatants, having changed into her lycanthrope form. While Oria watched, she scooped up a skeleton, bashing it to pieces against the wall. Howling as only Feanne could, she turned on the zombies, crashing bodily through them to scatter them from the living soldiers they were attacking.


    Estin was likewise changed, having taken on the same appearance as he had the day he had saved Oria and Feanne from Desphon’s executioner. White flames rose from his claws every time he struck at the undead and a brilliant white glow had consumed the orange of his eyes. As she watched, Estin waved an arm towards a pair of zombies and the shadowy humanoid shapes that swirled around him leapt towards his target, ripping the zombies to pieces almost instantly.


    Between the occasional magical attack, Estin was rampaging nearly as aggressively as Feanne, something that seemed utterly out of place for him, especially as whatever had come over him had not drastically changed his physical appearance.


    Lying on the floor nearby, Lorne’s broken body lay in a pool of her own blood. Oria recognized the telltale signs of dark magic having been used to kill her. She had seen much the same brutal results on Finth, when he had been killed by a Turessian back near Altis.


    Shaking her head to clear the shock, Oria searched the room for a clear path around the battle that would not get her caught by either side. She soon noticed that the left side was mostly open, though two soldiers were near there, attempting to hold back one of the skeletons, which danced through combat, nimbly striking at the men, leaving wicked gashes as its sword darted to and fro.


    “Help them!” Oria told the soldiers milling about her, apparently breaking them out of their own surprise.


    Running and diving under a backhand slash by the skeleton, Oria twisted and ducked her way past the battle, slowly skirting the room towards the far doorway. She had nearly made it, when one of the remaining skeletons stepped between her and the doorway.


    Oria attempted to side-step the skeleton, but it kicked her legs out from under her, then slashed at her with its sword. Rolling away, she tried to find a clear path, but to her right was her mother’s feet, which could crush her without even realizing it, and to her left was the skeleton.


    Turning to try and dive back towards the soldiers, Oria was cut off again. This time, the skeleton brought its sword up for a fatal blow that she was not sure she could avoid in time.


    Stepping over top of her, Phaesys slashed hard with his own sword, deflecting the rusty weapon of the skeleton. Oria completely forgotten, the skeleton began attacking Phaesys with both its weapon and its claws, driving him back away from Oria towards the roiling battle at the middle of the room, clearing the doorway in the process.


    Taking that opportunity for what it was, Oria scurried away and out the far door, into the halls beyond. Though these passages were unlit, Oria picked her way along using the little bit of light that came from the room behind her. Soon, though, the tunnel grew brighter, allowing her to speed her pace.


    Oria came to a split in the tunnel. From both directions, she could smell that a human had passed through, but the dim lighting came specifically from the tunnel to her right. Guessing that Arturis needed a lantern to see by—he was, after all, just a human—Oria set off in that direction, following the curving tunnel that kept her from seeing more than a few steps ahead.


    Oria came to a halt as the tunnel brightened still more and she realized the light was headed her way. The flickering left no doubt in her mind it was a torch, so she looked around, finding nowhere to hide.


    Just as she was about to run back the way she had come, Oria saw the light begin to creep into sight. Rather than a torch, a billowing wall of glowing mist rapidly approached, sliding silently up the hall toward her. The mists would easily overtake her position within a minute.


    Oria was transfixed as the mists drifted towards her, the flickering glow of the thing drawing her attention and holding it. Her mind warned her to run, but she could only stare.


    In the mists, Oria saw shapes, places, even people, though all were too brief to make out as she finally broke her trance and forced herself to back away.


    Oria hurried back to the split in the tunnel, choosing the other path. She could hear the soldiers shouting orders. They would not be long, so she no longer had any fear of going after Arturis alone. Deep down, she wanted the chance at the man that had killed her brother, but was not so foolish as to believe she could do it by herself.


    Before leaving the split, Oria slashed a simple arrow on the wall with her knife, hoping that it would be enough to direct her parents away from the mists and towards Arturis.


    Though slower than before, Oria hurried down the remaining tunnel, hoping to be quiet enough to get the drop on Arturis. She was not sure what she would do when she did reach him, but she also did not really care. Somehow, she would punish him for what he had done to her brother and what he had caused between herself and Phaesys.


    Rounding another corner, Oria stopped as she came within mere feet of Arturis, who was shaking his head, staring at a collapsed section of the tunnel. Slowly, she began to inch back.


    Her foot came down just slightly wrong and Oria winced as a piece of brittle stone cracked under the pad of her foot.


    “Just one of you,” said Arturis, turning from the pile of stones that blocked the whole tunnel. “This is why I find your family so entertaining. No matter how bad I make things for you, you continue to put yourselves in harm’s way. Absolutely fascinating.”


    Arturis walked slowly towards Oria as she backed away, her knives no longer feeling like any kind of assurance. Deep down, she wondered why she kept putting herself in these kinds of situations.


    “I would dearly like to torture you and leave your remains in a clever place for your parents to find,” the man went on, raising a hand towards Oria. “However, I am on a tight schedule, thanks to turning down the wrong passage. I do hope you understand.”


    With a flick of his wrist, Arturis said something in that all too foreign language of magic. Heat flashed through her grandmother’s ring, but nothing else happened. The man’s smile slowly faded away as he stared at her.


    “What is this?” Arturis demanded, looking Oria up and down. “You should be dead.”


    “I’m not,” she pointed out, trying not to grin at him. The ring only had one purpose: to absorb death magic. It had saved her mother during the last battles near Altis and now was proving its use once again. It had its limits, but Arturis did not need to know that. “Maybe you should try harder. We wildlings are a hardy people. A little more turn to the wrist…I think you got the magic wrong.”


    Clenching his jaw, Arturis flung his hands at her again. Once again, the ring warmed, nearly burning her finger. As before, the enchantments on it absorbed the attack, leaving her alive and mildly amused as she continued to inch away from Arturis. She moved her hand behind her leg to hide its shaking as she tried to ignore the burning.


    Distantly, Oria could hear the others approaching. She just needed to buy a little more time. Then, the Turessian would be trapped and her parents could finish him off. Oria had no illusions that she could beat this creature by herself.


    “Do your people run out of magic? Maybe you’re too old and it’s not as strong as it once was. I heard wizards have trouble with spells after a certain age. If you want to rest a little and try again, I’ll understand.”


    Arturis lunged at Oria, grabbing her by the lower arm. Hoisting her off the floor, he tightened his grip until she screamed, dropping her knife.


    “I am not an idiot, slave,” he told her, walking back up the hall with her feet dangling off the floor. “I can just as easily pop your head off. If I must walk into your little army, I may as well wait until they can watch.”


    Oria clawed ineffectually at his hand, trying to free her arm, but without her claws fully regrown, she could not even pretend to affect him. Desperate, she brought her feet up and raked Arturis’ stomach with the claws on her toes, shredding his shirt, but doing nothing else.


    “Stop your foolishness. We will see your family soon. Then you can join your brother. I can’t wait to see what your father’s face looks like this time. It is precious, the expressions parents give when they get to see their children’s insides.”


    Looking around, Oria saw that they were getting close to the split in the tunnel again. There would only be a minute before Arturis reached the others. Deciding against sparing herself, Oria opted to be sure that they were ready to destroy the Turessian.


    “Mom! Dad!” she screamed. “He’s coming!”


    Stopping mid-step, Arturis chuckled and lifted Oria’s face to his.


    “That was something I did not need you to do. Learn your place and do not speak when your betters are working.”


    Swinging Oria like a child’s doll, Arturis slammed her into the wall, then released her arm and let her fall to the floor as he continued down the hall.


    Oria groaned and rolled onto her knees, but could not stand. Her head pounded and her back and ribs felt as though they had been broken. Touching her head near her left ear, she felt wetness all through the fur.


    Dizzily looking up, Oria saw that the tunnel wall was smeared with blood. She was hurt badly, but thankfully was so dazed that she could not feel most of it.


    Using the rough wall to pull herself up, Oria stumbled slowly down the hall, trying to follow Arturis. He had already made it past where she could see, but she could not hear combat yet, telling her he was not quite to the main force that was coming for him.


    Distant conversation made Oria look up and she nearly fell when she did. She felt nauseous and blood had begun to run down her shoulders. It would not be long before she blacked out, but she wanted desperately to see Arturis die.


    On shaking legs, Oria slid down the wall, making slow but steady progress. Aside from the talking, she still could not hear much. Soon, she could even see the intersection, with the bright glow of the mists nearing from the other direction.


    “…away from the door, or the girl will die,” Arturis was saying, when Oria was finally close enough to make out the words.


    Leaning around the corner of the intersection, she saw that Arturis was standing in the doorway between the crypt and the tunnel where Oria was. Ahead of him, she could see her mother and father, with more than a dozen soldiers, including Lyra and Sirella, flanking them. Both Estin and Feanne’s faces were twisted in rage, their natural reactions made far more hideous by the transformations they had gone through.


    “You are not leaving this place,” Estin growled at the man. “Stand aside.”


    “This is not a negotiation, slave. You will move and I will leave, or she will be dead by the time you can reach her. I would think you’d try to keep at least one of your children alive, but perhaps I overestimate the family instincts of vermin.”


    As Oria watched, Feanne and Estin backed slowly away, much to the amazement of the soldiers around them. Soon, the entire group had parted, giving Arturis a clear path out of the room.


    Oria felt herself slipping and caught herself before she fell. Looking up, she realized that the mists were in view, drifting quickly up the connecting hall towards her. She only had a minute or two before she would be trapped in the dead-ended tunnel. Worse yet, she might black out before then, if she did not keep moving.


    Turning back the other way, Oria saw that Arturis was walking into the main room, grinning at the assembled soldiers and her parents. In seconds, he would be free and they would have to try again another day, when they might not have the forces they did now.


    Slipping a little ways into the hall, Oria tried to position herself to avoid the mists, without letting Arturis see her. As she staggered out into view of the assembly, she saw Phaesys staring past Arturis at her, his eyes filled with worry.


    Anger replacing her concern, Oria suddenly wanted to live, if only to claw that male’s face off. He had no right to worry anymore, after all he had done. She would show him that she was not so weak that she needed someone else’s pity.


    Oria summoned what little strength she had left and charged, somehow managing to stay on her feet. Leaping, she tackled Arturis, knocking him off his, if only by sheer surprise.


    As soon as she hit the floor beside the Turessian, Oria was grabbed by many hands and pulled away. At first, she thought that Arturis was attacking her again, but soon saw that Lyra’s elven thieves were shielding her from Arturis, trying to get her away as battle erupted.


    “Let me help them!” Oria cried, pushing at the men and women that were pulling her from the violence. “Let go!”


    “Your parents have a plan,” one of the men told her. Oria recognized him as the one who had used magic to help her back at the hideout. “We need you to stay out of the way. Their strength is needed right now, or he’ll kill us all.”


    Once she stopped struggling, the elves moved, allowing Oria to see the battle in the middle of the room. As soon as she saw it, she was thankful they had dragged her away.


    To one side of Arturis, Feanne was battering the man with her long arms, tearing away entire sections of his body with her incredible strength. As fast as she hit him, he appeared to be healing, but Arturis was reeling with each impact, trying unsuccessfully to raise his hands to form a spell. If nothing else, the wounds Feanne inflicted kept him from completing his spells.


    On the far side, Estin was nearly as destructive. Whereas Feanne was striking with brute force, every swing of Estin’s claws erupted into flares of magical light that seemed to burn and batter Arturis. Every few strikes with his claws, Estin would step back and unleash torrents of white flame against Arturis, knocking the man back as he shielded his face.


    Between her parents, and in spite of his rapid healing, Arturis collapsed as they beat him to the floor.


    “Enchanter, now!” Feanne roared, looking towards Oria and the elves.


    “That’s my cue,” the man near Oria said, grinning.


    As the elven man stood up, Arturis looked up from the floor. Twisting abruptly, Arturis slammed Feanne into the wall of the room, then kicked Estin back several feet. With his arms free, Arturis raised a hand towards the elven man.


    In the next second or two, Oria watched in horror as her parents tried to reach for Arturis, but got hold of him too late. With a choke, the elven man stumbled and collapsed, blood running out of his ears as he hit the floor, his body still trembling from the dark magic that had hit him. A year prior, Oria had watched the same magic kill her parents’ friend, Finth.


    “I may not be able to kill you,” Arturis yelled, laughing even as Feanne kicked him into the far wall. “But I can kill your enchanter!”


    Oria pulled free and dove to the man, checking for a pulse. In those few seconds, his body had already gone cold, as though the magic had taken not just his life but his very warmth. Dragging him back to the others that had been near her at the wall, Oria stared in disbelief at the man’s blood-streaked face hopelessly.


    “What now?” asked Oria weakly of the elves. “What’s the next plan?”


    “That was all we had,” one of the women answered, drawing her sword. “Now, we all die trying to stop him. Everyone, use any trick you have left!”


    Oria watched in dismay as Arturis struggled back onto his feet, even with Estin delivering one blazing attack after another. When Feanne joined her mate, Arturis backed himself to the wall, using it to keep his balance against both of their blows.


    “This is all you can do?” laughed the man, reaching past Feanne to grab one of the soldiers, when the man swung a sword into the fray.


    While Feanne knocked Arturis to his knees, the Turessian still managed to snap the neck of the soldier.


    “One at a time, everyone here will die,” Arturis warned, catching Feanne’s fist and holding it, though just barely. As he held his position, Oria watched a section of his face that had been smashed slowly recover, as though nothing had happened. “None of you are strong enough to kill me. Get that through your heads and stop trying!”


    Feanne quickly shifted her stance and grabbed Arturis’ arm, freeing her own. With effort, she slammed him into the ground, then swung him backwards, shattering the stones of the crypt with his body.


    Oria stood slowly, taking a sword from the fallen elf. She would join the other soldiers, stabbing into the melee, in hopes that eventually it would be enough. It was all she could do and all she could make herself do, though even that seemed pointless beside the occasional explosions of magic hitting Arturis or the incredible powers of Oria’s parents.


    Stepping between her and a soldier whose head exploded in a burst of flame, Phaesys leapt into the fray. In one of his more dramatic attacks, he slashed across Arturis’ midsection with his sword, then spun, using his momentum to nearly sever the Turessian’s head.


    Oria thought she would be sick as Arturis nodded his head forward, reattaching it. The whole bloody wound closed in seconds, even with a half dozen soldiers and Feanne and Estin still hitting him. Through the whole ordeal, Arturis never stopped grinning, though his laughter was briefly interrupted by the loss of his throat.


    Approaching the combat, Oria hacked at the Turessian with her weapon, accomplishing little more than the half dozen others who were doing the same. Meanwhile, Feanne and Estin were working to keep Arturis down. They had resorted to grappling Arturis, using sheer strength to pin him to the floor, while the soldiers, Oria, and Phaesys did what they could to help.


    As one-sided as the fight had been to that point, Arturis abruptly changed the battlefield. Swinging his fist into the rock floor of the chamber, Arturis sent a shower of stone at the same time a magical burst of light and fire threw Oria backwards.


    All around Oria, she could hear screams of pain and men yelling that they could not see. Like them, all she saw were spots in her vision and her fur was definitely on fire. Patting out the parts she could feel, she struggled back to her feet, unwilling to yield and unaware of whether her parents were still fighting.


    “Just one of us has undone all you brought against me,” Arturis was saying, humor in his tone. “Think what I can do with a hundred more. That is how many I marched out of Turessi with. Once we find what we are looking for, there will be a thousand. Your frail mortal bodies are a curse. We will change this world in our image and make it better for all.”


    With the hand not holding her sword, Oria rubbed at her eyes, hoping desperately that she could get her vision back in time to be some help. Slowly, shapes began to form, but they still swam in a sea of white light.


    A man’s voice near her started to say something, then choked. Almost immediately afterward, she heard a snap, then the sound of a body dropping to the floor.


    “I told you that you would all die, one at a time,” Arturis said, far closer than Oria felt comfortable with.


    A woman off to Oria’s left whimpered for a moment, then Oria heard the sickening sound of a sword slashing across flesh.


    “Now, let’s dispose of some trash,” said Arturis, somewhere just in front of Oria. “I think I’ll start with the mother. A were-fox…quite interesting. I’ve heard of lycanthropes, but you are the first I met and certainly the first fox. I hear all such creatures take a long time to die. Only one of us will find this entertaining.”


    Oria concentrated, listening for where exactly Arturis was. She closed her eyes, trying to drown out all the distractions. The cries of the wounded, the movement of soldiers stumbling around, and even the hoarse breathing of the dying were all ignored.


    Ahead and just to her left, Oria heard something large get dragged. She hesitated a second longer, until she heard her mother growl as she woke up.


    Lunging with her sword, Oria attacked blindly, knowing if she missed and hit the wrong target, her mother could heal quickly enough that it would not matter. The sword hit flesh almost immediately and Oria pushed forward as her free hand hit heavy fabric. She drove the sword deep into Arturis, knowing it would have killed a human, but likely would only annoy him.


    Feanne grunted as she hit the floor again.


    “Little child,” purred Arturis, as rock-hard hands closed over Oria’s wrists. “Thank you very much for volunteering. I have no idea what I was thinking. Your parents should get to watch me rip your limbs off, like they got to watch your brother die. Hold still, this won’t take long.”


    Oria could just barely make out the man looming over her. The others in the room all looked like blobs of indistinct color. The flickering torchlight on either wall created starbursts in Oria’s vision, dizzying her.


    “Right arm first, I think.”


    Yelping in pain as she was hoisted off the floor yet again, Oria dangled helplessly, blinking rapidly in an effort to at least see what was coming. With each second, her sight recovering, but it was still a muddled mess of shapes.


    Arturis’ other hand grabbed Oria’s shoulder and began pulling her arm out of its socket. Screaming, she kicked and fought to free herself, but he was far too strong.


    “Now, now, don’t tire yourself out,” he told her, giving another tug. Pain lanced through her shoulder as the muscles and tendons fought to keep everything where it belonged. “So much screaming and we aren’t even done with the first one. I may have to heal you to keep you alive to the end at this rate.”


    On the floor nearby, Oria was finally able to make out her mother, who was struggling to stand. A gaping wound in her side spilled blood everywhere, and though it was closing quickly, Feanne would need a few seconds before she could fight again. In that time, Oria would have lost at least one arm, if not both.


    Oria shrieked as Arturis tugged again, then fumbled along her belt for anything of use. She found and drew her remaining knife—once Atall’s—but anything else she had brought was long gone or patently useless.


    “A knife?” asked Arturis, easing his pull on her arm slightly. “You can’t kill me like that and you know it.”


    Behind Arturis, Oria spotted her father back on his feet, shaking his head dizzily.


    “I don’t have to kill you,” Oria told him.


    Fumbling with Atall’s ring, she half-heartedly punched Arturis across the jaw. As she did, she invoked the magic of the ring—the ability to heal a dying body—funneling the healing energy through the impact. It was a long-shot, but given that her father’s magic seemed to at least hurt Arturis, she prayed it would be enough.


    Snarling and seemingly more shocked than injured, Arturis dropped her and grabbed at his jaw. Almost immediately, he tried to reach for her again, just a little too slow.


    Hitting the ground harder than she had intended, Oria clutched her arm to her body, practically crawling away as soldiers began to take positions around her. She slid past Estin, who lunged at Arturis again, and headed to her mother, who was on her knees, gasping as she held her ravaged side.


    “Mom!” Oria cried, but Feanne waved at her to get out of the way.


    Standing up unsteadily, Feanne checked her side, which had mostly closed. Roaring again, she leapt over Oria and practically tackled Arturis, her claws tearing away a chunk of his upper body in one hit.


    Oria could not bring herself to stand. She lay there near the room’s exit, watching as Norum’s surviving soldiers rushed into the battle, then came flying back out, slamming into the walls nearby, where they then would lay still. The constant gore soon seemed commonplace, and Oria just shook her head, wondering at the sense of it all.


    A chill began to creep over Oria’s back and tail, and at first she thought that her blood loss had finally begun to take its toll. Then, realizing which end of the room she was on, she turned and saw the mists flowing in from the hallway, nearly on top of her.


    For a moment, Oria thought to let the mists take her. She would likely die, but she thought maybe this way would be painless. It would at least be quick. Aside from a few lucky souls, the mists destroyed pretty much anything.


    Anything.


    Oria blinked and stared at the cloud of destructive energy that poured into the room, then began to smile. If they were all going to die anyway, she could see no reason not to use Atall’s original plan. It had, after all, been a good one, other than him having no way to push Arturis into the mists.


    A way to deal with Arturis once and for all. Excitement stirred newfound strength, and Oria pushed herself back to her feet. Then she hurried to the edge of the battle between her parents and Arturis.


    Somewhere along the way, Sirella had joined the fight, her flaming sword burning a trail around the room as she and Phaesys danced opposite one another, carving into Arturis with each agile turn. Feanne continued to grapple with Arturis, as the only person strong enough to match him. Estin worked with her, hurling the strange white flames into the man every time Feanne managed to hold him still.


    Between them, Feanne and Estin mostly kept Arturis from getting at the others, though there were few others left beyond Sirella, Phaesys, and Oria.


    “The mists!” Oria called out and everyone—Arturis included—turned and looked towards the creeping wall of glowing light. “Throw him in the mists!”


    The look on Arturis’ face was priceless. All of the pain and death Oria had witnessed over the years was somehow justified in that moment. The stunned surprise in Arturis’ eyes reassured Oria.


    The man was afraid.


    With a strength born in desperation, Arturis picked Estin up and threw him across the room, then tried to run. He made it no more than three steps before Feanne was back on him, arms wrapped around his midsection, dragging him towards the mists.


    No more than a tail’s length from the mists themselves, Feanne tried to heave Arturis over her shoulder, but the man threw himself to the ground, driving his fingers into the gap between the stones that made up the floor. Try as she might, Feanne could not move him. The mists began to close around both of them.


    “I will…hold…him,” Feanne growled, still straining against the smaller human. “Get everyone out!”


    Oria’s heart began to race as she realized that Feanne might be caught in the mists as well. Her fears grew more concrete as Arturis tugged and nearly pulled himself free of her grip.


    “Knock him in!” Feanne bellowed, her immense arms shaking with the effort. “Someone! Hurry!”


    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Oria took a step forward. She could do this. All she had to do was run as hard as she could into Arturis, make him lose his grip for just a second. The slightest change in his hold on the stones would be all her mother needed to throw him into the glowing cloud and be done with this.


    Oria knew full well what it meant. She and her mother were probably going to die with the Turessian. Still, there was no other way. Two deaths to save everyone else…Oria could accept that.


    Running hard, Oria crossed the room. Halfway there, Phaesys tried to grab her, but she slipped past him.


    Ten feet. Five…


    Oria dove towards Arturis, her good shoulder leading as she aimed for his head and hands. Just before reaching him, she saw a blur of white and black, then Estin was between her and Arturis.


    Whipping his tail around like a whip, Estin cracked Oria in the face and upper body, flinging her away from the mists.


    Oria tumbled back onto her feet, intending to try again, despite blood in her mouth from her father’s blow. By the time she got her bearings, she saw Estin and Feanne, working together to physically drag Arturis into the mists. Between the two of them, they had pulled him off of the stone floor and driven him backwards into the wall of light.


    The glowing lights closed quickly over them and all three were abruptly gone. Then, even the loose stones on the floor were pulled into the mists, some of them bursting into flame briefly before they too vanished.


    As if given new motivation, the mists roiled and rushed forward, taking with them large portions of the chamber, as well as the bodies of those at that end of the room. Tendrils of mist reached out greedily, yanking several of the wounded in screaming as well.


    Oria could feel nothing as she stared at the wall rushing in on her. The pain in her back and head, the ache of her shoulder—all of it was gone. All she could see was that brilliantly warm light where her parents had just gone. She had followed them everywhere they had gone since the day she was born. Why would this change anything?


    She took a step forward, no longer caring what happened. Arturis was gone, so she no longer had any reason to struggle on. All that was left was the mists.


    Her parents had always found her, so Oria’s mind whirled with the vague chance that they were alive and had found a way through the mists a second time. If they could, she could too. What were mere odds against the need to go to her parents? She was willing to take that gamble.


    In the glowing wall, Oria saw destruction, as well as life. Glimpses of other places, some mundane and some exotic flashed briefly across her vision. For a second, she saw mountains and realized that this was a way home. She could forget everything that had happened and go back to the mountains. Even if her parents were not there, it was a familiar place and drew her closer.


    Deep down, Oria thought about the very good chance that continuing forward would kill her. She hesitated, blinking to try to clear her mind.


    In the mists, she then saw cities, one after another. These were places she had never seen before, but every one of them was burning or abandoned. Near many, she could make out vast armies and she saw enough detail through the mists to know that these were undead forces.


    The world was theirs, she realized, and her hopes vanished with that thought. What sense was there in going on alone when this city might well be the last…making it the target for every Turessian that still walked Eldvar?


    Another step and cool air washed over Oria, making her skin tingle. The next step, the mists seemed to part, inviting her in. The mountains grew clearer, beckoning her to walk through the mists and to somewhere better than where she was. Where that might be, she really no longer cared.


    Oria lifted her foot to take the final step and was yanked off her feet, dragged away from the mists. As if in reaction to having their prey stolen, the mists swirled and rushed forward a few more feet, sweeping in more of the dead, tendrils reaching pleadingly towards Oria.


    “Let me go,” whispered Oria, though she no longer had the strength to fight. “I need to go to my parents.”


    The person carrying her—Phaesys, she soon realized—hoisted her onto his shoulder, practically running from the room, with Sirella, Lyra, and a few of the soldiers straggling.


    Hanging limply over Phaesys’ shoulder, Oria watched behind them as the tunnel collapsed, taking with it several of the most injured soldiers. Even with rocks falling and closing the way, the mists continued after them, creeping around rocks unhindered.


    They ran until they were outside the palace, joining a screaming throng of elves and humans, all fleeing in much the same direction. While the streets had been mostly empty during the earlier evening, now every living being in Corraith was running as a mob towards the south. Oria watched men, women, and even children get trampled by that mob, in their blind race to escape.


    Oria lifted her head from Phaesys’ back and saw that the whole north end of the city was gone, swept into the mists that came in off the desert like a sandstorm. Oria stared in amazement as the mist cloud pulled entire buildings into itself, as though nothing could ever sate its appetite. Fires had broken out in some of the remaining buildings on the north-end, illuminating the destruction that the mists themselves barely lit up.


    Mists had always seemed low-hanging threats that drifted along the ground, in Oria’s experience. This time, the mists were taller than many of the buildings, rising up like a great wave to crash over the stone structures, washing them away from the world. Belying the amazing power of the mists, not once did Oria hear anything beyond the crowds around her, as if the mists were swallowing even the sound of the collapsing buildings they swept over.


    Oria kept watching the mists as they fled the city, Phaesys leading the people towards Norum’s encampment. At first, Oria thought it a useless attempt to get away from Arturis’ forces, but then realized there was no longer a reason to hide. The only threat now was the mists. Any army that Arturis had built would now be on their own, likely either scattering to the far ends of the desert to save themselves, or standing mindlessly in the path of the very mist cloud that had taken their master.


    When they did arrive at the camp, Phaesys was pulled away immediately, telling her that he had to organize the newcomers and assure everyone that they were safe. Oria was not entirely sure if that was true, but she half-heartedly listened as she stared numbly at the mists from the vantage point of the stone plateaus that encircled the camp.


    Throughout that evening, Oria watched as the mists finally had consumed enough and began to move on, drifting northwest and away from Corraith. In their wake, nearly half the city was gone. Where once there had been historic buildings that had survived centuries—possibly dating back as far as the first Turessians—now there was only a long stretch of smooth bare sand. The southern part of the city was largely obscured by clouds of black smoke from burning homes.


    Part way through the night, Alyana, Theldis, and Rinam joined Oria, silently crawling into her lap. They thankfully said nothing and required her to say nothing in return as the four of them watched the mists slowly drift into the distance.


    Fighting tears as the night wore on, Oria could not bring herself to tell the three kits that she had lost their parents. Those three children would not understand for quite some time why their parents would not come home and Oria was in no rush to explain it. As she clung to them, she prayed they would not ask. If they did, she was certain she would break.


    By morning, with all three of the kits asleep in her lap and Oria still sitting at the edge of the camp, she saw that the desert winds had begun to shape the sands that had once been northern Corraith, creating slight hills. Within a week, she thought it might look as if the city had never been there, like the original builders had just stopped halfway through building the place.


    Carrying the sleeping kits back to the camp with the help of two elven women—her own right arm hanging uselessly at her side, the shoulder swollen badly—Oria slipped into her parents’ small tent and lay the kits down on their bedding. The elven women said something vaguely kind and left. Oria watched the kits sleep for a little while, then covered them with Feanne’s old bearskin cloak.


    Making soft purring noises in their sleep, the three children wrapped themselves tightly in the heavy cloak. Deep down, Oria wondered if that was the last thing she had to offer them of their mother. Aside from her father’s stories Oria had taken from his notebook months earlier, she had nothing from him to offer them, either. Their entire legacy was gone in a single night.


    Oria put a hand to her eyes, trying hard not to cry as she thought about just how young the kits were. They likely would only barely remember their parents, maybe as little as a fleeting memory of how they looked. A worse punishment she could not imagine.


    When Oria finally could pull herself away from the kits, she went out into the camp, not really sure what she was looking for as she stumbled past the two old elven women, who had stayed nearby after leaving the tent. Oria barely noticed the women go into the tent behind her to watch the kits in her absence.


    Food would be wise, she thought, realizing that it had been nearly a full day since she had eaten anything. Still, she was so lost in her own thoughts, she wandered aimlessly, not even able to acknowledge the occasional kind words from the other refugees that knew who she was and who had been lost.


    Oria walked on, taking in the misery of those displaced by the mists and the crying children everywhere. For all the grief she felt at her own losses, she could see many hundreds of others who had their own stories of loss. It was not fair for her to feel so broken when everyone here was hurting just as much as she was.


    Oria tried to stagger past a large man, but he caught her as her balance wavered. Looking up, she saw that it was Norum, his eyes swelling with concern.


    “I know you have much to think about already,” the man said, taking his hands off her as soon as she could stand on her own, “but I wanted to ask if you were planning on having the people return to the wells in the city tomorrow, or begin marching west to the nearest cities.”


    “We wouldn’t survive the walk,” Oria answered in a near-mumble, barely able to think through the question, let alone why he was asking her. “Shouldn’t their leaders be answering that? Phaesys, or someone…?”


    “They have no one left. Your father was the last known member of the council, making you his voice until a new council is formed,” Norum admitted. He looked pointedly at a nearby tent, from which Oria could smell someone familiar, though she did not have the presence of mind to immediately connect the scent with a face. “With your parents gone, the soldiers are looking for someone…until they settle back in, you’re the only one even related to nobility. The only others were the Herroulns, but no one here would follow them after the last few weeks’ events. Phaesys tried to give some direction last night, but they sent him away. I doubt he’ll ever be allowed to lead, after what he did to your family.”


    “Why is he still alive?” asked Oria, only barely realizing she had said the words.


    “Not my place, given what happened. I was going to ask, once you were in a better place.”


    Glancing at the tent, Oria drew her brother’s knife and walked straight in through the closed flap, unconcerned with formalities.


    On the far side of the tent, Phaesys sat facing the entrance. Between them lay his sword, unsheathed, with the hilt set to face the tent flap. Phaesys wore no shirt and Oria could see freshly-tended wounds all over his arms and chest. Judging by the amount of lost fur and skin, he had likely bled severely in the battle.


    “I was wondering when you would come,” he said, his eyes on the sword. “Now is as good as later.”


    Oria started to turn and walk from the tent in a moment of weakness, but she stopped herself, making herself face Phaesys. All of her anger solidified and gave her strength to confront what Phaesys had done. In a second, she went from numb to raging with anger.


    “This is your fault,” she snarled, letting the tent close behind her. The knife in her hand felt lighter than it had a moment earlier.


    “Yes, it is.”


    “We could have avoided him completely. My parents would be alive now, if you hadn’t betrayed us.”


    “I agree.”


    “You should die for what you let happen to them.”


    “Then kill me. Please. I deserve this. You can put an end to my father’s legacy of betrayal tonight. I never wanted to be like him…death is far better.”


    Oria’s anger wilted as she stared at Phaesys, calmly kneeling and agreeing with everything she threw at him. She had to struggle to maintain her rage, kicking aside the sword he had been staring at, rather than her.


    “What makes you think I won’t?” she asked, laying the blade of her knife alongside his neck.


    Phaesys did not look up, but leaned slightly into the blade.


    Oria dearly wanted to kill him. He had lied to her, to her parents, and nearly gotten them all killed, just for his own honor. It was unforgivable to Oria, but she could not quite bring herself to do it.


    Taking a step closer, Oria pressed the blade into Phaesys’ neck until she saw a hint of blood mar his pale fur. Still, he made no effort to stop her.


    “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Oria demanded, moving to Phaesys’ side. From where she stood, the blade rested on the back of his neck like an executioner’s axe. “I need to hear why you would do it. Why would you destroy our trust like this? I know you said what you would get out of it…but why?”


    “I have nothing to say that would forgive what I’ve done,” he confessed. “Doing the wrong thing for the right reason is still wrong. I know better, but that does not undo the mistake I made. I wanted something I could not have. I wanted a clean conscience before leaving these lands with you. My honor made me do something beyond dishonorable. I cannot possibly apologize enough for what I’ve done.”


    Oria watched Phaesys for anything that would give her the strength to finish the job. Instead, she saw the matted fur around his eyes, as tears ran down his muzzle to fall to the floor. That upset her even more, thinking that he was crying for himself.


    “Don’t cry like a child,” she snapped, though she felt tears on her own face. “What you did doesn’t leave room for you to feel anything more than a traitor’s death.”


    Phaesys looked up at her, tears still running freely.


    “I’m not crying for myself. I’m crying for what I’ve done to you and your family. No tears should be shed for me by anyone. I know the people of Corraith would not even consider weeping for me.”


    “Would you have let them die?” Oria asked, letting the knife fall to her side. “My parents. When you betrayed them, would you have stood by and watched Arturis kill them?”


    Phaesys shook his head slowly and said, “No. I would have died to save them, even as it was my mistake that put them there. I tried to get to them before the mists took them, but I was too slow. That, too, is unforgivable. I should have died trying. I actually was hoping to.”


    “Beg for me to forgive you,” Oria growled, her arms trembling with anger as she paced around Phaesys. She knew she could put the knife in his back and kill him before he could breathe if she wanted. “Give me a reason not to kill you right now.”


    Phaesys took a slow breath and said nothing.


    “You would let me kill you, just to make amends?”


    “Not to make amends,” Phaesys answered softly. “To give you revenge. Nothing either of us does will make ever amends for my foolishness. I have nothing else to give you, other than revenge. I deserve far worse, but this is what I can offer you. It is all I have left. I threw away trust and love, just to have proper formalities in my life. My father cast aside anything else that had meaning for our family…what we had was the only thing left to me and I destroyed it.”


    Snarling, Oria threw the knife aside, sending it crashing into a clay jar of water that shattered and poured out on the sandy floor.


    Oria grabbed Phaesys and threw him onto his back. Dropping onto his stomach, she clamped her fingers down on his throat, choked him as she leaned her face near his, baring her teeth instinctively near his eye.


    “I won’t kill you,” she hissed, easing her grip only slightly. “Not today. I want you to live with what you’ve done every time you see me, until I’m ready to put you down.”


    “Then when?” Phaesys asked, closing his eyes tightly.


    Oria felt the fight go out of her as her resolve wavered and the day’s sorrow hit her. She wanted to lean forward and nuzzle at Phaesys, to remember how they had been before he had chosen poorly, but she could not bring herself to forgive him that easily. She wanted to kill him, but deep down, knew that she still loved him. It would take time to let that go.


    Wiping away tears that tried to come despite her best efforts, Oria managed to say, “Ask me again tomorrow. If I let you live then, ask me the next day. I’ll probably let you live until my parents come home…if…”


    Oria nearly choked on a sob and quickly stood up, running from the tent as the tears came in a great flood. She ran away from the majority of the people in the camp, deeper into the tall rocks, where she knew they would not see her cry. If they were looking to her for answers, she had to be strong, at least when they were watching. When she could not be strong, she would need to hide.


    Curling up behind a stone that offered almost complete cover, Oria buried her face in her hands, weeping so hard that she could barely breathe. Her mind filled with images of her siblings, of Atall, and of her parents. Even Phaesys, when he was still hers, came unbidden.


    She was entirely alone and expected to raise three children with no idea how and no one to help her. People expected her to have answers that she could not possibly guess at. Anyone she might have confided in to help her through the pain was gone.


    Clutching her knees to her chin as she tried to control the tears, to find some inner strength to go on, Oria realized that someone had quietly come into her hiding place and was waiting in front of her. The tears kept her nose snuffly, so she could not smell the newcomer, and she could not bring herself to look up.


    “Please…go…” she managed, covering her face to hide the tears that had soaked her facial fur.


    The newcomer did not move.


    “I just need to be alone,” Oria pleaded, finally looking up.


    Kneeling at her feet, Phaesys had his head low, as if he were waiting for her to say something.


    “I said to leave me alone,” Oria tried to tell him more firmly, but the thickness in her throat made the words sound far less than commanding. “You are the last person I want to see right now.”


    Lowering himself further in his kneeling posture, Phaesys put his forehead to the ground just in front of Oria and placed his hands on her feet.


    “My life is in your hands,” he said softly, clinging to her when she tried to pull away. “It always has been, but now I owe you far more than love…I owe you loyalty. Tell me what you need and I will do it without question. I will serve until I die, whether by your choice or not. I am yours to command.”


    Laughing despite herself, Oria pulled Phaesys up from the ground.


    “I can’t lead, Phaesys. I just can’t do it. Norum is looking to me for answers that I just don’t have. I can fight like mom taught me…but I can’t even make a decision on what will happen to you. Please don’t ask me to make more decisions.”


    “Oria, ask me anything and I’ll help however I can, if you want me to. Norum is an old friend and I can probably get you through whatever he needs.”


    Tears still running down her cheeks, Oria gave Phaesys her best attempt at a smile, still holding his chin to keep him from prostrating himself again.


    “I need help,” she confessed, leaning forward to touch her forehead against his. “I don’t trust you…I can’t, not yet and maybe not ever. But I do need someone to help me. I need your help with the kits, Phaesys. I can’t do this by myself. They need a family, not an angry sister who’s still in mourning. I need help leading. I need…I just need you. At least for now. At least until I know what I need to do with my life.”


    Phaesys relaxed into her grip and stroked at her fur, picking away the dried blood caking most of the back of her head. The act was soothing, even if the touch did sting on the cuts. The short claws he had grown out helped considerably in untangling the fur.


    “Anything you ask, Oria. Anything and always. Unless you kill me.”


    Oria pulled Phaesys’ head closer and buried her face against his shoulder, whispering, “I will not be your master, your mate, or your whore. I just need a friend right now. Please stay with me and don’t ask me to be anything else.”


    “Anything, Oria. Just tell me what you need and I will be that.”


    Clinging to Phaesys’ neck to make sure he did not slip away, Oria sobbed throughout the morning, wondering if the pain of loss and betrayal would ever pass and let her get on with her life. Hurt by his actions or not, Oria wanted Phaesys to stay. She still loved him and could not let him go so easily. Maybe that would change, but for the moment, she just wanted someone who understood.


    For now, this would have to do. After her parents found their way back—somehow—she would reevaluate, but for the moment, she was not going to let go of Phaesys.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    The desert is my home, but not my homeland. It isn’t yours either, but you know where you came from, even if you have never seen it. Father and mother were always good about telling you stories about the mountains, though I think you only remember them from the writings they left behind. I’ve done what I can to pass them along myself. I guess that is why I have to write this last entry, as I’ve told you too many enticing stories.


    In this journal—our father’s originally—I’ve left you a few stories to tell your own children, in addition to what Estin left for all of us. The remaining pages are my copies of the maps that our father recovered for us. They will lead you back to Altis, but I can assure you, the road ahead is long. Estin once told me that he expected it would take a year to make the full journey, if all went well.


    I’ve spent these four years intending to leave on the very trip you now take. You’ve seen the supplies I had prepared from time to time and my study of the maps surge and wane. I really did intend to go, but I have a hard time leaving things behind that I have come to hold dear.


    I believe Phaesys would be willing to follow me to the ends of Eldvar, if I said we were leaving today. Still, this became my home and that of my own children…his children too, I suppose, but we can’t have a male’s ego get too inflated. Alyana, I believe you understand this best.


    I know I am not your mother, nor have I ever tried to replace her in your lives. What I am is what I’ve always been—a silly female who wanted the best for everyone, especially my kin. Now, the three of you want to find our parents’ ancestral home and I wish you well in this.


    I will do what I’ve done for the last few years. I’ll stay in the newly rebuilt Corraith and wait for the day Estin and Feanne find their way back. If they are alive, I know they will. I’ll keep loving your adopted father and your nieces and nephews, as I have always done…at least until mom and dad come home, at which time Phaesys will have to face the threat of punishment I’ve held over his head all these years. It will be difficult to give that up after this long.


    Nowhere along the way will I pretend that I don’t grieve at the idea that the last of my own family is moving on, but I understand it’s for the best. You need to find your own places in this world and I would never refuse you that.


    Despite my claims that all of you are still too young for a journey that long with no idea what the war brought to the lands in-between, the truth is that I knew it was coming and I praise your courage in starting what I could not. Travel with my blessings. I hope you find what you’re looking for. If you do, I beg that you let me know. If you do not, I am here, always waiting for your return with open arms.


    I’ll be curious which of you finds this journal first, as I think I hid it well among your things. I know all three of you thought I had no idea you even intended to begin this trek, but mother taught me to watch others far more carefully than I think you realized. I’ve known that you spent six months planning for this and I’ve written this entry even before the three of you had settled on a proper goodbye letter to your brother-in-law and I.


    If you do find our parents out there somewhere, tell them that I love and miss them. I’ll be here waiting if they wish to come back.


    Theldis, you didn’t cleverly steal Atall’s ring as you seem to believe. It was to be yours anyway. You cannot steal what already belongs to you. Clearly you misunderstood why I never “caught” you for taking it. Wear it proudly. Grandmother will whisper in your ear how to use it when you’re ready.


    Rinam, that female you keep sneaking off with is a wild little monster and a bit of a tramp. I approve completely. I wish many mischievous children on you both. When your fur turns grey with worry over them, you will understand why I was always ready to strangle you.


    Alyana, you have always made me proud. Continue to keep the males in-line. It’s good practice for when you find a male you want to keep around for yourself. I hope he fulfills your life as my own has. In the meantime, enjoy your freedom, but stay safe and stay alive. This world is not a good place for females of our temperament. Blame mother for that.


    I love all of you, as did our parents. Remember that always.


    


    Travel safely,


    -- Lady Oria Herrouln, master of the Corraithian Council


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “Out of Place”


    


    Estin woke in the darkness, unsure if he were blind or if all of the lights had gone. Groaning as he sat up, he strained his eyes to make out anything, but the dark was far deeper than most places he had ever been. His eyes could usually pick out at least shapes, but here he could see nothing at all.


    Raising one hand, Estin called to the spirits to create a small light. Not only did the spell fail, but his mind remained deathly silent. Nothing came at his call. Not a whisper, not a tingle of magic.


    Trying not to let his fears of what could have happened to the others consume him, Estin sniffed, trying to locate Oria and Feanne. He could smell Feanne, but there was no trace of Oria. There were the scents of others, but all were mingled with death.


    Estin hoped that Oria and the others had fled, leaving them in the chamber alone. His memory of what exactly had happened was fuzzy, filled with the blinding rage of the transformation he had gone through. He remembered mists and Arturis, but little else. The last clear thought he could make out was fighting to keep a group of skeletons from killing the few soldiers he had with him.


    Feeling around, Estin found that while most of his belt pouches were torn or missing, one was still intact. Thankfully, that was the one where he kept a few essentials, including flint and steel. He had no wood, but even a glimpse of his surroundings would help figure out whether he should panic just yet.


    Clicking the steel and flint together, Estin looked around with each brief flicker of light. The first two flickers showed him bodies all around him. On the third try, he managed to spot a wall sconce nearby, its torch present but extinguished.


    Slowly, Estin made his way to the wall in the dark, trying to keep from tripping as he went. Once he found the wall, he felt around until his hands located the torch. The top of it was still warm and oily, as though a wind had just blown it out.


    Estin used the flint and steel again repeatedly, trying to get the torch to relight. The first few times, it sparked and began to glow, then went out. Finally, he managed to get it to hold and the room lit up as the torch flared brightly.


    The direction Estin was facing as the torch lit up made him think that the others had fled. The room was intact, complete with the tunnel to the north. Scattered around the floor were a half dozen men, most of whom were mangled badly. Lying among them was Feanne in a pool of her own blood.


    Through his hazy memories, Estin remembered Feanne being hurt, but he thought she had been in her transformed state. If she had been, for some reason she had shifted back before fully healing.


    Estin raced to Feanne, finding that she was still breathing shallowly. Her side was torn and she clutched at the spot to slow the blood-loss, but the wound looked severe. At his touch, Feanne’s eyes fluttered open and she clasped his hand with her free one.


    “Did we win?” she asked, though her voice was very weak and she did not lift her head from the floor.


    Estin looked around, trying to find an answer to that question. He remembered fighting, and the mists, and…


    Lying on the floor several feet away was Arturis, among several battered elven corpses. His robes were torn to shreds, but his body was intact. As Estin watched, he began to stir, pulling himself slowly off the floor.


    Beyond the Turessian, the room simply ended. Where there should have been another half of the room, as well as the tunnel they had used to arrive in the chamber, there was a solid sheet of stone. It was not even the same type of stone as the rest of the room and water trickled down the surface.


    At that moment, Arturis seemed to become aware that he was not alone. The man stumbled to his feet, raising his hand as he mumbled words of magic.


    Estin had no time to think, whispering his own call to the spirits, hoping he could draw his magic together faster than Arturis. As before, nothing happened and Estin waited for his foe’s spell to strike him down. When there was no pain, Estin opened his eyes slowly, finding Arturis staring at his own hand in shock.


    “My magic,” the man said, mystified. “There is no magic here.”


    Estin tried again to call to the spirits in his mind, but the silence remained. Nothing came, as though he had somehow been cut off from all that he had learned in the last few years.


    That was why Feanne had changed back without finishing her healing, he realized. Whatever was suppressing his magic here also kept her from using hers…and meant that Estin could do little to help her.


    “Where are we?” asked Estin cautiously, shifting the torch to his left hand. With his right, he picked up a sword from one of the fallen soldiers.


    “I have no idea,” admitted Arturis, looking around in the torchlight. “We could be anywhere. You should not concern yourself, though. Once you’re dead, I am sure I can find my way back to civilization.”


    Arturis charged at Estin, forcing Estin to quickly react with the sword to defend himself. The weapon glanced along Arturis’ lower arm and the man stopped, then stumbled backwards, clutching at a long gash in his skin.


    “That actually…” he started to say, then held up his arm and stared at the wound. It was not bleeding, but it was also not closing. In the area immediately around the gash, the skin began to dry and wither.


    “You’re mortal, just like the rest of us,” Estin said happily, taking a step towards Arturis. “No magic, remember?”


    Backing quickly away from Estin, Arturis held up a hand defensively.


    “You will not get out of here without my knowledge, sla…Estin. You will both die here of starvation or suffocation if you don’t find a way out in a hurry. I can help you with that, then we can finish what we started. There is no sense in all of us dying at once. We are all adults and can work this out for now.”


    Estin finally inched away from Arturis, setting the torch down on the floor so that he could keep holding the sword as he checked on Feanne. Her breathing was getting weaker and the blood still leaked between her fingers.


    “Do I take him up on it?” he asked her. “I can’t help you down here.”


    Smiling weakly, Feanne answered, “Would you die for your son? Whether it was then or now, that is what you have to decide. I know I would. Do not let me be the reason for your decision. Right now, you are the leader in this family, not me.”


    Bending over to nuzzle her cheek, Estin got back up slowly, raising the sword as he approached Arturis.


    “This is insane,” said Arturis frantically, holding up both hands in surrender. “I can tell you how to walk the mists. I can show you how to get back to Altis with or without them. We just need to get away from this place so that I can have my magic back. Anywhere would work.”


    Estin slashed with the sword, taking all of Arturis’ fingers off of his right hand. The moment the severed fingers hit the floor, they began to decay.


    Wincing, Arturis stared at his hand in dismay.


    “I know where your kind are from,” he tried, pointing emphatically at Estin with his other hand. “Your people. I was not lying to that other…what was her name…Lorne. I can show you how to go to them. Again, we just need to not be in this place.”


    “Can you give me back my son as anything more than a twisted monster?”


    Lips trembling in a half-hearted smile, Arturis shook his head.


    Feeling nothing, Estin stepped in quickly, driving the sword deep into Arturis’ chest.


    With little more than a wheeze, Arturis dropped to his knees, then collapsed as Estin pulled the weapon free. It took only seconds before the man began to smell like week-old meat. Every inch of exposed skin blackened and started to sag, as though to fall apart completely.


    Turning away, Estin went back to Feanne, throwing the sword into the corner of the room. He sat down by her head, pulling her onto his lap.


    Estin wanted to examine the wound, to look for something he could do to save her, but he knew that with that much blood lost already, he could not do much without magic. Instead, he cradled her head and waited, wanting to be with her no matter what might be coming.


    “You need to stop looking like that,” whispered Feanne, her half-open eyes on his face.


    Choking on tears as he tried to laugh, Estin answered, “I was born looking like this.”


    Feanne smiled, then reached up and wiped a tear from the edge of his eye.


    “I always told you I had no regrets, Estin. If you do not find a way out of here soon, you will suffocate. Does that make you regret killing him?”


    “Not for a moment,” he answered honestly. The tears would no longer stop. “The only thing I regret is that I couldn’t find a way to save you.”


    “Oh, you will,” Feanne replied, closing her eyes as she grinned. “Either I will wake to find that you came up with some stupid plan that saved us both, or we will wake up together somewhere far better.”


    “It was good while it lasted, Feanne.”


    Estin brushed at the fur along the sides of her face, his mind racing in search of anything he could do. Every thought came back to Feanne, giving him nothing that might save them.


    “I love you, Feanne.”


    She did not respond, her eyes still closed and mouth slightly ajar.


    “Feanne?”


    Touching her neck, Estin felt no pulse. From what he could tell, her breathing had stopped as well. Even the slow trickle of blood from her side had finally eased.


    Estin let out a cry of agony as he wept. Deep down, he still wanted to call on his magic, to bring her back. Had he been able to hear the spirits, he would have been able to save her at least for a few more minutes, but each second that passed made it more likely that she was gone forever. Even the circle back in Corraith would have only helped him for another few minutes beyond that, giving him little time to act.


    Sliding out from under Feanne, Estin stumbled around the room, barely coherent as he looked over the walls for anything he had missed. He saw nothing as he went, but wondered briefly at the smell of water close at hand. It took almost a minute of wandering before it sunk in just how close it was.


    “Why wouldn’t there be water?” he mumbled to himself, looking at the damp southern wall. “The mists moved us, so they probably moved the whole damned room somewhere else on Eldvar.”


    Estin took a few steps towards the south end of the room—stepping onto Arturis’ remains as he went—then stopped as he realized that the room was slowly flooding at that end. Water ran down the wall and pooled on the stone floor. It was already more than three inches deep.


    Touching his hand to the water, then to his tongue, Estin realized that the water was fresh. That meant they were beneath a lake or pond. Far better that than an ocean. It might even be shallow enough to swim out of, if he was very lucky. If he got far enough from this particular place, he might be able to use his magic, or find something or someone else who could help.


    Estin began to frantically search the bodies of the soldiers, until he found a sturdy mace on one of them. Hoisting the weapon, he grabbed Feanne and put her over his other shoulder.


    What he was thinking certainly qualified as a stupid idea, which gave him a tiny shred of hope.


    “I can hold my breath about three minutes,” he said to Feanne’s body, as he walked to the corner of the room. He set her down where the slope of the south wall allowed him an easy angle to reach the ceiling, but also put him directly under one of the beams that supported the roof. “I’ll see you in about that long, one way or another.”


    Swinging as hard as he could, Estin drove the ball of the weapon into the loose stone ceiling. Bits of stone broke free and water began to pour from the opening.


    Again, Estin hit the splintered stones with the mace. This time, with a crack and a rush, the entire ceiling collapsed towards the center of the room in a torrent of water, leaving Estin’s corner as the only spot not directly under the cascade. Still, within seconds, the water had risen to his knees and climbed quickly.


    “Three minutes…” Estin repeated as water beat down around him.


    Estin waited, taking slow breaths to ready himself as the water rapidly rose past his waist, then chest. Finally, he lifted Feanne in his arms again and waited nervously. When the water had reached his neck, Estin took a last deep breath, then dove into the water and swam upwards.


    As he kicked and flailed his tail, pulling Feanne along towards what he hoped was the surface, Estin remembered why he always had hated to gamble.


    The odds were never in your favor.
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