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    Chapter One


    “Hyeth”


    
      
    


    “We do not doodle the old gods, Ilarra.”


    Wincing at the unwanted attention to her lack of interest in the discussion around her, Ilarra tried to cover the half-finished drawing of a dragon being stabbed by soldiers. In reality, she realized that her inability to draw made it look more like a dead cow with wings lying on its back. Still, her father had somehow spotted that she had stopped taking notes and even managed to recognize that the picture was of something that pertained to the topic at hand.


    “Ilarra,” her father continued, smoothing his long grey robes as he stood before the class of would-be wizards, “explain the pertinence of the old gods on our study and the names of the ones recognized by our ancestors. If you have time, that is.”


    Ilarra looked around at the other students, a mixed bunch of young elves and the other races that inhabited the city with them, all of whom stared at her in hopes of seeing her get smacked with her father’s switch. Failure to pay attention was met with sharp raps on the knuckles, even for her. A dozen pairs of eyes, framed either by the soft faces of elves or the dog-like wildlings watched her intently.


    “It’s a trick question,” she answered quickly when she realized her father had his long, thin wooden switch in hand. He would readily smack her hand if she could not come up with something. “Our ancestors thought that all magic came from the old gods and belief in them. They believed that the source of one’s magic was based on whether you worshipped a good or an evil god. Some of the gods were considered of questionable morality, so worshipping them was often viewed as taking your life into your own hands if you used magic. The dragons were like that, caring little for the mortal world and often using our kind as pawns in their games, not unlike the legends of the fae.”


    Ilarra’s father came over beside her, using the switch to push back his graying brown hair, moving it out of his face and behind one of his pointed ears.


    “Why is that a trick?” he asked, leaning closer. The switch remained ready.


    Not taking her eyes off the wooden weapon, Ilarra replied, “Most of us living in Hyeth stopped believing in the old gods generations ago. Our written history goes back more than four hundred years and doesn’t mention one dragon or walking embodiment of the elements.


    “I, for one, don’t believe in any gods and I can do magic just fine. I doubt more than two or three people in this class believe in that foolishness anymore. Those who still pray to the old gods usually do it because their parents chide them if they don’t.”


    “Then demonstrate, Ilarra. If you don’t need faith to use magic, I expect you can show us that?”


    The other wizards-in-training snickered at Ilarra, having seen her put on the spot before. “I’d rather not, Father.”


    Before Ilarra even saw it move, the switch cracked her knuckles. She clenched her hand to her parchments and tried not to cry out, knowing that it would only encourage the others.


    “You are twenty-five, Ilarra. A little embarrassment is hardly the end of your world and might do you good, given your intention to pursue this particular career. A wizardess that cannot take criticism is not worthy of the power at their disposal.”


    Nodding, Ilarra got up from the long bench she and many of the other sat on. Her father pointed at a large melon he had placed on a tree stump at the front of the open-air classroom. The lesson was one that had been taught to her years before…smash the melon without approaching it or throwing anything. Any apprentice could do so easily with the most basic of training. That was actually the easy part of the task.


    Ilarra tried to ignore the other students, pointing her empty hand at the melon and concentrating. All she had to do was focus her mind on the symbols she had been taught and pull a tiny amount of magic across them without losing her concentration. It was the second lesson taught to anyone in the village who tried to learn magic, right after learning how to sense magic itself


    “Any time now,” her father said loudly behind her, just as Ilarra began to visualize the complex patterns in her mind. “If you are waiting for the melon to fall apart on its own, I assure you that we are not going to wait that long.”


    The other students laughed loudly, shattering what was left of Ilarra’s confidence. Struggling, she tried again to pull together the spell, feeling the magic before she had the symbols fixed in her mind. The spell abruptly fell apart, making her a little sick to her stomach as the magic dissipated abruptly, flowing through her before departing in a wave of warmth. She could feel sweat beads on her forehead from the momentary fever that came from uncontrolled magic.


    Ilarra wanted to try again, raising her hands for a second attempt, but realized that she smelled smoke. Looking around, she saw that her parchments were ablaze on the bench beside her. Squealing in panic, she threw them to the ground and stomped them with her sandal until they merely smoked, with little damage beyond some singed edges, though her charcoal sketch of the dragon was ruined.


    “That is why we pay attention, class,” her father announced, drawing another round of snickering. “Lighting your own books of magic on fire is hardly what we aim for before sending you to Lantonne for further training. Remember that and come back here tomorrow, as normal. If your parents ask what you learned, you can tell them that Ilarra has demonstrated that faith in the old gods keeps us from burning down the city around ourselves.”


    The class slowly emptied, the dozen or so students hurrying off to find something entertaining to do before their parents found out they were free and set them all on chores at their family farms. As they went, several other youths joined the students, leaving with them. Only one person remained outside the schooling area, leaning against a tree and waiting for Ilarra, though she did not dare look to him when she was being scolded. Her “brother” would be giving her a worried look the whole time and it would only make her feel worse.


    Ilarra waited where she was, staring at the melon in misery. She knew she could do better and so did her father.


    “You distracted me,” she quickly insisted as her father turned his attention back to her. “That wasn’t fair.”


    “What wizard requires absolute silence before decimating their foes in warfare?” he asked in reply. “Your argument is absurd, Ilarra. Destroy the melon.”


    Flinging her hand at the melon, Ilarra rushed through the symbols in her head and poured magic into the effort. This time, the melon and the table it sat on exploded into pieces that flew at least fifty feet, splattering Ilarra and her father with melon juice and seeds, pelting them with small fragments of wood.


    Once the last of the flying debris had landed, Ilarra held out her hand to her father, who thwacked it hard enough to break the small switch. She winced, but knew that they had been lucky not to have gotten hurt with that much wood flying around. Shards of the table could have injured them both.


    “This is hardly what will be expected of you,” her father groused, throwing the broken switch aside. “You want to go to Lantonne to study and you can’t even concentrate long enough to destroy a melon without tearing my table apart. Absolutely awful, Ilarra. You have a great deal of potential, but no control. Do you really think that the tower of magic will accept your request for schooling like this?”


    “No, Father.”


    “Then we are both surprised. I received word on the latest caravan that, for some reason that I cannot fathom, they are accepting you in immediately. Two of your classmates are invited for next year, but you are alone this time. I believe they had an unexpected opening.”


    Ilarra stared at her father in confusion, the sting on her hand already forgotten. “They accepted me?”


    “Yes, though I doubt they will tolerate…”


    Ilarra’s father’s muttering was cut off by her nearly tackling him with a hug. When she finally did drop back to her feet, her father smiled at her with a sad expression that she had never seen before.


    “My little girl,” he mused, touching her long brown hair and drawing it back out of her face, “you are not a child anymore, Ilarra. Make the most of this chance to leave the farmlands and live in the city. You will not get another chance like this.”


    She clung to his hand, smiling thankfully and replying, “I know, Father. There are too many distractions here. There, I’ll focus on being the best I can be.”


    “You had better. I’ve tasked your brother with keeping you safe, as well as being mindful of your reason for being there. Lantonne is a large city, and the distractions will be far more…interesting. He will make sure you do not drift too far from your studies.”


    At the mention of her “brother,” Ilarra looked back at the man leaned against the tree. She could not quite make out Raeln from where she stood, but she always could feel his watchful stare.


    “Your mother would be proud, even as she worried about you,” her father told her, smiling sadly. “I’m sure she is still watching from the golden fields.”


    Ilarra bit her lip to keep from saying something scathing about the subtle religious reference. Like many of the younger elves, she had given up on the belief in the golden fields her parents and theirs had believed waited for them all in the afterlife. Life was what she made of it, not some mythical field. Besides, she saw more than enough fields during life and had no desire to spend an eternity among more. Her mother was simply dead and gone.


    As Ilarra let her father dote, another person came into the schooling area, clearing her throat softly as she stood behind Ilarra’s father.


    Looking past her father, Ilarra saw her father’s “sister,” a wildling that had been oath-sworn to protect him from any threats when he was a child. The wolf-woman was nearly all black with touches of grey around her muzzle and neck that gave her a stately appearance of respectful age. Asha was Raeln’s mother and Ilarra’s second mother after her actual mother had passed.


    The complex relationships between the oath-sworn wildlings—who some in the region referred to as “Silent Watchers” due to their oath to not speak—and their elven families had long been viewed as a bad joke by people outside the village of Hyeth and many inside. To Ilarra and others who had been raised with wildlings as quiet family members, it was only normal.


    “Go run with Raeln for a while,” her father told her, raising a hand to let Asha know that he had heard her. The wildling nodded and clasped her hands behind her back. “Asha and I have much to prepare for your trip. You will leave next week with the supply caravan. The gypsies agreed to a fair price for the last-minute ride, which has surprised me to no end.”


    Squeezing her father in another long hug, Ilarra ran off toward the deeper woods, where she could feel Raeln waiting for her. It took her several minutes to find him, searching through the dense trees on the north end of the village for where he might be hiding. He had somehow slipped away when she had been talking with her father.


    “Raeln?” she called out, leaning sharply around a tree, thinking she would find him. In all directions, the woods were silent and empty. “Where are you?”


    A rustle behind her startled Ilarra and she spun, only to find herself staring at the chest of the man who towered over her. Despite his stature and imposing appearance, Raeln grinned when Ilarra punched him harmlessly in the stomach.


    Like his mother Asha, Raeln was a wolf wildling, though his patterning was largely grey with hints of white and black in parts of his fur coat, mostly around his face and chest. He had been bonded to Ilarra when they were children, allowing them to always have a sense for one another’s safety, but also tying their health and lifespans together. If Ilarra got a cold, so did Raeln. For his part, Raeln gained decades of extra life, in return for being obligated to protect Ilarra to keep himself alive.


    Unlike Asha, Raeln was massive. What Asha could accomplish through stern looks and implied threat, Raeln rarely had to even threaten to get, given that he was easily seven feet tall—more than a foot and a half taller than Ilarra—and one of the strongest men in Hyeth. That muscle convinced many who did not know him that he might be slow or clumsy, but Raeln was fast and agile, making those who had tussled with him as a child unwilling to risk ever doing so again after he had filled out in recent years.


    “Did you hear?” asked Ilarra, giggling.


    As expected, Raeln said nothing, but nodded and smiled. That was enough for Ilarra, seeing more in his expression than most people got from words. She had never heard him speak and had grown very accustomed to watching his slight facial expressions for his thoughts. A turn of a fuzzy ear, a tail flick, or a lift of his whiskers all spoke to Ilarra the same way words would from anyone else. His expression showed beaming pride in his “sister.” He already knew. It was entirely possible that he had known for days and not revealed it to her.


    “One more week,” she exclaimed anyway, hopping. “We’re going to Lantonne!”


    Raeln reached down and tapped at the braided rope tassel on Ilarra’s belt. Making a breaking motion with his hands, he pantomimed throwing something away.


    “Right! I almost forgot. Lantonne doesn’t make us wear these stupid things. If I’m in the school, I don’t even have to worry about it anymore.”


    Ilarra wanted to throw the maiden-braid away, but knew she would have to at least get out of the village before lighting it on fire. Waiting even that long was difficult.


    The simple cord braid was a tradition in Hyeth, marking the women that were of marrying age and had not found a husband as of yet. In previous generations, the women had worn the braiding in their hair, under the belief that, given how far-spread their people were across that part of Eldvar, it would help catch the eye of a potential suitor who might otherwise travel on.


    With the beginning of trade with the dwarves of the region when Ilarra was a child, the young elves of Hyeth had found it distasteful that dwarven women also wore a similar style of braid, though theirs was meant to hold valuables and tokens of pride in their hair. As such, the braid had been moved to an accessory by all but the older women. If Ilarra’s wishes came true, the idiotic tradition would be forgotten entirely before she was fifty. Like most girls her age, she wanted to marry…simply not anytime soon. It was far more interesting to flirt with the boys than to even consider being tied down to one. Besides, half the fun was in making two or more of them fight over her and that would have to end if she chose one.


    The one thing Ilarra did have in her favor was that once anyone from Hyeth became a skilled tradesman of some sort, the braids became optional. Tradesmen of either gender were viewed as too busy to be pestered about such things, unless they wanted to be, and thus, they could choose more freely if they wanted to look for a partner. Farmers, hunters, and especially wizards fell into the category of skilled tradesmen.


    So long as she had to wear it, it meant not only would single men continue to follow her around, but also that her father had the right to present suitors to her. He could not force her to marry, but he could strongly suggest men he felt were appropriate, which required her to be polite in her rejections. Joining the school of magic in Lantonne made her a wizard in training and gave her the freedom to tell men to leave her alone…or encourage those that her father would never approve of. Convincing Raeln to let her get away with that would be a different matter, but perhaps in Lantonne she could keep him busy enough that she could sneak some time alone with the men there.


    The desire to avoid being followed by every bachelor in the small village was selfish, but Raeln benefited from her getting rid of the braid, too. So long as Ilarra was considered available, the women wolf wildlings of Hyeth would continue to throw themselves at him. Every time it happened, the reaction from him was much the same. He seemed to hate the unwanted attention far more than Ilarra. Some days, he had to chase off a half-dozen women that he was not interested in.


    As if on cue, a young wolf woman stepped into their path, dressed in a lightweight dress that hugged her figure. The style tended to be more common on the elves than the wildlings, but many of them, especially the women, had adopted the clothing to their different body shape. Like the rest of their kind, Raeln included, the woman’s paw-like feet were bare despite the rocky ground, and the outfit she wore had been built to accommodate her long tail, which wagged behind her as she purposely blocked Raeln’s advance.


    The woman gave Ilarra a vaguely mumbled greeting without taking her eyes off Raeln, then smiled broadly at him as she pressed a flask of wine into his hands. Without a word, she hurried off, glancing over her shoulder repeatedly before the woods cut off any further sight of her.


    “They’re trying to get you drunk now. That’s a new approach,” teased Ilarra once she was sure the girl was out of earshot. At Raeln’s glare, she quickly added, “I know, I know. Her family works the vineyard, so the gift makes sense. I was trying to be funny. Drink that if it helps get your sense of humor back.”


    Raeln nodded and looked at the flask before shaking his head and flicking one of his ears in annoyance. He checked over his shoulder for the girl who had given it to him before tucking the flask into his loose shirt. Knowing Raeln, he would give the flask to his mother as a gift without revealing where it had come from. He hated alcohol and rarely even drank anything stronger than tea.


    “She had a nice tail,” noted Ilarra, trying to make Raeln smile. Instead, his annoyed look turned into an outright glower. He seemed never to find the same things nearly as funny she did.


    “You know,” Ilarra went on, starting to lead the way through the woods again while Raeln sulked behind her, “sooner or later Asha is going to find you a nice girl, whether you like it or not. I’ve seen her checking out the young wolves on your behalf. If you don’t find someone soon, you’ll be stuck with whomever she finds. My father can’t make me marry, but I know I wouldn’t dare cross your mother. I think she wants grandchildren in a hurry.”


    Raeln’s ears drooped briefly and he pointed at Ilarra and tapped the back of his hand, a gesture they had come up with as kids to indicate that the topic or gesture applied to whoever was being pointed at. Then, to make it a question, he cocked his head slightly in the way a dog did when confused. He was essentially saying, “And what about you?”


    “I’m free, Raeln. With the schooling in Lantonne, I’ve got years before father can try to pick a husband for me again. By then, I’ll be a famous wizard and won’t have to worry about matchmaking. I can find my own husband and maybe help you find a nice wolf to settle down with before your mother decides to deliver a wife to you without consulting you.”


    This time, Raeln stopped and patted his chest to indicate he wanted Ilarra to pay full attention. She turned fully around, knowing it had to be something important for him to insist on that when the topic was intended to be light-hearted.


    Raeln pointed back the way the girl had gone and made a noose-like loop around his neck with a fingertip. Lolling his head to one side and letting his tongue hang out, he looked as though he were mimicking a dead person.


    “I know she’ll die long before you, Raeln,” Ilarra said, realizing how serious the conversation had become if Raeln brought that up. “It really limits both of our options.”


    The simple truth that the oath between Ilarra and Raeln changed how they interacted with “normal” people was one Ilarra rarely allowed herself to think about.


    While other wildlings were of adult age by five or six years and elderly by thirty—the girl that they had passed was likely about eight—Raeln’s tie to her meant that he would live until she died. Whereas most elves might live two or three times the lifespan of an average human, often between a hundred and fifty years and a hundred and eighty, those like herself or her father would live no more than a hundred. The lifespans of both people involved in the oaths were changed, meaning that she would die many years before most elven men and Raeln would die decades after another wildling. He had brought that up more than once as a reason to avoid attachments, and she could not say he was wrong. Once they went to Lantonne, where she had heard no one performed the oaths, it would be even more unlikely that Raeln would be willing to consider a relationship with someone that he knew would die before he had even reached middle age.


    This was exactly why Ilarra had turned to flirting. It was so much safer on everyone’s feelings, unless an eligible bachelor who was also bonded showed up.


    “You two look miserable,” a man’s voice called out as footsteps crunched through the woods behind Ilarra. “Bad news from Lantonne?”


    Ilarra’s eyes went wide and she looked up at Raeln to confirm who was walking up behind her. His curt nod was all she needed to feel even less at ease, though he looked easily as uncomfortable as she felt. Instead of watching whoever stood behind her, Raeln began searching the woods, his ears darting back and forth the way a wild animal would if it thought it was being stalked.


    Turning slowly, Ilarra’s eyes shot straight to the elven man approaching her. He was her age, but as a hunter he rarely spent time with the same people she did and was not even seen in town very often. Shoulder-length blond hair and a warrior’s physique made her stomach clench with nervousness, mostly thanks to the teasing about her feelings by the other elven girls. Rolus was the man she had long been hoping would be her father’s first choice if he tried to convince her to marry. Then again, she knew nearly every other elven girl in Hyeth felt exactly the same way, including several of the more outspoken married women. Thus far, she had not gotten him to say anything more than “hello” to her in passing, despite some serious attempts…more than one of which had upset Raeln or her father, due to the low cut of her clothing choices.


    Nearby in the woods, a grey and brown wolf wildling—Rolus’ oath-bound sister, Ishande—circled them, barely visible among the trees as she kept low. It was a habit she seemed unable to resist, always trapping whomever Rolus was speaking with. From what Ilarra could tell, Rolus did not even notice anymore. Raeln, on the other hand, watched the wildling girl as though she might attack. From the things Ilarra had heard of her, that was not a bad assumption.


    “Sorry. I was going to see your father and Asha to report on patrols as he requested. I didn’t mean to startle you. I heard you two talking and thought I would check on you.”


    Ilarra knew she must look terrified and wide-eyed, but she could not quite bring herself to speak for several seconds. When she finally managed to find her voice, all she could squeak out was, “No. Good news. Thanks.”


    “Glad to hear it,” Rolus said graciously, touching his wrists together as he bowed in a traditional greeting between equals. He then looked past Ilarra toward where Ishande squatted in the woods, eyeing Raeln like a threat. Raeln watched her much the same way, his legs tense and ready to leap into motion. “We should get going. My sister is restless, and when she is left to her own, fights break out. She’s wanted to pick a fight with your brother for a while and I would rather it not happen today.”


    Ilarra nodded and stared at where Rolus had been standing as he hurried off, unable to find anything more to say or even manage to turn as he hurried off. It was not until Raeln walked up beside her and gave her a “what’s wrong?” expression that she finally began to relax enough to breathe.


    “Sorry, stupid crush,” she admitted, feeling foolish. “You know I’ve really liked him since I was a kid. I still can’t seem to talk when he’s around.”


    Raeln made a point of turning to stare back the way that Rolus and Ishande had gone, then pointed at his own tail and smiled as he made a gesture that meant, “Nice or good.”


    “Nice tail? I don’t think I’ve even looked at Ishande. She creeps me out, Raeln…”


    Raeln smirked mischievously as he made a dismissive sweep with his open hand, and Ilarra realized he meant Rolus, a joke at her expense. Just when Ilarra thought he had lost his sense of humor, he would tease her with something like that. He was not entirely wrong, though.


    “Not funny, Raeln. Not funny at all. But yes, he does. The leather pants the hunters wear are terribly inappropriate, my mother always said, though I caught her looking often enough. Can you really blame me? At least no one laughs at the men for looking at women that way. You can practically grope Ishande and aside from a few jokes at your expense, no one would think twice about it. I get yelled at for wearing a tight skirt, but you probably don’t even notice if someone was checking out your tail.”


    Raeln twisted around to look at his own posterior and laughed softly as Ilarra slapped his arm playfully. Scooping her up in his strong arms, he took off at a run with her still struggling to free herself.


    Ilarra, at least, knew those days were numbered and was happy to have Raeln indulge her a little longer. Childhood would end far too soon.


    


    *


    


    Six days later, Ilarra sat on a large flat stone near the wide beaten-down path that the merchants took as they passed through Hyeth, trying desperately not to sulk. For more than an hour, her father had argued with the spokesman for the caravan, trying to whittle down the insane price they were asking for her passage to Lantonne. Judging by Asha’s glare at the gypsy that was doing the negotiating for the wagon master, things were continuing to go badly. For some reason, they had backed out of their earlier pricing after seeing that her father taught the young wizards of Hyeth.


    The crunch of heavy, padded feet coming down on the dry leaves beside her tipped Ilarra off to Raeln’s arrival. He generally was too quiet for her to hear unless he wanted her to know that he was there. She had always found it amusing that he had to work to not be sneaky.


    “No luck,” she said without looking away from her father, who was rubbing the bridge of his nose. The gypsy grinned at Asha and appeared to be putting himself in grave danger by doing so, if her expression was any indication. “We might not be leaving after all, if we don’t find a lot more money. I don’t think father counted on the gypsies haggling quite so much.”


    The gypsies were one of the less frequent visitors to the trading village of Hyeth, but were easily the most difficult to negotiate with, somehow even surpassing the stubbornness of the dwarves. Even Altisian merchants—the enemy nation of Hyeth’s parent city-state of Lantonne—were more willing to work out deals.


    Raeln growled and swished his tail sharply as he turned to leave, heading back toward the central field of the village, where trading of crops and goods often happened.


    Turning on the stone, Ilarra saw that Raeln was not headed toward the daytime trading market, but rather past it to a large group of the village’s hunters and warriors. As they did most days, the younger combatants practiced almost endlessly, preparing for the next raid by the tribal people that lived at the outskirts of the woods, while the older hunters sat around the edge of the tree-lined area and criticized the youths. It was something Ilarra had no particular interest in…until Raeln showed interest.


    She hopped up and followed her brother as he marched toward where five of the hunters were competing for the approval of the elders. The youths were playing a sort of rough game, with one at a time trying to hit a target with knives or arrows at a distance, while the other four did everything in their power to stop him or her. That included tackling, tripping, and punches that made Ilarra afraid to get too closer. All five were already bloodied, but grinning despite it.


    “So, the warrior who’s too good to stick around and defend Hyeth shows his face,” called out one of the older wildling warriors, whose dog-like features were marred by old scars. Immediately, the youths fighting stopped and eyed Raeln challengingly. Despite his appearance of age, the old wolf was likely only a year or two older than Raeln. “The younglings are saying that they are better than you, Raeln. Care to prove yourself before you leave us and go traipse around the city? You’ll go soft there, I’d wager.”


    Raeln’s muscles tensed as four more wildlings and elves stood up and joined the first five, circling him. He kept his attention on the speaker, even as his ears moved to track those who cut him off from Ilarra.


    For her own part, Ilarra had no desire to be anywhere near Raeln when he was showing off. She was anything but a warrior and wanted to be as far from the violence as she could manage. Instead of entering the group of elders or the target the youths had used, she made a point of picking a spot far from the target, where she thought it was least likely anyone or anything might come flying.


    “Don’t stall, boy,” shouted another hunter, an elven woman that had a reputation for picking off foes with arrows before they were close enough to know she was even there. “This village has been forced to listen to years of bragging by your adopted father about your training. I think you’ve gotten rusty in the last few months, since the last time you practiced here. Prove me wrong.”


    Ilarra knew that the comments were anything but friendly. Her father had paid a fortune to traveling soldiers and retired warriors to teach Raeln what they knew. Many of the other warriors had been tested in battle at a young age and resented the idea that Raeln was somehow their equal. Those who had seen him fight were likely trying to goad their trainees into a fight they would not win. At least, she hoped they could not win. She had no desire to go back to her father to ask for a healer to look at Raeln.


    Finally, Raeln nodded at the two that had demanded he show his abilities off. Then, as though it were an afterthought, he tapped the money pouch that hung from his belt. He then raised two fingers to indicate a wager of two copper Lantonnian marks. Given the lack of money in the village, two copper marks would be a day’s wage for most.


    “Put your tail where your money is,” snapped the old wolf that had challenged him initially. “I’ve got nine younglings out there against you. If you think you can beat them all, make it nine coins. I want this to be a good show to remember you by, if you’re running away to Lantonne today.”


    Nearly all the hunters gave the old man a surprised look, knowing that was more money than was customary for any wager. Likely, most of the younger ones had never had that many coins to rub together at any one time. Two of the youngest studied Raeln with newfound nervousness, clearly wondering if he could live up to a wager that size.


    Ilarra knew that Raeln had little more than that as his total savings. At most, he had fifteen coins in that pouch and that was still not enough to help her father’s attempts to sway the gypsy merchants.


    Shrugging as though the amount wagered was inconsequential, Raeln nodded and pointed at one of the targets. Taking his only knife from his belt, he tossed it onto the ground past the line of hunters, where he would have to fight to reach it. He then beckoned the youths to come at him. Before they could, two more stepped out of the woods to join the teenagers. When Ilarra saw who they were, she groaned and began looking around for a healer in the crowd.


    Rolus and Ishande bowed to Raeln and drew their swords. Unlike the youths who mostly carried wooden weapons meant to hurt and not kill, these two wielded steel weapons and both carried bows, fastened by leather straps to the large quivers on their backs. Aside from Raeln and the elders, the two hunters were considered the best the village had to offer.


    “Well that changes things,” the elder wolf laughed. Holding up his own money pouch as he stood, he waved others to come to him. “Let’s give the boy a good whipping. Who’ll help me up the wager to twenty? He’s got a couple weeks on a wagon to heal. I want him to remember us!”


    Ilarra’s stomach knotted painfully, but if Raeln was worried, he certainly did not show it. She fully expected him to back out, knowing he could not possibly match that wager. Despite this, Raeln bowed to the elder and then to Rolus and Ishande. The fool was going to go through with it. With dread, Ilarra moved a little farther behind the tree, trying to ready herself to run for her father at the first sign of blood.


    The start of the game was a long time coming, furthering Ilarra’s worries. While the elders laughed and collected coins to meet the wager, Raeln slowly knelt down and closed his eyes, relaxing as the other warriors grew restless. It was his way, often meditating to ease stress and prepare his body for sudden exertion.


    Soon, several of the hotheaded younger warriors began shouting taunts at Raeln, criticizing everything from his simple tunic and pants to the color of his fur. Of them all, only Rolus and Ishande stood apart, with Rolus calmly watching Raeln in anticipation and Ishande studying Raeln as though he were prey. Raeln gave them all nothing, appearing to practically fall asleep.


    At last, the elder wolf shouted that the coin had been collected and called for the fight to begin. Even if the younger warriors did not fear Raeln, they showed some small degree of respect, waiting until he gave a curt nod to indicate that he was ready before they tried to jump him.


    Ilarra squeaked as she partially covered her eyes. She had seen Raeln fight one or two people and come out unscathed, but for the most part, she worried too much about him to go to many of his sessions with teachers or fellow students. Eleven was far too many to assume he had any hope, though.


    Rolus and Ishande held back, watching as Raeln leapt to his feet when the first hunter got within range. He snagged the young elf’s weapon beneath the boy’s hand, twisting to yank it free, flipping it in mid-air. By the time the next warrior could reach Raeln, he had caught the weapon and spun, parrying the wooden sword of the next closest.


    The fight became a confusing race to catch up with Raeln, with Ilarra struggling to watch all the weapons. Every few seconds, Raeln would dart free of the group with a new weapon, which he threw into the woods. Before long, the younger warriors were forced to engage Raeln barehanded, with the two older hunters waiting for them to finish before they joined in. The predatory gleam in Ishande’s expression had really begun to worry Ilarra.


    Without weapons, the younger men and women—both wildlings and elves—stood little chance, even though Raeln kept none of the weapons for himself. He had stopped running and almost casually sidestepped the punches and kicks aimed at him, using his weight to knock several of the hunters off-balance. One, he kicked in the stomach, dropping the young elven man. Another he flipped, sending her tumbling into the trees nearby.


    The group slowly shrank, with Raeln picking off another youth every few seconds. Through it all, he maintained the relaxed and almost peaceful expression, as though he could fall asleep, even as he drove the heel of his hand into the throat of one hunter and kicked backwards to drop a second.


    When only a single wildling youth remained facing Raeln, with Ishande and Rolus watching from nearby, the wolven girl began backing away. She looked around frantically for a weapon, but Raeln advanced quickly, giving her little breathing room. Then, before she could fully turn in an attempt to run, Raeln grabbed her arm, spun her around to face him, and dropped to a knee to roll her over his shoulder. The girl landed with a pained thump on her back and curled into a ball, groaning.


    The rest of the younglings either lay scattered around the field in some state of agony, or had disappeared into the woods. Only Raeln and the two older hunters were left.


    Ilarra had slowly come out from behind the tree as Raeln had torn through the challengers. She finally believed he had a chance of winning, though she could see that he was breathing harder than he had at the beginning. Aside from the slow panting and the disheveled look of his clothing, he looked as though he had done little more than stroll through the woods.


    Rolus was the first to act as Raeln tried to get to his feet. The elven hunter slashed at Raeln with his sword, holding nothing back. Raeln dodged and tumbled away, getting some distance between himself and Rolus, somehow even managing to backhand Rolus to force him away and slow him in the process.


    In the second or two Ilarra had been watching the flashes of Rolus’ sword coming dangerously close to Raeln, Ishande had disappeared. As Raeln came back onto his feet outside of Rolus’ reach, the lithe wildling woman reappeared at the tree line, leaping onto Raeln’s back. She hooked his arms, pulling him off-balance with as much practiced skill as Raeln. Then, with a hard kick with her paw to the back of one knee then the other, she forced Raeln to his knees without releasing his arms. That brought Raeln down below her height, giving her the leverage to actually hold him. For all of Raeln’s size and strength, with his arms back behind his shoulders and a grown woman exerting her weight and muscle against the joints, Ilarra could not see how he could possibly free himself.


    Stepping up in front of Raeln while wisely keeping out of kicking range, Rolus lowered the tip of his sword toward Raeln’s chest.


    “Ishande thought you would put up more of a fight,” he told Raeln, looking around at the hunters, then into the woods until he caught Ilarra’s eyes. After Rolus confirmed she was watching, he went back to watching Raeln. “You are good, but not better than a whole group of us. Give me the signal that you are done so we can all get on with our day.”


    Raeln’s ears drooped in a sign that he intended to yield, but Ilarra could see the slight smirk hidden by his thick fur. He somehow thought he still had an advantage, but Ilarra could not fathom what it might be. He was held and at weapon-point. If that was not defeated, she clearly had no understanding of how the hunters did their work.


    Abruptly dropping his shoulder, Raeln partially slid out of Ishande’s grip and drove himself backwards into her to get distance from Rolus. He used Ishande’s momentary scramble for control to hook his arms around her neck, pulling her overtop of himself. Using her like a shield, Raeln prevented Rolus from attacking until he could get his feet back under himself.


    Ishande was not about to give up, either. She drove her knee into Raeln’s side repeatedly, until he was forced to release her and block with his arms. Once she was free of his grip, Ishande dove back and away, drawing her own sword as she came up. Growling fiercely despite her vows of silence, the wildling warned Raeln against trying that again.


    Going in for the mock-kill, Rolus pushed his attack the instant Ishande cleared his path. He stabbed at Raeln, fast enough that Ilarra knew there was no chance of him stopping the blade in time if he did manage to connect with Raeln, but he never even came close to landing a solid hit. The flat of Rolus’ blade slid along Raeln’s forearms before being deflected, drawing barely enough blood to wet Raeln’s grey fur.


    Raeln abruptly twisted, stepping around the sword to come in on Rolus, as Ishande swept her weapon across where he had been. He drove his elbow into Rolus’ chest, knocking the breath from him. When Rolus did not drop, Raeln jabbed the elven man’s throat with the tips of his fingers, knocking him over in a fit of coughing.


    Trying to end the fight before Ishande could reach him, Raeln dashed across the clearing to where he had thrown down his knife, with Ishande following him at a quick walk, clearly allowing him to get away. When he reached the spot where the knife had been, Raeln looked around with a bewildered expression.


    Ishande cleared her throat, holding up Raeln’s knife for him—and the bystanders—to see, grinning wickedly. Then, once she knew he had seen her holding it, Ishande tucked the weapon into her belt, tying it off with a thin leather strap to keep it from being easily snatched. She tossed aside her sword, pulled off her quiver and bow and threw them away as well. Lowering herself into a stance that mirrored Raeln’s, she waited for Raeln to come after her.


    To Ilarra’s surprise, Raeln did not immediately take the invitation to attack. Instead, he relaxed and rolled his shoulders, stretching out as he began walking around the clearing, circling Ishande, forcing her to turn with him or risk letting him get behind her. The two seemed to be sizing each other up.


    When Raeln did strike, he rushed Ishande mid-step, when even Ilarra had believed him to be off-balance. He reached her quickly and the two snarled like beasts as they clawed, punched, and kicked at one another, neither able to get a solid hit.


    Ishande ducked a heavy-handed swing by Raeln, punching him in the stomach. Despite her smaller size, Ilarra could see that the blow hurt Raeln, though he could easily take more. It was Ishande’s follow-up that was far more dangerous, using her momentum from the first strike to spin and rake her untrimmed claws across his chest.


    The sheer ferocity of the attack made Ilarra gasp and wonder why any wildling would resort to such animalistic tactics. Raeln had always kept his claws trimmed short and Ilarra had never given them a thought.


    Stumbling back, Raeln did not take his eyes off Ishande, even as blood stained his ruined shirt and chest fur. The wound was deep, though Ilarra knew it probably looked worse to her, given that Raeln barely flinched. Once the fur filled back in, Ilarra doubted he would even have visible scars, but in the meantime, the injury would make it harder to keep fighting.


    The two rushed each other again, this time with Ishande trying to land a solid punch, but Raeln pushing straight through her attack to grab her and pin her arms. Growling angrily, Ishande bit down on Raeln’s shoulder, drawing blood that ran down his arm and darkened his tunic. After a moment of both struggling, Raeln managed to drive her to the ground, rolling her to her stomach to keep her from having any clear attack. Forcing her arms behind her back, he braced a knee against her lower spine.


    Despite Ishande’s struggles, Raeln held her firmly with his greater weight. He cautiously adjusted his positioning until he managed to extract one of his hands without letting Ishande free. Being careful not to slip and risk being mauled again, Raeln untied the strap on the knife at her side and pulled it free.


    Raeln lifted the knife and looked around, getting his bearings as to where he was in relation to the target he had designated at the start of the fight. Flicking his knife at it, he hit only a hair off-center, the knife sinking to its hilt in the hay backing of the target.


    “I’ll be damned,” muttered the elder that had started the challenge. “Can we talk you out of going? I need you training these pups.”


    Raeln smiled at the old wolf and shook his head, though he kept his grip on Ishande as she continued to snarl and snap at him. After a moment, the elder threw the jingling pouch at Raeln, which he caught mid-air. Easing back onto his haunches, Raeln stepped hurriedly away from Ishande, allowing her to get up, but keeping himself well away from her.


    Looking every bit the feral animal, Ishande lifted herself to all fours slowly, never taking her dark blue eyes off of Raeln. She bared her teeth briefly and stood up, cocking her head to study Raeln more carefully. Soon, the hostile feeling that radiated off her faded and she relaxed, shaking her head in frustration. Walking up to Raeln, she patted his chest gently near the claw wounds and gave him a meaningful stare. After a moment of the two watching one another, she left him and went to collect her brother, who was only beginning to stir.


    Raeln waited until Ishande had gotten a little farther away before turning to Ilarra and smiling broadly, holding up the bag of copper. He walked quickly her way, grabbing her hand and pressing the bag into it, before leading the way back toward where the gypsy caravan waited.


    “What was that last bit all about?” Ilarra asked softly, carrying the coin pouch with both hands. She could not even believe Raeln had gotten through that fight with only a few scrapes. He had come home with far worse more times than she could remember. “That last bit with Ishande. Was she threatening to kill you?”


    Eyeing her as though he wanted to ignore the question, Raeln finally pointed toward her maiden braid.


    “That was an invitation?” Ilarra asked in surprise, louder than intended. “That’s what it takes to get her attention?”


    Raeln nodded grimly and rubbed at the cuts on his chest.


    “That girl is scary, Raeln. Promise me you aren’t going to accept that offer.”


    Giving her an annoyed glance, Raeln shook his head and held up a hand covered with blood as though that explained everything.


    “I don’t know what you like when it comes to girls,” Ilarra teased, though she felt a little sick looking at the fresh blood. “Maybe that’s your thing.”


    Raeln let out such a disgusted grumble that Ilarra decided to let the topic go entirely, allowing him to have some time to himself as they headed back toward where she had last seen her father and Asha.


    Sure enough, as they came out on the main road, Ilarra’s father was still arguing with the caravan’s man.


    Asha had mostly given up on intimidation and had retreated to the edge of the road, squatting near the path the wagons would need to take to leave, apparently intending to stop them if they tried to leave without Ilarra and Raeln. As Raeln and Ilarra approached, Asha sniffed and looked their way, her eyes widening slightly and her pointed ears perking as she stared at Raeln. The old wolf eyed his wounds and narrowed her eyes, clearly intending to scold him in some manner.


    Giving her a very subtle shake of his head, Raeln led the way over to the wagons and Ilarra’s father. He stepped right up to the gypsy who had been doing the haggling, bringing the conversation to an abrupt halt as both the wagoneer and Ilarra’s father stared at Raeln’s wounds.


    Raeln grunted, pointing at the large bag of coins that Ilarra held, before pulling his own pouch off his belt and holding it up. He pointed at Ilarra, himself, and then the wagons, after which he gave a loud huff and stared at the gypsy, daring him to refuse again.


    “Is a good deal I think, yes?” the man said quickly, snatching Ilarra’s father’s hand and shaking it without taking his eyes off Raeln. “The two bags of coin are good. The wildling and the girl will ride. Is no problem. We like extra passengers. We are friendly people.”


    Huffing again, Raeln walked past the elves to grab Ilarra’s bags and his single small one, carrying them toward the nearest covered wagon.


    “Is the wildling rabid?” the gypsy asked after Raeln began throwing the bags onto the wagon, though Ilarra was still in range to hear the man. “Is not problem, just wish to know.”


    “No, he is not rabid,” said Ilarra’s father, putting his own small coin pouch in Ilarra’s hand now that it was no longer needed to pay for their fare. “He has a short temper, though. Keep my daughter safe and he will be far happier.”


    The gypsy winced slightly, but nodded and said, “We treat her like one of our own, yes? Happy gypsy elf girl, so we have happy werewolf man.”


    “He is no werewolf,” Ilarra’s father said firmly. “He’s just…big.”


    “The wagons were attacked by werewolf last week,” the gypsy went on. “Less elfy clothing, more scars, but wildling look like werewolf, no? If attacked again, I think the wolf might save us, yes? You mind if we tear his clothing lots and have him growl at the werewolves? He might scare them off.”


    Sighing, Ilarra’s father began ignoring the man and instead turned to give Ilarra a warm hug. As soon as he released her, Asha appeared at Ilarra’s side and took her own turn hugging Ilarra.


    “I’ll take care of him,” Ilarra told Asha, burying her face in her adopted mother’s shoulder fur. “I promise.”


    Asha squeezed Ilarra a little tighter and then stepped away, smiling sadly. She glanced over at Raeln and her softened expression faded instantly. With a soft yip that Ilarra was willing to bet pushed the limits of her oath, Asha headed Raeln’s way, wordlessly scolding him and pointing at where he should have put the baggage. Then, pointing at his wounds, she gave him a glower and pointed at the home of the village’s only healer.


    “I will hold the wagons until she is done mothering him,” Ilarra’s father told her, laughing as the two wildlings marched away. “It’s just her way of keeping him a minute longer.”


    Giving Ilarra another hug, her father added, “The city is nothing like Hyeth, Ilarra. Be safe there.”


    “I have Raeln. He won’t let me get hurt.”


    Her father nodded and clung more tightly to her, then forced himself to step back.


    “Travel safely, Ilarra. And come home to me when you are done with your studies. Be sure not to let Raeln save you too often. You need to learn to take care of yourself.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Heirs”


    
      
    


    May the ancestors guide our hands to preserve all that matters in this world and shield those we care about from harm.


    


    
      - Statement by Turess believed to found the order of the Preservers

    


    


    Therec watched as the distant wagons approached from the west, picking their way slowly through the snowy foothills of Turessi on one of the few windswept roads that the council had allowed to be open for foreigners. The gypsies came through once every few months on their way from one of the dwarven mining towns through Turessi and on south, past the dry lands and into the region held by Altis and Lantonne.


    He had waited with unease for those wagons to appear on the horizon, knowing they would eventually arrive, but hoping deep down that they were lost in one of the early winter storms. If they never came, he would be free of the commands he had been given. With their approach, he was bound by the decisions others had made for his life’s direction. His oath demanded he go, even if he disagreed with the council’s command.


    “Defy them,” Salda, his wife, told him. She hugged herself as though the snow and wind could actually give her a chill. “Tell the council that I am with child and they will relent on this order. We can make the lie a truth before they know for certain. A thousand miles with unmarked drunken fools…”


    “Gypsies,” insisted Therec, cutting off the rant. “They are the only ones traveling so far. The vast amounts they drink allow them to ignore the risks and the weather to take me south.”


    “Uncivilized dogs,” added the woman, frowning as she stared at the wagons. “Why the council allows them onto our lands, I will never understand. I could not even find record of their ancestry in the clan’s library.”


    “We make concessions to broker better relations with the less educated nations,” he reminded her. “If we did not, I would spend all my time with our parents. There would be far more of them than us, if we began a war with everyone.”


    “Better that than being sent to realms that war endlessly, while calling us the savages. What point is there in seeking peace between nations that will simply unite against us if they could find a way to reach us?”


    “There is likely no point, other than goodwill.”


    Salda turned her head, giving Therec a glimpse of her tattooed face under her hood. Like any other educated Turessian, the black tattoos that ran from the middle of her forehead around to her cheeks indicated recognition by their clan for her skill and knowledge. One near the middle of her eyebrows also marked her as his wife, which was only added to one’s honor markings if the person’s spouse held rank within the clan. If he had been poorly-regarded, Salda would have been discouraged from acknowledging him publicly as her husband.


    “Ocshand was sent to the city of Altis months ago,” she reminded him. “We have heard nothing from him. You know the whispers. The clan believes that the council is sending our people to the southlands to be forgotten, so that our clan is weakened. Rumors abound that other clans are being similarly thinned.”


    “They are nothing more than whispers, Salda. Ocshand was a coward and a simpering weakling. Likely, they saved us the effort of having him killed. There is no loss in sending him away.”


    “Do you think the barbarians are so wise as to realize he does not well represent Turessi?”


    Therec thought on that a moment before answering, “I have to believe they have some wisdom in their leadership, or this entire peace mission is a waste of time. You know I cannot disobey the council, so I must believe they are doing this for good reason.”


    “Husband,” she insisted, turning to face him, though she kept herself far from him. “You will be gone for no less than two years with the time to travel that far and the mission itself. Why would you think I would accept this?”


    “Salda,” Therec said softly, reaching for her. Immediately, she stepped away and he realized that he had not been thinking. In public, an attempt to touch her would have been overly vulgar. She was right in avoiding his touch, so he let his hand drop to his side. “My wife, I cannot refuse the council. I will do my duty and I will return as soon as I am able.”


    Salda frowned and looked back toward the distant wagons.


    “Ourin will be marked and well into his training before you return, Therec.”


    “You think I have forgotten our son? I brought this up at the council meeting, but they insisted. They did offer to let me bring both of you with me. It would have been unfair to him, as young as he is. I would never refuse him the right of his first honor markings and entrance to the order of Preservers.”


    Nodding, Salda said nothing else. She seemed to have resigned herself to his departure, no matter how unhappy she was with it.


    Turning away from the wide snow-covered plains between their camp and the mountains the gypsies were approaching from, Therec looked over his clan’s holdings and wished there was something he could do to stay. So many people here depended on him, and he knew it would be difficult for everyone for a time after he left.


    Eighty mud-brick homes stood out on the otherwise snowy plateau, with dozens of black-clothed humans moving among them, going about their daily business. Somewhere out on the plains, similar temporary villages existed for the other clans. Beyond the homes, the large flock of long-furred oxen had been penned in and was being watched by dogs that had been trained for that purpose. High up the next rise, he could just barely make out the silhouette of the grand temple of Turessi, surrounded as always by the mists that lingered around the higher peaks.


    It was at that temple—a poor name, Therec reminded himself, given the lack of religion among the Turessians—that Turess himself had relinquished power to the council in his later days, entrusting them to keep the peace among the clans. The council had continued to rule from the temple for centuries, one member from each clan plus one direct descendant of Turess at any given time. The descendants had no real power, but they were allowed to speak to the council, whereas most Turessians were not.


    The council had recently allowed his peoples’ clan to return to the region after proving themselves in contests of wisdom and martial might against the others. Of the ten major and fourteen minor clans, only three were allowed to set up camp within sight of the temple. That honor gave them influence, but also made them a target for the other clans. His clan had recently won rights to the area where they currently stayed, securing a small fortune in the old mines that continued to produce silver nearby. Many such mines dotted Turessi and were often the reason for contests of wisdom between the clans for control of them. Holding one ensured profit for the clan and a higher status with the council of clans, though it drew unwanted attention from those clans that wished to see them diminished.


    Down at the mines, barely visible at the bottom of the slope from where the houses were built, a small army of uneducated slaves and ancestors worked endlessly near a separate village of mud huts. Such toil was beneath the educated, but Therec was one of several responsible for their care. Once he left, he was unsure who would take care of the slaves or the clan’s ancestors. He feared that harm might come to either, though he had kept quiet about such fears. Salda already had enough to worry about.


    Therec looked over at one of his own ancestors, his great grandfather, who stood nearby. The withered old man stared at him with no expression whatsoever, waiting for the command to carry something back to their home.


    “Salda will care for you, old father,” Therec told the man, smoothing the man’s tattered robes. The man stared straight ahead, unmoving. “You will be remembered until I return.”


    “Therec, there are only two other preservers in the clan,” said Salda angrily. “I am hardly trained to maintain the ancestors. I already have my hands full keeping the slaves alive. My training never dealt with the ancestors.”


    “I know,” he replied once he was sure that his great grandfather’s clothing was not looking disrespectful.


    In dismay, Therec spotted a crease near the old man’s jaw where the bones had separated and the jaw had begun to fall away. The bloodless wound was to be expected at the ancestor’s age, but it was ultimately Therec’s responsibility to keep him intact, despite the man having been dead for nearly twenty years. The frigid climate of Turessi made that far easier than it could have been, but decay was inevitable. How one treated one’s ancestors’ remains told much about the clan, and Therec worried that improper care of the dead in his absence might diminish the clan’s standing even more than a war with another clan.


    Using a small amount of magic that drained his strength in much the same way as a long hike or lack of sleep, Therec mended the damage decay had caused on his ancestor. Slowly, the jaw was tugged back into proper alignment by the healed tendons, though the man seemed unaware of the difference.


    “Do what you can to keep them intact,” Therec asked his wife, examining his great grandfather for any other signs of decay. Finding none, he added, “I need to see to the slaves before I go.”


    Hearing no objection from Salda, Therec began walking down the steep slope of ankle-deep snow toward the mud huts that the slaves occupied during the darkest hours when they were not working. Beyond those, a series of pitch-black entrances to the mines were visible even at a distance, where his clan’s slaves would be toiling, earning the shelter and food they were given.


    It took Therec nearly an hour to reach the nearest of the slaves’ homes, though he knew he likely had until the next morning before the gypsies reached the clan and he would have to leave. Until then, there were far too many things to worry about and too many people that had to be readied for his departure. Still, he wanted to be back at his own home…and back in Salda’s company…before the nightfall. He would not see her again for much more than a year, and despite the rules against public affection, she was the one person aside from his son that he adored beyond any other. He could not imagine spending so long away from her and had no intention of sacrificing any more of their time together than necessary. Duty came first, but there were limits.


    The slaves’ homes were modeled after the ones that the Turessian clans built, but were constructed almost entirely of cast-off materials and hard-packed mud that had been dried for use as simple bricks. Unlike the slats used to roof the Turessian homes, these used primarily leftover lumber arranged in an attempt to minimize snow or rain getting through to the interior. When the slaves asked, most members of the clan would aid them in trying to make the places more habitable, but most building materials were sparse in the northlands.


    Among the various clans’ slaves, Therec’s people prided themselves on treating their slaves better than most, but even so, the place always depressed Therec. No matter how much that they did for the slaves, nothing would ever bring them up to the same status as any Turessian, and he always felt sorry for them. These were the uneducated, the simple, or the foreigners who had been taken in by the clan rather than destroyed when their own ancestors had attacked the clan’s holdings. It might have been a mercy to help them, but that did not make them as grateful as they could have been.


    In a way, the slaves were a reminder of all the places that his clan had roamed in the last few generations. These people had been collected from all corners of Turessi or claimed from clans that had yielded to his own. They were as varied as the places the clan had gone and their temperaments were even more diverse.


    Those slaves that were resting after a day of labor in the mines looked up at Therec’s approach and immediately took a knee before him in proper respect. It was customary behavior between the slave caste and the true Turessians, though Therec had never appreciated the bows when considering the equality between all Turessians of his caste. Whenever he was faced with groveling, he felt guilty for the benefits he had been born to. Most of his life, he had sought to stop the bowing to those in his order, but others were less willing to let slaves regain some degree of dignity.


    Uneducated humans were the most plentiful in the slave camp, representing the Turessians who had been unable to prove themselves worthy of the honor markings that were branded into the flesh of the educated. These were the people that Therec felt the most affinity for, as his own parents were once among them. His aptitude for learning the lessons taught by the elders of the clan had ensured that he rose above that life and made him the equal of any other educated member of the clan. These people were slow-witted or lacked any gift for magic, ensuring their placement in the slave caste.


    Less numerous, but still common enough that they did not catch the eye as unusual, were the foreign humans, who were still not acclimated to the Turessian weather, and several dwarves and halflings, who had all been taken during a battle months earlier against invaders from the east. These were people that Therec felt little sympathy for, given their initial intentions. Within a generation or two, the humans might have an opportunity to become members of the clan. The others…they should have known better than to invade Turessi.


    Then there were those that were considered beneath the clan and would never be treated as anything but slaves. They were the misfits, the monstrous, those who Turess himself would never have accepted as anything but slaves. These people were better than animals, but not by much. Wildlings, orcs, and most ogres fell into this category, their twisted appearance branding them forever as beneath the clan’s attention. Wisely, these outcasts remained behind their fellows, keeping a respectable distance from any marked member of the clan. Therec had never even seen the faces of some of these people, as they had kept their heads down every time he had encountered them.


    All of the slaves, whether they were ignorant or born to be outcasts of society, bore a set of burned-on scars on their arm. The sigils were crude, but they marked the person as the property of a specific Turessian clan for life. If another clan acquired them, a new set of brandings would be added, allowing clansmen to trace the origin of any slave through sales and defeat of clans. Runaways found outside the range of the clan that owned them were executed without question by whatever Turessian found them, creating an understanding between owner and slave that minimized the need to watch one’s slaves. Between rules such as that and the deadly climate, Therec could not remember a slave running away in years.


    “How many are still below?” he asked the assembled slaves.


    “Fifty, maybe a few more,” called out one woman quickly, with several others confirming her number. “We can fetch them if you like, Preserver Therec.”


    “No, you will relate my message to them,” Therec told the group. “Tell them that if you are all loyal in my absence, I swear to approach the clan to give every potential citizen another chance to prove they can be educated. If a single slave causes trouble for Salda or any other preserver in the clan, I will not only forego my offer, but will request that the Preservers treat all of you in the manner of other clans.”


    A look of relief and thanks passed over all of the humans and even many of the elves, halflings, and dwarves. They seemed to recognize that the offer applied most directly to them. Then those looks grew uneasy and quickly turned to the wildlings and orcs among them, who appeared on the verge of attacking Therec on the spot. Every slave knew that no amount of service would give those people a chance at citizenship and it was, therefore, them that would be most likely to ruin the chances of the others.


    Therec let his attention drift over the slaves, finding that one particular wildling—a middle-aged white-furred man with the muddled features of some kind of cat breed that had mixed with some other sort of wildling—was the focus of every human’s attention. The wildling never looked up at Therec, but his hands were clenched angrily. This was a prideful man who thought that somehow he was mistreated. There was always one among those whose ancestry made them ineligible for citizenship, and Therec could always find them.


    “You,” he said, pointing at the wildling. “How long have you been a slave?”


    The wildling raised his eyes slowly, baring his animalistic fangs angrily before answering, “Five years.”


    “Long enough to remember freedom, but short enough that you believe you should get more out of life. Five years is a long time to your kind, is it not?”


    “Twenty years or more to a human.” The wildling practically spat the last word, clenching his hands again. “A good part of a lifetime.”


    Therec drew the sword at his hip that the clan’s warriors had insisted he carry when approaching the slaves. He had always considered the weapon more of a decoration than a tool, given the training he and other Preservers received. For once, he had found a use for it.


    Turning the weapon around to offer the hilt, Therec gave the weapon a light toss. The sword hit the snow hard enough to sink slightly, easily within reach of the wildling.


    “Strike me down and it will be nearly an hour before anyone searches for me,” said Therec, folding his hands together behind his back, presenting himself as an easy target. “More than enough time for you to run. I doubt any of the other Preservers would even consider making such an offer. This will be the only chance you are given to kill one of our people. Prove yourself, even if it costs your fellow slaves their chance at redeeming themselves.”


    The wildling snarled at an inner debate and snatched up the weapon. He stood slowly, clearly expecting Therec to attack him, but Therec remained as still as he could. The two men stared at one another, gauging one another’s resolve. Therec already knew what the wildling would do, it was only a matter of waiting for him to reason his way through it.


    With a growl that the winds swallowed, the wildling man rushed at Therec, raising the sword. He made it no more than three steps before the nearest human and elven slaves leapt to their feet and tackled him, dragging him down.


    The wildling swung frantically at the others, trying to free himself to get closer to Therec. The other slaves overpowered him, a woman and two men grabbing for the sword. Within seconds, they had him face down in the snow, six slaves pinning him while another yanked the sword from his grip. Turning, the woman that held the sword offered it back to Therec.


    “The seven of you will be given a chance to prove your wisdom and possibly join the clan, taking the same status as our children. Even if you fail, your families will be cared for,” Therec told the slaves that had hurried to his aid. “Thank you. You may deal with him as you see fit, given that if he had struck me down, the clan would have killed every one of you to be sure that the murderer was found.”


    Therec left the slaves quickly, not really wanting to be witness to what they did to the wildling. Such a simple test of loyalty and yet he knew it had bought the dedication of many of the slaves who had been present, even if they never had a chance of joining the clan. Hope had a way of fostering a kinship between slave and clan that a whip never could.


    Like any Turessian, Therec felt a distant sense of sorrow for those who could not elevate themselves past that rank in the clan. Among them were always people that he knew, who he had grown up with, but who could not meet the stringent requirements of the clan and so had nowhere else to go but the slave camp. As an only child, he was luckier than many of the Preservers, not having to face his own kin among the slaves, though like any parent, he always feared that his own child might end up there someday.


    Heading back toward the clan’s houses, Therec hoped to spend some time with his wife and son before he had to leave Turessi. If he could not be with them through his son’s trials to join the clan, the least he could do was spend much of his remaining time with them.


    The journey would be long and pit him against the barbarians that filled other lands. He needed to cherish what time he had left, so as to remember it for however long it took him to come home. There was nothing more important than family; anything else that mattered to the clan lay behind him and the slaves could deal with their own.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Beginning and Ending”


    
      
    


    


    The wagon bounced hard again, jarring Ilarra awake and tossing her long brown hair in her face, confusing her as she woke. Her stomach churned in time with the rocking of the hated caravan vehicles, though she knew that she was long past throwing up any more. Instead, a general pall of disorientation and nausea clung to her so long as she sat or lay in the wagon. All she had managed to do for the last day was find a corner to curl up in and try to sleep away the hours, to the apparent disgust of the other four passengers.


    For nearly a week, they had lumbered from the far northeastern parts of the region, the line of five gypsy wagons stopping only to once a day to rest and water the animals that pulled them ever southward. Those stops had been glorious for Ilarra, giving her the brief chance to stretch her legs and feel more like herself. Unfortunately, as soon as she would begin to feel more at ease, it would be time to leave and the illness would resume immediately.


    Had she the strength to do so, Ilarra would have greatly preferred walking—and had for parts of the journey to soothe her stomach—but given the distance they were traveling, she would have soon fallen behind the caravan. Even on good terrain, she could not keep up for very long before Raeln would hustle her back onto the wagon, his cool blue eyes always watching for her to stumble. Ilarra was still convinced her father had ordered him to treat her like a baby on the journey—not that she minded having Raeln watch out for her, but it made her feel like a child at times to have him watching at all times. He had even taken to intimidating any of the male gypsies when they tried to check on her, as though he considered every one of the brightly-dressed merchant folks to be a threat.


    Dragging herself into a sitting position, Ilarra stared off into the distance ahead of them, hoping desperately to catch sight of anything more than trees and scrub bushes. To her dismay, the horizon was still barren of anything that resembled civilization, with only the four other wagons leading the way. As an afterthought, she leaned farther out the side of the wagon and looked back the way they had come, wondering if the last village they had stopped at would still be visible. Behind them, the plains stretched out just as far as they did ahead, giving her no hope for anything to break the visual monotony.


    With a sigh, Ilarra leaned back against the wall of the wagon’s cooler interior, clenching her jaw to suppress the urge to throw up yet again. She never could have imagined she was so susceptible to the rocking of the wagon when the journey started. It made her feel weak and useless, something she had hoped to move beyond when she had left her home.


    “Long journey?” asked one of the others in the wagon, leaning forward in his seat. The thin man was draped from crown to heel in dark robes, black gloves, and high boots that would have smothered Ilarra in the summer’s heat. When she looked his way, he bowed his head politely in a manner that spoke of ritual habit. She had seen him quietly watching all the other travelers, saying little more than the occasional “thank you” to the gypsies when they served meals. “I think you may be the only one still getting used to the ride.”


    Ilarra glowered and ignored him, opening a sheaf of parchment pages that she had been writing on throughout the trip. Her original thought had been to fully document the region’s interesting areas for when she returned home, but she found herself staring at such gems as, “These uncivil brutes seem unable to make any food that is not bread, water, or gruel.” A lack of anything inspiring had resulted in a great number of useless scribbles that she had continued just to keep her mind off of the journey. On one sheet, she even found a doodle of Raeln standing on top of a defeated dragon…though she could not even remember when she had made that awful drawing.


    “Most of these people are heading this way for work near the larger villages or Lantonne itself,” the man continued, as if unconcerned whether anyone was listening to him. The sharp staccato to his words made Ilarra wonder where he hailed from. It vaguely reminded her of the gypsy accent, but it was more precise in its pattern. “You are the only one—aside from myself, of course—not looking for a new profession or home.”


    Glaring over her notebook, Ilarra answered coolly, “I am looking for work. You don’t know me, sir. Please talk to someone else.”


    The robed man laughed and leaned back against the side of the wagon, pulling back his hood to reveal that he was a middle-aged human with a completely shaved head and black tattoos near his eyes, running down into his cheeks. The style was unlike any Ilarra had seen before and set her on-edge, despite his welcoming smile. The tribal people that occasionally raided her home also had a fondness for tattoos, though she could see that these were very different and this man seemed hardly the sort to wear animal hides.


    “You lie, though I do not hold it against you.” His eyes drifted over her, before darting to another passenger who started to interject something. The other man closed his mouth quickly. “Humor me for a moment, girl. There is little else to amuse myself with on this trip than guessing at the purposes of others or gambling with the gypsies, which will make me a poor man all too quickly. This helps pass the time.”


    “Then continue talking to yourself,” Ilarra snapped, rolling up the pile of parchments and tying them off with a thin leather cord. She looked around for Raeln but could not see him on either side of the wagon, where he normally could be found loping along. “My reason for traveling is no concern of yours.”


    “I did not say I was concerned.”


    The man leaned out a window on his side of the wagon, blocking the view of an older man who had been staring blankly at the horizon. Smirking, the robed man looked back at Ilarra.


    “You travel wearing dirty clothing, like the rest of us,” he noted, gesturing toward her long dress, which she had bought specifically for the journey. “However, yours is sewn with cloth made from the vegetation we passed a week or so ago…that indicates you lived in that area, rather than merely passing through. The seams are done well for this region, indicating a skilled seamstress did the work. I would hazard that you come from wealth and wish to hide that.”


    An old woman opened her eyes and glanced over at Ilarra as though evaluating her outfit to confirm that man’s guesses. It was all Ilarra could do to ignore the woman as she self-consciously smoothed the simple dress, wishing she had found something more plain for the journey. Her father had warned her to dress as much like the plains farmers as possible to help avoid thieves, but she had clearly not been careful enough.


    “The parchment you scribble on is a ram skin, rather than the cheaper and more common sheep’s skin used in these parts,” he continued, smiling a bit more as Ilarra covered the parchment with her hand. “Given the ink stains around your nails you have attempted to hide, I would hazard that you are going to Lantonne to study, rather than to find work.”


    “Who are you?” Ilarra demanded, wondering if she needed to call out for Raeln. This man was beginning to really make her nervous, and with the other passengers starting to pay attention, she might need the help getting away from him. Still, she had no desire to see Raeln beat the man to a bloody pulp just yet.


    “The rest of us brought food and water, as well as some clothing and a few possessions,” the robed man added, ignoring her. “You brought books and very little in the way of supplies. That indicates either poverty, which I’ve already ruled out, or the anticipation of a place to stay. I stand by my guess.”


    Ilarra did not know his place of origin, but it was certainly an uncivilized one, if he were so willing to pry into the matters of others. The tattoos, in particular, made her wonder where he might have come from. They looked vaguely like the symbols used to indicate patterns in magical flow that students were taught from, though they had no meaning she could discern.


    “Calm yourself, child,” the man said smoothly, seemingly trying to wave aside her unspoken concerns. “I think we’re headed to the same place. You will come to no harm, so you do not need to call for your manservant.”


    The man sat there watching her for some time as Ilarra debated how to respond to him, if at all. His eyes were cold and seemed to study everything the same way she had once seen her father study a butterfly pinned to a table. Even the other travelers seemed to notice this and shifted their soft conversations so they could avoid being under that scrutiny.


    “Though it’s none of your business, human,” she began trying to puff herself up to counteract the nervousness the man had put into her, “I’m apprenticed to the towers of high magic in the city. I certainly doubt we’re heading to the same place, given their dislike of foreigners.”


    The robed human laughed dryly and nodded. When his mirth was met by Ilarra’s attempt at a regal stare, he stifled his chuckles and cleared his throat.


    “I am sorry to be so rude,” he explained. “Where I come from, most of our people are educated in some form of magic. I laugh at your lands’ desire to sequester all the knowledge in dramatically-named places and not at you or your situation. I apologize. I hope your towers are most educational and I will trouble you no further today.”


    The man was silent after that, staring off at the horizon like the other people in the wagon. Still, Ilarra was nervous and hoped it was not showing. Among her fellow residents of Hyeth education and partnering with wildlings like Raeln had been their means of survival against the clans of aggressive barbarian tribes. Having her status as an apprentice of Lantonne’s wizards mocked left a bad taste in her mouth.


    Even as she contemplated getting off the wagon entirely to hike the rest of the way regardless of the distance, Ilarra heard the call from somewhere farther up the wagon train that a city was in sight. Instantly, all concerns about the man were forgotten as excitement over their arrival overtook her.


    She leaned as far out the side of the wagon as she could, just barely making out a faint structure in the distance. The thin groupings of trees in this part of the plains barely allowed the city to be visible at their distance. By Ilarra’s guess, they were still a day out given how tall the tower in the middle of Lantonne was rumored to be.


    Rudeness and hurt feelings forgotten in that moment, Ilarra watched the speck in the distance slowly grow as evening set. The massive city gradually took over the horizon, making her ignore everything else in wonder at its sheer size.


    When she woke the next morning—somewhat less sick than she had been the whole trip—she could see the thin line of the city’s walls and its single great tower keep. That tower bore two side spires that could only be accessed from the main structure. These were wherein she had heard the wizards taught apprentices. It was where she was to live, until she either mastered what could be taught, or she was thrown out as a failure.


    Years of her father’s—albeit basic—teachings of magic had finally paid off. She was where she wanted to be and people like the robed human would soon learn to respect her. Maybe not within their lives but certainly by the end of hers, people would know of her. She could just feel it.


    During the long morning, the wagons trundled past a small and desolate village set far from the main city of Lantonne, but Ilarra only had eyes for the large city itself. She heard the other passengers talking about it, but she could not be bothered with anything but Lantonne itself.


    By noon, the wagon began to move through the outlying city of Lantonne. For nearly a mile, they traveled down the streets of the peasant city where the poor and those of lower status resided, outside the protection of the smaller walled section of the city.


    Between distance and the thousands of people moving about, the wagons were slowed considerably. It took until well into the afternoon before they pulled through the gates of the central city, Ilarra leaning out over the edge of the wagon the whole time, gaping in amazement at the vastness of it all. Compared to Hyeth, even a single street in the outer city was huge.


    As the wagon pulled to a stop in the large courtyard at the foot of the central tower, Ilarra hopped down and looked up into the sky, grinning at the flat top so high above her. She was so wrapped up in it that she very nearly missed the others hurrying to gather their things and head away from the tower, even as she wondered at exactly where in that huge structure she would soon live.


    Looking over her shoulder, Ilarra found that the wagons were already unloaded, largely by dumping any contents that had not been claimed onto the ground. While others hurried about, trying to locate all their belongings in the large piles before they vanished, Raeln stood off to one side with Ilarra’s stacks of books and few bags of personal items beside him. None of the other travelers went anywhere near him and with good reason.


    Raeln’s pale blue eyes watched everyone who came near him, while his ears constantly twitched and turned, following those he could not watch. The one time Ilarra saw a man approach him, Raeln gave them man a stern look and the man hurried away without a word. Even dressed in the lightweight elven-style clothing he had donned after brushing the blood from his fur as they departed Hyeth, Raeln looked like a vicious warrior when he glowered.


    Despite keeping an eye on anyone passing near, Raeln watched Ilarra, his tail wagging in mild annoyance or impatience. Ilarra recognized the silent prodding from the wildling, having lived with his “protection” and care for most of her life. He did not need to say anything for her to know she was being slow to act.


    Hurrying over, Ilarra picked up a heavy stack of books as Raeln picked up the remainder, as well as all her bags. From what she could tell, he was carrying more than she weighed…probably by a lot. Still, it was what he did, and there was little more she could do to help him without making multiple trips.


    Turning, Ilarra made for the entrance of the tower where guards stood, watching the people leaving the wagons. Behind her, she could hear Raeln’s bare feet thumping along, audible only with the addition of all the weight he was carrying. When she finally trudged up to the waiting guards, she heard Raeln grunt and set back down her belongings.


    “Could you open the door?” she asked, giving the two men a smile as she nodded at the massive wooden door to the tower. Shifting the books in her arms uncomfortably, she felt her smile fading as the men looked at each other and back at her without moving.


    Ilarra began fidgeting as the men watched her, trying to think back to whether she had been told to bring anything to prove membership in the school of magic. The letter sent to her father had contained no tokens or any mention of what to do when she arrived. This was simply unexpected.


    “Please?” she tried, glancing back at Raeln, who was glaring at the men. “I would like to get to my room in the tower before it gets too late…”


    “Tower’s closed until further notice,” the bearded man on the left told her, moving his halberd across the door, as if the words did not convey the meaning well enough to satisfy him. “War council’s in session. No one goes in or out without a school magister at their side or the king’s request for them to attend.”


    “War?” Ilarra asked nervously. “The war with Altis has been going on for longer than I’ve been alive. Why all the secrecy now?”


    The other man rolled his eyes and took a step toward Ilarra, forcing her to back up. Behind her, she heard Raeln growl softly.


    “Doesn’t matter why, girl, the place is closed to you for now,” the man told her, though he kept his attention on Raeln. “You need to leave.”


    Ilarra turned partway and stared off toward the city gates and the vast poorer city outside. From what she could see now that she was looking for it, a great many people were being herded toward the gates, including nearly everyone from the wagon she had come in on. The only person left that was not being hustled to the outer walls was the robed man that had bothered Ilarra the day before, standing patiently near where the wagons had been, his hands clasped behind his back as he politely waited for Ilarra to finish speaking with the guards.


    “Where am I supposed to go, if I can’t get in?” she finally asked the guard. “I came all this way to learn…”


    “Don’t care,” snapped the man, waving her away. “You need to leave the inner city immediately. Go find an inn or go back to wherever you came from. Doesn’t change the rules either way. These gates are staying closed for the next few days.”


    Sighing, Ilarra turned to walk away, Raeln hurriedly grabbing the rest of their things before moving to walk at her side.


    As they lumbered away carrying everything Ilarra had in the world, she slowed briefly as she heard the guards behind her say, “Welcome to Lantonne, ambassador. Go right in.”


    Turning toward the keep, Ilarra saw the robed man walk through the open doors just before they were closed. With the doors sealed once again, Ilarra felt her last hope of seeing the bright future she was promised suddenly die.


    “Come on, Raeln,” Ilarra said sadly, trudging toward the gates. “We need to find somewhere before nightfall. We’ll figure it out in the morning.”


    Ilarra knew there was no point in trying to discuss the situation with Raeln or wait for his answer. He would never answer, that much she knew. The last time he had spoken was to give his vow not to speak.


    Ilarra soon reached the gate that separated the central city with its towering keep and the outer village that encircled Lantonne. Without having to talk to anyone, she knew immediately that they were in a lot of trouble even that far from the keep.


    Not only were the streets packed with people, even as late as it was getting, but the occasional inns that she could see every few blocks appeared to be the milling point of the vast majority of people. Twice, she steered herself and Raeln toward an inn, only to spot the owner or employees standing out front, shouting, “We’re full! Sod off!”


    “This is pretty serious if this many people are getting kicked out of the city,” she mused in Raeln’s general direction, to which he nodded while still watching the crowds for threats.


    Turning toward the western end of the village, Ilarra started to head for the next inn when she heard Raeln grunt angrily. She looked back just in time to see three young dwarven men running past Raeln and she saw the flash of blades. In that brief moment, Raeln’s belt pouches with their remaining coins vanished as did several of the books he carried under one arm. When Raeln tried to grab at the thieves, another dwarf darted past from another direction, snatching the bags from Raeln’s left arm.


    Standing still and staring in the direction of the fleeing dwarves in utter shock, Raeln blinked and began slowly checking what all had been taken.


    “Forget about them, Raeln,” Ilarra called back to him, grabbing his arm to hurry him along before he decided to run after them. Knowing his dislike of people who refused to abide by laws, she honestly expected him to chase the dwarven children down. “We need to get somewhere safe, or we won’t have anything left.”


    Almost on cue, someone jostled Ilarra and she felt the weight of the books she carried suddenly lighten. She looked down and saw that out of the five books she had been holding, only two remained.


    Clutching what little she had left to her chest as she began running toward the last inn on the street, Ilarra began to feel as though the thick crowds were a distinct threat. She avoided getting close to anyone if she could help it, scurrying as fast as she could up to the inn’s door.


    As Ilarra reached for the partially open door, a heavyset woman came out, giving her a dark stare. Shaking her head, the woman stepped onto the top step of the building, blocking Ilarra’s path.


    “We’re full up, too,” the woman announced, loud enough that others could hear. “Get moving, kid. No inns with space around here.”


    “Where can I find a room in Lantonne?” asked Ilarra hopefully, trying to smile in a way that might make the woman take pity on her. More importantly, she hoped that the woman might not notice whatever angry look Raeln was probably giving her.


    Instead of pity, the woman gave Ilarra an annoyed frown.


    “Anyone without real money is being put out of the city proper at night, so couldn’t even begin to guess,” the woman told her and then waved away another group that came toward the inn. “King’s setting up for an attack. Everyone who isn’t important has to stay out, at least until the enemy is in sight. It’s not fair, but that’s how it is. If you’d been here yesterday, you’d have been fine. Today…well…you might have to just go camp on the plains and hope the army doesn’t march over you. Nobody’s got rooms left.”


    Ilarra felt nearly ready to cry, seeing the hundreds of people like herself all trying to scramble for the last rooms in the large city. The chances of her finding anything were slim, if even that good. Suddenly, she remembered something.


    “What about the village just outside Lantonne?” Ilarra asked the innkeeper, whose face crinkled in confusion. “North of the outer city. Would they have rooms?”


    Laughing, the woman nodded and replied, “Yeah, there’s rooms there. Good luck. I hear they’re cheap, too. Doubt they’d turn you away, girl.”


    Despite the woman’s tone, Ilarra finally felt like there was some hope. Motioning for Raeln to follow her, she made her way to the edge of Lantonne’s outer city and skirted around northward until they reached the road that had led them into the city hours earlier. By that point, the sky had begun to darken, making Ilarra wonder if they might make it as far as the village before it was completely dark.


    It took them almost another hour to get fully out of the city proper and far enough out that Ilarra felt they were actually making headway. Soon after, she began to realize that, with night beginning to fall, there were no lights in the direction of the smaller village they were headed toward. Raeln would likely be able to see even in the dark night, but she would be blind within half an hour.


    “Raeln,” she began, slowing to a stop in the middle of the road, “do we go on, or go back? I’m not sure this was a good idea.”


    The wolf wildling squinted in the direction they had been going, apparently understanding why she was asking. Turning back, he stared at the lights of Lantonne behind them. That was when Ilarra realized that they were past the halfway point between the two locations, putting them far closer to the village than the city. If a decision about where to go had to be made, she should have made it long before.


    Shrugging, Raeln took the lead, heading toward the village somewhere in the distance. He kept glancing back at Ilarra as he walked, making sure she never fell more than a few steps behind. Luckily, the white portions of his fur, as well as his off-white loose clothing, made it relatively easy to see him, even as the light faded away behind the mountains to the west. Eventually, even that was not enough and Raeln took Ilarra’s hand, putting it on his tail to allow her to follow him more easily.


    By the time they reached the first buildings, Ilarra had to keep her hand on Raeln to have any idea where he was. She only knew they had reached the buildings because Raeln walked up onto a wooden porch and then helped Ilarra find her footing. She had given little thought to the new moon rising faintly, but its lack of illumination made the journey all the more difficult.


    “Can you see anything?” Ilarra asked and immediately felt stupid, realizing in the dark she could not see Raeln’s head move. She had no clue what his answer would be and guessed that he was giving her a look like she was stupid.


    Leading her by the hand, Raeln brought her to a stop in front of what Ilarra thought to be a wooden door. The lack of lights from within made her wonder if they had arrived too late and might be turned away yet again.


    Raising her hand overhead, Ilarra closed her eyes for a brief moment, letting her mind tug together strands of magic that flowed through the world around her. As the magic took shape, she felt her hand warm, and when she opened her eyes, the area was brightly lit, as though her hand had become a torch.


    Raeln glowered at her, cocking an eyebrow as he nodded toward her hand.


    “I have to concentrate the whole time,” she explained sheepishly. “It wouldn’t have lasted the whole walk. The moment I got tired or tripped, it would have vanished.”


    Giving a soft “hrumph,” Raeln turned and banged on the old wooden door. The sound echoed, but there was no answer.


    They stood on the porch for several minutes, Ilarra looking out into the darkness for any sign of a nearby building having lights or movement, while Raeln’s ears swiveled around, searching for sounds.


    Finally, Raeln seemed to give up on politeness and gave the door a firm tug. With a creak, the entire thing came off the frame, hanging oddly from his hand on the handle. Raeln winced a little and carefully set aside the door and leaned into the building.


    A second later, Raeln pulled his head back outside and shrugged at Ilarra. Waving her inside, he picked back up the door.


    “We can’t just go in someone else’s house…” she objected, but stopped when Raeln gave her an annoyed glare.


    Obediently slipping into the dark house, Ilarra realized why Raeln was so willing to intrude. The place was abandoned. In the dim light of her hand’s magic, she could see a few broken tables slid up against the far wall of the large common area, as though the place had once been a small tavern or inn. Steps at one side led to upstairs rooms and the ones she could see were missing their doors and remained dark and quiet as she walked into the main room.


    Coming in behind her, Raeln took a moment to rest the door back on its frame and then picked up the few items he had managed to spare from Lantonne’s thieves. After looking around the room briefly, he went up the stairs, apparently picking a random room to disappear into.


    Ilarra hurriedly followed Raeln, not really wanting to be left alone in the old building. She sincerely doubted there was much to fear so close to Lantonne, but had no desire to risk herself in the dark. It was probably foolish, but an instinctual fear of what might be hiding sped her steps and got her to the room Raeln had gone into that much quicker.


    If the main room had been sparsely furnished, the bedrooms put it to shame. Two broken beds lay at odd angles where their legs had either splintered or actually fallen through rotted spots in the floorboards.


    When Ilarra entered, Raeln was prodding at the floor with his bare paws, making sure it was solid. Soon satisfied, he motioned for her to enter as he slid their bags into one corner of the room near a grouping of collapsed cabinets. He followed her, wincing and treading carefully when his paws caused the floorboards to creak loudly.


    Ilarra unrolled her only blanket and sat down on it in the middle of the room. Looking around again, she wondered just how long the place had been abandoned.


    “Raeln?” she asked as her guardian was sitting down in front of the open door. “Has anyone been here recently?”


    Sniffing, Raeln shook his head, but Ilarra could tell by his expression that he was not entirely sure..


    “So we’re safe for now.”


    Raeln gave her a skeptical stare and finished situating himself in front of the door, sitting cross-legged and facing out toward the main room.


    “You always think we’re in danger.”


    Raeln nodded and closed his eyes.


    That would be the end of even trying to converse, Ilarra knew. When Raeln closed his eyes, he rarely was truly asleep but would rest quietly until she was ready to move on. Any sound would snap him awake, but he would not respond to her questions further, though she guessed he still heard what she was saying. Sometimes it felt like he was trying to make her stop talking, but she had no good way to scold him for doing so.


    Ilarra released her concentration on the magical glow and her hand faded away slowly, making the room pitch black.


    Laying down, Ilarra tried to sleep for a long time. Each time her mind was willing to drift, a pop or creak of the old wooden building would startle her. She eventually grew accustomed to it and fell asleep.


    Her dreams that night were filled with worries about what her father would say when he found out that the tower of magic had turned her away.


    


    *


    


    Early the next morning—far earlier than Ilarra really would have wished—she woke with Raeln’s massive hand clamped over her mouth and jaw. She choked as she came to, having to shove at Raeln’s hand to move it off of her nose so that she could at least breathe. He refused to budge at first, but quickly seemed to realize that he was suffocating Ilarra and adjusted his grip, though he kept her mouth held shut.


    Once she could think clearly and breathe through her nose, Ilarra focused on Raeln, then the room around them for some sign of what was happening. It did not take her long at all to realize that the once-quiet place was far noisier than she remembered.


    Shouts and clattering sounds like someone was dragging furniture echoed through the structure. With each new crash of something being tossed about, Raeln snarled more openly, watching the doorway while he kept one hand on Ilarra’s face. He wanted to go out there, but he would not leave her alone.


    Ilarra yanked Raeln’s hand away and sat up, grabbing what she felt was most essential among her belongings as swiftly as she could manage. Meanwhile, Raeln shifted closer to the door, where he could intercept anything coming in but not be seen from downstairs. Into Ilarra’s small backpack went her notes on magic, a pack with some food, and a waterskin. The rest would have to wait until they could find out what was happening.


    A loud creak from a loose board near the doorway made Ilarra freeze. She could practically feel Raeln tense behind her. He had not made that noise.


    Easing her pack onto her shoulder, Ilarra slowly got her sandaled feet under her, ready to run if Raeln gave her the signal. Instead, he had a hand held up toward her, warning her to stay where she was. Never would she argue with Raeln when it came to safety. Likely, he would try to clear a path for her to run if things came to violence.


    Seconds passed and the edge of an axe appeared in the doorway, though the wielder stopped just out of view. Whoever it was backed away suddenly and Ilarra heard a rush of more feet pounding up the stairs, stopping somewhere nearby.


    “Show yourselves,” came a growling voice from the hall. “I’m guessing one elf and one big dog. We don’t want a fight…but you’ll both die if you don’t come out right now. None of us are in the mood to negotiate.”


    Raeln motioned for Ilarra to relax and then stood slowly. He took a slow breath before stepping fully into the doorway. The whole time, he kept his hands visible to whoever was out there, making sure they did not think he meant to attack first. Showing that he had no weapons was probably reassuring to the people outside, but after years with Raeln, Ilarra knew that he was likely just as dangerous without them.


    “Stay right there, big guy,” the same voice from outside ordered as someone shoved Raeln back a step to clear the door. “Check the room. We need to know what we’re dealing with. Play nice and no one gets hurt.”


    Though Raeln moved aside for the newcomers, Ilarra saw him adjust his footing, bracing himself to fight. He was giving them the benefit of the doubt, but preparing to kill them all if he had to.


    Coming around Raeln, two red fox wildlings in battered leather-and-chain armor hurried into the room, carrying shields and short axes. The man and woman pair had dried blood in patches across their clothing but moved with the stubborn determination of trained warriors. Both gave Ilarra a quick look and began searching the room for anything or anyone else. Apparently not finding whatever they were looking for, the two wildlings went back out into the hallway.


    “Alright,” came the first voice again. “Both of you come out and downstairs. Our pack-leader may want to talk with you.”


    Raeln gestured Ilarra to his side and she obeyed, following close behind him as he led the way out of the room. The speaker for the foxes coaxed them out, repeatedly telling them that they would be fine and not to worry. When she reached the door, she could see an older fox male waiting at the edge of the door, watching them carefully.


    As they left the room, Ilarra found herself quickly flanked by three foxes on one side and the two that had entered the room previously on her left. The man who had been speaking was one of the three and the only one of the foxes not heavily armored or carrying a weapon. Unlike the rest, he was dressed in a robe of heavy fabric that had seen better days, looking as though he had run halfway across Eldvar without rest. The wildling’s jaw sat at a funny angle, as though it had been broken badly at some time in the past.


    “Downstairs…now,” the spokesperson told them, moving aside and gesturing toward the stairs. “Please hurry.”


    Playing the part of obedient servant, Raeln helped Ilarra past the foxes, keeping them from getting too close to her. The whole time, he kept his eyes down like he was deferring to Ilarra, though she knew he was using the guise to watch the foxes. Whether they bought into his behavior or not, she could not be certain.


    Once they passed the foxes and made for the stairs, the five strangers closed behind them, making sure that Raeln and Ilarra could not go back up the steps.


    Ilarra could immediately see what the noise had been earlier. Whereas the main room had been mostly clear during their arrival, it now had been fortified heavily by the foxes. The tables had been lined up on their sides at the bottom of the steps in rows that appeared to be intended for use as barricades. Stacks of weapons, ranging from axes to spears, had been set up at each row of tables, giving defenders fresh weaponry if they were forced to fall back.


    Despite all the preparation, Ilarra only saw three more fox wildlings downstairs, and they appeared less ready for battle than their fellows who were escorting Raeln and Ilarra. Those three were badly bloodied and tending to their wounds in a hurry. The wounds were fresh.


    Leading the way down the stairs, Ilarra tried to smile at one of the fox men at the bottom floor, but he gave her a nervous stare, before looking away. The other two appeared too scared to even glance in her direction. Whatever was happening had terrified and hurt these people, which made Ilarra more scared than she had been at the surprise of them being there in the first place. She then noticed another fox, lying off to one side of the room in a pool of blood, her arms crossed over her chest.


    “Sit,” the spokesman ordered once they had gotten into the middle of the main room, past the flipped tables.


    Smoothing her dress as she sat down, Ilarra made a point of not looking at Raeln, who knelt beside her. She knew full well he could spring into an attack from that position, despite appearing entirely relaxed.


    From upstairs in the first room at the top of the steps, Ilarra heard soft words being spoken, then the quiet sobs of a scared child. Before she could wonder at it, another wildling came from that room, this one with grey fur and a bearing that told her he was no stranger to combat. In that man, she saw no fear, only readiness and determination. There were no children to be seen, so Ilarra dismissed what she thought she had heard as absurd. No one would bring children when they were clearly prepared for war.


    “What’s the situation?” the grey fox asked, grabbing a spear from where it rested beside the stairs. “And why are these two still here?”


    “Wanted to know what you want done with them,” the red who had spoken to them up to that point answered. “Kill them?”


    Raeln’s hands moved from being folded in his lap to resting on his thighs.


    “No,” the grey fox told the red, shaking his head. “These aren’t our lands and we don’t get to make those decisions. They haven’t attacked, so we send them on their way.”


    “Pack-leader…”


    “I gave my orders. Question me again and I’ll send you with them as a pelt.”


    Nodding nervously, the spokesperson came back to Raeln and Ilarra.


    “Insrin is being generous today,” the red fox told them, gesturing toward the door. “Leave quickly. I recommend running.”


    Raeln hopped onto his feet immediately, offering a hand to Ilarra. Ignoring a challenging growl from one of the foxes, he grabbed Ilarra’s arm as he turned to move toward the door. He practically dragged her at a near-run the whole way until they stood in the sun-drenched grass and dirt road in front of the building.


    “What was that about?” Ilarra asked, but Raeln held up a hand to silence her.


    Nervously, Ilarra followed Raeln’s stare.


    Spread across the entire dimly lit pre-dawn horizon, stumbling humanoid shapes were marching toward them like an army far larger than Ilarra thought possible. Clouds of rising dust around them told of thousands more behind them.


    As shocking as the vast army was, it was what followed them that made Ilarra’s heart sink. Towering a hundred feet or more above the ground were gleaming metal creatures—golems, she realized, thinking through her studies—that were driving the army straight toward Ilarra and Raeln.


    Unlike Ilarra, Raeln did not hesitate or panic. He scooped Ilarra up in his arms and began running directly away from the approaching army.


    Situated as she was, Ilarra finally got a good view of the little village they were moving through. Whereas she had initially thought it to be an outlying portion of Lantonne, she now saw that it had once been some kind of mining village. No more than a hundred feet off to her left, she saw the drop-off of a surface mine, with roads going all directions from its edge. Either the mine had been abandoned along with the village, or Lantonne had changed their methods of mining, leaving the village to rot away.


    Raeln ran from one building to the next, eyeing each for something that he could not communicate to Ilarra, nor would he take the time to try. Finally, as they neared the southern edge of the village with the army already entering the northern portion and the ground shaking with the footfalls of the golems, he stopped and put Ilarra back on her own feet.


    Kneeling at the side of a squat stone structure, Raeln grabbed the handles of a pair of metal doors set into the base of the building. Whether it was a fruit cellar or a storm shelter, Ilarra could not care less. It was the sturdiest set of doors she had seen yet and that was likely what had caught Raeln’s eye.


    Growling as he strained to break the thick layer of rust on the lock, Raeln braced his feet against the frame of the doors and pulled until Ilarra could see his muscles trembling through both fur and clothing. With a deafening crack, the lock shattered, and Raeln tumbled over backwards as the doors were flung open.


    Ilarra grabbed Raeln’s hand and helped him scramble back to his feet and down the steep steps into the cellar. Rotted wooden handrails on either side of the steps gave Ilarra something to guide her, though Raeln ripped one rail off as soon as he had gotten in past the cellar’s entrance. Once they were far enough down that they could see nothing further, Raeln reached back and pulled the metal doors shut, and Ilarra heard the sounds of him wedging the broken rail into the handles, sealing them in.


    For the rest of the day—and possibly the night, for all Ilarra could tell—they huddled at the foot of the stairs as thousands of creatures stampeded overhead. Occasionally, she heard the creak and ground-shaking crash of the golems, though they seemed not to come completely into the village, unlike the army.


    “That has to be Altis’ army,” Ilarra whispered mostly to herself, but it had become habit to speak her thoughts aloud for Raeln’s benefit. “I’ve never even heard of an army that large. Altis only has about ten thousand soldiers, according to father. That looked more like fifty.”


    Another crash nearby, followed by something banging on the metal doors made Ilarra stifle a scream. Raeln put his arm around her, and eventually the noise at the doors stopped, though it still sounded as if a thousand sets of feet were jumping up and down above them. That too eventually faded into the distance.


    Ilarra spent hours staring up at that door, wondering when the enemy would come for them again, but the day or night passed without further indication that they had been found.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Acceptance”


    


    We, as a people, are defined by what we know and what our minds have enshrined in fact. The wise shall be elevated above the mighty, for without their wisdom, the mighty will never know where it is just to strike at.


    Embrace your wise men and women, for they will lead Turessi in my absence. The mighty may never lead by right of strength but have more than ample place in our society. Let wisdom reign supreme and teach your children well, for that education is their entire future.


    


    
      - First law of Turess

    


    


    Therec stumbled as the servant who was supposed to be bringing him water to wash himself for the morning instead punched him. Holding his cheek as he staggered away from the man, he fought to calm his racing heart, seeking peace within himself. It was all he could do without furthering the hatred of these people. Faintly, he heard the sound of a knife being drawn and began to wonder if he would have to kill the man, regardless of the risk to his mission.


    Before the servant could strike again, two dwarven guards that had been assigned to prevent just such an occurrence rushed into the room and knocked the man over. With much cursing and a few well-placed kicks, the dwarves dragged the servant from the room, offering mumbled apologies as they departed, closing the door behind them.


    Sighing, Therec went to the window, looking down over the massive city far below the tower he stood within. Without giving it much thought as he studied the buildings and the far walls of the city, he touched his swollen cheek with a gloved hand, calling on the spirits of the dead to ease his body’s pain. Almost immediately, the healing magic cooled the skin and slowed the swelling near his eye.


    The magic would not fix the remaining hurt and bruising, but that was a limitation of magic. The spirits of the dead were willing to buy the living more time by removing larger injuries, but they had no sympathy for aches and minor diseases. Occasionally, the more heretical spirits even granted their followers the ability to bring the dead back to life, though such a practice was frowned upon by Therec’s clan and several of the others. Death was an ending to one’s story, not a momentary inconvenience. Bringing the dead back was grounds for execution, long thought to be the final lesson in humility.


    “Sir?” asked a young woman behind him.


    “The only title I will accept is ‘ambassador’,” he answered, without looking away from the window. “As I have asked you before, Dalania, please call me by my name. The word ‘sir’ to your people is a title of respect or age, neither of which I have earned yet.”


    “The magisters would like to speak with you, sir,” the woman replied, as though she had not heard him. They had gone through this at least four times in the last day since Therec had arrived. For a servant, she was incredibly bold, while remaining overly demure. “If you will follow me, I will take you to them.”


    Nodding mostly to himself, Therec turned from the window and looked over the woman waiting for him in the doorway flanked by the dwarves, who had returned from escorting away the last servant. The woman was a fae-kin, a mortal distant relative of the nature spirits that inhabited many of the wilder places in the world. Though one could mistake her for a human at first glance, there was little doubt about her ancestry if one looked anywhere but her face.


    The woman was effectively nude, though covered in thick green vines that wrapped around her body like a partial dress. If one looked closely enough, there was even a greenish tint to her skin and hair, though that was fairly subtle. Even her long hair had a slightly green tint to it and Therec swore he could see small leaves here and there.


    When Dalania had first come to call him for the evening meal the night before, Therec had been offended and sent her away in anger. He had believed she was sent to him as a mockery of his people’s distaste for physical contact, given that she was just barely acceptably covered for these lands, let alone his more discrete people. Any Turessian who showed more skin in public than their face and possibly hands was considered prideful and disrespectful of their clan.


    It was hours later that Therec had learned that the masters of the tower normally sent Dalania to greet all new guests, under some belief that having an attractive mostly-naked woman show up at their door would be a pleasant experience. That, among other things, had been a bit of a surprise to Therec and he had sought out the girl to apologize profusely. She had seemed shocked by that, but had graciously accepted his apology.


    “Do you know the nature of this request?” Therec asked, moving to join the woman at the door.


    Unlike most of the people in these lands, she moved quickly to maintain a respectful distance from him, helping him to avoid touching her. That was something he found quite pleasant about the woman, which he could not say about most people here, who insisted on touching hands at every possible opportunity. Despite being a servant, she was far more enlightened than most.


    “No, sir,” she answered, avoiding eye contact as he passed her. “All they said was that you were needed in the Chamber of Light.”


    Therec gave her a questioning look, but she remained still at his side, offering nothing and not looking at him.


    “Explain.”


    Dalania answered as though reading from a book…it was obviously a response she had been obligated to memorize. That, or she was intentionally doing what she could as a servant to torment him. Either was possible.


    “The Chamber of Light is so named for the number of windows and the angle at which it catches the morning sunlight. It was built one hundred and seventy-two years ago by…”


    “Thank you, that is more than I needed to know about that,” Therec cut in, smiling at the woman as they began walking again, with her taking the lead. “Can you answer something else for me?”


    Though she kept walking, Dalania turned her head slightly to acknowledge him, despite keeping her eyes on the floor. “That is my duty, sir.”


    “Are you a slave?”


    Dalania stopped mid-stride and turned to fully face Therec. For the first time, she stared back at him, her gaze unwavering. Whatever her story was, this woman had more spirit than Therec had initially given her credit for.


    “I am a servant to Magister Kinet,” she answered firmly. “If and when I pay off my debt to him, I will be a free citizen of the city.”


    Therec studied her face for deception but found none. Whether truth or not, she believed it. On a whim, he took a step toward her, which would have cornered her between the wall and a decorative table. She hastily stepped to one side, wincing as she did. It was not just politeness…she genuinely was avoiding contact.


    “You act as one who has been beaten,” he told her, looking for any scars from whips. There were none that he could see. “Servants and slaves generally differ in treatment. Which are you…really?”


    “My master will freely tell you that I am a servant. There are no slaves in Lantonne.”


    “And what would you call yourself, if you were free of him?”


    Dalania’s eyes flashed angrily, but then she composed herself and offered a false smile. “I am a servant doing my job here, sir,” she replied pleasantly. “I would be remiss if I didn’t get you to my master quickly.”


    Realizing he was going to get nowhere with the woman, even with a fairly solid idea that her master was not playing by the laws of the city, Therec gave her a slight nod and waved her onward. He would deal with the legalities later, once he had gotten a clearer picture of his role here. There was no sense in picking fights before he had all the information he would need.


    They made their way up several winding staircases, their pace rather faster than Dalania normally traveled, giving Therec a good idea that he had either offended her or at least touched on a topic she was uncomfortable with. He had not meant to bother her, but coming in with only rumors and a few details the king had told him in passing forced him to ask more questions than he would have liked.


    Just as Therec was beginning to wonder if their destination was atop the roof of the great keep, Dalania turned and led him onto one of the uppermost floors. They passed through a heavy door that could be barred if needed and into a vast round room. They were nearly three floors higher than he had gone in the keep and he had not even realized there were more rooms so far up.


    True to its name, the chamber was brilliantly lit. Enormous windows with glass in them lined most of the walls’ arc, other than where the room connected to the rest of the tower on the westernmost portion of the room. Even the roof had been enchanted in some way, allowing light to come through the stone ceiling, as if it were open air…though it also let Therec make out bird droppings all over the roof. He had never seen a place with such simple extravagance. In Turessi, only the temple had any windows and those were mostly in the council’s chamber.


    Within the room, long bookshelves had been set up along the edges where they would not block the windows, giving Therec the impression of the room being both full and open at the same time. In the middle area were several tables as well as a large open space where meetings could be held. At the tables were three of the magisters, one whom Therec knew from a passing introduction the night prior to be Kinet, Dalania’s master. A dwarven woman near Kinet was Arlind, the master healer of the tower. The third, based on descriptions he had been given, was the elderly elven library keeper, Dorus. No less than twelve more magisters were somewhere in the tower and should have been called if the meeting was important. Their absence made him distinctly uncomfortable, as he had yet to meet with the king to learn the specifics of his tasks within the city. Meeting with high-ranking magisters away from public eye was not part of his plan.


    Therec mostly ignored the mumbled greetings the magisters, watching from the corner of his eye until Dalania had excused herself and closed the door into the chamber. He gave her a few more seconds to wander out of earshot, just in case she was listening in…he knew slaves back in Turessi would do so on a regular basis and had to assume that it was common here as well. Boring her with lack of discussion was the only sure way to make her leave.


    “Why was I summoned?” Therec asked once he was fairly certain Dalania was gone, trying to sound at least a little less annoyed than he really was. “My understanding was that I was brought to Lantonne to answer concerns of the king, not the magisters. Yet for some reason, I am brought to the magisters when I should be meeting with the king.”


    Magister Kinet stood up and made his way across the large room toward Therec, while Dorus muttered something that Therec could not quite make out. Given the rumors he heard of his outspoken dislike for the Turessian people, he chose not to think further on it.


    “Ambassador,” Kinet said, offering a hand to Therec.


    Staring at the man’s bare hand while trying not to say something rude, Therec kept his own gloved hands clasped behind his back. Barbarians and they did not even know it.


    “…Right,” mumbled Kinet, wiping his hand on his robe uncomfortably. “I keep forgetting that your people have an issue with physical contact. Not meaning to offend, mind you.”


    “We have no issue with the idea, we simply don’t see the point of indulging in pointless touching that distracts one from what they should be doing. Just as I’m sure you would not run around the city smacking men on the rump as a greeting, we choose not to touch other when it is not justified. I see the two behaviors as similar.”


    Kinet’s face crinkled in clear confusion about that, but he nodded and shoved both hands into the folds of his robe.


    “The reason we asked you to come,” the man continued, motioning toward the table and the other magisters, “is that we wanted to learn more about you and your people.”


    Therec studied Kinet’s face briefly, seeing various subtle cues. His duties among his own people required being absolutely certain of the intentions of slaves, so it was a habit to watch others and read their actual meaning, rather than what they said. From what he had seen so far after leaving the white lands of the north, few in these lands knew how to hide their intentions. The elf girl on the wagon had been a fine example of how easily flustered the southerners became when their obvious behavior was called into question.


    “You lie,” said Therec, as he took a seat at the table. “You wanted me to come here for another reason. If I must guess, you want to know why your king called me here and why none of the magisters were invited to the meeting I am to have with him. That is just a guess, though.”


    “That is…yes, that’s about the sum of it,” noted Dorus, chuckling dryly, but not looking up from the large book on the table in front of him. The man fidgeted with an empty pipe, eyeing the dwarven woman before putting it away. Therec was willing to bet Arlind was the reason he did not smoke within the keep. “I like this one, Kinet. No games. It’s refreshing. We should have sent for Turessians to join us generations ago. The politics of this city has always bothered me. I think this one will tell me to my face if he intends to stab me in the back.”


    Frowning at the other magister and snorting, Kinet sat down across from Therec.


    Leaning forward toward Therec as though to keep others from listening, Kinet told Therec, “If we are to be blunt, yes. The king always has at least one magister at all meetings since the war began. Excluding us now sets a bad precedent and makes the court wonder if there is something going on.”


    “Of course there is something going on,” Therec replied, grinning. “There is a war. When we met briefly last night, I was told by your king that your enemy has soundly trounced your army and that he is hardly pleased. Given that your forces are far larger, I would assume that he believes that there is someone in this tower sending information to someone from Altis. Given your exclusion from our meetings, I believe he suspects a magister to be involved.”


    Kinet sat back abruptly in surprise, giving the other two magisters meaningful stares. Therec did not see malice or fear in that look, just surprise. He had offered that information in the hopes that he would have information for the king once the task was suggested, but they were either innocent or better at hiding their emotions than he had expected.


    “Why tell us this?” demanded the dwarf, Arlind, glowering at Therec with her arms crossed over her chest. The dwarven woman’s long braided hair bounced as she cocked her head to study Therec. Like his fellow clanmates, the dwarves were too proud to disguise intentions unless there was a need to lie, making her an open book to Therec. “Sounds like you’re bloody well making it up.”


    “Not at all, just hoping to surprise the guilty party into slipping,” Therec admitted. “Everything I say will have that purpose.”


    Kinet snorted and said loudly, “All three of us are among the most respected of the king’s loyal servants. Even suggesting that we might be traitors is offensive, ambassador. Dorus oversees the king’s troop movements. Arlind is the king’s personal healer. I maintain the rule of law in the city. I recommend watching your accusations.”


    Getting up from the table, Therec walked around the room slowly, taking in the titles of the books on the shelves. A few he recognized, but most were local works, including histories and research into magic done by the members of the tower. He wanted to look them over, but this was hardly the time. Plus, he knew the three magisters were watching his back. Something as simple as selecting a book to read might reveal more about himself than he desired. If he were to pick up a book, it had to be chosen to give them nothing.


    “It may be offensive, but no one is ever as loyal as they claim,” Therec told them as he slid a large tome out and glanced at the text inside. The curved writing style used in Lantonne would take him some time to adjust to, making it difficult to really understand much of what he was looking at. What he could make out was that it was a simple historical book, with no bearing on Lantonne or Turessi. “You, Kinet, are a traitor, but not the traitor I would wish to provide to the king. That makes it less of a concern to me.”


    Kinet very nearly fell off his chair as his mouth moved without words. He looked at the other two at the table nervously, then back to Therec.


    “I am no traitor! You could be hung for such an accusation against a magister without evidence.”


    “Your king, though chosen by the people and bound by certain popular decisions, issues edicts like any other ruler,” Therec explained, putting the book back. This time, he chose to pick up a thick book of Lantonnian laws. Arlind’s raised brow told him that she had not missed the significance. “Whether those edicts are from the people or directly from him, it matters little. They are the decisions of a king and must be obeyed as such. Without law, we have chaos and a kingdom can fall with enough chaos.”


    “Of course,” Kinet replied quickly. “I serve the king in all matters…that is why I am in charge of overseeing enforcement of law by the local sheriffs.”


    Therec smiled slightly, knowing he had the man snared. It was a cruel game to play on a stranger, but it would help him get a better feel for these people. They honestly made it too easy for him.


    “Disobeying the king’s direct orders would be treason by definition, correct? As one who enforces laws, disobedience would rise above mere illegality.”


    “Yes, ambassador.”


    “Your king declared slavery illegal more than a decade ago and granted citizenship to the halflings of the nation, along with other previously low-status members of your society. Servitude to pay off a debt through specific labor is allowed in very controlled circumstances. Am I correct in that, or have I misread your laws?”


    Kinet nodded slowly, his eyes narrowing. He sensed the trap coming, but Therec was fairly certain he could not see the specifics. If he could, he still would not risk arguing in front of his colleagues. Judging by Arlind’s cool glare at Kinet, she had already guessed at the direction things were heading.


    “In that case,” Therec went on, returning to the table, “why do you have a slave, dear magister?”


    “I have no such…” he trailed off as Arlind’s glare darkened and Dorus tapped his pipe loudly on the table. This was clearly something they had been at odds with him about for some time, judging by their reactions. “She is not a slave. She is my servant, who I have perform specific tasks to help pay off her debt…”


    “A debt is paid off through specific labor, not through forced activities,” Therec noted dryly. “The woman acts as though you have beaten her or worse. Mind you, I do not judge the holding of slaves, as my people endorse it freely. We do not lie to ourselves about it, though.


    “Lying and hiding from the law is what makes these things wrong, not the act itself. There is a certain nobility in standing in the face of an unjust law, but you hide your actions, which tells me that you consider yourself above this law.


    “Worse still is using your status as a magister to shield yourself from prosecution, when any commoner would have been put in the keep’s dungeons by now. The moment you forced that woman to do more than run errands for you, she became a slave as surely as any creature that my people put chains on, and that is treason, given your station serving the king directly.”


    Kinet’s eyes widened nervously. “I…I’ve never hurt her. We just…it was willing, I swear. It was costly to buy her from the slavers and we were working out how best to work off her debts…”


    Arlind’s disgusted groan told Therec that he had just managed to sow a bit of dissent among the magisters while giving himself a touch more respect from the dwarf. She might despise him for being either a foreigner or specifically a Turessian, but at the moment she liked him more than Kinet. If Therec was not mistaken, she was only barely holding herself back from punching the man.


    “What was the debt she owed you?” asked Therec, softening his tone. “Regardless of what has been done to her, let us get back to specifics.”


    “She…I…um…” the man stammered, looking around as though trying to come up with an answer. “Her father put them badly in debt and I was aiding them, but the cost to save two…”


    “Her father’s debt is not hers, by the king’s laws. At most, her father can ask her to help with working off his debt, but she cannot be forced,” Therec countered quickly. “You will have her citizenship papers in her hands by the time the sun rises again. Am I understood?”


    “Of course. I’ve been meaning to do that…”


    Smiling, Therec bowed his head in acknowledgement of the small victory and then sat down at the table, which made Kinet appear even more uncomfortable. Sliding a book that was lying on the table near him entitled “History of Magic In Warfare,” Therec did not even manage to flip the cover open before the room shook violently.


    Therec grabbed hold of the desk to steady himself while praying that he was not about to die in a tower collapse. The room lurched every few seconds, soon knocking books off of the shelves and toppling inkwells and other items lying on the table. This was certainly not how he wanted to join his ancestors.


    Aside from the books on the table, only Magister Arlind’s mug remained upright, clasped between her hands. The stout woman glowered at the floor as though she might stop the rocking through force of will. The stubbornness Therec saw in her might well be that powerful.


    Through the intermittent bounces of the room, which grew farther in-between with each pulse, Therec watched the magisters for any reaction at all. Aside from annoyance, they seemed entirely unbothered. None gave any indication that they knew it was coming, but they likewise were unconcerned.


    Therec waited until the last rumbles could be felt through the floor, though they had faded to the point that Therec would not have noticed them at all if they had not been preceded by the room-shaking quakes.


    “What was that?” He got up from his chair once he knew that he would not immediately fall down from the rocking. “Tell me that this tower is not so unstable…”


    “What it was is none of your business,” answered Kinet immediately. A glance toward the north windows did not go unnoticed by Therec. The man would give away anything through carelessness, making him Therec’s new favorite in these lands. “Military matters are between Dorus, the king, and the generals.”


    Therec got to his feet and headed straight toward the north window. He had not even reached it before he could see with certainty what had caused the shaking of the entire city.


    Standing tall above the plains, four massive metal statues appeared to be circling an area several miles north of Lantonne. All around the feet of the golems were thousands of moving shapes. Even at such a distance, the whispering tendrils of magic that encircled the metal figures told Therec with certainty what he was looking at. Magic that strong was difficult to miss by one trained to watch for it.


    “You brought in golems to fight the undead that serve Altis?” Therec asked incredulously. “Have you begun evacuations? Whether this works or not, there are at least ten thousand soldiers within marching distance of the city.”


    “No!” snapped Kinet, thumping a fist on the table. “We will stop them before they reach the city. They will not enter these walls. “I had this same argument with the king. The simple fact is that even if we tried, it was too late to get people out. We thought the golems could reach the army before they got to Lantonne, but…things did not work out as planned.”


    Dorus shook his head sadly as Therec looked back toward the table.


    “There are almost fifteen thousand…not ten,” he told Therec softly. “Our options are rather limited and we have been unable to keep them down for long. Luckily, I do not believe they have the numbers needed to breech the walls. At least not yet. The outer city will not be so fortunate. The magisters decided that some must be sacrificed to save the land.”


    Therec stared at the vast forces, amazed that the city of Altis could have mustered that many soldiers and gotten them so far south without being stopped. Shifting his vision to see magic, he searched the tiny specs for hints of wizards or other intelligence that might explain their successes, but for several minutes, the magic swirling around the golems made it difficult to make out anything else. Then, he began to see the threads of dark energy that he had worked with his whole life to preserve the ancestors in his clan. Seeing it on the field of battle made his stomach churn.


    “That army is undead,” he stated, more to himself than to the magisters.


    “Yes,” Arlind practically growled. “Altis has been slowly switching from a living army to a damned undead one. They’re using our own soldiers against us. You can’t spit without fighting someone you once knew.”


    Turessi had always kept groups of undead among each of their tribes, but he doubted that all the clans together could have fielded that many corpses. To see an uncivilized nation at war like this was beyond shocking. Therec began to understand why Turessi had been asked to come…they were likely the only nation for thousands of miles around that had a standing army of the undead and, thus, experience in dealing with them.


    “Was this really why I was brought here?” he asked, leaning on the windowsill. “The king said I was to try and broach a peace treaty with Altis. I take it things are well past that?”


    Arlind took a long swig from her mug and then replied, “There was hope that you could help convince them not to attack us. If that failed, you would be used as a hostage to barter for more time. We are being blunt, ambassador.”


    “You have not studied my people, have you?” demanded Therec, turning on the three magisters. “My people would not do this. Even if they could or would do it, my life means nothing in the face of a war. They would tear these walls down without hesitation, and afterwards, they would find my body to give it an honorable ending. Preserving my life would be the last thing they would even consider. My own family would kill me if it meant saving the clan.”


    “We know,” Dorus answered ruefully, putting his pipe in his mouth. “The king did not believe us. We were actually hoping that you might have more insight than we did, but we’re not diplomats. We were dreading even asking and wanted to try to bring an end to this on our own.”


    “Thus the king thought you were questioning him,” noted Therec.


    “And so, we are your bloody traitors,” Arlind muttered, holding her mug up in a mock toast. “Traitors for trying to gain an ally, not a hostage.”


    Prying himself away from the window and stumbling across the room, Therec leaned on the back of the chair he had been sitting in when the rumbling steps of the giant golems had shaken the room. One by one, he studied the faces of the magisters, searching them for anything that he might be able to use. What he saw in each was desperation. That, he understood.


    “Take me to the front lines,” Therec asked the group, drawing confused glances from all of them. “I need to see what we’re up against. I need to know my people did not do this and find out more about the magic in use out there. How close can you get me?”


    


    *


    


    By mid-afternoon, Therec stood just north of town with two of the magisters and nearly two hundred soldiers at their back.


    Whatever Kinet and the others had told the king had been motivational, Therec had to admit. The soldiers had been mobilized faster than the two magisters had been able to ready themselves. During the short wait, Therec sat on a loaned horse just outside the northern edge of town, watching the golems in the distance. From the ground, he could not see the undead army, but the golems could be seen for miles.


    “You sure you wanna to go there?” Arlind asked gruffly, sitting atop a pony that looked as though it had been bred for war. The dwarven woman glared at Therec every time she looked his way. “It’s a good way to get killed.”


    Therec smiled, still staring at the golems. “You’re afraid I might decide to change sides?”


    “Once a necromancer, always one. I don’t give three shits which side you’re on, you’re still a necromancer.”


    “I did not claim to stop being one, nor would I even consider it. Among my people, it is an honor, not a disgrace. They call me a preserver, though.”


    Arlind spit on the ground, in what Therec had begun to believe was the local custom for even mentioning his profession in public. Yet another crude example of how these people lived, so far from Turessi. Then again, spit would have frozen in seconds during most of the year in his homeland. He also had to keep in mind that Arlind was from an even more crude people than Lantonne. The dwarves were hardly known for manners.


    “Just remember that you’re supposed to be proving that your people are misunderstood,” Arlind told him gruffly, watching him with what Therec interpreted to be disgust. “Whether your people are helping that army out there or not changes little for me. All I think it really changes is whether the king sends those golems farther north once we’ve taken down Altis.”


    “You’re threatening to invade Turessi?”


    The dwarven woman squinted at him, saying, “I’ll be the first to tell him to sod off if you actually do help us. Not betting my braid on it.”


    If Arlind had more threats to say, it was cut short by the arrival of Kinet and several heavily-armored soldiers. Unlike the majority of the forces behind him, these men wore custom-fitted suits of metal plates and had poles attached to their saddles that bore the blue-and-white standard of Lantonne flapping high over their heads.


    “I’m not waiting out here all day,” snapped the lead soldier, flipping up his visor to reveal that he was far older than Therec. In fact, he was old enough that Therec was a little surprised to find him still leading soldiers. “I was told the golems would do our job for us, so if you people want to get a closer look, I want it done with. If I have my way, I’ll be back in the barracks before the sun sets.”


    “We do not intend to engage,” Kinet assured the man, giving Therec a firm look that he took as a request to not make the man a liar. “A quick ride out and back. Nothing more. We are scouting the enemy forces.”


    The soldier—commander, Therec thought he overheard from the soldiers behind them—nodded grimly and made a sweeping wave with his arm. As he did, the entire company lurched into motion as one, with only Therec and the two magisters faltering a moment before catching up.


    The ride across the plains was a pleasant enough trip. It had been several years since Therec had ridden a horse, he realized with a bit of thought back over the time since he had earned the title of “preserver” among his people. From that time, he had been taken where he needed to go on wagons and other conveyances. Taking himself where he wished to go was a nice change.


    About ten minutes out from the city, Therec’s opinion began to sour as the high sun cooked the plains. Dry grass crunched under the feet of horses and men alike, creating a cacophony of small crackling noises that was just different enough from the more familiar sound of snow or ice that Therec found it immediately irritating. He would have killed for a snowstorm or even a cold breeze.


    Therec finally gave up on being open for the sake of the people he was visiting and pulled his hood up, hoping to spare his shaved scalp from further burns. Once again, he dearly wished he had been assigned to a diplomatic mission much farther north, or at least higher up in the mountains.


    Soon, the sounds of the golems pounding away at the undead army overshadowed any other noise Therec could make out. All he could make out in the distance, aside from the old village ahead of them, were the heads and shoulders of the four massive animated statues. There was no sign of the undead.


    “Are they in a valley?” Therec asked aloud, not really caring who answered.


    Despite her obvious dislike of Therec, Arlind was swift to answer. “Big open pit mine. They pushed the undead in there so they can’t get away easily. Damned shame to do that to a mine, if you ask me. We figure if that doesn’t work out, we can always collapse the walls of the quarry on them. With the tunnels sealed, that shouldn’t be too risky.”


    Therec turned on his saddle to look at the dwarven woman. “Tunnels? I thought you said it was open.”


    “It is,” she explained, though she did not look directly at him. “The mine got deep enough that it was too damned slow to cart everything up and down. They used a dry underground river to make a tunnel straight back to the city. We closed it up before letting the undead in there. Just to be safe, there are a few hundred soldiers inside the tunnel, about halfway between the mine and Lantonne, ready to slow them down.”


    Looking down at the dry ground around them, Therec was a little taken aback by the idea that there was a large passage far under their feet. It was a tactical risk to even have such a tunnel, but he could see the sense in using a natural structure in that manner. Left to his own choices, he would have collapsed the tunnel at the first hint of invasion.


    Within a few minutes, they approached the outskirts of the mining village, though most of the soldiers who were on foot had fallen a short distance behind. There were no undead in sight, making it irrelevant that only those on horseback had arrived. They would not need their troops right away, if at all. If everything went according to plan, no one would need to draw a weapon.


    Riding up to a gap between buildings, Therec stared in awe of the golems, their size having been given little credit due to the distance he had been seeing them from. Up close, he found himself smiling at the idea that a wizard of any land had managed to build such immense creations.


    The golems were undoubtedly dwarven, judging by the detailed features of their faces, a kind of preservation of the long-dead that Therec found merit in. He preferred the idea of using the ancestor’s own body to look to, but such magnificence in a magical creation was not to be dismissed. He would have to describe these creations to the council upon his next report.


    The mine itself was more than a hundred feet deep, but the golems rose head and shoulders above the top lip. They would occasionally disappear for a moment as they bent to attack the army at their feet, but then stood back up. Of the four, three were moving constantly, their fists causing clouds of dust to rise both from the quarry itself and the village’s old structures.


    The fourth golem stood relatively still, wavering as it made small movements.


    “Is that one broken?” asked Therec, looking to Arlind. Given that the golems appeared to be carved into the shapes of dwarves, he thought she might know better than others.


    Squinting, Arlind tugged at her braids and looked around nervously at the soldiers that were boxing them in. The only way out of the area was through the tightly-packed troops. “I have no idea,” she admitted, though she sounded nervous. “I don’t think they can break…”


    A low hum began to cut through the sounds of battle, rising in pitch and intensity until Therec had to cover his ears. As he did, Kinet ran toward the mine, waving some kind of etched metal rod. With each grand gesture of the rod, one of the golems would stop what it was doing and reached for the edge of the mine, attempting to climb out. Only the one golem, now openly shaking, did not make an attempt to escape.


    “What is happening?” screamed Therec in an effort to be heard above the shrieking noise coming from the mine.


    All around Therec, soldiers broke and ran. Horses that were held in place soon bucked their masters and fled the area as fast as they could.


    Therec fought his own horse briefly, then gave it free reign, letting the beast turn and take off toward Lantonne with Arlind at his side and Kinet only a few feet behind. They raced through the fleeing soldiers, though even as they got farther away, the high-pitched sound made Therec’s head feel as though it were about to explode.


    Without warning, the loud noise ceased abruptly, making Therec sit up in the saddle and look back toward the mine. The moment he turned, a bright flash of light washed out his vision and numbed his body. The last thing he had seen before the light was at least twenty other horses running close by him.


    Therec felt weightless for just a second before painful impacts against his legs and shoulders flared as he hit the ground, having been thrown by his horse. With a groan, he swept his arms out as best he could, calling forth magic to shield his body against being trampled by the other horses.


    The limits of Therec’s magical training were made obvious almost immediately as the jarring blows from the horses clipping him made his concentration waver. He knew many healers possessed the ability to completely deflect one or two strikes against their body, no matter how powerful, but he could shield against many to a far smaller degree. Every inch of his body hurt, but he kept himself covered with his magic and cloak until he had gone some time without being kicked or stepped on.


    Ears ringing loudly enough to drown out nearly anything, Therec let the magic fade, feeling his strength dwindle to the point of near-collapse. Slowly, he lowered his cloak and felt as though he had been transported far from where he had been minutes before.


    For as far as Therec could see in every direction, horses were running wild without riders. The soldiers themselves were mostly lying strewn about the plains in broken positions, though he could see some trying to stand—and fall again, more often than not. The faces of the few survivors he could see told him that they were screaming, though he could hear none of it.


    Therec pushed himself upright, just barely able to stand. He turned around toward the quarry, hoping to get a better idea of what had happened. When he did, he wished he had just walked away without looking back.


    The quarry emitted a column of dark black smoke and pieces of the same shining metal that the golems had been built from lay strewn across the entire region. Near each piece, he could see bodies—or parts of bodies—scattered about.


    Much of the mining village was gone, having been flattened by the explosion in the quarry. The broken frames of a few of the larger structures stood, though somewhat lopsided. Despite the destruction, Therec saw a few survivors there, still stumbling around, trying to recover.


    A rumble through the ground numbed Therec’s feet, and he dropped to his knees to keep from being forcibly knocked over. He lifted his head slowly as the rumbling became stronger, watching in horror as a wide crack opened in the ground, running in a zigzag path from the quarry back toward Lantonne. The crack raced past where Therec lay, the ground falling away into darkness, swallowing everything in its path, including most of the fallen soldiers and their horses.


    Therec could only imagine the screams as the survivors plunged to their deaths in the falling ground. Within seconds, he could no longer see the end of the collapsing path, racing as fast as it was toward the city.


    The tunnel had become the liability Therec feared, though he could never have imagined this.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Sides Chosen”


    


    Ilarra woke hours later, thankful for the silence that filled the basement. When she had finally drifted off, she could still hear the howls of the undead trying to reach her and Raeln, along with the mind-numbing thuds of the giant golems she had seen in the distance.


    She sat up slowly, sliding Raeln’s protective arm off of her as she made her way toward the metal doors they had barricaded to keep the undead out. Ilarra stopped near the doors, looking up as a very faint tremor made dust fall in streams from the ceiling.


    Whatever had happened was far away, making it likely they could escape. The army had apparently moved on.


    “Raeln,” said Ilarra loudly, as she slid aside small pieces from pile of wood and rocks that Raeln had put in front of the door. “We’re leaving Lantonne. I am done with this city…it can burn for all I care. The magisters can be the first into the fire. We’re going home.”


    Raeln’s soft dry chuckle let her know he was awake, and a second later, he joined her, easily shoving aside more of the debris than she would have been able to move in ten minutes or more.


    Within minutes, the two of them had the doors cleared, and Raeln motioned Ilarra back. He took a cautious step up to the door, slowly sliding the bar that had been wedged to keep the doors closed before the barricade had been built.


    Raeln first put his ear to the doors, waiting what felt to Ilarra like a long time. Then, he sniffed at the thin crack of light between the metal doors. Apparently satisfied, he slid the bar free and pushed the doors open, though he kept himself between Ilarra and the outside.


    Following Raeln out into the painful sunlight, Ilarra saw every indication that an army had stampeded through the old village. Anything that was not part of a building had been knocked over or broken, often with dried blood left in the wake of the army’s passing.


    Every building’s doors stood open, as though the undead had made a quick search of the village for living to attack before moving on. Where they and the golems had gone, Ilarra could only guess. She did still hear the booms of the golems in the distance, but the sound was muffled and did not concern her terribly.


    Turning once more in place, looking for any sign of undead still in the area, Ilarra spun back toward the north and started to walk. She made it no more than two steps before Raeln grabbed her by the shoulder with a hand nearly large enough he could have wrapped it almost around her whole neck.


    “What?” she demanded, giving the large wolf an annoyed glare. “We’re going home, Raeln.”


    Ears going back to let Ilarra know he was serious, Raeln motioned toward the southeastern part of the village, where they had entered the night before.


    “We are not going back to Lantonne.”


    Raeln rolled his eyes and pointed directly at the building where they had attempted to sleep originally.


    “You…want to check on the foxes? Why do we care, Raeln? Let’s let them fend for themselves.”


    Shaking his head in exasperation, Raeln turned and headed for the building, letting Ilarra make her own choice about whether to go. Not that it was really a choice—if her guard was going that way, she did not exactly feel as if she had much say in the matter. Hurrying as best she could, Ilarra stayed a few steps behind Raeln, letting him better watch for threats.


    When they did near the building, Ilarra saw Raeln’s fur on the back of his head and neck stand on end. Motioning for her to stay where she was, he moved slowly toward the open door of the old inn, his feet making no sound, even as the large paws came down on the old and normally creaky boards of the front porch.


    Raeln paused briefly at the door, before slipping inside.


    Minutes passed, and Ilarra found herself fidgeting as she searched the streets for anything coming to get her. She felt entirely exposed, unsure what to do with herself when there could be soldiers of Altis or their undead minions coming for her at any moment. Every so often, she even looked up at the sky, afraid that one of the golems might be about to step on her. It was exhausting being so afraid of what might happen, but that was why she had Raeln.


    Finally, Ilarra had waited longer than she was willing to, and she hurried up the porch, wincing as the boards creaked under her footsteps—despite her easily weighing half or less what Raeln did. She darted inside, intending to wait for Raeln where she could not be seen by someone walking around in the village.


    Ilarra took a moment at the door to adjust to the darker interior, hoping she was not about to walk into the group of gruff fox wildlings again. When her eyes did adjust, she nearly screamed at what she saw and had to clamp a hand to her mouth to prevent it.


    Blood and human corpses covered the main room’s floor, scattered everywhere around the simple barricade wall the foxes had built at the foot of the steps. Several of the foxes were partially visible around the edges of the wall, while at least one had been dragged out into the main room and butchered. From what she could see, every one of the wildlings had died brutally, though they had taken a great many walking corpses with them.


    At the top of the steps, Raeln was just coming out of the first bedroom, shaking his head as he did. He noticed Ilarra, gave her a warning glare, then hurried back to her side.


    “Can we leave now?” she asked softly, not happy with how much her voice was shaking.


    Raeln touched her cheek gently with his trimmed claws and nodded, motioning for her to leave the inn. Once he had followed her out, he pulled the broken door mostly shut, giving it a look that told Ilarra that he wished he could do more.


    Almost as soon as they hit the street, a faint voice began to whisper at the edges of Ilarra’s mind. She looked around, trying to find the source, and noticed Raeln doing much the same. The words were faint, as though it was talking to someone else, but she could tell that the voice was within her own mind, not somewhere nearby.


    “I want out of this village for good,” muttered Ilarra, setting off at a determined march toward the north. “Giant golems, armies of undead, and now ghosts. I’m done with Lantonne.”


    They had gone perhaps three buildings when a black wolf—so large that, even running on all fours, it was larger than Raeln standing on two—darted across the road, faster than Ilarra thought possible. She froze as it disappeared between two more buildings, giving Raeln a nervous glance to see what he thought of the newcomer. She had never even heard of a ghost wolf, so this was new to her.


    For the first time Ilarra could remember, Raeln looked afraid. She doubted it was for himself, but he was not comfortable. He looked very nearly ready to scoop her up and run for the northlands as fast as his legs would carry them.


    Moments later, as Ilarra began slowly advancing toward the north, watching the alleys for signs of the wolf, she heard approaching horses. Looking south, thinking they must be riding in from Lantonne, she stopped and followed Raeln’s stare toward the north. Turning back that direction, she saw a large group—maybe fifty or so—of soldiers, several wearing the colors of Altis. Among their numbers she spotted wildlings, halflings, dwarves, and others. The sight of races that were normally enslaved by Altis riding for that city made her gape in amazement.


    “Just what did we walk ourselves into?” she asked aloud.


    Raeln growled and grabbed her arm, leading her off the road and ducked them into the back of one of the northernmost buildings where they could not be seen by the riders. Bending down as soon as they entered the old shack, Raeln quickly wrote in the dust on the floorboards.


    “You think they’re the generals of the Altisian army?” Ilarra asked, reading what he had written. “Why would they have halflings…or wildlings…among them? Altis barely tolerates elves, let alone anything more distant from humans.”


    Holding up his arms with the wrists crossed, Raeln made it look as though his arms were tied together.


    “Slaves guarding the generals?”


    Raeln nodded.


    “I suppose that’s possible…still strange. Do you think we can avoid them?”


    He thought a minute on that and sat down. Raeln leaned back against the wall of the building to wait.


    “How long?”


    Raeln shrugged and held up a finger to indicate “just a moment.” From what Ilarra could figure, he wanted to wait until their group was fully past before going back out. He would probably wait a little longer to be sure they did not double back.


    Sitting in the old building, trying not to cough on the thick dust that rose with every shift of her sandaled feet, Ilarra waited about an hour. When she was starting to wonder how long Raeln meant to delay, he stood up and offered her his hand.


    “About time,” she told him, rubbing at her itching nose. “Let’s get out of…”


    Raeln froze, his ears straight up as he listened to something.


    “Oh, not again. What this time?”


    As expected, Raeln said nothing, but he also gave Ilarra no indication what he was thinking. He just kept turning his head slightly, listening to something she could not hear.


    When Ilarra was about to push the issue, she first heard it. A faint buzzing, like a whistle heard through a wall. It grew louder each second, making her ears ache. She could only imagine what it was doing to Raeln. He had always been far more sensitive to sounds than she was.


    “I don’t know what it is, either,” she told Raeln, grabbing his arm and tugging him toward what appeared to be a staircase down near the back of the room. “But I’d rather hide twice in one day than find out the hard way what’s making that sound.”


    Raeln seemed reluctant, constantly looking out the broken windows of the building, but he did follow her. It took her longer than she had hoped to get him down the steps of the cellar, by which time the buzzing was making it difficult for her to concentrate. Unlike the last cellar, this one was partially collapsed and had no door to close, giving them almost no shelter from the noise or anything else.


    “We need to stay down until this is all over,” Ilarra nearly screamed, trying to be heard above the noise. “We have enough food and water for another day in my pack…”


    A boom shook the entire building, slamming Ilarra against one wall and then tossing her back the other way. She landed hard atop Raeln, who did not react to her at all. Seconds later, another rumble flipped her off of the wildling and onto the floor.


    Ilarra panted nervously, staring up at the now-cracked wooden beams that held what was left of the ceiling up. In spots, she could see sunlight through areas where the floorboards of the upper floor had broken, and judging by how much light came through, she was wondering if the walls were even intact. They were lucky the whole thing had not come down on them.


    “Raeln?”


    The room remained silent.


    Turning her head, Ilarra saw Raeln still slumped in one corner where he had fallen during the first quake. In the dim light, she could not see whether his eyes were open or not, but he did not move at all.


    Ilarra groaned as she got her feet under her, her whole body throbbing with injuries she had not felt prior. She had taken far more of a beating than she had originally thought, but nothing was broken. Still, she would be hurting for days.


    Staggering a little with each step, she went to Raeln, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw his chest slowly rising and falling. She knelt at his side, searching for any sign of whether he had been hurt. Even with her limited understanding of treating wounds, the cause was not difficult to ascertain.


    Along Raeln’s head, behind his right ear, a long gash had opened. Blood spattered on the brick wall nearby made Ilarra guess he had been thrown into the wall. He was definitely losing a lot of blood, but she had no idea if it was normal for a wound of that sort.


    “I’ll find help,” she whispered to Raeln, squeezing his hand.


    Lifting her skirt to keep from tripping as she rushed up the steep stairs into the room above, Ilarra did not even think about the possibility that the Altisian army might still be nearby. She went straight out the door of the building, running into the dirt road out front, searching for anyone that might be able to help Raeln.


    “Hello?” she called out as loudly as she dared, nearly tripping as she ran to the next street over. She kept calling as she went, making her way back toward the south end of the village, but no one answered.


    Just as Ilarra was considering going back to check on Raeln, she saw the briefest glimpse of the giant black wolf she had seen before. Not knowing if it was a good sign or ill, she followed, ducking under the collapsed and leaning walls of the shattered buildings closer to the quarry east of the village. The farther she went, the less vertical items of any kind still stood until soon she was in a flattened area, filled with soldiers.


    Dazed, Ilarra started to walk right into the group before realizing that she might be about to stride into the waiting arms of Altisian troops. She skidded to a stop and fell back behind what appeared to have been a stone chimney until a few minutes prior.


    Ilarra watched the large group, studying each man. The group had settled in around something, most of the soldiers pointing weapons at a pile of dust and debris in the center of a fallen building. She was so occupied trying to figure out what they were doing, it took her longer than she cared to admit to figure out they all wore the white and blue of Lantonne’s military.


    Stepping from her cover, Ilarra made it only a few strides into the open area before a heavily-muscled man grabbed her arm roughly. He looked her up and down and whistled to the other soldiers.


    “She’s from the farming villages by the clothing,” called back a man carrying a spear, at the edge of the larger group. “This one’s got Altisian rags on it. Get Commander Phillith…we need some orders.”


    The man holding Ilarra snorted, gave her another glare, then set off to her right, running toward a man atop an armored horse.


    “What’s going on?” Ilarra asked meekly, approaching the edge of the group of soldiers. “Can you spare a man or two? My friend…”


    Ilarra’s thoughts vanished as she realized that the pile of debris was moving, putting all the soldiers on alert. She stared as more dust and broken boards fell off of the man-like figure, letting her finally see what the soldiers were so concerned about.


    Lying on the ground on its knees was a wildling, gasping for air. At first, she worried that this was somehow related to the giant black wolf she had seen, but there was no sign of the wolf at all. The wildling appeared to be unarmed and unaware that it was surrounded, still on all fours, coughing and shaking its head slowly.


    “That’s not the wolf,” Ilarra said aloud, frowning. “Why the excitement? You act like you’ve never seen a wildling while that giant wolf is getting away.”


    The soldiers ignored her completely, even as the wildling started to get up, layers of dirt from the explosion falling off of him in chunks and dusty streams. He was clearly disoriented, his large orange eyes unfocused as he sat upright, staring blankly at the crowd around him. His gaze passed over Ilarra without really seeing her.


    Ilarra nearly turned to walk away to find someone else to help Raeln when she saw the remains of intricate armor on the wildling. That was a good sign he was not just a random passerby caught in the explosion. Nearby, she could see the broken hilt of a sword. He was one of the Altisians, and these soldiers would kill him without a second thought.


    Shaking her head at the senselessness of a slave from Altis being forced to fight for his masters, then executed by Lantonne for doing so, Ilarra gave the wildling man a sad stare, knowing he might have a spear put through him before he even knew it was coming. Still, it was none of her business. This was a military matter.


    As the wildling sat up, a long tail—perhaps longer than he was tall—swept out from the rubble around him, revealing two wildling children that lay in the dirt under where he had been lying. Though the dust from the explosion masked their markings, Ilarra found herself smiling at them, thinking back to when Raeln had been brought to her as a pup. Ilarra saw these children and took back her initial thoughts of the man’s origins. After all, who brings their children to war? Regardless of weapons, this man was no soldier.


    Blinking hard, the wildling snarled at the soldiers, seemingly just noticing them. He bared his teeth slightly, tensing as he looked over the crowd, clearly giving an indication that he would fight rather than surrender. She had seen the same reaction from Raeln enough times to recognize it as fear with the willingness to act. It was a test to see if the soldiers would negotiate or simply attack him and the children. Slowly, the wilding hunkered down over the children, guarding them.


    “Let me talk to him, if you won’t!” Ilarra called out, only to be shoved back out of the ring of soldiers.


    “Do we kill it or throw it in with the others?” asked one of the soldiers standing near the wildling, keeping a spear tip near the animal-man. “It’s not the wolf, but I still say it doesn’t belong here.”


    The wildling clearly understood, grabbing the two children and pulling them to his chest. The willingness to protect them made it clear to Ilarra that these were his young. Anyone with any sense would back away quickly…most parents would gladly kill to protect their children, and she could hardly fault him for doing so. Still, the soldiers kept their weapons on the man.


    Ilarra glanced back at the mounted commander, expecting him to be the sensible one. Wildlings were hardly illegal in Lantonne, and with their history of being enslaved in Altis, she fully believed that the commander would have the wildling held for his own safety. Once the animal-like man understood that they meant no harm…


    “Throw him in a cage,” called out another man in the uniform of an officer, while the commander was busy with several of his soldiers. “I’m not worried about trying a beast for murder. Skin the pups or toss them in the quarry. I don’t care.”


    Stunned, Ilarra watched as soldiers moved in on the wildling and the two young, while other soldiers readied crossbows. This was not what she had been taught about her own people and was unheard-of behavior back in Hyeth. Even a true enemy would not be cut down without a chance to defend themselves, let alone one that had likely been enslaved to fight, if he had even fought at all. A soldier that attacked a parent holding their children would have been killed on sight back home.


    With a roar that Ilarra would have expected of a wolf or lion wildling, the filthy wildling man leapt to his feet and tore into the nearest soldier. Even holding the children to his chest, he managed to rip half the face off the human before going after the next nearest.


    “Kill him fast!” cried one of the spear-wielding soldiers.


    Reacting as fast as she could when the soldiers moved to kill the wildling, Ilarra summoned some of the paltry magic she had learned. She rattled off the obscure words and made the gestures of the formula, making sharp motions toward one crossbowman after another, causing their weapons to be thrown from their grip. When one man turned on her, she switched spells, using a sharp magical word of rebuke that flung him far from her. For once, she had no thoughts of looking foolish or making a mistake. There were lives on the line.


    It was all she could do to keep there from being further bloodshed. Ilarra knew she was breaking all kinds of laws of Lantonne as she wove together another spell, pulling bits of magic from the ether to drop a net of pure energy over a soldier that tried to spear the wildling, slamming the soldier to the ground. With each spell, she felt nausea growing in the pit of her stomach as her capabilities reached and surpassed their limits. She had never even tried to cast more than two or three spells at a time in her classes and she had already cast many more than that.


    Turning to stop more of the soldiers that were closing in while the wildling fought for his life against three that she dared not attack for fear of hitting the wildling, Ilarra nearly lost her balance as the exertion caught up with her. She dizzily put a hand to her head, then looked up in time to see a gloved fist swung at her head.


    Ilarra collapsed as her head exploded with pain. Crawling to her knees, she tried to think clearly enough to form another spell to defend herself. She stumbled and fell, then vomited as the effort of casting so many difficult spells caught up with her. Gagging, she kept one hand on her head and the other her stomach as she lay at the feet of the solider.


    “Little idiot, that one,” barked the soldier over her. “Finish off the wildling!”


    Ilarra could only groan and try to sit up, unable to focus with the ringing in her head. Not far away, she could see the wildling kneeling on the ground, a sword already driven through his stomach. The two children were crying nearby, clinging to each other as the soldiers stepped over them, weapons ready to strike.


    She had failed the man and his children, Ilarra thought sadly, waiting for the soldiers to finish the man off. With great effort, she forced herself to stand, trying to cast one more spell to drive back the men that were preparing to execute the wildling and his children.


    As she did, black robes swept in front of her and she saw the tattooed man from the caravan holding up his hands to stop her. “Commander!” the man called out, though he never took his eyes off of her. “Get your men under control!”


    Before the commander had fully turned, the officer that had given the order raised a hand to stop the men, who all looked back and forth between the commander and the black robed man in confusion.


    “Fine,” growled the soldier in charge, giving Ilarra a murderous glare, while his commander looked around wide-eyed at the bloodshed. “Throw them all in the wagon. Damn, I hate cornered vermin. If the wildling lives, it gets a trial. The girl goes on trial for treason.”


    Struggling to stay on her feet as the soldiers dragged away the wildlings toward a group of prison wagons that were being brought up from the quarry area, Ilarra tried to talk to the soldier in charge to explain herself, but he turned his horse and left her. The other soldiers followed suit, several going out of their way to knock her aside with their shoulders.


    As the soldiers filtered past her, Ilarra stood in the remains of the mining camp, wondering how they could ignore Lantonne’s very laws in order to defend the city. It seemed insane to her. She had defended a man’s right to trial, and yet, she knew that she would face questioning or punishment for doing so. Even the black-robed foreigner was more willing to save them than her own people.


    Remembering that Raeln lay bleeding nearby, Ilarra started to turn and head back to him when a soldier stepped in front of her and took her wrists. Without a word, he clamped manacles onto her and began to lead her away, nearly pulling her off her feet.


    The whole way back to Lantonne, she lost herself in her own mind, questioning whether she had done the right thing. More importantly, she prayed that Raeln would survive, or she would never forgive herself, assuming she even lived through his death.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Into War”


    


    The dead are those who were once like ourselves and should be afforded all the respect one might show their own ancestors’ memories. To this end, the Preservers shall raise those to be remembered and keep their walking memorial appearing as it did in life. Should an ancestor show undo decay, it shall be destroyed to keep from defiling the memory of that person. Better to lose the memory than to see it decay.


    At no time may a Preserver restore the consciousness of the ancestor. To do so would be abomination and defiles the life they once lived. Any who would raise an ancestor back to a semblance of life shall have their life ended and their body destroyed, to be forgotten to time.


    Those who honor the memory of those fallen without disgracing themselves in the process are to be revered.


    


    
      - Third law of Turess

    


    


    Therec groaned as he came around, wondering for a second where his wife was as he stared up at the wooden ceiling. It looked much like the roof of the central temple in Turessi, but after his eyes began to focus properly, Therec realized that the wood was not a native type of those lands, nor was the construction.


    Gradually, he remembered where he was and what had happened. Dizzy and badly injured, he had argued with Commander Phillith, insisting on going with the troops that had survived. The men had been nearly insane with anger over seeing most of their fellows killed and had tried to take it out on a potential citizen—a wildling, but in these lands, that was still no justification for violence.


    Once the girl who had attacked the soldiers had been subdued, Therec had tried to remain conscious, but the pain in his head had grown far worse. He remembered the commander offering to take him back to the city, then trying to get onto Phillith’s horse for the ride back to town, but that was the last thing he could remember.


    “Is someone there?” Therec wheezed, though his voice cracked. His throat felt as though he had swallowed at least a fistful of dirt.


    “Shut your damned mouth, necromancer,” came Arlind’s voice as the dwarven woman leaned over him. “Have the decency to stay dead. You’re making me wish I had the guts to step on your throat myself.”


    Touching a wet rag to his forehead—which stung as though he had open gashes there—Arlind frowned and shook her head. “Started to think I was rid of you,” she muttered, giving him a small smile to let him know she was not entirely serious. “You’re one of the lucky ones. Most of the men didn’t come back. Barely got my own ass out of there.”


    Turning to peer at the place where he lay, Therec realized he was lying in some kind of storage room with stone walls. Around him, every inch of the floor had been swept hastily and bodies of the injured now lay on straw or the bare floor, most groaning, though some he could tell were already dead. Much of the floor was coated with dried blood that smelled strongly enough to cover the now-faint scent of old grain.


    “Where are we?” Therec managed to croak out.


    “Store room on the first floor of the keep. We didn’t want to take the wounded any farther than we had to. Most didn’t even make it even to the outer city. I think your heart stopped at least twice, but didn’t stay that way long enough for me to call for a parade.”


    Wincing and tucking an arm to his chest as his ribs throbbed painfully, Therec forced himself to sit up. He quickly shoved away Arlind’s attempts to keep him down, biting back the pain that was beginning to flare up all over his body.


    “You’re in no damned shape to stand,” she warned, backing away after giving up on trying to make him lie still. “Might bleed out if you get up…then again, go ahead and get up.”


    Scowling back at her, Therec shook his head. “Pain is a lie the body tells us that the mind can overcome,” he told her, trying to call forth the meager healing magic at his own disposal. That only made his head throb more and he gave up for the moment. “Nothing is broken. I will live through the day.”


    “Almost everything was broken. I practically put you back together from parts. Some of the others weren’t as lucky. I caught you just in time. If you’d slipped a little farther, we’d be dragging your remains to the tower’s resurrection circle. They’re so backed up now, I doubt half those people can be saved. Luckily, some dumb soldier told me your kind don’t expect to get brought back, so you were on the short list to rot down here.”


    Therec studied her face, searching for any sign she was over exaggerating in hopes of earning a debt from him. He saw none and decided she was telling the truth. “Why save a necromancer?” he asked softly. “You could have looked the other way and no one would have been the wiser. I know you hate my kind, so why let me live?”


    Arlind snorted and looked around at the wounded in the room, some of whom Therec could now see were being tended to by other healers and common doctors. She made as if to spit, but stopped and instead answered, “I would know if I let someone die when I could prevent it,” she finally answered gruffly. “Besides, necromancers can heal if they want to…I need all the help I can get. I’m putting your ass to work.”


    Bowing as best he could through the pain, Therec gave the woman a smile.


    “You have my gratitude, Arlind. I’m certain you have my wife’s as well.”


    Looking genuinely uncomfortable, Arlind stomped her foot and gestured around the room. “Get to work, necromancer,” she told him abruptly. “I see one walking corpse and I’ll have you run through, got it?”


    Grinning, Therec stood unsteadily, then went to the nearest soldier. The man’s shoulder was crushed and he appeared to have lost a large amount of blood.


    Taking a knee at the man’s side, Therec pushed aside his own pain and focused on the faint voices that whispered in the back of his mind. The dead came at his calling, disappointed that he wished to prevent a spirit from passing into their realm, but they allowed his magic to come anyway.


    A rush of energy poured through Therec’s hand into the soldier. Beneath his fingers, he could feel the torn skin mending and the shoulder shift abruptly back into place. In seconds, the man gasped and began breathing more easily.


    “See,” Arlind called after him as she headed to the next man, “that wasn’t so hard, was it?”


    


    *


    


    By evening, Therec was out on the walls, leaning on the stone battlements as he watched the north. From that direction, a near-constant train of wagons entered the city gates, bearing the wounded and dead. Past the wagons, the quarry seemed to endlessly belch black smoke with no visible fire.


    In Turessi, Therec would have been expected to meet wagons such as those to raise the fallen whose bodies were not too badly ravaged or those that could be repaired. If the dead could not be mended sufficiently, it was his duty to destroy them utterly and speak on their behalf to their survivors. Here, he found himself going out of his way to avoid the caravan, out of fear of how he would be treated simply for being near the bodies of the fallen.


    Idly, he traced the tattoos on his cheekbones. They were meant to be a mark of station and a statement that he was a learned man, but here they were a liability, making the commoners outright fear him and the highborn take a step back when he approached. He had done nothing to harm these people, but they looked at him with disgust just the same. After the day’s losses, the fear they felt would be far worse.


    “How many?” he asked aloud, having heard the faint scrape of a soft boot on the stone floor of the battlements.


    Stepping up alongside Therec, Kinet leaned on the stone wall too. “I gave up counting at two hundred,” Kinet answered grimly, watching the wagons coming in. “We probably lost twice that in the outer city. The tunnel went right under a housing district. I’m guessing the death toll will pass a thousand. Injuries could be up over many times that.”


    Therec shook his head in dismay. “My people have been warring with one another and those who enter our lands for almost two thousand years,” he told Kinet, turning his back on the city so he would not have to watch the caravan of death. “Never have I seen a single battle go this badly. A thousand souls lost in less than ten minutes…no army could have ever dreamed of that kind of destruction.”


    “Well, there is some good news.”


    Therec stared at the man in disbelief. “What can possibly qualify as good news, when the mortal memory of that many people has been lost?”


    “We got them.”


    Staring at the man did little to prod him into explaining, so Therec finally asked, “You got who?”


    “The Altisian commanders,” explained Kinet, smiling grimly. “Fifty living soldiers out there through the whole thing, probably commanding the undead. Our scouts—those that survived—reported seeing the Altisians climbing one of our war golems. They did something to it to make it explode like that.”


    “How many of those fifty did you capture?”


    “All the leaders, plus most of their troops. Probably thirty or so in total. I know a few died during the explosion and a few cowards got away, but the majority are in our cells.”


    “I know you don’t want to hear me say this,” Therec began, “but I could not possibly control more than a handful of those undead, and I have trained since I was able to walk. Those fifty soldiers must all have incredible training if they were guiding the army.”


    “That’s what Arlind said, too. We’re treating them all as enemy troops and possible necromancers…no offense.”


    Nodding, knowing that arguing was of little use, Therec asked, “Can I see them?”


    “The prisoners?”


    “Yes. If they’re powerful enough to raise that kind of army, I want to know what I am up against. The king does want my advice in this war and I cannot very well give it without knowing their capabilities.”


    Kinet screwed up his face in annoyance, but nodded. “Come on, then.”


    The older wizard led Therec off the walls and into the keep proper. They walked for a long time, heading steadily down until Therec was sure that they were well beneath the ground. As they went, the ornate furnishings of the keep gradually gave way to simpler servants’ quarters and then to bare stone halls that echoed eerily.


    Soon, Kinet came to a stop in a dimly-lit section of hall, just past a group of heavily-armed soldiers who were standing guard.


    “Every cell past here has someone we’ve captured,” Kinet explained. “I have no desire to see them. If I do, I’ll want to burn them all. I lost a lot of people I knew out there.”


    Walking on alone, Therec came to the first set of doors, one on each side of the hallway. He checked one, then the other, finding several human men slumped against the walls inside. None of them so much as looked up, though Therec did note that the tattered remains of their clothing appeared Altisian in make. The men all had the look of soldiers rather than scholars. These were no necromancers.


    Frowning, Therec continued on, seeing much the same in each cell. A few elven and human men came to the bars of the cells to plead for their lives, but Therec mostly ignored them. Several had the look of wizards, though every one of them flinched and backed away from the door when they saw his face—likely the tattoos. Any necromancer would know of the Turessians and would likely have been overjoyed to see him, given their situation.


    Therec’s dismay grew with each cell, as there was no one that gave him the feel or even vague likelihood of being a necromancer. Humans, elves, halflings, an orc, and even a few wildlings were imprisoned here, but they all appeared to be commoners or soldiers. These people had not commanded a single undead, let alone a legion.


    Stopping at the last cell, Therec realized it was the first he had seen with women in it. Knowing the dislike the southern lands had for letting women engage in warfare, this caught his attention. Leaning close to the grating set into the heavy door, Therec studied the two women inside.


    One woman, wearing a mud-stained dress and sandals, lay on her back. She was clearly unconscious, with blood matting the side of her head and a greenish hue to her skin that hinted at illness. Therec studied the elven girl’s face a while, finally recognizing her as the girl he had confronted near the quarry and earlier on the wagon into town. She was certainly not Altisian, and after watching her try to fight, he knew she was no necromancer…and likely not very well-trained in any form of magic.


    The other woman made Therec even more annoyed. Vine-wrapped and clearly green-skinned, the fae-kin servant girl had been the topic of a conversation with Kinet all too recently. She stared up at Therec through the bars with angry green eyes, accusing him.


    “Dalania, I believe you said?” he asked. “How did you come to be here?”


    Glaring all the more, the woman pulled a piece of paper from a section of vines and leaves along her side. “You got me my papers and supposed freedom,” she practically spat as she crumpled up the paper and threw it at the door. “They arrested me before I got past the quarry, claiming that I was an Altisian spy and my citizenship is revoked. Kinet’s orders, they say.”


    Therec glanced back up the hall to where Kinet stood talking with the guards. “You were told you would walk free under the laws set forth by your king and so you will,” Therec told her, placing a hand on the door. “Please stay away from the door.”


    Instead of moving farther from the door, Dalania shifted to shield the other woman.


    Therec called to the lost spirits, hearing the rush of whispers as they brought magic with them. This he brought together into strands he felt more than saw, the fibers of invisible energy tangling deeply into the wood and metal of the door. Once he felt the magic settle into the door under his hand, he flung his hand away, releasing the magic as he did so.


    With a crack that echoed through the hallway, the door shattered, sending wood and metal flying in all directions.


    Cries of alarm down the hall warned Therec that the guards were none too happy with what he had done, even before he could see them through the cloud of dust that filled the hall. Blind while the dust settled, he still felt the fae-kin woman attempt to push past him and he reached out, catching her by the elbow.


    “Kinet!” Therec barked, pulling Dalania toward the guards, who slowed at his approach. The wizard behind them was making a show of pretending to be surprised to see Dalania. “This woman was ordered free.”


    “I…I had no…” Kinet tried to say, but finally just gave up and shrugged. “She was caught near the quarry. We arrested everyone we found.”


    Therec stared down the guards, who nervously lowered their weapons slightly. For once, the fear his clothing and tattoos instilled was coming in handy.


    “She will be taken beyond the city and allowed to walk free wherever she chooses. I am not going to argue or ask anymore, Kinet. I do not like games and I do not intend to continue playing yours. If you keep trying to subvert law, I will speak with the king about having you executed along with the Altisian soldiers. I may not have the rights or authority that you do, but I suspect a threat is the only way you will listen.”


    Kinet gave a slight gesture to the guards and they stepped aside. In doing so, Therec saw that a group of servants had stopped farther up the hallway, carrying buckets of water and slop for the prisoners. The servants kept their heads down but were clearly listening to the discussion. While he dearly wanted word of Kinet’s actions to spread, his threat only mattered if there was still something for the man to hide.


    “Kinet,” Therec continued, lowering his voice, “when you know the king is searching for traitors, I advise being far smarter about your actions. This will be my last warning. If you run afoul of the law again, it will be the king making the decisions about your fate, not me. He may look the other way, but in the few minutes I have been around him, I would wager against that being the case.”


    Wincing ever so slightly, Kinet nodded and pointedly avoided looking at Dalania, who in turn stared intensely at him. She seemed to be waiting for him to try to weasel out of the promise of freedom and was more than eager to challenge him.


    “What of the other girl?” asked one of the guards. “She was caught in the same area.”


    Therec had no idea if the elven girl was a criminal or not, aside from her actions in saving the wildlings. In absence of facts, he leaned toward letting the soldiers and Kinet do whatever they felt was right, given his status as an outsider. It would not do to push his luck any more than he had. He was going to tell the guards to do as they saw fit, when he looked over the servants one more time.


    Among the formally-dressed servants were two elves, a human, and a tall wolf wildling that was making a point of trying to keep itself out of the light. Therec recognized it as the one that had accompanied Ilarra on the wagon ride from Hyeth. Judging by his behavior, he had come to check on her or free her.


    Smiling as a plan came to mind, Therec turned to Kinet. “I hold you personally responsible for ensuring the safety and security in this wing of the cells until I have time to find out the king’s wishes,” he told the magister. “If all prisoners are healthy and none escape, I might be willing to forget your previous actions.”


    Kinet bowed slightly, paling as though he knew just how far he had pushed Therec’s willingness to deal with him. Apparently, Therec had played his hand well, as neither Kinet nor the guards questioned the fact that he had no authority to enforce anything more than a general threat to tell the king about Kinet’s actions.


    To the guards, Therec added, “Kinet does not go near any female prisoners. Understood?”


    The four guards snickered and nodded, while Dalania smirked and Kinet’s face soured angrily. He was at least smart enough not to say anything.


    When there were no further questions, Therec motioned for Dalania to lead the way, which she seemed more than happy to do. She set a quick pace, making Therec wonder if she would run the moment they were outside of the prison wing of the keep. In his attempt to keep up with her, he barely had a chance to study the wildling “servant.”


    In passing, Therec had just a second to look over the towering wolf-man, confirming his earlier suspicion about who he was. The only difference from the last time Therec had seen him was a deep cut along one side of his head, as though he had been struck with a stone from behind. The wildling watched Therec with a warning glare, even with his head held low, possibly trying to scare Therec off of saying anything if he did recognize him.


    Once they were well past the servants, Therec smiled more openly, hoping he was done having to worry about Kinet. The wolf would do his work for him and likely run off with the girl, solving all issues Therec would have needed to be concerned about. There would be no reason to speak to the king about any of this, if the wolf was half as competent as the girl had believed him to be.


    It was not kind to put Kinet in that situation, but Turessian laws had always encouraged letting the morally-corrupt face the dangers of the world without help. This was not so very different, and Therec had found nothing in the Lantonnian laws to require him to act any other way. Had the laws stated that he must report the wildling, he would have, but without that requirement, Kinet was on his own.


    The remaining journey to the outside of the keep would have required Therec to stop multiple times to figure out where he was, but Dalania kept moving, staying well ahead of him as they came up into the main hall of the keep, then past the guards at the entrance. She did not stop once they were outside in the courtyard and maintained her pace until they had passed the inner walls of the city, leading them well into the outer city, surrounded by hundreds of milling people going in as many directions.


    Coming to a stop in the middle of the street, Dalania addressed Therec even without looking back at him. “Do you really intend to let me go?”


    He hesitated, trying to figure out why she would question him this far into his efforts. “I said I would let you go. My word tells much about who I am…why would I go back on it?”


    Turning in place, Dalania watched him for a while, as if trying to decide something. Finally, she stepped closer to him than she had been willing to get in the short time he had known her. Reaching up, she brushed his face with her hand, making him step nervously backwards, unsure of her intent.


    “You are a better man than most I’ve met,” she admitted, lowering her hand and smiling at Therec’s discomfort. “Tell your wife I said as much.”


    “Where will you go?”


    Dalania turned and gazed toward the west, smiling absently. “I’ll go where Kinet and his kind can never find me again. I’ll put myself as far into the wilds as I can manage, no matter the risk. I’d rather die there than ever be brought back here. It’s where I was raised and the place I know I can hide.”


    They stood there for several minutes, Dalania watching the western mountains longingly and Therec studying her for anything that might tell him more about the people of these lands. When she did look back at him, her face had softened in humble thanks.


    “You will not see me again,” she told him, reaching out to brush at the sleeve of his robes. “Take care of yourself. The men of these lands are unforgiving and will seek to destroy someone like you.”


    Before Therec could answer, Dalania turned and walked away, hurrying into the crowds of people and disappearing.


    Shaking his head at the strangeness of people so far south, Therec went back into the central city, making his way back toward the keep. There, the guards did not hesitate to open the gates for him, allowing him to maintain his pace toward the heart of the keep.


    Though he wanted nothing more than to return to his room and rest after the long day, Therec changed direction, taking a different staircase within the keep, passing multiple sets of guards as he went. He spiraled up the tower until he finally came to a simple door with two more guards waiting on either side.


    “May I enter?” he asked softly, not really expecting any refusal.


    The two guards waited a moment, as had been their habit the last time he had come to this part of the keep. When they finally did part, one pushed the door open and motioned him inside.


    Therec went through the door into the dimly-lit hallway beyond, no longer surprised by the door being shut and locked behind him. The first time he had come that had unnerved him, but that they did it this time again told him it was part of a routine.


    Rounding a corner, Therec entered the large bedroom with windows that opened onto the western plains and the mountains beyond. Lavish furnishings filled the room, including a canopied bed and a massive fireplace that remained lit at nearly all hours of the day or night, making the room stiflingly hot. The two guards stationed in the room appeared as uncomfortable with the heat as Therec was. Though the king had been evasive on the topic, Therec had gotten the impression that his health was not ideal and the heat somehow helped him.


    “Your Majesty?” Therec asked, looking around as he stopped at the entrance to the room. “It’s Turessi’s ambassador.”


    A few seconds passed before a door to Therec’s left opened. Coming in from his private dining chamber, the boy-king entered, watching Therec cautiously, as he had during the previous visit. The youth tried his best to look regal, but beyond his clothing, he had no idea how to accomplish that and ended up looking pompous instead. Therec’s initial impression had been poor, but the more time he had spent with the boy, the more Therec had come to realize that the pompous demeanor was hardly fitting of the boy.


    King Cinastin was a child by any standard of measurement. Lean but made to look stronger than he was through thick layering of clothing, the boy had the worry-lines of an older man already showing on his otherwise soft face. His short-trimmed hair and round face made Therec think of his own son, likely about the same age, though even the rigors of Turessi had done far less to Ourin than the stresses of ruling had done to Cinastin.


    From what little Therec knew of him, the boy had inherited the office from his father,. Unlike many lands Therec had studied, Lantonne’s throne tended to pass along to the person chosen by the old king, without specific regards to lineage. Less than a year prior, the elder king had died in an unfortunate fall from his horse, passing the throne to his childhood friend. Sadly, that man had already been fighting a fever that he never recovered from.


    Without a clear direction for the throne to pass, Lantonne had very nearly fallen apart as the noble families fought to position themselves to control the tower. By tradition, Cinastin would rule temporarily, but given his age, few had even considered him a contender. He had been ignored by the men and women vying for dominance over the city.


    The callous in-fighting of the noble families had allowed Cinastin to prove himself by making a public declaration that he would not rule without the approval of the people, and he would pass his crown to whoever they wished to take his place. The simple gesture had won over the populace, and in the city’s first-ever votes for who would rule, Cinastin had been the unquestionable victor. That had stopped most of the challenges in one act, something that Therec found to be impressive for a child, especially an uneducated barbarian from the southern lands. There were still many challengers in the shadows, but they could no longer speak openly. It was these challengers that he had heard rumors of, claiming that one or another might have actually poisoned the boy, causing his poor health to this day.


    “Thank you for coming,” King Cinastin told him, smiling half-heartedly. “The magisters briefed me on what happened. Are you alright?”


    Bowing, Therec answered, “As well as can be expected. You may thank Arlind for saving my life. I owe her quite the debt.”


    Cinastin laughed a little, shaking his head. “She will swear and complain for months if that is true,” he told Therec, then took a seat near the dark window. Normally, the king only saw visitors during the day, which would have silhouetted him at the window. It was something Therec had noticed the boy doing more than once, likely on the suggestion of his advisors to look more regal. “I am also told that without your help, our losses from the explosion would have been far greater.”


    “A kind over exaggeration, Your Majesty.”


    “Hardly. I hear it from more than one of my informants, so I take it as being likely truth.”


    The boy thought a moment and then motioned towards the guards, who quickly left the room, closing the door behind them. Cinastin waited another minute before continuing.


    “Tell me your honest thoughts on my city, ambassador.”


    Therec’s mind raced with options of how to reply, pinpointing those replies that would cause distrust or disbelief. Those he put aside immediately and instead answered, “You have a city that rivals the wonder of any I have ever…”


    “I did not ask you to grovel like one of the magisters,” Cinastin cut in. “I trust your word because you have no reason to lie to me. Cover your words with honey and I will consider you no better than the others.”


    Smiling at the bluntness of the boy, Therec bowed and said, “Your city respects you and your rule, but those in charge still scheme for power where they can find it. This is not unique to this city. I am guessing this is what you wanted to know?”


    “Precisely, ambassador. You read people differently than my best advisors and are more open with what you are willing to say, even if I have to push a little to get it. Right now, that is precisely what I need.”


    “You seek traitors?” asked Therec, stifling a smile when Cinastin’s eyes widened in surprise. “As you said, I read people.”


    “I see why your people are heralded as being dangerous.”


    “This is not the reason such things are said, Your Majesty. It is simply a different training than your advisors receive.”


    Nodding, the king’s attention darted to the door when the heavy wood frame creaked. Once he had become satisfied that no one was about to enter, he told Therec, “We have a traitor, that much I know. Three months ago, a contingent of my soldiers left without warning, supposedly escorting an ambassador. They have not returned, but there are indications that the attack at the quarry used stolen magical tools that no one in Eldvar should have access to other than the dwarves and the magisters.”


    “May I ask who the ambassador was or which land sent them?”


    Cinastin smirked and told Therec, “From what I am told, it was the ambassador from Turessi. Strange thing is, you had not arrived yet, but this occurred right after I made it known that you were coming. I doubt all of my men intended to betray us, as it only takes one or two high-ranking soldiers to seize control over a troop. I believe that is what has happened here.”


    Therec’s stomach clenched nervously. He had not heard of another Turessian coming to Lantonne, so he had to assume this was a lie, but that might also indicate why the council hurried him southward. If there was another man claiming to be from Turessi, who was escalating the war, he needed to find this person and stop him.


    “Your Majesty,” Therec said, trying to pick his words while still thinking through all the implications of the betrayal by the soldiers, “what would you have me do?”


    “You will do what you already do, but with my blessing. You will search the magisters for a traitor and bring him to me for judgment. I give you the authority to go where you wish, but there are limits. Few trust you, so know that eyes will be on you at all times.”


    “Giving your spies a chance to find the traitor, while I am watched,” Therec added, eliciting an impish grin from the king. “They will think me a spy and guard themselves, even as they let their defenses down around your real spies. The current belief that I am trying to take your city from you will flush out the ones who actually would have something to gain by doing so.”


    “Correct.”


    “I would be honored, Your Majesty,” said Therec, bowing deeply. “I will report whatever I can find. May I assume this was the reason I was brought here?”


    “Only partly. Your people are reknowned for their necromantic tendencies. We are at war with a people that have embraced the use of the dead in their armies. A necromancer on-hand for our questions is of great value.”


    Therec could not detect any hint of malice or sarcasm in the king’s tone. If he hated necromancers the way others in the city did, he hid it well. From what Therec could deduce, the boy honestly wanted to do what was in the city’s best interests, regardless of popularity. He would be a fine king one day, despite his poor education. Perhaps, if matters went well, the council might allow him to train with one or more teacher from Turessi.


    Therec opened his mouth to reply when a rumble through the floor cut him off. As he stood there, trying to deduce what was happening, several paintings fell off the walls and the king put his head in his hands.


    “I pray that is not another golem,” the boy said without looking up. Before he had finished speaking, the guards stepped back into the room. “If it is a magister’s experimental project, you have my permission to have him or her flogged. Guards, send someone to investigate.”


    The two soldiers at the door nodded in silent acknowledgement and turned together towards the partially-open door. Before they could take a step, the door flew the rest of the way open, knocking the nearer man to the floor at Therec’s feet.


    Standing in the doorway were three rotted and somewhat bloated corpses, looking around at the occupants of the room. The moment they had a clear path, all three rushed for the king, running clumsily over the fallen soldier and ignoring the attempts by the other to stop them.


    Therec reacted instinctively, stepping between the king and the three undead. Between his previous injuries and the surprise, he struggled a little with finding his concentration to draw on magic to stop them, but a Preserver’s duties required him to always be ready. Before the corpses had gotten halfway to the king, Therec’s spell took hold and all three stopped where they were, slowly lowering their arms and taking a more neutral posture. His hold would not last long, but it would be enough for now.


    “Someone is attempting to control them,” he warned the king, while the still-standing guard helped the other stand. Try as he might, Therec could not quite break the hold on the undead to let them be free. Each time he tried, his magic slid off the zombies without quite severing their creator’s influence. “There is another necromancer nearby and they are far stronger than I am. I can hold them, but I cannot seize control. I would guess that whoever was strong enough to lead the force against Lantonne has sent one of their apprentices to strike here.”


    One of the soldiers raised his sword, ready to strike down the nearest corpse, while the king passed and moved behind Therec. Cinastin could not hide his fear and Therec did not entirely blame him. Seeing undead reduced to such a barbaric state was grotesque beyond measure, even for one used to dealing with the dead.


    “Please do not do that,” Therec warned the soldier, who looked past him to the king for confirmation. “These were someone’s family. I would much rather they be stopped than destroyed. Once we can sever the control, the bodies may be laid to rest properly.”


    Apparently receiving agreement from the king, the soldiers lowered their weapons and moved to secure the door. Almost immediately, three more figures appeared down the hallway. The soldiers hurriedly slammed the door shut and fitted the bolt.


    “What now, ambassador?” the king asked, standing somewhere behind Therec. “If they are already in that passage, most of my soldiers in the main keep’s halls are dead. The four of us are all we might have.”


    Therec attempted to ease his hold on the zombies to see if he could cast more spells at anything else that got through the door, but the moment he let up on them, the zombies turned their attention straight back to the king. He quickly tightened his hold again and the zombies relaxed somewhat. Whatever held them was determined to push them after the king, to the exclusion of anyone else.


    A heavy crash against the wooden door drew the attention of both soldiers, who began sliding furniture against it in hopes of slowing whatever was coming. The next impact jarred the hinges and bent the bolt, despite the short cabinet the men had placed in front of it.


    “Do you have an escape route?” asked Therec over his shoulder. “I know my people rarely allow themselves to be boxed in.”


    “I do,” answered the king. “It has not been used in generations, but hopefully it’s intact. Back up and I will guide you. My men will cover our retreat and come down behind us to seal the tunnel again.”


    “How many know of the route?”


    The king took hold of Therec’s robe and guided him backwards into the dining chamber, where Therec had previously never been allowed. Meanwhile, the soldiers held their position at the door, clearly ready for anything that might come through. This was what they were trained for, Therec reminded himself, pushing shut the door that separated the rooms. They would die to protect their kind, as was their duty as simple warriors.


    The moment the door closed, Therec could hear the telltale sounds of the soldiers hacking at the zombies he had controlled, though he could not entirely fault them. When he was far enough away, the undead would attack again. Much as he would have loved to save their remains from being torn apart, he had to accept that the soldiers were ensuring their own safety.


    “Those two and their evening replacements know of the passage,” the king finally answered once they were alone. He made his way into the back of the wood-paneled room and began fumbling with one of the panels, clearly unsure where the hidden passage began. “I’ve only been down there once and they have never used it. It should be obscure enough that we can get to the dungeons without anyone being the wiser. From there, we can regroup with the troops that likely have no idea we are under attack. We may need to retake my keep from the ground floor.”


    Therec scanned the room, searching for any other ways in, but the place did not even have a window. That satisfied him that they would be secure once the king found the door, but until then, the one they had come through was the weakness in their defense. He hurriedly grabbed a chair from the nearby table and wedged it against the door, hoping to buy them a few precious seconds. Unlike the outer room’s door, this one was not built for defense.


    “Found it,” Cinastin announced, sliding open an unlit stone passage hidden behind the paneling. “I’m afraid I have no torch…”


    Therec pushed past the king, summoning a thread of magic to create a small ball of light over his palm. While it lit the first few feet of the passage, the pale blue light did little to illuminate anything more than the stones directly before him.


    Setting off, Therec did not even bother to check on Cinastin’s progress once he heard the door click shut behind them. The boy would have to pull his own weight, but Therec would do what he could to protect him and that meant getting as far from the royal chambers as possible. Cinastin would follow his light, as the boy really had nowhere else to go.


    The passage wound its way through much of the floor, following the main hallways so far as Therec could tell. Sharp turns took them ever toward the middle of the keep, always paralleling the halls that were likely on the other side of one wall or the other. Whoever had designed the passage had been clever, keeping it narrow and never allowing it to alter the layout of the outside halls. Anyone attempting to map the place would have a difficult time even guessing the tunnel existed. By the time they figured it out, anyone using it would be miles away.


    When they reached what Therec believed to be the center keep, the passage split off in several other directions that appeared to allow access to any other important rooms. At the intersection, the floor dropped away into darkness with a rotted old ladder as the only means of descent.


    “Four floors,” whispered Cinastin, kneeling at the edge of the shaft. “That ladder should go down that far. No idea where the other passages go…my father never mentioned another room with access to these tunnels.”


    “How long since the ladder was mended? It looks older than anything I have seen in the keep.”


    Cinastin shook his head, warning Therec not to think too deeply on that topic. The ladder would have to hold or they would be making a faster descent than he would have wished. As narrow as the shaft was, Therec could see that if one of them fell, the other would have no means to avoid them.


    “I’ll go down first,” Therec told the boy. He put one boot to the dry wood step of the ladder and felt it creak and shift. “If I fall, avoid the steps that break. If you fall, I will try to keep you from getting past me. You will get to the bottom, Your Majesty, or neither of us will.”


    Slowly putting his full weight on the ladder, Therec took a breath to steady himself as the steps bent and crackled. Despite the sound, they did hold his weight. Once he was satisfied that the ladder might not immediately collapse, he turned his hand to let the globe of light fall into the shaft below. It raced away, lighting up a square passage with no other entrances as far as he could see before it was too far away to provide light. He could still make out very faint shapes from its ambient light, but it was no help with details.


    Therec’s gloves gave him a good grip on the dry wood, though he wished he had worn a far less bulky robe. As he began descending, the hem of the garment nearly tripped him up and got in the way of seeing where to put his feet. After three rungs, Therec stopped trying to see around his own clothing and forced himself to descend by feel, measuring the distance from one step to the next to guess where the one after might be.


    After Therec had dropped well below the floor of where they had begun, he could see faint movement above him as Cinastin began his own descent. The king hesitated with each step down, but he was catching up to Therec.


    The climb down seemed to take hours, though Therec had no true sense of time in the nearly absolute darkness, made worse as the spell he had cast faded away to nothing. What he knew was that his feet had not yet found solid ground, and that alone was his measure of time and distance. He could have gone ten feet or ten floors and could not be certain.


    Easing his foot down toward the next rung, Therec felt the toe of his boot touch down on the crossbeam board and he put his weight onto it. Immediately, the rung tore away and his hands slipped, sending him tumbling backwards. With a crash, he hit the stone floor, no more than three or four feet below. The fall was not overly painful, but Therec could do nothing but stare up into the shaft in trembling fear of what could have happened.


    “Ambassador?” called out the king softly. “I heard the wood snap. Are you alright?”


    “I am fine, Your Majesty,” he answered, though his racing heart made him feel like a liar.


    Slowing his breathing, Therec forced himself to calm. He managed to get the shaking in his limbs stopped before the king reached the bottom. Fear could be conquered, but was far easier to deal with when another did not know that you were afraid in the first place. He had no intention of concerning the king with his own weaknesses.


    Therec brought forth another sphere of light, wishing he could save his strength for fighting his way through whatever had attacked the keep. Still, the spell was simple enough and he knew that he had plenty of fight left in him…and hoped the king did, too.


    Looking about, Therec found the escape passage only went one direction, a straight shot off to his left. Thick dust swirled around his boots, making it even more difficult to see than it had been above.


    “Should be about a hundred feet, then a door,” Cinastin said as he reached the floor and covered his face with part of his jacket to keep the dust out of his mouth and nose. “No invader would go to the dungeon first. That is our way out. The dungeon has three ways to the surface.”


    Therec began down the new passage, trying to cover his own nose, but the dust seemed to get through even the thick sleeve of his robe, making his lungs itch. He bit down the urge to cough and kept moving on, hoping to be free of the place before either of them did anything to give away their position.


    As they moved silently down the abandoned tunnel, Therec became aware of lines or scratches all along the stones on either side. He ignored them at first, but began to watch more carefully, initially thinking that something living in the tunnels might have made them. Soon, he realized that they were not scratches at all, but writing that had faded to nearly nothing.


    “The builders left their artwork on the original stones all over the keep,” Cinastin whispered, motioning toward a section of the marks. “We never did find out what they meant, if anything. Most public-facing stones were ground down to hide the old writing.”


    Therec stopped and brought his light closer to the markings on the right-hand wall. They were once quite intricate, carved into wide swaths of the wall with several feet between each section.


    “Memorial for those lost in building the place,” he noted, tracing several of the faint lines of symbols with his gloved finger. “Eighteen slaves and thirty people died down here. Other parts give their names, though that is too faded to read. There is more than that, but I do not know the words.”


    The king leaned close, staring at the point Therec had his finger positioned at. “Those are a language you have seen? The magisters spent decades trying to find meaning in them.”


    “These are Turessian rune-words, Your Majesty. Old ones at that. Few of my people even read the old dialect anymore. I can only make out some of it and likely could not read much more if it were intact. The old language has been dead for more than a thousand years.”


    The two stared at the symbols for several minutes, until Therec realized that he had no idea why his people would have ever been as far south as Lantonne. The council had long taught the clans that the northlands were their ancestral home and the lands not covered in snow were to be ignored.


    “Who built this city, Your Majesty?” he asked, turning to face the boy.


    “I have no idea,” the king admitted, shaking his head. “The magisters say it’s at least a thousand years old, but they’ve always said it appeared to be dwarven-built. The dwarves have no records of it, either. The envoys from their cities did say that it appears to have been built by the same architects as Altis, if that helps.”


    Therec gave the rune-words another glance, wondering if he had stumbled upon something that the council would need to hear about. Even Turess had never ventured beyond the northern wastes in his conquest of their peoples’ neighbors, according to what Therec had learned as a child. To find any hint that their people had come so far south might rewrite their own histories.


    “We will look into this more once the keep is secure,” Therec said firmly. He would hold the king to that, whether the boy agreed or not. “For now, I want to get outside and learn what is happening.” He began walking again and Cinastin followed behind, saying nothing.


    They soon reached the end of the passage where the stone walls ended in a heavy wooden door that appeared very nearly as old and decayed as the ladder. Despite its age, the hinges looked nearly as new as those inside the keep’s rooms.


    Touching the hinge, Therec studied it briefly and began to make out the faint feel of old magic. Whoever had built the passage had used an enchantment to ensure the hinges did not rust or break. Likely, something similar had been used on the door, but its more fragile materials had long since lost the enchantment. Therec had always heard that the faster a material decayed on its own, the faster magic would dissipate.


    Therec had to feel around the door as much as look until he found a heavy latch. He raised a finger to his lips to warn the king to remain silent and lifted the latch, finding the door remarkably easy to open. With a rush of fresher air, the hidden door opened into a well-lit tunnel that looked much more like the one Therec had seen down in the dungeons. He could not be certain, but he thought he might have passed this spot when checking on the prisoners.


    “Head left and then up the stairs,” the king said so softly that Therec could barely hear him. “At the top, turn right and there will be a door to the guard-house.”


    Nodding, Therec opened the door the rest of the way. As soon as he did, a pale-skinned hand slammed into the door, forcing him backwards. The hand’s fingers were torn and broken, with a layer of filth and dried blood clearly visible around the tips. Try as he might to push the door closed, the creature’s strength was far greater than his.


    The door swung open silently as Therec backed away, allowing two vaguely humanoid creatures to step into the passage, blocking any escape by Therec or Cinastin. The creatures had skin so pale that Therec could see their bones through the flesh and scraps of clothing that looked to have rotted away years earlier clung to their bodies. Hissing angrily, the undead inched into the passage, sniffing like dogs the whole way.


    “Ghouls,” Therec said over his shoulder. There was no point in hiding anymore. “Stay back and we will push past them. Do not let them bite or touch you!”


    The ghouls focused on Therec, their whitened eyes narrowing in hatred.


    Ghouls were something Therec had faced only a handful of times in his homeland. Made through the same magic as the animated ancestors that he was tasked with preserving, these were created from corpses long since decayed and left to fester. Any Turessian who made one, whether intentionally or by accident, would be killed without trial. They were horrid beast-like undead with a cunning that made them dangerous to even a Preserver.


    The ghouls inched closer, keeping their bodies low to the ground as they moved, sniffing despite staring straight at Therec. They would try to get close enough that they could leap on him, tearing him apart before he could fight them off. Their tactics were simple, but effective from what he has seen in the past.


    Therec stepped forward, trying to make it look as though he were going to run. The ghouls reacted immediately, snarling and bracing themselves to tackle him.


    Raising his hands and letting the ball of light vanish, Therec called on the spirits of the dead for their aid. He felt the familiar wash of tingling through his body, and the ghoul on the left collapsed, the magic animating it severed. The other hissed and looked between Therec and its companion, as though contemplating whether it had found a victim that might be too much to handle.


    With another snarl, the ghoul backed into the hall, using the door to shield itself from Therec. The creature would not go far, waiting for its chance to kill him. Unfortunately, the ghoul was smart enough to know a threat and would wait where he could not strike at it forever if it had to.


    “When we go, you go right to get away from the ghoul and any others with it,” warned Therec over his shoulder. “I will attempt to stop the creature, but there may be more. I want you to run if I am overwhelmed.”


    Therec began moving toward the door, stepping gingerly over the fallen ghoul. He could hear the remaining creature’s wheezing outside, but could not see it clearly to attack. The ghoul was smart enough to know how to set an ambush, which is one of many reasons Therec despised such creatures.


    Bracing himself, Therec counted down several seconds, then ran at the open door. He dove sideways as he cleared the opening, feeling the claws of the ghoul brush against his robes before he landed hard on the stone floor. Nearby, he saw Cinastin move past him, getting himself well behind Therec and away from the ghoul.


    The hallway ahead of Therec was empty aside from the ghoul, which had dropped back to all fours and backed off slightly out of some degree of fear. Past it, he could see dark pools of blood where there should have been guards. If he knew these creatures, Therec guessed that the ghouls had dragged the soldiers off somewhere to tear into them and eat their bones.


    A cry behind Therec made him look back in surprise. The instant he did, the ghoul leapt on him, its filthy claws raking at his robes, trying to get at his flesh. He tried to summon another spell, but the ghoul’s fingers tore across his jaw. Disease and poisons in the creature’s fingers numbed his face abruptly, making speaking and even thinking nearly impossible. He could not form the spell to save himself, no matter how he tried, while still fighting to keep the ghoul off of himself.


    Soon, Therec’s fighting began to subside as the toxins spread through scratches that slipped past his defenses. His limbs grew heavier with each break in his skin and, eventually, he could no longer lift them. Slumping weakly against the wall, he could only stare in panicked frustration at the ghoul’s broken teeth as the creature sat down in front of him, watching. It would wait until it was sure he could no longer resist before it would begin feeding.


    With great effort, Therec turned to look for the king, hoping the scream had not been him. Unfortunately, the boy remained alongside the door into the hidden passage, held off the floor by another corpse that looked more like the ones that had attacked them upstairs, though far fresher. The zombie had been created from a very recently-killed man, who still wore the armor of a Lantonnian soldier. Likely, this was one of the missing guards from the dungeon.


    Tightening its grip on the king, the zombie kept the boy still with one hand clamped over his mouth and the other arm pressed against the king’s chest to hold him up. Above the bloodied hand, Therec could see the boy’s wide eyes and could not help but think of his own son. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to save Cinastin, but he could not make his limbs move and any attempt to do so made his blood burn painfully.


    “Thank you for bringing him down to me,” called out a man from the direction that Therec had meant to escape toward. “We meant to use the tunnel to come up, but you simplified things.”


    Therec watched as a man in heavy black robes came around the corner at the end of the hall, stepping carefully around the bloodstains. His hood was up, but the style of his clothing was all too familiar to Therec. It was not his clan’s make, but it was certainly Turessian. All of his protestations about his people being innocent of aiding Altis were washed away by the man approaching him. His fear for Cinastin vanished and he wanted nothing more than to kill this traitor.


    “Hello, brother,” the man said in the common greeting among preservers and other educated Turessian men, taking a knee in front of Therec. Therec hardly even noticed that the man had switched from the common trade language of the south to a fluent Turessian. “We insisted on the council leaving this war alone. I see they cannot follow simple orders. You are a victim of their incompetence.”


    Therec tried to speak, but his tongue was too numb.


    “The king will die, have no fear,” the man continued. He kept his head low to hide his face in shadow as he spoke. “You are a liability. Turessi must stay out of this war, brother. They were not to know about any of this. You have no idea how much trouble you have caused. What am I to do with you?”


    Therec reached up with great effort and tried to grab at the man in the absence of being able to speak. As soon as his hand rose off his chest, the ghoul bared its dirty and broken teeth, warning him against getting any closer to the other Turessian.


    “You have something to say?” the stranger asked Therec, lifting a hand to stop the ghoul. “I will wait.”


    Therec continued to fight against the poison that ran through his veins, but he could move little more than one of his arms and that was unsteady at best. He could feel the burning slowly fading through his body, but it took longer than he would have wished. He waited patiently, using every minute to watch the king’s captor, plotting and thinking through his limited options. Without full use of his body, his magic would be very limited.


    Chuckling without revealing his facial features, the man told Therec, “You can speak, of that I’m sure. An untrained peasant would have recovered by now, so I know that you are hoping I will not notice. I am anxious to see what you will do, Preserver. Your order is new to me, though I know of your kind.”


    Therec did not take his eyes off the zombie that held Cinastin. The boy maintained a calm that Therec had not expected of a barbarian so young. The king had placed his trust in Therec, and he had no intention of letting the boy die. Aside from the diplomatic disaster that would be, Therec did not wish to face the wrath of the council of clans if he returned with that news. Likely, Therec and his family would be stripped of rank and status and be put in the slave camps, justifiably.


    He turned his attention back to the Turessian that knelt over him. Though he could not see the man’s face, he could tell from the tension in his shoulders and back that he was concentrating. If he was maintaining the control over both undead, Therec could attack that rather than the man, which would require less action on his part.


    When he did speak, Therec struggled to maintain the appearance of weakness over that of split concentration. His primary focus remained the man over him, but he let his mind wander across the threads of magic that spread around them, holding the undead in check.


    “How long have you been here, brother?” The magic around the undead was strong, resisting Therec’s attempts to push against it. He strained, doing his utmost to make the effort appear to be part of his difficulty with the ghoul’s toxic touch. “The council believed I came here alone.”


    “What the council believes is carefully chosen. They watch my people at all times, thinking they are in control of us. This is why I must decide what to do with you. I should kill you, but all resources must be used to their best potential, and you are no different.”


    Therec could feel the man’s hold on the undead weakening. Try as he might, he could not pull the magic into himself and take charge of the animated corpses. He would have to do his best and hope that the instincts of the angry dead would aid him, rather than cause more trouble. With one last tug on the strands of magic, Therec could feel the spells crumble and fall away.


    The ghoul, squatting behind the other Turessian, blinked and bared its teeth. It seemed confused, but anger swelled in its face as it began to think about what it wanted to do. That anger was what Therec was counting on.


    Meanwhile, the zombie holding the king loosened its grip, letting the boy’s feet touch the ground. Such a creature would be much slower to anger, its mind nearly gone in the transition from life to undeath. Therec could count on it being apathetic to anything until it saw sudden movement, at which point it would act like any animal predator, attacking whatever caught its eye.


    “I will do what the council tasked me with,” Therec told the man, relaxing. “Kill me if you must, but I expect you to abide by our laws. Show me who you are, so that I may die in peace.”


    The man’s shoulders shook with stifled laughter. “This has not always been our way. You have put so many rules on such a simple thing. I owe you nothing, just as I owe this city nothing.”


    “Then at least tell me how you found us down here,” tried Therec. He was determined to get something out of the man before risking the next step of his plan.


    “How? This city was built by our people. It was not so hard to guess where you would go. I remember these halls better than many of the soldiers stationed here.”


    That was all Therec needed. He would confront the council about the reason for his assignment and learn what the truth might be about the city’s history with Turessi. Anything else would come from them, not from the traitor that had betrayed the council’s orders.


    Snapping into action, Therec kicked the other Turessian in the chest, knocking him over backwards into the waiting ghoul. Immediately, the bestial undead attacked the man, slashing at him with teeth and claws. The zombie likewise lurched into motion, throwing the king aside to charge at the robed man.


    Therec had to force himself to freeze after kicking the man, trying to keep from becoming a target, too. Once the zombie moved past him and fell on the man, trying to bite at him and pounding him with its fists, Therec felt more confident that he would not be noticed.


    Getting to his feet, Therec ran for the king and helped him up. The boy got up quickly, nodding and pushing Therec’s hands away. He would be fine, but only if they managed to get out of the dungeon before any more undead found them.


    “Run for the exit,” Therec suggested softly. “I will ensure they do not follow.”


    Cinastin hesitated, then nodded and looked past the two undead, still flailing at the Turessian on the floor. He steadied himself and began running, skirting the group as best he could in the narrow passage.


    As the king cut around the undead, Therec watched in horror as the entire situation changed. Once the king was in range, the zombie stopped mid-swing and the ghoul sat up, looking straight at the boy. In the back of Therec’s mind, he felt the magical control over the undead solidify like a rope going taut.


    Therec raised his hands, intending to destroy the undead now that they were no longer valuable for fighting the other Turessian. The magic came to him, along with the whispering voices of the dead that fueled it, then fell apart abruptly, leaving him helpless and far from the king’s side.


    The other Turessian man sat up, one gloved hand aimed at Therec. From what Therec could deduce, the man had managed to cut off his magic, despite dozens of blood-stained tears in his robes. The ghoul’s poisonous claws should have disabled him, but somehow he had remained able to react.


    Therec tried to push past the man’s barrier, reaching mentally for his magic. He could feel it slipping and the source of his magic getting closer, but the king had only seconds before the ghoul was on him. Already, the creature was on its feet, ready to jump onto the boy.


    The two Turessians strained silently against one another, Therec pushing to retake his own powers while the other man got up and tried to continue to hold him at bay.


    The ghoul finally moved, once the king had gotten past it and was accelerating toward the end of the hall. It seemed to be waiting until the boy had some distance on it, like a cat hoping to run down a fleeing mouse.


    Therec pushed as hard as he could, tearing through the barrier between himself and his magic. Immediately, the voices of the dead returned in a rush, signaling his access to the magic he had worked his whole life to master. He wasted no time, knitting together the stream of tingling energy that flowed through him into the spell that would strip the ghoul’s “life” from it.


    The other Turessian swept his hand to one side and Therec’s spell fell apart, dismissed as easily as one might swat an insect. When Therec tried again, the man likewise tore apart his spell with such a calm ease that Therec could only wonder at where he had trained. Few from any clan had managed to best Therec in tests of wisdom, but this stranger was always a step ahead of him with every spell.


    The ghoul reached Cinastin and dragged him to the ground, pinning him to the floor with its claw-like hands.


    “You continue to surprise me,” the Turessian told Therec, dismissing another of Therec’s spells as he approached. “I hate to think that you will die without knowing anything about our own people.”


    Therec worked faster with every step the man took, but no matter what spell he tried to cast, no matter how fast he did it, the man countered it all. Then, Therec’s concentration failed him entirely as he got his first look at the man’s wounds through the shredded remains of his robe. The ragged cuts from the ghoul’s attacks were closing as he watched.


    “Undead,” whispered Therec, trying to decide what to do and taking a step back. “What are you? A liche, a revenant, what?”


    “I am whatever I need to be,” the man replied, stopping. He lowered his hood slowly, revealing a finely-chiseled face, short-trimmed blonde hair, and the detailed tattoos of a Turessian citizen. “You could learn something from those who can adapt to their world….”


    Therec stared at the tattoos and thought frantically about who the man could be. Turessians did not animate their own dead as anything but mindless walking memorials of their lifetimes. A Turessian with all of his knowledge and skill but in an undying body would be an abomination beyond imagination. He had heard dark stories of such people in times long past, but had always believed them to be legends meant to scare children and the uneducated. This man’s very presence redefined those stories.


    His eyes went to the stranger’s markings, searching for clues. The rune-words told of one’s accomplishments and history within the clan. He might not find all of his answers on the man’s face, but he might find something of use. He had to know which clan could have managed this.


    The rune-words only further confused Therec. They spoke of deeds in war, yet the Turessians had not gone to war in centuries. The symbols referenced a clan that he had never even heard of, making him wonder if they were a mere copy of Turessian runes tattooed by one who could not read them but had patterned them after something found elsewhere. Most baffling were the ones that used words he could not even translate, given how old they were. As old as the writing had been in the tunnels, this man’s honor markings were in a style far older than any Therec had seen.


    “You are not the reason I came here,” the man said at last, stopping where he was. “I will deal with you next.”


    The man turned and motioned to the ghoul. Without even looking at Therec, he continued to prevent Therec from getting a spell off on the ghoul.


    Yanking the boy-king off the floor, the ghoul pulled him onto his knees. The king clenched his jaw and looked to Therec but did not cry out as the ghouls claws scraped at his neck and shoulders, shredding his shirt and tunic.


    Therec tried everything he could think of, but his hands had begun to shake as he neared his limits. The other man was blocking him both magically and physically, ensuring he had no way to help the king.


    The ghoul situated itself behind the king and abruptly clamped its teeth down on his shoulder, finally eliciting a scream from the boy. Then, to Therec’s surprise, the undead threw the boy aside and backed away.


    “I trust you are familiar with ghouls?” the stranger asked, turning his attention back to Therec. “If so, you know the misery that boy is about to endure. The disease in its bite is incurable if not treated quickly. He will have seizures and eventually die, unless a healer…such as yourself…acts soon. By my estimate, you have one hour to heal him.”


    Before Therec could move, the man was on him, having moved faster than Therec could follow. With strength he had never felt in a human, the man slammed Therec into the wall, tightening his gloved hands around Therec’s neck.


    “When you die, no one will find the king in time,” continued the man. “Who will even know to look down here? The usurper will scream for weeks as a result of your failure to protect him.”


    The vice-like fingers tightened, and Therec began to black out. He struggled, but could not budge the man at all. Within seconds, he began to slip down the wall.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “The Long Journey Home”


    


    Ilarra lay on the damp floor, barely awake as she tried unsuccessfully to ignore the pounding on one side of her forehead and the acute pains throbbing across most of her body from the offhand blows the soldiers had given her on the way back to the prison. It had become routine enough that she no longer wondered where she was when she woke. In fact, she rarely thought of anything beyond the past.


    The first few days in the prison had been a blur after a soldier had slammed her head against the doorframe by “accident” after mentioning that one of his friends had died in the attack by Altis. She knew days had passed as she drifted in and out of consciousness, but specifics were difficult to cling to until she had recovered. She thought she remembered there having been someone with her, but since fully waking, she had always been alone in the cell. Given that it had been quite some time since then, she had mostly put that thought aside.


    Since she had managed to heal somewhat with time, Ilarra had continued to suffer from constant dizziness from her previous untreated injuries. The wound on her head had festered and made it difficult to think. Even once her fever had finally broken after a week or two, the dank cell had left her ill with no real way to tell time’s passing. The worse her fever got, the harder it was to choke down the sparse meals, which in turn made her even more sick.


    The one thing Ilarra could use to measure the days was the arrival of those meals, though she was confident that the guards often forgot one or both in a given day.


    Every so often, the men guarding her would throw open the door and rush inside to grab her before she could even sit up. They would drag her through the dungeon tunnels to a room where another group of men would shout questions at her about Altis and its plans. After she had convinced them that she did not know the answers or they had decided that the shouting had gone on long enough, she would be taken back to her cell for several more days, forgotten by the world.


    At first, Ilarra had held out hope that the guards would eventually either bring her to a proper trial or release her with a warning once they knew she was no agent of Altis. Much of that hope had died when she heard the guard through the door talking about how a prisoner must have murdered one of the magisters, as they had found the body of a man named Kinet stuffed into a closet within the dungeon. If her relatively mild attack on the soldiers had warranted her time in the dungeon, them not knowing who had killed a magister would ensure that every prisoner remained where they were until they figured it out.


    Once a month or more had passed, Ilarra had learned to do what the other prisoners did. She lay on the dank floor and waited to freeze or starve to death, or the day when she was released. Anything else was a waste of effort.


    A scuffing noise on the stone floor outside made Ilarra open her eyes, wondering if it was already time for the servants to bring the slop that they called food. Time really had no meaning anymore, though her stomach grumbled more than usual, indicating that a meal had been skipped.


    Ilarra pulled herself off the damp floor, watching as her long hair peeled wetly from the mold that grew on each stone. A thin layer of frost covered the grime of the room’s walls and floor, where the humidity of the deep cell had begun to freeze in the chill night air. Her bare feet sat in a shallow puddle of icy water, but after so long in the cell, she barely noticed. She had kicked off her sandals days earlier, as they had served no real purpose while lying still and did nothing to warm her feet.


    Ilarra pushed herself into a sitting position and tried to keep her back straight so as to avoid putting any extra strain on her sore body. Even so, she whimpered softly as she got herself upright, feeling blood trickling down her cheek from her latest injury caused by the guards that escorted her to the interrogators. She had attempted to tend to the cut, but it refused to close properly in the dank cell, making her wonder how long it would be before infection had set in. If she were lucky, this wound might be the one that killed her, finally freeing her from the frost-covered cell.


    Crawling toward the cell’s door—only barely visible in the dim light that trickled through the small grating at the far end of the room—Ilarra had to fumble on the floor to find the bowl that would normally hold gruel, bread, or some old fruits. Her fingers finally found it, and as she touched it, squeaks erupted from within and light feet darted over her hands, making Ilarra flinch. Soon, the horde of mice was gone, along with most of whatever had once been in the bowl.


    Ilarra lay down where she was, too tired to drag herself anywhere else in the small cell. Not that it mattered to her. One chill stone was as good as another. At least if she rested near the door, she might beat the mice to her next meal. Each day, she had gotten slower at that, giving the vermin more of a feast.


    A faint click nearby startled Ilarra and she looked around, wondering if the rats were back. It took her a moment to realize that the sound came from the door itself. She scrambled out of the way as the thick wooden door swung inwards, nearly slamming into her. The metal food bowl tumbled loudly away as the door crashed into the wall.


    This was unprecedented. From what she had been told, her cell door would only open once a week for the guards to throw a bucket of cold water on her. That was her “bath,” they had told her during the last visit, though she got the impression some of the guards just found it entertaining to show up at random times of the night to dump icy water on sleeping prisoners.


    Despite days of wishing she could see another person, Ilarra scrambled to the far side of the room, cowering with her hands over her face as the door finished opening. She buried her face in the remains of her skirt at her knees, waiting for the half-frozen water to hit her. Deep down, she prayed that the guards had come to kill her and put an end to the isolation.


    Ilarra waited in the fetal position she assumed each time the door opened, ever since the first time she had been beaten by a guard. No sound or sign of the newcomer’s intentions came, and she slowly uncurled, wincing in the bright light that came from a torch or lantern. Keeping one hand just above her eyes, she adjusted gradually, finally making out a humanoid shape near the door, holding a lantern in its left hand.


    “Please…release me,” she croaked, watching the person stand perfectly still. “Please.”


    A second shape came stumbling toward her, pushed by a larger that dwarfed it. “I don’t think he’ll let me kill you,” the smaller man told her, his childlike face slowly coming into focus. A halfling, she guessed based on his size, unless the king had begun using human children in his prisons. “Don’t get me wrong…I’d be happy to help you along. Might even attend the funeral. You should see me cry. It’s really believable. Almost got a job as a mourner a few years ago.”


    Ilarra stared in confusion at the small man, even as the larger man smacked him across the back of the head.


    “Fine, fine,” the little man exclaimed testily. “I’ll pop the manacles, but it’s your life from here to the gate.”


    Sitting up in surprise, Ilarra squinted to try to make out the two men in the room with her. The foremost, the small man, was indeed a halfling. He was a little more than waist-high to Ilarra, with a human childlike appearance that made it difficult to guess at his real age. Unlike the guards she had seen previously, this man wore clothing far more expensive than any she would have expected in the lower levels of the keep.


    Behind the halfling stood a giant of a man who filled the lit doorway. Even half-blind in the light, Ilarra would have recognized his profile. Few men of any species were tall enough to fill the doorway, let alone had a silhouette that included furry pointed ears and a tail that wagged between his legs.


    “Raeln,” she whispered happily, settling back against the wall. “You’re alive.”


    The halfling man started to say something but was struck again on the back of his head.


    “Fine!” the little man exclaimed, pulling a small key out of his shirt pocket. “Keep doing that and you owe me dinner and a drink, you oaf. I don’t really appreciate getting slapped by strangers. A lovely lady maybe, but that is one thing you are not…”


    Raeln grabbed the key and then kicked the halfling aside, sending the man tumbling into a corner of the room. Though Ilarra could see little in the way of injuries, the halfling acted as though he had been killed, flopping onto his back and lying with his face toward the wall and his mouth slightly ajar. Every so often, Ilarra saw him peek out of the corner of his eye.


    With a growl at the fallen halfling, Raeln stepped close to Ilarra, letting her clearly see his face. She had almost forgotten the patterning of his fur, and in that moment, he was the most handsome man she had ever met, especially holding the key to her escape. Even the gash on his head had healed into a thin pink line in the time they had been apart, making him look all the more like her hero. That was when she noticed that blood trickled from his wet nose and his clothing—a servant’s, she realized—was torn and battered as though he had gone through a fight.


    Reaching up, Ilarra caught Raeln around the neck and hugged him furiously while he unlocked the manacles that held her ankles. Slowly, he pried her off of him, then pointed at her sandals, abandoned in a corner of the dank cell. He was in a hurry.


    Grabbing her sandals as Raeln stepped back into the hallway, Ilarra limped after him barefoot. She was not about to concern herself with shoes when she had rotted in a cell for weeks. Even the rough stones as she passed into the hall felt far better than the slick surface of the old cell, though her legs shook with the unfamiliar effort of trying to keep up with Raeln’s stride.


    Raeln led her a short distance from the cell, stopping her briefly near a darker section of the hall where several chairs sat against the wall.


    Looking around, Ilarra realized that there were bodies on the floor. Four men lay in contorted positions in the darker shadows, clearly placed where they would be most difficult to see. All of them wore heavy armor and blue sashes that marked them as soldiers in the employ of the city.


    “Did you do this?” Ilarra asked, bending to examine one of the men.


    Raeln snorted as his reply, instead focusing on the three passages of the T-shaped hallway. He finally began to move toward the right, then backed up into Ilarra as the echo of footfalls in that direction alerted her to the approach of more than one person.


    Shoving her back into the darker hall that led toward the injured guards and the cell where Ilarra had been held, Raeln stepped into the intersection. His gruff and ever-ready demeanor faded away instantly, his shoulders sinking as he mimicked the timid mannerisms of the servants in the keep. He waited like that with Ilarra hiding along the wall out of sight as the footsteps neared.


    “You don’t belong down here between meals,” a man’s voice called out. “If we need a servant to clean up, we’ll call for you. Get your fuzzy ass out of here.”


    Peeking around the corner, Ilarra saw that there were two soldiers bearing a limp-hanging man between them. Like Raeln, the unconscious man was a wolf wildling, though he was no larger than the humans that flanked him. If they were bringing him this way, Ilarra had to assume he was captured as an Altisian, but his clothing was hand-sewn, giving her no indication that he was allied with either government. Partially-dried blood in thin whip-lines covered what Ilarra could see of the man’s shoulders and back as he slumped forward in the arms of his captors.


    “You need to move, servant,” the soldier who had spoken said more firmly, putting a hand to his weapon. “Clear the hall, or you go in a cell with this one…at least until we hang him tomorrow.”


    Raeln cocked his head very slightly, giving Ilarra a sidelong glance. She knew that look all too well. He intended to do something he felt was rash, but wanted to give her a chance to forbid him.


    Smiling, Ilarra shrugged. These guards had kept her captive, so sparing them from Raeln was not something she cared overly about. Watching her brother pound them into the floor the way they had hit her was an added perk. Freeing the other man might be a nice gesture as well, but it barely crossed her mind.


    Folding his hands in front of his belt in a relaxed posture, Raeln let his eyes drift nearly closed. He was readying himself for the craziness of combat, seeking to calm himself.


    The sound of a body being dropped was followed by rushed footfalls and the sliding noise of two swords being drawn. If Raeln even cared, he gave no indication as he remained perfectly still, watching nothing but the floor as the soldiers charged him.


    As the first soldier entered the intersection, Raeln grabbed the man’s sword at the crossguard, his hand encompassing the man’s. He twisted hard enough to make the man scream, locking the soldier’s elbow and rendering the arm useless. What looked like a soft smack of Raeln’s free palm to the man’s elbow made him cry out again and drop the sword, which Raeln tossed behind him with a clatter while slamming the soldier face-first into the stone wall.


    The second soldier attempted to use the moment Raeln was disarming his fellow to attack, but Raeln caught his wrist mid-swing, stopping the motion of the weapon. They held there briefly, the human straining to break free and Raeln looking entirely at peace with the world as he held the weapon still. Then, Raeln kicked straight out, taking the soldier off his feet.


    Gasping and unable to cry out, the soldier slid back up the hall toward the fallen prisoner. The man was barely able to breathe, and each time he tried to stand, his legs gave out. Every few feet, he would wheeze, attempting to shout for help.


    Raeln advanced slowly, thumping the skull of the first soldier into the wall again to ensure he stayed down.


    From her hiding place, Ilarra watched the two men, wondering if she and Raeln could actually make it out of the keep if the soldiers were heard. Raeln was skilled, but there were limits to anyone’s ability…namely, being outnumbered or shot at with arrows or the magisters’ spells.


    The bleeding wildling near the soldier that was trying to flee leapt to his feet without warning, grabbing the human by the head. With a powerful twist, he snapped the man’s neck, letting the soldier flop limply to the ground as he choked weakly.


    “Thought I’d have to fight my own way out,” the other wildling said, sniffing and looking toward Ilarra. He sneered when he met her eyes, before starting to go through the dying soldier’s pouches. “If we’re going, I want to be gone fast. They have the gallows already set up for me. Can we get moving or do we need to finish off the elf?”


    Motioning for Ilarra to follow, Raeln started down the hall toward the stairs out of the dungeon. The other wolf turned to follow, but Raeln shoved him against the wall and walked past him.


    “No room for the stranger. I understand,” the wildling muttered, shaking his head. “Remind me to stay away from your pack. If I did find you folks, I’d want to teach you some damned manners. Keeping her around is a liability if you ask me. Never been one to drag a meal around, but it’s your call.”


    Raeln snorted and let Ilarra pass him, then snarled softly at the other wildling, warning him off. The shorter man grinned, showing off sharp teeth of his own, but he seemed entirely amused by the threat.


    “Don’t have to tell me twice, big guy,” the stranger said, holding up his hands. “Go. Run away. I’ll be here, trying to find my own way out. Don’t worry about me, whatever you do. Only going to get hung for trying to help out this damned city.”


    Giving Ilarra a brief smirk, the wolf sniffed again and set off the other way down the hall, disappearing quickly in the dark.


    Raeln never slowed as they reached the steps, practically pushing Ilarra up the circular staircase and onto a less dark and foreboding floor of the keep. He guided her—mostly by giving her a shove in the right direction—toward a small alcove area where mops and brooms had been stacked for use by the serving staff.


    Motioning to the back of the stack of brooms, Raeln patted his clothing and pointed at Ilarra.


    Having no desire to argue and even less desire to stay in the keep any longer than necessary, Ilarra pulled aside the brooms and found a bundle of cloth hidden far back in the alcove. She opened the wadded cloth, undoing a thin leather strap that held it, and realized it was a simple shirt and skirt, the same style as the servants wore.


    Not about to hesitate in any way, Ilarra changed as fast as she could in the corner while Raeln attempted to look like he belonged in the hall. It did not take her long, partially because her old dress was practically falling apart from her time in the dungeon. In little more than a minute, she had herself looking the part of another servant, as she finished tying her hair back with the leather strip.


    “Lead on,” she told Raeln, hopping up alongside him to look like she did not need a guide within the keep. The harder part was hiding her limp and shaking legs. She also had to hope that no one could see the dried blood in her hair.


    Soon, she had to lower her head to hide her nervousness as a group of servants came up the hall toward them. The three older women and man passed by without a second glance.


    “Raeln,” she whispered as they headed down a long hall she recognized as being near the entrance to the keep, “if we live through this, you deserve a holiday in your honor back in the village.”


    Raeln smiled and shook his head a little, then grabbed her elbow to guide her down a side hall as soldiers came running up the one they had been in. The soldiers ran on past, responding to some urgent issue that apparently was not a wolf wildling and an elven girl that had slipped out of the dungeons.


    That was at least some relief to Ilarra, giving her hope that they might be able to walk right out the doors of the keep without another confrontation. Much as she had enjoyed seeing Raeln beat on the men that had tormented her, she had no desire to risk either of them again.


    Circling back to the main hallway, Raeln sped up their pace toward the front doors, where just two guards stood.


    Unlike the last time she had come by the main doors, Ilarra could see that a heavy bar blocked the doors from opening. Perhaps they did know about the escape after all.


    Raeln did not stop or seem overly concerned by the blocked and barred door, marching confidently right up to the two soldiers.


    “Turn right around,” the elven man on the right told Raeln. “Until the king gives the order, no one comes in or out. Magisters’ orders. We kill anyone who tries to leave without permission.”


    Ilarra saw Raeln’s left ear flick in frustration, but his face revealed none of that.


    “What’s happening?” asked Ilarra, attempting to hide the fact that Raeln could not speak. That might lead to more questions than she was ready to deal with.


    “No idea,” the other man at the door replied with a shrug. “Whoever it is, only the kingsguard is allowed above the common floors and no one goes in or out.”


    “So we can’t leave at all?” Ilarra inquired, glancing at Raeln. He looked back at her from the corner of his eyes. “There’s no way out? My friend is really not feeling well.”


    “Not until…”


    Raeln punched the soldier in the throat, making him collapse as he choked and clutched at the exposed section of his neck where armor did not cover. Before the other soldier could react, Raeln kicked him in the leg, knocking him down. A giant-pawed stomp on the second man’s head knocked him out and left a bloody smear where he had managed to bleed out of his helmet’s visor.


    “We need to hurry, Raeln. I doubt they intended to leave only two at the main door.”


    Nodding, Raeln grabbed the heavy wooden bar that kept the door from opening and grunted as he braced his legs. Muscles shaking, he lifted the bar—likely meant for a group of humans to move, judging by its heft—and let it drop to the floor at his feet. The doors no longer held shut, Raeln gave one door a gentle push, filling the room with sunlight.


    Ilarra hobbled past her brother into the main courtyard, blinded immediately by the intense sunshine. It was something she had craved and hoped to see again, but after so long in the dungeon, she could not keep her eyes open without them tearing up. Thankfully, Raeln grabbed her hand and led her out; giving her the time she needed to slowly adjust. The intense cold of the city in early winter was painful, especially on her bare feet, but Ilarra was thankful to be free, no matter what might come of it.


    They ran on for some time with Ilarra blinking rapidly, trying to make out more than blurred shapes. It took her until they had nearly left the central city to be sure of what she was seeing. Even then, detail was mostly lost in her tears, but she recognized enough of her surroundings to not be entirely dependent on Raeln. She let him cling to her hand as he hurried down the street, happy for the help so she did not trip over the crowds of people as easily as she would have on her own.


    People stared at Ilarra as she stumbled after Raeln, but she did not care. They were escaping, getting away from the people that had yet to give her a real trial before punishing her. She had no further use for Lantonne and would have been happy to see it burn, so the opinions of these people were not much of a concern.


    Near the outer edge of the city, they detoured through a market district. In passing, Raeln grabbed a pair of boots from a leatherworker, who he growled at to keep quiet. He handed the boots to Ilarra and turned them back toward the north, while the shopkeeper muttered angrily.


    They made good time out of the city and onto the packed snow of the road. From there, Raeln left the main road and led Ilarra around the edge of the outer city and into an area where great penned fields held horses and other livestock.


    He led her straight to a specific building that had a large passenger wagon out front, horses already hitched to it. Ilarra could even see an elderly dwarven driver sitting at the head of the wagon. Raeln must have planned the whole escape and had a wagon ready to take them from the city. As always, his efficiency made Ilarra proud. He was everything she was not, which was pretty much the purpose behind their arrangement. In passing, she wondered how he had negotiated the deal without talking, but that was a concern for another time.


    Slowing his pace as he neared the wagon, Raeln gave a familiar wave to the driver, who nodded grimly back at him. At their approach, the old dwarven man tossed his snow-covered grey beard over his shoulder and turned in his seat. Leaning out over the edge of the wagon he squinted at Ilarra, then Raeln.


    “Got extra passengers,” the man said, his eyes studying Ilarra as though he wanted to ask why she was covering her eyes to see on a relatively dim day but deciding better of the choice. “I assume you can pay what you promised?”


    Raeln patted Ilarra’s hand, indicating that she should remain near the wagon’s door. He reached for his side, where a leather money pouch normally hung. Where it should have been, two straps of leather dangled, having been torn or cut. The bag with all of his money was long gone.


    Closing his eyes in shame, Raeln shook his head in dismay, making the face of the driver darken angrily.


    “No coin, no bloody ride,” the man said gruffly, turning forward in his seat again. He gave a little flick of the reins, getting the attention of the horses. “Have fun trying to leave the city without…”


    Another voice cut in from inside the wagon, making the driver trail off.


    “They’re with me, old man. I can cover their costs. Kick them if they delay us too much.”


    Rolling his eyes, the wagon driver waived Ilarra and Raeln toward the door into the wagon’s cabin.


    Raeln and Ilarra exchanged confused glances, and she thought over the few paltry spells she might be able to manage without rest. None were particularly likely to help if someone was going to try to arrest them. Without more training, Ilarra’s skills were situationally useful, whereas Raeln tended to be able to adapt to nearly any possible problem. As such, any fighting would fall to him.


    Making it look as though he had no concerns, Raeln opened the door to the wagon and bowed to Ilarra, giving anyone watching the impression that he was her servant regardless of their attire. The simple action allowed him to look into the wagon without the driver being able to see his face, while Ilarra pulled herself in.


    The inside of the wagon was dimly lit, the shades on all four windows pulled tightly. Only the light from the door did anything to illuminate the occupants, though just enough that Ilarra could see that there were two people inside.


    Huffing angrily, Raeln pushed Ilarra inside to speed her up.


    Stepping up into the wagon, Ilarra found that the other wildling they had freed in the keep sat at the rear of the wagon, his bare paws propped up on the seats across from him, covered with mud that had covered much of the seats. Beside him, the halfling that Raeln had used to free Ilarra was tied and gagged, glaring between the two wolf wildlings.


    “Glad you caught up,” the wildling said smoothly, smiling broadly when Raeln growled. Raising a hand, he showed them Raeln’s money pouch. “You did pay for the wagon, after all. I might feel bad if you didn’t show up.”


    Snarling, Raeln climbed into the wagon after Ilarra, snatching the coin purse as he did. Closing the door behind them, he sat down hard across from the other wildling and swatted the man’s feet off the bench to give Ilarra a place to sit down.


    “Where are we headed?” the stranger asked while Ilarra situated herself. “I’d like to head west, but I’m guessing I’m at the mercy of you two. If you’d taken a few more minutes, I’d already be on my way. It was your coin, so I’ll let you set the destination.”


    Ilarra looked the man over, noticing even in the weak light of the wagon—far better than the lighting of the dungeon—she could make out thin scars covering his face near the muzzle and the exposed sections of his arms where the sleeves of his shirt did not cover. Even his legs and feet below the cuff of his pants showed signs of a rough life. Comparing him to Raeln’s brushed and unblemished fur—aside from the fresh scar near his ear—the two men looked as though they had come from opposite ends of Eldvar. Even more telling, the newcomer’s claws were grown out and had the dangerous-looking curve of a wild animal’s, contrasting Raeln’s trimmed claws.


    Turning in her seat, Ilarra slid open the small wooden blind that separated the passengers from the driver. The man looked over his shoulder at her, clearly waiting for some cue as to where he was going. “Set off for Hyeth,” she said softly. “If we need to stop along the way to get rid of any baggage, we’ll let you know. Do not stop, no matter what you hear, as we have some matters to discuss.” She closed the window as the wagon lurched into motion.


    “Hyeth?” asked the wildling, looking pensive. “Never even heard of the place…not that I’ve really been anywhere but Altis and Lantonne. You can drop me off once we’re out of site of the city. Until then…”


    Without warning, Raeln leaned forward and punched the wildling in the face, bouncing his head off the back of the wagon’s wall, before sitting back.


    As the wildling slumped, the halfling’s eyes widened and he looked around at the three other people in the wagon, clearly questioning.


    “He stole from us,” Ilarra explained, smoothing her dress while Raeln fidgeted, trying to find a position that his large frame fit properly in the wagon’s close confines. “Raeln really doesn’t like thieves. He has a small obsession with law, so he probably wants to set you free, but I’m still torn on that.”


    Squirming to get his tied hands in front of him, the halfling waved them at Ilarra, grunting something through his gag.


    Smiling to herself, Ilarra leaned back into the cushions. “You tortured people…innocent people,” she told the child-faced man. “Raeln likes torturers even less than thieves. Something about them having less honor. My father can decide what to do with you when we arrive.”


    Scowling, the little man muttered something that Ilarra guessed was a string of curses.


    “Be nice,” warned Ilarra. “I believe you forgot to feed me about every third meal. I would hate to forget to feed you…this trip is a long one.”


    


    
      
        The halfling’s eyes narrowed angrily, but he remained quiet for the rest of that day, leaning against the unconscious wildling and seemingly plotting Ilarra’s untimely death.

        

      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Awakening”


    


    When confronted with adversity, I pray that history remembers me as a wise man and not a brutal one. This I put before those who come after me. Think not of how they view you now, but how your enemies’ children will remember you. If history cannot fault you for your actions, you have conquered as a just ruler. Should history remember you as a tyrant, your rule must fail and you will be cast down by your own people.


    


    
      - Teaching of Turess, considered by most to be symbolic rather than a command

    


    


    “How many have you found?” demanded Therec, hurrying through the debris-strewn halls of the school of magic. He had to watch his step to keep from tripping over broken objects or stepping into dried pools of blood that had yet to be scrubbed from the paving stones. The whole tower would smell like death for months.


    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, ambassador,” the serving boy told him, following through the halls. “We haven’t found any of them.”


    Therec practically slid to a stop, forcing the boy to catch himself so as to avoid running into him. “Not one magister? Corpses do not vanish. I doubt the enemy took the time to haul them away.”


    The servant shrugged and repeated, “We have not found any magisters’ corpses, sir. Arlind and Dorus are under guard as you requested, but there is no sign of the others.”


    “How many other bodies are missing? I see indications of multiple deaths right here.”


    “None, ambassador. There were perhaps thirty other dead in the whole tower, but they are all accounted for. Only the magisters are missing. It looked as though they were hunting down the instructors and leaving any pupils that stayed out of their way.”


    Therec tried to issue an order for the boy to check again, but he began coughing as his bruised throat rebelled against him. By the time the fit has passed, the serving boy had slipped away. That boy had already griped more than once about being sent to search through the bloodied halls alone and he likely thought he could escape further work by getting away from Therec.


    It was just as well, Therec thought, rubbing at his throat and heading back toward the main stairs. He knew the answer would be the same. Three search parties had come up with nothing more than finding several apprentices that had been hiding. Each search discovered more corpses hidden away in odd places, but they were always servants. The singular exception had been an orcish junior magister, whose shredded remains were discovered across much of the second floor of the school. Therec had kept that hushed, as he would rather the servants whisper about missing magisters than dead ones. So long as they could believe the senior wizards were alive somewhere, they could hope for the keep’s security against the main force of Altis.


    Therec had yet to find any clear purpose behind the attack, but he had to think the missing magisters had something to do with it. Small skirmishes had happened from the top of the keep to the dungeon, before all of the attackers had vanished in a matter of minutes. For as bizarre as the attack in the dungeons had been, both he and the king had survived…more or less. It had taken him until the next afternoon to wake, but the mere fact that he did wake up told him much about the other Turessian. The man was not in the tower to kill him or the king, or the job would have been finished. They were clearly after something else. Attacking the two of them was a distraction. The Turessian people were anything if not practical and leaving the job half-finished was entirely unlike them. That told him that whatever the other man’s true purpose was, he had likely succeeded, or he would still be in the tower.


    Thinking of the king reminded Therec that he had been roaming the upper floors too long. He hurried down through the keep until he reached the entrance to the king’s chambers, where a great many soldiers stood at the ready before a freshly-installed door. Many still bore blood-caked wounds from the attack the day before, but Therec had to applaud them, not one had requested time off-duty.


    Weapons were drawn as Therec approached, despite having come to the chamber once already that day. Sighing, he offered his hands, allowing the men to tie his wrists together in the belief that it would cripple him as a spellcaster. He did not have the heart to tell the ignorant men that most Turessians were trained to cast at least simple spells with their hands bound, while gagged, or in any number of other compromising situations. Such training was essential when living in lands that half the world’s barbarians had contemplated invading at one time or another. Telling these men that would have only complicated things.


    Once he was bound, two soldiers led Therec into the king’s room and remained at his sides after the door closed behind them. He knew they were going nowhere and every visitor was being treated in much the same way. It was a precaution borne out of desperation and lack of any understanding of how to address the real problem.


    To one side of the room, Arlind sat on one of the king’s chairs, her feet dangling off the ground as she wrung her hands in worry. She had not left the king’s side since the attack, though like Therec, she had two soldiers behind her watching for any treachery.


    “Is there any change, Your Majesty?” Therec asked, genuinely concerned.


    Cinastin sat up slowly in his bed, his wheezing far worse than it had been earlier that morning. He shook his head, but Therec could tell that he had gotten more pale and was having difficulty finding the breath to speak. Things were progressing uncomfortably swiftly.


    “He wanted us both here,” said Arlind for the king, though she did not look away from the boy. “Dorus has been sent elsewhere to attend to the military. Half the horse-humping army is out looking for someone to fight, with no clear leadership. I’ll be damned if I’ll join a bloody witch-hunt, while my king…is like this.”


    Arlind looked up at Therec and then down at his hands. Turning on her chair, she punched one of the guards in the thigh to get his attention. “Remove those ropes, you imbeciles. I will climb up your armor and bash your heads if you keep doing that.”


    At last, King Cinastin caught his breath and smiled at Therec weakly while the attending soldiers untied Therec’s hands.


    “Welcome back, my friend,” the king said, his voice shaking. “I hoped you would be back in time.”


    Therec bit down the false protestations that leapt to mind, intended to help the dying believe their situation was not so dire. He had always found such deceptions to be a betrayal of that person’s trust, especially when they already knew better. With a dwarven healer at Cinastin’s side, he probably knew all of the worst-case results of his illness already.


    The king had fought against the disease that ravaged his body from the ghoul’s bite. Shortly after waking from his own injuries, Therec had struggled at Arlind’s side to push back the progress of the disease, but he knew as well as the king that there was no true cure. Both magic and mundane medicine could cure ghoul plague, but only in the first few hours. The king and Therec had lain in the dungeon undiscovered for hours, by which time the fever had already begun. There was nothing anyone in Lantonne or Turessi could do to save the man. He would have already been dead, were it not for their efforts and even with them, he had maybe a day to live.


    “I have already advised Arlind of her role in this,” the king continued, once Therec sat down nearby. “Given the risk of spreading this to anyone nearby during attempts to restore my body with the healing circles in the tower, no such attempt will be made. Publically, the attempts were made but did ultimately fail. My body and spirit are too weak to restore.”


    Therec bowed his head in acknowledgement of the king’s concession to his greater knowledge of such matters. Arlind had freely admitted ignorance on the matter of ghoul fever and how it spread, making Therec the expert.


    Lantonne as a city would rise up and hang anyone in the keep who did not do everything—no matter how foolish—to save the king’s life. The circle’s powers would be expected to be tested, regardless of the risk to everyone within quite a distance of the place during the ritual. Even with the risk of spreading the plague to Arlind or Therec, the offer had been made to Cinastin. The king had declined when he had learned that Therec had yet to see a victim of the plague return from death any better off than they were an hour before their heart stopped the first time. The resurrection process would simply reanimate him as a ghoul and likely kill everyone within a breath or two of the room where the circle lay.


    The king went on, taking long shallow breaths to steady himself every so often. “Dorus has been named master of the military. Arlind will command the students and surviving apprentices in the tower.


    “This will all be presented as precautions against further attempts on my life. We will not be announcing my death until after the war is over. Once the war is over, papers have been prepared that will notify the people…until then, they need to believe their king is alive and well. They will need that hope.”


    Another long fit of coughing interrupted the boy, and when he took his hand away from his mouth, Therec could see dark blood covering his handkerchief. Once the internal bleeding that was coughed up no longer ran thin, the victim of the ghoul’s fever did not have long. At most, his and Arlind’s efforts had bought the boy an extra day or two. Soon, his skin would begin turning ashen and his blood would gradually become diseased to the point that his coughing could infect others. By then, he would need to be kept away from everyone but the two healers. Once his heart stopped, it would take only an hour or two before he would wake and attempt to kill every living thing he could find.


    “Dorus has been tasked with keeping all of the royal treasures safe,” added the king, though he seemed to be too dazed to think clearly. “We cannot let Altis find the power we keep in…”


    Arlind’s hand shot out and clasped the king’s, cutting off what he had been about to say. The boy blinked and thanked Arlind before continuing.


    “The last item I wish addressed is who will issue legal orders in my absence,” whispered Cinastin, barely able to form the words without coughing further. “I wish to name Arlind as my regent, until the people can elect a new king.”


    Arlind snorted and Therec realized she meant to spit, but had caught herself.


    “She has declined,” Cinastin continued, smirking weakly. “Dorus is talented and wise, but not as well-trusted as Arlind. My next choice is Commander Philith, but this creates a dilemma, with him answering to Dorus.”


    Arlind clasped the king’s hand and said softly, “Find another damned regent. This will not be accepted by the people. They’d rather follow a tree-humping barbarian than go along with this.”


    The king patted her thick hand and shrugged. “There are no other choices, Arlind. You declined.”


    “I’ll keep telling you to shove your regency up your pale ass,” the woman muttered, though despite her words, she watched the boy like he was her own son. “I support the choice, but no one else will.”


    “What is going on?” Therec asked, but both of them ignored him completely.


    Cinastin went on, “I must name a regent that I trust not to burn this city to the ground. For all the people who have sworn pledges regarding my safety, only one has stood at my side when he had no reason to. I have limited his powers by distributing authority to others. He will handle only the legal matters and bookkeeping. The military, the school, and the coin of the city are elsewhere. He is only a spokesperson for managing the city.”


    Wordlessly, Arlind lifted a piece of rolled parchment that bore the king’s seal from the nearby table. She placed it in Therec’s hands.


    “Until there is a new vote of the people, you will speak for me,” said the boy-king. “You are not a citizen, but Lantonne has always been open to all who would treat the rest of the people with respect. When abused by our citizens and given no trust, you fought to save our king with your life. Those papers declare you a citizen and allow you to speak for me on all matters, unless overruled by Arlind or Dorus on matters left to them. Your attention to legal detail is why this decision was made. Do not abuse it. Both Dorus and Arlind have the authority to revoke this writ at any time.”


    “I am honored, Your Majesty,” Therec replied, bowing until his forehead nearly touched the bedside, “but this should be given to one of your magisters, not to me. With only two magisters remaining, this might cause undo conflict with some as already mentioned…”


    Arlind snorted and shook her head. “He tried three times to give it to me. I told him that you deserved it more than me, though it was supposed to be a damned joke. I saved myself during the attack…you went out of your way to save the king. Dorus hid in a broom closet.”


    “There is no more debate. The orders are already in the hands of the commander of the army, another with Arlind, and a third waiting at Dorus’s desk. I am too tired to argue further,” the king explained.


    Therec closed his mouth, restraining himself against protesting. He found the king’s decree to be a grave mistake for any ruler, but among his people, the last wishes of the dying were as near as they got to belief in divine command. They had no use for gods or their decrees, but a dying man or woman’s wishes were to be taken as seriously as Turess’ own dying thoughts and dreams for his people. This boy might be an uneducated barbarian, but he was a good person and worthy of respect in his own way. Therec would honor his wishes to the best of his ability.


    The hours passed slowly, until the king’s breathing slowed and he drifted off to sleep, his skin taking on a grey cast. From that rest, Therec knew he would never wake, but it could be as long as another day before his heart finally gave out. At the first hint of the king’s veins darkening along his neck, Arlind sent away the soldiers guarding the room.


    Near midnight, Arlind was the first to speak up, saying softly so as to not disturb the king, “I’m sorry for putting you on the spot, Therec. I have many reasons for pushing you into this and nearly as many for distancing myself from it. Damned kid got himself in too deep this time and I couldn’t find a way to make it right. Spent all day arguing with myself and had no other options.”


    “Calling me by name might give some the impression that you tolerate a necromancer.”


    Arlind sneered amusedly at that. “I wasn’t born in these old walls,” she said a minute later, tucking the king’s blanket closer to his pale chin like a worried mother. “Here, they think I waddled my stout ass halfway across the kingdom to join the tower and they look at me like I’m a symbol of virtue, if you’d believe that shit. It’s an act that pisses me off and makes me want to punch someone when we have days like this. Who’d think that I would want to leave my own people to hang out with a bunch of stuck-up humans?”


    “You are a criminal, fled from your homeland,” replied Therec without thinking about how the words might be taken. To his surprise, Arlind nodded grimly.


    “Our king…the dwarven king…put a price on my head,” she admitted, rubbing at one of her heavy braids and the tiny gemstones that were embedded in the rope-like hair. From what Therec knew of her people, those gemstones explained her family’s history nearly as well as his own tattoos, but he had no training in deciphering such things. “The bounty for my braid in his hand is more than many of my people would earn in a year. I waited for him to send men after me for years, but the hammer never fell.”


    “What was your crime, if I may ask?”


    Arlind smiled distantly, keeping her eyes on the king. “A friend murdered someone to save his sister. Damned fool would have tried to fight his way out of the city, too, through every bloody soldier the king could muster. I was assigned by the king to attempt to bring the dead man’s spirit back to his body to testify against my friend. I knew the man in my circle was an abusive lout, but it was my duty to try…”


    “And you did not try.”


    “No, more than that,” she said, grinning. “I kicked his spirit pretty damned hard. Pretty much dragged him by the beard out of the resurrection circle and tossed him to the winds. He was one of the more stubborn ones for trying to come back…I had to work to keep him dead. Awful hard to hide that. My own husband reported my actions to the king, but by then, my friend had escaped the city, unaware of what I did.”


    “You killed a horrible person for a friend? Among my people, such a thing is no crime if done for the right reasons,” Therec told her. “Death comes to all, but destroying the ignorant or evil is considered a good thing. Your methods might be questioned, but your intent would not.”


    “People take a dim view of a healer who kills her patients. They certainly would not see me as anything more or less than your chosen profession, and I have no right to treat you how I have. I should be kissin’ your boots, but these idiots put me on a pedestal. Least you’re honest about what you are.”


    Therec let that drop for a long time, but finally had to ask one more question. “Your friend…what happened to him?”


    “No idea,” said the dwarven woman, giving her braid a tug. “He went into hiding up near Altis. Probably drinking himself to death or working for their army…Osrinne Finth always was good with a knife. I’m certain someone would have found a use for him by now. Just hoping I don’t run into his bloated corpse in their army. Would serve me right if I did.”


    The hours passed in silence, until dawn neared and the king’s faint breathing suddenly stopped. Arlind leaned over him, checking his wrist and neck for any hint of a heartbeat. Shaking her head, she sat back down beside Therec.


    “Worst damned time for this,” she said a moment later, mostly to herself. “His death ensures civil war if anyone learns of it. Lantonne will fall without the people believing they are being led. That stinking army will just walk right in the front gate, while these fools kill each other.”


    “Then they will continue to believe. This city will not fall, Arlind.”


    Despite the stigma and his own revulsion at doing so, Therec patted Arlind’s hand, hoping he was being reassuring.


    If only he could reassure himself.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Return and Change”


    


    Two weeks later, the wagon rumbled into the lightly-wooded lands controlled by Hyeth, with half of its passengers staring with wide-eyed joy at the prospect of home. The other two glowered and double-checked the ropes knotted around their wrists.


    The halfling Ilarra had learned was named Corth during a brief conversation they had. She had allowed him to keep his gag out during stops for food, through which he had rambled from negotiating for his release to threatening her with years in the deepest part of the prison if she did not let him go. Each time he had gotten ill-tempered, Ilarra put the gag back in.


    The other captive was less forthcoming. In just the last seven days, he had slipped his bonds three times, bitten Raeln twice, clawed Ilarra with a wild swing during a fight with Raeln, broken a wheel of the wagon, and somehow set fire to part of their supplies during a meal. He had not revealed anything about himself, but smiled with dark humor when Ilarra watched him, even with his muzzle tied shut. To him, this all seemed to be a game.


    She wondered idly whether he had freed his hands again and was plotting to attack Raeln as the wagon slowed due to the roads growing rougher in the deep woods. The last two bites—one on Raeln’s forearm and the other his shoulder—looked awful, and Ilarra hoped she could help him avoid having a third. Her own arm still stung from the shallow cuts she had received during Raeln’s last tussle with the prisoner.


    “Just a few more hours, and then we can talk to my father about releasing you two, if you behave,” Ilarra warned the men.


    As if on cue, the wildling, having slipped the rope that held his legs, kicked Raeln in the groin. With Raeln doubled over and trying to reach for the man, the prisoner unwrapped the rope on his wrists and slid the last bit off his muzzle. He gave Ilarra a warning snarl when she started to move to stop him.


    “Thank you for the ride,” he told Ilarra while shoving aside Raeln’s weak attempts to grab at him. “I need to get back to my father’s pack, and we’re getting too far from there for comfort.”


    Stepping from the moving wagon, the wildling tumbled as his feet hit the ground, then came up running. Ilarra watched him until he vanished into the woods toward the southwest.


    “Are you alright?” she asked Raeln, but he just looked at her with tears in his eyes, before grumbling and pulling the wagon’s door shut. For the next hour, he would not even look at Ilarra, constantly watching out the window for some sign of the man that had escaped.


    They made it through the last bit of the journey without incident, though Raeln looked uncomfortable for much of it. He had been hurt more than he cared to let on, in addition to feeling awful about letting a prisoner go under his watch. Ilarra had known him long enough to recognize both and cared enough about him not to say anything further about either.


    It was nearly nightfall when the wagon came to a stop near the heart of the small northern village, giving Ilarra her first glimpse of home in nearly three months, though it felt far longer.


    Settled into the denser part of the new woods in that part of the plains, Hyeth was made up of perhaps thirty buildings surrounded by a cleared section of farmland. There were no true roads into the place, with only the thin wagon trail that led into and out of the region that they now trundled along on. That tended to be heavily-used, so it cut cleanly through the woods.


    Hyeth was a new village in a location that had been called by the same name for at least two hundred years. The previous incarnations of the farming village had been destroyed by plains savages, who still raided nearby from time to time. It was a cycle that had repeated itself through the area’s history.


    A hundred years or so ago, after the last burning of Hyeth, Ilarra’s grandfather had been the one to forge the first bonds with the black-and-white wolf wildlings of the region who were hunted by the same tribes as had destroyed the village. Those had been the first of the line that Raeln came from. Since then, only a handful of families kept the bonds with each generation, though most elven and wildling families here simply worked together for mutual benefit rather than making it more official through magic. These days, most saw the bonds as old-fashioned.


    At the far end of the central ring of houses stood the largest of the buildings, nearly twice the height and at least three times as long as any other structure in the village. There, her father and two other elders kept the books of history and magic that Hyeth had long held dear, and was where he taught during the winter months. The place had been all but abandoned when she had left, but now it was bustling.


    When the wagon came to a stop, several dozen elves and wolf wildlings came into view, watching to see who would have traveled so far to such a remote location in a wagon clearly not meant for carrying supplies. The village rarely received visitors who were not hauling goods between major cities.


    Opening the door to the wagon, Raeln was the first out, offering a hand to Ilarra to help her make the long step down to the packed snow and dirt road. After Ilarra was down, he reached back into the wagon and picked up Corth, carrying him as one might carry luggage. That seemed to amuse many of the townsfolk, few of whom had likely ever seen a halfling and likely thought him a human child that Raeln was scolding.


    Dressed in simple grey robes, Ilarra’s father came to the steps of the larger building with Asha at his side. Making their way down the uneven steps of the library toward the wagon, he maintained a steady smile the whole way. Asha was not so pleased, her eyes narrowing as she stared at Corth.


    “Greetings, my children,” announced Ilarra’s father, grabbing her in a firm hug, then doing the same to Raeln. The greeting was repeated silently by Asha for each of them, though she continued to watch Corth and had begun giving Raeln a questioning stare that Ilarra recognized as concern that he had done something she would have to scold him for.


    “You were not expected back for another year or two. What has…” Her father’s eyes wandered to the halfling squirming in Raeln’s grasp, his words trailing off briefly. “…you are in trouble? Is that the king’s prisonmaster? I had heard descriptions, but why…oh dear.”


    Nodding vehemently and grunting through his gag, Corth got a rough shake from Raeln until he stopped.


    Groaning, Ilarra’s father looked to Asha for support. Shaking her head slowly, Asha gave him a firm stare that said in no uncertain terms that she was not about to get involved just yet. She made a point of not looking at Raeln, which told Ilarra that he was in a lot of trouble with her. Raeln’s obsession with playing by the rules and the rule of law came from Asha and Ilarra did not envy the silent scolding he was about to get.


    “Is this something that will bring the law down on our village?” asked her father, eliciting another vigorous nod from the halfling while Raeln shook his head. “I am not above sending you both away if you’ve done something that reflects badly on Hyeth. I will not harbor fugitives.”


    “Father,” Ilarra began, subtly motioning Raeln to back up so that the halfling did not answer for her. He did so, but Asha turned to watch her son like a hawk, her eyes saying that she was anything but pleasant to see him given the circumstances and that she would chase him down if he tried to run. “We were turned away at the tower when the Altisian army showed up. There was a little misunderstanding…”


    Corth snorted and sputtered, trying to speak up around his gag.


    “…and we were caught up with some spies from that city. This guy was in charge of having us held without trial…”


    The halfling tried to shout something, but the gag muffled it nicely.


    “…and had me whipped once and beaten often, for no reason.”


    This time, Corth gave a somewhat agreeing mutter.


    “One of the other prisoners escaped at the same time we did,” she continued, opting to leave out the part where they had helped him. “He captured Corth and then fled, so we had no choice but to bring Corth the rest of the way. I…we…thought you might have a better idea what to do with him. I have done nothing more than get into a fight with a few soldiers, which I’ve already served more time in prison for than the law requires.”


    Without any indication she was going to do it, Asha reached past Ilarra and grabbed Raeln by one of his pointed ears. She dragged him away by the ear while he just barely managed to maintain a hold on Corth.


    Once the others had gone, her father turned back to Ilarra, his face clearly saddened.


    “I am not happy to hear of what you went through,” he told her, motioning broadly for her to enter the library, where they lived on the upper floor. “We will do what we can to smooth this out with the halfling and send him on his way. It will not be easy, I am sure. What I do need to know is where the other prisoner escaped to, so that I can answer honestly if the king’s men come this far looking for answers. Giving that one up might appease some in Lantonne, even if the small man wishes to see you hang.”


    They went into the large building, making their way toward the stairs that led up to their family’s portion of the structure. As they went, Ilarra saw Asha through one of the rear windows in the snowy fields beyond, glaring at Raeln, whose head hung in shame.


    Ilarra had always wondered how the bonded wildlings managed to communicate as well as the elves they served without voices, but they certainly could, given what she saw Raeln going through. She had seen that situation a few hundred times as they had grown up, often when he had taken the blame for something she had done. Just seeing him hanging his head like that made Ilarra feel guilty, even though she knew there was little she could have done differently. Though she had never caught Raeln or Asha speaking, she wondered if perhaps they would talk when they were not near their bonded, as the oath was nothing that prevented them from speaking, just a rule for them to follow.


    Thinking back over the last month and more, Ilarra refused to let herself believe she had made a mistake. To have let the wildling near the quarry die would have spared her from the dungeon but cost her any self-respect she possessed. That was just not who she was, and letting that death mar her conscience would have haunted her for the rest of her life. Raeln might have been the one more concerned about following the letter of law, but she never could have looked him in the eye again if she had stood by and let the wildling and his children die.


    Wishing Raeln all the luck in the world in dealing with his mother, Ilarra followed her father upstairs, where most of the village’s hunters and warriors were already gathered, surprising her. A dozen strong elven and wildling men stared at her as she stopped at the top step.


    “We were having a meeting about the war when your wagon arrived,” her father explained, pointing out one of several empty seats. “Given where you came from and what you told me, I feel you should share with the others.”


    Put on the spot by men that ranged from her own age to her father’s, Ilarra nervously cleared her throat and took her time sitting down, hoping to find some courage in the meantime. That did not happen, and when she looked up, the men were still staring expectantly.


    “I…we…Raeln and I were leaving Lantonne when Altis’ army arrived. They had thousands of undead and no more than fifty living soldiers leading them.”


    “Were they driven back?” asked one of the hunters.


    An older wolf with a deep scar across his face added, “You did not say just how many. Two thousand or fifty thousand. The numbers make a difference to cities larger than ours. A hundred can take us down, but knowing whether the cities need us to go to their aid is a big deal, girl.”


    A few other questions were asked, but her father asked the men to be silent and give her time to answer.


    “Ten, maybe fifteen thousand if I had to guess,” she admitted, not really sure how to estimate numbers as large as what they had seen briefly before taking shelter. “Lantonne used the largest golems I’ve ever seen to fight them. They looked like giant dwarves…”


    “War golems,” cut in her father softly. “Likely borrowed from the dwarves at great expense. Nothing can stand up to them. If those are involved, the war between the cities is already over.”


    Ilarra shook her head, making most of the men glare at her. “While I was in jail,” she started, wincing as the glares deepened, “I overheard that the Altisians managed to destroy one of the golems and cripple three more. The explosion killed hundreds of soldiers on the plains and in some underground passage between the northern quarry and the city itself. The king’s having those that were captured executed, but the others in the prison said that the undead army mostly got away.”


    Grumbling discussion of whether she was lying or incompetent filled the room, making Ilarra wish yet again that she was anywhere else. Her father patted her hand reassuringly, but it did little to make her feel better.


    Finally, the men quieted down and one of the older wildlings announced, “The girl may not have any idea what she saw out there, but I’m willing to believe Altis has a large army. Our scouts estimate the force that came south across the plains was at least two thousand, so I’ll bet on four or five thousand in the whole army. It’s more than we can hold back if they came this way, but Altis has never taken interest in this part of Lantonne’s lands. We’ll do what we’ve always done…stay out of matters best left to kings. Close the paths into the woods and turn away merchants. We will stay hidden until this blows over.”


    A rumble of agreement went through the room, after which the hunters and warriors got up and left without a word to Ilarra or her father. The decision was made and discussing it further was pointless. It was how all matters of war were handled in Hyeth. The few warriors the village had were far more concerned with raiding parties from the east than with an army that had nothing to gain by coming into the wooded part of the northern plains.


    Once the last man had left, Ilarra started to rise as well, but her father caught her by the shoulder and sat her back down.


    “Ilarra,” he started, leaning forward in his seat, “I sent you to Lantonne to give you a better life than you could find here. You returned empty-handed and hunted. Tradition leaves me little room for choice with regards to your future.”


    Ilarra winced at the implications. Her father had attempted to get her an education…among the elves, abandoning a task meant that you were likely unsuited to trying further. There would be no more learning of magic or another trip to Lantonne. She had known that it was coming, but hoped her father would give her more time before breaking the bad news. Worse yet, since she had failed at what she wanted to do with her life, it was now her father’s choice as to what profession she would take up for the betterment of the village.


    “I’ve had plans ready in case of something like this, though I had hoped I would never need to act on them,” he went on, getting up as he spoke and walking to a cabinet at the far end of the room. From a drawer, he pulled out a sheaf of paper and checked it before turning back to Ilarra.


    “One of the warrior families from the northern farmlands has been looking for help,” he continued, rolling back up the paper as he sat down. “Namely, they have a wildling girl that is bonded to one of their warriors. She has taken to combat the same way their son has, which poses a problem. Normally, we would want her to have skills that differ and complement his, but she has shown no interest in learning another trade. The family has tried to offer her alternatives, but she has been stubborn to say the least.”


    “Father, what does that have to do with me? I won’t be able to convince her.”


    “Nothing at all. They have asked if I can find a way to keep the girl from causing more trouble than they can manage. As you can imagine, having a son and daughter both seeking glory in combat is unsettling to them and they wish to give the girl a reason to be more careful, as she has a penchant for getting into battles that her bonded brother knows better than to face. As such, they wish a husband for her. Asha agreed that it was a good choice for him. She cannot force the matter, but given the situation, I believe she will apply more pressure than would be normal. I certainly don’t wish to argue with her.”


    Ilarra laughed lightly as she realized her father meant Raeln…then the mirth choked her as she thought the consequences through. Bonded pairs were always of opposite gender and if one married, the other did too by tradition if not by rule. They generally chose their partners carefully for that reason, since it was four lives being affected, rather than two.


    “Wait…no!” she exclaimed, her skin suddenly clammy. “Father, I can find another trade. Please don’t push me to marry. I know you can suggest suitors by tradition, but please let me find my own way. Let me find a trade so Raeln isn’t forced into this.”


    Her father smiled and patted the paper on the palm of his hand.


    “Then do so, child,” he advised. “I will be introducing Raeln to his potential wife within the next week, when the family agrees to the meeting. If you want to avoid the gentle prodding of Asha, then you have that long to find a reason to be unsuitable for marriage at this time. Do we understand one another, Ilarra? In a week, this is entirely in Asha’s hands. She can’t make you do anything, but I can’t make her stop trying. She wants grandchildren and Raeln isn’t helping his case with this incident. Whether you wiggle your way out of this or find a better match, I don’t honestly care.”


    “Yes, father.”


    “Good.” He stood and patted her leg as he walked toward the desk where he normally studied. “It’s good to have you home.”


    


    *


    


    Over the next week, the village became Ilarra’s home once again. She settled into the daily routine with a new determination in the hopes that one of the people would offer to take her on as an apprentice for just about anything. She had helped the clothing-makers and launderers, the farmers, and even spent a day assisting several stable hands mucking stalls. None had offered to take her on to learn a trade, essentially sealing her fate. She was her father’s problem and that meant that he and Asha could “suggest” she visit the potential suitor.


    The rules were simple. If Raeln agreed to marry, she would have to marry by proxy. Should she find a purpose in life, such as a profession, Raeln would be free as well. It created a drive in her that she knew was new, but she had no time to really contemplate it.


    Ilarra had not found the heart to tell Raeln of her conversation with her father, nor had he asked, unsurprisingly. The topic had been avoided, and Raeln had grunted and walked away the one time Ilarra had inquired about what his mother had said to him. Given his reaction, she doubted it was much different from what her own father had said.


    Twice during the week, Ilarra had checked in on Corth. The first time, he had sworn at her and tried to go after Ilarra by scrambling over the hunter that had been assigned to watch him. The next day the halfling was gone, sent back to Lantonne by her father. While her father had hoped that releasing him would save Hyeth from the king’s anger, Ilarra worried it ensured that, sooner or later, Corth would manage to have troops sent to arrest her. At least she knew the timeline now, giving her no less than three weeks before the first soldier could arrive at her doorstep. With a threat of marriage laid out before her, three weeks was an eternity.


    On the seventh day, Ilarra practically ran across the village, ignoring the sting of sharp stones that bit into the soft soles of the boots Raeln had stolen for her and the snow that rolled over the tops and down to her feet. She made her way from the main well to a baker on the east end of the village. She had been carrying and fetching all morning and her hair was matted flat from sweat even in the bitter cold, but she could not bring herself to stop. If she just managed to convince him of her dedication…


    “Ilarra!” called out her father’s voice, somewhere behind her.


    Sliding to a stop and nearly spilling the two buckets of water that she was carrying on a pole across her shoulders overtop of her cloak, Ilarra fought back tears and struggled to find the strength to turn around. She took long deep breaths, trying to calm herself, only to see Raeln coming over from a wooded area with Asha behind him, more or less herding him in Ilarra’s direction.


    Raeln looked confused, which made Ilarra feel even more sick. It was hard enough to think that she was being put through this, but having Raeln surprised by it was a betrayal Ilarra had hoped to avoid. She just could not find the strength to tell him. Given that it was his decision that would trap her, she knew she should have talked with him long before it got to this point.


    “It’s time,” Ilarra’s father told her as Raeln stepped up alongside her, rubbing his shoulder where his mother had repeatedly poked him with a claw to keep him moving. “Have you two talked at all?”


    Brows sinking in realization that his sister had more information than he did, Raeln stared at Ilarra. He clearly had no idea what was coming, but he was going to be mad at her for a while.


    “No matter,” her father said, patting Raeln’s arm. “We’re going to meet some of the farmers at the edge of the village lands. Nice people. I think you’ll like them.”


    Raeln’s eyes narrowed farther. He knew a trap and his body language told Ilarra that was exactly how he was treating this.


    Asha led the way out from the middle of the village, occasionally giving Raeln an even-tempered stare that made him hurry up. Despite being two feet shorter than her son, there was no doubt that Asha was still able to give Raeln any orders she wished without any question from him at all. The whole way, Raeln kept his head low as he followed right beside her.


    By contrast, Ilarra was looking all around for somewhere to run. She knew Raeln would track her down if she did take off, but she could not help herself. She had no desire to be married off and knew that Raeln was equally averse to the idea. Ilarra could certainly refuse the “suggestion,” but if Raeln was bullied into it by his mother, Ilarra would be expected to marry the brother of Raeln’s spouse sooner or later. She could probably buy herself a few years, but the questions about when and not if she would marry would eventually be too much. The whole thing was demeaning and Ilarra wanted to cry, run, and vomit…maybe all three.


    The group passed through the sparse woods, following one of many paths through the snow that came and went from the village. All such paths went to the various farmsteads in the area, though given how little traveling the villagers did even between the center of the village and the farms, the paths were easy to lose. Only the fact that it had not snowed recently allowed her to see the direction they were going by watching the footprints of whoever had passed through last.


    They eventually came out to another area where the trees thinned and mostly ended at the edge of the plains. Long rows of corn grew between them and a small farmhouse, where Ilarra could distantly see someone waiting for them.


    Farms like this one were some of the most difficult to maintain and were largely abandoned in favor of ones farther into the trees, where raiders would have to look for them. Out here on the plains, a farm was an easy target, so anyone living on one was generally trained to fight for their lives or assist those who could.


    The location certainly explained the situation her father had explained, as any children of the family—wildling or elven—would want to be able to defend themselves and their family. Both children wanting to be warriors would be a natural desire if they had the inclination to fight for their family’s safety.


    From the house, an older elven woman began walking in their direction. The woman was stocky, likely having worked her own farm for decades.


    “Greetings, elder,” the woman announced as they neared, walking up to Ilarra’s father and clasping his forearm. “I trust the journey was uneventful?”


    “It was, in no small thanks to scouts like your children,” he answered, smiling. “Are Rolus and Ishande joining us?”


    Ilarra popped her head up and stared at the woman, before looking at her father. He smiled but did not look back at her. She suddenly felt stupid for not having asked. Now, the prospect of a marriage did not seem so bad, after all.


    Raeln gave Ilarra a sidelong glance that gave her no indication of his thoughts, though she felt torn between vague relief and even more panic. She had dreamt of marrying Rolus since she was a child, but having it become an obligation for both of them was hardly what she had hoped for. Worse still was the idea of Raeln feeling trapped into marrying Ishande, who still terrified Ilarra. Nonetheless, now she wanted to argue in favor of the arrangement.


    Ilarra’s father turned to gesture toward Raeln and Ilarra, saying, “My bonded’s child, Raeln, and my own daughter, Ilarra. Assuming they are not inappropriate for some reason, I believe we can begin introductions between them and your children. They have met before, but it would be best if they reacquainted themselves under the current discussions.”


    Glancing over, Ilarra saw Raeln’s eyes widen. He took a very slight step back, only to be shoved forward again by his mother. Raeln closed his eyes and took a deep breath, shooting a glare at Ilarra. Whether he knew beforehand exactly why they were there or not, he knew for certain now.


    The farmer nodded in agreement and motioned toward the home. A second later, Rolus and Ishande appeared and began walking their way.


    Both warriors had cleaned up and donned simple clothing they appeared incredibly uncomfortable in. For the first time that Ilarra had seen, neither carried weapons, though both occasionally touched their hips where a weapon should have hung. From what Ilarra could see as they got closer, they looked very nearly as nervous as she felt, with Ishande’s sagging ears and whiskers hinting at near-nausea, which was a perfect match for Raeln’s expression.


    Once the two got closer, Asha stepped up and motioned for Raeln to go with Ishande. She gave Ilarra a similar look, gesturing for her to scurry off with Rolus. It was not so much a request as an order.


    “Go talk with him,” her father suggested, softening Asha’s orders. “I’ll talk with his mother a while and see if this is a good idea or not. No pressure, you know that.”


    Ilarra tried to believe him, then saw the way Asha was watching Raeln and Ishande. The old wolf might not be able to make Raeln marry, but Ilarra could understand if he did not say “no” to her suggestions. When Raeln did not move fast enough, Asha actually shoved him toward Ishande, who smirked and seemed to relax somewhat at Raeln’s dismay.


    Snarling half-heartedly at his mother, who did not so much as blink, Raeln’s ears soon drooped and he motioned with his head toward the south. Ishande nodded and set off in that direction with Raeln several steps behind. They both gave several nervous glances back at Asha as they went, dragging their paws in the shallow snow.


    “We have a hot tea inside waiting,” the older woman told those remaining, as she eyed Ilarra. “The children can go walk and join us shortly.”


    Ilarra followed Rolus as he trudged off through the snow, making a slow circuit around the edges of the untouched snow in their fields. They said nothing for the first few minutes, but when they did, the conversation was short and to the point, neither comfortable with the position they found themselves in.


    He asked at one point, “Did you know they were going to push for this?”


    “Maybe a week ago.”


    Rolus nodded and continued on, then finally stopped as they came around the last portion of the field, facing the farmhouse again with a section of the scrub trees off to their west. The mountains were visible high over the trees, but much of the horizon was lost to the snow and young evergreens.


    “My sister considers him the best match in this village,” admitted Rolus, glancing off toward where Raeln and Ishande had gone. “She wants nothing to do with marriage and children yet, but if she has to marry, she would choose him over anyone else here.”


    “You think they’ll agree to marry?”


    “If Ishande’s mother were alive and anything like Raeln’s, she wouldn’t dare say no. I’d be surprised if Raeln manages to stall a week before he asks for Ishande’s permission. When he does, she will accept to avoid having to choose someone less suitable.”


    Ilarra’s stomach clenched painfully. “Would that be a problem if they marry?’ asked Ilarra nervously.


    Rolus gave her a surprised look, then laughed and smiled before saying, “If it makes them happy, no. He’s a good match for her and I’ve been wanting to spend time with you for a while, Ilarra. Not marriage, mind you, but I was thinking something less permanent. I won’t push for marriage, but I promise not to refuse either. When or if you are ready, we can talk about it then. In the meantime, our parents can make all the plans they want without us. I’d like us to make our own choices when the time is right.”


    Thankful that he had not bought into their parents’ rushed mindset, Ilarra leaned over and gave Rolus a quick kiss on the cheek, making him blush and smile.


    “Thank you for understanding,” she offered. “This came out of nowhere and I’m…I’m not ready to even think about it.”


    Rolus chuckled nervously and replied, “You think I am? Ishande and I want to prove ourselves among the hunters, not settle down and plow fields or raise children. I’m sure you and Raeln have your own plans that don’t involve us. Besides, I think Ishande wants to beat Raeln in a fight before she agrees to anything.”


    A loud whistle startled Ilarra, and Rolus snapped to attention, reaching for the weapon he did not have.


    “What was that?” demanded Ilarra, looking around.


    “Ishande,” he explained, searching for his sister as he took Ilarra by the arm. “She whistles to let me know something is coming, since she can’t yell, though I think it’s still cheating. Tribal barbarians most likely. Get to the house.”


    “I can help,” argued Ilarra, digging in her feet when he tried to push her. “I’m not helpless. I have some magic and you’re unarmed. We should find our siblings and get weapons for you two.”


    Rolus looked ready to tell her to run, then nodded grimly. “Follow me. We’ll cut through the field and meet them on the far side. They’re closer to where we have weapons stashed, and anything coming this way will have to come through us.”


    Running into the open field between them and the farmhouse, Rolus somehow managed to push through the knee-deep snow that had gotten caught between the dead plants without slowing. Thankfully, the trail he left gave Ilarra a little room to move, though she lagged behind him, the snow dragging down her dress, cloak, and boots. Every time she got more than a few steps behind him, Rolus would stop and help her catch up.


    They eventually reached the far side of the field, closer to the dense trees that lay between the farm and Hyeth itself. As they broke out into the shallower snow near the house, Ishande and Raeln came running up from the trees, looking as worried as Ilarra felt. Ishande began pointing at the trees to the south.


    “South?” Rolus asked, stopping to look around. “The tribes come from west or east…”


    Just then, a wildling burst from the trees, running hard toward them with a sword in his hand. In dismay, Ilarra realized it was the wolf wildling they had lost just outside Hyeth. He looked at them and ran even harder, the sword held at the ready.


    “Ishande?” asked Rolus, relaxing somewhat.


    The wildling woman nodded and patted Raeln’s arm, then turned to face the rapidly approaching wolf. When he got close to the group, Ishande rushed him, grabbing his wrist mid-step to keep him from using his weapon. She used his momentum and her grip on his arm to roll past him and throw him off-balance, then leapt onto his back, driving her elbow into his neck. With a pained grunt, the man collapsed and rolled onto his back, the sword tumbling away into the snow.


    “I’m not here to hurt anyone!” the stranger said quickly, raising his hands to shield his face as Ishande stood over him, her hand held high with her claws at the ready. “I smelled people and elves and wanted to get here to warn you.”


    “People…and elves?” Ilarra asked angrily, following Rolus and Raeln as they moved up on the newcomer cautiously. “What is that supposed to mean?”


    Smirking, the wolf shrugged, then took notice of Raeln. “I know you,” the wolf said, dropping his hands. “I’m going to get hit again, aren’t I?”


    Raeln swung his fist hard at the smaller wildling, much to the amusement of Ishande, who stepped back to watch. Judging by her expression, Ilarra guessed she was admiring Raeln again, though she may as well have been gauging the quality of a steak the way she eyed him.


    The punch went wide as the other wolf rolled and hooked Raeln’s arm. With a twist of his whole body, he spun Raeln around, clearly intending to flip him. On any other warrior Ilarra had ever seen that would have worked, but Raeln had not been trained like most.


    Rolling with the momentum used against him, Raeln reversed the grip mid-tumble, flipping the other man onto his back. Raeln did not hesitate to kick the unnamed wildling in the face before he could move, dazing him.


    “He’s an escaped prisoner from Lantonne,” Ilarra explained quickly. “It’s okay. They have some history. Just let them sort it out.”


    Raeln grabbed the other wildling by the arm, pulling him upright by the wrist, cocked far behind his back.


    In the distance, Ilarra saw Rolus’ mother and her own father emerge from the cabin and begin heading in their direction.


    “Why are you on my land?” Rolus demanded as Raeln turned the wildling man to face him. “Explain yourself and give me your name or I’ll let him start popping your limbs off. I might let Ishande take turns, too.”


    If the wolf had any fear whatsoever, he certainly did not show it. He studied Ishande a moment and smiled at her as though they were old friends. “The female? Nice choice…can she go first beating on me?” he asked, grinning a toothy smile.


    In immediate reaction, Raeln drove a knee into the man’s ribs.


    “Argh! Right…Greth was what my father called me,” the man answered, then grunted a little as Raeln tugged at his already-strained arm. “Like I said, I came here to warn everyone.”


    “About what?” asked Ilarra.


    Pointing with his left hand toward the south, Greth said, “That.”


    Ilarra looked in the direction he was pointing, seeing only the trees at first. Then, farther out, she spotted dozens of shapes headed in their direction. They stumbled and tripped in the snow but pushed on straight toward the house.


    “Undead,” she whispered, but no one moved. “Undead!”


    The army began to pour out of the woods, hundreds of partially-decayed corpses marching, many with snow or ice on them that did not melt as it should have on a living being. Upon spotting Ilarra and the others, the group surged forward. It would take them minutes to reach the group through the deeper snow closer to the trees.


    Rolus’ mother was the first to react. “Rolus, Ishande, Raeln…slow them if you can. Ilarra’s parents and I will try to get back to the library and warn the others. Buy us a minute if you can, but retreat quickly!”


    Raeln looked between his captive and the undead, clearly torn about what to do.


    “Let the savage idiot go,” Ilarra insisted and Raeln obeyed, releasing his grip on Greth. “Right now, he’s not a concern. He’ll fight or he’ll die, too. It’s in his best interest to help.”


    Muttering something, Greth shoved Raeln off of him and rolled onto his feet. He gave Ishande a coy smile that elicited a glare from both her and Raeln, then motioned somewhat northeast. “They cut off the main paths between here and the village,” the man warned. “Go a little more north and you can get around them before they notice. I would have told you sooner but some moron was kicking me.”


    Raeln took the rear with Ishande and Rolus, while the older members of the group pushed on ahead, keeping Ilarra pretty much in the middle. The warriors kept checking behind themselves as they made their way through the dense trees, slowing their pace occasionally to let the non-combatants get farther ahead.


    To allow Raeln to stay back with Rolus and Ishande, Greth kept farther up in the group, occasionally helping Ilarra’s father and Rolus’ mother keep their footing on the slick snow. Asha needed no such help and Greth made no overtures of trying. If anything, Ilarra thought he was deferring to her as the leader of the group and helping those she glanced at with concern.


    Once the outlying buildings of Hyeth came into sight, Ilarra’s father stopped abruptly and turned to her, ignoring the prodding of Greth to hurry.


    “Ilarra,” her father said, “let the warriors know we’re under attack, then meet at the library. We’ll use it as our last defense, if they come this way.”


    Not bothering to reply, Ilarra broke from the group and ran toward where the hunters and warriors tended to gather when they were in the village. The south end of the village was meant to be an open area for public use, but long ago the warriors had mostly turned it into a training grounds. If any of the warriors were around, whoever was there would know how to find them quickly.


    The woods thinned and finally ended as Ilarra ran hard into the clearing, her lungs burning and her legs aching from running through the ankle-deep snow. Thankfully, as she headed for the training area, a half dozen men with bows who had been firing at hay bales turned and began running toward her, grabbing weapons as they went.


    “Raiders?” demanded one of the wolf wildlings. He looked genuinely disappointed when Ilarra shook her head.


    “Undead!” she gasped. “Attacking the western farms. Father wants everyone to get to the library.”


    “Get yourself there,” another man told her, shouldering a full quiver of arrows as he spoke. “We’ll round people up and send them there. If your father needs to bar the doors, make sure to sound a horn so we know not to keep telling people that it’s safe to head that way.”


    The men ran off before Ilarra could say more, leaving her panting in the clearing. Somehow, the warriors drew more of their friends without a single call that she heard, and soon nearly two dozen elven and wildling men were heading toward the west in an attempt to intercept.


    Ilarra ran back toward the main part of the village, calling out to people as she went. It did not take long and she was trailed by nearly every man, woman, and child who lived within Hyeth, all making their way toward the library, the only building large enough to temporarily house them during an attack.


    The library itself had already begun to look like a fortress by the time they got there. The main room had been cleared of tables, all of which were now piled on their sides just inside the double-doors. The tactic of securing the library had been practiced many times in the past when the tribal people had approached town, but never had it been more than just practice.


    Inside, Raeln and Greth were dragging heavy furniture to the entry steps and throwing it outside, clearing more room for people within and creating hazards on the stairs that would slow any approach by a large force. Piles of weapons lay behind the two men, brought up from the building’s cellar for the villagers to use if the undead made it through the thick library doors.


    Ilarra stood back and let the others rush past her into the library, waiting facing the western woods until everyone was inside. Once she was sure that no one else was coming, she started to turn toward the steps of the library, then stopped and looked back at the woods.


    No more than fifty feet out in the trees, a small girl stared back at Ilarra. She was not moving and did not look afraid, but her intense stare made Ilarra nervous. In a village as small as Hyeth, the elven child would be someone Ilarra should know, but she did not. Where she had come from, Ilarra could not imagine.


    “Father?” Ilarra called over her shoulder, then let the word trail off as she saw a dozen men and women—mostly human—come from the woods around the girl, ignoring her completely.


    Unlike the child, the newcomers were almost all bloodied or missing limbs. Some had deep gashes that split their faces, as though they had already marched through a war. Few held weapons, but they did not need them to make Ilarra’s chest tighten. The vacant stares of the dead did far more to frighten her than any weapons would.


    Turning and scrambling up the steps, Ilarra practically leapt into Raeln’s arms as he pulled her inside. She hurriedly got out of the way as Greth and Raeln shut the doors just as groans outside neared.


    They no sooner had barred the door than multiple impacts against the outside signaled the arrival of the undead forces.


    “Someone make the horn call for the people still out there!” Ilarra shouted over the fearful murmurings of the villagers.


    At the far end of the room, she saw a young man run up the steps to the upper story, where the signal horns were always kept.


    Incessant pounding at the door made Ilarra move away, though the doors held and did not so much as move.


    “The warriors are coming back!” someone shouted from upstairs, making Raeln frown as he stared at the bar on the doors.


    Raeln motioned to Greth and a burly elven youth, then pointed to the bar. The others took up positions at either end of the bar, then looked to Raeln. Centering himself where the doors came together, Raeln took a deep breath and nodded at the men.


    With a heave, the two men threw aside the bar, unlocking the doors. As they did, the doors were kicked inwards by dozens of groaning corpses, reaching for the first target they could see…Raeln.


    Ilarra could see past Raeln that there were no less than thirty of the creatures, all milling at the entrance to the library, trying to get past the handful that were stumbling into the now-open doorway. Beyond their group, Rolus, Ishande, and three more warriors were fighting a second, smaller group of dead, slowly making their way toward the building. They would have to go straight through the undead on the steps to get inside. The rest of the hunters and warriors were either somewhere else or dead already.


    In horror, Ilarra realized that the child she had seen was clinging to Rolus’ leg, trying to bite him. She was one of the undead.


    Silent as death, Raeln practically closed his eyes as he began kicking and punching at the undead, while blocking with his forearms, an intricate dance that broke bones and knocked his targets aside. Even if the dead could not feel the pain from his powerful strikes, their bodies could still be moved and thrown, disrupting the charge of those behind them as he used the slavering creatures’ momentum against them.


    Waiting where Raeln had begun his charge, Ilarra did what little she could to slow the zombies that slipped past Raeln. He took care of nearly all those on the stairs as he made his way toward Ishande and Rolus, but several times Ilarra had to call forth magic to knock an undead away that had slipped over the sides of the staircase. The magic did nothing to stop the creatures, but it did slow and push them away, clearing Raeln’s path a little. It was about the only spell she knew that might even do that much, and it was as strong as she could manage without making herself sick. Even that she could feel sapping her strength and knew that, if Raeln did not hurry, she would be unable to help even that much. It was humiliating knowing that for all the power at her disposal, she could do little more than what Raeln could manage with a few casual swings of his fist.


    It took Raeln about two minutes to reach the others, while Greth and two hunters fell in at Ilarra’s sides, wielding swords to keep the undead from getting onto the last step. The creatures snarled and hissed, but did not so much as recoil from the injuries the men dealt them.


    Once Raeln was past the main group of undead, he pushed into the other group, letting Ishande and Rolus begin moving as the undead tried to deal with attacks from ahead and behind. None of the zombies stayed down, but it was enough to get everyone running toward the library, with Ishande and Rolus at the rear of the small group and Raeln leading the way back through the creatures he had just fought past.


    “Give them an opening!” Ilarra said loudly, hoping the others could hear her.


    Using magical blasts to knock creatures aside as quickly as she could, Ilarra felt as though she were going to vomit at any moment. The magic was draining her faster than she cared to admit, but she was not about to stop so long as Raeln was outside. She would find a way to keep fighting until those doors were closed again, even if it killed her.


    At her sides, the hunters and Greth fought just as hard, pushing their way out onto the top step as Raeln reached them. They held back the flood of broken bodies that tried to force their way into the room as Raeln dove inside, covered in sickly black blood that was likely a mix of his own and the corpses’. He was immediately followed by two of the warriors he had gone to save.


    A second later, Ishande slid past the doors and collapsed near Raeln as she clutched dozens of bleeding wounds. She grinned happily at the people inside, looking more exhilarated than hurt or afraid as she tied off a tourniquet on her arm to slow the blood-loss.


    Rolus was the last to run for the door, with Greth and the others beginning to fall back. He started to pass the hunters guarding the door, then fell right at Ilarra’s feet.


    Looking past the fallen man, Ilarra saw that the undead child lay on the steps, clutching Rolus’ ankle. The creature snarled and tugged, pulling the man back as more of the fallen zombies grabbed him.


    “Get him!” Ilarra cried, grabbing Rolus’ wrists.


    The others were a little slower, still fighting off the undead to keep the doors from being overrun. In the second before a young man reached for Rolus, two more undead grabbed his legs and yanked him right out of Ilarra’s grip, practically throwing him out into the crowd of bloodthirsty undead.


    Ilarra screamed as she saw blood, and then Greth slammed into her and drug her back into the library.


    “Lock it!” Greth shouted at the others, who hurriedly did as he said. “Get the wounded to the back. Any soldier still able to fight, stand at a window or these doors. Archers, get to the roof! If you see anyone standing around staring, replace them until the shock wears off!”


    Lying on the floor near the doors as they were barred again, Ilarra stared in disbelief at the spot where Rolus had been a moment earlier. She had seen the look in his eyes as he had realized that he was being pulled away and it made her insides twist. The thought of that kind of terror on a warrior made her think of her father or Raeln being dragged down like that…


    “Wake up, elf,” said Greth, kneeling in front of her. He looked over her face, then checked her arms. “You aren’t hurt. You need to keep fighting.”


    “I…I can’t. I’m no warrior.”


    “You have magic. Use it,” he told her gruffly, then stepped back in a hurry as Raeln came over. “I guess if you’re both going to be sitting here panicking, I’ll go check on the wounded.”


    Greth walked away, matching Raeln’s glowering stare as he went.


    “How many died out there?” Ilarra asked Raeln as he knelt beside her, facing the rumbling door.


    Cocking his head a little to show he was not sure, Raeln held up six fingers, then shook his head and held up eight. After a second, he shrugged and shook his head. He had no idea.


    “Why are they here?” Ilarra whispered, though she knew no one had any idea. Just voicing the question helped in some small way.


    “I need a healer back here!” shouted Greth, his voice cracking. “Now!”


    Forcing herself to stand, Ilarra staggered toward the back of the library, where most of the villagers were milling about the wounded. Along the back wall where there were no windows, Greth was kneeling in the middle of the five injured that had been taken there, clutching Ishande’s hand.


    Violently trembling, the wolf-woman was making her already severe wounds bleed all the more. Blood had begun to trickle from the edges of her muzzle from having bit into her own tongue.


    “She’s having some kind of fit,” Greth announced as Ilarra came over. He clamped his free hand on Ishande’s muzzle, keeping her mouth shut tightly. Snarling angrily, he ripped a piece of leather from the armor of a hunter standing near him and shoved it into Ishande’s mouth to keep her from tearing into her tongue further. “She’ll lose her tongue if she keeps thrashing like this. Where is the healer?”


    Ilarra scanned the faces of the people around them, then shook her head. “He would be here if he were alive. My guess is that he was one of those caught outside.”


    Reaching out as she settled to the floor, Ilarra rested her hand on Ishande’s head near her ears. Heat radiated so strongly it was uncomfortable to touch her. In the time since Ilarra had sat down, Ishande’s eyes had rolled back and she choked and her body began jerking violently while the smaller shakes continued.


    “You know what’s happening. I can see it in both your faces,” muttered Greth, looking first to Ilarra, then past her at Raeln. “What is this? She’s hurt badly, but I’ve never seen anything like this. Poison? Disease? Magic? What is it?”


    “Her bonded has died,” whispered an older elven woman nearby, shaking her head. “Poor thing.”


    Greth’s confusion was mixed with anger. “Explain. Use small words for the savage.”


    “Her body is having trouble coping as age catches up with her,” Ilarra said sadly. She took her hands away from Ishande. “When Rolus died, it severed the bond.”


    “I have no idea what that means. Is this the same thing with you two?”


    Ilarra nodded and looked back at Raeln. When she did, she saw that he was watching Ishande not with the sorrow of one watching another die, but with the fear of knowing it could, or would, happen to him as well.


    “So her elf buddy dies and it kills her, too?” demanded Greth, shifting his hand from Ishande’s muzzle to her chest in an effort to minimize the damage she was doing to herself. “How old is she? She looks no more than six.”


    “Twenty-four, give or take,” Ilarra answered. “All the extra years will be pushed on her over the next few minutes.”


    Greth’s eyes widened and he glanced up at Raeln, who motioned with his fingers that she was twenty-seven.


    “My father was well on his way to dying of old age at thirty-two,” the wolf snarled, then winced as Ishande went into another rough seizure. Wrapping his arms around her, Greth held her as still as he could. “I’d rather be thrown into chains than be someone’s pet like this. You people are disgusting.”


    The minutes passed slowly, with the occasional shout from behind them when an archer would get attacked at a window by the undead outside. In between, the only sound other than the hushed voices of the villagers was Ishande’s thrashing. Eventually, even that subsided and she lay more easily, though she drifted in and out of consciousness.


    “How long?” Greth asked softly when Ishande’s eyes closed again. “How long will she suffer like this? Ten minutes? Twenty, maybe? This has to be killing her.”


    Ilarra touched Ishande’s forehead again, feeling the same heat as before. “Some very few live through it…though they often go mad or lose the will to live. Usually, they have fits like that for a few hours, and then their hearts give out. The strongest, like her, can last a day or two before the fits end. The longest I’ve heard of is four days.”


    “This is common?” Greth asked, checking Ishande’s mouth to be sure she had not swallowed or bitten through her tongue.


    “Not overly. Most bonded die nearly at the same time.”


    Greth looked around at the crowd of elves that were staring at Ishande, then lifted his head to Raeln. “You’re going to let her lay here and die, aren’t you?” he asked angrily, then growled when Raeln lowered his head in shame. “You don’t even know how you would want to die, do you, mutt? Our kind die as alone as we can manage. That’s the way we’re built.”


    Raeln looked away, trying to look at anyone but Ishande and Greth.


    “My people would never have allowed any of this,” whispered Greth near Ishande’s ear. “You have my word on that.”


    Opening her eyes slowly, Ishande smiled at Greth. Then, noticing the crowd around them, she began to look uncomfortable and tried to push herself back against the wall but could not manage to move herself.


    Helping Ishande sit up, Greth got close to her, so Ilarra doubted anyone farther than her could hear. “Do you want to die a warrior or as a dead elf’s pet?”


    Eyes tearing up, Ishande clasped Greth’s hand and answered in a voice shaky from lack of use. “Get me away from everyone.”


    Greth immediately put his arms under Ishande’s legs and arms, hoisting her. A dozen men and women—all elven—stepped into his path, trying to block him as most asked what he was doing.


    “What is your way of dealing with this?” Greth snapped at Ilarra while Ishande let her head fall weakly against his neck. “What would you do right now?”


    “We could only wait for her to pass,” admitted Ilarra, drawing nods from several others nearby.


    “That’s not how we die,” Greth replied, though he stared at Raeln when he said it. “Is there a cellar or another way out of here?”


    Ilarra pointed to a corner of the room. “There’s a cellar, but it doesn’t go outside. The only way out is through the front doors or off the roof.”


    Greth started walking toward the cellar doors, shoving past any elf who got in his way. Halfway there, Raeln ran over and intercepted him, blocking his path.


    “Back down, you muzzled dog,” snarled Greth, but Raeln did not move.


    Ilarra got to her feet quickly, wondering if the two men were going to come to blows. Just as she thought Greth might put Ishande down and attack, it was Ishande who made the first move, gently laying a hand on Raeln’s chest. She kept it there just a moment, then weakly pushed him aside.


    “I’ll go do what you can’t,” Greth told Raeln as he passed. “When I come back, I want answers to a lot of questions. Have your master answer them or I’ll beat them out of you.”


    Kicking open the cellar door, Greth left with Ishande, as Ilarra followed slowly. When she neared the door, it was Raeln that stopped her.


    “Raeln,” Ilarra pleaded, pointing at the open cellar door, “you know he’s going to kill her, right?”


    Raeln’s eyes tightened in silent agony and he nodded, but he kept Ilarra from going past him.


    Staring past her brother, Ilarra heard the light thumps of Greth’s feet on the wooden stairs end. She began to panic, trying to push past Raeln, but he grabbed her and held her firm.


    “I order you to let me go,” Ilarra said without thinking.


    Standing abruptly straight, Raeln released her, but stared at her with a hurt expression.


    “I’m not…I didn’t mean you’re my pet…he’s wrong, Raeln,” she tried, but he shook his head and walked away, taking a place among the other warriors waiting for the undead banging at the front doors to get inside.


    Unsure of herself without Raeln at her side, Ilarra hesitated but finally convinced herself to go through the cellar doors. She went down the steps slowly, then stopped as Greth stepped into the light at the bottom, resheathing a knife.


    “If you came to say your goodbyes, you’re too late,” he practically spat at her. “Ishande wanted to die alone…not surrounded by gawking elves.”


    “You…killed her? You really did it?”


    Greth snorted. “I gave her the means to do what she wanted, and then I left her alone. It was what she wanted and it’s how our kind always die. No warrior…no wildling…wants to die slowly, while weaker people watch.”


    “It’s not our way…”


    “Your way is ignorant,” he told her as he came up the steps. “When the battle is over, I also expect you to burn the body…or is that also not your way?”


    “It’s not.”


    “It is now. If you leave her and the others intact, those undead will drag the bodies back to their masters. If I ever see Ishande come shambling up to me as a zombie, I will make sure that you and your pet die before I do.”


    Greth clipped Ilarra’s shoulder hard enough she nearly fell over, but she grabbed the handrail and steadied herself. Staring down into the dark cellar, she wanted to go to Ishande, to see what Greth had allowed to happen, but she could not bring herself to take another step in that direction.


    Reluctantly, Ilarra went back up the steps and found Greth standing off to one side of the main room facing Raeln. The air around them was so uncomfortable that all of the villagers—elves and wildlings alike—had moved a fair distance from the two men. Even the older wildling hunters had directed their attention anywhere but the men. Ilarra had seen much the same behavior when two hunters had fought to the death over a dispute years earlier.


    “Your pet here doesn’t want to tell me what’s going on,” Greth said as Ilarra came closer, never breaking his unblinking stare at Raeln. “I want to see what’s going on outside while you two explain yourselves, so we’re going upstairs. I saw windows up there and I’m hoping we have archers already doing their jobs.”


    “We should,” Ilarra told him, but he never so much as glanced at her as he spun and headed for the steps.


    Feeling like a scolded child, Ilarra followed Greth up the steps with Raeln close behind.


    At the top of the stairs, a group of mostly elves was already standing around the more open upper floor where Ilarra and her father lived, her father standing among them. Most of the men carried bows, but two elven men and one wildling woman carried no weapons. These she recognized as her father’s apprentices in magic. The apprentices were those that had excelled before she had even joined the classes but who had also chosen to remain in Hyeth rather than seek training in Lantonne.


    “Get to the windows and kill everything that moves out there,” barked Greth as he surveyed the room, though the archers were already doing that. Focusing on the partitioned area where Ilarra’s father slept, he walked past the elves and around the dividing wall.


    Ilarra hesitated in the open area, trying not to meet her father’s questioning look. She did not have the heart to tell him that not only were Rolus and Ishande dead, but that Greth had a hand in it, even if he meant well. Finally, she overcame her reluctance and followed Greth.


    Once Ilarra and Raeln were both in the room, Greth shoved a sliding wall across the entrance to the small area to give them the sense of privacy. “I want answers right now as to what in all the blazing hells is going on in this village or I leave, even if it gets me killed,” Greth demanded in a low tone, obviously trying to keep his voice from carrying to the archers in the main room. “Start talking, pup.”


    Raeln looked over at Ilarra, which only seemed to further sour Greth’s disposition.


    “I’m not asking her,” Greth snapped as Ilarra opened her mouth to answer. “Anything she says is like finding deer shit. It catches your attention and might point toward what you’re looking for, but it’s certainly not what I want.”


    Glancing between Greth and Ilarra frantically, Raeln patted his throat and shook his head.


    “Don’t give me that. Answer my question.”


    “He can’t talk,” Ilarra answered for Raeln, drawing an angry glare from Greth. “The bonded cannot speak. It’s part of the oath they take.”


    Rolling his eyes, Greth turned back to Raeln, grabbing a handful of the taller man’s chest fur where it came out of his shirt. Using that as leverage, he pulled Raeln down so their faces were even.


    “Ishande talked to me before she died. You’ll talk now. You want to keep your little promise in public…fine. I was kind enough to pull you two aside before asking questions, so do me the honor of answering me.”


    Unsure if Raeln had even tried to talk in years, Ilarra saw the frustration and nervousness in her brother’s face, often glancing toward her as though he were being asked to betray her directly.


    “If you can, go ahead,” Ilarra told him, touching Raeln’s arm gently. “No one but us needs to know.”


    Grumbling softly, Raeln slapped aside Greth’s hand. “Ow,” said Raeln very quietly, rubbing at his chest. “Now what do you want? I’d rather this be done so I can stop breaking an oath.”


    Smiling grimly, Greth leaned against the building’s wall. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Let’s start with how old you are, pup. You did some finger-waggling before, but adding isn’t something I’m great at. I’m pretty sure I got it wrong.”


    “Twenty-seven.”


    Greth groaned and rubbed the bridge of his long nose. “I’m four and you look my age,” he said to himself. “This is insane. My father would be shedding his fur in the afterlife if he knew I even helped slavers.”


    “These people are not slavers,” Raeln answered quickly, but closed his mouth when Greth raised a hand to stop him.


    “Can you choose to walk away and let her die to an angry mob if she were a horrible person who murders pups in their beds? I’m not saying she is, but she could be…elf and all.”


    “No. I would die like Ishande.”


    “Then you are her slave. By oath or by chains, you’re still hers. I didn’t travel halfway across Eldvar to save some Lantonnian slavers from the army of the dead. If I wanted to cuddle up with slavers, I could have stayed near Altis and been a lot safer.”


    Raeln’s ears drooped slightly and he nodded. “I understand that you don’t approve,” he told Greth. “This was my choice as a child—to protect her, like my parents protected hers, and their parents before them. It’s a mutual agreement to help protect this village.”


    “Mutual? What does the knife-ears give up?”


    Ilarra replied for Raeln, wanting to say something harsh, but she knew it would have sounded trite. “I gave up a third of my life and much of the magic I could have learned. Any skills I learn make Raeln stronger in some fashion, though those he learns are not shared with me. If he dies, there will be no tremors or madness for me…I will die on the spot.”


    That seemed to soften Greth’s expression, though only briefly. “Until we get out of here, I’ll put up with this foolishness,” he told them, shaking his head sadly. “If we can get past the undead, I’m gone and you’ll never see me again. If they kill us, it really doesn’t…”


    The entire building shook and the faint conversation in the main part of the outside room turned to shouts of alert between the archers. A crackling of wood downstairs reverberated through the whole library as the building shook again.


    “I thought I’d have more time to regret not killing you both,” sighed Greth, shoving aside the sliding wall. “Let’s go meet our fates. I missed my parents anyway.”


    Ilarra ran out past Greth and looked for her father. He was standing near a pair of archers, who were firing endlessly out the front windows, toward the library’s entrance.


    “Get everyone who can’t fight into the cellar,” her father called over his shoulder. “The doors won’t hold. Something is out there helping the undead. The zombies are throwing themselves into our arrows to keep it safe.”


    With the two wildlings close behind her, Ilarra rushed to the steps and down into the main library room where the villagers were backing rapidly away from the doors. Even as Ilarra came down, the doors shook as they were struck again, this time letting in a wave of smoke and dust. The crackling of the wood mingled with the sound of fire outside.


    Near the doors, all of the remaining hunters and warriors waited with raised weapons for the undead to break through. They would not have to wait long, judging by the look of the doors.


    Ilarra went to the gathered villagers and began herding them toward the cellar. It took very little prodding to get the frightened people to head down the stairs. By the time the doors rumbled again, nearly every person was crowded into the large cellar, though many remained on the stairs for lack of room.


    The next impact on the doors made Ilarra look back as she closed the door to the cellar, cutting off the villagers from those who were trained to fight and Ilarra herself. Trained or not, she intended to remain with Raeln until the end. Her fate was tied to his either way, so she would far rather die fighting to protect him than die alone and cowering in the basement.


    Flames licked at the entry doors when Ilarra looked back toward them, seeping through large cracks that had been battered into them. The entirety of the boards creaked and bent inwards as the warriors, including Raeln and Greth, braced themselves for whatever was trying to get through. No one said anything, standing perfect still and holding their weapons ready for what came at them next.


    A final crash against the doors blew them inwards in a rush of flame and smoke, forcing everyone back several steps as they covered their faces.


    The wave of heat that hit Ilarra burned her eyes and lungs, making her choke as she fell back with the others. She half-expected to open her eyes and see the horde of zombies charging into the library, intent on killing everyone, but she blinked away the smoke and saw the broken and bloodied corpses standing peacefully at the entrance. The undead closest to where the doors had been were burned, some to the point that they had little meat left on them.


    Standing at the center of the creatures stood a single human man in a simple black robe, who meekly clasped his hands together and smiled at everyone inside as he took his first step into the library. His slight frame was made frightening by the faint red glow that came from the depths of his hood, as though his face were aflame somewhere under there.


    “Open doors make good neighbors,” the man said, giggling slightly to himself. “Put down your weapons. I did not come here to kill everyone. Maybe a few, but not all. I have other reasons for coming. We should talk.”


    The half-circle of warriors closed in on the man, blocking his advancement into the room. Swords and spears pressed against his chest, but he smiled. Weathered features of an old man belied his calm in the face of so many deadly warriors. Ilarra could not imagine even a magister being comfortable without room between themselves and a soldier’s weapon, yet this strange fellow smiled absently.


    “Bring down all your wizards and healers and whatnot. I saw a few through the windows upstairs. I would speak with them before I leave. Hurry along…be good little soldiers and fetch. My master has a proposition for them.”


    To Ilarra everyone looked to be nervous and she could understand completely. The man had to be a necromancer, a master of the dead. If he came alone, that was a testament to his power, as Altis would never have sent a single necromancer with so many troops if they did not think he could complete the job, whatever that was. The calm of the man was what made him so frightening.


    It was Greth that unnerved Ilarra more than the necromancer. For all the man’s stubborn drive to that point, the moment the human had entered, something had snapped in him. He looked around frantically, his fur standing on end. When he was not searching for an escape route, he stared with wide eyes at the human’s face as though he knew or suspected something about him.


    “Greth!” Ilarra whispered as two warriors ran to get her father and the other wizards. The necromancer’s attention was on them, giving her a brief moment where she might be able to talk.


    Backing slowly toward her, nearly tripping over Raeln, Greth never took his eyes off the human.


    “What do you know about him?” she asked softly. “You’ve seen him before?”


    Shaking his head, Greth whispered back, “No. I know what he is or can guess. No tattoos, but only one type of person dresses like that and travels with the armies of the dead. Turessians. They keep popping up every time the undead do. The red eyes are what my pack’s healer told me to watch for.”


    “I have no idea what that is. A tribesman?”


    “Nothing so easy to kill. One of these murdered my father and an ancient druid from our pack. The two of them I believed could take down armies if they wanted…one of these men killed both and walked away unhurt.”


    Ilarra did not need to look over at Raeln to feel his nervousness grow. The large man practically radiated the feel of worry.


    “Can he be killed?” she asked a second later as her father appeared at the stairs. “Is there a way?”


    Greth shook his head. “We blew that war golem apart trying to stop the army and a few of these guys. From what your city’s guards told me when they were torturing me, every Turessian in the quarry got out. If a war golem can’t kill them, no one here stands a chance.”


    Ilarra’s father came down the remaining steps, followed by his apprentices and Asha. He glanced briefly at Ilarra, and then Asha motioned for Ilarra to stay back. A second gesture by Asha—her hands mostly hidden by the robed men near her—was likely for Raeln, given that she made it in the very precise language of hand-movements the bonded wildlings had used for years: “Run away.”


    Deep down, Ilarra wished she had no idea what those furtive hand motions meant, but she felt Raeln step close to her. He would drag her from the room if he had to once he saw a chance. There was no chance of him disobeying his mother’s orders, when she was clearly this concerned.


    “You called for all the wizards,” said Ilarra’s father, loud enough that the room could hear. Ilarra saw him step between the necromancer and Asha, apparently trying to hide her gestures. “I and my apprentices are here. What is it you want and what would it take for you to leave this village?”


    The black-robed man smiled and gave a deep bow toward Ilarra’s father, replying as he rose. “Thank you for coming down. I wanted to see if there were those among you strong enough to do what I need…I believe we are both in luck. I wanted to trade the shell you see in for something better. He has served his purpose and is weakening too quickly for me to continue using him.”


    “I will not serve Altis or lead my people to do so,” Ilarra’s father snapped. “Do not even ask.”


    “I would not dream of it. Please, hear me out before you have your soldiers attack me. I’ve done nothing to harm anyone here…not directly anyway…so I ask that you give me the chance to explain. There is only so much I can do to hold this army of undead at bay when they really want to eat your people.”


    “You have one minute,” replied Ilarra’s father firmly, sounding for all the world like he was in some semblance of control over the situation. “At the end of that minute, you will leave or my people will strike you down.”


    The Turessian smiled broadly, his face wrinkling deeply. “Contrary to what you might think,” the man began, folding his hands again, “my master does not serve Altis, nor do I. This particular shell came from farther north in the mountains, where the oracles of Urishaan reign…as a hint to any of you thinking to go to them, they cannot see the future, so do not ask me to try. Their culture uses tricks and lies to give that impression. I know I was disappointed.”


    Ilarra’s father never took his eyes off the man, but Asha was watching Raeln and Ilarra. While the man spoke, she gave her order to Raeln again, and this time, he nodded subtly to acknowledge her.


    “In truth, I came here to see the results of a project of mine,” the man went on, lowering his hood. He appeared as nothing more than an old human man until one looked at his eyes. Even in the well-lit library, the man’s eyes glowed with a fiery red light. “I believe I perfected my formula back in Altis, but I did not have to worry so much about wildlings there. Given their numbers in this village, I had to see what would come of my work. Perhaps you could offer me a cup of water?”


    Ilarra’s father appeared very nearly as confused as she felt. “I understand almost none of what you are saying,” Ilarra’s father finally told the man.


    The man smiled, adding, “I’ve spent weeks poisoning all of you. You should feel the effects soon enough. If my calculations are correct, your youngest and oldest residents should have trouble breathing already and in a few more hours…”


    Acting swiftly, Greth grabbed a sword from one of the warriors’ hands, driving it hard into the Turessian man’s chest.


    The man wavered slightly and frowned at Greth, his eyes flaring more brightly. “Move aside, wildling,” he warned darkly, shoving Greth hard enough that he tumbled into a pile of chairs that had been pushed to one side of the room. “Your barbaric methods will do little to harm this body. Now is not the time to give this one false hope. I only just broke him.”


    The other warriors standing around the man backed up almost in unison.


    To Ilarra’s right, the apprentices fanned out, staying just behind the warriors to give themselves time to form spells as Ilarra’s father had taught them. She mimicked them, changing her position so that Raeln could defend her if the undead charged while she attempted to fight.


    Nearer Ilarra’s father, Asha waited with a feigned demure look that she sometimes used when strangers were around, attempting to make them believe she was a servant and not a warrior in her own right. If fighting broke out, she would be in the front lines, tearing into the enemy with whatever weapons she could grab or resorting to fangs and claws if that was insufficient. Ilarra fully expected Asha to be the only one to rival Raeln for the bloodshed she would leave in her wake if things went that far.


    The Turessian slowly pulled the sword from his chest and dropped it to the floor. He smiled absently at the weapon while rubbing at his chest. When he lowered his hand, the gash in his robe remained, but the pale skin beneath was whole once more. The glow in the man’s eyes faded until Ilarra could barely tell it was there.


    “I have lived hundreds of years,” the man explained, pausing to slowly push aside the tip of a spear held by one of the village’s warriors with his finger, grinning as he did so. “I doubt any among you have the power to do more than bother me. If I wanted to kill you, I would have already done so. Eighteen cities have bowed to me already. Your village will not stop my efforts.”


    “Why tell us any of this?” demanded Ilarra’s father, though he had begun to look genuinely afraid. “If you did poison us, you could have left us to die, ignorant of what you’d done.”


    “To be honest, this is done to show the shell I wear how hopeless things have gotten. Once he is done being broken, he will be far more useful. Those with morals take the most work to train, and this one prided himself as being above simple necromancy. I will explain it all to you later. For now, know that none of this was personal…you’re simply on my land and in the way.”


    “My grandfather’s father held these lands against the first tribesmen on the region,” Ilarra’s father countered, making a point of brushing his hair back with his fingertips to expose his pointed ear in case the human had not noticed. “No human has ever ruled these lands other than Lantonne’s king and you are not him.”


    The Turessian giggled again, as though the whole situation were a complete farce. “You are all nothing but children who play with their father’s things while he is away. That time is coming to an end, slave.”


    Raeln checked over his shoulder, his eyes tracing a path from Ilarra to a window nearby. He was readying himself to run, even if he had to carry her.


    “What is stopping us from trying to kill you?” her father asked, giving a slight flick of his fingers at his side, warning the apprentices to ready themselves. Asha’s muscles tensed ever so slightly under her fur. “We are not so helpless as you seem to think. It may take time, but your creatures outside will fall to us.”


    “If I did not expect you to try to harm me, I would not have come inside,” the man answered, grinning madly. “As for my children…they are nothing more than an escort. Destroy them if you wish, I could not care in the slightest.”


    The apprentices launched into motion before the man finished talking, each with a different task. One threw his arms out and the remaining corpses at the door were thrown back, clearing the threshold. The other swept his arms across the room and a pair of tables flew overhead, slamming into the doorway to create a new barrier between the undead and those inside. The first then wove intricate magic that Ilarra was unfamiliar with that bent the broken hinges from the original doors around the lip of the tables, locking them in place.


    Ilarra’s father was no less swift, flinging his hands toward the Turessian, palms-first. The man slid backwards as though struck, dropping to his hands and knees to keep from being knocked over onto his back. The spell had scorched his chest and tendrils of smoke rose around his face as he sneered and steadied himself. He shook off the pain and disorientation, raising a hand to either cast a spell or throw something.


    Seeing the sudden movement by the man, Ilarra shoved past Raeln and let her own readied spell fly. The magic intended to knock his arm aside flew wide and a leg of one of the tables propped over the doorway exploded into fragments, making the man look up in surprise. Though it had hardly been her intent, the result was much the same, as his spell was forgotten.


    “I knew I’d missed one of you,” the man said, looking back at Ilarra and winking at her. “Perhaps I don’t need this old man anymore. The four of you for this one is a fair trade. He could barely contain me anyway.”


    Without anyone casting another spell, the man collapsed, his eyes glazing abruptly. The warriors rushed toward him, but by the time the first reached his side, the man’s skin had begun cracking and falling apart. In seconds, little more than his robe and a pile of dust remained.


    A hush fell over those in the room, staring in confusion at the remains of their attacker. Then, the apprentice that had cast the first spell began coughing and collapsed, falling down the steps. The other apprentice reached for him, then gagged and fell as well, landing beside his friend.


    Those who had any training in tending to the injured ran for the men, then stopped and looked around in confusion as Ilarra’s father leaned against the wall and fell into a seated position. He held his stomach and stared at the floor in dazed confusion.


    “Raeln, go see if…” began Ilarra, then dizziness washed over her.


    The next thing Ilarra knew, she was lying face-down on the floor, gasping for breath. She could hear people running around and calling out orders, but she could make out none of it. Closing her eyes, she felt like she was going to be sicker than she had ever been in her life.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Facing the Past”


    


    All shall be welcome into the tribes should they be worthy of learning. The ignorant and those who choose not to learn will be cast out or find their station lessened. We will rise as the wisest of nations, embracing the knowledge of the world, not just our own heritage.


    Knowledge rewards the seeker and might will always destroy the wielder. We will take knowledge and give it freely to those who come to us. This shall be our law and our mission, and none shall challenge it.


    


    
      - Fourth law of Turess, lost original phrasing

    


    


    All of humankind shall be welcome into the tribes should they be deemed worthy of learning. The ignorant, the foreign, the inhuman, and those who choose not to learn will be cast out or be relegated to slavery for their own lifetime and the lifetime of their children. We will rise as the wisest of nations, embracing our heritage and knowledge.


    Knowledge rewards the worthy seeker and might can show the unworthy our place in the world. We will take knowledge by force if it is denied us. This shall be our law and our mission, and none shall stand before us.


    


    
      - Fourth law of Turess, modern Turessian teaching

    


    


    Entering his room, Therec closed and barred the door behind him. He turned and slowly looked over the chamber, searching for any magic or the tingle of another living being within the walls. Nothing felt out of place, and he relaxed just a little as he looked out at the open window and the heavy snowfall outside the tower.


    Kneeling at the center of the large bedroom, Therec flared out his robes around him. He calmed his mind and began seeking the very specific magics that he had intended to use for weeks. He had been ordered not to use magic of this sort while outside of Turessi, but he had little choice. Information was what he needed most, and this was the only way he would get it without enlisting the aid of half the city to seek it out. There was no one else he could ask.


    “Master,” he said softly as magical winds drifted over him, warming him despite the snow blowing in from the window. Almost immediately, his heart began racing as the powerful spell drained much of his strength. When he opened his eyes, a dark hole hung in the air inches from his face, looking like a sort of black cloud that roiled in one place. “Council, please answer me. We must speak.”


    Though the spell normally linked to the target person at any distance instantly, Therec waited several minutes as the magic gradually sought out anyone within the council chambers of Turessi. Hundreds of miles away, a matching black cloud would be drifting through the temple, until it could find someone there. He was nearly ready to give up, wondering if the council had come to some kind of harm, when he was answered by a woman. The features of the woman’s face appeared in the smoky cloud, with the tattoos on her face and the black of her hood remaining dark, but the rest of the cloud faded to an off-white for her skin, giving her a ghastly appearance. This was normal with the magic, revealing only a simple representation of the person at the far end. The spell had been designed to gain little more than a basic idea of the face of the person on the other end, along with a clear view of their markings.


    “What is this, Preserver Therec?” the woman asked as her eyes shifted to stare at him. “You were ordered to learn more of these people and stay silent until you returned. We did not wish to hear from you for at least another year, if not longer. What warrants contacting us already?”


    Swallowing nervously, Therec bowed his head. “Council master, I need to know whether there are more of our people here. I have encountered a man with clan tattoos that I did not recognize and…”


    The woman laughed and cut him off. “Therec, you were to place yourself beside the king of that land and wait for any further orders. Why would the council reveal anything further when it might impact the tasks of others? There is a war underway, and you were to gather information on the king, not call home to check in on us every opportunity.”


    Therec lifted his head and stared at the woman who had trained him, studying the smoky image of her for emotion. There was none, not even the annoyed firmness he had come to expect to see when he had done something wrong. She was not even forcing herself to be calm…there was nothing at all in her expression.


    “Master Aphola, the king is in the next room. I have his complete trust,” Therec lied, monitoring every possible facial tick that might give him away. In person, he knew he could never lie to that woman, but the magic was imperfect that they used. She would have to listen to tone and watch for obvious clues, which he knew he could hide. “I spoke with him no more than an hour ago.”


    A flash of emotion crossed Aphola’s face and she was distinctly unhappy. “Do you think lying to me would…?” she began, but this time it was Therec that cut her off.


    “How did you know the war had begun? The cities were skirmishing for decades. When we spoke last, the war had not erupted into anything more than small land-grabs. There is something you are not telling me, councilwoman.”


    The woman’s lips curled into an amused smile, but her eyes gave no hint that there was humor backing it. “Therec, dear Therec,” she mused, cocking her head as she stared at him. “You always were the clever one. This was why we were ordered to place you where your skills would be most useful. A shame you had to survive. I was told you would die there, but something has gone wrong or changed. Your mission was to die far from home, not to reveal our secrets. Something will need to be done about this.”


    Therec clenched his gloved hands, but fought to keep his face calm. “What has happened to the council, Aphola?”


    “Nothing to concern yourself with, Preserver. You are much too far away for it to be a matter for your attention. We still control the lands and will until long after you are gone.”


    “Tell me what has happened to the clan…my wife, my child, my parents.”


    “No. You are on your own, Therec. Be a good little preserver and keep those bodies fresh and ready for our arrival. You have no further orders from the council of clans. We will not answer any further summons. May your death be swift.”


    “Aphola,” he said more firmly, raising his voice in uncontrolled anger as he stood. “What have you done?”


    “I did not do this, friend,” Aphola said more gently, her eyes showing just a hint of sadness. “You will understand someday, if all goes well. Until then, I can only say that Aphola is sorry for all that has happened to the clan and your family.”


    “Why speak as if you are someone else?”


    The image smiled broadly at him, then shook its head. “You will figure it out in time, Therec. I trust that you are a wise man. Your wisdom will mean much to the people there. Do not let your remains get buried according to their customs. We would wish to see you return to your homeland, proud of what you have done.”


    “Die alone in a storm,” cursed Therec in an old Turessian dialect, waving his hand across his body. As he did, the smoke dissipated, leaving the room quiet and empty once more. His hands shook with more anger than he could remember feeling in his life, but there was nothing to be done.


    Heading straight to his desk, Therec began laying out book after book that he had taken from the magisters’ libraries. Several he tossed aside, knowing they held nothing useful for him. It was the books on magic and northern history he began arranging in order of importance for him to read.


    He had to prepare himself for a war against his own people, and without his clan’s collected knowledge at his disposal, this would have to do.


    As Therec began searching for ideas of how to fight against an army of undead, he found himself worrying about his family. Though he had been trained to always ignore such emotion when it interfered with his duties, this once Therec embraced the fear and allowed himself to hope that they were safe somewhere.


    


    *


    


    “Sir, the enemy is falling back. Should we pursue?”


    Therec looked around in surprise. He had been lost in thought as the battle had raged on. It took him a moment to get his bearings again. After two weeks of hard riding and another of preparations for the journey, he was far too tired for what he was trying to do. Another hour and he would likely have fallen off of the horse as he nodded off.


    Seated atop a horse, Therec was among dozens of Lantonnian soldiers at the foot of the mountains, where Altis had sent out a large force to slow them. He had ordered the attack through Dorus, after convincing him that testing the enemy’s strength would be vital. The results had been about what he had expected.


    Arrayed across the foothills, more than fifty trebuchets had been arranged, surrounded by battalions of soldiers. In each battalion, Therec had insisted on no less than a hundred archers and several wizards, even if the wizard was little more than an apprentice. This, in his mind, was to be their trial by fire, an attempt to get them used to using their limited skills in the field of battle. What he had not told Dorus was that this was also a test of the enemy. He needed to know what the Turessian holed up in Altis was capable of and sending in these forces was the only sure way.


    As the commander spoke to Therec, the trebuchets continued hurling rocks into the mountains. They crashed down on the road that ran from Altis down into the plains, and every impact created a plume of fresh snow, making it easy to spot the landing. Entire sections of the cliff-lined road had collapsed, taking hundreds of undead with it. Therec doubted they were “dead,” but if their remains were buried under boulders, he would count that as a kill. For the first time in his life, he had begun to view the shambling bodies as the enemy, rather than the unfortunate ancestors of those who still lived.


    “Do not pursue,” Therec ordered. “I want that road destroyed. Collapse every section that can be torn off the mountainside.”


    “The enemy has already fallen back out of our range.”


    “Keep firing. I want them to use the other roads if they want to attack us again. Going around will cost them days of travel and may encourage their leaders to find a new target. Given the size of their forces, it might buy us weeks or longer.”


    “What of the golems, sir?”


    Therec turned in his saddle and stared up at the massive metal beings that waited behind the Lantonnian army. They were not nearly as impressive as the war golems the dwarves had loaned the city, but they were finely-crafted and powerful as anything Therec had ever seen. A dozen of the metal men stood ready, unmoving until the apprentices that controlled them gave an order.


    “Send the golems into the mountains to smash anything that tries to escape off of the main road, but stop them before they reach the first curve, where we would lose sight of them. I want every Altisian pushed back toward the city, not into the wilds. I’ve been advised there are people living out there beyond the control of Altis, and I would rather have them come to us for aid than be killed pointlessly.”


    It took just a few minutes for the order to be relayed back through the lines, and the golems lurched into motion. They stepped carefully at first, their every movement guided by their controllers, who were cautious about making sure they did not step on the soldiers or stomp too heavily until they were past the line of horsemen. Once the golems were past the last of the soldiers, the apprentices set them on their way, covering vast sections of the rising land with every huge stride.


    “Do we call this a win for the day?” asked Commander Phillith, eyeing Therec. The old man had kept mostly to himself during the early parts of the battle, but had begun suggesting tactics in the last few hours. He was far wiser about tactics than Therec and worlds better than Dorus. “I’d like to give my boys and girls some good news.”


    “Tell them whatever you want, but when those golems have done their work, take everyone back to the city,” Therec told him, nudging his horse to get it walking towards the battlefield.


    Checking his saddlebags as he went, Therec found that he had enough food and water to last him a very short journey into the mountains, but it would be sparse eating during that time. He would need to be at his best if—likely when, not if—he was attacked. What he intended to do put him in almost certain danger.


    “Are you sure, ambassador?” the commander asked him, eyeing the saddlebags as he rode up alongside Therec. “Traveling on your own is not something I advise in times of war.”


    “As sure as I can be,” he admitted, squinting up at the steep mountainside and the top, where Altis lay. “If you would like to take my place…”


    “Kiss my armored ass, necromancer. I’ll die in any battle you name, but I will not go to a slaughter.”


    “I thought as much. I’ll return as swiftly as I’m able. I will either meet you on the road back to Lantonne or in the city itself.”


    Therec looked around at the soldiers who were not heading back to the trebuchets or carrying the dead back to camp. Those few who were waiting for him to leave appeared not exactly malicious, but relieved. It was a welcome change from open hostility, but it was a long way from accepting him and his people. They now saw him as an unwelcome ally, but that was still more than he had expected.


    With a flick of the reins, Therec set off up the road toward Altis. The early sections of the road—those parts from which he could look back and still see the faces of the soldiers—were rough but manageable, covered with deep tracks from the golems that had gone ahead of him. There were plenty of rocks strewn about from the attack and more that had fallen from the sides of the nearby foothills, but the major obstacle were the bodies of the broken zombies. Each time one groaned or reached in Therec’s direction, his horse shied away and tugged at the reins, as though reminding him that fleeing was still an option, even if likely not for long.


    Within the hour, Therec passed the golems as they turned to retreat. He moved past the majority of the bodies and into sections of the road that had been untouched by the trebuchet fire. The road wound back up and into the mountains, slowly rising from the plains toward the peaks that Therec could no longer see behind the foothills.


    Therec soon lost track of time as he made his way up three more switchbacks on the road. He had begun seeing more shattered rocks, and some areas of the road were so badly damaged he was forced to lead his horse on foot off the path and into the uneven woods nearby to ensure they would not have the road collapse beneath them. A single look at the sheer drop-offs where the road had been broken told him that he had no desire to get anywhere near those edges.


    The daylight gradually faded as Therec moved past the last of the broken sections of the road. During one brief gap in the hills, he thought he could just barely make out the towers of Altis, but with the sun setting behind it, he could not be sure. It was still a long way away, making him wonder if his supplies would actually last him through a return trip to Lantonne.


    Once the sun had fully set, the familiar chitter of animals in the woods was conspicuously absent. At first, Therec believed his horse’s footfalls were scaring off the local wildlife, but he soon realized that was not the case. Something else was out there and the animals of the region wanted nothing to do with it. His own horse whinnied and kicked occasionally, its eyes wide as it watched the woods.


    Shadowy humanoid shapes skulked just off the path, turning to watch him pass. They stood in groups and lines, some bent as though their backs could no longer support them. Others lay on the ground, unable to stand, staring up at him from the edge of the trees. These were the stragglers of the army of the dead, the creatures his enemy used in defiance of any Turessian tradition. He felt pity for them, but after this much fighting, he could not let himself dwell on their fate.


    Therec had spent his whole life dealing with the animated dead. He had been in charge of ten other preservers in his clan, each with around twenty ancestors to maintain. Never had he seen so many undead this close, all watching him with a hunger that made him uneasy. There was no doubt these creatures were different from the peaceful dead that filled his clan’s huts, even if the same style of magic had created them. Whatever was holding them back was absolute, keeping them from rushing in to kill him as they clearly wished to do. The animated corpses made his stomach clench, their decay bothering him far more than the fact that they were undead. To allow a corpse to be left in this condition was desecration of the memory of the dead to his people.


    The horse he rode on was nearly impossible to control anymore, frantically looking between the waiting zombies. With nowhere to run, the beast pushed on as Therec directed, though he expected if an escape route presented itself, the beast would take off, with or without him.


    Coming around another sharp switchback in the path, Therec yanked the reins to stop his horse. The animal was more than happy to obey, though it began looking around at the unmoving shapes in the woods for somewhere it could go in a hurry. He could barely stay on it for how hard it fought him.


    Standing at the center of the road no more than ten feet ahead of him was a man…or what had once been one. Even in the near-dark before moonrise, Therec could see what appeared to be a shadowy cloud lingering over the man. The entire moving shadow had the appearance of a fire billowing around the pale standing corpse, though instead of giving off light, it consumed it.


    Beside the corpse was one of Lantonne’s golems, standing perfectly still with one metal fist held over the undead as though it had frozen mid-swing. As soon as Therec stopped his horse, the undead motioned towards the golem and it backed away obediently, clearing the road.


    As Therec approached, his horse bucked again, throwing him backwards to the ground. He tried his best to roll with the landing, but the uneven road and rock-strewn terrain tore into his robes and the flesh beneath. Sliding to a stop, Therec watched helplessly as the horse ran into the woods, followed seconds later by the animal’s screams as the waiting undead in the forest descended on it.


    Therec brushed the pebbles from his arms and sat up, finding that the single creature in the road was walking toward him. Raising a hand toward the undead, Therec prepared to defend himself, not really knowing if he could even do anything to help himself. Whatever the creature was, Therec had never seen anything quite like it. If it could stop a golem, it was far stronger than he was.


    The shadowed corpse stopped several steps from Therec, though its rictus grin widened as though it was resisting the urge to run at him. Slowly, the black cloud that lingered around the corpse descended into the creature’s body and its posture relaxed. The shadowy cloud had nearly vanished into the undead when it blinked and its eyes took on a faint red glow. Shaking its head, the creature looked around as if trying to remember where it was.


    “Ah, my esteemed guest,” the pale corpse said as it noticed Therec lying in front of it. Its voice was thick, as though the decay in its jaw limited the speaking ability of whatever was controlling it. “I had wondered how long it would be before you came to see me. This shell has been waiting for some time. I left him out here for you. Please, follow this humble servant.”


    Without any hint of the anger and hostility that had existed a moment earlier, the corpse spun gracefully on a rotted boot heel, then set off toward Altis. It stopped after a few dozen steps, turning part ways to stare back at Therec. “Hurry along, Therec,” it told him, smiling as best it could with the decay that marred much of its face. “I cannot control every action of all these undead. If you stay behind, my ability to keep you alive will be greatly diminished. Sooner or later, one of them will find you too enticing to not attack. If your concern is for the golem, trust that I will send others to fetch it. I may already have a purpose in mind for it.”


    At a total loss for words, Therec got up. Burning scuffs filled with gravel covered much of the skin of his shoulders and one leg, but he ignored the pain and limped after the creature that waited near a turn in the road. As he went, he funneled a small fraction of his strength into magic that gradually mended his wounds as he walked, easing his pain and smoothing his gait. By the time he had fallen into step behind the strange corpse, his shoulders and leg felt no more battered than if he had worn rough fabric for a day.


    The undead led the way, soon diverting from the main road to a narrow trail through the deep woods of the mountains. This new path was steep and caused Therec to slip often, but it took a relatively direct route toward the city, cutting across several of the road’s switchbacks. Whereas a wagon or horse would have never made it up the rocky trail, for a pair of humans it was considerably faster and would have been easy for Therec to miss on his own, especially in the dark with hostile undead filling the woods.


    At that thought, Therec looked around for the shapes he had seen among the trees. Occasionally, he thought he saw one or more, but the zombies stood so still the dark made them blend perfectly with the trees lining the road. Not seeing where they were definitely made Therec more nervous than he had been.


    The red-eyed corpse pushed them at a brutal pace, rarely checking to see if Therec could keep up with it. By the time they reached the last section of road that led directly into the city, Therec was panting and barely able to hear his own footsteps over the pounding of his heart. Thankfully, the creature stopped at that point, giving him time to catch his breath and evaluate the city before them.


    Therec had believed Lantonne to be a wonder in these lands, comparing it often in his mind with the small and often temporary villages of the Turessian people. Aside from old temples and ancient crypts where wisdom of the long-dead was kept, those from Turessi did little in the way of building permanent structures.


    Lantonne had been awe-inspiring to Therec, and he had believed during his arrival that his masters had sent him there to collect information about how the southerners managed to build and maintain such a vast city.


    Now Therec faced a city just as wondrous—perhaps more so when he thought about people building such a place so far up in the mountains, where many resources were unavailable and breathing would have been difficult for the slaves that constructed those walls.


    The city lay nestled between the twin mountain peaks, its high walls rising far over the road. Sheer cliffs lined much of the mountains on either side of the city, providing no clear way to attack without coming straight up the road toward it. Past the walls, Therec saw four towers that rose nearly as high as the mountains on either side.


    Unlike Lantonne, Altis appeared to entirely house its nearby population within the walls, judging by the lack of any village outside. To allow for such pedestrian traffic, he spotted smaller gates set into the walls. The larger main gates beside them were closed and heavy portcullises were down, preventing entry by anything that could not fit through the smaller doors single-file.


    Along the battlements far overhead, Therec saw dozens of shapes leaning forward over the wall to watch him approach. With each step closer, he could make out the dark empty eye sockets of the watchers more clearly, and soon even saw that some of the creatures held large stones at the edge of the wall, waiting for a cue to drop them on an attacker.


    Without warning, the corpse that led Therec to the edge of the city collapsed with a sigh. For the briefest moment, Therec thought he saw the dark cloud leave the body and drift toward the city walls. Whether what he saw was true or not, the creature’s eyes stared blankly, the glow gone.


    Therec stayed where he was, studying the kill zone at the base of the wall. He looked around the area for any indication of anyone who had come before. Aside from some darker sections of dirt that could have been the remnants of bloodstains, he could not be sure of much. If there had been fallen stones, they had been removed.


    A creak ahead of him made Therec look up.


    The pedestrian door closest to him drifted open and revealed a pale-skinned creature that shuffled on all fours, hissing through broken teeth when it saw Therec. Pale eyes narrowed and glared at him, but the creature beckoned him into the city, clenching its jaw angrily as it did so.


    “A ghoul as the doorman,” Therec said to himself, shaking his head as he took several tentative steps toward the door while watching the zombies atop the walls as he did. “This is not what I was hoping for.”


    The ghoul snarled at him again, seemingly as dismayed by the arrangement as Therec was. Its hand on the door trembled, its broken fingertips scraping against the wooden door in what appeared to be barely-controlled frustration.


    Therec inched closer to the city entrance, but the undead watching him from above did not move. As he moved into the area where the rocks could be dropped onto him, he quickly jogged toward the door, clearing the distance without incident. Doing so, he had to ignore the increased growling of the ghoul with each step he took.


    Once Therec had gotten under the edge of the wall and felt more comfortable with his predicament, he returned his attention to the ghoul. The undead fidgeted, baring its teeth, and then waved him inside again.


    “Can you speak, old one?” he asked the ghoul, hoping to ease its anger toward the living as he made his way past the doorway. “May I have your name, if you can still give it?”


    Hissing loudly, the ghoul opened its mouth to reveal the withered black stump that had been its tongue. After it had shown the reason for its lack of speech, the ghoul slammed the door shut behind Therec. It threw a bar down across the door, then dropped back onto all fours and wandered away from Therec toward the middle of the city.


    Inside the walls of Altis, hundreds of buildings of all shapes and heights packed the street he stood on. Some appeared to be shops and restaurants, while others were clearly homes of some sort. Nearly all of the buildings were dark and quiet, with broken shutters, half-closed doors, and blown dirt covering the entries. The place appeared to have been deserted for months.


    The street itself led for quite some distance ahead of Therec. It intersected other cross-streets, then changed direction slightly, leading toward some kind of open area that was too far for Therec to make out clearly in the dark. The whole place could have been a tomb for as much noise as he could hear within those towering walls.


    Looking back toward the walls, Therec could see hundreds of zombies standing on all parts of the walls’ battlements, waiting silently for an invasion that might never come. They would wait like that for centuries in the absence of any new orders. Even if the war ended, likely those creatures would stand guard until the city had crumbled to dust.


    Beneath the battlements, the large portcullis and the reinforced door he had entered through were only barely visible in the dim light even standing only a few feet inside. The wood of the door was marred by hundreds of claw marks and stained a dark brown from blood that lined many of the scratches.


    Therec stepped back up to the door he had come through. Tracing the gouges in the wood with his gloved fingertips, Therec wondered how a whole city could have fallen from the inside. There had been no damage on the outside, telling him that the sole source of the overthrow of the city had happened from within. Likely, that meant that the necromancers—Turessian or otherwise—had worked with the local government. If he had to guess, the ruler of Altis was who was now directing creatures like the ghoul to lead him deeper into the city.


    That thought brought Therec back to the buildings around him. There was still not a sound beyond the scuffling of the ghoul hurrying away from him. Even with nightfall, there were no torches or lanterns anywhere that he could see. From the entrance all the way to the edge of his vision, there were no lights whatsoever. The city was as dead as the ghoul and the gouges in the wood were likely made by the last living people within the walls, other than the Turessian that Therec wanted dearly to meet.


    Giving the entrance a last longing glance, Therec set off after the ghoul that had nearly disappeared into the dark ahead of him. The creature was going out of its way to stay at the edge of his sight, forcing him to run to keep up with it and not be left behind in the dark city.


    The run through the streets after the lumbering pale-skinned creature gave Therec little time to further evaluate his surroundings. What little he did gather told him that the city had no signs of attack anywhere he could see, further convincing him that whatever had allowed the undead to take control of the city had been without any outward battle. The blood at the entry was the only indication anyone had opposed their takeover.


    The ghoul soon led Therec down another street that connected to the wider one they had taken from the edge of the city. This new street passed through far nicer homes than the last and the paving stones were in better shape than on the previous. In the chill dark, the difference between districts was subtle, but even Therec could see it. These homes were finer than anything Turessi had ever possessed and would have drawn Therec’s attention in another time, when he had more opportunity to explore without near-certain death.


    Though the street wound through the city, Therec could immediately see that it led toward a single tower not far from the center of Altis. Unlike anything but the outer walls, this tower was heavily reinforced and appeared built to withstand sustained fire from siege weaponry. The smooth, sheer walls towered far above the nearby buildings, but even at a distance in the dark sky, Therec could make out the faint waver of the magic that shielded the stones against attacks. Had he ordered Lantonne’s golems or trebuchets this far into the mountains, they would have done practically nothing to that tower. It had been crafted well enough that he doubted any creature could scale it and it would take hours to cause any real damage to the stones.


    Almost as soon as Therec came around the first curve in the street, two more ghouls joined the first, never so much as looking back at him. Somewhere behind him, he heard the pattering of more creatures running along in pursuit, but when he looked back, he could not see anything on the dark street.


    Several minutes of the rapid pace brought Therec to a large clearing in the middle of the city, not far from the foot of the tower. There, thousands of dead stood in neat lines, staring blankly at the ground. The entire central plaza of the city was packed with rows of the creatures, surrounding a makeshift gallows that stood between himself and the tower.


    The dead in the plaza likely accounted for every man, woman, and child in Altis from what he could see. Their tattered and bloodstained clothing told of many stations in life, ranging from corpses that looked to him to be serving women from taverns, all the way to one zombie near the front that wore remnants of a flowing cloak and fine clothing that marked him as some form of nobility in life.


    For a brief moment, Therec thought the ghouls might have brought him to the plaza in some morbid desire to have him walk under his own power to the gallows they would hang him on. But the ghouls passed by the gallows without a glance, and he pushed on through the zombies, trying not to lose sight of the ones leading him.


    As Therec began to walk around the gallows, trying to avoid disturbing too many of the zombies that surrounded him in the process, a choked and gurgling sound drew his attention up to the raised platform where the condemned would have been taken to die. Atop the gallows, two bodies hung from frayed and aging ropes. Both corpses swayed, their limbs still flailing as they thrashed about, trying to free themselves.


    Therec paused where he was, watching the bodies for more information about who they were and why they might have been hung in the public square. He had no intention of interfering with the rule of law in the city, but he wanted to know any possible details in case it became important to himself or Dorus later.


    The corpses thrashed harder, spinning themselves about, giving Therec more of a view of them as they spun.


    Clothing of fine materials still covered the bodies, though it had rotted to the point that Therec could not even guess at the style anymore. Jewelry still adorned the remains and a crown lay near the front of the platform, having been forgotten where it fell. With a little more study, Therec realized that the bodies were a man and a woman, both decayed almost to the point of being skeletal. Rotted or not, both bodies still swung by their necks even as they hissed and kicked, trying to attack anything that moved in their vicinity.


    “Not the plan I would expect you hoped for, duke,” mused Therec, bowing slightly toward the male corpse. “Lantonne will be interested to hear that your undead army is no longer your own.”


    A distant snarl snapped Therec’s attention back toward the tower where the three ghouls had stopped and were hopping up and down, trying to get his attention.


    Therec made his way out of the plaza as quickly as he could, soon reaching the ghouls and the massive doors inset with bars of iron to reinforce them. As with the tower walls, Therec immediately picked up the shimmer of magic on the doors, appearing not unlike the shifting of air over hot metal. Whoever maintained the magic of this place, they had kept it fresh, unlike the spells lingering over parts of Lantonne.


    At Therec’s approach, two of the ghouls pushed open the doors and stepped aside. The third ran off. Having nowhere else to go, Therec advanced into the tower, trying not to jump when the doors were slammed shut behind him, cutting off the only light in the tower’s entryway.


    “So good of you to join me,” a man’s voice nearby called out, and Therec heard light footsteps moving to the middle of the hall in front of him. “You do not disappoint, heir of Turess.”


    “Show yourself. We do not hide from one another when death comes to call.”


    Soft chuckling unnerved Therec, and the voice replied, “The rules have changed greatly from the last time I sought teaching among our elders. I apologize for my rudeness.”


    Brilliant light flared to life in the hall, blinding Therec momentarily. When he could see again, the same robed Turessian man he had seen in Lantonne stood before him, his hand held high, glowing with magical light. The brilliant unflickering light illuminated dust-covered furnishings that had once been ornate but now appeared to have fallen into disuse. Hallways branched off from where he stood to either side and also led farther into the keep.


    “I assure you, Therec, I did not invite you here to kill you without discussion. I wanted to talk and felt that I would not be welcome in Lantonne after the warning I delivered so recently. I would have preferred neutral ground, but I doubted you would come at my call. This city was a mystery you could not ignore, so I was forced to draw you here.”


    Therec looked around in the hallway, finding that a pair of armored corpses stood to either side of the doorway, still enough that he had not noticed them until he stared at them. Had he not been expecting danger, the lowered visors of the corpses could have been easily mistaken for poorly maintained decorative suits.


    “You did not invite me,” Therec told the man. He felt out his ties to his magic, hearing the voices of the dead begin their whispers. He would need that power if things went badly. “I came to find out why you attacked us.”


    “That was an invitation,” replied the man, grinning. “I let you live. That is about as polite as I can be these days, I’m afraid.”


    “Then tell me why am I here,” asked Therec, reaching out to touch the nearest of the undead sentries. Therec gave a slight tug on his magic, making his hand tingle with magic granted to him by the long-dead just before contacting the armored suit. At his touch, the body inside the armor crackled as though abruptly drying, then fell apart. The armor collapsed to the ground with a deafening clatter.


    The second suit’s helmet slowly turned to stare at him but made no movement in his direction other than to place its gloved hand on the hilt of an ancient sword at its hip.


    Lips curling very slightly, the other Turessian turned and walked farther into the keep, taking his light with him. Within seconds, the entry room dropped into inky darkness around Therec, making the edges of his robes blend in with everything else as shadows deepened.


    The last thing he could see as the room went black was the remaining guard taking a step toward him. Aside from its footsteps on the bare stone floor, additional sounds of movement from either side let him know something was coming at him quickly, hugging the edge of the departing light.


    Without the light, Therec quickly thought through his options. He might be able to kill the remaining guard without exhausting himself much, but he had no way of knowing what else was hiding in the dark. Worse still, given that most undead could see far better in the dark than he could as their vision was based on magic, rather than physical capabilities, Therec expected the new arrivals to attack while he destroyed the door guard. Summoning a light of his own would leave him defenseless for a moment while he concentrated.


    Therec backed into the main hall, then turned to follow the man that had met him. Once he was far enough into the light, he hoped the other creatures might not actively pursue him. He heard nothing that indicated they were following, but with his limited sight, he worried that even a moment in the dark could be fatal.


    The man led Therec down the long hall, then turned and took a smaller side passage, lit with sputtering torches every twenty feet. Every large wooden door along the hall was open, and as Therec passed each, he saw gleaming eyes staring back at him, though that was all he could make out.


    “Forgive my children,” the man called over his shoulder as though he had known what Therec was looking at. “They are always hungry, and you are the first morsel many of them have seen in some time.”


    As if in response, the pair of eyes Therec was watching rushed toward him, the light just barely illuminating the twisted face of a woman whose slack skin gave Therec the impression a poison had been used on her during life. She hissed and spit as she bit at the air, then fell back into the dark room. Snarling and growling like an animal, the woman shielded her face against the light, watching Therec angrily.


    Soon, Therec was led into a larger room that had clearly once been a dining hall of some kind. Rows of tables with stools began just inside the door, becoming more ornate and farther-spread as he followed the other man. Soon, they reached a large single table at the head of the long room, which had been set with food and drink, as well as two large padded chairs, the likes of which Therec had not seen outside of the Lantonnian king’s chambers.


    “Please, sit and eat with me. We have much to discuss.”


    Therec’s whole life had been a series of lessons about caution and observation. Here, no amount of searching for threats did anything to alleviate his fears. He found himself hesitating by the chair, checking for visible traps overhead, needles or darts around the seat, or scents of poisons that he knew of. Finding none of those, his attention went to the food and drink that waited for him.


    “I said to sit down,” the other man said, sitting across from Therec. “You were allowed past many thousands of my children…do you honestly think I would bother to murder you creatively when I could just signal to any number of soldiers who would gladly tear you apart?”


    Wincing, Therec eased himself into the chair, still unable to stop looking for the trap he knew deep down had to be coming. He eyed the foods nervously, touching a piece of meat with his glove and sniffing it. Nothing in its aroma hinted at a toxin, but he knew little of the poisons used in these lands.


    “If you are concerned about poisons, preserver, those are long gone from the foods here. Many of those outside died of poison, but I will use none on you while you are here. That much I promise you.”


    The other man watched Therec for a short time, then picked up a pear from a bowl near the middle of the table. Turning it over in his hand a few times, he looked over at Therec impatiently. “After this long trying to get at me through my troops, I had expected you to be more conversational,” he told Therec, setting the fruit down on a gleaming plate in front of him. “I spend a great deal of time talking to myself. I had hoped for a change. Dinner conversation has never been the strongest capability of my children.”


    Swallowing past a lump in his throat, Therec eyed a full decanter of wine on the table nearby, but could not bring himself to reach for it. “Why are you doing this, brother?” Therec managed, though he knew that was the least of the questions he wanted to know answers to. “We have waged war only in defense for centuries. Why raise an army of the dead to attack those who mean nothing to our people?”


    “Brother,” mused the man, tapping a finger on his chin, while grinning broadly. “Amusing, but so very wrong. You are an infant and I am far nearer to a father than a brother. I know you invoke customary titles, but you should think before speaking.”


    “Turess is the father of our people. If you are claiming…”


    The other man’s amusement vanished instantly and he swept an arm across the table, sending plates and his goblet clattering to the floor. Almost as the items hit the stones, corpses dressed as if they had been servants in life hurried from the darker edges of the room to pick them up and arrange them on the table again.


    “Turess was a fool who got himself killed and very nearly took the empire with him,” shouted the man, clenching his hands angrily. “This is why I did not approach the clans that he created before taking action. You are all so mule-headed that you cannot see what he has done to us. You ignored me then and you do so again now!”


    “He has been dead two thousand years. I doubt he has anything further to do with you breaking the laws he set forth…”


    “Enough!” the man bellowed, then took a deep breath and sat back. “We will not discuss that man any further today. I’ve been angry at him far too long, and it would not do to have me rant about him when we have so much more to cover. Please choose a new topic, my friend.”


    Therec watched the zombies scatter to the shadows once the plates were back in place. He had seen no cues from the man that would indicate that he was controlling them. Even the best necromancer among his people would have given some sign of using the magic that bound the dead. Either this man was using some other means to control them or there was someone else aiding from nearby.


    “Your name then,” Therec said softly, sliding his plate away from himself, “since we are trying to be polite.”


    Grinning madly, the man giggled for a time as though the request was meant to be a joke. When he did at last answer, he leaned forward and lowered his voice as if to keep his words a secret. “My name I tend not to give out, as names have power over some creatures…can’t be too careful,” he whispered, eyeing the shadows of the room, putting a finger to his lips. “After this many years, I have so many that I cannot decide on one. You seem a trustworthy sort, though. Turess called me Dorralt, and the clans’ children spoke of me as the lord of the puppets. Either is fitting.”


    “You said we would not speak of Turess again.”


    “Silence!” screamed Dorralt, clasping his hands to his ears. “Arturis may still view that man as our kin, but I will burn his bones and see his people ground to ashes before I would have him mentioned at dinner!”


    Therec studied the man’s face as he mumbled in angry tones, clutching his head as though the very thought of Turess brought him physical discomfort. He looked to the food before the man. “You knew…him,” began Therec cautiously, drawing Dorralt’s attention back to him. “That would make you more than two millennia old. Why put on the show of having food here if you are undead? You should be revered as an ancestor rather than leading armies that defile our people’s traditions.”


    Dorralt picked up the pear that had been placed alongside him on the table by the servants. He smiled at it coyly, as though it were prey. “Did you know that they denied my brethren food and water for centuries, in the vague hope that they would eventually die? Foolish, I know. I am not an undead, though some of those like me are,” he said as though to himself, eyeing the pear. “I breathe, eat, even sleep, though I cannot die from failing to do any of those. I am what my brother dreamed of before we were called abominations. In the end, I am what he failed to be.”


    Trying to be subtle, Therec invoked a small stream of magic. The voices of the lost spirits that fed his abilities shrieked and howled inside his mind, some of them clear enough he heard them pleading for him to run. He ignored them, focusing the magic pulled from their realm into a simple spell that would let him view magic around him.


    The instant the spell took shape, Therec bit back a scream and covered his eyes as Dorralt flared brightly enough that he felt as though he had stared into the sun for hours.


    “Foolish, quite foolish,” the other man said. “Trust that I am something that you have never seen and were not trained to deal with. Your training was meant to keep control over the creatures that I create and to ensure that you never found a way to make more like me. I founded your order to serve me, but you seem to have lost your way. You were to be my right-hand, but you have attempted to stand in my way. This is why I had you sent away, along with any of the others who had studied the old laws too long.”


    Therec tried to blink away the tears that stung his eyes, but everything was a white-hot light. He could not make out even vague shapes.


    “I will give you three questions before I send you back to wait for me to call, Therec, though you must answer three questions that I have for you. I would not give anyone else that courtesy, but you have been educated properly and would have made a fine apprentice in another lifetime. Consider this my gift to you…that and your life, at least until it is time for Lantonne to fall.”


    Squeezing his eyes shut, Therec struggled to make sense of the pain and scattered images that had seared into his vision. Nothing in any land had ever done anything like that to him before. Some ancient artifacts had glowed brightly enough that he had been forced to look away, but this was far beyond that. Whatever magic gave this man the ability to live as long as he claimed was more intense than anything Therec had even read of.


    “You’ll answer anything I ask?”


    “Anything, so long as you do the same. Do be polite.”


    “My wife and son. Are they alive?”


    Dorralt chuckled. “In all honesty, I do not know. If they were near the council when I had my people seize it, I would doubt they still breathe. Arturis is quite thorough, and when told to kill he does so with remarkable zeal. I could find out the answer for you, but I do not have it at this time.”


    Therec blinked a few more times and began to make out shapes, though little more than the torches was identifiable.


    “Do you know where the artifacts are that were stolen from our lands and brought here?” asked Dorralt. “I assume you know nothing of the one here in Altis, but it is my understanding that Lantonne stole from us as well. Do you have possession of it?”


    “I have heard nothing of Turessian belongings. They honestly have no understanding of our lands and would have no reason to keep anything of ours. If they did, they would be unable to use it, given that even their scholars have no understanding of our language.”


    “A pity, though I can feel that the items are still here. I will find them, even if I have to tear down both cities.”


    Therec could finally make out the shape of the plates on the table, though details were still difficult to discern. He continued to blink as he mentally made notes about what Dorralt was saying. Turessian artifacts in these lands would be unheard of, though after seeing Turessian rune-words beneath Lantonne, he had to wonder. “What are the artifacts that you would invade these lands to get?” Therec asked. “Name them.”


    “These lands?” Dorralt began giggling uncontrollably for several seconds. “I’ve coordinated invasions of fourteen different lands simultaneously. Don’t underestimate the conviction I have for seeing something through to its end.


    “As for what the items are…you know as well as I do. I can feel them. They call out to me like a piece of my body that wishes to be brought home, but I only know what one of them is. Unfortunately, I cannot answer what it is, as that will give away more of my hand than I am willing to show. They are mine…maybe ours…but they are certainly not meant to stay in these lands, unless we rule them again.”


    Dorralt leaned forward, cocking his head as he stared at Therec. “You can see again. Excellent. The journey home would have been difficult without your sight. I feared you would have fallen and hurt yourself. Who knows what might have happened to a man bleeding in the wilds near here.”


    Therec’s skin prickled with a nervous chill at the man’s malicious stare.


    Taking a bite of the pear that he had been playing with, Dorralt seemed to become lost in thought for a time. When he did look back to Therec, he appeared a little surprised that he was not alone.


    “Yes…questions,” the man mumbled. “How about this: Do you know who my servants are within Lantonne yet? I would hate to think the surprise is already spoiled. I am counting on them if you fail to bring me what I ask for.”


    “I will bring you nothing,” warned Therec. “Your spies will die when they are caught. The king’s orders are rather straightforward in that matter.”


    Grinning, Dorralt shrugged. “I would hate you to think I am not grateful to have company in my home that does not drool on itself. If you will promise not to ever set foot in this city again, I will give you one name of a spy that serves me.”


    “I promise…though that does not shield you if you set foot outside the walls.”


    “Of course not. Her name is Ilarra. I’m having her go back to the city right now. She will likely arrive by the time you return yourself. Please treat her with some hospitality. I have been kind enough to you and would hope that you could return that favor.”


    Without a word, Dorralt reached across the table and grabbed at a roasted bird on a platter. He unceremoniously ripped a chunk off of the animal, then began pulling fruits and breads onto his plate beside it.


    “I still have one question left,” Therec announced, drawing another surprised stare from the man. “You claim to have known Turess. Tell me your clan’s name.”


    “No.”


    “You promised to answer truthfully. Did you lie? Should I trust even your supposed name?”


    Dorralt sneered and shook his head. “I am from clan Oshlath, of the western deserts.”


    “Oshlath? That was the clan formed from Turess’ descendants. They were hunted down and killed for betraying the memory of Turess and conspiring against the council many centuries ago. Every trace of their deeds was wiped from record.”


    “Funny that,” mused Dorralt, sipping at his goblet of wine. “Maybe they did learn something after they agreed to have me caged like an animal. That information is rather refreshing and saves me from trying to hunt them down. Thank you, Therec.”


    Therec picked up his own goblet, sniffing at the wine that filled it. The sweet smell was familiar, but not one he had ever tasted. A sip confirmed how incredibly sweet the taste of the wine was and that it was a style foreign to him.


    “You like?” asked Dorralt, smirking. “The wine is from the lands they now call Turessi, though at the time we considered it a temporary province. Sadly, the vineyard where my clan grew the grapes was turned into a shrine for that simpering idiot after his death. The council remembers the rambling words of a dying man as law for the clans, but they forget the virtues of the others who lived at the same time as him. I doubt there is another bottle of this wine anywhere in the world that was kept intact.”


    “I do like it,” said Therec, sliding the goblet away as he stood up. “Now I would like to leave.”


    “I still have one more question, Therec. Sit down.”


    “No, you asked if I liked the wine. Our discussion is over.”


    Dorralt giggled hysterically, waggling a finger at Therec. “Clever boy. Go back to your pet soldiers. I will not stop you. Just remember that I will expect some degree of civility in return for my own. I forgive much, but I do not forgive rudeness.”


    Bowing despite the urge to lash out at the man, Therec hurried after a single shambling servant that carried a torch from the hall.


    Therec had a lot of work to do. He needed to get back to Lantonne to prepare for the arrival of the servant of Dorralt. He wanted to see what this girl was like in great detail, so that he might have insight into what the others Dorralt had hidden away in the city might be like.


    Once he knew them, he could hunt and destroy them and bring some justice to his clan and his family.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “A Change of Fate”


    


    Ilarra woke gradually, the light of the library’s torch sconces painful in the darkness of her sleep. She tried to squeeze her eyes shut, but the light was brighter than she could block. Groaning, Ilarra threw her arm over her face, shielding herself from the light. A second later, she realized her arm was freezing, as was her face.


    Memory came back to Ilarra in a rush and she looked around, wondering if the library had been overrun. The iron stoves in the corners of the room had kept the place warm despite the archers at the windows and the damage done to the front door, so the bitter cold was even more surprising. For it to be so cold in the building, the place had to have been left open and unattended for quite some time.


    “The furless is waking up,” came a voice nearby as Ilarra blinked to try and focus her eyes. Even lying still, she saw shapes moving past her. “I can put her back out if you want. Speak up if you want me to be nice to her or something.”


    With an aggravated snort, Raeln appeared over Ilarra, his grey-furred face blocking out the intense light. He touched Ilarra’s face tenderly, though she could feel his fingers at her neck, checking her pulse. For some reason, having the man’s blunted claws so close to her throat made her uncomfortable when she realized that he could strike without warning. It was a thought that had never crossed her mind before.


    “I’m fine,” she snapped, shoving Raeln’s hand away. “What of the others?”


    “Oh, this will be good,” came Greth’s amused comment somewhere ahead of Ilarra and to one side. “The two greatest talkers at work here.”


    Raeln glared off toward where Ilarra had heard Greth and then looked back to her. He made a series of motions that made no sense together, but roughly translated as, “Walking…you…sick…mother made me do it.” Another more curt gesture was about as vulgar a term as Ilarra had ever seen Raeln make, followed by a thumb pointing toward Greth. Whatever she had missed, Raeln disliked the man even more than before.


    Squinting to see past Raeln, Ilarra realized she could see the cold blue sky far beyond him, and his fur was buffeted by a strong breeze. They were neither in the library, nor anywhere near it if she could see the sky without trees at the edges of her vision.


    “How long was I out?” she demanded, sitting up. “Where’s father?”


    Ilarra found herself atop a fruit cart that had been emptied of its normal contents and filled with blankets and fur pelts to keep her warm. By raising her arm to cover her eyes, she had pushed one particularly heavy blanket off of herself, letting her feel the bitter wind. Shivering, she pulled the blanket back over herself.


    She half-watched Raeln while searching the area around them for some clue where they were. The man was trying to explain something more complicated than the crude language of gestures could possibly communicate, so she knew she had to glean some of the information for herself.


    At the front of the cart, Greth waited between the handles, as though he had been pulling her along. Ilarra nearly let her attention pass over Greth before realizing he was wearing a fine elven outfit of patterned fabrics under a thick fleece traveling cloak and mantle. Had she not known who he was, she would have thought him to be another wildling from Hyeth. More remarkable still was that he carried a sword and bow without any hint that Raeln intended to take them away or beat him with them.


    Raeln had changed his own clothing, she noticed. He wore heavy traveling attire and a cloak similar to Greth’s. Also like Greth, he was barefoot despite the snow, something Ilarra had always marveled at with the wildlings. Such a miniscule thing, but it set them apart from the other races in odd ways. Today, it struck her as so entirely weird, especially when she noticed that Greth wore gloves, making the lack of shoes seem all the more odd.


    On a whim, Ilarra checked her own clothing and found that it had been replaced with fresh riding pants, new boots that came almost to her knees, and a thick cotton shirt to better handle a long journey in the cold weather. A cloak had been rolled up beside her under the blankets.


    The cart stood in the middle of a wide road that, though filled with snow, was packed from enough passings to be recognizable as more than a field. To either side, the land was less distinguishable, with rolling hills for as far as she could see, all covered with a thin layer of snow. Small bushes and stunted trees appeared occasionally from the snow, standing out against the white blanket everywhere else.


    Ilarra turned in the cart, looking toward the direction they had come. The road wound through the hills as far as she could see. Judging by the location of the mountains on her left, they had gone roughly south from Hyeth, and no small distance, based on the peaks she could see. Ilarra’s initial guess was a day’s ride, which had to have been wrong.


    Raeln continued gesturing furtively until a belabored groan from Greth brought him to a stop.


    “I’ve been trying to get him to say something…anything…for days,” the shorter wildling admitted. He rubbed at a freshly-healed cut along his muzzle. “We waited almost a week in Hyeth before his mother told…I guess ‘told’ is the wrong word…pointed us on our way. That is one bitch I wouldn’t cross. My father would have loved to meet her. They’d have gotten along fabulously.”


    Raeln’s furious glare did not so much as slow Greth’s words. Ilarra, on the other hand, felt her blood go cold, seeing Raeln so close to trying to kill the man. Speaking about his mother like that was a sure way to get beaten soundly.


    “I know a country healer who might know what the Turessian did to all of you back there. Your father agreed it was the best plan anyone had, so he packed us up and sent us on our way. As for him…he’s doing about as well as you.”


    Ilarra stared off toward the north, unable to see the trees that would be the edge of Hyeth’s woods. “Why do we not have horses?” Ilarra asked, looking around.


    “Undead ate them. We couldn’t find any left in Hyeth.”


    “How far have we gone?” she asked, pressing a hand to her head. The village had dozens of horses…that they all had been massacred was difficult to imagine. “I know of no other villages near Hyeth where your healer might live.”


    Greth shook his head. “No village. She lives in the middle of nowhere about a week’s journey from Hyeth. Only thing out this far are a few farmhouses filled with some foul-tempered furless. We should arrive sometime tonight. You’ll love her…she’s patched me up a bunch of times when I got into scrapes with the Altisian troops and the occasional wild animal.”


    “A week? I’ve been unconscious for a week?”


    “Two. You forgot the time we stayed in Hyeth.”


    Ilarra groaned. She felt a little under the weather, but anything that could have kept her down that long without killing her had to be magic of some sort. If her father could not find its source, that did not bode well for some country healer who might be little more than an herbalist who had delusions of being something more.


    “Thank you for trying to help,” she said to Raeln, squeezing his hand as much out of thanks as to pull it away from examining her. Touching him also helped snap him out of the furious glare he had been directing at Greth. “And thank you for not killing him.”


    “Me?” Greth asked, laughing. “I damn near saved everyone’s lives. When the Turessian dropped, the zombies went crazy, but all your warriors were so worried about you and the other wizards they nearly got themselves killed. If I hadn’t been there, the corpses would have been chewing on the living before anyone realized they were moving. All I had to do was walk away and you’d have been corpse-meat.”


    Ilarra looked quizzically at Raeln, who reluctantly nodded. Apparently there was some truth to Greth’s story.


    “And since your brother,” said Greth with ill-concealed disgust in his tone, “won’t tell you what your father said, let me sum it up for you. Don’t use magic and go find a cure. Simple enough when you’re willing to talk. It’d take the big idiot an hour to say that with all his hand-waving.”


    The orders Greth gave her made no sense. She felt ill, as though she had caught a severe cold or something similar. What that had to do with her using magic was a mystery. “Did he say why?”


    Greth shook his head and said, “No. I overheard him working with one of his apprentices, though. They tried to work on figuring out what the poison might have been, but it was well beyond them. Worse yet, when they used magic, they all got very sick. They traced it back to a well that stunk something fierce. Makes me understand why the gypsies all drink wine instead of water, though I doubt that’d be enough to kill whatever got dumped in that well.


    “Your father wanted to send runners, but I volunteered in the hopes of getting myself out of there. I hadn’t counted on getting stuck with the two of you. I kind of expected a firm boot in the tail and I’d be on my way.”


    “Then why not leave us? You know Raeln would have stayed with me.”


    Greth opened his mouth to answer, but then shut it and pointed to the southwest. “The healer should be over that rise. Small cottage near the foothills. It’s far enough from anything important that she gets left alone when Lantonne and Altis go at it,” he explained, ignoring her question.


    In an attempt to relieve herself of any dependence on Greth, Ilarra slid off the wagon…and promptly collapsed face-first in the snow. She pushed away Raeln’s hands and tried to stand, but her legs were shaky—and not entirely from the cold and too much time lying down. Her strength had faded as it might with a severe fever, but she felt fine other than a knot in her stomach and the weakness itself.


    “There’s more,” Greth noted, coming over to kneel beside Ilarra. “Your sire…father…said to check the skin near your heart.”


    Ilarra clamped a hand down on her shirt and glared at the man’s suggestion. “We are miles from any privacy. I have no intention of disrobing so that you…”


    “So I can what?” he replied skeptically. Greth looked past her to Raeln, then back to Ilarra. “In case you missed it, I barely consider elves to be sentient. I hardly care about seeing your chest. No fur, no interest, my father used to say. I tend to agree. Unless elves have hairy chests—which a dwarven friend assured me they don’t—why would I care?”


    Ilarra pulled herself upright using the edge of the cart to steady herself. Grabbing the cloak she had seen in the bed of the cart, she draped it around herself and used it as a shield as she glanced down the neck of her shirt.


    From the neck of the shirt to about the top of her left breast, Ilarra’s skin appeared as pale as it always had. That changed abruptly directly over her heart, where the skin was dark and thin wavy lines of a similar color spread out toward the rest of her chest. A film of something oily covered the skin there.


    Covering herself, Ilarra straightened her cloak and looked between the two wildlings with her. Raeln watched her with unchecked worry, while Greth appeared as neutral as a stone. “I feel fine,” she insisted without being asked. “We will go see your healer and concern ourselves with whatever she has to say. I refuse to worry until I know what this is and how we can get rid of it.”


    Greth nodded and stood up. He went to the cart and shuffled the bags of food and water that had lain beside Ilarra, then began dragging it on down the road, forcing Ilarra to stand on her own.


    Raeln took longer to rise, and when he did, he gave Ilarra a nervous stare. Then, after glancing off toward Greth to be sure he was not watching, Raeln pulled the neck of his own shirt down to reveal a patch of skin that appeared raw and burned. Only a few hairs remained there, as though his flesh were as diseased as Ilarra’s.


    “The bond,” she murmured to herself, realizing that for as bad as the effects might be on her, she was actually splitting them with Raeln. His resilience might be all that was keeping her upright. That added a new sense of urgency, as any disease that could do that much damage to them both was certainly not something she wanted to risk dealing with if Raeln were injured or otherwise weakened.


    Covering himself again, Raeln motioned for Ilarra to continue after Greth.


    


    *


    


    That evening, as the sun disappeared behind the mountains, Ilarra stared off toward the south where a small cottage had come into sight, nestled among hills that concealed it from the road. How Greth had ever found the place once, let alone repeatedly, she could not imagine.


    They had been forced to leave the cart behind more than an hour earlier, and the wildlings had taken much of their supplies along with them. Ilarra had insisted on walking without aide, though Raeln refused to leave her side the whole way, making her more self-conscious than she would have liked.


    The farther they got from the road, the harder the journey became for Ilarra. Her legs were the first to burn with strain, and then her lungs began to ache as she pushed through the shallow snow toward their destination. Clutching her cloak tight around her throat, she struggled to continue despite the pain and throbbing in her head and chest.


    “We can take a break here,” Greth said suddenly, stopping among a few sparse trees. “It’s still early enough that we can wait until everyone is ready for the last half hour of walking.”


    Ilarra wanted to push on, but she could not even find enough breath to argue for several seconds. Once she managed to, there was little point in arguing at all.


    Clearing some snow beneath one of the trees, Greth set down his pack and looked around at the trees nearby. Smiling to himself, he motioned toward a deeper section of woods to the west. “Pup,” he said to Raeln, “fetch some firewood. We’ll warm ourselves before we set off again. The elf looks like she needs it.”


    Raeln marched up to Greth, towering over him in a clear attempt to intimidate the smaller man. Greth did not so much as blink, staring back at Raeln until he snarled and walked away, heading toward the west.


    “Your big brother needs to learn his place,” Greth said after Raeln had gotten nearly out of sight. “That attitude will get him killed in some lands. My father would have torn him apart for that little stunt. ‘Show a fang and lose a tooth’ he told the pushy males.”


    Ilarra practically collapsed where she stood, then dragged herself over to a nearby tree. Using it for support, she sat there, gasping for air with her heart racing so fast she thought it might leap from her chest.


    Watching her for a minute, Greth soon came over and sat down in front of Ilarra, studying her with those cold eyes. Had she not grown up among wolves, Ilarra might have thought he meant to kill her. Then again, this was Greth, not Raeln.


    “Do you want me to tell him how bad it is, or will you?” he said at last. “When you said you were fine, the pup seemed to believe you. I know better.”


    “I am fine.”


    Greth sniffed and smirked knowingly. “Yeah…maybe. What I do know is that you smell like death, and when walking and talking meat smells dead, there isn’t long…”


    “I’m clearly not dead.”


    To emphasize his point, Greth stared at her and sniffed loudly. Then, freezing, he sniffed more naturally, his ears perking in alarm.


    “What is it?” Ilarra asked, but Greth’s eyes were wide and searching the woods. Before she could utter another word, Greth slammed his hand over her mouth, holding her jaw closed.


    “Raeln?” asked Greth, his voice low. “Raeln, get over here right now!”


    The woods where Raeln had gone remained silent and still, lit only by the rising full moon. He could have gotten far off in the minutes since Ilarra had last seen him.


    “Is your brother an idiot or can he be trusted to follow my lead?” Greth asked even more softly, putting his muzzle close enough to Ilarra’s ear that his whiskers tickled her. He eased his grip on her jaw.


    “I can trust him…he might not know to listen to you,” she answered in a whisper.


    “Good enough,” the man replied, drawing his sword slowly.


    Still in a crouch, Greth moved low along the ground, barely making a sound as he slid through the snow. He inched toward the hills to the southwest, keeping his weapon ahead of him.


    “Get it!” came a shout from somewhere past Greth.


    Human men emerged from the dark around the trees, easily numbering ten or more, though Ilarra could see little in the shadows. Every one carried spears and a bow, and before Greth could defend himself, six spears and nearly as many bows were aimed at him.


    “Bugger me,” muttered Greth, standing slowly. He tossed his sword in front of him and raised his hands. “Bandits?”


    The nearest human spat at Greth’s feet, raising his spear to point it at Greth’s chest. “Hunting bear,” the man explained, eyeing Greth warily. “Killed some of our cows, so we’re trying to drive it off. We don’t take well to animals—or strangers—sneaking around the woods.”


    Greth smiled sheepishly, raising his hands a little higher.


    “We’re just going to see Mairlee,” he explained to the men around him. “She knows me. Got something we needed her help with. You really don’t want to be a part of this. Also, we’re not bears.”


    The man with the spear looked down at Greth’s sword in the snow before leaning to look at Ilarra. “Some wildling running around with weapons gets caught next to some elf girl who looks hurt and has no weapons,” the man noted, getting approving grunts from the others. “I’d say you’re the bandit, wolf. Explain yourself and we’ll decide if we gut you. No one’ll fault me for killing a bandit, even if I hang your pelt on my wall.”


    Greth turned his head slightly to peek back at Ilarra and answered, “We need the healer. We were attacked night before last. I got bit, but we thought she’d be okay. Looks like she’s changing now, so we have to hurry. I might have an hour, she might have two.”


    “Changing?”


    “Yeah…did you think I’m actually a wildling?” asked Greth, lowering his hands. “Look at my clothes, you idiot. I’m an elf. Damned werewolf attacked us. You’re lucky I still have control over this or I’d have ripped into the lot of you.”


    In unison, all of the human men took a step back, likely without even realizing they had done so.


    “No were’s in these parts,” the spokesman insisted, though his spear wavered nervously. “You’re lying. You had a third person with you, too. I can see the tracks from here.”


    Greth pointed off in the direction Raeln had gone. “He’s completely lost himself to the beast,” the wildling explained. “He was the first to change and the first to lose control. We barely managed to get away before he went crazy. The hope was to reach Mairlee before either of us got too far along.”


    “You’re telling me there’s a real werewolf in those woods?” the human demanded, sounding more skeptical. “I think you’re just a wildling bandit.”


    Greth pointed up at the rising moon, nearly full, and shrugged, saying nothing further. Ilarra knew the legends as well as these men likely did, and while few believed in such creatures, everyone knew that they supposedly stalked their prey during the full moon. Greth’s claims were pushing his luck, but he had legends on his side.


    “We’ll check it out and kill him if he’s really turned,” the man finally announced, getting far less enthusiastic looks from the others. “You lead the way, wolf. Show us the werewolf. If you lie, we skin you as a bandit.”


    “And if I’m telling the truth?”


    The men eyed Greth warily, most of them looking genuinely uncomfortable. Ilarra had never heard tales of a werewolf negotiating and they probably had not either. Legend or not, the dark had a way of making stories seem far more deadly than they should have been. That same lie in the daytime probably would have gotten Greth skewered before he could finish saying it.


    “I’ll take a few of you into the woods, but not the whole group,” offered Greth, clearly trying to sound reasonable. “We need someone to stay with my sister here, in case the werewolf comes back.”


    The spokesman of the group shook his head and brought his spear closer to Greth. “Not a chance, bandit. Two of my boys will carry her along. You show us where the werewolf is,” the man insisted.


    Greth gave Ilarra a sidelong look of misery and quickly smiled at the men again. Motioning them toward Ilarra, he waited with feigned impatience as two of the burlier men helped her to her feet and put her arms over their shoulders to support her. As soon as she was upright, Ilarra could see Greth’s eyes dismiss the men helping her and he watched only the others as threats.


    Saying nothing, Greth began walking quickly through the crunchy snow, following Raeln’s tracks through the sparse trees in the open space between hills toward the thicker trees. The entire group followed him, six men with spears keeping close to Greth the whole time.


    Ilarra wanted dearly to plead with the human men, to explain that she and her companions were not a threat. She had no idea if that would help or hurt their situation, and after Greth’s stories, she had to assume the ranchers would kill at least him if she spoke up. She kept her mouth shut, nervously watching the men. They seemed genuine, though deep down, she worried they might be bandits, like they accused Greth of being. She had never dealt with a situation so delicate and honestly wanted to hug Greth for even trying to find a way out of it.


    “We’re close,” Greth said as they entered the trees, sniffing. “For all the dangers of what I’m becoming, the sense of smell is a nice change.”


    “Keep moving, wildling,” prodded one of the men, poking Greth with the tip of his spear.


    Shooting the man a warning glare, Greth continued into the trees, with Ilarra and her assistants at the rear. She was certain she could have walked on her own, but she recognized that Greth wanted her to remain as weak in appearance as possible.


    Perhaps a hundred feet into the woods, the trees grew denser and darker. Soon, even the moonlight barely made its way through the tall pines, forcing all of the humans to slow their pace to keep from running into anything. Twice, Ilarra saw Greth’s gleaming eyes look back, checking on each individual human. She knew full well that Greth could see much better than any human—or elf—in the dark, as Raeln had proven many times to her over the years.


    A roar reverberated through the trees, and even Greth came to an abrupt stop. All eight men looked at him, but he stared ahead in confusion. “I…guess that’s him?” Greth said, giving Ilarra a look that she could tell meant he was concerned about the roar all the same as the humans. “Maybe we should go?”


    Another roar drowned out the last of his words, followed by a crashing sound of something hitting a tree.


    No more than fifteen feet from the group, Raeln came running, tumbling as something tore through the branches where his head had been. Pine needles flew in all directions, and he slid to a stop, slashing at whatever was behind him with his sword. He moved again, using another tree for cover as a ten foot black shape swung at him again, tearing away a huge chunk of the tree’s bark.


    “Bear!” shouted one of the ranchers near Ilarra’s ear, dropping her arm and backing away.


    The remaining men stood transfixed, as did Greth. Ilarra managed to support her own weight, but she could not make herself move. Her feet felt like they had frozen to the ground and her heart was pounding again, this time without the feeling of exhaustion. She could not take her eyes off Raeln as he darted through the trees, slashing at the bear once or twice before diving for cover again.


    The bear rushed at Raeln, missing him as before, but this time spraying the group with snow and twigs from one of the tree’s branches. The cold snow hitting them seemed to jar the group into motion, all of them looking about for escape routes.


    Then, nearly cornered against a pair of trees, Raeln punched the bear squarely in the face when it tried to bite at him. In obvious confusion, the bear reared back and stared at the wolf before roaring and charging him again.


    “See…” Greth announced, sounding almost numb as he gestured toward the ongoing fight between Raeln and the bear, “…werewolf. What other idiot would fight a bear with fists?”


    The ranchers were already running before he finished talking, nearly trampling Ilarra in their haste. They had barely gotten past her when Raeln came flying into a nearby tree, hitting it hard enough she thought she heard either bones or wood crack. He slumped in a groaning heap only a few feet from Greth.


    “Wishing I was as smart as those humans right about now,” Greth muttered, yanking the bow off his back and grabbing a handful of arrows from a quiver one of the men had dropped.


    Greth put most of the arrows in his mouth, holding them while he put one to the bowstring and aimed carefully. A second later, he let the arrow fly and drew another, then another. In rapid succession, the arrows thudded into the bear’s neck and upper chest, staggering it but certainly not killing it. The beast turned on Greth, roaring again.


    “We are so dead,” the man told Ilarra, backing up several steps as the bear began marching toward them. “Run. I’ll try to slow it.”


    Ilarra knew she would not get far, as tired as she was from the illness. If she ran, Greth would be dead in seconds and Raeln likely soon thereafter, assuming she got away at all. They might all wind up dead together. Escaping without Raeln meant she would die anyway, so her options were incredibly limited.


    Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Ilarra raised her hand and began concentrating on a spell her father had taught her. The symbols were simple and might be easy enough that she could manage them without passing out. Should she manage to finish casting before the bear tore her head off, the stones at the bear’s feet should pummel it, hopefully distracting it briefly. She hoped it would be enough.


    The moment Ilarra closed her eyes and began concentrating on the magical symbols she would pull energy through to create her spells, dozens of symbols she did not recognize flooded her mind. Many were far more complex than those her father had taught her, appearing in her mind’s eye as though she were being offered her choice of options. She barely knew what they might do, but felt as if they were all better suited than the spell she had intended to cast.


    Trusting that her mind knew better than she did, Ilarra chose a particularly complex spell and began pouring magic through it. Her stomach knotted instantly and her heart raced, but she focused on the nagging fear of Raeln dying. The power at her disposal suddenly seemed boundless, coalescing into flame in her mind, and when she opened her eyes, she released the spell, recreating the flames in the tangible world.


    Fire erupted all around the bear, engulfing the screaming animal as the trees nearest it burst into flame. Before her vision washed out in the abrupt light, Ilarra saw a column of flame reaching high into the sky as though the heavens themselves had opened to destroy the bear. Blinded by the flames, Ilarra could only wince as she smelled flesh and fur burning and heard the popping of melting flesh.


    As abruptly as the flames had come, they snuffed themselves out, leaving the area in what felt to be far more deep darkness than before and colder than Ilarra remembered. It took Ilarra several blinks to see again, and when she could, she saw a charred crater with the burned bones of the bear piled up. Nearby, Greth stared at her in awed shock, his eyes wide with fear.


    “Tend to Raeln,” she ordered Greth, the words coming without thought. “Next time, do your job and keep yourselves alive so that I don’t have to intervene.”


    Greth’s mouth worked wordlessly, then snapped shut. He nodded and ran toward Raeln, his posture telling Ilarra that he was thrilled to go anywhere that took him away from her. Filthy uncivilized wildling, she mused, shaking her head and wondering why she bothered to keep him alive.


    The anger vanished from Ilarra and she felt her fear return like an icy wave. With it came worry for both men and dismay at what she had done to an animal that had only been defending its hunting grounds and disgust at her passing thoughts, demeaning the two wildlings.


    With a coughing choke, Ilarra collapsed and began vomiting. Her body wracked itself, trying to purge something, though to her it felt like she was trying to get rid of all the anger and unwarranted confidence that had filled her moments before. She gagged and puked until her stomach was long-since empty and kept retching until her body slowly began to relax.


    Ilarra panted on her knees, trying to catch her breath. Her heart was no longer racing, but she felt hot and dizzy. Opening her eyes, her fear grew deeper as she saw the snow in front of her was dark with blood that she had vomited. There was so much, she could not imagine how she was still conscious. Despite that, she felt stronger than she had in a long time, though she wrote that off as fear overpowering her body’s recognition of how bad off she really was.


    Looking around, Ilarra saw one of the pine branches that had fallen during Raeln’s battle with the bear lay nearby. She grabbed it, pulling the thick green needles over the blood to hide the dark snow from Raeln. He had enough to worry about without seeing that.


    Ilarra stood, smoothed her cloak, and walked over to where Greth knelt by Raeln, attempting to examine a wound on his head. From what Ilarra could make out, the gash overlapped the one that he had received saving her near Lantonne. Raeln was conscious—something she had not expected—and was fighting to keep Greth from touching him.


    “Sit still, you oaf,” Greth told him, slapping away Raeln’s hand. “I can see skull through the blood and fur. I don’t care how tough you think you are, this needs tending.”


    Raeln growled and tried to stand, but Greth caught his arm and slammed him face-first onto the ground. Had Raeln been in any shape to stand, Ilarra doubted Greth could have even attempted to hold him.


    “I said, sit still,” chided Greth, planting his knee between Raeln’s shoulder blades to keep him down. “I think I can sew this shut, but it won’t be pretty. The more you wiggle, the more it’ll hurt.”


    Once Raeln was sufficiently pinned and had stopped struggling, Greth relaxed and fished a large, curved needle from a pouch on his belt. He fumbled around some more, keeping one hand on Raeln, then finally found a spool of silk thread.


    “Give me ten minutes,” Greth told Ilarra over his shoulder. “I’ve patched myself up from worse, and if he sits still, he’ll be fine. Keep an eye out for more inbred furless while I work. Mairlee can clean up my work, but if I don’t stop the bleeding he’ll be a dead idiot.”


    Ilarra stepped closer, eyeing the thread and needle while trying not to look at the bleeding wound on Raeln’s head or the bloodstains that covered much of his back.


    “Did you steal those in Hyeth? The seamstress used thread just like that…” She trailed off as Greth glanced at her from the corner of his eyes as he began stitching the wound shut.


    “She said I could have what I needed. No one said that meant only clothing. You can thank me for taking it later. Right now, this moron needs all the help he can get or he’ll pass out. Mairlee can’t heal stupid or dead.”


    Sitting down nearby where she could see both men but not have to look at the gruesome work Greth was doing, Ilarra gave him a minute before she spoke again. “You called him a werewolf,” she noted. “What prompted that? Raeln’s been called that a few times by people in Hyeth, but I wouldn’t have expected it from you.”


    Greth grinned and chuckled, tugging at the thread to tighten his stitch, while Raeln growled and tried unsuccessfully to stand. “While you were out, one of the old wolves was saying that ‘Little Raeln’ was well on his way to earning that nickname,” explained Greth. “The male asked me what I thought of it and I told him that Raeln was no werewolf…not even close. The fool argued with me about whether werewolves even exist, trying to say I had no idea what I was talking about.”


    “They don’t. They’re a legend, like dragons, fae, and anything else the ancients worshipped,” Ilarra hurriedly countered.


    Greth stopped mid-stitch. Looking up at her in confusion, he asked, “Who worshipped werewolves?”


    “I think some of the tribal people.”


    “Idiots,” he replied, shaking his head and resuming his work. “But they do exist.”


    “Please tell me your people aren’t so superstitious…”


    Greth snarled and shot her a glare that warned Ilarra she had gone way too far. “My pack leader’s kit is a lycanthrope,” he snapped. “Seen it with my own eyes. That female tore through an entire pack of hunters and walked away without a scratch. Don’t ever tell me that were-creatures don’t exist, girl. There’s more out in the wilds than you’ll ever understand.”


    Knowing better than to argue, Ilarra simply nodded and kept quiet.


    “That’s all I can do for him until we get to Mairlee’s place,” Greth said at last, cutting the thread with one of his claws. He shook his head and began poking around the fur on Raeln’s head and neck. “He’s out cold. Have you ever looked at this moron’s head?”


    “No…”


    Greth pointed at one spot, then another. “Scars everywhere,” Greth noted. “I’ve been mauled by my own people as often as the animals of the woods, but I’ve got half as many scars as he does. How is he even still alive if he gets hit this much?”


    Ilarra smiled at thoughts of the many fights Raeln had won in the village to prove himself and to shield her from bullies. He had even risked himself a half dozen times fighting off tribal raiders that had come too close to the village. Never had he complained about his injuries.


    “He likes to fight,” she said eventually.


    Shaking his head, Greth pulled Raeln up into a sitting position as he said, “Then he should learn to not get hit so much. The boy needs to be more picky about who he fights, or something will take his head off one of these days. I like fighting too, but I like keeping my hide even more.”


    “He never backs down from a fight.”


    “That’s stupid,” Greth replied quickly, hoisting Raeln onto his back with a grunt despite their difference in size. “Survival means knowing when to run with your tail tucked. People who never run end up being talked about in the past tense by those who did run.”


    His paws digging deep into the snow with each step, Greth struggled to march toward the house he had pointed out in the distance earlier. He did not stop once on the way, pushing on with Ilarra following and watching in amazement at his strength and endurance. The man might not be Raeln’s equal, but he seemed to do far more with less muscle.


    It was far into the night before they reached the small cabin. A single candle flickered through the window’s shutters, giving no indication if the occupant was awake or not.


    “No time for civilities,” Greth muttered, kicking the door open. Before he could take a step inside, the cabin lit up from dozens of candles that seemingly had not been there a moment earlier. “Mairlee, it’s your least-favorite wildling,” called out Greth as he marched inside. “For once, I’m not the one who’s half-dead.”


    Following cautiously, Ilarra leaned into the cabin, trying to get an idea of whether they were welcome there. Greth seemed unconcerned, but she had no desire to intrude even with the wounds Raeln had suffered.


    “Always the polite one,” came a woman’s voice off to Ilarra’s left where a hall left the main room. “I believe I told you that you would need to knock the next time you came, or I would drag you back outside by your ears and shave you.”


    From the unlit side room, a slight human woman emerged, dressed in nightclothes. The woman was old, her long, unruly hair grayed and wrinkles covering the area around her eyes. She crossed her arms over her breasts as if she were about to scold Greth, then seemed to notice Ilarra and Raeln. “I see, for once, you keep better company,” Mairlee noted, smiling at Ilarra. “Please tell me that you have taught the boy some manners, child.”


    “You know me better than that,” countered Greth, setting Raeln down hard on a cot that creaked and appeared ready to collapse under his weight. “The elf girl couldn’t resist my charm and followed me out here. The big male is just plain stupid.”


    Mairlee studied Raeln briefly, then returned her attention to Ilarra. “I called you stupid the last three times I found you unconscious on my land,” she reminded Greth while watching Ilarra. “I will tend to the wildling friend of yours, but the girl is a different matter entirely. Where did she come by her condition and why would you bring her here?”


    Ilarra’s skin went cold, realizing that the woman was somehow aware of what might be wrong with her. She had not seen Mairlee attempt to use any magic and the woman was still ten feet away…how she could determine anything was a mystery to Ilarra.


    “I promised them you’d try,” Greth told the old woman, then walked to a nearby shelf. Searching it, he grabbed two bottles. “Clear bottle for injuries and green to keep me quiet, or did you change which bottle has which alcohol?”


    “As tempting as it was to put something toxic in the one you tend to grab before asking, I realized long ago that it would not change your behavior, even if I had to heal you every time you stole my mead.” The woman sighed, finally looking to Greth rather than Ilarra. “Sit. Both of you, sit. I will tend to your friend, and then I will see what can be done about or to the girl.”


    Greth seemed to be ignoring the woman entirely, gathering jars and tools Ilarra could not identify from shelves around the tiny cottage. He placed them near Raeln and worked to better situate Raeln on the cot, making him look somewhat less like a corpse.


    Ilarra, on the other hand, searched the room for a chair in which to sit. Finding none, she realized Mairlee was watching her and immediately sat down on the floor near the door.


    “You should bring guests more often, Greth,” Mairlee said pleasantly. She walked over to the wildlings and shoved Greth out of her way. “The girl knows her place. I don’t have to housebreak her.”


    “She is an elf. I can’t really complain about one curling up at your feet and fetching things. Besides, if you really want me to piss on your floor…”


    Mairlee’s backhand very nearly took Greth off his feet, either by surprise or unexpected strength. He hurriedly moved to Ilarra’s side and sat down on the floor. He gave her a somewhat apologetic wince, then pulled his knees up under his chin and watched Mairlee work.


    “Have you learned nothing at all?” muttered the old woman as she bent over Raeln. She picked at the bloody fur on the back of his head and frowned deeply. “These stitches could have been made by a blind and fingerless troll. I’ve seen straighter seams done by goblins.”


    “I…” began Greth.


    “Shut your yapping jaw,” Mairlee cut in. She took a wet cloth and dabbed at Raeln’s head. “I can fix your friend.”


    “Not my friend…”


    “Greth, I’ve saved your life five times in two years and your father’s twice as many times. I know you well enough that I can see that you care for someone. His lifeless corpse—or hers—would not have been found until spring if you hated them. For all your words, your actual thoughts and feelings are far different. Now close your mouth before I stitch it shut.”


    Ilarra stifled a snicker, which Greth seemed to realize. He met her amused glance with a glower and crossed his arms, pouting silently.


    The two of them remained by the door until the sun had begun to shine through the room’s shuttered windows. Throughout the night, Marilee remained at Raeln’s side, keeping one had on the wound while mixing several of the liquids Greth had set out for her and dabbing them to the cut with a rag that quickly became stained red.


    “If the dragons are willing, your friend will be fine in a few days,” said Mairlee at last, sitting down on a chair that Ilarra swore had not been there when she had looked for one earlier.


    “Dragons?” Ilarra inquired before she thought better of it. “You’re…a dragon-worshipper?”


    “The ancient ones,” the woman added, closing her eyes. “It is their power that lets me help your friend…”


    Again, without thinking prior to speaking, Ilarra blurted out, “There are no dragons. Everyone knows that. Dragon-worshippers are practically a cult. The only people who are serious about that belief live far from civiliza…oh…”


    Mairlee smiled but did not open her eyes. “You found yourself another unbeliever I see, Greth,” she noted, smiling. “As I find myself often having to tell people like the both of you, until a generation ago nearly every person in these lands worshiped either the dragons, the fae, or the elemental lords. A few wizards here and there preached about the merits of more arcane things, but you would both have been executed for speaking as you do. That or fed to a dragon as tribute.”


    Greth managed to speak up before Ilarra, answering, “And as I told you, that was a lot more than one generation ago. In the wilds, we stopped worshiping forest spirits before we even came to these lands. Altis hasn’t had a shrine to a dragon in more than two hundred years.”


    “Which,” said Mairlee sharply, “is within someone’s lifetime, if not yours. Never assume I speak of you. Your life is a blink in the eyes of the world’s pattern.”


    Groaning, Greth grabbed Ilarra’s wrist and shook his head fervently.


    “What pattern do you mean?” asked Ilarra, narrowing her eyes at Greth. He sighed and hung his head immediately.


    “Funny you should ask, Ilarra,” said Mairlee, getting up and walking into the back room. “Give me a moment.”


    Yanking her hand free of Greth, Ilarra said softly, “We didn’t give her my name. How did she do that?”


    “She just does,” he answered in a whisper. “First time she found me, she knew my name and that of the person who’d stabbed me. My father said she asked about how his parents were doing by name…but he barely even knew them before they died while he was young.”


    Before Ilarra could ask anything further, Mairlee came back out into the room carrying a long brown cloth sheet. She came straight to Ilarra, dropping the fabric in her lap.


    “Look at that and tell me what you see,” the woman said, standing over Ilarra.


    Ilarra lifted the cloth and spread it out, finding that it had been embroidered with gold strands that wound through the whole sheet, creating wave-like patterns throughout. She studied those for a short time, trying to make out the picture the original creator had intended. In the back of her mind, she reveled in getting to touch anything that contained gold. The simple blanket could have been worth more than the whole of Hyeth.


    “I’ve seen the style before,” she told Mairlee, smoothing the fabric. “Most artists use that type of pattern to represent wind.”


    Mairlee shook her head and said, “You are ignorant like so many. Even the elves see only the surface of what they look at, ignoring the details that make everything fall into place.”


    Kneeling, Mairlee lifted an edge of the sheet and raised it toward Ilarra’s face.


    “A hundred threads are interlaced here,” she told Ilarra, tracing several with her fingertip. Those threads are what make up what you see. A single thread out of place will change the appearance of the whole. The threads matter more than the result, but working together, they create a pattern. Each thread can only hold its place through the existence of the others.”


    Mairlee stopped there, watching Ilarra’s face as though she expected a specific answer.


    “What does that have to do with our lifetimes and this nonsense about dragons?” Ilarra asked, trying to ignore the furious head-shaking of Greth.


    Smiling as though she were regarding prey rather than a visitor, the old woman answered, “Nothing at all. However, patterns exist in many places other than fabric. You are a wizard, so I would have thought you had learned to apply your education to more than spells. This is something you must understand. One strand plucked away from where it belongs and the whole thing is ruined if it cannot be put back in a hurry.”


    “I really don’t understand.”


    “No matter,” the woman answered, snatching away the sheet. “My son will explain when he arrives. He understands this particular thread far better than I do and will know if it must be torn out and replaced.”


    “Arrives? We weren’t planning on staying long…only long enough for you to look at Raeln and see if you could do anything to help me…”


    Mairlee shook her head as she walked back over to Raeln. Sitting down, she said, “Ilarra, what Dorralt has done to you will kill you sooner or later. That I cannot change. Keep Raeln alive and his strength will help you endure. If he continues to injure himself to this degree, what is in you will destroy you both…” Trailing off, Mairlee yanked a thread from the sheet with a deftness that Ilarra found remarkable, letting it fall from her hand onto the floor. The woman began looking around, though her eyes were distant. She sniffed like Ilarra would have expected Raeln or Greth to, holding up a hand to keep her visitors from asking questions.


    “You have been here too long…the riders are on their way,” she said at last, standing quickly. “One of the made-men has helped them find your path and will lead them here if we are not quick. I will not be here when they arrive.”


    “Made-men?” asked Ilarra as Greth leapt to his feet and began checking the windows.


    “A halfling you call them,” Mairlee answered. “A race of men made by the ignorance of wizards like yourself, Ilarra. I have no patience for created beings…I have little enough for the races that have existed for all of your recorded history. Keep him out of my home, and I will see to it that my son catches up with you. That is the only promise I will make you. Until then, for the dragons’ sake, stop using your magic.”


    Greth went to Raeln’s side and began flicking at his whiskers until the man stirred, groaning. “C’mon, big guy,” he said to Raeln, grabbing his shirt and pulling him into a seated position on the cot. “I need you walking.”


    Raeln’s eyes opened, but he stared blankly, not seeing Greth at all.


    “Is he…?” Ilarra started to ask, then realized Mairlee was nowhere to be found. Even the sheet she had been holding was gone, though the strand she had pulled free lay on the floor near Ilarra’s wet boots. The woman must have slipped into the back room while Ilarra was watching Raeln get up.


    “How many fingers am I holding up?” asked Greth, waving three fingers in front of Raeln’s face. “Raeln. Pay attention and say something.”


    Blinking, Raeln stared at Greth’s fingers briefly, before punching him in the face, knocking Greth to the floor.


    “He’s good, let’s go,” Greth said, laughing as he sat up, wiping blood from his muzzle. “Ilarra, you lead the way and I’ll help keep him upright.”


    Ilarra opened the door of the cottage and let Greth and Raeln pass her into the cold outside, where a fresh coat of snow had filled in their tracks during the night. The two men moved slowly, Raeln reluctantly putting most of his weight on Greth’s shoulders. Once they were out, Ilarra followed them and closed the door behind her. As soon as the door clicked shut, the handle was snatched from her hand.


    She spun to face the cottage thinking that Mairlee had opened the door, but as Ilarra turned, she found that the cottage was gone. Where she expected it to be, a long winding road now stood, covered by fresh, trackless snow. Even the foothills that she would have used as landmarks were gone. She turned back to Raeln and Greth, finding them also standing in the road, a group of horses riding toward them in the distance.


    “Where are we?” she demanded, trying to find anywhere they could run but seeing only flat ground in all directions.


    “Mairlee does that sometimes,” muttered Greth, stopping where he was. “They’ve already seen us…she left us right in the open. Not much I can say other than ‘sorry’.”


    The three of them waited in the middle of the road as the ten horsemen rode up and stopped in front of them. All of the horses bore cloth flags of Lantonne across their breasts and their riders were geared like Lantonnian military. On one particular horse, the rider and a passenger were dressed quite differently, with the rider in a heavy black robe and the tiny man behind him pointing excitedly at Ilarra and her friends.


    “I told you they’d be on the run using the king’s roads!” Corth practically shouted, grinning wickedly at Ilarra. “Put them in chains and I’ll have them swinging from the walls as soon as we get back to town!”


    Despite his wounds, Raeln pushed Greth away and stood on his own, ready to go down fighting. The two wildlings moved apart, attempting to block the solders from getting anywhere near Ilarra.


    Therec, the man in the robes, slid off his horse and began walking toward them. He stopped a little outside of reach when Greth drew a sword and pointed it at him.


    “I understand there has been a misunderstanding,” offered Therec, raising his gloved hands to show that he was unarmed. Lowering his hood to let the sun shine on his tattoos and shaved head, he smiled at Ilarra as though they were old friends, not like one intending to hang her. “You will come back with me to Lantonne and we will get to the bottom of this. There will be no executions…”


    “What?” shrieked the halfling.


    “…and you will be tended to by our doctors and healers,” added Therec, nodding toward Raeln. “We are not here to attack you, but if your men attack, we will have no choice. I would not have my soldiers or any of you die simply because our intentions were good, but poorly stated.”


    “Raeln, relax,” Ilarra ordered, coming forward until she stood between him and Greth. “Why should I trust you, ambassador? You brought no magisters and none of the king’s men. For all I know, you could kill us the moment we surrender.”


    Pointing to his belt, Therec slowly brought a hand down to a scroll case at his hip. From that he extracted a rolled piece of parchment, which he offered to Greth, the closest member of the group.


    Greth kept his sword aimed at Therec but took the parchment with his other hand. Unrolling it, he squinted at the text briefly, then reached over to give it to Ilarra. “I don’t read all that well,” he said softly to her as she took the paper. “Looks pretty, though.”


    Ilarra opened up the parchment, and her eyes immediately went to the royal seal near the bottom. She had seen that mark on official notices sent to her father many times. The text was less believable, stating in no uncertain terms that Therec spoke with the authority of Lantonne’s king, written in a broad flowing stroke that was difficult to read.


    “If this is true,” Ilarra said, handing the paper back to Therec, “I want your pledge on your position with the king that we will be safe.”


    Bowing, Therec replied, “As you wish. On my station as ambassador from Turessi and servant of the king of Lantonne, I hereby swear that I will do everything in my power to keep you safe from harm, so long as you bring no harm to the others under my watch. This promise extends only so far as a fair trial, after which law will determine your safety rather than I.”


    Looking past Therec to where Corth continued to mutter and demand justice—which seemed to equate to immediate death in his mind—Ilarra added, “Can you be sure that others will agree to abide by that?”


    “I have the authority to have them hung for disobeying an order from the king,” he said a little louder than necessary. Corth’s ranting immediately diminished to a low rumble. “You have my promise as both a Turessian speaking on his own honor and as a man entrusted with great responsibility by this land’s king. If I fail to adhere to my promise, others can readily strip me of these duties, as you no doubt saw.”


    Ilarra looked to Raeln for guidance, but he was concentrating on staying upright. His eyes drifted and he appeared ready to fall at any moment. She turned to Greth, who gave a very slight nod.


    “We agree to come and speak our case,” she answered at last. “You are short horses if you expect us to travel…actually, how far are we from Lantonne?”


    Therec’s eyes narrowed, giving Ilarra the sense that he was evaluating her words for hidden meanings or deceptions. After a moment, he answered, “Less than a day’s ride on a good horse. These horses are neither good nor rested, but we do have others and a carriage in at a stable nearby. If it weren’t for the hills behind us, you could see the city in the distance.”


    Ilarra thanked Therec for his consideration—trying not to think about how they had managed to wind up days or weeks of travel southeast of where Mairlee had been—and followed him as he led his horse southward down the road. Within steps, the three of them were completely surrounded by soldiers, who glared at them with no attempt to hide their belief that she and the wildlings were traitors.


    Whether Ilarra wanted to say the words or not, they were definitely prisoners. If nothing else, she did feel better after visiting Mairlee, though she could not even say why.


    


    *


    The following day, the wagon they rode in was well within sight of the great city of Lantonne, though Ilarra no longer felt the excitement she had during her last approach. Instead, she felt her stomach clench up in dread of what was to come, and her mind raced with thoughts of how to spare Raeln and possibly Greth from the fate she expected was coming for herself. Perhaps if she could manage to be imprisoned for life, Raeln could go on to be happy elsewhere…


    “Idiot’s awake again,” was all Ilarra could pick out of Greth’s muttering nearby.


    An hour earlier, one of the soldiers had “accidentally” shoved Ilarra into the side of the wagon face-first when they had stopped for food. Raeln had jumped to her defense, hurling the man nearly ten feet away before Therec had stepped in and demanded both sides be calm. As soon as the three prisoners had gotten back aboard the wagon, Raeln had put a hand to his head and collapsed.


    Moving over beside the wildlings, Ilarra watched as Greth slowly removed a blood-soaked cloth from Raeln’s head. The stitches had held for the most part, but the wound was ugly and bleeding badly again. All the while that Greth worked on stopping the bleeding, Raeln was weakly trying to make him stop.


    “Will he be able to walk…or run?” Ilarra asked, keeping her voice low to ensure the soldiers could not hear her.


    Raeln nodded until Greth slapped the uninjured side of his head just hard enough to get his attention.


    “No,” Greth answered firmly. “He’s got a concussion, and every time he twitches, this gash starts bleeding again. Much as I want to get away, we’re staying prisoners for a day or two until he can walk without me carrying him by the scruff. He can probably fight, if he doesn’t expect to live through it.”


    Ilarra touched Raeln’s head gently and his anger faded away into a look of apologetic hopelessness. “Greth,” she said, looking to the other man, “you owe us nothing. If you find your way out, take it.”


    The wolf snorted and pressed the cloth to Raeln’s head again. “How could I leave you two?” said Greth, flicking Raeln’s ear seemingly to amuse himself. “He’s helpless without me and you’re like the pet I never had as a pup. I’m staying until it looks like it’ll get me killed if I don’t run.”


    Raeln snarled and tried to look Ilarra in the eyes, but Greth shoved him back to the floorboards.


    “He loves the idea,” Greth said, grinning as he checked the cloth, quickly putting it right back against the wound. “I didn’t hear one word of objection. Until I do, I’ll just assume he’s agreeing with everything I say.”


    Raeln tried to push Greth away, but Greth grabbed the back of his neck firmly, digging in his claws. After several seconds of Raeln straining to free himself but being too weak to do so, Raeln gave up and snorted as he relaxed.


    “How do you keep him from killing himself?” asked Greth a few minutes later. “Where I come from, he’d be dead within a week, and no one would be surprised. There’s one in every pack that thinks he’s too good to work with others, and we usually find them skinned in a ditch.”


    “I…he doesn’t need me to stop him.”


    “Stupid fighters like him die with an arrow in their back,” continued Greth. “Smart fighters kill the archer before they attack the main force. This fool would walk into the battle daring them to shoot him, then be surprised when they did. The wilds breed smart fighters, but I guess the elves produce ‘great’ fighters.”


    Raeln’s expression made Ilarra’s heart break. He looked truly miserable being spoken about like that, but could not—or would not, she corrected herself—say anything to defend himself. Instead, he looked back at Greth with a look that pleaded, “Please stop.”


    Ilarra half-expected Greth to act even more harshly toward Raeln when he showed the chiding was bothering him. What little she knew about the instincts of wolf wildlings made her think he would take Raeln’s expression as a weakness to be exploited. Instead, Greth saw that look and immediately stopped talking, his ears sinking slightly as he focused on tending to Raeln’s wound. They stayed silent for a time, until Raeln had relaxed and began drifting off to sleep.


    “He’ll need the rest,” whispered Greth, once Raeln was breathing steadily. “If not to heal, then to get through whatever’s coming when we reach the city.”


    “Thank you for helping. You didn’t have to help us,” Ilarra quickly told him, squeezing Greth’s hand.


    The man wrinkled his muzzle as he stared at her hand, but he did not stop her. “No, I didn’t.” Greth gave Raeln a brief grin. “It’ll be fun to rub it in that he’s in my debt, though. Like my sire used to say, ‘whatever doesn’t kill you gives me something to laugh at you about.’ I’ll be laughing at him for days about this…once I’m sure he’s not going to die on me.”


    Ilarra smiled at the wolf’s joke but did not doubt that he would torment Raeln. The humor faded quickly, leaving them in the dark quiet of the wagon for a little while, with Raeln faintly snoring.


    “What now?” she finally asked.


    Greth frowned at her question, moving to sit alongside Raeln. He eyed the unconscious man for some time, then shrugged. “We wait. I’m betting the horses they have pulling us won’t make it to the keep before night. Normally, I would say we run as soon as the sun sets, but I know the things that patrol when the sun’s down and you do not want to meet them, even as powerful as you are. Just takes one critter getting past your spells and you’re as dead as the idiot and I. If something attacks, we run while the humans fight…if not, we wait for another chance.”


    “I’m really not much of a wizard,” Ilarra said after a moment’s contemplation about whether she wanted to admit as much. “I’m not even fully trained. Not really even started.”


    “I can do without the modesty crap,” replied Greth, closing his eyes as he leaned back against the wagon’s side. “My sire…father…spent his whole adult life studying magic—without formal training, but studying regardless—and couldn’t do anything near what you did out there today. If this is you barely trained, my father should’ve gotten out of the woods more.”


    Once Greth’s eyes were closed, Raeln lifted his head and gave Ilarra a questioning stare while continuing to make the soft snoring noises. He had been with her since she had learned to walk and knew what her capabilities really were. Whether Greth believed her or not, Raeln knew something was wrong.


    Ilarra shook her head, mouthing the words “be quiet” to Raeln.


    “You haven’t told us…or at least me…anything about yourself, Greth. You keep mentioning your ‘pack,’ but I can’t even piece together who your people are or what city you’re from.”


    Smirking, Greth opened his eyes and looked over at Raeln, who had already gone back to pretending to sleep. “Not much to say, elf,” he offered softly. “Bunch of dirty animals running around the woods, keeping away from respectable people like you. The pack-leader spends most of his time keeping us from killing each other or coming after your villages.”


    “We don’t hate your kind, so why hate us so much?”


    Greth studied her for a long time, and answered, “If wolves came by every few months and skinned your parents or just stopped by the area to put down a bunch of traps that maim and kill your children when they go out to play, give some thought on how you’d feel about us. I’m betting it wouldn’t be much better than how I feel.”


    “That’s awful. Elves do this to your people?”


    He shook his head. “Elves, humans, even the occasional dwarf. Pretty much anyone working for the slaving or fur companies in Altis finds an excuse to come looking for us. We’re cheap labor…or as my father used to say, meat’s meat so long as it shuts up when you’re eating it. If they can shut us up long enough to make us work, we’ve got value. If not, we make good rugs, I hear. Either way, Altis isn’t inviting us to become citizens anytime soon, even without the whole undead taking over the land thing.”


    Ilarra made a brief comparison with her own peoples’ treatment of the wolves like Raeln and wondered how Greth could even tolerate her, given that kind of experience with the other races. In his place, she could imagine trying to kill everyone in Hyeth the first time she met them.


    “My people,” she started to say, then wished she had kept her mouth shut but was already committed to continuing, “were butchered by their own. Elves and humans turned savage on the plains during the early years of our settling here. They abandoned the villages, but they keep coming back to raid our farms when food is scarce.”


    “Yeah, I met them when I ran from you near the village. Charming folks. Two of them acted like I was the rebirth of their deity and the rest started firing arrows at me.”


    “The clans worship animal spirits, but they have this weird fear of animals that are black and white, like you and Raeln. They attack the rest of us because they say we were intruding on their old hunting lands. Kind of silly when you boil it down…some of them were related to our people generations ago. We’d been there for almost a generation before the rest showed up. My father said that the original tribesmen roamed across four parts of the plains, moving once in each generation to where their fathers’ fathers had remembered hunting. We just happened to pick a spot on the edge of one such hunting ground.”


    “We were much the same with Altis,” Greth told her, closing his eyes and leaning against the wagon’s side. “Lihuan—our pack-leader—told me stories as a child about how our pack had moved through the mountains peacefully for years, right up until Altis realized we were out there. Once they found out we were on ‘their’ land, it became war for at least the last ten or fifteen years.”


    “Can I ask you one more thing, Greth?” Ilarra asked, hoping to catch him before he fell asleep.


    “If I say ‘no,’ will I get to sleep?”


    “If I say ‘no,’ will you answer me?” she retorted quickly.


    “Fine. Yes. Ask your question, elf.”


    “Why are you here? Really, why come with us at all? You could be halfway back to the mountains by now. Within days, you could have forgotten about us completely.”


    Greth’s eyes opened slightly and he smiled back at her in the dim light of the wagon’s interior. “Can’t go home alone,” he told her, reaching down to fish something out of a small pouch on his belt. When he found it, he untangled it on his lap. “I have to find someone or I can’t ever go back. Going back without him will get me killed more quickly than anyone in Lantonne can manage. I’d rather let the furless try to kill me than go back and try explaining what happened to our group out there at the quarry.”


    Ilarra stared at the small item Greth held. At first, she could not recognize what he was holding, but as she watched him unroll it, she began to understand what she was seeing. Rows of leather strands had been sewn into an array of bones and beads, with the remains of several broken feathers attached near the bottom. Only one of the feathers now remained intact, the black raven-like plumage standing out against the rest. The intricate-looking item had been some kind of necklace or chest piece at one time, before being battered and nearly torn apart. She had seen similar items on the barbarians that attacked her village. “What is it?” she asked. “Or…what does it mean?”


    “It marks one who’s been recognized as important to a pack or tribe,” Greth replied, settling back with his eyes closed. He slid the necklace back into his pouch. “That one belonged to our pack’s healer. He was with me when I was caught by the Lantonnian soldiers. It was his fuzzy ass that got us all in trouble out there, but I’ll keep going back to Lantonne until I find him.”


    “You need to bring back the healer or your pack-leader will blame you for his loss?”


    “Not the pack-leader. Pack-leader’s kit will rip my head off and feed it to wild animals if I tried to go back without knowing what happened to the grey-furred fool. She’s got an awful temper when it comes to anything she feels she has claim to.”


    “Her husband or betrothed, then.”


    Greth laughed and shrugged. “Things are complicated in the wilds, elf. Just accept that he means a lot to her and it’s my hide if she’s unhappy about his death. If I can at least get his remains, she will kill the people who did it as part of her grieving. If I don’t…I’m the one who takes the brunt of it. I don’t know if she’ll even remember who went with him on the mission, but I’m not going to risk it.”


    “Was he a friend of yours?”


    Greth shook his head and answered, “He was a packmate. I respected him for his role in the pack, but he was not someone I knew. I did pledge to help him with his suicide mission to Lantonne though. He knew my father and was the last to see him alive…I owed the fuzz-ball at least that much help, given that my father liked him. I let my father down and wanted to make it up by helping the last person he treated as his pup, even if that wasn’t me. I was too busy rebelling against the pack to be there for him and by then, it was too late.”


    Ilarra sat forward, studying Greth’s scars, which were visible now that he had tossed aside his cloak. There were scars all over his arms, neck, and even a few faintly on his face in thinner parts of his fur. He did not have the filled-out bulk of Raeln, but he appeared to have lived far harder in his life.


    “If I may ask,” she inquired, noticing as she did that Raeln’s ears were moving as they talked, “how old are you, Greth? You look like you’ve been fighting for years and you talk like you’re as old as we are. I know you said something back in the village about Raeln being old, but after all of this, I have to say my memory’s fuzzy.”


    “Four, give or take,” the wolf man replied. “Been hunting with my father since my mom died more than a year ago. When he died…well, I had a lot to prove to the other wolves. Stragglers aren’t exactly welcomed in.”


    “Your pack, they’re all wolves?”


    “Most packs are like that, but ours is a mix of everything we can find. Lihuan thinks it makes us stronger as a group to accept anyone with fur, scales, or feathers. Normally he’s right, but sometimes it can get rough when we’re all starving and a rabbit or deer wildling trots past. Fighting for survival isn’t just against Altis or the weather, no matter how much Lihuan tries to keep it peaceful.”


    “Your people joined together to survive, no matter how hard it is to keep away from each other’s throats,” she thought aloud, eliciting a nod from Greth. “Mine and Raeln’s did the same thing. We’ve just been doing it longer and learned to work together with neither wanting to kill the other.”


    Greth snorted and batted at Raeln’s ear. Despite the fact that Ilarra knew Raeln was at least trying to listen in, he did not move.


    “Elf, we’re hardly alike,” he replied, pointing a clawed fingertip at Raeln. “He’s practically a pet. You can tell me he’s family, but he’s not allowed to talk. That’s slave behavior. I honestly don’t care if your people wanted to put a crown on the head of every wolf that you take in, the result is the same. He’s just a slave without chains.”


    “He’s my brother, Greth.”


    “That’s disturbing so many different ways that I can’t even put it to words.”


    “We were raised together. He’s only a couple months younger than I am. We learned to walk and talk at the same time—though admittedly, he learned a lot faster than I did. Your people have us beat on the growing up part.


    “The oath,” she went on, “wasn’t until we were four. I was too young to really understand it, but he looked like he does now. He made a conscious choice to help my family. It wasn’t my choice to make him take it…”


    “But your people enforce the rules associated with it,” snapped Greth, bristling slightly. “As much as I hate the idea of one of my people living an elf’s life, if he could do it on his own terms, I might not hate it quite so much. Having him practically on a leash and unable to talk just because his owner is present makes me sick. If he was wearing a collar, I’d have something I could tear off in protest, but chains made from words aren’t something I can break.”


    “I don’t want them broken,” said Raeln softly, his even tone cutting through the night. “Ilarra is my sister and I will protect her with my life. Your ways are not our ways.”


    “The mute speaks,” Greth said, patting Raeln on the head like a child, though he was careful to avoid touching anywhere near the wound. “I thought you couldn’t talk, pup?”


    Rolling over onto his side to look up at Greth, Raeln replied, “You talk about breaking a pledge I made. That warrants an answer. Little else you say does.”


    Greth smiled at that, winking at Ilarra once Raeln settled back down on the floor. The wolf seemed to dearly enjoy bothering Raeln.


    Ilarra could appreciate the attempt at playful humor, even if she hated his methods. It was good to see Raeln actually paying attention to anything anyone besides her. She had not even realized just how focused Raeln was until Greth had come along, constantly distracting him from Ilarra. Some small part of her was jealous at having him paying so much attention to someone else, but mostly she was happy to see him interacting with another wildling.


    “I heal quickly,” continued Raeln. “Give me until morning and…”


    “Shut up,” Greth snapped, making Ilarra look up at him in surprise.


    Clearly as shocked as Ilarra, Raeln lifted his head and stared over his shoulder at Greth. “You demand that I talk…”


    “I said shut your mouth…now.”


    Both Ilarra and Raeln watched Greth in confusion. Slowly, Ilarra began to realize he was sniffing at something and was trying to concentrate.


    “This is so incredibly unfair,” he finally announced, hopping to his feet. He rushed to the nearest shuttered window of the carriage wagon, popped it open and looked around furtively. “I was kidding. This sort of thing is not supposed to happen.”


    “What?” Ilarra pleaded, starting to feel the contagious panic without knowing why.


    “Wolves,” said Greth nervously. He sat down on the floor and sniffed the tiny gaps in the floorboards. “Five or six. They’re cutting us off from Lantonne and circling us, if I’m guessing right.”


    “Even I know wolves won’t attack a group of humans on horses,” Ilarra countered, leaning back against the wall of the wagon and giving Raeln an annoyed look. He shrugged and lay his head back down. “Wolves aren’t stupid.”


    “When I said wolves, that wasn’t exactly what I meant.” Greth rubbed his face in frustration and began searching the floor on hands and knees.


    Greth soon pulled clumps of dirt and dust from under the benches that had likely been left by the farmers Therec had acquired the wagon from. He hugged the dirt to his chest and sat down on the floor, rubbing it into his fur and clothing. Once he seemed satisfied with the amount of dirt on himself, he dug his claws into his clothing and began shredding it. After that, he mussed up his fur and looked over at Raeln in annoyed impatience.


    “Werewolves,” he told Raeln matter-of-factly. “Get yourself looking uncivilized or we’re both dead.”


    Raeln rolled his eyes and tried to lay back down, but Greth grabbed his shoulder and yanked him upright.


    “I wish I was lying,” Greth said in such a dire tone that Raeln’s eyes immediately focused and his posture changed. “You and I can get out of his with some clever acting, but she’s going to be torn apart. Get yourself ready to fight if you want Ilarra to live through this.” Jumping back to his feet, Greth screamed out the window at the nearest soldier on horseback. “Hey! Get ready. There are werewolves coming!”


    Ilarra could imagine the man’s reaction without seeing it, picturing it as a mirror for how she wanted to respond. Had she not seen Greth’s panic, she would have believed this to be another of his ruses. Seeing the fear in his eyes cast that completely aside.


    “There are no werewolves, you superstitious savage,” the man called back, slamming the shutters of the wagon in Greth’s face.


    “Can you smell them?” asked Greth of Raeln, pacing in the small space at the middle of the wagon. “They’re close.”


    Shaking his head, Raeln gave Ilarra a worried look, and then his ears shot up in alarm. Sniffing more loudly, he closed his eyes and nodded.


    “What good is dirt going to do you?” Ilarra said nervously, standing as well. She had no idea what to do and wondered if there was any chance of fighting the same way as she had with the bear the night before. “How can there be werewolves this close to Lantonne? How can there even be werewolves?”


    Greth shook his head quickly, continuing to rub at his fur anywhere it tried to lay flat. “They’re real savages,” he explained. “Civilization is the enemy. They want to see it all burn and slowly go back to being wilderness, or so my pack-leader’s daughter always told me with that self-satisfied smirk of hers. The more rough we look, the better our chances. As for why they’re so close to the city…I’m guessing it has to do with the explosion in the quarry. Lycanthropes hate the cities enough they might think the explosion was done on purpose. They’ll blame anyone they can pick off on the outskirts.”


    A howl in the distance quieted Greth and made Raeln’s fur bristle. Seconds later, two or three more voices joined the first. Any doubts Ilarra had melted away in the seconds that howl continued.


    “Raeln,” Greth said, stopping at the middle of the wagon. “Ilarra is your prey. Drag her around like she’s food. Ilarra…play dead. I’ll try to convince the raging idiots that we’re at least similar enough to them that we don’t need to be eaten. They can smell that we’re different, but maybe…”


    A human scream outside preceded the lurching stop of the wagon.


    “I’ve said that you aren’t a real wolf,” Greth told Raeln. “It’s time to prove yourself. If either of us fails here, there’s not a chance we’ll get to regret it. If we convince them we’re strong enough, they might not kill us…though then they might do worse.”


    The wagon rocked abruptly as something collided with one side of it, nearly knocking the whole thing over. Outside, Ilarra could hear the soldiers scrambling and dismounting. Shouts came from all directions as more curt howls announced the arrival of attackers.


    “Can you stand?” Greth asked Raeln, offering him a hand. “You need to look strong for these guys.”


    Though unstable as he got up, Raeln nodded and clasped Greth’s hand the way Ilarra had seen him do with the warriors back in Hyeth. Something in the touch was a statement of strength that she did not understand, but communicated to Greth that Raeln was intending to fight no matter what the outcome might be.


    Greth turned next to Ilarra, “The door’s locked from the outside. Can you blow it open? As soon as you hear the next howl or scream…”


    Another howl shook the wagon as the sound of crossbows firing and a horse screaming made Ilarra’s skin crawl. Despite her instincts begging her to huddle under the wagon’s bench, she raised a hand toward the door and pulled magic to herself. It came easier than she remembered, thundering into the wood door with enough force to rip the wood apart and fling the pieces outwards.


    Even before the door’s remains had settled, Ilarra felt ill, her whole body burning with fever. She clutched at her stomach and did her best to hide the sensations, but she knew Raeln would notice no matter what she did.


    The men fighting outside appeared to be huddled together, staring at the dimming light of the plains around them. It took several seconds before Ilarra saw anything past them, but when she did, her heart skipped a beat.


    Among the trees and scrub bushes just off the road that were coated with snow, she could see three wolf-like creatures moving around, keeping a fair distance from the wagon and its guards. At first glance they appeared to be wildlings, though, unlike Raeln and Greth, they wore no clothing she could see. All of them walked on their hands and feet like beasts, growling and yipping at the humans. In passing, one looked toward her, its eyes gleaming or possibly glowing faintly yellow even in the evening light.


    It was then that Ilarra saw what the humans were hiding behind. Rather than a barricade, as she had first thought, they were using the gutted remains of one of their horses as a shield against the werewolves. The poor animal had been torn completely open.


    “I’m going out,” Greth said, though he did not initially move and looked to Ilarra to be nearly frozen with fear. “Follow quickly. Look like you belong and we might get out of this. If either of you gives a hint of weakness, we’ll be dead before they even know what we look like.”


    Taking a deep breath, Greth shook his head and began panting like an animal. His eyes completely unfocused, giving the impression that he was watching everything without letting himself dwell on any one object or person. Even his posture changed, sinking slightly as though he would be more comfortable on all fours. It was clearly a quick attempt at copying the werewolves, but Ilarra was thankful he had not looked like that when she had first met him.


    Greth shivered slightly, then stepped from the wagon, dropping in behind the humans, who were far too worried about the werewolves to even notice.


    “Do whatever you have to do,” Ilarra told Raeln. “Anything.”


    Without hesitation, Raeln grabbed Ilarra’s cloak and clothing in one hand, hoisting her off the ground by the wadded cloth slightly above the small of her back. Growling loudly, he did what he could to mimic Greth’s appearance and followed the other man out of the wagon, carrying Ilarra like a sack of potatoes.


    Chaos gripped the area around the wagon as a werewolf raced through the humans, narrowly missing Raeln and Ilarra. In its passing, one human vanished and a second collapsed screaming, clutching at deep gashes on his arm that went through clothing, armor, and flesh.


    Therec was shouting orders, though Ilarra and the soldiers were ignoring him for the most part. Everyone had devolved into self-preservation.


    Nearby, Greth shoved past the humans and was making his way out into the open, heading toward a gap between the werewolves but not directly away from them. He maintained a casual pace, likely trying not to appear like he was running away.


    Raeln looked between Greth and the nearest bleeding soldier, then reached down and pulled the human off the ground, putting him in a more protected position near the fallen horse. As soon as he bent to situate the man, Ilarra saw two werewolves flank them, cutting them off from Greth. Another ran out in front of Greth, blocking his path as well.


    “Defend the prisoners with your lives!” shouted Therec, standing tall despite the cowering soldiers around him. “I can kill them if you will stand and hold your position. I need everyone to…”


    One of the werewolves leapt over the horse and two soldiers, landing atop Therec with all four paws, slamming him to the ground in front of where Ilarra dangled from Raeln’s hand. The wolf kept its weight on Therec’s chest, raising its angry eyes to Ilarra, then up from her to Raeln, almost seeming to dare him to intervene.


    Roaring, Raeln kicked the werewolf in the jaw, knocking it over backwards. The beast-man slid and flipped back onto its hind legs, standing straight to bring itself even with Raeln. Even as large as Raeln was, the werewolf was easily his match for size and might have had even more muscle.


    Raeln held his ground, maintaining a growl as the werewolf walked up to him, sniffing as it cocked its head and eyed him suspiciously. In the exchange, Ilarra saw anger only in Raeln…the werewolf remained eerily calm.


    The werewolf was certainly not intimidated by Raeln in the slightest, snorting and dismissing him with a flick of its tail after a moment. It turned its attention to Ilarra, who could not stifle a squeak of fear that seemed to amuse the werewolf, bringing a smile to its muzzle, even as one of the soldiers drove a sword into the creature’s side.


    Snarling, the werewolf reached back and caught the human by the arm, pulling him off his feet. Its eyes still watching Ilarra hungrily, it threw the human aside and then yanked the sword from itself in a spray of blood. Before the sword hit the ground, the cut had closed and fur had begun filling in where the wound had been.


    Giving Raeln another curious glance, the werewolf reached for Ilarra, only to have its hand slapped aside by Raeln. The male werewolf barked and closed on Raeln, coming up so close Ilarra thought it might be bumping its chest against his, though all she could see was the hairy leg of the werewolf. In the fur, she could see blood and dirt, like she would have expected to find on a predatory wild animal that had run hard through rough terrain. The stench of the creature was incredible.


    Nearby, Therec groaned and tried to sit up as the soldiers fled, but the werewolf moved its left leg, planting a huge paw on his chest to keep him still.


    Raeln did not back down, keeping himself still as the werewolf remained close enough to bite him at any moment or simply grab Ilarra from him. The creature’s clawed hand was easily close enough that she doubted Raeln could have stopped it if he tried.


    At last, the werewolf laughed, the first indication Ilarra had gotten that it might be in any way human or wildling-like. The werewolf backed off and turned away from her and Raeln, reaching instead for Therec.


    What Raeln did next made Ilarra wish Asha was around to drag him off by his ear.


    Dropping Ilarra, Raeln stepped forward and shoved the werewolf off its feet. The beast-man roared and spun on Raeln, completely forgetting Therec.


    Ilarra scrambled back toward the wagon to get out of the way of the fight she expected at any second. Sliding under the wagon, she attempted to hide near one of the wheels, knowing full well that her safety would only last until Raeln was dead and the wolves began looking for prey again. Looking around for a way to escape, she saw the broken remains of Corth, lying in the road nearby, staring blankly at the sky.


    Raeln and the werewolf circled one another slowly, the werewolf practically hunched onto all fours while Raeln stood tall. After several passes, the werewolf stopped, and Raeln did too.


    “You smell of one we won’t touch,” the werewolf said, standing up and baring its teeth at Raeln briefly. It looked to Ilarra, still huddled behind the wagon wheel. “Run along with your snack. My family will let you go this time, wildling.”


    Raeln held a hand back toward Ilarra and she wasted no time running to him. She practically slammed into his arm, clinging to be sure the werewolf did not change its mind and grab for her.


    Giving the werewolf one more snarl of his own, Raeln reached down with his free hand and pulled Therec to his feet, though the man was unsteady and clutched at the shredded robe on his chest.


    “Push your luck too much and I will put you down,” warned the werewolf, dropping to a squat on all fours. “Start walking. You do not get to claim anything else.”


    This time, Raeln did as he was told and began hurrying Ilarra and Therec up the road toward Lantonne.


    From what Ilarra could see, the city’s outermost section was less than a mile away. At a run, she was sure that they would make it in no time, assuming the wolves did not pursue. Then, she looked toward Greth and realized that they could not run, at least not yet.


    The other wildling had not fared nearly as well as Raeln. He faced three werewolves, two of which flanked him and kept him from running while the third sat in the same squatted stance as the one Raeln had left behind, watching Greth amusedly.


    Greth had done his best to look the part and blend in, but even Ilarra could see that he was only making matters worse. He had dropped to all fours and looked like a cornered animal, doing what he could to warn off the werewolves with posturing and quick flashes of teeth. Most other creatures might have recognized the danger of approaching a wildling that was so ready to fight against superior odds, but the werewolves could not have looked less concerned.


    “I’m going to go save the idiot,” whispered Raeln, giving Ilarra a gentle push toward Lantonne. “I’ll never forgive myself if he gets mauled.”


    The unsolicited statement made Ilarra freeze in surprise, despite Therec saying something about needing to go. She had been shocked enough that Raeln would talk, but even more so that he would risk them to save Greth. This was the first time she had ever heard him speak like any other person might, without Greth having to pry it out of him.


    Raeln ran across the blood-spattered snow to where Greth was backing away from the werewolf that had faced him—what she thought might be a female, who was also nearly as large as Raeln. Before Raeln could reach them, the female werewolf leapt onto Greth, trying to bite at his neck while the other two wolves watched Raeln with stares that were clearly meant to be warnings to stay back.


    Undeterred, Raeln raced at the werewolves, leaping over one that tried to stop him, landing for a single stride, then dove into the female on Greth. The two tumbled away while Greth scrambled back to his feet with one hand to his neck, running hard toward Ilarra.


    “I’m clear, Raeln, run!” Greth shouted over his shoulder and then slid to a stop when he realized Raeln was still fighting.


    Ilarra stared in disbelief as the two other werewolves backed off to watch while Raeln traded blows with the female. Her mind leapt to dozens of spells that she did not even have names for that might kill or slow the werewolves, but she could not be sure that Raeln would be spared. Biting her lip, she could only watch in horror from afar as the battle went on. At her side, Therec seemed equally at a loss, his hands fidgeting like most of the users of magic Ilarra had ever met who could not figure out what they might be able to do to help.


    Fists against claws, knees and feet against fangs, Raeln and the werewolf tore at one another, each stumbling away every so often. For all his strength and skill, Ilarra could see that Raeln was losing, slowly wearing down as the female werewolf continuously healed from his attacks. Sooner or later, she would get past his defenses and the other werewolves would descend on him…


    It happened sooner that Ilarra had expected, the werewolf batting aside Raeln’s arm and backhanding him with enough force snow flew into the air as he crashed onto his back. Stepping over Raeln, the female were roared and planted a paw on his chest, holding him down. The others began to approach, but the werewolf barked at each, warning them off, then dropped down atop Raeln, ready to bite him.


    “If we don’t stop her, he’ll be one of them within a month,” noted Therec, shaking his head. “I’ve got nothing that won’t kill your friend. What would you have me do?”


    Ilarra realized then that Greth was already running back to Raeln. This time, the female werewolf was watching for exactly the type of foolish behavior Raeln had performed before and raised her head to watch Greth as he got close.


    Rising to brace herself to roll with Greth, the werewolf flung the smaller wildling past and ran on all fours to where he landed. She slammed Greth to the ground before he had managed to lift his head, raising her free hand to gut him with her claws.


    With a speed and ferocity Ilarra did not think the man possessed, Greth slipped the werewolf’s hold and bit onto her neck. Digging in with an animalistic rage that seemed to startle even the werewolves, Greth shook his head violently, tearing the female’s throat apart. Blood sprayed everywhere as he stood, a steady stream of red falling from his mouth.


    The werewolves grabbed their fallen member, snarling and growling to warn Greth away as they dragged the female from the two wildlings. Within seconds, the werewolf had healed even the horrific injuries to her throat and rolled onto her feet, joining the others as they fled.


    The whole area went silent as the last werewolf vanished into the nearest trees, with Ilarra and Therec—as well as the two surviving soldiers that had been hiding somewhere—staring at Greth in shock as he helped Raeln stand. The wildling was covered with enough blood that Ilarra thought he looked like a bucket had been dumped on him. The dark, wet stain covered his entire muzzle and ran down his chest, as well as soaking his hands nearly to the elbows.


    “That,” croaked Greth as he approached the group with Raeln following. Blood dripped from his mouth as he spoke. “Is how you fight animals. We have to get our hands dirty, even if you city-folk think that’s beneath you.”


    Once Raeln had come over beside Ilarra, lowering his head in acknowledgement of her worry, Greth staggered to the edge of the road and began coughing violently. Between coughs, he spat repeatedly, trying to get the gore out of his mouth.


    Ilarra finally shook off her own surprise at the fight and patted Raeln’s hand before following Greth to where he knelt, gagging between coughs. Kneeling beside him, she placed a hand on his back and started to thank him, but he shoved her hand away.


    “I don’t need a furless doting over me when I’m being the savage you already thought I was,” he told her harshly, his voice sounding hoarse from the coughing. “I’ll do what I have to do to survive…don’t make it into more than it is.”


    “Thank you anyway,” Ilarra told him, getting only a curt nod in reply.


    After another round of gagging, Greth sat back on his haunches and looked over at Ilarra, then past her at Raeln and the humans that had come to lend silent support.


    “Tell the other furless to play with the horses for a minute,” Greth told Ilarra softly, though she did not need to relay his message. The soldiers and Therec backed off, giving them some space.


    Standing up, Greth wiped at the blood on his chest with one hand and walked over to Raeln, who watched him with concern.


    “Among my packmates, we have a tradition,” Greth said, looking Raeln over. “I’m guessing you won’t like it, but I don’t really care, either.”


    Reaching up, Greth wiped the fresh blood on the pads of his hand across Raeln’s face, leaving dark streaks on Raeln’s otherwise pale fur. Raeln managed not to recoil, but Ilarra could easily see his disgust.


    Greth went on to explain, “You were attacked by wolves…crazy monster wolves, but they’re still wolves. You lived through it. Among the predatory breeds, that has some significance. It doesn’t make you an adult in a pack, but it does make you less ignorant of how the beasts work and more of a real person in your own right. The blood is to help you always remember that scent and learn from it, to become more like what your appearance tells others you are.


    “Until today, you looked like a wolf. Today you faced the real thing. Become like it and be stronger for the experience. By the hells, become a werewolf to these idiots. They already joke that you are one.”


    Raeln reached up to touch the blood on his face with the tip of his finger. Before Greth could say anything, Ilarra grabbed Raeln’s wrist to stop him.


    “It’s a good thing to them,” she whispered. “He isn’t making fun of you…he’s honoring you.”


    Frowning, Raeln let his hand drop to his side but kept twitching his whiskers as though the blood itched. After a moment, he grabbed Greth’s hand and clasped it.


    “We aren’t equals yet,” Greth snapped, pulling his hand away. “You’re headed in the right direction though.”


    Off to the side, Ilarra heard someone clear their throat and remembered that Therec and the soldiers were waiting.


    “As much as I wish to give you all the time you want,” the robed man told them, motioning toward Lantonne, “I would have us within the city before it gets dark. If creatures like that are attacking so close to town, I cannot let us stay here. The wagon is destroyed and the horses are dead, so we will need to start walking. Besides, I need to get troops out here to claim the bodies before something else feeds on them.”


    “The furless is right,” Greth muttered, not quite looking at Therec. “Let’s get moving. I don’t want to save your hide a third time in a day, Raeln.” Greth went to the humans and began walking away with them while Raeln and Ilarra lagged behind.


    Once they had a little distance between themselves and the others, Ilarra turned to her brother and punched him in the arm playfully. “He’s calling you by name,” she said, giggling at his smirk. “You’re practically family. Keep getting yourself mauled and he might even consider you a friend.”


    Rolling his eyes, Raeln reached over and messed up Ilarra’s hair.


    


    *


    


    After their arrival in Lantonne, Therec had whisked the group off to a large bedchamber several floors up…and guarded by halls of soldiers undoubtedly there to keep them from leaving before given permission. The room was idyllic, but each time Ilarra had gone near the door, the two elven guards outside had quickly stepped in front of her and asked what they could fetch.


    “Best damned prison I’ve been in yet,” muttered Greth between mouthfuls of grapes that had been left on the nightstand. He had spent the hour they had been there pacing the place, searching every inch of the room. “Only one bed…I’ll fight you for it.”


    Raeln got up from the floor and growled, straightening his broad shoulders.


    “I didn’t say I’d fight you,” Greth corrected. He went to the window, staring off toward the snow-capped mountains.


    “Raeln, sit down before you start bleeding again,” Ilarra chided him, tugging at what remained of Raeln’s sleeve. Even in the brief touch, she felt dried blood under her fingers. “This is not the time to pick fights.”


    Snorting, Raeln bent over to show her his head. Where the large wound had been the night before, there now was only a pink scar. Even the stitches were gone. Raeln could heal fast, but that was far beyond anything Ilarra had seen without magic at work.


    “Mairlee,” she noted, and Raeln nodded. She started to reach for the front of his shirt over his heart, but he quickly stepped away from her. Ilarra decided to let the topic drop, knowing there was no good news there.


    Stiffening somewhat, Greth announced, “Dwarf at the door.”


    A second later, a heavy pounding on the door preceded the entry of a stout little woman with braids that hung nearly to her feet. Glowering at the guard that followed her into the room, the dwarven woman plopped a closed basket atop a stool near the door and then glared at each of the prisoners in turn.


    “I’m not great with people that have fur, but I’m fairly sure the woman I was told to check on is her,” the dwarf said, pointing at Ilarra with a stubby finger. “Unless one of you is a damned-burly girl. Don’t see tits on either of you, so I’m guessing not.” The woman marched up to Ilarra and began poking and prodding at her, finally stopping with a finger pressed to Ilarra’s arm just above her wrist. When Ilarra opened her mouth to say something, the dwarf raised a hand to silence her.


    “Ilarra from Hyeth, I got the news,” the woman told Ilarra. “I’m Magister Arlind…your healer for the day. Keep quiet for a minute and let me do my thing. If you can keep those two from growling while I’m trying to figure you out, I’d appreciate that, too.”


    Biting her lip, Ilarra said nothing, instead looking around at the room helplessly, waiting for some clue what to do next. As she waited, she began watching the other newcomer, the soldier at the door.


    The elven man that had followed the dwarf into the room closed the door behind himself, then took up a position blocking it. He was wearing chain armor and the sashes all of the keep’s soldiers wore, but something in the way he never looked at anything but the floor caught Ilarra’s attention. Other than that one detail, he looked entirely normal. Shoulder-length yellow-brown hair in the style most of the elven men wore, standard clothing for the keep, and entirely average-looking equipment made him seem so entirely average that Ilarra could not stop watching him. Something seemed…wrong.


    Meanwhile, the dwarven woman had taken up a position directly in front of Ilarra and was eyeing her suspiciously. After a moment, she said firmly, “You look fine, child. Tell me what your issue is or I’m going back to my room. The necromancer was bitching about you being sick and between you, me, and the walls, I think he’s been drinking.”


    Glancing around the room at the three men present, Ilarra lowered her voice and answered, “It’s something in the blood I think. The skin over my heart is discolored.”


    “Right,” Arlind announced, clapping her hands. “Boys…get out or I’ll put you out the window. No free shows and I’m too expensive for the lot of you.”


    The soldier wasted no time opening the door. He whispered something to the other soldiers waiting outside, who escorted Raeln and Greth from the room in a hurry. Once they were out of sight down the hall, the elven man closed the door and bolted it.


    Crossing her arms, Arlind tapped her foot impatiently as she glared at the soldier. “Which part of ‘boys’ was unclear, soldier?”


    The man’s eyes came up from the floor slowly, and then he blinked like he had not realized anyone was speaking to him. “Me?” he asked, sounding truly confused.


    “Yes. Get out or I put my boot in your ass.”


    “My orders were to watch Ilarra. Ask any of the soldiers.”


    “She isn’t leaving except through that door,” snapped Arlind. “Unless you think she can fly, you can ensure she’s still here by staying right outside.”


    The man thought on that, then shook his head, saying in a completely neutral tone, “I doubt she can fly, but I would rather be sure that she is here. What reason do you have for wanting me to leave?”


    “The girl has to take her shirt off and doesn’t want to be ogled by some pervert.”


    “Ah, I think I understand. This is because I am male,” said the man in such a dry analytical tone that he almost reminded Ilarra of her father when he was lost in thought. The man turned in place to face the door. “Proceed.”


    Groaning, Arlind turned back to Ilarra. “Sorry, child. The king hires some strange ones. This one’s high on that bloody list. I think he’s new.”


    Ilarra giggled and nodded, then lifted her shirt high enough to show the gruesome black flesh she had seen two nights prior. When she looked, her skin prickled with chill as she saw the discoloration was almost entirely gone. A faint bruise-like discoloration covered the skin over much of the left side of her chest, but it looked as though it were healing.


    “I see an overly-primped little girl who got hit too hard in traveling and thought she had the plague,” noted Arlind, poking Ilarra’s chest with a stubby finger. “Tell me you’re not one of those pansy elves who runs screaming for a healer every time they break a nail…I don’t take well to those kind.”


    “No, it was there two days ago. The skin looked dead and Greth—the shorter wildling—said he smelled death on me.”


    Arlind rubbed at her chin, staring absently toward where the wildlings had gone. “Let me try something,” she finally told Ilarra. “Cover up, child. I’ve seen enough and we’d like the stump at the door to not see any more than he has. I’m going to use a little magic and see what it shows me. Some of the weird diseases go dormant and try to hide. If it’s still in you, I’ll find it.”


    Ilarra pulled her shirt back in place, giving the soldier another glance to be sure he had not been watching her. Thankfully, the man seemed to have remained perfectly still. He barely seemed to be breathing, let alone making any effort to peek.


    Once Ilarra was ready, the magister grabbed Ilarra’s shirt to pull her down and then put a thick hand to Ilarra’s head and closed her eyes. Arlind remained like that for several minutes, her lips moving ever so slightly as she whispered to herself. Finally, she took her hand away.


    “I felt nothing,” she said, shrugging helplessly. “Maybe whatever it was has already passed…”


    A cramp shot through Ilarra’s stomach and moved into her lungs, making her gag. Gasping for breath, she fell to the floor, her whole body burning as it had the night she had killed the bear. Just like that time, she began vomiting, and when she opened her eyes, she saw blood all over the floor.


    “That’s a new one,” muttered Arlind, helping Ilarra sit up as the spasms ended. “Hold still while I check again.”


    Again, Arlind went through checking Ilarra’s neck and wrist, squinting into her eyes, and had her open her mouth wide. This time, Arlind looked genuinely shaken by the time she was done with her examination.


    “I…I can’t help you,” the dwarf said quickly, backing away from Ilarra. “I’m sorry. I have to go…” Before Ilarra could answer, the woman ran, pushing past the soldier at the door and running down the hall.


    “What was that about?” Ilarra wondered aloud, staring nervously at the blood that had already begun to dry.


    “She fears what she has never seen before,” answered the soldier, picking up a blanket from the chair alongside him and coming over to stand beside Ilarra. “This is older than she is and yet unknown in these lands.”


    Placing the blanket on Ilarra’s shoulders, the man stood at her side, watching her as she pulled the blanket tighter to shield herself from his eyes. As she did, she noticed the thin golden pattern in the otherwise drab cloth he had given her. “This was Mairlee’s,” she realized, finding the spot where Mairlee had yanked a thread from the sheet. “Who are you?”


    Smiling, the soldier knelt at her side, studying her face in much the same way Arlind had. He showed no fear…or any other emotion.


    “What you did to that animal in the woods alerted a great many things across this part of Eldvar,” he told her, speaking more softly. “I cannot heal this, Ilarra. What I can do is show you what it means and how to fight it for a time and aid you in doing so. In the end, the only thing I can promise you is death.”


    Squeaking and hopping to her feet, Ilarra backed away from the man, raising a hand toward him. She had hoped the gesture might make him fear her, as most of the soldiers already knew she was a wizard. Instead, he continued to watch her with that same emotionless calm stare.


    “Get out of my room!” she ordered. Keeping her hand aimed at the man, she tried to force herself to concentrate, readying herself to cast a spell if he tried to hurt her.


    “That will only speed things along,” the man told her, waving dismissively at her. As he did, the magic she had reached for in her mind was gone, pushed away from her grasp. “Consider that my first gift. Learn to live without magic and you might extend your life somewhat. Every touch of magic will make your condition worse.”


    “What is my condition?” Ilarra demanded, tightening her grip on the blanket. “Who are you?”


    “Now is no time to show you what has happened. Take some time and accept what has been done to you before I show you more. Call me when you are ready and I will do what I can.”


    “Why should I trust you?”


    The man smiled and stood up, walking across the spot where blood had stained the floor a second before. Now, the boards were clean.


    Stopping just far enough away that Ilarra could not have reached out and touched him, the man clasped his hands behind his back and bowed. “You met my mother out on the plains,” he explained. “I apologize, but I have no name from these lands to give you. I have been away from this place for far too long. The last name I was given was Nenophar, so you may use that if you wish.”


    “Tell me what’s going on…whether my father is going to be okay…”


    Nenophar smiled, though there was no emotion or warmth in it. “You are still a child, worried about family and friends. What is going to happen to Eldvar in the next year will destroy a child mercilessly. You will need to be an adult, or you will be lost even to me. Call me when you think you have found your strength, Ilarra.”


    Ilarra blinked and the man was gone, leaving the room still and empty. The sheet around her shoulders remained, giving Ilarra the only indication that the man had ever been there at all.


    Shaken and confused, Ilarra curled up on the room’s large bed, wrapping herself up in the sheet from Mairlee’s house. She stared at the floor where she had coughed up blood, even though the stain was gone. Deep down, she wondered how bad this had to be to scare a magister and warrant the somewhat-creepy visit from Nenophar. Each time she began to feel sorry for herself, her thoughts shifted to her father and his apprentices, miles away and without anyone that could help them. Inevitably, she thought about Raeln, wondering how her condition might affect him over time and whether he was suffering the same problems she was…thankfully, he had no magic, which seemed to be the trigger for her bouts. That might buy her more time to figure this out without having to tell him.


    A click at the door startled Ilarra, and she realized that the room was quite dark, as the sun had fully set outside. No one had lit the torches or lanterns in the room, leaving it illuminated only by the stub of a candle at the table nearest the door.


    Raeln, followed by Greth, snuck into the room, both men watching Ilarra to see if she was awake. She could see their concern even in the low light, letting her know that they had heard something of her visit with Arlind.


    “She says I’ll be fine,” lied Ilarra, offering a fake smile. “They’re working on a cure for it. No reason to worry.”


    Greth seemed to take that at face-value, immediately turning his attention to finding a spot to bed down for the night. He grabbed a pile of blankets and unceremoniously threw them into a heap in a corner, then flopped atop them, curling into a tight ball with his legs under him and tail almost wrapped around to his nose.


    Raeln was far less swayed by Ilarra’s story. He remained at the door—which was hurriedly closed and locked by the soldiers outside—watching her for clues to whether she was lying to him. Somehow, he always knew. If nothing else, he would understand that she did not want to talk about it and leave it alone for a while, giving her time to figure out the details.


    After a short period of Raeln standing there watching Ilarra, he finally lowered his head and went to the remaining open space on the room’s floor, opposite Greth and closer to the bed. Turning in place to smooth out the rug he stood on, Raeln sat down and closed his eyes, his back straight as he drifted off into his meditation.


    Still curled up in the sheet, Ilarra tried to make herself lay down and sleep, but she could not make her mind stop racing with “what-if’s” of the strange condition she had. She simply was not tired and knew that she would spend the whole night worrying if she did not find some way to relax.


    After a few long minutes, she got up off the bed and went over to Raeln. Like she had as a child, she lay down at his side and put her head against his chest, listening to his powerful heartbeat as a constant to focus on when she was afraid or worried. She had always found it soothing to hear that booming beat of his heart and feel the comparatively tiny thump of her own and he had welcomed her using him as a pillow when she needed the comfort.


    This time, Ilarra did not find the sound nearly as comforting as she had in the past. It took her a minute to realize why. She could hear Raeln’s heart beating strongly, but that was the only heartbeat she heard.


    Touching her wrist, Ilarra’s stomach clenched nervously as she sought her pulse. She checked her neck and similarly found nothing. It was as if her heart had stopped and she went on living and breathing.


    Ilarra struggled to keep from shaking Raeln, begging for his help. Instead, she lay back and stared at the ceiling, wondering what was happening to her. From the corner of her eyes, she thought she saw Greth’s eyes pop open briefly, watching her, but when she looked, he appeared to be asleep.


    Sometime in the night, Ilarra felt her heart begin beating again and closed her eyes, forcing herself to sleep before anything else changed.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Discovery”


    


    No one is above another, except by virtue of wisdom. The station of a person may rise or fall on the skill of their mind. A mind matters little for the body it inhabits. All wisdom holds a place among our people.


    Remember this in foreign lands, as a respect for wisdom will go farther than any attempt to seek peace and will often accomplish the same ends. They will try to be more clever than you, and if they succeed, fall back to your homeland and learn from this lesson.


    Assume that anyone without wisdom will betray you and you will rarely be disappointed. They should be pitied for their lack of foresight rather than hated for their ignorance. This simple view will avoid a great many wars.


    War will always destroy wisdom. Seek another way and be revered.


    


    
      - Fifth law of Turess, lost original phrasing

    


    


    Those of Turessi are elevated among men by virtue of their wisdom. The station of a Turessian may rise or fall on the skill of their mind. The body matters little, but the mind is all-important. All wisdom holds a place among our people and must be brought in from the darkness it is often shrouded within elsewhere in the world.


    Remember this in foreign lands, as your wisdom will be the greatest tool in enforcing peace. Outsiders will try to be more clever than you, and if they succeed, fall back to your homeland and learn from this lesson to return stronger another day.


    Those not of the clans will betray you at every turn. They should be pitied for their lack of foresight. This simple view will win a great many wars. Anticipating a foe’s betrayal will shield you through warfare and lead all lands to revere the clans.


    


    
      - Fifth law of Turess, modern Turessian teaching

    


    


    “Get every available soldier back to this city,” Therec demanded, walking quickly enough that Dorus could barely keep up with him. “We both know that Altis is retreating and I don’t know why. Until we can find out, I want everyone within walking distance of the city inside the month. Whatever the lord of Altis is planning revolves around that girl, and I will not have the city fall while under my watch.”


    “She is just a child,” noted Dorus. “She hasn’t even been fully trained in magic. Her father trained with me here at the tower and is a personal friend of mine. I can vouch for her lack of experience. I doubt she presents any threat whatsoever. I believe the man you met is using her as a decoy of some sort. Besides…your watch?”


    “Dorus, I felt something when I helped her into that wagon that I cannot put words to. She has power of some kind, and I truly believe she is here to guide the Altisian army into the city and that wildling filth is helping her do it. What you think you know may be a lie, Dorus, or something has changed since you last knew her family.”


    “Be that as it may, she has no access to information about the city that isn’t in her room, ambassador. The soldiers stationed there are under strict orders not to let her out of the keep’s walls and certainly not to tell her anything about the city. Per your original suggestions, they are treating her as if she were a spy.”


    “I doubt it’s that simple,” Therec thought aloud. “Tell me something, Magister Dorus…”


    “Anything. You and I can hardly keep secrets at this point, lest we trip over one another.”


    “The king told me that you were to protect something with power in this city. I will not ask what it is, but is there any way this mysterious power could be stolen or taken for use by another, or worse still, used against us?”


    Dorus stopped walking abruptly, forcing Therec to stop as well. “I am not supposed to talk about that,” Dorus reminded him. “I am not to give you or anyone else any information about it. The king was quite clear in his instructions, as I told you after you had me burn his remains.”


    “That’s fine. I just want to know if a spy from Altis could take it from us, given the right situation, without actually having to conquer the city first. This is about preparing for whatever they might try, not about using whatever it is you are hiding.”


    “Yes, I suppose they could. An infiltrator could do what their army could not.”


    “So whatever it is could be carried out by the girl and her guards?” Therec asked, probing for more information. He would love to allow Dorus his secrets, but it was in his nature to peel away the defenses of those he spoke to and this topic was too important to treat differently.


    “It could be, yes.”


    “Should I be concerned?”


    That question seemed to make Dorus more uneasy than any of the others. “It is that powerful, I assure you, Therec. If Altis gained control of it, the entire region would fall to them within days. That is more than I should tell you, but given the circumstances…”


    “Then deploy as many soldiers as you feel is necessary to guard it. Feel free to tell them anything you think will work, and I will sign off on the order if it requires my involvement. I don’t need to know anything about it, other than that it is protected. Keep me in the dark if you must, but I want to know there will be no surprises.”


    Dorus nodded and put a hand to his sweaty forehead. “I’ll get a contingent to the wall within the hour,” he told Therec, leaning with his other hand on the hall’s stones. “I assure you, the girl will not set foot within a quarter mile of the item. That is the best I can offer.”


    Coming closer than Therec was overly comfortable with, Dorus patted him on the shoulder in what he guessed was meant to be some kind of affirmation. In doing so, he opened up the inner folds of his long coat, revealing his coin purse, pouches with any number of tools for his profession, and a single scroll tube. Therec had been given a similar scroll by the king to mark his right to lead the armies. That scroll was the single bit of proof that they had the authority to act on the king’s wishes.


    On a whim, Therec patted Dorus’s arm in return, slipping his other hand under the man’s coat. With a flick of his wrist, he undid the strap of the scroll case at the same moment his hand slapped the man’s shoulder. He slipped the case into his robe’s sleeves, not entirely sure why he had done it, but trusting his instincts enough to carry through on his actions.


    Therec waited until Dorus had calmed himself and hurried off to dispatch the soldiers. Then, walking up to the next floor up in the keep, he sat down at a window on the western side of the tower, placing the scroll tube in his lap as he waited. With the window open, Therec could watch nearly a third of the city, and most importantly, the barracks.


    Less than an hour later, he saw a large force of soldiers marching out from the barracks, taking a direct route toward the southwestern section of town. From so far above them, it was not difficult for Therec to watch them nearly to the wall itself, getting a better idea of the area Dorus wanted protected.


    “I may need to find the item for Turessi,” Therec thought to himself, wishing that was not the case. A brief thought of his family intruded, but he pushed it aside. “All this secrecy with no skill to maintain it. When this war ends, if they will not help me save my family from whatever has happened, I may need to take matters into my own hands.”


    He watched a little longer, narrowing the possible area in the city to one particular plaza that tended to be deserted much of the day. It was far from the common shops and had no inns or housing near it. With the winter snows, it was generally abandoned unless children went there to play.


    “Let’s see what you’re hiding, Dorus, and whether you have good reason. Here’s hoping I do not need to save Lantonne from itself,” he added aloud, smiling.


    Therec watched until the soldiers had dispersed throughout the region they were protecting. Just as he started to get up from his seat, Therec spotted Dorus hurrying toward the southwestern part of town, his hood pulled up to hide his appearance but his clothing marking him clearly as a magister. Gold and red were hardly colors that the commoners wore. The magister could be seen halfway across the city from Therec’s vantage point.


    “And what do you think you’re doing?” asked Therec, leaning forward to watch the man. “Stop giving me reasons to suspect you are a traitor, you fool.”


    Therec pulled on his gloves and raised his hood, slipping the stolen scroll casing into his belt as he got up. He started to head toward the door, but then stopped and turned to examine himself in the nearby mirror…something he could not remember having done before.


    The heavy black robes were customary for all of his people, but Therec knew they marked him as a foreigner as much as the tattoos on his face did. For him to continue acting with the king’s authority, he would need to show some willingness to be like these people, no matter how much it bothered him. He had to change himself, especially if he would rely on the willingness of Lantonne to aid him in the months to come.


    Changing into a set of elegant trousers, shirt, and doublet that fit the style of the nobility in Lantonne, Therec went back to the mirror. The style was certainly not one he had grown up with, but it seemed to suit him. Deep down, he felt it somehow looked the part of a man who should be king in lands like these, even if he had no intention of being one.


    Hurrying from the room, he made his way out of the keep and down into the city streets. The item Dorus was hiding had taken a secondary role in Therec’s concerns, with Dorus’s actions ahead of it. The man had been warned already…if he was hiding something more than the item itself, Therec had every intention of confronting him about it. The fact that the man went scurrying off made Therec wonder if perhaps Dorus was actually conspiring against the city. All it would take was Dorus offering the item—whatever it was—to the enemy and Lantonne might be beyond saving.


    Without the height of the keep to aide him, finding his way to where Dorus had gone was more difficult than Therec had expected. Even in the relatively sparse district, the man could have disappeared nearly anywhere, and Therec had no intention of asking directions of anyone there. It was hard enough to be subtle bearing the tattoos of his station among the uneducated. Drawing further attention would only start rumors that Therec did not need.


    Checking the alleys and open areas near the wall first, Therec continued to double-back and search for any clue of where Dorus had gone. More than once, he had to step off the road to avoid being seen by the soldiers that he knew would recognize him even at a distance. Each time they came near, he let his fur-lined hood cover his face until they were past him. If those men were loyal to Dorus and not to him—regardless of the king’s orders about who led which aspects of the city—Therec needed to keep them from reporting until he knew for sure Dorus was loyal.


    Nearing one of the older parts of the district, Therec came to a stop close to a dry fountain in a plaza area where merchants sold their wares to anyone who would listen to their shouts, though there were few out in such cold weather. At the back of the plaza, a vast sculpture of a tree had been built on the surface of the city’s wall, rising nearly to the top of the battlements. Near it, six soldiers sat on the edge of the fountain, watching the crowd. The men were situated such that they appeared to be off-duty and lounging, but Therec could see by their faces that they were very much ready to act at any time and watching the passers-by.


    Therec thought to his long walks within the city and to the other plazas that were found near other sections of the outer wall. There were four, all with similar fountains and sculptures, but this one was the only one with a direct road from the keep and certainly the only one with a district outpost for the military right alongside the sculpture of the tree. The layout of the city was erratic at times, but given Dorus’s deployment of the men here, Therec doubted it was coincidence. The item was hidden somewhere within the plaza itself.


    Giving up on hiding from the soldiers and making his way from the street to the open area at the base of the sculpture, Therec let his vision blur and shift to show him any magical auras in his path. It made walking more difficult, as the swift-moving citizens of the city were inherently non-magical and tended to all muddle together in a grey mass, but he knew once the soldiers spotted him he would have precious little time. Given how few people were out there, he had relatively little risk of running into anyone other than the soldiers.


    Standing out from the otherwise drab world while his vision was shifted, Therec quickly spotted several people with the faint glow of items with tiny shreds of magic or even fainter auras around themselves. These were people who had learned magic, whether to a small or large degree he could not be sure by sight. They might be dropouts from the school of magic or gifted untrained. He could care less what they might be…everyone here was uneducated and beneath him.


    Past the people, Therec could see another faint aura that covered much of the city’s wall. He had seen this on the walls near where the ground had collapsed on the north end, though he had not spent any appreciable time studying it. The magic was weak with age, but still provided a small degree of additional protection for the walls. Likely, the magisters had been too lazy to refresh the spell over the years and now did not have the numbers needed to repair it. Had they done their duties, Therec would have been far less concerned about an attack by Altis. The spell was nearly identical to the well-preserved one on Altis’ walls.


    Therec looked over the wall for anything that stood out and saw little that drew his eye. The faint glow covered every block of the walls, with some glowing more brightly than others where the magic had faded somewhat less. The only thing that did not glow was the sculpture, which did not surprise him—few sculptors would have had access to magic like that used on the walls themselves.


    Just as Therec was ready to turn away from the wall and search elsewhere for Dorus, he stopped and gave the sculpture a second look. Something about it did not quite look right in his blurry vision. It was subtle, but he caught something that felt out of place. In his years of training, an appreciation for one’s instincts became second nature, especially when dealing with magic.


    Against the dim blue glow of the wall, faint lines scattered around where the non-magical branches of the stone tree hid the glow from him. In one particular area, the glow was not only hidden, but seemed to be entirely washed out, as though he were looking at it through a piece of cloth. It was a faint difference, but unlike the other branches of the tree, that one did not blur, but was a distinct smooth line of non-glowing stone.


    Therec blinked back to his normal sight, keeping his eyes on the spot he had seen. With regular vision, there was nothing remarkable about that part of the tree, other than the difficulty one would have reaching the spot. It would likely take a rope hung from the top of the battlements to get anywhere near it.


    Looking around in his normal sight, Therec saw he was surrounded. Soldiers had circled him, all with weapons drawn. The citizens that had been here and there in the plaza were retreating to its edges, watching the soldiers nervously.


    “I thought you might come here,” came Dorus’s voice behind Therec. “I swore I would protect this from anyone who would come to take it from the city. The king never believed that you were a spy, but I knew it from the start. You just proved everything I feared, Turessian.”


    Turning slowly, Therec faced Dorus across a short section of the plaza. The older man was sweating badly, his nervousness apparent in every movement from his fidgeting to the furtive glances he made almost constantly. He was afraid, but whether it was from fear of Therec or something more, Therec could not be sure. Therec would use that, regardless of its source.


    “Magister Dorus, you are walking a dangerous line right now. I recommend you back down and call off these men.”


    “Tell me why they sent you here, Therec. Give me some reason to think the king wasn’t entirely misled.”


    Therec glanced to either side, noting how much space the soldiers would need to cover to reach him. They were watching him and Dorus like hawks, ready to act when they knew for certain what they should do. Given the city still had no idea their king was dead, Therec had to tread carefully. If the soldiers had any doubts, they would back Dorus. All he had going for him was the king’s public declaration that Therec was an ally and ambassador.


    “You know why I am here, Dorus,” Therec answered, trying not to look away from the man again. “Are you accusing me of something?”


    The faint creak of armor made Therec’s chest tighten nervously, but he had to remain calm or Dorus would have the upper hand. Being a local citizen, these soldiers would trust Dorus far more. It would take great care to keep them from moving on him.


    Therec checked his peripheral vision and counted nearly a dozen soldiers. He could kill two or three with magic, but the rest could easily butcher or restrain him before he could do much more than that.


    “I am accusing you of working against this city and its king to sabotage our defenses on behalf of the army your own people now lead!” Dorus shouted, clearly trying to win over the soldiers or bystanders. “As lord of this city’s military—”


    “Prove your claim,” said Therec, cutting off Dorus’s proclamation. He touched the scroll case in his belt and pushed down a smile that tried to work its way onto his lips. “I have heard no such thing…have any of you soldiers heard the king relinquished control over this own army? My understanding is that Dorus was given the authority to deliver orders sent from the king and nothing more.”


    Dorus blinked and looked around nervously as the soldiers stared at him expectantly. Thus far, Therec and Dorus had given all of their commands to the city and its people via declarations signed with the king’s signet. Neither had claimed to have any authority, making Dorus’s statement a dangerous one among the soldiers, all of whom had sworn an oath to serve the king to the moment of their deaths.


    “I have…” Dorus started to say, patting his belt. Glancing down, he went wide-eyed and he began searching the plaza. “I…I am…I had…”


    “By the authority of your king,” began Therec, holding up his own scroll signed with the king’s seal, “I order this man arrested as a traitor to the crown. The king will decide his fate back at the keep, not in a public plaza. I have been granted the right to act as needed within the walls of this city to aid the king. Seize him.”


    Dorus shook with anger and fear as he backed away from Therec while the soldiers advanced on him.


    “Surrender and the king may go easier on you, Magister,” offered Therec, no longer bothering to hide his smile. “Do right by your order and go with these fine men peacefully.”


    Clenching his jaw and going abruptly calm, Dorus straightened his shoulders. “I swore that I would defend this city against invaders,” he told Therec, putting a hand toward the nearest soldier, who came to a sharp stop as though he had run into a brick wall. “For thirty years, I have been a magister of Lantonne. By right of my station and the laws the king has ordained, I demand a trial by combat against my accuser.”


    The remaining soldiers stopped, clearly disappointed. The right to trial by combat was rarely exercised and was often considered an old custom which had no place in modern law. It was normally only used by people with a minor dispute they felt did not require the involvement of the king’s laws. To Therec’s memory, he had read of no magister—or magic-user of any station—who had requested a trial by combat in a generation.


    “I have familiarized myself only with the existence of the laws regarding such a request,” Therec told the assembled soldiers, looking around for someone who appeared ready to explain. “How does Lantonne address such requests? Is a time and place chosen…champions…witnesses?”


    One of the soldiers finally spoke up. “The accuser must either demand trial in front of the king, if the king is willing to act as witness, or they must accept the challenge. The combat’s result may not exceed the punishment that a trial would have exacted.”


    “Treason is a death sentence,” Dorus noted, flicking his coat back out of his way. Smirking, he added,“Either have me tried in public before the king or you must fight me to the death.”


    “What are our limitations?”


    “There are none, Turessian. We are limited by our own capabilities.”


    The soldiers moved almost in unison, backing away from both men. They formed a circle around the area, ensuring neither could flee, but made no effort to approach Dorus.


    “Very well,” replied Therec, slipping off his gloves and putting them in his belt. He slid down his hood, inwardly amused as he saw the distant civilians’ eyes across the plaza go straight to his tattoos. “I accept your request of trial by combat. When should we…?”


    Therec’s question was cut short as Dorus flung a hand in his direction, engulfing the area in flames. He had just an instant to react, calling on the spirits of the dead to deflect the magical fire. The flames parted, but his fine new clothing smoked as the heat dissipated.


    From childhood, Therec had trained not just to fulfill the laws of Turess but to be ready for battle in any form it might appear. More often than not among the clans of Turessi, that meant fighting other magic-users and leading his clan into battle. His heart maintained its steady beat as he began pulling one intricate spell after another through the spirit realm, hurling them at Dorus as fast as he could manage.


    The two men stood their ground, each skillfully deflecting one spell after another and creating brief flashes of light or smoke every few seconds. For every three or four that were dismissed harmlessly, one spell would nearly hit its mark, whether it was Dorus or Therec. Blue-white flames, shards of ice like razors, explosions of stone from the plaza ground, and even blinding flashes of lightning burst around Therec, tearing at his jacket and cutting deeply at his face, torso, and arms.


    Around Dorus, the magical effects of Therec’s spells were less dramatic but no less dangerous. Clouds of flickering skeletal hands blew away, pops of white light appeared and vanished, and in the time it took Dorus to shrug off some of the spells, his skin would briefly begin to blister or burn.


    Then, Therec got his opportunity. He recognized the spell Dorus was piecing together: It was deadly, intended to tear a foe apart and break through their attempts to defend against magical attacks. It was difficult to cast, giving Therec the advantage of speed.


    Therec seized the moment and formed one of his simplest spells, using the faintest shred of magic from the spirits to knock the man over backwards. The impact threw off Dorus’s concentration and disrupted his spell.


    Raising one hand, Therec reached out for the spirits of the dead and pulled as much power as he could muster, eliciting a shriek of a hundred long-dead ancestors as the spell began to form. He took what was offered from the more vengeful spirits, the whispering voices that wanted more to join them. This he poured into the physical world, lowering his arm and pointing his finger at Dorus.


    The magic was invisible but effective. When the spell hit the magister, the man went rigid, then gasped and fell limply to the ground. Softly, he exhaled and went still.


    “A traitor, as I said,” Therec told the soldiers as he pulled his gloves back on. “The king will issue a statement about this after I have spoken with him. Dispose of the body as you would any other soldier of Altis.”


    Therec began walking away, his feet unsteady from the exhaustion that came with channeling magic. He felt dizzy but exhilarated from the challenge. Much longer and Dorus would have beaten him by sheer endurance. The man had been far stronger than he had expected.


    Smiling to himself, Therec made his way back toward the city’s keep.


    He had a statement from the king to write, granting him all of the duties Dorus had been given in the king’s passing.


    


    *


    


    Therec waited nearly a week before deciding to act on the knowledge that Dorus had been hiding something in the plaza. He gave it time for the soldiers and commoners to stop gossiping about the battle, which had left much of the plaza burned and broken and sent at least one soldier to the infirmary. Once things calmed and Therec’s contacts within the city were hearing nothing further about him, he decided it was time to investigate.


    The days had mostly been passing slowly as Therec kept an eye on Ilarra, making sure she did not slip from the keep and cause trouble. He made it a point to be overly polite to her each day, attending meals with her and her guards, but the girl still unnerved him.


    Arlind had not helped Therec in dealing with Ilarra. The woman had gone on a lengthy rant about the girl being unnatural or some such. Therec had sent her away in frustration, not really sure what to make of the magister’s ramblings. He had trusted her to deduce more about Ilarra, but Arlind had been exceedingly useless in that matter.


    Even without believing Dorralt, Therec could feel power in the girl and wanted to know what her intentions were. She had remained stubborn about her ignorance, giving him nothing to work with, and not willing to talk since her visit with Arlind. In time, he kept telling himself, he would unravel her plan. She might work with Dorralt’s clan, but she was no trained Turessian. Finesse would reveal all without the need for brutality the uneducated preferred when dealing with a captured spy.


    Wrapping a heavy grey woolen cloak over his shoulders to cover the red and gold outfit he wore, Therec began down the hall toward the outer doors of the keep. The outfit was still difficult for him to tolerate, but each time he dressed in the southern styles, it became less abrasive.


    He made his way onto the streets as the sun was setting and a light dusting of snow fell over the area. The locals had mentioned in passing that the winter was a mild one, but it still made Therec feel far more at home than he had since the day he had arrived in Lantonne.


    Therec detoured far into the northwest section of the city under the guise of doing some basic shopping. He picked up fresh bread—one of the few things that Lantonne did better than Turessi—and a long coil of rope from a fisherman, then turned south toward the plaza where he suspected the city’s secret weapon lay, assuming Ilarra had not found it first and given up its location to Dorralt and Altis.


    By the time Therec arrived in the plaza, the sun had fully set and the city’s magically lit streets had taken on a heavily shadowed appearance. A novel idea in Therec’s mind, they actually did little to light more than the middle of the wide streets and give a false sense of security to the citizens. He had talked to several of the city guards and learned that the lights had done nothing to curb crime at night in the city, though many people believed that they had.


    The plaza itself was empty when he entered, making him feel far less nervous about being confronted. He had been concerned that even at night he might be watched by the citizenry as he tried to recover the mysterious item.


    Therec slowly crossed the plaza toward the stairs meant for guards to get onto the upper walls. In doing so, he passed the torn stones where he and Dorus had fought. The damage was incredible to Therec, having been too wrapped up in surviving to notice the last time he had been there. Paving stones all around the area had cracks in them that a child could fall into. Had he not known the cause, he might have guessed one of the nearby stone buildings had collapsed to create that much damage. Shaking his head in dismay at so much destruction for such a pointless reason, he continued past, making note of it as something to have repaired.


    The stairs to the battlements were, thankfully, empty, which gave Therec more confidence in his actions. It took him hardly any time to run up them and come out on the high walls of the city. Therec paused at the top of the steps to look out over the city…his city, in a sense.


    To the south and west, the vast plains stretched out farther than Therec could see, even with the bright stars and rising moon. Here and there, regions of heavy tree cover stood out against the rolling fields of tall, dead grass. It was lovely in its own way, drawing Therec’s thoughts to the vast hilly lands of Turessi. The partial snow cover of the ground intensified the feeling of similarity, making him wonder what the weather was like back home and whether his family was safe.


    A thought passed through Therec’s mind, envisioning his wife and son beside him on Lantonne’s walls and looking out at those plains. It was a sweet dream, and if he could manage to bring them to him, he would. Given the mystery about what had happened to the council, he had no intention of returning to Turessi until he was sure things were back to normal or he had the military might behind him to retake the lands.


    Turning a little more toward the east, Therec could just barely make out the torches of one of the city’s work camps. The place was still now; the weather did not allow for much farming. During better weather, the camp had been designed to allow the farmers and others from Altisian lands that had come to Lantonne a chance to work toward citizenship.


    Therec was rather amused by the camps and the opportunity they offered foreigners who in his own land would have been executed or relegated to a life of slavery. Turessi’s clans were not merciful to outcasts or other clan’s survivors during warfare, so the idea of accepting in Altisians had struck him as a merciful compromise.


    The Lantonnians normally would have allowed those refugees in without question. But given his position as the king’s voice, he had halted that swiftly upon seeing how many barbaric people wanted entry to the city. Sooner or later, he intended to visit the place and see what sort of rabble would eventually find a home within the city, and thus, require him to act in their interests. He dearly hoped there were not too many wildlings or orcs among them…the city already had more than it could handle, in his opinion.


    Finally satisfied with the view of the city and its surroundings, Therec moved along the wall until he stood directly over the portion of the tree sculpture he intended to study. There he stopped as a guard patrol passed by and offered his greetings to the men as they continued on past.


    Once the guards were far enough away, he swiftly tied the rope into a simple harness around himself and fastened the other side to the battlement’s edge. The knots were ones he had used in moving through the mountains of Turessi and should be strong enough for the far simpler task of scaling a city wall.


    It had been years since Therec had climbed mountains, but he hoped he remembered enough to keep from falling off the walls. If he did slip, he prayed to the dead he would die in the fall and not have to answer questions about what he had been doing.


    Therec checked the walls one more time for anyone coming, then climbed over the wall. Slowly, he lowered himself a foot at a time until his feet came down on the uppermost branch of the stone tree sculpture. Looping the rope over the branch to keep from falling too far, he began lowering himself again, repeating the process until he was at the branch that had caught his eye, about twenty feet down from the battlements.


    Steadying himself on the smooth stone, Therec clung to the branch above for support. His rope was nearly at its limit, so slipping would be a sure test of his knots—not something he intended to do.


    He shifted around on the sculpture, trying to find the exact spot he had seen, which was tricky to do from memory, in the dark, and from a totally different angle. Once he was sure that he was close, Therec knelt as best he could, using the rope for support. He searched around the branch for some time, trying to find anything out of the ordinary about the stonework or the wall behind it.


    Therec was about to give up when he noticed there was a small inscription close to a split in the branch he had overlooked as a chip or scratch initially. In the dark, he had trouble making it out, especially given how worn the stone was. He took off a glove and touched the markings in hopes that his fingers might read better than his eyes.


    Therec sat straight up as his fingers told him something he had not expected. Tracing the markings again, he confirmed he had not imagined the first impression.


    The stone was engraved with a Turessian rune-word, or something close enough to one that it felt entirely out of place in these lands.


    Leaning close to the carving, Therec blew on the stone to clear some of the dirt and broken stone away. Having a better view of the symbol removed any doubt that it was Turessian, though the word was not one he recognized. Around it, he could see the stones were fitted as though he were looking at a hatch of some kind. This, he surmised, was the lock for that door.


    Therec stared at the symbol for a long time, trying to sort out what he was looking at. Then, in a moment of epiphany, he realized he was seeing a word that had been written by a Lantonnian with no knowledge of Turessian runes. It was a bad copy of a word he did know, as would anyone from his lands. Touching the carving, Therec said softly, “Turess.”


    Nothing happened.


    Therec wondered if there might be more to the marking than he had expected. He then realized he was being foolish. If the sculptor had attempted to create a Turessian rune-word as some kind of latch, he might have anticipated a Turessian would use it.


    Using the ancient language of Turess, Therec repeated his peoples’ founder’s name. This time, the rune flickered and the stone popped free.


    “Clever southerners,” he said to himself, grinning as he slid aside the stone. “Lock it in a way that only one or two scholars in the region have any hope of figuring out. I doubt they expected a Turessian to ever be on their walls.”


    Far overhead, Therec heard footsteps and cringed at the thought of explaining what he was doing. He waited and hoped the guards atop the wall would not notice the rope on the inner side of the battlements. Thankfully, they soon passed without a word spoken.


    Therec waited a little longer, just in case, then leaned forward on his narrow ledge, trying to see into the opening in the sculpture. In the dark, he could not see anything and dared not use magic to light it up, lest half the district see him.


    Holding the rope tightly, Therec took his other hand off the stone branch and reached into the opening. He felt around a while, finding only rough stone and dust until, at last, his fingertips brushed something with a much different texture.


    Struggling to keep his balance while grabbing at the item through the tiny opening, Therec slipped and caught himself halfway off the branch, twisting his other arm painfully in the stone opening. The rope held at the battlements, but the harness around his body loosened dangerously. He knew it would not hold him if he fell completely, but he could not retie it without getting back up to the battlements first.


    Therec let the rope slide a little more, giving him a better angle to reach into the hole. He finally caught hold of the object inside and slid it out toward him. He soon was able to pull it from the hole, revealing it to be a four-foot polished wooden stick.


    “A walking staff,” he mused quietly in disbelief, shaking his head. “I hope this was worth the trouble.”


    Therec slid the staff into the back of his belt, hoping it would be snug enough that he would not drop it. Then he climbed back toward the battlements, trying to keep all of the rope’s strain on his arms to keep the harness from loosening further.


    By the time he reached the top of the wall, Therec’s arms shook and sweat from the strain covered him. He had not exerted himself so much in years and desperately hoped he did not ever have to again.


    With one last pull, he hoisted himself over the battlements and flopped to the top of the wall, grinning as he felt the staff clatter alongside him. Laughing at his own stupidity for even attempting the climb, he sat up and saw four city guards were standing in front of him, staring.


    “My people climb the peaks for fun,” he explained quickly without actually lying, at least about that. “The mountains are too far, so I decided to climb the walls. I think I underestimated how much smoother the walls are than mountainsides. I don’t think I’ll do that again anytime soon, or you’ll be scraping me off the plaza stones.”


    The soldiers laughed at him, but told him to have a good evening as they walked away. Only one of the men so much as glanced at the staff, but said nothing about it.


    Therec lay with his back against the battlements until the soldiers departed, then hugged the staff to his chest as he went back to the keep as quickly as he could without drawing attention.


    The hardest part of the return came when Therec reached the keep. He forced himself to slow to a casual walk, using the staff as though it were nothing new. He knew that most of the servants might not give him a second look, but he could not risk any of them gossiping. By the time he reached his room, his whole body felt on the verge of trembling with the effort of moving slowly.


    After throwing the bolt on his room’s door, Therec went to the desk near his bed and laid the staff across the table near the room’s flickering candle. Therec sat down and stared at the wood of the staff, trying to find anything that might warrant the paranoid defenses of Lantonne, but at first, he could find nothing. The wood was old and worn as though from normal use, but aside from some damage near both ends, he could not see anything special at all.


    Picking up the staff, Therec stared at one end and then the other, trying to determine whether the damage itself was a clue. From what he could see, it looked as though the staff had once had fittings on both ends to keep it from splintering, but they were long gone. Given most staves intended to be kept for more than a few days had a metal cap on at least one end, it was hardly a clue.


    Bracing himself for another shock like when he had attempted to study Dorralt, Therec cast his simple magical detection spell, shifting his vision to view auras. What he saw surprised him even more than Dorralt…because he saw nothing. There was nothing at all on the staff. Any magic there was hidden as well as the hiding place where it had rested. He had never encountered any methods for hiding magic in the past, making it all the more intriguing.


    Therec shifted his vision back to normal and stared in confusion at the staff. Either Dorus had managed to deceive him in death, or he was missing something that had been cleverly hidden. Another possibility was that both the king and Dorus were entirely mistaken about the staff’s value.


    Setting aside the staff, he dug through the drawers of the desk until he found a piece of chalk. Using that, he traced a series of symbols on the floor in a spot he knew could be easily covered with the room’s rug if he was disturbed. The large ring of Turessian rune-words soon covered a ten-foot section of stone, and Therec finished the last symbol with barely a nub of chalk left between the tips of his fingers.


    Therec got up from the floor and studied the symbols for several more minutes, searching for any mistakes. He found several minor ones and touched them up with the remnants of the chalk. Once he was satisfied, he placed the staff at the center of the ring, situated such that many of the jagged symbols pointed in at it.


    “Show me the truth of the item before me,” he said aloud, putting a hand over the ring of symbols. Then, tracing the symbols in the air as he poured in magic from the spirits, he focused on the staff and waited for hints about what he might be looking at.


    Normally, the enchantment would give Therec a glimpse of the magical patterns of the item or a momentary vision of the item’s last owner. These tended to be enough to determine the purpose or powers of a magical item, given a little more research. This time, nothing happened as the spell completed. It was as though the magic fell apart around him. It was not that he had cast it wrong, but the power went somewhere else, flowing from him away into nothingness.


    Therec stood there, hand over the staff, trying to figure out what to do next. Then, without warning, the magic he had channeled washed back over him and knocked him backwards. His consciousness seemed to collapse in on itself, forcibly pushing him toward a state of near-sleep.


    Blinking, Therec found himself standing in the middle of a snow-covered expanse, though he felt no cold. The world seemed to waver and fade in and out, with details such as trees or mountains in the distance popping into existence as though brought into form as an afterthought.


    He turned slightly in place and found he stood alongside a group of five people, all wearing heavy winter clothing in grey or black, complete with thick hoods that covered their heads. Standing behind them, he could see nothing of who they might be, other than the person in the lead held the very staff he had just tried to identify.


    Therec knew the vision could end at any instant and concentrated on taking in as much detail as he could manage. The staff and its bearer were his primary focus. Anything else, he would try to make a note of, but could not concern himself too much.


    The staff was clearly newer in the vision, the wood polished and undamaged. Brass fittings covered both ends of the staff, engraved with rune-words that Therec could not read, though they did appear to be vaguely Turessian. Like the markings on the walls below Lantonne, these were older than any he had read before and were in a dialect that would take more time to read than he likely had available to him. A simple leather wrap around the grip was the only other adornment he could see on the staff, other than faintly-etched words down the wood.


    Having little he could see of the people, Therec tried to walk around them to see better. He had always been taught to minimize interaction when viewing or the spell would likely end. To his surprise, he was able to walk through the snow without having to concentrate on maintaining his spell, as if the staff wanted him to see this.


    The first person of the group Therec could see appeared bulky under their heavy cloak. He had barely gotten halfway around that person before he could see it was a woman, though some among the Turessians would hardly call her a “person.” A short muzzle and white fur with black spots marked her unquestionably as a wildling, which would explain the odd fit to her clothing. The fur pattern identified her as a snow leopard from what Therec could see, though he concerned himself very little with the unenlightened races. Once he knew to look, he easily spotted her long tail hanging out below the bottom of her cloak, practically disappearing into the snow. The woman’s pale blue eyes watched the person with the staff unblinkingly.


    Continuing around the group—none of whom seemed to notice Therec—he found the largest member of the group to be a stocky orcish man. Huge even by orcish standards, his wide shoulders barely fit into the heavy leather armor Therec could see through the open front of his cloak. What caught Therec’s attention about him was not his size but the fact that he had Turessian markings of rank on his face.


    “There are no records of non-humans being allowed to study. Who would mark an unenlightened?” mused Therec, trying to remember as much as he could about the orc. Whoever he was, Therec wanted to find out more when the vision ended. He might have to remember these details until he returned to Turessi and had access to the temple’s library again.


    On a whim, Therec gave the wildling woman another look and realized she also had rank tattoos. Neither of these two were marked as being from a clan Therec knew, but he decided that was not surprising, since no modern clan would have accepted them as anything but slaves. Only humans could earn the markings that told of great wisdom and experience. These two would have been executed on sight if they walked into any Turessian camp.


    Coming to the front of the group, Therec got a look at the man holding the staff. He stared in disbelief, having seen artistic renderings he believed to be bad guesses at who he now looked at. There were enough details they got right that he recognized the man.


    Turess. The founder of a nation.


    He was of average build, though his face told of years spent struggling against weather and other adversity. Deep worry lines marred his hard face, despite Therec gauging him as no more than forty years. Unlike the people Therec had known from Turessi, the actual Turess had somewhat long hair that reached his shoulders…a style that would have been considered vain by modern standards.


    Therec walked a full circle around Turess, taking in every minute detail.. Aside from his black winter clothing, he wore battered old brown boots and a black mantle that covered him like a jacket, hanging low enough that Therec had initially thought it to be a cloak. Despite how cold Therec guessed the weather to be, Turess wore the top of his shirt open to expose a coin that had been fitted to a necklace, beside several mismatched feathers. His hands were even bare, revealing a matching set of worn gold rings, one on each hand. Never had Therec seen any jewelry depicted in art of the man.


    Leaning closer, Therec studied the necklace and the rings, but the wavering of the vision made fine details difficult to make out. He could be sure the items had inscriptions, though he could not see them clearly enough.


    Turess’s clothing bore all the signs of a long journey. Mud coated his robes and boots in wide, dry spatters and much of his clothing had been torn or worn threadbare. Like Therec, Turess normally appeared in pictures as clean-shaven, but his face was covered with stubble, something that most Turessian men would not have allowed.


    On a second glance, Therec realized Turess was afraid. Whatever was coming had the idol of a nation terrified, though he hid it reasonably well. He was staring straight through Therec to point farther off in the snow as though waiting for something that he dreaded.


    The one detail about the man Therec had always seen depicted that was most noticeably different were Turess’s rank markings. Compared to Therec’s own tattoos or even those of the orc and wildling, the man’s face was sparsely marked. The few thin symbols that ran from above his brows to his cheekbones marked him as a married man and a reasonably educated, but nothing else Therec could recognize. In every depiction Therec had seen, Turess was always shown with the markings of a master of all magic and with symbols of every known clan, but this man had none of that.


    “My master, when did you have time to have a wife while conquering the known world?” Therec asked Turess, smiling at the idea that the man could not hear him. “The history books said you died alone. How much do we not know about you?”


    The wildling woman took a step forward and placed a hand on Turess’s arm, shocking Therec. Beyond the Turessian dislike of public contact, having a slave touch Turess should have prompted a violent attack on the woman.


    “Is this wise?” asked the snow leopardess while giving Turess a look of genuine concern. “There may still be time to run.”


    “A wildling for a friend, not just a companion,” mused Therec, giving the woman a more conscientious look-over. “The scholars will never believe me.”


    Turess shook his head and smiled at the woman, patting her hand before answering, “No, Kharali, I must stay. This is the only way…and how often have you ever known me to run when it is time to face my fate?”


    The wilding smiled in return and stepped away from Turess again.


    This time, one of the others Therec had initially ignored stepped forward, bowing his head as he approached Turess. “Much as I hate to say it, she’s right, Turess. We should not be here. If this does not go as you planned, we are all dead.”


    “I am aware of your concerns. The time for debate is over, Dorralt. I can feel them coming.”


    Therec’s skin went cold and he hurried over to follow the man that had just spoken. Though the man kept his face shrouded by his cloak, Therec managed to get a glimpse of him. There was no doubt: this man was the same he had met with in Altis, unchanged even with centuries between the two events.


    “What are you, Dorralt? Even preserved dead don’t live over two thousand years. Ghosts are lucky to hold themselves together that long, and you are no ghost.” Therec tried to get a better look at the man. He could not see much, but he did realize several of the man’s tattoos were incomplete compared with how they had appeared in Altis.


    A sudden rumble behind him made Therec spin. There was no sound accompanying the vibrations at first, and then a crackle of energy ripped through the air, vanishing again. It seemed as though, much like the scenery, the sound was unstable in the vision and the spell could not maintain it consistently. Then, an eruption of snow and the stone under it burst from the ground, and something rose to nearly fifty feet above the group. With the snow and debris still clearing, Therec could only make out a stone surface.


    Dorralt and the orc backed away, quickly followed by the fourth man, but Turess and Kharali both stepped forward with no appearance of fear. This renewed Therec’s awe of Turess, given that, even as a visitor in the vision, Therec wanted to run from whatever stood in front of them.


    “Welcome back to Eldvar,” Turess said loudly, taking a knee. “We have fulfilled our bargain. I call on you to fulfill your portion.”


    The snow and falling dirt finally cleared enough that Therec could see. Standing before them was the largest elemental creature he had ever seen. Made entirely of mismatched stones torn from the ground, the elemental shifted until the stones had formed into the vague form of a human and the “head” turned to look down on Turess. The creature was so large Therec believed it could have crushed a city in minutes.


    “I felt the passing of the servants of air in the east,” rumbled the elemental, its words shaking the ground violently. Each word was slow and rattled Therec’s bones even through the magic of the vision. “You and your servants have done what we have asked. As promised, name your request, and if it is within my power, you will have it, mortal.”


    Turess walked toward the elemental, raising his staff as he approached. “You will come to either myself or my heirs when we call you against a foe of our choosing,” Turess shouted, his voice still almost swallowed by the crackling of the stone elemental. “Mark your boon on my staff that I may pass it down to my heirs if I do not call in this favor during my lifetime. Hide this mark from the others like you so they will never know I serve you.”


    The human and the elemental stared at one another for longer than Therec felt comfortable with. Surely in the same situation, he would have reconsidered his request long before then.


    “It is agreed,” the elemental finally answered. The staff in Turess’s hands flickered in Therec’s vision, the magic that allowed him to see the scene unable to properly show him the staff during that moment. “We will answer the call to strike at a foe. Beyond that, you have no pledge from the elementals of stone.” The giant stone elemental then collapsed, the magic holding it together gone back to wherever it had come from.


    In the minute of crashing stones, Turess and his companions fled away from the area to avoid being crushed. Once things had settled again, the five gave each other hugs and cheered at their accomplishment.


    “Well done, Turess,” said Therec, grinning as if he were part of the celebration. “A deal with the stone elementals. That’s quite a feat.”


    He waited patiently for the vision to end, but it did not. Instead, the group before him settled down and began waiting again, resuming much the same posturing they had held when the vision started. All of their nervousness had returned as well.


    Soon, the air began to buzz, causing Therec’s ears ring and his skin itch. The intensity of the sensation grew until his hair stood on end and his clothing crackled with static. Similar reactions were clearly visible on all of the people in the vision, though the wildling woman seemed the worst off, wincing as sparks danced across her fur.


    As abruptly as the stone elemental had appeared, this time the air condensed into a massive being made of a combination of solid air like glass and crackling lightning. The being slowly reshaped itself until it had the barest resemblance of a human body.


    “Welcome back,” shouted Turess, stepping forward. “Your task is complete.”


    Therec watched the air elemental turn and walk toward the giant crater where the stone elemental had been minutes earlier. It circled the area, then came back to face Turess and his companions. “Impressive,” answered the elemental, making the air snap with static each time it uttered a word. “I did not think you could drive off the lord of stone without aid. The stone lord has destroyed far more powerful beings than you for simply speaking in its presence. My beliefs in mortal beings has been proven wrong.”


    Turess’s smile hinted at conspiracy, but while Therec knew how to read human body language, the elemental could not.


    Stepping forward to tower over the group, the air elemental said, “I wagered against you, human. You have already named your price of victory. Do you still wish it?”


    Bowing before the elemental, Turess advanced and raised his staff as he had for the stone elemental. “I still wish it. One visit from you and whatever forces you need to battle one foe at the request of myself or my heirs.”


    The elemental reached toward Turess, its enormous hand nearly engulfing him. When it neared the staff, sparks and tiny bolts of lightning crackled between its palm and the wood of the staff. After several seconds, the elemental took its hand away.


    “It is done, mortal. Do not call on me or my army again until you are ready to use up that gift.” Before Turess could reply, the elemental dissipated into thin air, taking the raw energy that filled the area with it.


    “Two down, two to go,” Dorralt said once the group had relaxed again. “Are we really that lucky, Turess? Should we even try? If either of them refuses, we have already lost.”


    Turess grinned and turned his back on Therec as he replied. “We’ve been lucky because we did everything right. I am staying through the visits of fire and water, whether you wish to remain here or not. I already know Kharali’s decision. What of the rest of you?”


    Almost immediately, the orc dropped to one knee in front of Turess. “I will follow you wherever you lead,” the orc said in a gruff voice. He thumped his large fist against the chest plate of his armor hard enough for Therec to realize he had no desire to ever be struck by an orc. “You have my life.”


    “Always overly formal, On’esquin. Thank you again, friend,” said Turess, touching the orc’s shoulder.


    With a sneer, Dorralt and the other human turned and walked away, heading toward the east. The unstable vision wavered as they got farther away, and soon they vanished, the vision no longer bothering to follow them.


    Turess stared off in the direction Dorralt had gone, then asked, “Did you truly mean to oppose your own master? He will be angry with you a long time.”


    “I have never lied in saying that I follow you, even if my lessons come from him,” On’esquin confessed. Standing, he continued, “Let him be angry. There is little more his cowardice and pride can teach me, anyway. I would rather die here, fighting to keep both of you alive than to walk away and spend my days questioning my own resolve.”


    Therec noticed the snow was melting around him and the remaining three people in the vision. He began to turn, catching a huge ball of flame at the edge of his sight right before the vision crumbled around him.


    Collapsing to the floor of his room, Therec gasped and wheezed and tried to make his head stop spinning. He felt blood trickling down his face from his nose and his heart was racing, but he could not bring himself to even try to pull together enough healing energy to mend himself. His body would barely function through the exhaustion the vision had forced on him.


    Therec cursed and rolled onto his back, wondering how much more there had been of the vision. His body had failed him, and he doubted he had the strength to survive a longer vision. It would take someone far stronger to see the whole scene unfold, though he had at least gotten a good idea what he had found in the staff.


    “Sir,” came a voice from outside the room’s door, accompanied by a gentle rapping on the door itself, “you have missed the midday meal. I wished to make sure that you are well.”


    Laughing, Therec reached over with a shaking arm to pick up the staff and pull it onto his chest. Now that he knew what to search for in it, he could feel the ties to the four elements within the wood beneath his fingers, pulsing like raw magic. None of the boons had been used by Turess.


    “I am quite well,” he called back to the servant. “I will come down shortly.”


    Therec pressed his forehead against the cool wood of the staff, trying not to laugh hysterically. With this weapon Dorralt and his kind would fall, and Therec could restore Turessi to its former glory. Four elemental lords could probably tear Eldvar apart and ensure nothing the fallen Turessians like Dorralt did would matter. The war between Altis and Lantonne would be over and the true winner would be Therec himself.


    He would see Lantonne through to victory, and then the heirs of Turess would reclaim the nations that once flew their banners. He could march on Turessi to see to the safety of his family, if they still lived, and he would march on the council and destroy them if they did not act to save the clans.


    The northern lands would bow before him, as they had to Turess millennia before. He could see it as clearly in his mind as if it were a memory and not a hope.


    Someday, he would be seen as the next Turess.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Departure”


    


    Ilarra sat on the windowsill of her room in the keep, watching the heavy snowfall outside cover the city in a blanket of white. The two months since she had arrived in Lantonne had gone slowly, bringing more winter weather with each passing day and little else to pay attention to, other than her own thoughts. At times, she forgot that the season was getting late, and soon the storms might break and leave the plains green and lush with the arrival of spring.


    “You managed to avoid using your magic for a full week. That is progress.”


    She smiled to herself and did not look away from the city. Day after day, the man had loomed in her room, offering unwanted suggestions.


    “I spent my whole life looking forward to finding new ways to use magic,” she replied, leaning on the windowsill. The cold air no longer bothered her. “This hasn’t been easy.”


    Each day when Raeln and Greth would leave to practice with the keep’s soldiers—a concession Ilarra believed Therec had made simply to get them away from her—Nenophar would appear in her room. Every time, the door was locked and the guards outside heard nothing.


    When Nenophar remained silent, Ilarra turned on him. “Are you going to tell me whether my father’s alright? Whether I am? Nearly two months you’ve been coming here, tormenting me, but you haven’t helped at all.”


    “Haven’t I?” asked the man. As always, his expression was so neutral it was unreadable. “Do you understand what the man was that came to your village?”


    “No…a necromancer or something. Greth knows better than I do. I think he said the man was from the same place as Therec.”


    “Not at all. The man you saw was from somewhere else, but the spirit controlling his actions did come from the lands of Turessi. What he did to you is the same thing he has done to thousands across several nations, with Altis being the most recent. He intends to control you and that is something I cannot allow.”


    “Then go save my father. He has the same disease…”


    Nenophar shook his head. “This is no disease. This is magic and alchemy twisted to act like a disease. Your father’s thread in the pattern is being unraveled as surely as your own, but unlike him, I know the place your thread belongs. If you are strong enough, we may be able to undo the damage to the whole fabric.”


    “Stop talking about fabric!” she shouted back at him, wondering not for the first time why the guards outside did not run in. “Every damned day you babble about threads and fabric, and it makes no sense! Tell me what is happening without all the nonsense!”


    The door of the room swung inwards and Raeln came in and gave Ilarra a half-hearted smile. He pointed to where he had left his cloak behind with a sheepish smirk to say he had forgotten it, then took the garment and left, closing the door behind himself. Not once did he even glance toward Nenophar, despite nearly walking over top of him.


    “Are you even here?” asked Ilarra once she was certain Raeln was far enough away she would not be heard. “Am I imagining all of this?”


    “I am here in a sense,” replied Nenophar. “I am also somewhere else, as I’m afraid I could not bring my physical body with me. That, people like Therec would notice. Until you are ready, there is no reason to alert them.”


    “Then make me ready. I’m tired of being a prisoner and not being told what’s happening in Hyeth. Therec said he sent people there to help my father, but he won’t talk about it anymore…”


    “If you continue to worry about individuals, you will never be ready,” the man noted, shaking his head sadly. “Your brother…what are your thoughts about him?”


    Ilarra felt an immediate rush of anger, both at Nenophar for changing topics and at Raeln himself. She saw him as a hindrance, keeping her from knowing what this man could tell her. She thought over all the dozens of times Raeln had gotten in the way, made her life difficult, and even the simple fact that the bond with him was shortening her life. All of this she fought down within herself, trying to bury the absurd feelings.


    “You do not need to answer,” said Nenophar. “I can see your dislike for him and his kind growing. Two months and their influence is already getting strong. I had thought there would be more time, but time has never been something I can gauge properly.”


    “Their? What are you talking about?”


    “The Turessians that did this to you. So long as you are far from me, only your brother fully prevents them from controlling you like all the others. I would prefer to delay showing you anything until you are stronger, but I am limited by their influence. We may have to move forward, despite my opinion of your readiness.”


    “And if we don’t move forward?”


    Nenophar looked toward the closed door. “Anger comes first, usually against family or a dear friend. When you let your guard down, you’ll brutally murder that person…your brother I would think…and be unable to stop yourself, watching helplessly as you do so. The guilt will consume you, destroying what is left of your resolve. Then, they will own you. This is how they have done things for many years.”


    Ilarra’s mind drifted to the old man that had come to Hyeth and the things he had said about the shell “needing to see.”


    “The man who did this to us…he wasn’t doing it on his own.”


    “Likely not. Were his eyes red?”


    Ilarra thought back and nodded.


    “Then he was controlled. The more force their master must exert on them, the more obvious that red glow becomes. After their will is broken, you would likely never see that glow again. Then, they would willingly do all the awful things asked of them.”


    Sitting down on the edge of the bed, Ilarra rubbed at her face and shoved her hair back. She looked up at Nenophar. “What do you need me to do?”


    “Come with me and keep an open mind.”


    “Show me,” she insisted, standing up.


    Ilarra reached for her heavy cloak, but Nenophar caught her wrist…a simple thing but one that surprised her. She had come to the conclusion he was entirely ghostlike and that touch proved her wrong.


    Bitter winds washed over Ilarra and threw her hair in her face, blinding her momentarily. When she managed to clear her face, she found she was standing in the middle of a vast flat area covered with snow in all directions. The city and keep were nowhere to be found.


    Alarmed at being so far from shelter, Ilarra looked down at herself and discovered she now wore her traveling boots and cloak. Though she had changed her clothing, Nenophar remained dressed as he had been back at the keep.


    “You concern yourself with things that cannot hurt you,” he noted, reaching down into the snow. His hand passed through it, leaving no trail. “We are still at the keep, Ilarra. Your mind travels, not your body.”


    “Is this how you visit me?”


    “No, this is something different but similar. We are both standing in a memory of mine where we cannot change what has already happened.”


    Ilarra could not help but be awed by the idea of sharing memories in such a vivid way. “I’ve heard that magic like this existed in the past,” she said, looking up at the grey sky and the snowflakes that fell all around them. “No one’s used it in so long we thought it was a myth.”


    “It is still in use in some places. The Turessian council still uses this magic from time to time.”


    “Where did they learn to do this?” she asked in surprise.


    “I taught them. That was a long time ago, though.”


    Before Ilarra could ask more questions, Nenophar raised a finger to his lips, silencing her. “There is much for you to understand. Follow me.”


    Nenophar began walking away and Ilarra hurried to follow him. Once they had both begun walking, the landscape changed rapidly around them, appearing as though they had covered miles in mere minutes.


    When Nenophar stopped next, they were near a small cottage, set into the foothills of the mountains. “In this human-home,” he began, motioning toward the house, “an aging human still lives. You have asked about the talk of fabric and threads…he will help you understand.”


    “He can tell me about it?” Ilarra inquired, getting a rather disappointed look from Nenophar in return.


    “No, he is our example. His story will explain what my mother and I mean when we speak of the fabric of the world. Please understand this is something we hold dear and do not tell outsiders of…to us, the reading of the fabric of the world is as near as we get to what your kind call religion.”


    Ilarra began to walk toward the house, but Nenophar caught her by the arm, stopping her.


    “I must explain one thing first. This is, as I said, a memory of sorts. They cannot hear us; we cannot touch them. Do you understand?”


    “Yes,” she answered quickly. “Get on with it.”


    Taking the lead, Nenophar approached the house. When he reached its door, rather than opening it, he stepped through it like nothing more than a ghost.


    Ilarra paused inches from the door, unsure of herself. She had seen Nenophar go through without issue, but that was him and not her. She might slam face-first into the door and make a fool of herself. When Nenophar did not come back immediately, she reached forward, finding that her hand passed through the door without any sensation at all. Satisfied she would not look stupid, Ilarra stepped forward and through the door.


    The inside of the cabin was incredibly little, to Ilarra’s surprise. A single table of old, dry wood, three matching chairs, a fireplace, and several beds were all the furnishings she saw. Seated in one of the chairs was a young human man, whittling at a piece of wood and looking for all the world like he was bored to tears.


    “This man’s pattern in the fabric is clear and straightforward,” said Nenophar, standing near the man’s chair. “When I look at him, I can see the outcome of his life’s actions—though not any of the specifics, only the results. On his own, he will be a fairly unremarkable human. He will find a woman; they will have children. To his own people, that is about all they will ever see in him.


    “To me, there is much more. The woman will die, her thread cut short in childbirth. The man will become lost and strike out at his children. They will suffer for no fault of their own. One will die from this, her thread never touching on another outside of this family.”


    “That’s terrible,” whispered Ilarra while staring at the young man’s face. “You’re sure he would do that?”


    “Certain,” confirmed Nenophar. “Among your civilization, what would you do with a man like this?”


    “If he’d done that to his family, he would be imprisoned or executed. The king’s laws are pretty harsh.”


    Nenophar nodded. “This is why we become so frustrated with your people. Where you see the evils of this man’s lifetime, we see his impact on the whole of the fabric. The child that survives will accomplish little of his own, but when he has children, one of them will hear the stories of this terrible man coming to no justice for his actions. That child will dedicate his life to making the lives around him better and will save thousands who would otherwise have died as a result of flooding.”


    “You’re saying you can see this man’s evil leads to good?”


    “Not in such simple terms, but yes. This man’s lifetime will cause far greater things then would have ever come about if your king executed him. To my people, this is the reason we do not interfere…our actions can disrupt the patterns in the fabric beyond any means of correction.”


    A second later, the door of the cabin exploded inwards, sending shards of wood flying past and through Ilarra. She screamed and covered her face, forgetting for a moment that nothing here could affect her.


    Looking up, Ilarra saw dozens of rotted corpses were rushing into the cabin. They went straight to the man, who tried desperately to reach an old rusted sword nearby, and caught him before he had quite gotten to it. The undead tore into him, ripping flesh from bone and dragging him, still screaming, from the cabin.


    “His thread is thus ended,” noted Nenophar once the screams stopped. “Seven lives tied directly to his thread are removed from the fabric of the world, and thousands will end earlier than they should have. This, I could not see. This was not part of his pattern.”


    Ilarra was shaking, unable to stop staring out the doorway into the snowy lands beyond where a wide trail of blood marked the passing of the undead.


    “Those creatures, the animated bodies of the once-living, are an annoyance for my people.” Nenophar picked up a sheet from the bed, somehow interacting with the world around them. “Take this badly woven blanket as the fabric of the world.”


    Laying the sheet down on the room’s only table, Nenophar picked a seemingly random spot where the threads were so badly put together they were all clearly visible.


    “The man should have been this thread, interlacing with all the others during the whole course of his life—the length of the thread,” he explained, tracing the thread. “Today, his thread is plucked from the fabric, breaking off at the point his life ends. All mortal lives end, but when things like these are involved, patterns do not always go as planned.”


    “Then magic interferes with the fates of people around it?”


    Nenophar gave Ilarra a look of complete disappointment. “Not at all. Magic pushes or pulls on the fabric, but does not change the whole directly.” He emphasized by picking up the sheet and poking a finger into it. “You can see the threads more clearly when magic is in use and threads may end more dramatically, but it changes nothing about the pattern. A magical death is no different than one at the tip of a sword to the fabric of the world, though it sometimes can push other threads around somewhat.”


    Ilarra looked back out the door in the direction the undead had gone. “How are they different from any other magic?” she asked, not sure she wanted to know the answer.


    “They aren’t. Mortals have used the remains of other mortals as tools for all of time. What makes these different is what controls all of them.”


    “The Turessians.”


    “Yes. They have found a way to cheat the fabric. Like other timeless beings, they are outside the fabric, their own threads yanked from the whole but not removed. At a whim, they insert themselves back into the fabric and disrupt all that would have existed there. It is no different than if I sought to disrupt the pattern myself.”


    Ilarra leaned onto the table, bringing her face near Nenophar’s. “What are you?”


    “Immortal. That much you can know,” he answered, not looking up at her. “That and worried about a mortal man finding a way to disrupt the entire fabric. The leader of the Turessian forces can change the intended course of Eldvar’s history, and if this person can do that, then they can destroy my people as well.


    “We never concerned ourselves overly much with the matters of mortal men, Ilarra. They do foolish things that endanger themselves, but rarely us. The one who leads the Turessians is different…I don’t know for certain who he or she is, but this person has the potential to do far more than I would like to believe.”


    “How bad could it be?” she asked, lifting a corner of the sheet. “No matter how powerful they are, how much damage could one person do?”


    Nenophar finally looked up at her as he touched the sheet on the table. As his finger brushed the old cloth, the entire sheet burst into flame. “To disrupt the plans of one outside the fabric, it will take someone outside the fabric. My people are somewhat distanced from it, but anytime we interfere with mortals, we imprint ourselves briefly on the fabric’s pattern. This endangers us as a people and will likely play into the Turessian’s plans. The Turessians, in turn, are outside the fabric at will, allowing them to strike at us or the pattern.”


    “Then what?”


    “We need someone like them to fight against their actions, to undo as much damage as possible. With our ability to see the patterns within the world’s fabric, there might be hope of guiding one who is already lost into making the right choices…or so a friend once told me. I still do not entirely believe, but I am seeing fewer options each day. My life is being written into the pattern of the world more with every event that occurs.”


    “Lost…outside the fabric…” Ilarra watched the smoldering sheet and thought back to Mairlee’s dramatic removal of a thread from her own sheet. “You want someone that’s dead. That’s the only way someone can be outside the fabric.”


    “Correct, in a sense.”


    “Then why did you bring me…no. I’m sick, Nenophar. I’m not dead.”


    The man stared at her coolly. “You already know the answer. The disease the Turessians inflicted on you is killing your body, removing you from the pattern entirely. It draws off magic, consuming what is left of your mortal spirit and replacing it with magic tied to other Turessians. The weaker your body gets, the stronger your magic will be…and the less mortal you will become. This is what you needed to know. You are already one of them, but your bond with Raeln has kept their influence at bay for the moment. Eventually, that will change. Already I can see their beliefs and anger growing in you as your body withers.”


    “I will not listen to any more of this!” Ilarra shouted, backing away from the table. Drawing the patterns of magic across her mind, Ilarra hurled a gout of flame at the area where Nenophar stood and scorched the house. She raised her hand to strike again, but the man had vanished. She found herself back in the Lantonnian keep, staring at the burning remains of a table.


    Nearby, Raeln and Greth stood in the now-open door with Therec behind them, all three staring at her in shock. Smoke rolled past them into the hallway.


    After the brief moment of frozen surprise, the two wildlings rushed into the room and began working to douse the flames that had spread to the wood paneling of the room. Neither said anything to her, but their concerned glances said more than she wanted to hear. They believed she had gone crazy.


    Following the others into the room, Therec leaned his walking staff against his shoulder as he surveyed the damage. Shaking his head, he walked up to Ilarra and gave the same slight bow he always did when greeting her. “Had I known you were cold, we could have brought more wood for the fire,” Therec told her, a slight smirk the only indication that he was joking. “I take it you were practicing your spells?”


    Ilarra forced herself to calm down, dreading the sickness that had followed her last few encounters with magic. This time, she honestly began to feel good. Her body felt strong and she felt more alive than she had in a long time. With what Nenophar had said, that feeling horrified her.


    “Yes,” she lied, giving him a forced smile. “My aim has never been excellent and accidents do happen.”


    Therec’s face gave away nothing, but she did see his eyes measure the distance between the fireplace on one side of the room and the burning corner very nearly opposite it.


    “Dinner is about to be served in the main hall. I had thought to send servants to summon you, but felt it was more personal to come myself. Your guards had asked to come with me, as though I needed company when visiting you.”


    Ilarra saw Raeln check over his shoulder, watching Therec for any threats. Once he seemed satisfied Therec was harmless in his intentions, that same look was directed at Ilarra.


    Those glances were the reason she and Raeln had been hardly around one another in more than a week. She had warned him once already that he need not concern himself with her, but he had continued following her around, monitoring everything she did. He had tried to act like he was unconcerned, but Ilarra saw the worry in his eyes every time he looked her way. The only solution to keep her from wanting to throttle him was to send him away. Since then, he had sulked around the halls nearby, often spending time with Greth in one of the neighboring rooms—likely to keep Greth from panicking in the close confines of the keep and attacking the servants…again.


    Ilarra tried to look at Therec as she spoke, but she found herself unable to stop watching Greth, who seemed like he might be up to something suspicious as he smothered the smoking paneling. She could not put her finger on it, but she really believed he might be considering stealing from her belongings closest to the area he was cleaning.


    “I will come down shortly. I wish to speak with my guards before I eat, if that’s not too much trouble. This shouldn’t take long,” she told Therec.


    Therec agreed and left, making a point of moving wide of the smoldering table and charred remains of a painting Greth had not quite managed to save. He closed the door behind him, revealing scorch marks across much of the wood there as well.


    “How many times have I told the two of you to knock before entering?” Ilarra demanded once she was sure that Therec had gotten far enough down the hall. “And again, how many times have I told you to stay away from my things?”


    “About one less time than you’ve yelled at us for nearly everything else we try to do to help you in the last couple weeks,” snapped Greth, throwing the crumbling remains of the painting onto the floor as he spun on Ilarra. He shrugged off Raeln’s attempt to grab his arm and marched toward Ilarra. “Lady, I’ve had it up to here with the accusations…”


    Without thinking about it, Ilarra was partway through casting a spell that would rip Greth apart where he stood before Raeln leapt between them, grabbing Ilarra’s wrists. He pulled her off-balance, disrupting her spell. Once she had lost control over her magic, Raeln released her and gave her a disapproving glare.


    “How dare you?” she asked, rubbing her wrists. As an afterthought, she slapped Raeln across the muzzle. “Do not ever touch me again, beast!”


    Greth snarled and started forward, but Raeln put a hand on his chest to stop him.


    “We are going to dinner,” Ilarra began again, smoothing her dress and taking a deep breath to keep from shouting at the two men. “Maybe the two of you can keep from embarrassing yourselves…or at least me…for a couple hours. Act like you belong indoors this one time.”


    Shoving aside Raeln, Greth walked up to Ilarra so he was glaring down his muzzle at her. “About that. I was coming here to tell you I’ve had enough.”


    “Enough? Enough of making me wonder if you’re stealing from me?”


    “Enough of you and this place,” the man countered. “I’m going home. It’s been months since I was captured. It’ll take me another few weeks to get back to camp on foot, if the snows continue. I’m hoping by now anyone who’s still alive has snuck back, and maybe if I’m lucky, the rodent I’m looking for is there and I’ll be out of your fur forever.”


    “You said you’d be killed if you didn’t find him. Why change your mind now, if you could have gone months ago?”


    Greth shrugged and scratched behind one of his ears absently. Over the last week, Ilarra had come to the conclusion that he had fleas but had yet to have him shaved to verify her theory. If he continued scratching himself in public, she might have to ask Therec to see to that.


    “Listen, I’ve gone through every jail cell in this city at least twice,” he continued once he had stopped scratching. “No one I’ve talked to has seen him, so I have to believe he got away or is in a shallow grave. The last person who remembered seeing him was a soldier at the quarry, but he doesn’t even remember what happened to him. That leaves me little in the way of places to look without going home.


    “I’d rather get sent back out to find him again with a few more claw scars and a lecture from Lihuan than sit around here getting yelled at and finding not so much as a clue. No offense…Raeln’s a great conversationalist, but I’m done with Lantonne.”


    Ilarra felt briefly worried about Greth, but that passed almost immediately. “You’ll be executed as soon as they think you are leaving my service,” she warned him.


    “They have to catch me first, elf.”


    Ilarra took a long, slow breath to keep herself from telling Greth he would likely be dead within the hour if he was counting on his own intelligence to keep him alive. “Take Raeln,” she said instead, drawing shocked stares from both men. “No matter how he glares, he watches out for you as much as he does for me.”


    “What? Why?” Greth asked, giving Raeln a truly uncomfortable look. “I don’t need a cubsitter. He’s yours, not mine. I don’t need a pet wolf.”


    Raeln looked frantically between the two of them, his tail flicking nervously back and forth.


    “He can get you there safely, if anyone can,” she reasoned, even if she did just want the peace of having both men gone for a while. “I trust him with my life and you can, too. I face no real danger inside Lantonne and don’t plan on leaving the city before he would be back. A couple weeks there, then the same back. I’ll hardly know he’s gone.”


    Greth cocked his head. “What about your father? Aren’t you heading back up to Hyeth at some point?”


    “Not anytime soon. Therec has men traveling up there to make sure my father’s doing as well as I am. There’s little more I can do until the king accepts I’m not working with Altis. Until then, you can come and go inside the keep, but I can’t leave this room without an escort.”


    Eyeing Raeln, Greth finally nodded and struck Raeln across the shoulder. “Get your things, pup. We’re going to introduce you to real wildlings if it’s the last thing I do.”


    Raeln growled and gave Ilarra a long stare, waiting for her to change her mind. When she did not, his ears flattened back and he followed Greth from the room.


    “Boys,” Ilarra added before they had collected any of their belongings, “you will want to slip out while I’m at dinner. Therec will expect you there, so this is your best chance. If he finds out you’re packing, I doubt you will get far.”


    The two wildlings nodded understanding and began packing. Given how little each of them had, it took only a few minutes. When they had finished, they left, going past the soldiers stationed at the door without any questions and leaving Ilarra alone in the room with her thoughts.


    “I’m ready,” Ilarra announced to the silent room. “I understand what’s happening now. I’ve never wanted to hurt Raeln before, but I’ve seen it more each day. You’re right.”


    “Of course I am,” came Nenophar’s voice as he appeared near the bed.


    “What now?”


    Nenophar looked out the window. “Complete whatever social customs you have left for today and sneak out. I will teach you what you need to know, but you need to get yourself out of the keep.”


    “Then what?”


    “That will depend on you,” he admitted, stepping back into the shadows. Whether he had vanished or was just obscured, Ilarra could not be certain. “I will meet you at the southern gardens at midnight. So long as you remain in here, I cannot help you. Out there, we can begin our journey after I arrive.”


    “Why not earlier? I can get out while the wildlings are running…”


    “I would never reach you in time, Ilarra. Sundown is the soonest I can bring myself to the city as anything more than these illusions. Three hours is all I ask. Once I do arrive, I cannot stay long or I will be found out. You will need to be precise in your timing.”


    The shadows where Nenophar stood deepened abruptly, and Ilarra realized that she was alone again.


    


    *


    


    “Are you sure they are coming?”


    Ilarra smiled across the large table at Therec. Myriad platters of steaming food lay between them, but Therec had made sure to keep a path open between them so they could speak. The various other nobility or courtiers that attended regularly mostly kept to themselves; therefore, they had been placed farther down the table, allowing them to converse separately.


    The two seats on either side of Ilarra where Raeln and Greth normally sat remained empty nearly twenty minutes after the meal had started.


    “Positive. They said they had gotten into a quarrel and needed to clean themselves up before arriving. Raeln pounded Greth pretty badly and I didn’t want them appearing at dinner in that condition,” she lied, hoping her deception was at least somewhat believable. “You know how wildlings are. Fur and some blood every time they argue, which is far too often.”


    Therec’s acknowledging smile gave Ilarra no doubt that he questioned her, but was being polite in not saying so, at least not yet.


    “This morning, I believe you were explaining about how you came to be sent to the city for schooling. Would you care to continue?”


    Picking up a grape from the platter in front of her, Ilarra rolled it between her fingertips several times. On a whim and a silent challenge to Nenophar’s claims that she could not control her own magic, she channeled a thread of energy into a very basic pattern in her mind, withering the grape until it was dry and shriveled. Looking up as she let it drop to her plate, she saw Therec’s eyes narrow briefly.


    “I know you were attempting to get me to tell you more about how I became a representative for Altis,” she told him, sliding the plate away. “Having me narrate my entire life’s history will not get you any closer to proving me a liar. I have been honest about my past for weeks, and I tire of this game. Dorralt may have claimed I was his, but no matter how much you believe him, I am still not…”


    Ilarra trailed off and stared at Therec as he sat up straight. She had never heard that name before and had no idea where it had come from, along with the assumption that Therec was trying to gather information. The thought had not crossed her mind. It was almost as though someone else’s thoughts had been pushed into her head.


    “I’m sorry, I think I should go check on my guards.” She stood quickly. “They could be causing more trouble and the idea rather spoils my appetite.”


    She did not wait for permission, but hurried from the dining hall. She tried not to meet the curious stares of the courtiers or look back at Therec, who she could feel watching her back.


    Ilarra headed toward her room within the keep—the one place she was allowed to go without escort, though she knew there would be soldiers all along her path to ensure she did not go anywhere else. It was the illusion of freedom, when everyone knew it to be a lie.


    Stopping in the middle of one of the halls, she realized the keep’s soldiers had not followed her from the dining hall, which left her alone in the interconnected halls of the lower floors. This was entirely normal, but given the slip at the dinner table, she had assumed there were soldiers right behind her. She could simply disappear, and Therec would be none the wiser for hours of searching. It was an opportunity she had not gotten since arriving and likely not one she would get again soon. Having it happen the same night as Nenophar’s approach was simply too lucky.


    Checking the nearest arrow-slit window, Ilarra saw the sky was a deep purple in the west above the mountains. It would not be long before dark, when she could meet with Nenophar. If his earlier estimate held, she had perhaps an hour or so before he might be able to reach her.


    Rather than waiting where she might be found and prevented from leaving, Ilarra picked a random hall and began making her way toward the nearest door out of the keep in hopes of putting some distance between herself and Therec’s men. The path was not one she had taken in weeks, but she knew it somehow, knowing where to pause and let guards pass before continuing on without having to look. At times, she felt as though she had a second set of eyes watching for the armed men to pass her by, but it did not seem odd at all, even if she knew it should have been.


    Near the southern door from the keep, Ilarra stopped at the edge of one of the halls. One more step and she would be visible to the guard at the door. There was no way around it. Any of the keep’s outer doors would be heavily manned.


    Ilarra closed her eyes instinctively, reaching out with her mind. She could sense three guards, not just the one she had expected. They were alert, making things even more difficult. She could hear their hearts beating calmly, letting her be certain they were unaware of her approach.


    Several patterns for shaping magic appeared in her mind, repeating in a certain order until she had them memorized. She smiled as they faded away, knowing she had little to fear from the men she would face. So long as such powerful magic lent itself to her needs, no one could stand before her if she were prepared for them.


    Rounding the corner, Ilarra brought the first pattern into reality, draping the entire doorway area with an aura of deathly silence. Even her footsteps went still, and the three men that turned sharply at her approach opened their mouths without a sound coming forth.


    The next spell was far more difficult. In the silence, Ilarra could not whisper the words that normally shaped magic into the physical world, forcing her to use the much more intricate pattern in her mind to create magic without words. Her father had often spoken of wanting to learn this trick as she grew up, but she took her cues directly from instinct, using the skill from past experience…though not her own.


    The spell hit the three soldiers and their eyes rolled back. One by one, the men collapsed to the floor, asleep. They would wake eventually, but Ilarra’s only concern was getting past the door. She could deal with them if they did manage to come after her. Likely, she had more than enough time to be several blocks away before they woke or were found.


    She stepped over the men, dismissing the unnatural silence as she reached the door. Instantly, the men’s soft snores seemed to fill the hallway, making her smile with amusement at how easy it had been to get past Therec’s defenses and walk out of the keep. For all Therec’s fears about her, he had done little to protect himself or the city.


    One flip of the latch on the door and Ilarra headed out, letting the door close behind her as she went.


    The cold winter air hit Ilarra immediately, making her wish she had grabbed a cloak, or at least proper boots. The dining dress and simple shoes she wore did nothing to protect her from the bitter winds, and by the time she was out of sight of the keep’s doors, her feet felt half-frozen. Still, having already assaulted three guards, she hardly felt it wise to abandon the trip. There would likely be no second chance for some time.


    She hurried through the mostly abandoned streets, passing several small groups of people—nearly every race she had ever heard of, as was Lantonne’s way, though she steered clear of the wildlings and orcs that seemed determined to always be too close at hand—making her way to the southern gardens.


    With winter in full swing, the gardens were hardly a popular place in the city, making it perfect for her meeting. Several inches of snow covered rows of dead plants, with a poorly cleared path through the middle of the gardens. From what she could tell, the path was little more than a shortcut some people in the city used to avoid having to go around the large garden area.


    “Nenophar?” she called out, stopping at the middle of the garden.


    The distant sounds of conversation drifted from the lit windows of a home nearby, but aside from that and the whistling of the wind through the buildings, she heard nothing.


    Wrapping her arms around herself to try to stay warm, Ilarra hopped up and down and slowly turned in place, searching for the strange man. He appeared in her room anytime she did not want him there, but now that she wanted to talk to him, there was no sign he was coming.


    A strong wind from behind buffeted Ilarra, nearly knocking her off-balance. As it passed, she heard a weight come down behind her on the stones of the plaza outside the garden, as though a boulder had been gently set down and the stones were settling to accommodate its weight.


    Spinning, she found Nenophar stood at the entrance to the garden, still wearing his simple shirt and pants, though he no longer wore the Lantonnian armor. He wore no jacket or cloak, but appeared entirely at ease in the cold, unlike her.


    “Where have you been?” she demanded, marching up to the man. “I was freezing out here.”


    Nenophar looked up at the sky, then at Ilarra with an eyebrow raised. “I had thought a little more trepidation could be expected when facing someone who you do not know or understand. Perhaps you must be killed to eliminate one more threat to the fabric.”


    “I don’t fear you.”


    That seemed to surprise the man, and he paused before asking, “Why do you believe I mean myself? There are others who would kill you, now that you resist their plans.”


    “You want me to be afraid of you,” she snapped, suddenly feeling anger toward Nenophar like the misplaced frustrations she had felt lately toward Raeln. “Your kind always does. Neither you nor Therec can hurt me anymore.”


    Nenophar’s neutral expression sank rapidly to an angry frown. “What would you do to me if you thought you would not be found out?”


    Ilarra’s shivering ceased and new patterns for spells came to mind. These were incredibly complex, but she could see the immense destruction they would cause. No matter what Nenophar might be, she could surely strike him down with any of them. With time, she could tear the whole city to the ground around him.


    She raised a hand to strike, a pattern flowing across her thoughts that would incinerate half the plaza. Hundreds might die before the flames abated, but she had only one desire: to see this man burn.


    The spell fell apart as Nenophar caught Ilarra’s wrist. All of the patterns and the anger that had come with them vanished and a sense of utter calm washed over her. Along with it came the cold with an abruptness that made her shake violently.


    “Now, what would you intend to do to me?” he demanded, pushing her backwards until she ran into the garden’s low walls. “Speak with your own voice, not theirs.”


    Tears filled Ilarra’s eyes as the enormity of all she had said and done over the last week hit her. Every argument with Raeln, every hateful thought, every time she had looked at the keep’s servants as vermin that were beneath her. Despite the cold and snow, Ilarra pulled from Nenophar’s grip and collapsed, weeping into her hands as her legs froze in the wet snow.


    “Help me,” she pleaded, kneeling before the elven man. “This isn’t me…they want me to kill you.”


    “I know it’s not you,” Nenophar told her gently, reaching down to touch the back of her head. “You needed to see that.”


    “What am I, Nenophar? What did they make me into?”


    Taking a knee in front of her, Nenophar answered, “I can tell you what you were and what your life was to mean to the fabric. What you are now is something else entirely…you are more like my kind, sitting outside the constant action and reaction of the mortal world.”


    Sniffling as her tears froze on her face, Ilarra grabbed Nenophar’s sleeve and demanded, “Tell me what my place was supposed to be. Who was I going to be?”


    “Are you sure you want to know?”


    “Tell me.”


    Sighing, he lifted her face to make her look at him. “Ilarra of Hyeth was intended to have several children and survive the war with Altis,” he explained, holding her chin to keep her from looking away. “Your life should have come to an end when Raeln caught fever in seven years, killing you both. Your husband would have survived you by several decades.”


    “My father? Asha? Greth? Did they survive?”


    “The wildling returned to his home in the mountains. There, another of his breed would kill him in an argument over hunting rights. Your father died to a barbarian raid only a month from now, though Asha’s strength kept her alive for a time, seeking revenge that she never managed to fulfil. None of this matters now, as those fates were destroyed the moment the Turessians marched on your village.”


    Nenophar waved a hand over Ilarra and it felt as though a weight came crashing down on her. Anger and a thousand voices filled her mind made her want to scream and to destroy everything around her until she felt better. All of the pain and fury seemed to abruptly target Raeln, willing her to find and kill him in the hopes it would ease her own pain. Then, as suddenly as it had come, the feeling vanished. She realized she lay on the ground, the snow soaking through her dress.


    “That,” said Nenophar, reaching to help her up, “is what your mind looks like without either Raeln or myself aiding you. You are lucky your bonded friend remains close, or the protection he gives you would fade and even I could not keep this at bay forever. Had you sent him away or been separated, I never would have reached you in time.”


    She stood slowly, the cold no longer even a mild concern. “If Raeln leaves?” she asked, panic beginning to set in as she thought about Greth and Raeln having left at least an hour earlier. She had no way to contact them.


    “Then you will eventually either go mad or become the slave of the creature that did this to you. How long it takes depends on my willingness to help and your own stubbornness.”


    “Can you help me? Will you?”


    “Would I have come if I did not intend to try?” he asked, looking like he genuinely was concerned for the first time she had seen.


    Ilarra stood as straight as she could, trying to ignore the chill of the weather. “Let’s go,” she said. “You asked me to let you know when I was really ready. I am now.”


    Nenophar opened his mouth to answer, then looked past Ilarra. As he did, she became abruptly aware of voices behind her, growing louder.


    “Arrest her!” shouted Therec, coming into the garden area with twenty or more soldiers around him. “If either of them resists, kill them!”


    Nenophar smiled and stepped away from Ilarra. “You do not want to do this, heir of Turess,” he called out to Therec. “Let the elf child go. Nothing you can do will help her.”


    “I don’t want to help her,” the Turessian shouted back, shaking with anger. “I want the girl tried for murder. Whoever you are, if you stand in our way, you share her fate.”


    “Murder?” asked Nenophar, giving Ilarra a curious glance. “I smell no death on this one…”


    “I believe I have been more than hospitable,” Therec said in a near-growl as he approached, making Ilarra clench her jaw to keep from laughing at him as she compared his tone to that of the wildlings she had grown up with. As he moved closer, the soldiers raised crossbows and aimed them at both Nenophar and Ilarra. “We both knew you were a spy from the moment you arrived here, but I tried to be reasonable and seek a balance between warfare and negotiation. This is how you repay me?”


    “By going for a walk and nearly freezing myself to death…yes, I suppose it is,” she snapped back testily.


    Therec sighed and shook his head. “I had you trailed from the second you left the keep. I meant sending your pets off to deliver news to Altis. You should have gone with them. I would have. Instead, you attack an innocent…”


    “My men went back to their home…and what are you talking about? If you mean the guards at the door, they were fine when I left them…”


    “More lies. Do you never grow tired of this, Ilarra? We watched your men heading northwest toward Altis. We did not manage to catch them yet, but we will. As for your actions after they left, I am well within my rights to execute you on the spot after seeing the brutality you inflicted on her.”


    “Who are you talking about?” Ilarra asked, glaring at Therec. “You’re making no sense.”


    In reply, Therec began advancing on them as the crossbowmen remained deathly still, waiting for a cue to fire.


    “Nenophar, it’s time to go,” Ilarra told her companion. “Can you get us out of here?”


    “Fire!” shouted Therec, pointing his staff at them. “Kill them both!”


    A dozen or more crossbows went off as Ilarra was still looking to Nenophar. The man did not move, but the entire garden area exploded as something shadowy came down between her and the soldiers. From what she could see, a dome-like veil had fallen, shielding her and Nenophar from the crossbowmen. All of the bolts shattered against the barrier.


    “You are in over your head, heir of Turess,” warned Nenophar as the shadowy walls lifted away. He grabbed Ilarra’s wrist with a strength she would not have expected of him. “Your eyes do not recognize me yet, but in time, I think you will.”


    A rush of wind blinded Ilarra, and then the ground under her feet fell away.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Gone Too Far”


    
      
    


    Above all, use reason and the education you were given to work through situations without resorting to violence. In this matter, I must sadly use my brother as example. His willingness to turn to the military solution has long turned nations against us that I believe could have been brought into the empire by more peaceful means. Not all agree with my sentiment, but this is what I beg of my people in my absence.


    Do not seek war when you can avoid it. Be better than I was and find your own path.


    


    
      - Teaching of Turess known as the Plea of Peace, considered by most to be symbolic rather than a command

    


    


    Therec sat his glass down and watched Ilarra hurry from the room. Each day, her behavior had grown more unpredictable, and he worried this might indicate she was nearing a breaking point or some deadline with her masters. He wanted to learn her intentions, not push her hand. The latter began to seem far more likely.


    “Dispatch soldiers to catch the wildlings,” he announced to the guards, who had already briefed him on the situation. The courtiers appeared surprised, but they knew better than to gossip about anything the king or his spokespeople might say. “Bring them back to me in chains if necessary. Once the girl reaches her room, I want her secured there for her own safety.”


    “Sir,” one of the soldiers said, leaning close so that what she said was confidential between Therec and herself. “Magister Arlind sent word that she intends to wait for the girl at her room to continue examining her. I believe she may already be there.”


    “Good, that gives us her and whatever bodyguards she maintains, as well as her skills,” Therec noted, smiling as the courtiers began politely excusing themselves. The roaches knew when to flee.


    “Will the magister be safe, and can we trust her to keep the girl from running?”


    Therec nodded and gave the woman a look that he hoped chastised her somewhat. “Arlind is more than competent and I trust her more than anyone else in this city,” he explained. “The magister is my friend and one of the few people here I consider well enough educated to know what must be done. I will go to her immediately, but I have no doubt she can handle the girl.”


    Wiping his mouth and standing, Therec settled his staff into the crook of his arm and began walking toward the stairs that would bring him to Ilarra’s room, while his soldiers ran off to gather others to hunt down the wildlings.


    Given that Ilarra would need to detour to an outside staircase and then back when she reached her floor, Therec believed he would arrive around the same time as she did, assuming Ilarra did not run. If she did, any soldier in the keep would detain her to find out why. Therefore, there was no reason to rush.


    Halfway up the stairs, Therec’s head began to spin and he stumbled. His footing became unstable on the steps, and he sat down in a hurry, trying to steady himself. The dizziness passed a minute later, and all he could think of was the sensation of powerful magic being used somewhere nearby.


    Therec’s thoughts went immediately to Arlind. If the magister had been forced to fight, a stray bit of magic could easily have had that sort of effect on him.


    Leaping to his feet, Therec ran up the stairs two at a time, reaching the floor Ilarra had been placed on in seconds. He ran down the connecting hallway and rounded the last turn to the smaller passage that ended in her chamber, then stopped, nearly dropping his staff.


    Blood covered all of the walls, and the door to Ilarra’s room stood open. The mangled remains of the guards who should have been at the door lay on either side of the hallway, torn beyond recognition by magic. Here and there, pieces of bone lay strewn across the floor.


    “Arlind?” Therec asked, his voice weaker than he had heard since he was a child. “Magister, are you alright?”


    Distantly behind him, Therec could hear the soldiers marching up the main stairs to join him.


    “Arlind?” he repeated as he neared the door. The sheer amount of blood on the stones made it difficult for him to keep from slipping or move faster than a slow walk…not that his body was willing to speed up.


    The last step was the most difficult for Therec. One more foot in front of the other and he would be able to see into the room. Only once in his life had he dreaded something as much as that room, and that was when his son had gone missing overnight after a raid by a neighboring clan. Then, he had others he could trust to help him search for the boy, but here, Arlind was the only person he truly felt could be trusted anymore.


    Rounding the doorframe, Therec felt his legs give out and barely caught himself on the frame.


    Arlind hung from a rope tied to the bed’s canopy frame. Her body was nearly unrecognizable, with much of her chest and stomach torn out. Gore had been spattered across the walls, as though whatever had attacked her had taken its time, taking great effort to do vast amounts of damage to her body before fleeing.


    Therec leaned on the doorframe for support, trying not to lose his calm and rage like an uneducated man. It was nearly impossible, seeing someone he considered a friend torn apart like wild animals had attacked her.


    Animals…like wildlings. They would hang for this, regardless of their claims, he thought angrily.


    Stumbling weakly into the room, Therec approached the bedframe nervously. If he had been quick enough in getting there, perhaps the woman could be saved. He already had his doubts, as brutal trauma often diminished the chances of magic helping one whose body had died.


    Closing his eyes briefly, Therec tried to shift his vision toward the spirit realm in hopes of seeing Arlind still there. That one glimpse would give him a chance of bringing her back, assuming he could repair the damage to her body swiftly.


    Pain roared into Therec’s head, blocking his magic. He screamed and collapsed, unable to reach out to the spirits for aid. Whatever Ilarra had done not only had killed Arlind, but it cut her off from the only possible method of resurrecting her.


    “Sir!” shouted one of the soldiers as they entered the room. The woman ran to Therec’s side and grabbed his arm. “Sir, are you alright?”


    Therec nodded and steadied his breath—a difficult task when he saw his collapse had coated his arms and legs with Arlind’s blood. No longer caring about calm or his training, Therec got up and tore off his jacket, which most clearly showed the red stains.


    “Get every man and woman you can find,” he snapped at the soldier, grabbing her by the collar to pull her close. “Everyone. If they find Ilarra or her wildlings before I can arrive, kill them.”


    “As you wish, sir,” the woman replied nervously, pulling away.


    Therec looked back at Arlind once more, his muscles trembling with the need to kill Ilarra for what she had done.


    “This is my fault,” he whispered to himself once he knew the soldiers had gone. “The one person whose death could hurt me here and I did nothing to protect her. I may as well have killed her myself.”


    Rage and guilt consumed Therec as he hugged the staff to his chest and left the room to search for his soldiers.


    He would find Ilarra and make sure that she never did this to anyone again. That child and everyone she had ever known would die. Hyeth would burn as soon as Ilarra was caught, and every one of the traitors there would plead for mercy like Therec imagined Arlind having done.


    They would receive as much as Arlind received.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    Book Two


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    “A Life Apart”


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter One


    “Mountain Springtime”


    


    Raeln groaned and opened an eye as the sun rose over the mountain peaks, casting the first light over the rocky terrain they had camped in. The high pine trees sheltered him from much of the chill winds, but also kept the sun from warming his fur, which would have been a blessing after weeks of walking through snow that had frozen into his footpads and fur. He shivered uncontrollably, even curled into a tight ball under his single blanket.


    “Morning, grumpy,” Greth said, walking past with a pair of rabbits hanging from his hand. “I went ahead and found some food while you were napping. Figured if I waited on you, we’d both starve before you woke. Couldn’t find anything bigger than these, but they’ll do for now.”


    The younger wildling had chatted on and off for much of the journey, though Raeln had found little he cared to comment on. He had allowed Greth the endless babbling and criticisms, as it seemed to help him concentrate on the journey and not the difficult terrain and weather. On the upside, with Ilarra miles away, he had been able to respond as he saw fit, including telling Greth when he had gone too far.


    Greth had been remarkably capable in the snow that still lingered on the taller foothills, which had impressed Raeln to no end. Whereas Raeln had struggled to stay warm enough and had slid often in the melting snow, Greth had forged on without hesitation, often coming back to help Raeln get his footing or offer suggestions for how to keep his feet from freezing completely.


    Deep down, Raeln knew he was holding Greth back and slowing his progress tremendously, but not once had Greth complained about that.


    “How do you do this?” Raeln asked as Greth handed him a cup of melted snow to drink. “The cold…how do you survive out here? I can barely move.”


    Greth smiled a toothy grin and shrugged. “Blame my father for that. He actually liked the snow and ice…maybe a little more than was healthy, especially for me when I was a pup. Mother hated that he always wanted to take me out hunting in the snow, but those were some of my fondest memories as a child. Got used to freezing I guess. Besides, this is spring. It would be much worse in winter.”


    “What happened to him?” asked Raeln, trying to rub some feeling into his legs and tail without success. The conversation was helping him wake up. “You said he had passed, but didn’t say much else. Ilarra didn’t have the courtesy to ask much about you, so I feel I have to.”


    “Can’t blame the furless for being dumb.”


    “That was not what I said, Greth. She is an intelligent…”


    “No, she’s a loon with more power than she knows how to use. Bad combination that might get her killed sooner or later. I’m honestly glad she sent you with me. It’s safer for you and I needed someone to talk to.”


    Greth said nothing further for a while, instead focusing on preparing a tiny fire to roast the rabbits. He rarely cooked anything as long as Raeln would have preferred, but having anything warm in his belly was relief enough to keep him from complaining, if only out of gratitude that Greth knew how to hunt.


    “My father was butchered by a Turessian,” Greth said at last as he laid a spit with the skinned rabbits on it over the small flames. “Bastard tore him apart with magic the way we tear apart rabbits.”


    “You never let that show when we were in Lantonne. You sat near Therec more than once at meals.”


    “He didn’t kill my father, but I won’t claim it was easy being around him. If I blamed every furless, Turessian, or hunter for those that hurt members of my family or pack, I would’ve gotten myself killed years ago trying to avenge one wrong or another. I may not like the furless, but I can’t hate them all for what one did. Therec may not be a great human, but I won’t tear his throat out because he was born in the same land as the creature that killed my father.”


    “That’s a lot kinder view than I expected from you,” Raeln admitted.


    “I’m full of surprises,” replied Greth. “Don’t push your luck with the questions, though. You may find some answers you really don’t like. Anyone living in the wilds long enough does things they aren’t proud of. Some of my old pals saw to that.”


    They ate in silence, broken only by Greth’s occasional growls as he ripped pieces off of his rabbit with his teeth. Raeln looked away each time Greth did that, trying to keep his attention on picking meat from his own food with his short claws.


    “You still can’t watch me eat, can you?” Greth asked finally, wiping blood from his muzzle. “Do you need a fork or will you be able to finish without one? I might have a napkin in my pack somewhere.”


    Rolling his eyes in aggravation, Raeln ignored Greth and continued pulling at the bones of the rabbit, trying to get at the remaining meat.


    “You’ll be dead inside a week with the pack,” complained Greth, reaching out and snatching the rabbit from Raeln’s hands. “Defend your food, pup.”


    Raeln stared at Greth in confusion and then held out a hand. “Please give that back.”


    Laughing, Greth stepped farther away, holding the partially eaten rabbit in one hand. “Take it back, if you can,” he told Raeln. “Food is the only real currency out here. If you can’t keep me from taking it from you, someone a lot bigger and meaner than me will starve you or kill you outright. The pack-leader can’t be everywhere…you need to stand up for yourself.”


    On unsteady feet, Raeln stood and tried to walk over to Greth. The smaller man nimbly darted away, even in the deep snow outside the tree shelter where they had slept.


    “Enough of this,” Raeln told him, getting tired of the game as Greth dodged away again.


    “Ilarra kept saying how great a fighter you are. Prove it. Take the rabbit from me if you can, Raeln. I know a bunch of people you’ll meet at the pack that won’t say anything before taking your food. If you can’t take food from someone who doesn’t really want to hurt you, then you’ll never be able to take it from someone who’s trying to starve you in hopes that you’ll weaken and they can tear into you later. You’ll either live with the deer wildlings or you’d die. I don’t want to see either happen.”


    Moving his shoulders to loosen his arms, Raeln tried to flex his toes and ankles to get some feeling back into them. Tingling through both legs told him that moving fast would be impossible, at least until he had been moving longer. He could fight, but his body would not react as well as he would have liked. It would have to do.


    Without Ilarra present, Raeln felt he had a distinct advantage over the scuffles he had gotten into with Greth in the past. The bond with Ilarra made him constantly fear for her safety, to watch her in the middle of any fight she could not distance herself from. This time she was miles away, relieving him of any concerns.


    Raeln stared at Greth, who grinned back at him. Attacking the man over a joke was hardly what he had been trained for and he immediately regretted even standing up. Getting into a shoving match with Greth—something Ilarra had been forced to break up countless times—was one thing, but being asked to fight for food that Greth had been the one to gather was beneath Raeln.


    “This isn’t worth my time,” Raeln told him, sitting back down in the mostly snow-free area. His stomach grumbled at his decision, but he crossed his legs and relaxed, refusing to be governed by his belly. “If we need more food, I’ll hunt this time.”


    Glaring, Greth threw the rabbit back to Raeln. “You really have no idea what you’re doing out here, do you?” he asked as he came over, stopping to lean on a nearby tree. “There are people…”


    Greth stopped and sniffed, then winced.


    “Go on, little pup,” came a new voice from Raeln’s left, off in the trees. “Tell us about these people. What kind of people are there? I will give you time to warn you new friend.”


    From the trees, six wildlings emerged. All of them were wolves, like Greth and Raeln, though two had patterning that spoke of an ancestry far from the mountains. The four grey wolves could easily have been from Hyeth given their patterning, though their ragged handmade clothing fit more in the wilds than in any city. At first glance, Raeln thought of the werewolves outside Lantonne, but these were more like himself and less like true animals.


    The lead wildling was very nearly as tall as Raeln and wore little more than a leather loincloth and a sheet of leather hide as a jacket. Scars covered his arms, legs, and neck, with some fresh enough the wounds were still pink and raw.


    One of the wildlings dragged the mangled body of an elf—though it was far too badly torn apart for Raeln to be sure by sight, he recognized the scent—leaving a long trail of blood in the snow behind them. The elf looked to have been torn apart by large animals.


    “Remember when I said there were wildlings who’d kill you if you can’t fit in?” Greth asked softly, keeping his eyes on the newcomers. “Here they are…the very ones I was thinking of when I said it. Raeln, meet Olis.”


    “Stop scaring the new people, Greth,” warned the largest of the wolves, apparently the one Greth had called Olis. His blue eyes studied Raeln cautiously, then dismissed him and went back to watching Greth. “Did you bring this one to join or were you planning on hunting in our lands? We talked about this already and I remember you running with your tail tucked.”


    Slowly, Raeln stood, trying to make himself not appear to be a threat. Olis did not so much as glance at him, but three of the others watched him intently for any indication of danger. The remaining two were eyeing Greth cautiously while their leader conversed.


    “Olis, we just want to get back to Lihuan’s pack without trouble,” said Greth, though his tone and posture spoke of a readiness to fight and a lot of fear he had difficulty hiding. “You swore to him that there would be no more attacks on pack members, especially over hunting disputes. This is mutual territory, not yours, not Lihuan’s.”


    Olis grinned and motioned toward the dead elf. “There is no dispute about the land,” Olis told them. “We hunted down enough food for today, though it thought it was hunting us while it scouted Altis. I just want to know why you’re back before I send you to Lihuan.”


    “I can come and go as I please, per your agreement with our pack,” answered Greth, bracing himself. He clearly thought combat would break out at any moment but was trying to stand up to the others. Raeln had no idea what he could do that would not make things worse. “Lihuan sent me on a task and I’m coming back to the pack to report in. Are you planning on stopping me from talking to Lihuan or is this just your way of saying ‘hello and welcome back, old friend’?”


    “I wouldn’t dream of stopping you from talking to the fox that thinks himself a leader,” the wolf replied, his grin becoming more broad and malicious. “I ask a favor first, pup.”


    Olis turned to look at Raeln, eyeing him up and down while three of the others fanned out to circle Greth and Raeln and cut off any escape routes.


    “Your pack has scattered since you left,” he went on. “There isn’t a lot of food in this part of the woods to spread among all the mouths. Kill the stranger…or be killed by him…and the survivor can come eat with us. Either that or, for the good of the pack, we’ll be forced to kill you both. Just protecting Lihuan’s territory as per our agreement, you understand.”


    Raeln looked to Greth for some clue what to do, but he appeared to be searching for a way to run without being caught by the other wildlings. At first, Raeln could not understand why, as none of the wolves were armed, despite the body they dragged with them. In all his years, he had met few humanoids that could fight effectively without some kind of tool, even if it were just a rock.


    Then Raeln noticed the stains on the wildlings’ finger fur that spoke of being dragged through blood numerous times, until the color would no longer completely fade. Their claws were crusted with freshly dried blood. These were the savages he had thought Greth to be, and judging by Greth’s reaction, they terrified him as much or more than they did Raeln.


    “Greth, you are disappointing me,” warned Olis. “I don’t give many pups a second chance to join my pack. Kill the newcomer or we kill you like I promised to do when you ran like a coward the last time we challenged you. It’s your choice, but decide quickly or we kill you both.”


    Raeln adjusted his position to guard against Greth, thinking in a situation like this he knew where the man’s loyalties lay. Greth had always been quite clear his own survival was his utmost priority, and right now, survival meant attacking Raeln. Raeln could not even fault him for the decision.


    Turning toward Raeln, Greth mouthed the word “sorry” even as he put one hand to the dagger at his side. Greth checked the claws on his other hand one finger at a time.


    “A long walk just to have you kill me,” Raeln told him, trying to keep the other wolves’ locations in the back of his mind. He could not face them all and would need to cripple one or more, then run faster than the others in snowy terrain they knew better than he did if he wanted to survive. “Couldn’t you have just stabbed me in my sleep? It would have been easier.”


    “This isn’t about easy,” Olis snapped, laughing gruffly. “The pup hasn’t had his first hunt yet. The so-called pack-leader sent him out to prove himself without properly bloodying his hands. We’re making him an adult the way our kind should, by killing the most dangerous intruder on our land. He did come to us for a place in the pack, after all.”


    Raeln and Greth circled in the packed snow where they had spent the night, both watching the other for the cue to attack. Greth’s hand never left his knife, but he made no attempt to draw it.


    Thinking through their previous fights in his mind, Raeln analyzed Greth’s tactics. Their early fights when Greth had been a prisoner had been erratic, with Greth often reacting entirely out of a bestial instinct Raeln could barely understand, though he had a good idea the ways Greth would strike if he fought that way. Later scuffles Raeln had instigated to learn more about how Greth fought and now he was happy that he had. He had seen much of Greth’s capabilities and thought that he could take him down if he had to. Ilarra had lectured him about the fights, but they had been essential in learning what Greth could and could not do.


    In Raeln’s mind, he predicted that Greth would draw the dagger but attack with his claws first. Greth seemed to think a foe feared weapons more than claws and would focus on the dagger while he struck with his free hand. When Raeln attempted to stop his off-hand, he would try to stab Raeln in the chest with the weapon or slash at his throat. If that failed, Raeln expected either a knee to his ribs or Greth’s fangs aimed at his throat. Raeln could not predict the man’s attacks further than that, but he doubted it would take long to disarm and disable Greth.


    Kicking up snow as he charged, Greth attacked Raeln, using his off-hand’s claws to strike while he closed his other hand over the knife in preparation to draw it.


    Raeln smiled inwardly and moved into the attack, catching Greth’s arm as he spun, throwing Greth off-balance. It took almost no effort to roll the man, sending him tumbling toward one of the other wolves in a plume of snow.


    Though Raeln had expected Greth to fall and try to recover, instead he rolled as if he had fully anticipated the attack. Greth came up fast, driving his dagger into the throat of the wolf guarding the perimeter. Before the others had done more than growl, Greth spun and threw the dagger toward Olis.


    Olis’s eyes did not even widen as he leaned to avoid the dagger, which clattered into the trees somewhere past him. Baring his teeth, he shook his head angrily. “Two chances, pup. You don’t get a third. Kill them both.”


    Raeln heard the snow crunch behind him and off to his left as two wildlings moved on him. He steadied himself, but kept his eyes on Greth in case the man changed his mind and tried to turn on him.


    The rustle of fur and clothing nearby prompted Raeln to react. He planted one foot and spun, sweeping his arm over the nearest wildling’s neck and chest. Throwing his weight behind the attack, he flipped the smaller wolf onto his back, then stomped the man’s chest with his paw, stunning him.


    The second wolf leapt at Raeln, raking Raeln’s arm with claws sharper than he had expected. Pain flared across his arm and he felt his shirtsleeve dampen as blood ran through his fur, warm against the cold air.


    Raeln ignored the pain as he had been taught when fighting, using his forearm to deflect the clawing attacks by the wolf he faced. When the wolf attempted to bite at him, Raeln swept his elbow across to strike the man’s jaw, knocking him off his feet, though the man immediately tried to stand again. As part of the same motion, Raeln kicked the wildling on the ground again, keeping him from standing up.


    Spinning in place, Raeln grabbed the man that was on his knees by the scruff of his neck with one hand. With his other hand, he locked the wildling’s arm behind his back. Raeln checked on Greth and surveyed the remaining three wildlings.


    Olis still stood to one side of the trees, watching with a bemused expression. He had done nothing since the fighting had broken out and appeared entirely unconcerned. Raeln dismissed him for the moment.


    The other two wolves were torn up badly but still fighting Greth. The three men dodged and raked at one another, spraying blood as each blow connected.


    “Enough,” Olis said, his voice carrying through the woods. “The pup is bloodied and the newcomer knows his place. If you can walk, follow me for dinner. If you can’t…don’t show your tail on my land again.”


    Olis turned and walked away from the fight, dragging the elven body behind him as he went. The two men attacking Greth broke away immediately to pursue Olis, taking a few more painful-looking injuries from Greth as they ran. Even the wolf at Raeln’s feet began crawling away, while the one he held squirmed and tried to flee.


    In disgust, Raeln released the wildling and watched him try to catch up to the others as they disappeared into the woods.


    Greth, still standing where he had been fighting, nearly collapsed as his legs shook. After the last of the other wildlings had gone, he dropped to his knees, panting for breath. He clutched at ragged wounds all across his chest and arms. He very nearly put his forehead on the wet ground, curling up in agony.


    “Greth,” Raeln said, rushing to his side.


    Snarling, Greth took a swipe at Raeln and then curled back up. “Don’t touch me.”


    Raeln backed off briefly and noticed the rapidly spreading blood stains in the snow around Greth.


    “How badly hurt are you?” asked Raeln, kneeling beside Greth. Greth would not let him anywhere near his injuries. “Let me see.”


    Greth shook his head and tightened his arms around his torso, saying in a raspy voice, “The camp is northwest of here. Go on without me. You can be there within an hour. Tell Asrahn that I’m out here and she’ll know what to do.”


    Raeln reached for Greth and got another clumsy swipe of his claws in thanks. “I’ll be back as quickly as I can,” Raeln told him, getting to his feet.


    The northwest looked little different from any other direction that Raeln could see, making him wonder how Greth could have any idea where he was in the woods. Dense trees blocked sight in nearly every direction, though Raeln could see the mountain peaks in spots to the west. They all looked the same to him, giving him no information at all about where he was.


    Raeln started walking, hoping he could keep his footing well enough in the snow and ice to cut into the hour Greth predicted. One hour was bad enough if he was badly injured, but the extra hour for help to return with him….


    Sliding to a stop, Raeln looked back at Greth, who was lying down in the clear area under the trees, still clutching his chest. From what Raeln could see, Greth was trying to prop himself against one of the trees.


    “Idiot,” muttered Raeln, walking quickly back to Greth. “This is one of those wild animal things you keep saying I don’t understand.”


    “I guess you’re smarter than I give you credit for,” Greth answered, his grin red with blood. “Go to the camp. They’ll send someone to bring me back. It’s about all that can be done. If you’re fast, Asrahn might be able to shove life back in my body.”


    Raeln knelt beside Greth, catching his wrist when he tried to claw at Raeln. Twisting, he forced Greth’s arm aside so that he could better see the wounds.


    Dozens of shallow cuts covered Greth’s shoulders and arms, but the most severe was a deep bite on his neck near the shoulder that bled profusely and the wound under his hand, near the base of his ribs. That injury bled even worse than his neck, seeping out past his hand.


    “He got me with a knife when I wasn’t paying attention,” explained Greth, laughing weakly. He peeked at his side and quickly put his hand back in place. “If you weren’t such a big target, I’m certain they’d have kept stabbing me. I’m pretty sure I got his eye. Fair trade. At least you get what you wanted from the day we met—you get to poke fun at me while I bleed. I’m pretty sure that’s what those glares you kept giving me meant.”


    “Not at all. I just wanted you to try being nicer to Ilarra,” Raeln answered, gently checking the edge of the cut under Greth’s hand. Blood practically poured out when the hand was moved at all. “I’ve known enough men that lose themselves in the violence of war. Most of my life, I blamed it on Hyeth being so close to the raiders’ lands. I’d hoped someone from far away might be different, but you weren’t helping my world view any.”


    “Sorry to disappoint. Dad taught me to be a wolf, not a prissy elf.”


    Raeln smiled at that and grabbed his pack. Digging through it, he pulled out a thick pair of winter pants he had intended to change into at the first opportunity, once he was dryer and not in the middle of the woods. Rolling the pants up tightly, Raeln pushed the cloth against Greth’s wound in place of his hand.


    “Shouldn’t waste perfectly good clothes on the dying,” Greth gasped, clenching his jaw as pressure was applied. “Those were actually nice. I meant to steal them.”


    “They wouldn’t have fit you.”


    “Not the point. Half the fun was going to be watching you go crazy trying to find them. I could have thrown them in a river and gotten the same satisfaction.”


    Raeln held the cloth to Greth’s wound for a long time, until blood stopped oozing around it. Given Greth did not look any weaker, it gave him some hope he could keep the bleeding to a minimum long enough for them to reach the camp.


    “Why didn’t you just attack me?” Raeln asked as he waited a little longer to be sure the wound did not begin gushing again when they moved.


    “Thought I’d lose.”


    He stared at Greth, who would not look back at him. “That never stopped you before.”


    “This time was for real…those were for fun,” answered Greth. He coughed, tensing in agony as he did. “Besides, I don’t really want to talk about it. I’m dying here.”


    “No better time. I doubt you’ll be as talkative if I don’t get the bleeding stopped.”


    Greth chuckled, then winced. “Truth is, Raeln, you’re growing on me. Kind of like a rash. I like a lot of things I shouldn’t and I don’t want you dead, at least not yet. Give it a couple days. If I live through this, I promise I’ll try to kill you again someday.”


    “Thank you. That’s actually the kindest thing I think you’ve said, even with the rash part.”


    “Don’t expect me to be nicer than that, even if I do…never mind. Are we dragging my miserable hide to the camp or waiting here until the snow thaws?” Greth asked through his still-clenched jaw.


    Judging by the tightness around his eyes and trembling ears, Raeln knew Greth was in incredible pain but hiding it better than most.


    “Once we start running, I’m not stopping for anything,” Raeln explained, slipping on his pack and Greth’s. He then got a hand under Greth’s legs and another behind his back. “Hold that cloth tight so you don’t start bleeding as soon as I pick you up.”


    “Yeah, I know how bleeding works. Either leave me or get going. I need to concentrate on not dying, if you don’t mind.”


    Raeln picked him up as slowly as he could, then let Greth steady himself a moment. The bleeding cuts on Raeln’s arms throbbed and his muscles objected immediately to the weight of everything he was trying to hold.


    “There’s no way you’ll make it to the camp carrying me and all our things,” Greth warned, looking distinctly uncomfortable about being lugged around like baggage. “If you drop me…”


    Digging in with his toes, Raeln pushed himself straight to a run, heading northwest. He ran as hard as his legs would let him, using his training back in Hyeth to ignore the aches in his muscles and burning of his lungs. The detachment from his own body’s feelings allowed him to keep going even after his mind warned him he should have fallen.


    Raeln ignored everything except running and the difficulty of the terrain ahead of him. Ice and uneven ground he avoided, while steadily going in the direction Greth had pointed him. He ran on, feeling nothing and noticing little, until he heard Greth telling him to stop.


    As Raeln slowed and began paying attention to Greth, pain flooded his body, returning with the loss of his concentration. His arms shook and his back felt as though he had been beaten with sticks for hours. Every muscle in his legs trembled and ached, even as his feet tingled numbly from the time in the snow. Raeln’s heart raced and his lungs felt raw, but he saw they had come far already and that made it worth the pain.


    “We’re almost there,” Greth told him, staring up at him with a touch of respect and awe. “Remind me never to pick another fight with you.”


    Raeln tried to answer, but his breath came in such sharp gasps he could not form the words. He attempted to walk on, but his knees and ankles nearly gave out, forcing him to stop again.


    “Put me down, you oaf. The camp should be just over the rise. The high stones here help hide it. Asrahn can be here in five minutes or less. No trick this time…just go get help.”


    Reluctantly, Raeln sat Greth down against one of the smooth stones that jutted out of the smooth incline of the hillside. He checked the cloth, finding blood soaked through it but was not oozing anymore, which was better than he had hoped for. Setting down both packs beside Greth, he put a hand to the man’s cheek.


    “I’ll be back, with or without her,” he promised. “I won’t let you die out here alone.”


    “Shut up and go,” Greth snapped, looking embarrassed.


    Despite the shaking of his legs, Raeln hurried up the slope near the rocks, making his way over the hill and into the section of the mountainside that the stones hid. As soon as he reached the far side of the stones where he could see much farther ahead, he stopped and fell to the ground. Raeln landed hard on his rump, though he did not even notice the sharp stones under him biting into his tail and hip.


    Nearly a mile of the mountainside ahead of him lay blackened. A crater filled much of the region, descending from where he sat to a point nearly twenty feet below him, the ground carved out as if by a massive shovel. At the center of the crater, a shifting black hole hung in mid-air, with wisps of dark smoke drifting around it in a lazy spiral. Around the edge of the blackened land, pieces of what looked to be a metal statue lay scattered about.


    Raeln sat there for a minute, trying to convince himself Greth had led him off the correct path. The man had lost a lot of blood so it was a reasonable belief, though Raeln knew that was probably not true.


    Finally, he forced himself to stand back up, though he could not take his eyes off of the oddly moving smoke near the hole in the air. He stumbled away from it, searching the edges of the clearing for any sign that maybe Greth had gotten the directions wrong.


    He walked slowly, making his way around the crater until he came to an area on the western side. There, Raeln found the blackened and crushed remnants of tents that had been just outside the blast area. They had been blown clear of whatever had destroyed the area and fallen behind stones that shielded them from being further damaged.


    Raeln stared at the tattered remains, wondering whether he really wanted to know if they were from the village Greth expected to find. He finally gave in, knowing that delaying too long could be fatal for Greth.


    He picked up the nearest tent piece, sniffing at it in an attempt to identify the former owners. It took him a while, trying to sort out the different smells, ranging from smoke, to mildew from its time in the rough weather of the mountains, to the mingled scents of animals that had come past it recently. Eventually, he found the scent he was looking for but dreading.


    Wildlings had lived in that tent. Squirrels, but still wildlings. The odds of multiple wildling camps in the exact location Greth had directed him toward…


    Growling and losing his temper, Raeln ripped the nearest branch off of the closest tree not knocked flat by whatever had destroyed the camp. He threw the branch as far as he could, then screamed at the sky until the shout faded into a wolfish howl of distress.


    Raeln very nearly fell where he was, fighting the urge to continue screaming or burst into tears. He needed to save Greth, but he had no idea how. If he went back without a healer, he would have to watch Greth die slowly in agony. The thought terrified him and made him wonder if he had the strength to be calm for Greth, the way Greth had for Ishande.


    The thought of the woman he had been expected to marry made Raeln sick to his stomach. He had tried not to think about her for a long time, but Greth’s injury made his thoughts instinctively go to her.


    Wiping at the unbidden tears, Raeln headed back toward where he had left Greth, determined to be there for the man’s last minutes. It would be difficult, but he owed him that and more. He would be with him to the man’s last breath. It was the only thing he could offer him and the least he could do after Greth took his place at Ishande’s side.


    Raeln climbed the stones to quickly get back to where he had left Greth, then slowed and stopped only a few feet away. Lowering himself to nearly lie down on the cold rocks, he stared in surprise at a large elk buck that stood twenty feet or so from where Greth lay, watching both him and Raeln.


    “Tell me I’ve lost too much blood and am seeing things,” whispered Greth without taking his eyes off the elk. “Where was that when we were looking for food?”


    Raeln could not fathom why the elk had not run. Instead, it seemed to be studying them, cocking its head every so often when they made noise.


    After about a minute, the elk turned and began walking away. It rounded a nearby tree, then was gone without any hint of where it might have gone. Even its tracks in the snow and its scent vanished, making Raeln wonder if perhaps he had been hit in the head during the fight with Olis’ group of wildlings.


    Raeln slid the rest of the way down the stones and sat down near Greth.


    “You don’t have a bitter old female following you out here to heal me, do you?” Greth asked, giving Raeln a glance. “I don’t see Asrahn. What did you find?”


    “I found a burned-out crater that looks like the one north of Lantonne. There’s no camp…or at least no survivors.”


    A sound like rustling leaves—which made it stand out to Raeln, as all the trees nearby were pines—grew loud and then faded. As soon as the sound went away, a woman emerged from the trees near where the elk had gone moments before, appearing as abruptly as the animal had disappeared.


    The woman was unclothed but Raeln could not call her naked, despite being furless. She was a fae-kin, one of those odd folks descended from forest spirits. She stood comfortably in the snow barefoot, her whole body wrapped in vines and the occasional leaf that appeared to spring from her body. Where he could see flesh, the woman’s skin was a pale green that blended easily into the pines around her. Her hair was also tinted green, hanging halfway down her back.


    “I was told there were more wildlings out here,” she announced, stopping and raising a hand toward Raeln and Greth. “Identify yourselves and the city you come from.”


    Stifling a cough, Greth still managed to answer first. “No city. We’re trying to come home to Lihuan’s pack…”


    “The camp is gone,” the woman answered sharply. She lowered her hand slowly, apparently still unsure if she should lower her guard. “What are you names, so I can take them back to the survivors?”


    “Tell them Ghohar’s pup Greth is home,” replied Greth. “Where are they?”


    “I promised Lihuan I would help protect the survivors. I’ll let them decide if they will come for you.”


    Raeln got to his feet in a hurry, and the woman backed into the trees, clearly ready to run. He stopped, not really wanting to have the first somewhat friendly person he had seen in weeks run from him. “My friend is hurt. Can you help us or fetch someone who can?” he implored.


    The woman’s eyes darted to Greth, then back to Raeln. “I will tend to him, but you will distance yourself. Go over near the trees and kneel. If you approach, your friend will have to fend for himself.”


    Raeln wanted to argue, but looked over at Greth. The man’s eyes drifted and he had begun shivering…despite the snow, it was the first time Raeln had seen Greth bothered by the cold at all. He had lost a lot of blood and was in no condition to be moved again. Whether this woman really intended to help or not, Raeln could not risk delaying further.


    Even before Raeln could react, Greth’s head flopped forward as he passed out.


    Keeping his mouth shut, Raeln turned, went to the far section of trees near the rock line where the woman had indicated, and knelt. Once he had settled there, the woman headed toward Greth, though she kept an eye on Raeln the whole time.


    “Your friend was stabbed, bitten, and clawed at,” the woman noted after a moment, giving them each a concerned look. “Wildlings attacked you?”


    Raeln nodded. “Runaways from the pack is my understanding. Olis…do you know him?”


    “I know enough of him from my first days in the camp to know your friend is lucky to be this whole. I will do what I can. Anyone Olis would try to kill is someone I’d rather keep alive. The pack-leader will have much trouble with Olis, sooner or later.”


    The woman set to work, putting one hand to Greth’s forehead while investigating the wounds with her right. After several minutes, she removed the bundled cloth from his stomach and set it aside as Greth’s eyes fluttered open.


    “This is all I can do for the two of you,” the woman explained, standing. “I will tell the pack that you are out here. If they can find you before you move on, they will.”


    Raeln hopped up and started toward Greth, and the woman immediately began walking toward the woods opposite him.


    “Please…I want to get him back to his people,” Raeln pleaded, but the woman shook her head and kept walking.


    “I will let them know. I will not lead you there,” she told him firmly once she neared the trees.


    “Who do I ask for when we find the pack?” asked Greth weakly. “I’ll want to thank you when I’m not half-dead.”


    Stepping into the trees, the woman turned and told him, “Dalania. I’m tending to the injured while Feanne and the others are gone. I won’t be hard to find.”


    Before anyone could say anything more, the woman leaned back into a nearby tree trunk and passed into it. She disappeared into the tree, leaving the woods quiet again.


    “And this is why spellcasters creep me out,” Greth said to himself, eyeing his side. “Still, they aren’t altogether useless. Day or two and I’ll be back to as normal as I’ve ever been.”


    Then, as some thought struck him, Greth thumped his head against the stones.


    “I should have asked her about the striped monkey I was hunting,” he told Raeln, patting the small pouch on his belt where he kept the smashed necklace of the pack’s healer. “I’m still on the hook until I know he’s dead. Keep your eyes open for a monkey with a death wish.”


    Raeln chuckled and stared at the trees where the woman had gone for a long time, then went back to Greth. The man was right—the wound looked well on its way to healed, though it was closing slowly. Whatever Dalania had done for him, it was not as clean as the work Raeln had seen healers do in the past.


    “We should get going,” he told Greth, offering a hand up. “You’ve lost a lot of blood and who knows what might follow our trail.”


    “I know exactly what would follow it and I agree,” said Greth, slowly using Raeln’s leverage to get onto his feet. He steadied himself and tightened his grip on Raeln’s wrist. “I need to ask something before we go.”


    Raeln tried to pull his hand away, but Greth held firm, even digging his claws into Raeln’s wrist.


    “You kept using the word ‘friend’,” noted Greth, smirking. “What happened to ‘escaped prisoner’ and anything else you wanted to call me up until a few days ago?”


    Giving up on trying to pull his hand free, Raeln clasped Greth’s wrist in the traditional greeting of warriors who saw each other as equals. The symbolism was not lost on Greth, judging by the deepening of his smirk.


    “I came here to drop you off in the camp and be rid of you,” Raeln explained. “I’d rather be traveling with you than alone after seeing what things are like this far from the cities. It helps me understand why you act like you do.”


    “That’s not exactly a complement.”


    “It wasn’t meant to be.”


    Laughing, then wincing and holding his side, Greth released Raeln’s wrist. “Are you in a hurry to get back to Ilarra?” he asked Raeln, looking up at the sky.


    “Not the way she’s been since we left Hyeth. Why?”


    “It’s two days to Altis. One little detour and we can see what the Turessians are up to. It might help us find out where my people fled to…and whether yours will need to soon.”


    Raeln thought about that and nodded. “Two days? I can afford that much delay. She wouldn’t need to know.”


    “Excellent. We’ll travel around west. There’s a river that’s always teeming with fish and not too many things that want to eat wildlings.”


    “That’s along the way?”


    Greth smirked and began limping northwest, saying over his shoulder, “Mostly.”


    Sighing, Raeln followed him deeper into the wilderness. He had a strong feeling this was going to be a long detour.


    


    *


    


    “Where are we?” asked Greth, sitting up abruptly. Even in the dark cave, his eyes gleamed brightly as he stared around him, trying to see anything.


    Seated nearer the entrance to the dank crack in the mountainside that led to the mud and snow-covered slopes, Raeln opened his eyes. He had been meditating, but the words snapped him out in the same way the sounds of anyone approaching the entrance would have. He felt entirely refreshed…Greth must have slept longer than he had expected.


    “Maybe a mile or two west of the camp,” he told Greth, stretching his neck. “I wanted to wait until you were awake before we went any farther, especially when the thunderstorm rolled in.”


    Groaning and putting a hand to his stomach, Greth practically crawled over to Raeln, then flopped near him, apparently too tired to bother sitting.


    “How long was I asleep?” Greth asked him next, staring out of the cave from where he lay. “I remember walking for a while, then…well…this.”


    “About two days. It’s almost night again.”


    Greth looked at Raeln as though he were insane, then nodded and closed his eyes again. “Not really surprised. I pushed myself too hard getting here. Add a wound like that and I guess a day or two isn’t really too bad. How long were you out?”


    Raeln smiled. “Haven’t slept yet. I prefer to meditate when I’m not too tired. I can probably go another day or two before I have to sleep. Three, if I push myself.”


    “This is why we don’t live with elves, Raeln,” chastised Greth. “They make you do crazy things like meditate or eat vegetables.”


    “I like vegetables.”


    “My point exactly. You’ve been housebroken.”


    “Are you saying I should pee on the floor? If that’s how your pack lives…”


    Greth started laughing until he had to hold his side. “No, it’s just an expression, Raeln. We refer to anyone who’s been enslaved too long to know their own instincts as a housebroken wildling.”


    Chuckling at the confusion, Raeln thought over things that had been plaguing him while Greth was unconscious. “The elf that Olis was carrying…” he started to ask, but Greth winced and looked away immediately.


    “When he said the wolves could join him for dinner, he meant the elf,” Greth confirmed. “Olis believes that anything he can kill is food. My father’s generation wasn’t much different, but that was when they lived alone and starved most of the year. Once he joined a pack, saying something about eating someone would be only a joke, but Olis has no sense of humor. He would have eaten us if he had killed us.”


    “And you tried to be a part of his pack?”


    “Yeah,” said Greth, looking genuinely ashamed. “When my father died, I left Lihuan’s pack for a couple months. I thought they weren’t doing enough to get revenge. Olis preys on people like me, trying to convince us that killing anyone and anything is a type of revenge. It took me a month running with him before I realized that I was better than that. I never looked back.”


    “So you…”


    “Yes, I ate human and elven meat, Raeln. I told you there are things I’ve done I’m not proud of. I don’t care how many of us the Altisians skinned, killing the hunters for food is not something I want to repeat.”


    They sat in silence a while until Greth grabbed his pack from where it lay near Raeln. He dug through it, muttering occasionally at one item or another that was missing. Eventually he managed to fish out a wrapped bundle that he sniffed and offered to Raeln.


    “A peace offering, if you’re hungry,” he said, waving the bundle in front of Raeln, wafting the smell of meats. “Some jerky.”


    “Where’d you get that?” asked Raeln, taking the cloth-wrapped meats and picking a piece out of the bundle. It was heavily seasoned and difficult to identify.


    “Olis dropped it.”


    Raeln shoved the jerky back at Greth, who grinned in unrestrained amusement.


    “I’m kidding, Raeln. I brought it from Lantonne. I couldn’t resist the timing, though.”


    Grumbling at Greth, Raeln took the piece he had removed from the bundle and handed the rest back. Nibbling gingerly at it, it found it to be dried pork, a meat they rarely had much of in Hyeth. After so long traveling with little food that had not been caught on the run, even such a simple snack seemed like a delicacy.


    “Can I ask you something?” Greth asked after tearing off a piece of jerky himself.


    “Should I say ‘no’ to urge you to ask anyway, like you did with Ilarra?”


    “Back in the elf town,” Greth went on, ignoring Raeln’s question, “you were supposed to be mated to Ishande, right?”


    “Married, yes. I was not obligated, but my mother wished it and I have a hard time refusing her.”


    “Why weren’t you more upset when she died?”


    Raeln looked over at Greth to see if he was joking, but his expression was very serious. “I barely knew her,” admitted Raeln. “I’d fought her several times, but we were more or less strangers.”


    “Still, she was going to be with you for…decades? I can’t even imagine how long you might live with the elf-magic, but I know it’s longer than I’ll be around. She was cute and she was supposed to be yours…even if you didn’t know her well, I would have expected a little more anger or shock. I think the elf girl was more torn up than you were.”


    “I’ll probably live another sixty or seventy years, if you don’t get me killed first.”


    “Lihuan is…was…the oldest wildling I’ve ever met, and I think my father said he was only thirty-five or so,” mused Greth aloud, looking stunned.


    Raeln studied Greth’s face, having forgotten how much younger he was. They were about the same physical age, but Greth was only a little more than four. Likely, Greth’s father had been around Raeln’s age, a sobering thought for him.


    “Greth, I’ve lived among both bonded wildlings and unbonded my whole life,” he explained. “I have a brother who is nearing thirty years who had no bonding. His grandchildren are your age. I have watched my family, friends, and even their children grow old around me while I remain a child by our race’s standards. I’ve gotten used to watching people pass away each year. Ishande was just another wildling—admittedly someone I should have cared for but never got the chance. If I could have given my life to save her, I would have, but knowing that changes nothing.”


    Greth thought about that while staring at the ceiling of the cave. “She confided in me before she died. She thought that you weren’t interested in her.”


    “I told you, I didn’t even know her well enough for that marraige.”


    “Back in Lihuan’s pack, I can assure you that half the males there would have offered themselves to any female like her in a heartbeat, regardless of how well they knew her. Most males I’ve known aren’t too picky about who they mate with, at least in the short-term.”


    “Growing up where I did instilled somewhat different values, Greth.”


    “Ishande disagreed. She thought you might not like females…something about her mounting you during a fight and you weren’t even distracted…”


    “What are you trying to say?”


    Greth snapped out of his distant thoughts and looked suddenly apologetic. “Nothing bad, Raeln. She wanted me to tell you that she was okay with whatever you did or didn’t feel toward her. There was no anger. Had she lived, she wouldn’t have pushed you on the issue. I should have told you sooner, but…honestly, I didn’t think you were good enough to get to know that.”


    Raeln felt his temper flare at being questioned about such a personal topic. His skin prickled at the accusation—one he had heard whispered for years and ignored—and he got up, intending to march into the rain outside and leave Greth until he had time to stop being angry.


    “What?” demanded Greth, sitting up with a pained grunt. “I tell you that you have no reason to feel guilty about the poor female’s death and you get upset about that?”


    “No,” Raeln snapped in reply, the anger fading almost immediately at seeing Greth truly did not understand. “The bonding has certain responsibilities you likely didn’t have out here in the wilds. With it, I’m expected to protect Ilarra with my life, lest we both lose ours. I am expected to marry if she marries. If she had children, I was to provide children who might bond with them.”


    “The great warrior and protector didn’t want little puppies nipping at his heels?” Greth grabbed Raeln’s wrist as he started to storm off. “I’m kidding…mostly. I take it that wasn’t exactly your first choice of things to do with your spare time?”


    “What would your people have done with a wolf that had no interest in taking a wife, Greth? Would they have been understanding, or would they have torn him apart as a freak? My people might not kill with claws, but words and looks can be nearly as bad.”


    “My people?” asked Greth, releasing Raeln’s wrist. “If you mean Lihuan’s pack, they would have done about the same as yours. There were festivals meant to increase the size of the pack, if you know what I mean. A couple males and females went out of their way to be away from the village during those festivals and got some weird looks, but no one said much.


    “We had this one male ferret I know was eyeing every new male that showed up. We were all misfits there, so a couple wildlings that didn’t fit in wasn’t really a surprise to anyone. They did what they wanted and the rest did things their way, no arguments, no conflicts unless someone really wanted Lihuan to rip them up good.


    “Now Olis’ pack, that’s a different matter entirely,” Greth went on. “If one of his people let on that they wouldn’t mount the first female they caught and dragged back to the pack, I doubt he’d have left their head attached for more than a second or two…assuming they didn’t run away. There, if you weren’t intending to breed, it would be smarter to just pretend or you’d expect to have your head on a pole by nightfall. Trust me on that, they weren’t kind to anyone who disagreed with the rules.”


    Raeln could see a haunted look in Greth’s eyes and wondered exactly what had happened between him and Olis’ pack. “Fine,” said Raeln, lowering his eyes. “I had no interest in Ishande or the other women my mother pushed in my direction. Take that for what you will.”


    Clenching his hands in frustration at not being able to walk away from Greth and feeling weak for his admission, Raeln took a slow breath and sat back down. He had been judged by everyone he had ever known in Hyeth, with or without them actually trying to find out the truth about who he was. He hardly knew Greth, appreciated his neutral tone on the matter, but dreaded seeing the disgust in his eyes. That look was exactly why he had never told anyone and done his best to hide it, even from himself.


    “I’ll leave once you’re strong enough to travel,” Raeln said eventually.


    “Why?”


    “I’ve seen how men treat men like me. They get uncomfortable around them, even if they don’t mean to. We have to trust each other to survive this far from the cities, so I’d rather leave you before you feel like you can’t count on me.”


    “Are you planning on groping me in my sleep or something, Raeln?”


    Raeln sat up sharply, glaring at Greth. “No. Why would you even ask that? Do your people do that to people they travel with?”


    “I don’t, but if you don’t either, then why would I care? It means nothing either way to me. Give me a better reason why you would run off.”


    “You have a life out here, Greth. There have to be survivors somewhere. The elf Olis was dragging around is proof not everyone died. Go and find them…I will go back to Hyeth and continue hiding in plain sight until Ilarra returns and decides what will become of my future. It’s better for both of us.”


    Greth got up and moved to kneel directly in the path Raeln had taken to staring blankly toward. He looked genuinely angry, though Raeln could not figure out why. “Is this just because I figured out that you don’t like females? You think that’s reason enough to run off and mope until your owner comes back and gives you a treat?”


    “Not funny, Greth.”


    “Wasn’t meant to be. I don’t take well to people who try to play victim. Those who do are prey out here, not people, and I have a deep-seeded desire to treat them that way. Be proud of who you are, or you really are no better than Ilarra’s pet.”


    Raeln tried to look away, but Greth grabbed his jaw and turned his head back.


    “Give me a month or two,” Greth asked of him, the anger slowly fading from his expression. “Help me find the others. I could use the extra help avoiding Olis and scouts from Altis. After we either find the pack or I give up looking, you can decide if you really want to go back to Hyeth. Right now, you have nothing there to go back to, so there’s nothing to lose by staying with me. Besides, I’m better company than elves. Agreed?”


    Yanking Greth’s hand off his muzzle, Raeln stared at him for a long time, trying to make him back down, but the man never budged. Finally, he nodded in agreement, if only to ease the tension between them.


    “Good,” muttered Greth, throwing his pack against the cave wall to use as a pillow. “About time you did something sensible without me having to beat it out of you. You’d think, with twenty years on me, I wouldn’t have to be the mature one here…I hate being mature.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Understanding”


    


    The lands you now inhabit are yours for all time. This I have ensured through blood and promises that I hope none will ever need to endure again. I have given everything to provide to you what I have looked on at the time of my last days.


    Due to my younger days’ mistakes, we conquered far and wide. That time is gone and we now have a chance to live in peace with our neighbors and watch the world grow and flourish. My wish for all of you is to maintain this, no matter the wishes of those who might seek to lead you back into those old ways.


    The lands we held, I have set free to guide their own futures. This is never to be undone. Any leader of our people who claims otherwise should be cast down and forgotten to history. The great desert, the mountains of the south, the river lands of the east…all of these are to be left alone for all time.


    This I command of you.


    


    
      - Original wording of a command written in the last notes of Turess prior to his death.

    


    


    The lands you now inhabit are yours for all time. This I have ensured through blood and promises that I hope none will ever need to endure again. I have given everything to provide to you what I have looked on at the time of my last days.


    In my younger days, we conquered far and wide. My wish for all of you is to maintain this, no matter the wishes of those who might seek to lead you otherwise. This command will stand for the council alone to determine and those of the clans will not be taught of this command.


    The lands we held, I have set free to guide their own futures for the moment. The great desert, the mountains of the south, the river lands of the east…all of these were ours once and will be again in days to come.


    This I command of you.


    


    
      - Current wording of the Command of Expansion as taught by modern Turessians.

    


    


    Ilarra tried to steady herself, keeping her eyes on the sky that filled her vision in all directions. She knew if she looked down, she would get dizzy and risk falling. “Explain to me why this is a good idea,” she said, feeling one of her boots slip a little in the snow that had yet to melt off at such an altitude.


    “You need to put aside fear and listen only to yourself and me. So long as the Turessians continue to whisper into your mind, you will be unable to control yourself if my influence slips. Strengthening your resolve will make it easier for me to keep you safe and more likely that you can stall any attempts by the Turessians until I can intercede. This last month was meant to stabilize you, but you must have something to fall back on if I am away.”


    Against her better judgment, Ilarra looked down briefly. Her head felt as though it were spinning as she saw the vast open space where the lip of the mountaintop ended under her toes and fell away thousands of feet to the woods below. Before she could yank her eyes back to the blue sky, she even saw a bird flying by a few hundred feet below her. “I’m going to be sick,” she admitted, raising her arms to either side in an effort to regain her balance.


    “Then you will be dead. I told you at the start of this I am saving you as a courtesy to an old friend, not out of any loyalties. If you cannot perform a task as simple as standing on a rock, you are beyond my aid. I will allow you to perish.”


    Ilarra glared at Nenophar where he stood on another outcropping of the peak several feet below and to her left. The man maintained perfect balance and a relaxed demeanor, even when the stones under his feet shifted occasionally. He had stood there watching Ilarra for more than an hour, undaunted by the risk of falling.


    “How long do I have to do this?” she asked, feeling herself wavering slightly as a strong wind pushed at her.


    “Until you understand you can die at any time and you no longer concern yourself with that fact. With that understanding, you will have taken your first important step.”


    Turning at the waist to keep from having to move her boots, Ilarra looked longingly down the narrow “path” they had used to scale the last fifty feet of the mountain peak. She had practically crawled up on hands and knees, and now wondered if she would be able to make it back down without sliding off onto the steep slopes to either side.


    “Do you trust me, Ilarra?” asked Nenophar, following her gaze.


    “No…why should I right now?”


    Nenophar seemed undeterred by her actual response and made a flicking motion with his fingers. As he did, the path they had climbed up on tore apart, stones tumbling off both sides. In seconds, the entire path had been destroyed, leaving no route down the mountain.


    “Why would you do that?” Ilarra asked in dismay, her boot slipping sharply on the small perch. “How will we get down?”


    Nimbly stepping between the loose stones as he made his way up to her, Nenophar pulled a rolled parchment from his shirt. He held it out toward Ilarra.


    Taking the parchment from him, Ilarra asked, “What’s this?”


    “That is your way down, Ilarra. Read it and use it. Your only other option is to fall. Either way, I believe you will learn much.”


    Ilarra hurriedly unrolled the paper and saw that it was covered with scribbled notes and symbols that were as obscure to her as the books of magic she had learned from might be to the untrained. Whatever that scroll held, it was outside her realm of expertise.


    “What is it?” she asked, turning the parchment around in case she was reading it upside-down. The scribbles were as complicated that direction as the other. “I can’t read it. Besides, you told me I can’t use magic or it’ll give the Turessians more of a hold on me.”


    “We’re going to work past that or hurry the progress of their control over you. Either way, we cannot wait around forever.” Nenophar leaned closer as he talked and turned the parchment, placing it back in her hands the way she had held it originally. “You don’t need to be able to read it. I need you to find one of the Turessians in your head that can. They will do the work, but you will have to keep them from forcing you to do anything. With their help and some determination on your part…”


    “Then what? I can read an old piece of parchment? That doesn’t get me off this rock.”


    A sharp gust of wind pushed Ilarra off-balance and she slid, dropping to her knees. One knee came down on a loose stone that fell away, bouncing down the cliff. She barely managed to keep her grip on the parchment as she lay gasping for breath on the stones.


    “What do I need to do?” she asked, her voice cracking and her hands shaking.


    “Relax and stare at the parchment. They will do the rest, but being relaxed is essential. I will also ease my protections against the Turessians.”


    Ilarra dragged the parchment toward her face. She stared at it, waiting for some inspiration, but it would not come. She was nearly ready to crumple the parchment into a ball and throw it at Nenophar when a whisper came across the edge of her consciousness.


    “We do not use these enchantments anymore,” said a man’s voice that was not Nenophar’s. “Dabbling in old magic is unwise.”


    “Far too dangerous,” a woman added, and for a moment, Ilarra felt as though someone was leaning over her shoulder. “Dorralt warned us about this. Too much magic in one place. Risky. Burn the scroll before someone finds it and causes serious damage. Our enemies could use this to gain advantages over us.”


    “Just tell me what it says,” Ilarra replied, feeling foolish for answering voices that she knew were inside her head.


    A different man laughed. “The girl wants to learn. Let her learn. Our master would not object to that. If none of you will give her the knowledge to learn from her mistakes, I will. We all are made stronger by the efforts of those who are willing to risk themselves.”


    “Arturis, our lord told us…”


    “Do not tell me what Dorralt wants of us,” the man said, his tone forceful. The other voices went silent. “Ilarra, feel free to read that enchantment. I recommend not casting it. Bad things can happen if you do. If you can master it without destroying yourself, I would be in your debt. Such an enchantment would make my tasks far easier, but I am too important to risk over trying it.”


    Instantly, the writing on the parchment actually began looking like words, though written in a language Ilarra did not know. A second after, she knew exactly what they meant, understanding the language as though she had known it for years.


    Line by line, the parchment told her how to cast an enchantment she doubted anyone in the tower of magic had ever seen. The requirements were stringent, mandating hours of careful drawing of sigils and a few ingredients she could not even guess at where to find in the world.


    “Okay,” she said to Nenophar, “I can read it. A bunch of Turessians say I shouldn’t cast it.”


    “They are correct. Casting an enchantment of that sort is incredibly dangerous…and educational,” Nenophar told her, smiling. “I learned to cast this when I was your age.”


    Ilarra continued to read the parchment and finally began to understand the intent of it. “This enchantment moves a person from one place to another,” Ilarra said, sitting up, the steep slopes forgotten. “The caster could go anywhere instantly.”


    “Not anywhere,” corrected Nenophar. “They can only go to places they can see in their memories. The Turessians…and you…could go anywhere any other Turessian might have traveled in their lifetimes. Thankfully, they have chosen not to use such magic.”


    “If they’re afraid to us it, why give it to me at all?” she asked him.


    “You will use it to get to the bottom of the mountain. I can promise it will not cause any problems greater than those already predicted. You can do no damage to yourself or the land that is not already going to happen.”


    “That’s not reassuring.”


    Nenophar smiled again. “It was not meant to be reassuring. Use the parchment or you will have to climb down the side of the mountain.”


    Ilarra squinted at some of the smudged words on the parchment, struggling through their meanings. “Nenophar, I don’t have the herbs and bones that are consumed by the enchantment. The sigils are a problem, too. Unless you have those items on you…”


    “You have more power than the people who wrote the original enchantment,” he told her. “The plants and bones are a focal point for the magic. I believe you can work around that if you try. You saw me use this magic to take us out of Lantonne and I had neither sigils nor ingredients.”


    “Magic doesn’t have shortcuts, Nenophar. I…Nenophar?” Looking up, Ilarra realized that she was alone on the mountain. Nenophar was nowhere to be seen. He was gone in a moment, having made not a sound.


    Sighing, she asked herself, “If I get it wrong?”


    “The magic will tear your body apart and your spirit will be scattered across the world in shreds of what it was meant to be,” answered the voice that had been named as Arturis in her mind. “If you are very unlucky, it will rip a hole in the world that will take millennia to mend. It is unlikely, but that is why we don’t use the enchantment. The former is not a concern, but the latter could be a setback. The attack near Lantonne has already ripped one such hole in the world…another would prove disastrous.”


    Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Ilarra smoothed the parchment on the uneven stones. This would not only be her first enchantment, but one she intended to alter in ways that required even more from her than the writer of the parchment expected. Foolish did not even begin to describe what she was trying to do.


    Ilarra began concentrating, trying to create the magic needed for the enchantment. Her efforts were clumsy at first, but then they steadied with the help of the Turessians working through her. Arturis in particular took an active role, helping to guide her thoughts and actions, sometimes with enough force Ilarra felt as though she was being moved like a marionette.


    In her mind, magic flowed like water around her, within reach at all times but lacking shape. Unlike her own spells that required her to mold the magic into tangible forms for the real world, the enchantment was supposed to be directed into the sigils…which she did not have. Instead, she formed those sigils in her mind’s eye and pushed the magic through them like she would a more mundane spell.


    The worst part she knew was still coming. At the completion of the enchantment, the material components the enchantment required would be consumed to snap the spell into a final shape while it tore her body apart and moved it to its new location. Without those items, she would have to guide the magic at the same time she was being ripped into pieces.


    Ilarra began the process, surprising herself at the ease with which she directed the flow of energy into the imagined sigils, though she knew the Turessians were helping in their own way. The sigils flared and vanished from her mind one at a time, the magic ramping up in intensity with each. As the last symbol lit, the magic rebounded abruptly and grabbed at her body while her mind continued to push the magic onward. She felt her skin being torn at, burned, and frozen by the tendrils of magic that were only just barely under her control.


    The next step was the most difficult and arguably the most crucial. She had to ignore the pain flooding her body and keep her mind guiding the magic, all the while fueling the remaining portion of the enchantment with her own strength.


    Suddenly, the magic began to kick wildly in all directions, the enchantment falling apart rapidly without the needed focal items and Ilarra’s lack of experience with such magic. She could feel her body being pulled and shoved and knew she had entirely lost control. Nothing she could do was bringing it back into any semblance of order.


    Unlike previous brief thoughts on topics she should have known nothing of, Ilarra’s mind abruptly filled with clear and direct conversations, as if she were hearing all the chatter in a crowded room. Many were talking about other matters, but nearly a dozen immediately began speaking about the magic she was trying to use.


    “Calm yourself and concentrate here,” one advised her, and she realized that she had begun doing as it said without intending to.


    Another came forward in her mind. “Push the magic back from there. It will fall into place. Two hundred years and I’ve never had that fail when an enchantment goes awry.”


    She reacted as instructed, pulling the stream of magic back into the pattern she had intended from the start. The entire enchantment resumed smoothly, the pain in her physical body vanishing quickly. At that point in the enchantment, she knew the casting would work in some fashion. She only needed to maintain her single-minded focus on the destination she intended at the foot of the mountain where Nenophar would hopefully be waiting.


    The air ripped apart in front of Ilarra and black mists rolled out of it, enveloping her. She completed the last sigil in her mind and the darkness abruptly lit with an eerie glow, as though the smoke-like mists were on fire. The mists washed over her and the pressure of the mountain’s stones on her knees fell away.


    In a moment of exaltation, Ilarra realized this magic could be used for any number of worthwhile purposes. She could go back to Lantonne.


    She could go home.


    The world snapped back abruptly, and Ilarra slammed hard into the ground. She lay there panting, unable to make herself open her eyes. Exhaustion racked her body and made both her mind and muscles burn with even the slightest effort. Above her, she could feel the warmth of the glowing mists fade away.


    “Well done, my child,” came a new voice at the edge of Ilarra’s consciousness. The man was not one she had heard before, but his accent was odd to her ears. “I will send your brethren to find you and bring you back before the wizard can get to you. Be patient.”


    Slowly, Ilarra became aware that she lay on uneven ground, with several stones jabbing into her ribs and her left shin. As that became clearer to Ilarra, so did the warmth of sunlight on her back. Wherever she was, the air was far warmer than it was back in the mountains. Distant sounds of birds and the creak of tree branches made her open her eyes, though the dead grass and mud around her filled her vision with brown.


    With trembling arms, Ilarra pushed herself up onto her knees, sitting back on her feet to see where she had wound up. She expected to see mountains immediately to the west and rocky foothills all around her. Instead, she found herself lying in the woods, surrounded by nothing but trees and mud. The warmth was far more than she had expected, even after a month working with Nenophar. If she had not known it to be spring, she would have assumed it was a month or two later.


    “Nenophar?” She searched the trees for any sign of the man. The woods remained fairly quiet, aside from a few birdcalls, and nothing moved.


    A crackle of a branch startled Ilarra and she spun, finding that she faced Asha, who had managed to sneak within twenty feet of her. The wildling crouched low to the ground, her face just above the tops of the bushes and pale eyes narrowed as she stared at Ilarra.


    Asha had always been a proud creature, her ferocity hidden by attention to her appearance. Simple things had kept her from looking the part of a warrior, such as her fur’s grooming, simple clothing, and polished steel jewelry that accented her fur’s patterns while being designed to be strong enough to survive combat. Now, she was anything but proud, walking on all fours with fur that had been matted by long periods of time in the wilds and clothing that had been torn to rags. She bared her teeth and stared at Ilarra with a hungry anger that was so incredibly unlike the Asha Ilarra knew and so much more like the werewolves she had seen.


    “Asha, it’s me,” Ilarra said in what she hoped was a soothing manner, standing slowly. “Where’s my father?”


    Asha growled, hesitated, and then scratched at her face with one hand, leaving deep gouges from her filthy and broken claws. From the look of the woman’s face, she had done this many times recently. Whimpering, Asha collapsed and curled into a ball, covering her face with both hands. “He’s gone. Gone like the rest. All gone.”


    “Asha, what is going on?” asked Ilarra in utter amazement. She had never heard Asha’s voice before and this was hardly how she had imagined their first conversation. “Are you alright, Asha?”


    The wildling’s hands dropped and she looked up at Ilarra, blinking in what appeared to be surprise. Growling again, she rolled back onto her hands and feet, advancing with the same hungry expression she had possessed at first.


    Ilarra had to think quickly, searching the trees for some idea of where she was. It took a few seconds, during which Asha padded slowly closer, but Ilarra realized she was no more than a hundred feet outside of Hyeth, near the main road.


    Knowing where she was and thus where to go, Ilarra began running through the damp leaves toward the village itself, praying someone there might be able to help her. Behind her, she could hear the panting of Asha as she started chasing.


    It took Ilarra no more than thirty seconds to reach the wood line that hid the city, but when she did, everything looked as she would have expected. As she rounded the last patch of trees between herself and the nearest building, she felt the brush of claws across her back as Asha nearly caught her. Then suddenly, the sensation of someone breathing down her neck was gone.


    Looking back as she approached the library, Ilarra saw that Asha had stopped at the edge of the woods, snarling as she paced back and forth. She did not set foot into the clearing but waited in the shadowed trees, watching Ilarra with utter hatred that broke Ilarra’s heart. This was her surrogate mother, her friend, now clearly wanting to kill her.


    “Ilarra!” called out her father’s voice, drawing her attention away from Asha to the library, where her father stood on the top step. “Get inside! I’ll explain what’s going on once you’re safe.”


    Ilarra looked back toward the woods, but the trees gave no hint of where Asha had gone. She had vanished back into the dense woods.


    “Where have you been?” her father asked, coming down the last few steps when Ilarra did not move. “The king sent word more than a month ago through soldiers that he feared we were in danger based on something you told him, but they would not say why you had not come with them. The last message we got said you had left Lantonne for some reason.”


    Turning back to her father, Ilarra could only stare in confusion for a time, seeing him exactly as she had left him while his bonded raged in the woods. She had never seen him without Asha nearby in her whole life. Without her at his side, he seemed somehow incomplete. Idly, she wondered if others saw her the same way without Raeln.


    Looking around, Ilarra realized her father was the only one who had come out into the central open space of the village. Not a single warrior or hunter, villager, merchant, or anyone else had shown themselves.


    “I am sorry to be rude, father,” she said, trying to smile despite the chill that came from thinking about Asha. “That was not what I expected coming home.”


    “Do not worry about it,” her father insisted, grabbing her arm gently but firmly. “Come inside and we can discuss it. One thing at a time.”


    Planting her feet, Ilarra motioned toward the woods, asking on a whim, “What about Asha? I can’t leave her out there like this.”


    Her father’s face crinkled angrily for a brief moment, but then he smiled and shook his head. “No, I’m afraid she is quite upset with me over some things I said to the king’s men. I would rather give her time to calm down before asking her back in.”


    “You said they were here a month ago.”


    “I did,” he agreed. “They have stayed here on orders from the king. I believe they intend to help us turn away an attack, should one come. I am fairly certain they sent word back to the king regarding our safety.”


    Ilarra searched her father’s face for what was making her uneasy, but could not find any deception or malice. He seemed entirely normal, ignoring Asha’s behavior. Ilarra could not push the image of the woman aside, and as the only other person she had seen, her father was highly suspect.


    “I got very sick when I left town,” Ilarra noted, pulling her arm away. “Why aren’t you?”


    Her father laughed. “I was, trust me. The king’s men were sent a cure about a week or so back, along with an extra dose for you if you turned up. I believe I have the letters they brought up in my study, as well as the bottle for you.”


    Reluctantly following her father’s beckoning as he went up the steps, she stopped at the doorway and stared at the unrepaired damage from the undead attack more than a month earlier. Tables lay broken and pushed aside, and burns still marred the floor where the Turessian had fallen apart. Turning around, she even saw the faded stains on the steps where the undead had dragged Rolus down and gutted him.


    “We have had precious little time to work on cleaning,” her father admitted, nodding at the wreckage. “The king’s men say they will assist us once the village is ready. Until then, preparations are our main task.”


    Ilarra followed her father’s lead into the library, past the broken tables and chairs, but stopped when they reached the steps to the next floor. She felt distinctly uncertain about going up there, much as she had felt as a child when she knew her father was about to scold her. This time, that fear was far more influential. Hesitating, she glanced over at the open door to the cellar.


    “We have not sent anyone down there since you left,” her father quickly noted, waiting several steps up. “Come. We have much to talk about.”


    Numbly, Ilarra walked to the cellar door and down the steps, while she heard her father sigh behind her. She made her way down, not really knowing what to expect, but needing to see what she had been too afraid to look at months before.


    At the bottom of the stairs, the cellar was nearly pitch black, lit only by the daylight that managed to come down the staircase. In that light, she could faintly make out Ishande’s body, lying on its side against the wall.


    The stench of decay was overpowering. She could not fathom how anyone could have allowed Ishande to remain there for months without even giving her a proper burial. Her father had always been the one to give funeral rights. There was no excuse.


    Clenching her jaw and trying not to cry, Ilarra went back up the stairs, well aware that something was very wrong in the village. Her father’s absent smile when she came back up into the library did not help matters, making her wonder if he was actually proud of leaving a proud warrior to rot in the basement.


    She said nothing, following her father up to the top floor. There was nothing she could think of doing that would matter if things were as bad here as she feared. Deep down, she already knew that the answer was not going to be a pleasant one.


    At the top floor, her father went over to the dining table that sat off to one side and began preparing tea, as he often had when travelers arrived. Nothing about it was unusual.


    Pouring the steaming tea, her father told her, “I cannot wait to hear how things are in Lantonne. You’ll have to tell me everything.”


    Ilarra nodded and turned to the windows, looking out over the whole village. The various buildings were exactly like she remembered them. No one moved around out there, making the scene all the more eerie. It looked normal, aside from the people being absent.


    It was then that Ilarra realized one other thing that was missing. None of the homes’ chimneys let out any smoke that she would have expected, if only to prepare tea or an evening meal. Every building lay still as could be, seemingly abandoned. Several still had windows that were broken from the attack when she had last been in Hyeth. That had been winter…who would leave their windows unboarded through months of snow and rain?


    Taking the offered cup from her father, Ilarra moved to another window. She could see nothing different from there. Somehow, she knew she simply was not looking in the right places.


    “What can you tell me about the city?” her father asked, sitting down in a padded chair. “Please. Sit and tell me everything.”


    Ilarra ignored him and moved to the next wall of the building, looking out the windows that faced the rear of the library, where she had been unable to see during her run from Asha. That was also where they tended to compost their refuse and thus was the last place she normally would have looked.


    Situated behind the library, a vast pit had been dug out, the trees removed and dragged away. The pit contained fifty or more elves and even several horses, standing still and staring straight ahead. As she watched, a man wearing the armor and crest of Lantonne looked up toward her, staring through her with cloudy white eyes. The man’s throat gaped, having been cut nearly ear to ear.


    Ilarra’s hands shook as she backed away from the window, hurriedly putting her cup on the nearest table. Turning, she nearly ran into her father, standing directly behind her.


    “You should have stayed ignorant,” he told her, moving to block her attempt to walk past him. “Our lord’s agents in Lantonne were to keep you there, so that you could take the blame for our actions. I had meant to protect you, Ilarra, but you force my hand. Dorralt wants you to either work with us or be brought back to him.”


    “Who are you?” demanded Ilarra. She backed up until she touched the wall.


    “Your father…at least what is left of him,” he answered. “Lord Dorralt gave us all a gift and now I understand what my part in his plans are. You’ll be brought back to Altis until he sorts out what to do with you.”


    Ilarra looked around, trying to find a way to escape. To reach the stairs, she had to go through her father. Going through the window avoided her father, but would likely kill her even before her father’s magic could finish the job.


    Her father reached for Ilarra, prompting immediate action. She cried out as she pulled a spell together, hurling a bolt of pure energy into his chest that threw him across the room, tumbling and crashing into the wardrobe there.


    As he landed, he rolled back onto his feet, not a scratch on him. “I had expected more fear and less fight in you,” he admitted, rubbing at his chest with one hand. “Could you survive the same attack, child?”


    Ilarra’s father gestured toward her, creating a bolt just like the one she had used. It crackled as she threw herself to the floor, narrowly avoiding being struck. Instead of hitting her, the energy ripped part of the wall away and let in a gust of damp wind as the wall fell away behind her.


    Praying the ground was soft enough to cushion her fall, Ilarra rolled into the opening in the wall before her father could attack again. She fell nearly fifteen feet, landing on her back in the mud with a splash. The impact knocked the wind from her lungs, but aside from dazing her, she felt relatively intact.


    Ilarra scrambled to her feet, trying to make herself run as she knew she had only a second or two before her father would get to the edge above her and begin casting. Looking up, she saw her father lean out of the gaping hole in the library, grinning like a madman.


    “Dorralt asked me to arrange to have all the adults serve,” he called down. “He never said what to do with the children. Tell me if you like my work. Our master was pleased.”


    Footsteps in the mud nearby made Ilarra spin. Coming from the nearest buildings in groups of three and four were children, both elven and wildling. They ranged from toddlers to near-adults, but every one of them bore grievous wounds, often a gaping knife-wound in their chests. In seconds, more than a dozen children and pups watched her with emotionless white eyes, cutting off any direction’s escape.


    Her father continued from above her. “They weren’t suitable for the war against Lantonne, but they are wonderful for demoralizing a foe. Once I had them turned, their parents often lay down weeping and let their own children rip them apart. The town fell in under an hour, thanks to the littlest zombies.”


    The small undead approached slowly, closing in a half-circle around Ilarra, trapping her against the wall of the library. They opened and closed their mouths as though anticipating a meal, some of the wolves even drooling and growling. They tightened their ranks, raising their arms to reach for her as they got closer.


    A distant howl shook the wall Ilarra had backed up against, then began to reverberate through the ground itself. The zombies did not stop or look away, but when she checked, her father was searching the sky for the source of the sound.


    No more than twenty feet out from Ilarra, the trees exploded away, throwing mud in all directions. Many of the child zombies fell in the shaking of the ground, though they continued crawling toward her, and the closest of those still standing were within a few steps of being able to grab at her.


    As the flying mud and debris settled, Nenophar knelt in the middle of the explosion, looking to Ilarra as though he had fallen out of the sky. He stood and marched toward her, flinging a half dozen zombies aside with a wave of his arm, throwing the flailing bodies almost fifty feet away.


    “Run!” he ordered her, turning his attention to her father, who had come down and was walking around the corner of the building. “Get into the woods. I’ll meet you before nightfall.”


    Ilarra did not even consider disobeying. She ran straight past Nenophar, heading toward the edge of the woods through the opening he had created among the child zombies. Her boots were heavy with water and her feet burned and felt as though they would fall off, but she ran as hard as she could, driven by fear of seeing her father try to kill her again.


    Looking over her shoulder, Ilarra watched as her father began throwing flames from his fingers, engulfing the area where Nenophar had stood. Without ceasing the stream of flame, he lifted his head and smiled grimly at her.


    In that one look, Ilarra saw something that shook her and nearly made her fall. In her father’s face, she saw the shadowed flicker of a hundred other people. Every one mirrored his expression, as if images of other men and women had been overlaid on his face.


    Ilarra stopped running and stared at her father, seeing the overlapping ghostly images were not limited to his face. Even the magic he used against Nenophar appeared to her as if a hundred different people were casting in unison, one atop another, compounding the magic’s power.


    The flames striking the ground near the library abruptly parted and Nenophar appeared in the blackened crater, holding up a hand to divide the magic around his body. Seeing that jarred Ilarra out of her surprise and she took off again, heading into the woods.


    She ran straight away from the village, barely even thinking about where she might be going or whether there might be any shelter there. The woods gradually closed in around her as she got farther from the areas the elves had long kept thinned for easier travel, then with the sunlight beginning to fade, she found that the trees had begun to thin again.


    Slowing her pace, Ilarra studied where she was and tried to figure out whether she had gotten herself completely lost. It took her a while, but she soon realized the area was familiar.


    Turning a little more westward, Ilarra continued away from Hyeth into the fields beyond the woods the elves had used for food. Crossing those, she continued through the dead brush that filled that section of the plains until the ground evened out and she only had the mud to slow her down.


    In the dimming light, she just barely spotted a thin column of smoke in the distance. She had no idea who might be so far from the village, but it held a potential for warmth she desperately needed as the air cooled for the night. Ilarra turned in that direction and trudged onward, stumbling as her feet became more numb with each minute.


    Ilarra finally could see the source of the smoke well after the sun had fallen behind the mountains and the temperature had begun dropping, making her wet clothing feel icy, despite the temperature not being terribly low. Long before, she had lost all feeling in her extremities, and she worried deep down whether she might lose her fingers or toes. Freezing to death in spring…that would be a fitting end.


    Several miles out from the last trees of the woods Hyeth had been built into, a grouping of small tents ringed the thin stream of smoke that rose into the sky. Ilarra gave no thought to who might own them, her mind far too exhausted to think that through. All she knew or cared about was that someone there was alive and had a fire.


    Ilarra staggered into the flattened area around the tents, shivering uncontrollably as she made her way toward the only tent that had smoke rising from it. She dimly noticed there were bloodstains across the canvas walls of most of the tents, but a fire spoke of survivors from whatever had happened. She did not need to stay long, just long enough to dry out.


    Walking up to the tent’s flap, Ilarra stared at the simple animal drawings on the leather hides that made up the wall of the tent. She knew those, as any elven child from Hyeth would. The tent belonged to the barbarians that roamed the plains, preying on those weaker than themselves. They were the mortal enemies of Hyeth and the reason for protectors like Raeln. They were the creatures Ilarra had spent her life fearing…though now they seemed far less intimidating.


    Ilarra looked around, trying to find anywhere else she could go. In the dim light of the stars, nothing stood out beyond the tents. If she did not warm up here and dry her clothing, she believed she would die on the plains before morning. That may well have been exaggeration, but she was shaking and had no strength to go on.


    She took a slow breath and then stepped into the tent, feeling better instantly as heat washed over her from the fire in the middle. As she entered, someone at the far side of the small space sat up, drew a bow, and aimed an arrow at her chest.


    “Who are you, elf?” demanded the human woman.


    The woman was older than Ilarra and dried blood spotted her face. Old scars mingled with new cuts on her arms and even more wounds marred her leather pants. The woman was clearly used to a violent life, but her wounds told of recent troubles.


    “Ilarra of Hyeth,” she explained, raising her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I saw the smoke. I needed a fire and hoped you would share yours.”


    The woman kept the arrow aimed at Ilarra for a few more seconds, then laughed and lowered it. Motioning to the fire, she leaned back against a pile of animal hides. “Enjoy it until they come for us. I lit it to call the dark ones here so I can die warm and on my own choice of time. You are as welcome as any to die here with me.”


    Trembling, Ilarra sat down alongside the fire, letting its warmth slowly bring tingling needles of feeling back into her arms and legs.


    “You are far from your people, farmer,” the woman noted. She eyed Ilarra as if judging whether she could hold her own in a fight. “Even my people would not dress so for the nighttime in the colder months. Are you weak in the head or were you chased from your little elf houses by the dark ones?”


    “I was chased by the undead…the dark ones. I lost my cloak back in Hyeth somewhere,” explained Ilarra and the woman nodded in understanding. She did not really want to explain that she had been stuck with the one outfit since she had fled Lantonne during a dinner party. Somehow, that might not go over well.


    A distant howl made the barbarian woman look around nervously.


    “One of the mad manwolves searches for food. They may find us before the dark ones do. Whether that is better, I cannot say.”


    “Manwolves? Wildlings?”


    The woman nodded in agreement, motioning toward the pelts she leaned against. Many appeared to be wolf hides of the four-legged variety, but some of the newer-looking ones were far larger.


    “The manwolves no longer chase my people off of the farmers’ lands,” she told Ilarra. “They hunt us for food, now. Many of my kin are dead or have moved to better lands to keep from being a manwolf’s meal. I and my family were the last here, but the dark ones attacked each of the last few nights. Now, I will die beside a cowardly farmer…a sad fate. The spirits may not even recognize me for my shame. It is a just death for what we have failed to do.”


    “I am no farmer. I’m a wizard,” Ilarra told the woman, then cringed at the glare the woman shot her.


    “Bad omens from all sides. The dead eat the living, the manwolves go back to being wild and eat both the dead and the living, and now a farmer-wizard comes to see me into the next life. These are bad times for my people, farmer.”


    “What…if I may ask…did you fail to do that you think earned this fate?”


    The older woman grinned and nodded. “Our bards tell of a time when the land was safe and food plentiful. In those times, the animals that wrap themselves in black and white were gone from these lands. Now, your people brought them back. We must drive them off, or our spirits will never rest.”


    Ilarra’s eyes went back to the wolf pelts. Every one contained black and white fur.


    “You’re scared of wildlings that have black and white fur?” she demanded, realizing that the raids on Hyeth had always been especially rough on their wildlings. If these people were actually attacking to kill wildlings and not to take food or land, she had seriously misjudged the situation.


    “We do not fear them,” the woman corrected, wincing as she tried to move one of her legs. Ilarra saw that the wound there was more severe than she had initially thought and below a tourniquet, bis of bone poked out. “Our legends say that they are a bad omen and will bring the dark ones down on us. Our legends were true.”


    Another howl came from the other side of the tent, this time far closer.


    “Run away while you can, farmer,” the woman told Ilarra as she drew a knife and placed it at her side. She pulled a sword from the hides and put it opposite the knife and then dragged her bow closer. “I intend to die fighting, as my kin already have. If you remain here, you will fight as a true person to keep from dishonoring the spirits that watch for my last breath. I will not allow you to ruin my last moments with cowardice.


    “My people have always worshipped the spirit of the wolf…a funny thing now that the manwolves come to send me to the spirits. You and I will fight here and earn some glory among the spirits. If those spirits do not come for me because of your cowardice, I will find a way to come back for you.”


    Before Ilarra could reply, a soft rustle at the entrance to the tent drew her attention. As she watched, a tiny grey-furred hand reached into the light, pushing aside the heavy tent flap. Slowly, a small muzzle and dog-like face came into the edge of the light, staring at Ilarra with large eyes that did not focus at all.


    “The shame the spirits feel must be great,” the woman across from Ilarra said, sounding sad. “There will be no honor here today. We will both die as killers of children.”


    Behind the wildling pup, three more appeared, walking into the edge of the firelight from the darkness beyond. They stopped there, standing eerily still with even their tails hanging limply. None of them even breathed.


    Many soft footsteps outside caught Ilarra’s ear, and she turned, following the sound as it circled the tent. Soon, the last sounds stopped and she knew the entire tent was surrounded. The dead children would attack from all directions at once. Fear threatened to send Ilarra into tears, but she bit her lip until it bled and tried to be strong.


    The four wildling pups at the entrance bared their teeth and began walking into the tent. They advanced no more than two steps before the woman fired her bow, the arrow knocking the lead wildling off its feet and sending it tumbling away. The others walked around it, reaching for Ilarra as they came, while the fourth stood back up with the arrow still protruding from its chest, the wound dry.


    Tearing sounds came from everywhere as more children tore through the walls. A scream from the barbarian woman was cut short as a group of elven children leapt onto her, biting and clawing at her face, while she screamed and tried to keep them away from her flesh. All Ilarra could see was blood and the woman’s weapons flashing as she got in a swing or two.


    Surrounded, Ilarra stood up where she was, trying to decide what to do. She had magic on her side, but she doubted she could even cast a single spell before the children took her down. The only thing that seemed to slow them was that she had made no fast movements. Each time she tried to take a step, the entire group would look at her with those horrifying vacant eyes, then quickly return to attacking the woman they held down if Ilarra held very still.


    Ilarra thought through her options while trying not to meet the gazes of the mindless creatures that looked like children. She knew some of them and sobs of grief kept shaking her body despite her efforts to remain still. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she watched Raeln’s nephew sitting near the barbarian woman, his little muzzle drenched in blood as he nibbled at a piece of fresh meat.


    She searched the recesses of her mind for any spell that might destroy the undead or simply get her out of there in one piece. The wet tearing noises nearby made keeping her thoughts straight all the more difficult. The screams had stopped, but the dead children continued their brutal attack.


    Finally, with the tiny zombies starting to scratch at her dress quizzically with their cracked and broken fingers and claws, Ilarra decided on a plan. She would drop a column of flame on the undead…and herself. She had no way to get herself out of the way, but the blast would kill her instantly, a mercy compared to dying like the barbarian woman. It would be swift and would take all of the children’s animated remains with her, sparing anyone else from the horror of seeing them like this.


    An ear-piercing animal cry shattered Ilarra’s concentration and made many of the zombies around her look for the source. Even those kneeling over the remains of the other woman lifted their blood-drenched heads, their bodies tensing to chase something down, Ilarra completely forgotten and ignored.


    From the darkness beyond the holes in the tent, fur and claws practically flew into the light as a wildling leapt into the horde of zombies. Ilarra soon realized that it was Asha, furiously tearing at the children with claws and fangs, throwing aside those that tried to get a grip on her.


    “Get outside,” roared Asha, hurling a small elven zombie into the fire. “He is waiting to get you out of here! Run!”


    Barely able to take her eyes off Asha, Ilarra ran back outside while Asha snarled and fought harder than Ilarra had even seen Raeln fight. Looking back, Ilarra saw the wildling woman fall under dozens of small figures that clambered over her, nipping and clawing at her as she screamed and continued to struggle. The children were soon joined by adult zombies, coming in from the far side of the tent in a large group. They rushed Asha as a horde, but the woman managed to keep fighting somehow, coming repeatedly back onto her feet.


    “Over here,” called out Nenophar, appearing near Ilarra’s side. His entire appearance seemed to blur as he moved, startling Ilarra. “We need to leave right now. She won’t last long against them.”


    “We can’t leave her!” Ilarra pleaded, grabbing Nenophar’s arm and tugging him toward the tent.


    “And I can’t save her. I’ll explain once we’re safe,” he countered, raising his other arm high in the air.


    “I won’t go without her,” she argued, wiping at the tears that covered her face. “That’s my mother…please.”


    Ilarra felt the world whirl around her, the cold winds battering her as she experienced a brief falling sensation. When she opened her eyes again, she stood in a dark cave lit only by a dim strip of sky and stars at what appeared to be the cave entrance.


    With a grunt, Nenophar collapsed beside Ilarra, holding his head.


    “What did you do?” demanded Ilarra, sliding slowly to the floor of the cave. “We need to go back…”


    Nenophar shook his head and pushed himself to a seated position, his body and clothing both shimmering and blurring like they had back at the tent. He seemed dazed, but Ilarra could see no injuries on the man.


    Rubbing his head, Nenophar replied, “You are alive. What more matters, Ilarra?”


    “Are you a monster?” she screamed at him, grabbing Nenophar’s shirt and pushing him against the wall of the cave. The struggle to keep her sobbing at bay in the tent was now a lost cause and she punched Nenophar’s chest weakly as she cried. “That was my mother! Take me back! I’ll die with her if I have to!”


    Catching her wrists, Nenophar held Ilarra away, looking genuinely confused. “Why do you cry for this? You are unhurt. Her pain is not yours.”


    Ilarra yanked a hand free and slapped Nenophar as hard as she could. “She was better. She wasn’t trying to kill me anymore. We could have saved her…”


    “No, we couldn’t,” Nenophar replied, touching his cheek. “I could feel her struggle to regain her mind when I came looking for you. Her thread had one last chance to help others and I gave that to her. She was proud to make that sacrifice, Ilarra.”


    “Do you feel nothing? What if it was your mother out there?”


    Nenophar continued to look baffled by the questions. “If she was my mother, I would either fight beside her if that would win the battle, or flee if that was the prudent course of action,” he admitted. “I am sorry…I did not understand how this would affect you. There is much I don’t understand about your people, it seems.”


    Ilarra curled into a ball and began openly weeping, thoughts of Asha and her father’s happier times in her life intermingling with the horrific death of Asha at the hands of the very children she had helped raise.


    Sliding closer on his hands and knees, Nenophar lifted Ilarra’s head with a finger, the skin around his eyes crinkling in confusion. “I do not understand this,” he told her, wiping away a tear. “Her thread is ended. Many thousands of mortals die every day. Why does her ending sadden you so much more than the others?”


    “I knew her…I loved her,” Ilarra told him, feeling hopeless. The man, whatever he was, clearly did not understand her and might never understand. “If I knew the others who died, I would cry for them, too. Don’t your people care about others?”


    That seemed to startle Nenophar and his hand dropped to his side, his expression shifting to something far off for a moment. “We do care, but we cannot let ourselves feel sorrow over mortal lives,” he said eventually. “I would not have agreed to try and help you if I did not care at all. One who sees the fabric as a whole cannot allow themselves to feel anything when a thread ends. We would weep for our entire lives.”


    Taking Nenophar’s hand in hers, Ilarra asked, “You promised to try and help me. If you fail and I…if I end up like my father…”


    The suddenness with which Nenophar’s grip on her hand tightened surprised Ilarra.


    “I swore I would do whatever I could to prevent that for the sake of a friend and the fabric itself,” he said with a touch of resolute anger. “You will not be lost. If you are, the things that would happen…Ilarra, my people need you to survive and stay as you are, not as another Turessian.”


    “And if I did become one?”


    Nenophar’s features softened into the saddest expression she had ever seen on his face. “Then I would weep for you, my people, and the world. You cannot imagine what will happen if I allow that part of the prophecy to come to pass.”


    “Then tell me. Tell me why any of this matters.”


    Nenophar pulled his hand away and stood up, unsteady and using the wall for support. “Fighting your father took much out of me and I still did not truly destroy him,” he told her once he was on his feet. “Traveling like that drains much of my strength when I am fresh, but fighting him made it far more difficult. I need to rest. I have spent much of the last month searching and too little of it resting.”


    “Month? You were with me most of the last month in another cave…”


    “Ilarra,” he cut in firmly, “the enchantment was cast wrong. You nearly destroyed yourself and traveled not just to the wrong location, but to the wrong time. A month has passed since you left the mountain peak. I had no way of knowing where, when, or if you would come out.”


    Ilarra stared at him in the dark, trying to make out his expression without success. Numb acceptance was all she could manage. “Will you be able to keep me from becoming like my father?” she asked at last. “Raeln will end up like Asha, if he lives that long…I need to know he won’t have to go through that.”


    “Untended to, yes, that is your fate. The master of the Turessians will probably have you kill him as soon as he can force your hand. So long as I can keep watch over you, I can slow it indefinitely. With Raeln so far away, he will not immediately feel your decline, but it will slowly wear on him. If he dies by your hand, you are both lost. If he dies on his own, I’m not sure even I can hold back the influence of the Turessians for long. Days…maybe a week. Then you will give in to the desire to destroy, and raise armies to serve your new master. You will either kill or drag me to him.”


    “Their master. Who or what is he?”


    Nenophar shrugged. “My understanding is that he was a man intending to help his people. He gave up his life to serve them and lost his humanity in the process. Now, he is more like my people, seeing only a goal and caring little for what must happen to others to get there.


    “In the first war,” he continued, “Their master kept himself hidden and we did not know he was the one in charge of the rebellion. He called himself the ‘Puppet Master,’ though I did not understand why until he resurfaced a few years ago. His ability to control the Turessians when he wishes is a power I hardly understand.”


    Swallowing down a lump in her throat, Ilarra asked, “What are you, Nenophar?”


    The man’s white smile showed even in the dim lighting of the cave. “You don’t need to know more about me than that I am quite good with magic,” he explained, patting her arm. “For now, I need you to remain here. You will be safe while I rest in another part of the cave. Please wait for me. I’ll be back after dawn and we can decide what to do next. We have much to talk about, but not now.”


    “You want me to stay here in a dark cave, miles from civilization, without you even sticking around to keep a watch? This isn’t like the quaint little furnished cave we stayed in before.”


    “Yes, you must. Promise me that you will not go anywhere. If you stay right here, I can assure you, you will be safe from anything looking for either of us.”


    Ilarra felt a deep desire to pout, but knew with Nenophar, it would do little good. Instead, she nodded and agreed.


    “Thank you, Ilarra. I will be back as soon as I can. Rest until I return. You will need your strength in the days ahead.”


    Pulling away from her, Nenophar slowly walked toward the darker part of the cave and soon she could not even hear his footsteps.


    The darkness soon seemed to creep up on Ilarra, the faint creaks and clatters of the cave making her jump. She sat down and tried to close her eyes, but every noise made her flinch and look around, expecting child-sized teeth near her face. Sometimes in the dark, she could see shadows that looked like Asha’s fur patterns and Ilarra would cry for a long time before she could control it again. Other moments, she would think about her father and wonder at the lack of tears for him. She always came back to seeing the monster he had become. She could not pity the man so long as he continued to cause pain like she had seen. Anger gradually overtook her sorrow, driving her to find her father and destroy the creature he had become.


    She soon lost track of time. Her mind drifted in and out of consciousness. Occasionally, she thought she saw daylight beginning to appear, but the next time she woke, it was dark again.


    Pulling her knees up under her chin, Ilarra waited, staring at the dark passage until her eyes hurt and her mind begged her to sleep. She knew it was a pointless effort and stood back up, hoping if she paced in the cave, she might be able to wake herself up or at least pass the time more easily.


    She shivered in the cool cave, slowly becoming aware that while she was still cold, the stones were warmer than the outside had been. She stood and paid more attention to the air flowing out of the cave, and realized the breeze from farther in the cave was much warmer, with a faint scent of sulfur. Something burned back in the depths of the cave, the direction Nenophar had gone. Likely, he had some sort of campfire he should have shared with her.


    Straightening her shoulders, Ilarra decided she was done waiting. Nenophar said she had to be strong—she would not let him treat her like baggage to be left when he wanted to rest. If he had a fire, she would make him share it. He clearly needed some lessons on manners.


    Holding up her hand, Ilarra pulled magic across the pattern in her mind, creating a dim blue light on her palm. A sensation like water pushing against a dam came across the back of her mind, but she forced it down and let her mind calm. She waited where she was until her eyes adjusted, then slowly made her way deeper into the cave, trying not to trip on her still-numb feet.


    From what she could see, the cave had been abandoned, aside from the occasional bat and the recent arrival of Ilarra and Nenophar. There were no indications of larger animals using the place, which gave Ilarra some relief, having been concerned about bears, wolves, or worse creatures she had always been told to watch for in such places. Dust and fallen pebbles from the ceiling covered most of the slanted floor, making her pace slower than she had hoped. Even so, the path kept relatively straight, with no side-paths for her to become lost. Always, the warm stream of air poured from the deeper parts of the cave, blowing her hair gently back as she continued.


    Soon the narrow tunnel widened into a larger space that Ilarra’s feeble light could not illuminate. The place smelled of something dank, but she had no idea what it might be. Given that there were no other directions to go, she entered the room cautiously, immediately feeling warmer as she cleared the passageway, as if the warmth came from a nearby fire she could not see. Smiling to herself, she looked around for somewhere she could wait out the night for Nenophar’s return.


    A faint clatter of movement ahead of her drew her eyes to the deeper shadows of the room, but all she could make out was a huge mound in the middle of the cavern. She saw nothing else near it and decided the mound would provide enough cover that Nenophar would not know she had come farther into the cave. If she were lucky, she might be able to sneak back to the outer passage in the morning before he returned.


    Approaching the mound of stone, Ilarra raised her glowing magical light in hopes of finding a smooth spot to settle into for the night. The moment she lifted the light, the entire cave shook as the mound began to move. A second later, a roar filled the whole place, echoing off the walls.


    Ilarra screamed as large eyes at least twenty feet over her head reflected her light. Her concentration broken and the light in her hand flickered and failed, leaving Ilarra in utter darkness with whatever was inhabiting the cave.


    Ilarra stood perfectly still and hoped whatever the creature was might not know exactly where she had been standing. She strained her ears, but all she could hear was the constant breeze, stopping every so often to reverse and pull air into the depths of the cave.


    The warm air was the creature breathing, she realized with horror. The long exhalations warmed the cavern, and now those breaths were aimed directly at her, snapping her hair away from her face each time the creature released another breath.


    “I told you not to come down here.” Nenophar’s voice echoed around the cavern, making it impossible for Ilarra to pinpoint it. Another breath warmed her face and hands where her clothing did not cover. “There are many things down here that would gladly kill a child like you.”


    Ilarra’s fear faded almost instantly to anger at being called a child. She raised her hand, intending to illuminate the entire cavern with an enormous fireball that would fill the roof of the room she was in, but the magic would not come. She saw the patterns in her mind, but the magic that had always been within reach was gone. Only the faintest trickle of energy appeared at the edge of her consciousness, barely enough to recreate the tiny globe of light she had used before, let alone do anything else.


    “You do not understand what I am, do you, child?” the man continued, then the puffs of breath stopped and she heard footsteps approaching. “I am the master of this place. You will not use your magic here unless I wish it.”


    Light flared in front of Ilarra, making her look away at its brilliance. The large cavern was fully-lit and empty other than Nenophar and Ilarra. Even the creature Ilarra had glimpsed was gone. Where she had seen it, Nenophar stood glaring at her, appearing unhappy but not as angry as he had sounded.


    “I am sorry,” he went on, his expression softening as he moved to block her from going any farther into the cavern. “The curiosity of others often surprises me, though I should know better by now. I will take you back to the area where we entered, where it will be safer for you.”


    Ilarra started toward the tunnel she had entered through, but then she stopped. “No,” she said, turning around to face Nenophar. “Tell me what’s going on. I’ve played your games and saw things today I never want to think about again. Please let me know why you are helping…or if you even are.”


    The man motioned again for her to continue up the tunnel, but when she did not, he relented, looking very tired. Again, Ilarra saw the strange wavering of his appearance, blurring everything about him except the light he held.


    “I am helping you understand your place in all of this because I promised…” he began, sounding to Ilarra like he was reading a script.


    “You aren’t lying but you aren’t really telling me what’s going on. People don’t risk themselves and others like you have over a promise, they look for a way out of their promise. You said I wasn’t ready before, but after what I saw today, I’m done letting you tell me where to go and what to do unless you tell me everything.”


    “I cannot tell you everything,” Nenophar admitted, his shoulders sagging. “There is still potential for everything to go horribly wrong. Ask your questions and I will do my best to answer honestly.”


    “You kept saying that you promised someone. Who knew I was infected, or I was going to be?”


    Nenophar smiled and laughed. “You would not believe me if I told you,” he answered. “Suffice to say you were not even born when that man asked me to seek you out. He was wiser than I give humans credit for, then or now. I did not know it would be you, but you woke my mother and began fulfilling the signs he had us watch for. We saw the fabric begin to bend and tear under the influence of the Turessians, and then you came along…”


    “If you won’t tell me what you are or where you’re from…how old are you?”


    Scowling, Nenophar shrugged. “I have trouble keeping track of the years. My people do not age like yours. When I rest for long periods of time, I undo any aging I have experienced since reaching adulthood. Give me a moment and I can probably figure it out. It’s not a question I have needed to answer before.”


    Ilarra waited patiently as Nenophar thought, wondering at just how old he could be to have to think so long on the question.


    Finally, he looked up with a more confident look on his face. “I believe a little more than two thousand five hundred years,” he said, as though that were an entirely reasonable number. “No, that is not right…six hundred.”


    “Half the nations that exist hadn’t even migrated to this part of the world…”


    Nenophar stared at her matter-of-factly.


    “My people were still tribal, living near the coast,” she went on, mostly to herself. “The halflings didn’t even exist. The fae-kin weren’t discovered yet. Humans were savages living like barbarians. Even the wildlings weren’t found…”


    “Your understanding of your own history is flawed,” he answered. “There have been human civilizations here for thousands of years. They fell and were replaced by others, as always happens to mortal nations. Most did that on their own, but I must admit I bear fault in the fall of one and that is why I now help you.”


    “You’ve been hiding in a cave for all that time? Since before my people came to these lands?”


    Nenophar shook his head. “Only since I failed the last man to seek me out. His death began a war that covered many lands. What that man and I learned necessitated my departure from the lands of mortals.”


    “That had to be incredibly lonely, being away from anyone for that long.” Ilarra reached out to touch Nenophar’s cheek, but he slid away from her.


    “My people live alone,” he explained, shrugging. He glanced toward the end of the cave and the sky beyond, the way most would look at a bed when longing for sleep. “It has always been our way. Rarely do we seek out more of our kind. When it is the only way you know, there is no loneliness in it.”


    “So there are more like you?”


    Smiling at that, Nenophar nodded. “Yes, though you are pushing the bounds of what I should tell you. There are not many of my kind, but there are a few. I can feel their presence far off. Most sleep, waiting for a reason to wake and walk the world again. The mountains have been a good place to remain hidden.”


    Ilarra slid back to the wall, intending to sleep, but then she held up her hand, staring at her fingers in an idle thought. The pain had gone from so long in the cold earlier, but she had anticipated bleeding skin and blisters from the zombies’ biting and clawing. The skin looked healthy and pink, unharmed by the time in the damp cold, the flight from her father, or the attack by the undead.


    “Nenophar,” she asked, holding her hand out toward him, “did you heal me?”


    “No, I did not.”


    “I fell and scraped my hands. Undead crawled all over me. Why am I not hurt?”


    The man leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.


    “Please,” she begged. “I need to know what’s happening to me, or there’s no chance I will be able to sleep. Before you came for me, I thought my heart stopped one night.”


    Sighing, Nenophar reached out and grabbed Ilarra’s hand in his own. “I want you to stare at your hand and remember what it looks like,” he told her.


    A second later, he dragged his free hand across her palm and pain followed his touch as though he had used a knife to cut her. Blood poured from a wide gash in her skin and Ilarra bit her lip to keep from screaming.


    “Remember what it looked like,” he insisted, holding her hand firmly despite her attempt to pull away. “Hold that image in your mind.”


    Ilarra struggled to do as he said, then realized the pain was subsiding. As she watched, the wound closed, leaving no trace it had been there.


    “I did not use any healing magic,” thought Ilarra aloud, staring at her hand as he released her. “How is that possible?”


    “Do you understand why your father’s bonded wildling went mad?”


    “The horror of what he did…”


    “Not at all,” cut in Nenophar. “Your bond can break a mortal’s mind when either member dies suddenly. Your father was dead weeks ago. The last step in his evolution into the monster he is now was to murder the village’s children. He can heal the same way you just did…all of the Turessians that have been created can. Destroying his conscience gave what was left of him over to his new master.”


    “Raeln…”


    “…will be fine until you are entirely lost to the Turessians. Your death will only bring him down when your mind is no longer your own,” he finished for her.


    Ilarra stared at Nenophar in shock, unable to find words.


    “You are already dead, Ilarra,” he confirmed for her. “I’m sorry, but the magic that seeks to use your body killed you long ago, despite my efforts to slow it. The magical poisons the Turessians used consumed your spirit and snuffed out your life.


    “Now, your body will take on the form your mind tells it that it should. If you believe you are a rotting corpse, your flesh will slowly decay and your wounds will not heal. Should you think you are as you always were, any injury will be healed in time. The only limitation now is your understanding of yourself and the magic that fills your body, drawn from the realm of the dead and your fellow Turessians.”


    Ilarra stared at her hand in amazement as Nenophar settled against the wall, trying to get comfortable. After a long time, she looked up. “Why do you want me to have this kind of power? If I’m a step away from becoming like them at any moment, why have me learn to cast that enchantment?”


    “You’ve already been lost to them, so that is unavoidable,” he replied without opening his eyes. “The enchantment was not so much a test for you as it was for them. I wanted to know if I can still destroy their generals if I had to. They would try to seize you and would send someone strong to do so. Your father was not who I expected, but it was ample test. Sadly, they have grown far stronger since I last did battle with them.”


    “I’m a pawn in your fight against them, aren’t I?”


    Nenophar smiled and did not reply.


    Ilarra stared at Nenophar until long after his breathing slowed and he had settled into sleep. The idea that she was dead haunted her, making her want to scream at him, to argue. Instead, she checked the pulse at her neck, finding it strong and regular. She placed the back of her hand against her cheek and felt warmth.


    Gradually, she calmed herself and decided the man had meant to shock her or make her leave him alone for a while. She could not be dead and still feeling…well, feeling anything for that matter. She had felt pain at the wound, she had felt heat and cold, and she still worried about whether anything could be done to save her father.


    No corpse could worry, Ilarra told herself, smiling at the comical idea that she was dead. The humor allowed her to relax, though she continued to stay awake, listening to her own breathing and heartbeat. Eventually, even that faded away and Ilarra stayed on the cold floor, staring at the ceiling and wondering if she had the confidence to check her pulse again.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Altis”


    


    “Have you got a good view of him?” Greth asked, squinting down the arrow he kept notched on his bow, drawn and ready to fire. “There’s a bush between me and him.”


    Raeln lined up his own shot, looking down the simple arrow Greth had taught him to make days earlier. The human walked down the path while Raeln’s arrow followed just ahead of him, accounting for movement in his shot. The man was oblivious to the two wolf wildlings half-buried in the brush on a hillside less than a hundred feet from the main gate of Altis.


    “I can hit him,” replied Raeln, leading his target. “Not for long, though. Tell me if you want me to take the shot.”


    The human had walked out of Altis minutes earlier, surprising them both as they had snuck up on the undead guarding the gate. He had the black robes Raeln had come to accept as a clear sign he was one of the Turessians, but when he had petted one of the ghouls that patrolled the gate area, he had dismissed any doubts. Turessian or not, the man was twisted.


    “Wait,” Greth advised, still keeping his own arrow ready. “I want to know what he’s up to and who he is.”


    Raeln held his bow drawn, keeping it as steady as he could while the man paced back and forth. The thick wood used for the bow made his arm ache quickly, but he had learned to ignore simple pains after two months following Greth around the Altisian countryside, trying to find any weakness in their defenses. He could wait a long time, if Greth needed him to. Patience was always one of his virtues and it served him well in situations like this.


    The robed human below looked around at the mountains, clearly not seeing Raeln and Greth hiding in the thick brush at the base of the trees that surrounded the city’s main road.


    “Wait for a sure shot,” Greth warned him in a whisper. “If you can’t hit him in the chest, don’t bother. Even then, if he’s one of them…”


    Raeln nodded in acknowledgement that firing at a Turessian would be a waste of their time and continued to hold. Thankfully, as close as they were, he had a slim chance of missing the man. He would wait as long as he needed to, if it ensured a perfect shot.


    The human down the hillside from Raeln searched the woods again and his head paused near where they lay, but a second later, his attention shifted to something coming up the road. If he had seen them, he did not realize what he was looking at.


    “I’ve got something coming up the main road,” Greth said softly, shifting his position to aim his bow past a group of rocks that likely kept him from getting clear sight of the targets. He wound up leaning over Raeln to get an angle on the others. “The Turessian must be outside the walls to meet them. Hold your shot. If they’re not necromancers, we might be able to take them down instead.”


    Raeln watched from the corner of his eyes as a wagon came into range and headed straight for the robed Turessian. Raeln maintained his position and kept his weapon aimed at the Turessian, in case Greth changed his mind or the situation required an immediate decision to fire.


    “Raeln…” Greth whispered, lowering his weapon. “This got really weird.”


    To keep from having to move his whole body to see the approaching group, Raeln eased the bowstring back to a relaxed position, then moved just his head once the string and arrow were out of his way. The less he had to move, the less likely he was to be seen.


    What appeared to be a merchant wagon came trundling up the road, with three dwarves marching ahead of the long-haired ox that dragged their cart. The men were heavily armored and kept their hands on their undrawn weapons, even as one of them called out a polite greeting to the Turessian.


    “Greetings and welcome back to Altis,” replied the Turessian, bowing to the dwarves as they stopped about fifty feet from the gates. “Have you returned with good news?”


    Greth eased himself up alongside a tree and raised his bow, aiming at the lead dwarf.


    The dwarves who were not talking mostly ignored the Turessian, their eyes narrow as they watched the two ghouls beside the Turessian and the dozens of zombies and ghouls atop the wall. The men were clearly uncomfortable, but they did not seem surprised.


    “We got what you asked for,” the lead man announced, patting a large pouch at his side. “We need to finish discussing payment before you so much as see it.”


    The Turessian lowered his hood, revealing the same sharp tattoos around his eyes that Raeln had seen on Therec’s face back in Lantonne. His cool had faded almost instantly and he glared at the dwarf with a hatred Raeln expected to erupt into violence at any second.


    “I paid for you to retrieve it and I will give you the payment I promised if you are delivering,” he told the dwarves angrily. “Do not waste my time, merchant.”


    The dwarf unknotted the bag from his belt and held it out in front of him while his other hand remained on his sword’s hilt. The other two men were tensed, ready to draw when a signal was given. Raeln knew soldiers well enough to know these men expected to die and were prepared to go down fighting if they had the chance. There was a calm acceptance in their faces that was unmistakable even a ways off.


    “There were other merchants,” the dwarf continued, this time raising his voice so it carried clearly into the hills, as though he wanted others to hear. “My kin, some of them. They did not come back from your last search. I want to know where they are or see their remains.”


    “This was not part of the bargain…” shouted the Turessian, but the dwarf’s laughs cut him off.


    “No, it wasn’t. It is now, though. Cough ’em up or we walk out of here with your precious heirloom.”


    Greth lowered his weapon and gave Raeln a concerned stare. Shifting again, he reaimed at the Turessian. “Those three are going to get themselves killed,” he whispered to Raeln. “Get ready to cover them when fighting breaks out. When they start dying, we start running.”


    Raeln nodded and adjusted his aim, readying himself to draw and fire at one of the ghouls in hopes that he could slow it, should the need arise.


    The four people down on the road watched each other in silence for a minute or better. Finally, the Turessian broke the stillness by chuckling and stepping forward. “You know what the others were seeking,” he stated, gesturing broadly in the direction of the plains. “One specific tribal necklace stolen from my city and a staff of historical significance last seen near Lantonne. They not only failed, but brought me back a fake necklace in hopes of appeasing me. Do tell me you fared better in your search.”


    The dwarf eyed the bag he held and let out a long whistle. The men at his sides drew their weapons and a dwarven woman hidden in the wagon stood up, raising her hands toward the Turessian. A wizard, Raeln realized.


    “The deal’s off,” the lead dwarf announced, tossing the bag to the ground. “Tell me where I can find our dead and we’ll leave you and not return. You can have the bracelet if you don’t stand in our way.”


    Without any visual cue, dozens of dwarven corpses charged into the open gate area, flanking the Turessian. The bodies were mostly intact, though their pale skin and distant gazes left no doubt they were dead.


    “You do not set out terms,” the human explained, walking over to the nearest dwarven man, his jaw hung limply as he stood ready. Drawing a knife from his belt, the Turessian reached out and sliced off the dwarven corpse’s beard, dropping it into the mud at his feet. “Either run or collect your fallen,” he added, stepping behind the rows of dwarven zombies. “I will dishonor them one at a time until you pick your battles, merchant.”


    The spokesperson for the dwarves clenched his jaw and roared a call to battle as the Turessian cut off the braids of a dead woman.


    The dwarves never stood a chance. Raeln fired his first arrow as soon as the dwarves charged, knocking the closest ghoul off its feet. As it landed, the first dwarf died, not even having reached the zombies. It was their wizard that fell first, collapsing lifelessly atop the wagon.


    Raeln searched the road for what had gotten to the dwarves as they formed up in a circle around the wagon and their leader rushed to the fallen woman. It took him several seconds, but he spotted a silhouetted shape darting around near the trees, trying to approach one dwarf at a time rather than the whole group.


    “Greth…” Raeln said sharply, catching the man’s attention as he pointed, “…ghost.”


    Snarling angrily, Greth threw his bow back over his shoulder and shoved the arrow he held into his quiver. Turning and grabbing Raeln’s arm as he retreated, Greth told him, “We’re out of here. We can’t fight a ghost. Start running and we’ll double-back to…”


    A few feet behind the two of them on the hill stood another dwarf, hiding behind a large pine. He waved when they looked at him, then took off running into the woods, keeping one hand on a bag at his hip. Unlike the others, he was far less heavily armored and had the filthy look of one who had been crawling through the woods.


    Raeln turned back to the road below and saw all of the dwarves were lying on the ground with no visible wounds. The Turessian had come forward again and was rifling through the bag they had left in the road. A second later, the man’s furious scream echoed off the hills.


    “Decoy,” Greth thought out loud, nodding toward the dwarf that had run. “He has whatever the dead guy wanted. We catch him and we can deny them something they want badly.”


    Raeln did not need any other instructions. He took off at a dead run, trying to chase down the running dwarf with Greth flanking him to cut off any escape. Even with a head start, the dwarf had shorter legs and less experience in the difficult terrain of the mountains.


    The trail abruptly disappeared, the dwarf’s tracks vanishing into a rocky area that did not offer Raeln any clues. Dropping to his knees, he sniffed the stones in several spots, trying to find the scent.


    “You’re taking too long,” snapped Greth, running up beside him. Sniffing a few times, he pointed west. “He went that way.”


    They took off running again, this time with Greth several steps ahead as he followed his nose through the trees, across a small stream, and farther up into the mountains. They covered miles of ground, the dwarf always a little ahead of them, which was a shock to Raeln given the dwarf’s far shorter stride. Finally as the sun neared the mountains and the woods began to darken, Greth slowed them and motioned that they should watch for movement.


    Raeln parted from Greth, circling farther north to cut down on the chances of the dwarf getting past them and running again. He crept through the woods as quietly as he could and soon came on a nearly sheer drop-off that fell almost a hundred feet to a valley below. Knowing dwarf had not crossed, he turned west again and watched for the man to double back.


    Sounds of movement in the woods caught Raeln’s attention and he froze, listening for their source. It took him a moment to narrow down the direction, then realized it was coming from the same direction he had. Dropping low, he watched the woods for movement and soon saw a small group approaching, following his trail.


    The creatures following Raeln had once been human, but that was apparently a long time gone. The two leading the group, sniffing along the ground like animals, looked to have been humans, though their skin was thinned to near transparency and their clothing hung in rags. Behind them, a single mangled corpse walked along, following the ghouls doing the tracking, but the bloodied man’s remains never looked up or gave any indication of understanding. Why a Turessian would include the clumsy, mindless zombie among the others in trailing the dwarf or himself, he could not guess.


    Raeln waited at the edge of the hillside for some time, watching as the ghouls sniffed and snorted their way past him, heading farther into the woods. Once, one of the creatures looked his way, snarling to expose broken teeth caked with dried blood, but then they continued away from him.


    Not willing to risk being found by the undead, Raeln remained hidden for another minute after he could no longer smell them, then got up and started back toward where he had last seen Greth. He had gone no more than twenty feet before the dwarf he had been hunting came running from the trees straight toward him.


    “They’re right behind me!” shouted the man, his short legs pumping with endurance borne of panic. “Run!”


    Raeln had only a second to turn toward the man before the two ghouls burst from the denser woods, running on all fours. The creatures gained on the dwarf quickly and Raeln could see they would have him before he could reach the next section of heavy tree cover.


    Deciding saving a stranger was worth the risk—especially one who might know more about the happenings in Altis—Raeln began running straight toward the ghouls, passing the dwarf.


    The ghouls parted and tried to make their way around Raeln, their eyes never leaving the dwarf. As they neared him, one ghoul turned and charged at Raeln while the other circled wide in an effort to keep on the fleeing dwarf.


    Raeln dove sideways, catching the leg of the ghoul that had tried to get past him. Tumbling, he yanked the creature off its feet and used his momentum to throw it back the way it had come, hissing and spitting as it tumbled across the stones and grass.


    The second ghoul seemed surprised that its fellow undead had not kept going and looked around in confusion, its sunken eyes darting between Raeln, the dwarf, and the ghoul that was trying to right itself.


    Before the nearer ghoul could formulate a new plan, Raeln punched it in the side of the head, knocking it to the ground. He rolled onto its back with his knee between its shoulders, hooking his hands under its jaw. He braced himself and pulled, snapping the creature’s neck. It continued to snarl and watch him, but could no longer move its arms and legs.


    By then, the ghoul Raeln had thrown was back on its feet and rushing him, the dwarf forgotten. Raeln waited near the remains of the first undead, then caught the second ghoul as it leapt, using his longer arms to keep its hands and teeth off of his neck and face. Grabbing its wrists to keep it from clawing his arms, Raeln began kicking the creature’s side as hard as he could, breaking bones after several impacts. Still, the creature fought on, flailing and thrashing as it tried desperately to get its teeth into him.


    Struggling to keep the undead at bay, Raeln saw Greth emerge from the woods nearby. The man looked to Raeln, who gave a jerk of his head toward where the dwarf had gone. Nodding but appearing concerned, Greth took off that direction.


    A sharp sting on Raeln’s left arm warned him the ghoul had nearly pulled free of his grip. The creature’s bloodied and broken fingers had raked his flesh, leaving two shallow cuts on his forearm that burned like he had gotten too close to a fire. Slowly, his strength began to fade in that arm as his muscles went numb.


    Raeln knew he had to kill the creature fast or it would soon be able to free itself and tear him apart. Kicking straight at the ghoul’s midsection, Raeln sent the undead flying back several feet. It landed on its feet and charged at him again, trying to get back into the fray before he could recover.


    Raeln drew his knife, brought with him from Lantonne, and ducked the ghoul’s first wild swing. Sweeping the blade across the creature’s midsection, he spun out from under the ghoul as it collapsed, screeching as its guts fell from its opened stomach.


    The undead stumbled about, trying to hold in its blackened intestines, Raeln and the dwarf forgotten in its animal-like single-minded panic. While it stared at its wound, Raeln came up alongside the ghoul and drove his dagger as hard as he could into the top of its head, killing it instantly.


    A furious roar behind Raeln warned him he was not done yet, and he tucked his nearly numb left arm to his stomach to keep it out of the way if he had to fight again. Whatever filth was in the ghoul’s claws continued to burn up past his shoulder, making it difficult to move the arm at all, let alone effectively.


    Turning with his arm cradled to his body, Raeln found the dwarf was back and running straight toward him. Behind the short man was the zombie, its eyes wide with rage as it lumbered after the dwarf. Farther back among the trees, Greth lie prone on the ground, trying to get back to his feet with a hand to his head where a small amount of blood stood out against his fur.


    Raeln tried to get between the dwarf and the running zombie, but the undead reached the dwarf first, grabbing him by the back of his tunic. As the dwarf lost his forward momentum, he threw the bag Raeln had seen earlier at his side, the canvas sack letting out a metallic ring as it hit the rocks near Raeln’s feet. He ignored it, trying to reach the zombie as it pulled the screaming man to the ground.


    Raeln reached the dwarf and undead as the undead began pounding on the dwarf with unbelievable fury, its fists cracking the man’s ribs and easily knocking aside his attempts to shield himself with his arms. Grabbing at the zombie, Raeln was knocked over backwards by the force of the creature’s flailing attacks. It ignored him completely, growling loudly as it beat the dwarf unconscious.


    Rolling back onto his feet, Raeln drove his elbow as hard as he could into the back of the zombie, hoping to at least draw its attention. The creature barely stumbled, but continued its brutal attack, spraying blood in all directions as the dwarf stopped resisting.


    Raeln continued beating on the zombie as best he could, breaking one of its legs, kicking at its body, anything he could think of to cripple it. Still, the creature kept up the savage beating of the dwarf until the man was unrecognizable as anything more than a bloody mess of raw meat. Without warning, the zombie turned and looked at Raeln, the anger it had focused on the dwarf redirecting to him.


    The zombie’s first swing came down on Raeln’s shoulder, dropping him to his knees with the immense force behind the blow. Before he could recover his balance, the undead struck him again, making him stagger backwards to keep from falling. He had seen what had happened to the dwarf once he was prone and Raeln was willing to take the painful blows as long as he had to if it kept him upright. He knew he could not take many more of the zombie’s strong swings, but every second he could buy himself might give him a chance to escape.


    Ducking and sidestepping as best he could as the zombie tried to grab him and continued beating at his good arm when he had to block, Raeln kept stumbling backwards. He could barely find a moment to look around and get his bearings between the creature’s attacks, but when he did, he spotted Greth running toward him. A second later as he stepped back again, his foot descended and found no solid ground to rest on. Tumbling backwards, Raeln realized he was falling off the steep lip of the mountainside and the zombie was mindlessly pushing him on, heedless of any risk to itself as it went over with him.


    Raeln tried to reach out and grab for anything that might keep him from falling, but his left arm fell limply to his side and his right was immediately caught by the zombie. He fell, tumbling head over feet down the steep slope. A second later, he slammed into a stone outcropping, bringing his fall to an abrupt stop. The zombie continued to bounce off the dirt and stone of the slope to fall hundreds of feet to the trees below.


    Gasping and trying to remind himself he was lucky to be alive despite how his ribs felt, Raeln pulled himself onto the stone protruding from the side of the nearly sheer side of the mountain. He sat there for a minute, catching his breath through the pain.


    Once Raeln was sure his ribs were not too badly injured and likely not broken, he tested his left arm to see if it might support his weight enough to climb back up the slope. He could move the fingers and had some sensation returning, but it would not be strong enough to trust just yet. He would have to do his best without relying on that arm.


    Raeln stood up on the small perch and eyed the space between himself and the top. It was a short distance, no more than ten feet above his head, but with one numb and weak arm and the other bruised and aching, it could well have been a hundred feet.


    Taking a steadying breath, Raeln dug his claws into the packed dirt and stones of the hillside, hoping the slightly less-than-vertical surface might help keep him from sliding. His claws had grown out in the time out in the wilds, but they were still not made for scaling mountainsides. He braced himself, then pulled his body up a foot or so, using the claws on his feet to cling to the slope and keep from falling. He repeated this process over and over, pulling himself a short distance, before holding his position with his feet. At last, when he reached up to drag himself upward, his hand came over the lip of the slope and he began the slow effort of wiggling up over the edge without losing his grip and falling all the way back down.


    Raeln finally got the majority of his body up onto the level ground at the top of the slope, flopping onto the grass there and panting. Looking up, he saw Greth sitting on the ground nearby, staring at him with an expression torn between horror and wordless amazement.


    “I’m not dead yet, but that was close,” Raeln admitted, kicking his legs up onto the flat ground. “You have to put up with me a little longer.”


    That seemed to snap Greth out of whatever he was thinking, and the man ran over and pulled Raeln up into a powerful hug. He clung there a long time, then released Raeln and pressed his muzzle against Raeln’s.


    “Greth?” asked Raeln, pulling his head away. That gesture was how he had always seen wildlings show affection, similar to how humans and elves kissed. “What was that about?”


    Laughing and shaking his head, Greth got up and stumbled away. “Thought I lost you,” he said, wiping at his eyes. “My whole pack is gone, my friends are dead. I didn’t want to bury you, too.”


    Raeln wanted to ask questions he was fairly sure he would not like the answers to, so instead he looked to the bloody mess that had been the dwarf. “Is he alive?”


    Greth laughed openly. “I can’t even tell if he’s right-side out, Raeln. His weapons look to be alright, but everything else about or on him is crushed. Whatever that thing was, it wasn’t like the regular zombies we’ve been dealing with as city patrols.”


    Raeln could not bring himself to go and look at the dwarf’s remains, and Greth wandered off to the edge of the tree line with his face covered. Greth seemed to be dealing with something and Raeln was too tired to question him about it. Instead, Raeln thought back to the fight, realizing the man had thrown the bag at him.


    Searching the ground, Raeln found the small bag he had forgotten in the fight with the undead. Limping over to it, he picked it up and peeked inside, wondering what could have been so important the man had been more concerned with throwing it to a stranger than drawing his weapons to try and defend himself.


    The contents of the bag were fairly unremarkable, at least to Raeln. He saw several folded pieces of parchment and a silver bracelet that might have been elven, given the style, though it looked to be worth little more than the metals it was made of. Certainly, nothing in there seemed worth risking oneself.


    Raeln took out the bracelet and slid it over his wrist while he dug out the parchment pieces. He had no intention of keeping the bag, so he wanted to carry what he found as easily as possible. The dim sunlight flickered off some kind of engravings on the metal, but he had little concern for that.


    After pulling out the parchments, Raeln realized he had one stack of bound sheets that looked to be fairly new, as well as a single sheet of folded parchment that was dry and cracking with age.


    “What’ve you got?” asked Greth, coming over. He refused to look directly at Raeln, instead keeping his eyes on the parchments. Raeln swore he saw tears in the man’s facial fur. “Nice jewelry…not your style, though.”


    Raeln snorted and untied the bundle of parchments. When he opened them up, he discovered that they were maps of the mountains, with Altis clearly marked, along with all of the major roads that served the city. Though the maps were made in a dark ink, smudges had been scribbled onto them with charcoal or dirt in many spots on every page.


    “Troop movements,” Greth explained, apparently noticing Raeln’s confusion. “We stole a lot of those from Altis over the years. The dwarves were tracking where the Altisian army’s been going. Lantonne will want that information.”


    Raeln went to remove the bracelet to show Greth. He tried to pop the clasp on the ornamentation and found it was stuck. He could not budge the piece of jewelry.


    “We need to get going,” Greth advised Raeln once Raeln began following, giving up on the bracelet for the moment. “If any more of them are out here, they’ll start hunting us. We have to go farther out to avoid being found. Sorry, that’ll delay you getting back to Lantonne again.”


    Raeln looked up at the nearly melted snow on the highest peaks and laughed. He had already been gone months, what was another few days? Ilarra could certainly take care of herself, and what he was doing out in the mountains had the potential to be far more important than babysitting his sister. Besides, Greth was good company and would always find another excuse to keep them out there, as he had each time they had the opportunity to return to Lantonne.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “A Path Chosen”


    


    With all I have taught you, I still see anger and malice in the eyes of so many, including members of my own family. Trust in wisdom, not violence, to find an answer. When all else fails, use your might to crush those who will not stand down, but only when no amount of reason will calm your foes. We must never be the aggressors again, or history will remember us as conquerors rather than scholars.


    To ensure this, the empire is to be dissolved. My wife will take the mantle of leadership among our own and help those lands we once held begin to grow and thrive without us. It is my hope that she will do what I could not and lead all of our people into an age of peace with our neighbors.


    Though my wife’s temper is far worse than mine ever was, she understands the importance of peace and will put this forward as the greatest ideal of our people.


    


    
      - Later writings of Turess, now considered heretical by the Turessian council. Some historians consider this to be a forgery created by a rebellious slave for the purposes of lessening Turess’s image to later generations.

    


    


    Warm sunlight poured over Ilarra as she sat in the middle of the fields at midday, enjoying the bright cloudless summer day. Weeds and corn stood tall around her, but she had pushed them aside enough that she was kept out of their shade. Growing up, she had tried to avoid direct sunlight—a small curse of elven heritage, she burned horribly, which was why most of the elven towns were built in sheltered areas such as woods—but the warmth was a welcome change, regardless of whether it might make her skin red and sore later.


    Nenophar had kept her underground in the dank cave that seemed to be his home for days or weeks—how long, she could not be sure, though the weather had turned from the cool and wet spring to a dry and hot summer—teaching her to listen to the whispers in her mind only when she needed their magic or knowledge. He had shown her how to suppress them the rest of the time, pushing back their demands to make her head a quieter place, as it had been before she had begun to change. The efforts on her part helped ease the strain on Nenophar and allowed him to do more teaching and less quiet staring.


    Aside from the isolation, it was the time passing that bothered Ilarra most. Nenophar claimed that her condition kept her from feeling time the way she once had. Judging by the change in seasons, she had to agree that she had somehow overlooked weeks or more.


    When Nenophar had finally allowed her back into daylight, Ilarra had been shocked to find out how much the weather had changed. She had figured on a week or two, judging by the amount of food and water she had needed and how often she had slept. But when she had come out of the cave, it felt like summer was well underway. She had not asked again about how much time passed. It apparently would be a surprise from time to time.


    “I don’t care what you say,” she continued, though Nenophar had not replied in an hour of her one-sided conversation. “My heart still beats and I can feel the sun burning my skin. There is no way I could have survived without eating or sleeping for weeks at a time. You did something to make me forget or sleep through part of the time.”


    Nenophar snorted and said nothing, twirling a leaf by its stalk in his hand and watching it with far more interest than he was giving what she said to him. Whatever was on his mind made Ilarra nervous to see him so distracted. He had been quiet most of the time she had known him, but rarely lost in his thoughts.


    Ilarra watched the sun slowly creep across the sky as she waited for the reason they had come to the abandoned farmhouse. Nenophar had told her this would be the last test he had planned for her, but had not explained the details or even what he meant by a test. That left her bored and wishing a cloud or two would pass overhead to give her something to watch.


    “Are you sure this is the right place?” she asked, looking over at him expectantly. “You look like you’re waiting for something that hasn’t come.”


    “I am sure. This field was built over an old graveyard that was plowed under long ago. There would be about a hundred bodies in the ground beneath us.”


    Ilarra sat up straight and glared at Nenophar. “Why are we sitting in a graveyard…and exactly how do you know that?”


    Smiling, Nenophar crushed the leaf in his hand. Looking up at Ilarra, he answered, “Because I killed the people who are buried beneath us when they tried to make me leave my home, before coming to their senses and sending their leader to visit me and discuss our differences. That was centuries ago, but I believe this is the only grave site in this region, which means it is precisely where we need to be.”


    A not-so-distant cry of a startled bird made Ilarra jump and she looked toward the northwest for what had scared it. While sitting down in the corn field, she could see nothing but the stalks.


    “Do whatever you must,” Nenophar told her, brushing dirt off his pants as he stood up. “Today, you will not be fighting anything alone. Make your decisions as you see fit.”


    Ilarra got up slowly, trying to keep her head from poking up too far above the corn but wanting to see what was coming. As soon as she did, she regretted looking.


    Spread across the plains beyond the weed-entangled crops that grew haphazardly around where she stood, dozens of shambling corpses marched toward her. They were spread wide across the flat ground, their slow pace gradually closing them in around the fields. Ilarra would be trapped within a minute or two, and already any attempt to run would be easily seen by the zombies. She could probably outrun them, assuming what she saw was all of them.


    “Are you insane?” Ilarra demanded at little more than an angry whisper, dropping low in the field to keep from being seen. “There are thirty or more of them! You showed me the magic to stop or control one, but this is suicide!”


    Nenophar nodded and peeked through the crops. “Hold back nothing, Ilarra. This is a test for us both. There is a Turessian with that group that is among their oldest and strongest.”


    Ilarra poked her head back out to look at the undead. They had almost circled the field, but she could not see anything more than mangled corpses in all directions.


    “I don’t see a Turessian. Are you sure?”


    He pointed off to the right and nodded, looking grim.


    “Get us out of here!” Ilarra hissed at him, lowering her voice even more.


    Lifting his head slightly to peek through the stalks, Nenophar ducked back down and pointed toward where he had indicated the Turessian to be, then at himself. He pointed at Ilarra next and toward the west. “Now.”


    Silently, Ilarra mouthed an obscenity at Nenophar, but he gave her a quizzical stare as though he did not understand. She wished they were somewhere she could be free to kick him in the shin, but the undead were far too close to risk it. Whether Ilarra liked it or not, she had to act soon.


    Turning on her heel, Ilarra went the direction Nenophar had indicated, cautiously making her way through the corn stalks until she neared the edge of the field. Beyond the last few rows of corn, she could see a tight ring of zombies standing watch with their backs toward her.


    Ilarra raised a hand toward the nearest zombie, ready to channel the magic necessary to force it to obey her, when a woman’s clear voice off to her right startled her.


    “Dear child, I do know you are in there. You may be able to hide your mind from us at a distance, but you are much too close for that. Show yourself so we can discuss this like civilized folk. We are not all monsters, I assure you. Come out and speak with me.”


    Freezing momentarily, Ilarra peeked over the rows of corn and saw a woman in a long cloak and deep hood standing not far off, staring straight toward her. From what Ilarra could see under the woman’s cloak, she was dressed in simple leather riding clothing like many travelers from farther east. The woman was unarmed, but Ilarra knew that was no assurance of safety. Despite the shade the woman’s cloak gave her, Ilarra could see the dark lines of tattoos around her eyes.


    “Come out now or I will burn the field to flush you out,” the woman added, sounding as though her patience was growing thin. “I will not come in after you, if that was your ambush plan.”


    Fighting to keep herself calm, Ilarra looked back toward where Nenophar had been hiding to see what he intended. The man was gone, leaving her with few options of her own. Taking a deep breath to steady her shaking hands, she stood upright and walked out of the field, trying to stay out of the reach of the zombies, though they seemed entirely unconcerned with her. One of the zombies turned enough to watch her with unfocused eyes, but none made any aggressive movements.


    “Good girl,” said the Turessian woman pleasantly, clapping her gloved hands softly. “Come over here. It is not too often I encounter someone worthy of having a conversation with. Never mind the hired help—they were filthy creatures in life and are no better now, but they will not harm you.”


    That comment struck something in Ilarra, and she began looking over the undead nearby, something she rarely had any desire to do in the past. Unlike previous groups of the dead she had seen the Turessians use, these were entirely non-human and non-elven. The vast majority appeared to be orcs, with several wildlings and dwarves mixed in. In that moment, Ilarra realized the Turessians were not all puppets; they had their own objectives and habits that set them apart from their master, even if their overall goals meshed. This particular woman had more of a dislike for the races she had raised as undead than the average Turessian.


    Once Ilarra had come within a few feet, the woman pulled down her hood. As she did, Ilarra caught a brief glimpse of dried and dead flesh hanging loosely over the woman’s skull, her desiccated lips curled away from her mouth, her sunken eyes white. Veins that were nearly black ran across the woman’s neck and a spattering of dried hair covered her cracked scalp. Dozens of other faces flickered across Ilarra’s sight, something Nenophar had told her was an indication of the Turessian ability to draw knowledge and power from one another.


    The sunlight hit the woman’s face and it instantly returned to the look of a middle-aged human woman. Bright red lips and smooth pale skin gave no hint of the horror Ilarra had just seen a second before. Even the woman’s eyes were clear and bright and a long mane of chestnut brown hair fell over her shoulders. In both appearances, the sharp-edged tattoos ran in a half-circle that began nearly between her eyebrows and came around her eyes and down to her cheekbones on both sides.


    At first Ilarra stared at the tattoos, as she had when she had first seen Therec’s similar ones. Then, like the knowledge that came to her about magic and other topics, a rush of understanding filled the back of her mind, dragged from some anonymous source she had no desire to put a name behind.


    “Your clan is Akrast,” Ilarra said without thinking, knowing she was right even before the woman’s eyes widened slightly. “A preserver, tasked with keeping the ancestors’ remains looking dignified. You were honored twice for saving important people through wisdom in battle. Once, you were a highly respected woman both in your clan and the early council. Your brother held rank, as well. If memory serves, you would be Liris.”


    “And you are not nearly as ignorant of what we are as Dorralt had feared,” she answered, smiling warmly. “From what he told me, I half-expected to find a child who could barely fathom the magic she had been given. If you can read Turessian script, you are not a total loss. I may be able to work with you yet and show you why you were brought in. I see a wildling beside you, but he is not here…whatever magic that is needs to be dealt with, but that is a matter for another time.”


    Ilarra eyed the markings a little longer and thought on the gruesome monstrous face she had seen briefly and realized it was probably the woman’s true form after being dead so long. Nenophar had said anything she believed about her own body became its reality as a way to ignore pain and injury, but what she had just seen was the woman letting down her concentration for just a second, allowing her body to return to its actual appearance. What Ilarra now saw was likely how the woman remembered herself in life, however long ago that had been. Ilarra’s guts knotted painfully and she tried not to let herself wonder too long about herself.


    Contemplating a flurry of information that came to mind unbidden, Ilarra said, “A preserver is to maintain the bodies of the dead so that they can be a silent reminder of those who have left us. Why would you allow yourself to become…this? Leading the ancestors of others is a direct affront to the oaths you took.”


    The smile dropped sharply from Liris’ face.


    “Unlike you, I chose this path during our second civil war,” she snapped at Ilarra, putting her hands on her hips as she took a step closer. “Dorralt came to me and offered me a way to restore our people to their rightful place in the world. I chose to aid our people, rather than hinder them.You should have been indoctrinated before becoming one of us, but these days we cannot be as choosy. Perhaps once Dorralt has spent some time working on you, he will exert the same control he has over all the more stubborn ones. If it was left to me, I would have smothered you in your bed before allowing you into our numbers, but with things as they are, you are my sister. I will treat you as we would any of our untrained children.”


    Ilarra backed away as the woman took a step toward her.


    The woman seemed to notice Ilarra’s discomfort for the first time and stopped walking, raising her hands as though surrendering before taking a step farther away. “I apologize, child…Ilarra, I believe you were called. It has been hundreds of years since I became what we are now—I have forgotten how difficult the transition can be and how frightened you must be. I honestly mean you no harm. Unlike Dorralt, I would rather talk through your concerns than force anything on you. His way is to control your body until your mind follows, but I prefer people to want to help us.”


    Raising her hand toward the woman, Ilarra tried her best to look like the regal wizard she had dreamt of being, declaring loudly, “Stay back or…”


    “Or what?” the woman asked in a motherly tone, smiling warmly. “I have hundreds of years of practice being one of the undying, whereas you have…what…a year, if that? A fire cannot burn itself. Remember that before you attempt to use our communal powers against me. If you wish, please try, but do not be disappointed when you fail.”


    Nervously backing toward the corn field, Ilarra lowered her arm and began looking for a direction she could run. “Why are you doing this?” she asked the woman, and stopped retreating when she realized the zombies were shifting their positions to cut her off.


    “Why am I speaking to you like a sister or why am I gathering troops to march on Lantonne?”


    Ilarra looked back to the Turessian woman a little surprised. “To be fair…either.”


    The woman smirked at Ilarra, then smoothed her cloak and sat down on the ground. Patting a spot near her, she waited for Ilarra to do the same.


    “I will not bite you, child, and neither will my servants. Sit and hear my side of things. I am certain whoever is guiding you has been less than kind to our people in his or her explanation of these things.”


    “Your people,” Ilarra noted, but Liris just patted the ground again.


    Cautiously, Ilarra came over a little closer, sitting down well outside the woman’s reach.


    “Let me tell you a story,” began the woman, brushing dirt off of her cloak with her gloved hands. Once she seemed satisfied she could not get any more off of it, she went on, “Our master…”


    “Dorralt,” Ilarra noted.


    “Master,” the woman repeated, giving Ilarra a sharp glare, “was unhappy to see his empire fall during his younger years. Those who were unworthy rose to take what was not theirs, driving him off while they laid claim to our cities. The people entrusted with guiding our people were cowards, unwilling to stand up for what we had built. They hid, while the world moved on, forgetting anything more than legends about us.


    “Dorralt gathered an army and tried to hold the empire together, but he failed. I can hear him complaining in my head, but that remains the truth. Thousands died in the attempt by him and his fifty generals to maintain the empire. We lost most of our lands as the cowards that led Turessi retreated from our outlying lands. One realm after another fell back to the barbarians that we had once controlled.


    “What would you do if your home, left so long abandoned, now was found to be filled by those who should be serving you? I doubt many would be gracious upon their return. Dorralt is no different. He comes to take what belongs to him, and if he meets resistance, he uses force. Some of his newer generals are less kind and resort to violence first, but that is not something he requires of us.”


    Ilarra thought a while on that while Liris watched her patiently. “You’ve come here to fight a war against Lantonne?”


    “Me personally? No. My duties are more focused on finding and eliminating certain threats. Some would lump you and whoever has been leading you around into that category, but I would not.”


    “You think these are your lands?” Ilarra asked, and the woman nodded. “Did you ever hold them during your lifetime?”


    “No, but our master…”


    “Your master cheated death and is trying to take back something he hasn’t had in hundreds of years. How can you take that out on the people living here? We weren’t even alive when the lands changed hands, if that’s even true,” countered Ilarra, shaking her head. “After this long, your master is no better than any other invader.”


    The woman scowled at Ilarra and snapped, “Do you have any idea how childish you sound? Kings do not give up their claim on their lands simply because time has passed. Dorralt owns these lands and will clear out those who squat on them, using cities his generation built.”


    “Then why the undead?” asked Ilarra, gesturing toward the nearest zombie. “Come here yourselves and fight. Using our dead against us is cowardly.”


    “That I do not argue,” the woman answered with a sheepish smile. “Dorralt’s generals…his friends…were lost in that first war. He never found out what happened to their remains. Since then, he has decided not to allow those he wishes to stand beside him in glory to die—us, I might add—fighting another war in his name. That is why he gives us immortality, to serve at his side for all time while the corpses of those who have wronged us fight in our places. We are the nobility of a new Turessian empire and Dorralt is our new father, choosing his family from those who he would otherwise destroy.”


    Standing back up, Ilarra told the woman, “I will not serve a monster that would do this to people he pretends to care for. If that means you have to kill me…”


    Laughing lightly, the woman shook her head. “No, child, I do not intend to kill you. Dorralt would break your stubborn streak, but I prefer to show the young where they are wrong so they understand we are not the enemy. You call us monsters, but yet your spirit is tied to a beast and you travel with that.”


    Ilarra paused, trying to figure out what the woman meant, then noticed Nenophar had appeared near the outskirts of the undead force.


    Slowly, the Turessian looked his way, smiling coolly at him. “Do you even know what you have brought out here?” she asked Ilarra, getting up to face Nenophar at Ilarra’s side. “Can you see through his illusions? I cannot identify him, but I can see he is hiding his true appearance from us and have my suspicions. Sadly, he is preventing me from asking Dorralt for more information.”


    Ilarra’s head began to ache as she watched Nenophar. In desperation, she looked to the Turessian woman, seeing that face-upon-face appearance she had seen briefly when facing her father. Putting a hand to her head, she turned her attention back to Nenophar.


    The man remained still, calmly watching the women. To Ilarra, his entire appearance wavered and blurred as it had in the cave when he had been exhausted. Flickers of magical auras caught her eyes and a sense of something being hidden in plain sight evaded her attempts to see it directly. Somehow being near Liris gave Ilarra more strength to see past his magic, though it still was not enough.


    “I will offer you this,” Liris told Ilarra, leaning close like an old friend whispering secrets. “Help me capture him and I can ensure your freedom. You and your family may either live in peace within these lands or leave as you see fit. Dorralt will forgive your resistance if that man is stopped.”


    “My whole family?” Ilarra asked skeptically, but the woman looked truly sincere. “Your people already killed my family. All except my brother and he’s the one you’ve called a beast..”


    Liris smiled and gave Ilarra a pitying glance. “Take your brother and go south. I will not pursue him there. If you take him north or remain here, I will kill him and all those like him.”


    “He’s not the only wildling that has helped me…”


    “He has done nothing of the sort,” Liris answered Ilarra. “He and his kind bide their time before they betray or kill us. They are animals and should be carefully watched. I have kept them as servants in the past, so please trust that I know what I am talking about, Ilarra. The creature that stands over there is something else and we need to chase him off or kill him or you will never be free.


    “Call out for the dead to serve you and they will aid you in fighting him. You do not have to trust me or do this alone, Ilarra. I put you in control over this situation. Raise an army and we can do away with your shackles. You will not need Dorralt, your wildling, or this creature having control over you.”


    Turning back toward the group of waiting corpses, Ilarra struggled with wondering whether she should even try. She had not decided if she would trust Nenophar or Liris, but knowing if she could actually control the walking dead might be useful information.


    “Undead,” she called out, trying not to sound scared of what might come of her words, “surround that man.”


    Every one of the zombies lurched into motion, stumbling toward Nenophar as a group. As they went, Nenophar calmly watched them circle him, remaining still as the zombies came to a stop all around him. The tight circle of corpses gave him only a few feet of open space and no clear escape, though Ilarra guessed if he really wanted to get away he could find a way.


    Ilarra walked toward Nenophar, the Turessian following a few steps behind her. When she reached the line of waiting zombies, the group parted to let her through, then closed ranks behind her.


    “This is how the thread ends,” Nenophar said seemingly to himself as Ilarra approached. “The prophecies were unclear. I had feared it would come down to my strength against yours. It appears I was justified. The prophecies spoke of your death and mine. I had not believed them entirely connected.”


    Swallowing nervously, Ilarra looked back at Liris.


    The woman nodded reassuringly. “We do not need to kill him,” she told Ilarra. “I would not ask you to murder someone you believed was your friend. Until we know what he is hiding, we cannot trust him, though. I will aid you in confining him.”


    Nenophar finally looked Ilarra in the eyes. “This creature is wrong, Ilarra. Death is the only outcome of this situation. One or more of the three of us will die here and I know what the result of each death might be. Decide your own fate, and I will take the actions I must.”


    Liris touched Ilarra’s arm and nodded toward Nenophar. “There will be no death unless he brings it,” the woman noted. “You have my word as a preserver. He is not one I am hunting.”


    Ilarra watched Nenophar for any reaction, any indication at all what his thoughts or intentions were. He gave her nothing, studying her in much the same way with an utter calm that somewhat unnerved her. Deep down, she knew she could only trust Nenophar as far as he would let her, always hiding information from her. By contrast, the Turessian was being more forthcoming than Nenophar had ever been and seemed to genuinely want to help, even if she did work for the man that had done this to Ilarra.


    Then, Ilarra’s eyes fell on the undead around them. Once proud and powerful orcs stood drooling on themselves, their shoulders slouched and eyes staring blankly at the ground. Wildlings of several breeds looked to have been dragged through mud and filth, their fur matted with dried blood and gore.


    “Why do Turessians hate wildlings and orcs so much?” Ilarra asked, staring at a wolf that resembled Raeln a little too much for comfort.


    “Some betrayals cannot be forgiven easily. We must protect ourselves from the barbarians who would destroy us, even if these were not the ones that did or meant to wrong us,” replied Liris, giving the undead a sad glance, as though she truly felt sorry for them. “That was why your village was targeted…your alliance with wildlings could not continue.”


    Ilarra’s attention snapped to the woman and she realized her mind had been made up for her. She searched her memories—even those vague memories from others’ lives—trying to find anything that might kill someone like her. Hundreds of spells swept through her thoughts, but most she could not be sure would even work against a Turessian more powerful than Ilarra.


    “Undead,” Ilarra announced, eliciting a momentary smirk from the Turessian, “attack her!”


    The group of zombies rushed at the Turessian, who hesitated out of surprise. She tried to raise her arms to begin casting a spell, but every corpse that could reach her began clawing at her arms and back, trying to drag her down but managing only to interrupt her attempts at magic.


    “Stop!” the woman shouted and every zombie froze where it was.


    Ilarra took the brief moment she had available and began forming the symbols in her mind to unleash spell after spell at the woman. Flames and ice exploded in front of her, but Ilarra kept her eyes half-closed, trying to maintain her concentration so she could go from one spell to the next without pause.


    Weariness began to creep up on Ilarra as the magic slowed, her breathing becoming labored. She stopped casting to catch her breath, and stumbled backwards as she opened her eyes and wiped at sweat that ran down her forehead. In shock, she realized that blood, not sweat, was leaking from her scalp and near her ears.


    “You try too hard,” Liris said, throwing aside one of the zombies and standing back up, her clothing steaming and wet. She looked as though nothing more than a rainstorm had hit her. The zombies stood eerily still, waiting for new orders, though many had been burned or knocked down by Ilarra’s magic. “Child, you force my hand. Perhaps this is for the best. I will not need to hunt down your wildling if he dies with you.”


    Suddenly, Nenophar was between Ilarra and the Turessian, using his body to block the woman’s first spell. Lightning crackled around him, then faded away as he grabbed Liris and ripped her head from her body. Kicking the body aside, he dropped the head at Ilarra’s feet and turned to face her.


    “She will mend,” he told Ilarra, nudging the head with his boot. “What of us while she does? What is your decision? Fighting her does not mean you will follow me or trust me. Either we are allies or we are enemies, Ilarra. What I know of the consequences to the fabric of the world prevents me from choosing otherwise.”


    Ilarra backed away from Nenophar, trying to buy herself time to think what she could do. She honestly did not trust him, but she saw few options. Her eyes kept darting back to the disembodied head at his feet. The man was dangerous beyond words…but so was she, if what she had seen of the Turessians was any indication.


    Her attention went next to the undead, still waiting for orders all around Nenophar. She could easily command them to attack him, buying seconds for her to flee. It was tempting, but she knew it was not what she wanted to do.


    “Undead…die,” she ordered, getting a slight rise of Nenophar’s eyebrow.


    The zombies let out a raspy breath in unison and fell over. Almost immediately, their bodies began to fall apart, the gaping wounds held together only by the magical forces that animated them suddenly opening wider. Even the faint feeling of the zombies being “creepy,” as Ilarra put it in her own mind—a reflection of the dark magic required to make it continue walking around—had faded to no more than one might expect of any other corpse.


    Looking down at the bodies around him, Nenophar told her, “This changes nothing. The prophecies spoken to me say the order of our deaths determines a great many events and sets the fate of my people. Will you kill me or will I kill you?”


    “Your people?” she asked nervously. “Nenophar, I’m not going to hurt you or your people. I’d hope you felt the same…”


    Before Ilarra could react, Nenophar was on her, his hands clamped onto her neck with incredible force. He hoisted her off the ground and tightened his grip until she could feel the bones in her neck popping and shifting.


    “If you join with the Turessians, all of my kind die,” he roared at her, a raw hatred burning in his eyes. “Their lives will be forced onto the fabric, and one by one, they will be killed and used against the nations of mortal people.


    “If I kill you, I can save my own life, Ilarra. I remain immortal and will escape the Turessians. I had to know if you would work with them, and you have considered it.”


    Gasping to get air through her crushed throat, Ilarra wheezed, “I didn’t…join them. Does…killing me…save your…people?”


    Abruptly, Nenophar dropped her at his feet. “No, it doesn’t,” he told her, hanging his head. “Neither your death or mine changes that outcome. That was what I was told, but we are both outside the fabric…I cannot see it for myself. Even if we do not kill one another, the order of our deaths sets those events in motion. My mother and the others have chosen to disbelieve, but I see one element after another of the prophecies coming true.”


    “Then don’t kill me and I won’t kill you,” she croaked through the bruising of her throat as she scooted a little farther from Nenophar, lest he change his mind. “We work together. No one dies because neither of us is mortal. What happens then?”


    Closing his eyes, Nenophar answered, “Then thousands more will die. There is no good solution. Every direction I turn, the prophecy entraps me. If we help one another and attempt to cheat the prophecy I was given, eventually your brother will die of old age and you will turn on me anyway. You falling to the Turessians dooms him, him dying dooms you, and your death signals one of the death knells of this part of the world.”


    “Nenophar, I will not fight you.” Ilarra got up onto her knees and grabbed his hand. “Kill me if you have to, but we’re in this together. I will fight the undead as long as I’m able.”


    Nenophar opened his mouth to reply, then choked as hands closed over his throat. Picking him off the ground and yanking him from Ilarra’s grip, Liris hurled Nenophar into the corn field, flattening out a long swath of the dry crops.


    Looking down at Ilarra, the Turessian smiled at her work and touched the white scar that was fading where her head had just reattached itself. “Your friend is not as strong as he thinks,” Liris said, sounding hoarse. “The discussion was touching, but ill-advised. My instructions are simple, child. I bring you home and either teach that imbecile to leave us alone or kill him if he will not relent. I have the backing of a hundred or more brethren and their combined might is far more than either of you can stand against.”


    Ilarra tried to get up, but her arms and legs froze. She strained against the sensation of her body turning to stone and realized the woman had cast something on her that prevented any movement whatsoever. She could not move, and more importantly, could not manage to cast a spell of her own without either movement or the ability to speak. Ilarra could work around either, but not both.


    Liris watched Ilarra a little longer, apparently gauging whether Ilarra would be able to get free. Once she seemed satisfied, she turned and headed into the fields after Nenophar.


    Ilarra knelt there, struggling against the magic that held her, trying to find any way to free herself. It was painful and demeaning, knowing Nenophar was in danger while she could not even turn her head to watch him or force her eyes to strain toward the edge of her vision in hopes of a glimpse. All she could do was listen.


    The first indication of the two beginning their fight came with a roar of flame washing over the field, warming Ilarra’s left side. Explosions sent dirt and flaming remains of the corn stalks flying past her face. The sounds of magical battle continued for a while, growing louder each minute, until the area suddenly went still. Every so often, mud or rocks pelted her back, stinging her. One particularly large clump of what felt like mud slammed into her, knocking her over onto her side, still unable to see what was happening.


    Ilarra strained against the invisible bonds, her whole body shaking as her muscles fought to obey. Finally, she managed to turn her head slightly, then one by one, her muscles unlocked and she fell over as the spell ended.


    Looking around, Ilarra was amazed by the damage the two spellcasters had done. The entire field was gone, burned black and smoldering, with huge sections of the ground ripped open. At first, she thought maybe the two had managed to kill one another, then saw a single body lying near the far side of what had been the field.


    Ilarra ran across the uneven ground, tripping multiple times on her way to the lone figure. She could see it was Nenophar before she was halfway across the field, but he was not moving. The Turessian woman was nowhere to be found.


    Coming up over the lip of a crater the two combatants and created, Ilarra dropped beside Nenophar and put a hand to his neck. She could not find a pulse, but he was still warm and seemed to be breathing. Nearly every inch of his body was torn and covered with blood leaking from burns, cuts, and other ailments. His leg was bent at an odd angle that she worried might indicate broken bones.


    “Nenophar,” she whispered, patting his face. “Wake up!”


    The man groaned and his eyes opened briefly as he croaked out, “Must…rest. Cave…”


    “No time to travel. I can do this,” Ilarra assured herself, trying to remember the healing spells that she had “learned” over recent months. She had mostly ignored them, preferring the elemental magic she had intended to learn on her own before her life had taken such an odd turn. For once, the random information that she gained from her link with the Turessians was proving useful.


    Summoning all of her strength, Ilarra struggled through the dramatically different way healing magic pulled the actual spell from the realm of spirits, rather than shaping raw energy into a form that could be used more easily. It took her longer than she would have liked, the magic feeling almost slippery as she strained to keep it working as intended. Finally, it took shape and poured into Nenophar, and his body began to heal.


    Ilarra smiled in relief as she felt life begin to rush back into Nenophar, but as her magic continued to flow unhindered into him, she soon began to wonder if she had done something wrong. From what little she knew of the healing spells, the more of her own strength that went into the target, the more of their injuries would be healed. Any man should have been in perfect shape after the amount she had already pushed into his body, even if every bone in his body had been broken, but energy continued to drain from her. All of her magic was draining into Nenophar with no end in sight.


    The discomfort and exhaustion of the powerful spell soon turned painful as Ilarra’s endurance began to wane. She feared letting up before Nenophar showed any sign of waking, but her muscles and then bones began to hurt as the limits of her body were exceeded.


    Tears soon ran down Ilarra’s face as she fought to keep the spell from ending. Through bleary eyes, she could see the skin of her arms had begun to take on a chalky pallor and her veins were darkening rapidly. No matter what Nenophar had said about her being already dead, the pounding in her chest as her heart strained to keep up told Ilarra that if she could be killed, she was getting very close to it. Still, she could not let Nenophar die.


    Ilarra did not even realize she had fallen until she had to lift her head to see if Nenophar was beginning to wake. Her vision was blurring badly, and the world wavered around her as if she had had heard happened with excessive drinking. Cold sweat ran down her back, but she pushed on in the hopes she had to be close to waking him. He had already absorbed enough healing to save the lives of dozens of men his size, so she had to believe she was close, no matter what he might be behind all of his illusions.


    Finally, Nenophar’s eyes flicked open and he looked around, and then he focused and he turned to stare at Ilarra. His eyes went wide when he realized what she was doing, and he pulled away from her, ending the spell abruptly.


    “Are you mad?” He caught her as she fell over, keeping her head from hitting the ground. “You could have destroyed yourself.”


    “I just wanted to heal you. I promised I wouldn’t be the reason you died first,” Ilarra whispered in reply, barely keeping herself awake.


    “I could have healed without your help after a few weeks of rest. If you fully exhaust your magic, you will die, and that doesn’t help either of us.”


    Ilarra smiled weakly and shrugged. “That should bother me more than it does. You’ve been telling me for months I’m already dead and you and Raeln are all that is keeping me from going crazy. Dying to save someone else sounds so much better than the alternatives…”


    Nenophar sat up and looked over Ilarra’s exposed skin on her arms, where the flesh had darkened and her veins appeared to be filled with ink. Shaking his head, he picked her up in his arms. “We both need rest,” he told her, and then the somewhat familiar rush of winds washed over Ilarra. “We will talk more once we heal.”


    


    *


    


    Ilarra woke slowly, feeling the clammy cave floor under her. She could not see at first, but her whole body ached.


    “I had begun to wonder if you were going to wake at all.” Nenophar’s voice came from nearby. A dim light appeared, floating over his hand as he sat against the cave wall. “I slept a week and you were still unconscious. I do not think you would have lived much longer, had I not stopped you. You have been asleep for nearly three weeks since the battle.”


    Groaning, Ilarra pulled herself upright and examined her arms. The skin there had returned to normal, even if she felt as though she had been trampled by a herd of animals.


    “I owe you an apology,” Nenophar added, setting the light down on the cave floor between them. “When I saw you with that…with her…I believed the prophecy had come true and you were ready to try to kill me. I was not thinking clearly and jumped to an improper conclusion. You did not need to try and save me back there, and that means a great deal to me.”


    Ilarra nodded weakly. “Did I earn the right to know what’s really going on?” she asked him, smiling. She did not actually expect a reasonable answer, but knew it was worth a try.


    “You very nearly destroyed yourself to heal me when you had no understanding why that was so risky or why that Turessian tried and failed to capture me,” Nenophar replied, looking down at the floor. “Yes. I think you have earned some of the answers I did not intend to give you.”


    Nenophar took a while before speaking again, but Ilarra was too tired to push him. She figured he would go on when he was ready and it gave her time to wake up more fully.


    “More than two thousand years ago,” he finally began, “a human came to me to find an answer to a dilemma he had caused. In truth, I did not believe or trust him…mostly because his troops had attacked me a week before. He pleaded and offered me wealth, magic, any number of things I had no use for…then he offered his life in exchange for knowledge.


    “I have lived a long time, Ilarra. Despite being a child in those days, such an offer was surprising, to say the least. I have never known mortals to willingly give up their lives for wisdom and the idea fascinated me. That made me more willing to hear him out. I am glad I did. This tiny human had created a tear in the walls of the world through which we pull our magic. Had he made matters any worse, I can only guess at the destruction that would have come. What he wanted to know was how to fix his mistakes…something I had no answer to. He would need a kind of foresight, much like my people possess innately, if he had any hope of seeing how he could save his people and lands from his errors.”


    “I thought mortals couldn’t see the fabric?” Ilarra asked.


    “They cannot without the help of one who can and a certain detachment from their own lives,” explained Nenophar. “I gave him the visions he needed in exchange for the answer to one question of my own. A mortal’s sight of the fabric had the potential to be far different from my own. The chance for new knowledge for myself was enticing.”


    “You asked him how you die, didn’t you?”


    Nenophar smiled and nodded. “A childish wish, but one that captivated me. I thought I had the man trapped. I proposed I would help him however I could if he could answer that one question. My kind do not die unless they grow tired of living and choose to slumber forever, but even then, it is not truly death. We are born, but do not die. I believed this question was an easy way to deny the human any aid I chose not to give him. However, he answered my question.”


    Ilarra waited on Nenophar to continue, but he took quite a while, fidgeting the whole time.


    “He explained I will die one of several ways,” the man finally went on. “If I find a Turessian who still resists the others through a bond of magic, I had the chance to challenge the doom that would befall my people and the lands we inhabit. Had I not found you, my fate would have been sealed to my kin. All of us would have been hunted down by the Turessians in our sleep and killed. Given the Turessians were no threat in those days, I found this idea baffling.”


    “Why not avoid the endings he told you about?” Ilarra inquired. “You told me your people can change fate because you are not bound by it. If that’s true, you could simply choose to be elsewhere and change everything. Take your family and run.”


    “True,” he admitted, shrugging. “I thought of that centuries ago. I’m guessing the man who foretold my death knew that was a possibility as well, since he told me three endings to my life. By avoiding the war that is to come, my kind will be the last creatures to face the destruction the war causes, but it will find us in time and starve us all. In that possible end, my people watch helplessly as the world dies around them.


    “By staying here to fight, there is the chance of the other endings coming to pass. Should I find the Turessian who resists—you—and you join with the other Turessians, then I and all my people will be hunted down and killed. Your choice to continue resisting them means I could still die before you, but if not, then I may have some chance of saving myself. My people are predicted to die, whether you die first or I do. Turess saw no different ending for my kind.”


    Ilarra nearly let his words pass, but the one leapt out at her. “Turess?” she demanded, leaning toward him. “The one who started these people on this path?”


    “Not even remotely. Turess was a good man, Ilarra. He was one of the few mortals I have felt a respect for all these years. He chose his fate willingly and faced an ending I forced on him with a poise I have not seen since. If I must die, I would want to go with the acceptance he did. For all his faults, none of what these people are doing can be laid at his feet.”


    Ilarra slid over to Nenophar and looked over his face, clearly making him uncomfortable in the process. She studied the features that were so nondescript she could barely attempt to describe them if he were not sitting in front of her. More importantly, she stared at him in an attempt to see through his illusions as she had nearly done back by the fields.


    “I saw you when the Turessian was there,” she explained. “Your image blurred…I’ve seen that a couple times. I’m not stupid, Nenophar. I know you’re hiding yourself from me. We need to trust each other if we’re going to stand up against the Turessians together.”


    “Ilarra…”


    “Show me.”


    “This is unwise. We have hidden for centuries…”


    “Nenophar, convince me I chose the right side in this. I need to know who I’m protecting and who I’m trusting in to protect me. Liris was very reasonable…make me believe I chose the right side in this.”


    “Are you sure you wish to see this? I cannot undo memories.” His eyes pleaded with her to reconsider. He got up and walked a short distance into the cavern, turning to face Ilarra.


    “I don’t know if I want to,” she admitted, “but I think I need to. I can’t trust my choice otherwise. For all I know, you’re like me. You could even be working for Dorralt and Altis. I just can’t know until you stop using the illusions.”


    Nodding grimly, Nenophar looked down at the glowing ball of light on the floor in front of her. He walked until he had gotten about twenty feet from the edge of the room and the very limit of the light.


    “Promise me you won’t scream,” he asked Ilarra. “The echo would be unpleasant, and I think having you showing terror would undermine our working together. Actually, maybe we should do this another time…”


    “Nenophar, please just show me.”


    He said nothing, but something about him began to change immediately. Within seconds, Ilarra could tell his body had become bulkier and taller than she remembered. In the dim light she could not be certain, as is his illusion was still making it hard for her to see what was different. The change accelerated, and Nenophar soon towered over her, even hunkered down onto hands and knees. His face contorted and lengthened as he became something entirely inhuman with long horns and fangs longer than Ilarra’s arm.


    Nenophar filled the cavern rapidly, his long neck causing him to look down on Ilarra while his tail circled past her and trapped her near him. Giant, four-fingered clawed hands carried weight that caused the loose stones beneath him to crackle and shatter. Even his skin had changed to a dense mesh of tiny scales that ran in patterns of light and dark greens up to the lizard-like head. He stared at her with slitted eyes that reflected the light in the room.


    The dragon lowered his head and rested it on the floor to stare Ilarra in the face without looking down at her. Despite his breaths hitting Ilarra like a strong wind, he maintained an expression she could tell was meant to be unthreatening, though it felt out of place on the enormous scaled face.


    “I…won’t…scream,” Ilarra managed to eke out, though the smile she tried to give him felt more like a trembling of her face. “Nenophar?”


    One of many names I have answered to across the centuries, he answered in her mind without any movement of his mouth. I will speak to you like this, as my mouth was not built for your language.


    Ilarra mentally pried her feet from their position and forced herself to walk until she could have reached out and touched the tip of his nose at her head’s level. That, she could not quite bring herself to do, so she walked around his head and studied the sharp fangs poking out from the edges of his mouth. Moving farther away from his mouth, she glanced up at the yellow eye that swiveled to watch her, and then she continued back past his pointed ears and long white horns.


    When she reached his neck, she had finally built her courage enough to lift her arm and brush the scales glittering in the cavern’s faint light. The scales were smooth in the direction she brushed, each large enough it could barely fit in the palm of her hand. They were cool and dry, more like a desert lizard than a snake, which had been her first thought of when she saw them.


    On a whim, Ilarra slid her hand the other direction, then screamed and pulled her hand away as the scales sliced through her flesh. Blood poured out of three separate inch-wide tears in her hand.


    The moment blood had begun to drop from Ilarra’s hand, Nenophar let out a roar that caused rocks to fall all around the cavern and streams of dirt to come down in several places. He coiled sharply around her, blocking any movement of more than a few steps, curling until his head hovered over her. He growled deep in his chest, shaking the room again, and then opened his mouth to attack her, the kindness in his eyes gone.


    Ilarra only had a second to react before his head snapped down toward her like a snake striking. She used that moment to form magic into a solid wall over her head. The dragon’s mouth slammed into the barrier and stopped, his teeth scraping loudly against it as he tried to get at her.


    Looking down at her still-bleeding hand, Ilarra tried to think through why Nenophar would ever try to kill her. Her thoughts went to the animals that sometimes attacked Hyeth when she was younger. They had blindly rushed after anything wounded even if they had to go past elves they normally would have feared or avoided. At the edge of her vision, she could see his head rising far above the wall she had created. A faint light formed in his mouth and the cavern began to warm.


    Willing herself to ignore the pain and cuts, Ilarra forced the wounds to close. In her exhaustion, the healing was slow, but in a second, the cuts had stopped bleeding and were closing again.


    She raised her hand toward Nenophar, screaming, “Stop! Nenophar, I’m fine! Don’t do this!”


    Smoke and flame licked at the partially open mouth of the dragon, then slowly began to dissipate. The dragon lowered his head toward her, turning sideways to study her with one massive eye.


    “What happens to you if you eat me?” Ilarra demanded, letting the wall overhead disappear. “I’m guessing your life ends a lot sooner than later. That falls into the ending where I die first.”


    Growling, Nenophar uncoiled and got up on his legs, moving quickly away from Ilarra toward the far end of the cavern. There he curled up into a giant scaled ball, resting his head on the base of his tail to watch her.


    “What just happened to you?” she asked, following him slowly. He bared his teeth briefly, then calmed and allowed her to approach further. “That wasn’t like you, Nenophar.”


    Your people are food, no different than a cow or sheep. His voice was angry and barely controlled. The scent of blood makes that more difficult to ignore, and screams…they encourage my people. Between the scents and the sounds, I wanted to tear you apart, no matter who you might be.


    “And if you did?”


    I would face the fate I most fear and would not be able to change it, even with all the might of the dragons.


    “Then we need to work on your self-control, while you keep teaching me to fight Dorralt.”


    Ilarra stood still in the dark chamber, letting Nenophar calm himself. She waited until his breathing had slowed and the tension had faded from his eyes.


    Agreed, Nenophar said.


    Ilarra waited a short distance from Nenophar until he had calmed enough that she felt safer approaching him. When she did, his eyes watched her hungrily, following her every movement.


    “What is our plan?” she asked, sitting down in front of Nenophar’s claws and trying to make herself look calm near him. “Do we flee? Do we fight?”


    We must fight Turessi’s forces or there will be nothing that can stop them. Events will transpire that change the course of the world’s future, and without our powers, any others who could stop it will be too late.


    “Then where does this start?”


    Nenophar snorted and finally looked at her like a person and not a slab of meat. Lantonne is the start of the events Turess predicted, he explained, bringing his long snout down so that he could look straight at her with both eyes. Something happens there that sets much of this in motion. We must defend the city if we wish to slow the Turessians.


    “Do you know when?”


    Soon, he answered curtly, then winced. Time is difficult for my kind, Ilarra. Soon to me might be today or it might be within a decade. The events are beginning and may already be underway. I cannot help but wonder if Therec’s presence in Lantonne is part of that or simply a distraction. Turess was quite specific in his requests that Lantonne be left out of all of his writings to keep some of his more dangerous items away from people like Dorralt.


    “Items?” Ilarra asked, sitting up. “Turess left things in Lantonne?”


    Lantonne, Altis, and a dozen other cities around his empire. They were never meant to be found. If Dorralt finds them, I can assure you the war will lean in his favor. That was part of my deal with Turess: I gave him the power to see how to save his people and then I did what was necessary to carry through on what he saw. Keeping those items safe until the right time was part of that.


    “Then what happens if I go back to Lantonne and find the item for you? Would Dorralt even have a reason to march on the city if it’s gone?”


    The dragon’s eyes narrowed. No, he would not. This would put you or whoever is near that item at great risk though.


    “Get me back there and I’ll find it,” she insisted. “Tell me everything you remember about the item. Once I have it, you’ll take me as far from here as you can and we’ll make Dorralt chase us halfway around Eldvar if he wants his war.”


    From what I saw on the plains, the undead will reach Lantonne before the end of summer. There is too little time to find the staff and flee the area, Ilarra. If you wish to spare that city entirely, you have less than a week.


    “Then you stall the undead as long as you can. I’ll find it. Buy me time.”


    Nenophar snorted again, this time blasting Ilarra’s hair back. Without me present, Dorralt will control you inside of a month. Either your brother or I must be near you, or the Turessian influence will grow.


    Ilarra stood and walked to Nenophar’s nose, resting a hand on it if only to show him she was no longer afraid.


    “Give me as long as you can,” she told him. “You’ve taught me to resist and I’ll keep doing that. If I take too long, whether I’m controlled or not won’t matter much when the undead come marching up on Lantonne. You say your fate is sealed by what happens there…let’s do everything we can to ruin this prophecy.”


    The dragon’s head lifted slightly and bared row upon row of teeth. At first, Ilarra took a step back in fear that Nenophar had chosen to attack her again for some reason, then realized he was trying to smile. She dearly wanted to tell him never to do it again, but chose to smile back instead.


    


    *


    


    They rested in the cavern for several days, giving Nenophar and Ilarra a chance to finish recovering from fighting the Turessian. Both of them slept a long time, and then they went to the entrance of the cave network. For far from the first time, Ilarra was glad for Nenophar’s help learning to use her abilities…she no longer needed to eat or drink and time was so easy to let slip past.


    About fifty feet below the absolute top of the mountain, Ilarra stood on the very lip of the rocky outcropping with the cave at her back. She felt more alive than she had in months, looking out over miles of mountains, foothills, and the plains beyond both. From comments Nenophar had made before, he could actually see groups of undead moving in the foothills miles away, but Ilarra could only enjoy the scenic location for what it was.


    After waiting for nearly half an hour for Nenophar to make his way through the mountains without being seen, Ilarra smiled as a roar echoed off the mountains. She turned to see him emerging from a crack in a mountainside one peak over from where she stood. He crawled out onto the steep rocky side of the mountain, his massive claws allowing him to dig into the stone and hang, despite his weight.


    Nenophar slowly spread his wings, blotting out the light that would have reached the lands below the mountain. His green leathery wings were half again as wide as he was from nose to tip of tail, making him look far larger than he already did.


    After testing his wings with a cautious flap, Nenophar let go of the mountain and dropped away in a sharp dive. He caught the wind almost immediately and hooked back into the sky, rising far above Ilarra’s vantage point. Circling the mountains twice, he came back and headed straight for her.


    Just before he would have collided with the mountain, Nenophar flicked his tail and tucked his wings to slam his body against the mountainside, crashing into the rock surface hard enough to knock Ilarra to her knees. From there, he climbed up until his head came up over the ledge where she was and offered her the base of his neck. There, the tall spines that ran down his back provided something to grab onto, and a spot between his wings was just flat enough Ilarra believed she might be able to stay on him—as long as he did nothing crazy mid-flight.


    Are you sure you wish to this? he asked even as he offered the perch. The races of man have not seen a dragon in these parts of the world for more than a thousand years. It may be better for them to believe we are gone.


    Ilarra shook her head and then realized Nenophar could not see her with his head pressed against the ledge to give her an easier time climbing up. Instead, she shouted, “I want Dorralt to know you’re back. It might make him rethink things. It’ll buy us time. Even if he doesn’t slow his march, I want the city to start thinking about dragons. If they will work with you, I need them to know you aren’t a figment of my imagination.”


    As you wish. I have voiced my concerns, Ilarra. The results of this are on you.


    “Besides,” she added quickly, realizing she was stalling in executing her own plan after seeing how very far down the ground was, “you already told me how badly it saps your strength to move us between here and the plains with magic. You need everything you’ve got. You need to go like this.”


    Nenophar gave her a scolding look—he clearly knew she was stalling and had no desire to wait around for her, immortal or not.


    Gingerly, Ilarra crept to the edge of the stones where a foot-wide gap separated her from Nenophar’s slick, scaled skin. That small opening allowed her to see past his legs to the sheer drop several hundred feet to a copse of pines surrounded by misty air and flying birds. It was the birds that made Ilarra’s heart skip a beat, seeing a creature she had always associated with being above her now so far below.


    “Maybe there is another way,” she said, backing away from the edge. “You already said this was a bad idea.”


    Do not make me eat you, warned Nenophar. You made the plan, now abide by it.


    Silently cursing at herself, Ilarra forced herself to stand and walked as close as she dared to the drop-off. She reached out and leaned to get her hands onto Nenophar’s back. With that support, she felt a little more confident and shuffled her feet nearer the edge. After jockeying herself to the lip of the stones, she finally managed to reach the bone spines on Nenophar’s back, grabbing one of the smaller ones to pull herself up off of the ledge.


    With effort, Ilarra scrambled onto Nenophar, snagging and tearing her skirt twice in the process. The sharp scales raked her skin, but she managed to keep from cutting herself deeply enough that she bled. It was slow going as she got her boots under herself and managed to walk back to the spot between Nenophar’s wings, clinging to the spines the whole way and very nearly crawling on her belly to get there.


    Ilarra sat down slowly, making absolutely sure not to look anywhere but the gleaming green scales and boney portions of Nenophar’s back. She took some time situating herself until she was confident that any way he moved she would neither be tossed nor crushed. A pair of spines about as high as Ilarra’s waist gave her solid grips she could hug during flight. The plan was idiotic, but she had done all she could to protect herself from her own stupidity.


    “Fly gently,” she asked, latching onto the spines. “I’m ready.”


    The only warning Nenophar gave was the spreading of his wings before he pushed off of the mountainside, hurling himself backwards into the open sky. They fell for several seconds, Ilarra screaming into her arm as she clung to the bone spines as tightly as she could. Then Nenophar caught the wind with his wings and leveled off, driving Ilarra down hard against his back.


    Soon the rough beginning of the flight was left far behind and Nenophar coasted on the winds for a while, giving Ilarra time to relax as much as she guessed she ever would. She peeked around her arm and was amazed at the amount of wind pushing back against her face. Squinting against it, she saw the ground far below them, miles of countryside blurring from the speed.


    From what Nenophar had told her when she had first proposed the idea of flying to Lantonne, the entire ride would take about three hours, as opposed to the many weeks it would take to walk the same distance, mostly owing to navigating through the mountains. She had not believed him, but she could see in the time it had taken for Ilarra to brave looking around, they had nearly left the mountains behind in favor of the foothills.


    The forces of Turessi are already larger than I had anticipated, Nenophar said, his voice clear in her mind despite the roar of the winds. Below and left, you may be able to see them. I will circle to allow you a better view.


    Shifting her head, Ilarra saw what he had been looking at. Far below, a legion of small black spots moved across the hills toward the southeast. She could not make out any details, but they looked like an ant colony, many thousands of individuals moving as a large unit that covered a huge swath of the land. Farther east, a second group moved in much the same direction. South of those, several smaller groups also marched.


    “How many?” screamed Ilarra in return, then coughed and choked as she swallowed a bug or something.


    Twenty to thirty thousand leaving Altis, the dragon answered, banking somewhat more southward. I can see more to the east. We may be looking at a hundred thousand, all told. It looks like they have conquered lands north and east of here and are bringing in reinforcements. Lantonne may be the last walled city in the region…certainly the last large city with any living in it. Defending it may be a waste of time.


    Ilarra spent the rest of the flight watching those moving spots in fear, knowing Nenophar expected her to somehow do something against them. Prophecy and gifted magic or not, she felt incredibly insignificant in the face of so many undead. The army of Lantonne might not matter nearly as much as she had hoped. Even Nenophar suddenly seemed small by comparison. Surely other lands had stood up to the Turessians already; making any stand here seem already hopeless.


    When Nenophar did speak again, it startled Ilarra, and she realized she had been lost in thought the whole time she had been watching the army, having missed most of the land between his cave and Lantonne. All she could remember of the time were the thousands of corpses walking steadily toward the city, a war in waiting for their arrival.


    We are nearing the city, but something is wrong. Hold on tightly.


    Ilarra looked ahead, trying to see around Nenophar’s neck and head. She finally got a glimpse of the countryside and recognized the miles of farmland that circled Lantonne on its south, west, and east. They seemed exactly as she remembered them, at least from several hundred feet higher than the last time she had seen them. Even the glimpses of the city looked perfectly normal, though she knew that would change as soon as the military knew of the approaching armies.


    Then Ilarra saw the northern plains, specifically the quarry where she had survived the explosion so many months earlier. Where there had been a rippling crack in the air the last time she had been in Lantonne, now a vast whirling cloud of utter darkness roiled and reached out in all directions with tendrils of light that stood out against the cloud appearing to birth them.


    “What is it?” she screamed back.


    Magical, but I know nothing more for certain, Nenophar told her, abruptly banking hard to his left, nearly unseating Ilarra. Be ready. Things are coming out of that hole straight for us. If it is what I suspect, that is why we are here.


    Ilarra struggled to hold on, but caught a glimpse of something else in the sky between flaps of Nenophar’s wings. Whatever it was seemed to soak up the light the same way the hole in the quarry did, but Ilarra got the distinct impression it had wings.


    I will get you to the city, but you will need to jump off and run. There are too many of them, and I cannot land long or they will catch up with us. Once you are off, I will distract them.


    Ilarra squeaked and fought to stay on Nenophar as he partially tucked his wings and threw himself sideways, spinning mid-flight so the ground raced past over Ilarra’s head before the sky returned. When she was able to look around again, she saw a dozen or more of the dark creatures were circling Nenophar, trying to close in on him, with more on their way.


    Count to eight and then jump. Nenophar pitched forward, plummeting toward the ground.


    Ilarra could barely manage to think, let alone count as instructed. Her heart raced and the ground came rapidly closer. Soon, she could make out individual bushes and several farmers running for cover, but Nenophar showed no sign of slowing his descent. If she had counted right, they would slam into the ground on eight. Biting her lip, she kept telling herself that she trusted him and would not scream.


    As Ilarra counted seven, Nenophar pulled up very slightly, aiming to skim the ground. He then tilted slightly, scraping the ground with his left foreshoulder. He was still falling somewhat and could not keep up the angle long or his wing would strike the ground.


    Throwing herself forward, Ilarra tumbled through the air for only a moment before she slammed hard into the ground. She rolled and flipped before skidding to a halt on her back, staring up at the sky, tasting blood in her mouth and feeling thousands of scrapes all across her body. If she had to guess, perhaps as many as a dozen bones were broken as well and she had to clench her jaw to keep from screaming in agony.


    Nenophar had pulled up and was rapidly accelerating away from Ilarra, the dark winged creatures in pursuit. From where Ilarra lay, she could see they were shaped similar to Nenophar but far smaller and much more agile. As they passed Ilarra, she could feel the warmth leave the air, as though something about the winged monsters sucked it away. It was more than warmth, she quickly corrected, it was the magic that held her body together that was all but ripped from her flesh when the creatures came near. Once they were gone, the sunlight began warming Ilarra again.


    She lay there a long time, willing herself to move but unable to make her aching limbs do the work. Slowly, the pain of hitting the ground began to fade and she was able to breathe normally again. With great effort, she rolled onto her side and got up. Stubbornness combined with the curse the Turessians had put on her healed her body gradually, the bones knitting again and even her clothing mending itself. Eventually, she was able to stand again about the same time a group of farmers who had seen the dragon returned, though they seemed unaware she had been on that dragon.


    Ilarra took a bit of time trying to get her bearings. She turned until she spotted Lantonne, no more than half a mile away, then looked for the mountains to determine where she was in relation to any of the city’s gates. She found she stood on the eastern side of the city, which meant Nenophar had almost completely circled Lantonne as he fell from the sky before leaving her. It also meant there was no nearby gate and it was going to be a very long walk.


    The sun was getting low and Ilarra wondered if she could get to one of the gates before it had set. With the threat of war, she had no idea if the gates would stay open after sunset, making it that much more difficult for her to get into the city. She had to avoid any unnecessary questions, lest Therec find out she was coming. That meant either getting there before dark or waiting until dawn.


    She set off as quickly as she could manage, wincing with each step as her knee flared with white-hot pain. Within fifty feet, the pain diminished and she could walk normally again as her body finished healing itself.


    Whatever the downsides of being undead might be, she thought to herself morosely, the benefits often seemed to outweigh them. She would take her odd state of unlife any day over the condition she would have been in after falling off a dragon without the ability to heal as she had.


    Brushing away the dirt that coated her dress as she walked, Ilarra made her way toward the south entrance of the city. She had initially thought to go to the north, as that was the entrance she had used every time she had visited in the past, but after seeing the creatures from the quarry near that end of the city, she opted to avoid it entirely. Likely, that gate would be heavily manned.


    While the north end of Lantonne was mostly filled with homes and shops that had grown beyond the walls of the city proper, the south region had been entirely dominated by farms sprawling far off in all directions. On several, Ilarra saw hundreds of tents set up as though squatters had taken over the fields. She guessed they had begun moving many of the unemployed members of the city to the fields to help work them and provide for all the new mouths that sought shelter in Lantonne during the war. With most of the northern cities and their farmlands overrun, it seemed most likely the case. A tent city was hardly high among her concerns.


    Ilarra reached the southern gate during twilight as many other people hurried to get into the city before dark. She slid into the crowd and through the gates without so much as a glance by the soldiers stationed there. All the concerns she had about being spotted were dismissed as Lantonne welcomed her home.


    Stopping just inside the gate, Ilarra looked back at the soldiers manning the area and wondered how many others like her had made their way into the city. Turessians could be anywhere, waiting for their moment to strike. It was a chilling thought, but here, she had to assume she was competing with others like her to find the undiscovered Turessian relic that Nenophar said held the only chance of saving the city.


    Unlike the last time Ilarra had been in the city, soldiers were everywhere. Previously, there would be anywhere from four to ten soldiers at each gate, with others waiting off-duty just inside the city. This time, there were no less than twenty soldiers working either the gate entrance or the walls above, with twice that many within sight inside.


    Ilarra hurried past the soldiers, doing her best to keep from drawing attention to herself. She doubted any of them had reason to look for her after being gone so long, but she could not help worrying. All it would take was one overzealous soldier, and she might never have a chance to begin her search in the city for whatever had made it a target to the undead. Sitting in Lantonne’s prison would waste precious time and bring her far closer to Dorralt’s control.


    That thought made Ilarra stop part way down the arterial road that went from the gate toward the center of the city. She looked around at the thousands of buildings and the people rushing to and fro everywhere. Anywhere she turned her gaze, there were crowds of elves, humans, dwarves, even halflings and the occasional wildings and fae-kin. All of these people would die if she did not find some way to divert the undead army or, far less likely, find a way to stand against it. Failure meant every face she saw would one day march beside the other undead on another land.


    All she saw would burn to the ground, and for what? Greed or pride? Nothing warranted what could come of the undead arrival, no matter how much one man might covet something hidden in the city. Even kings with their private wars rarely would go to such an extreme. Whatever Dorralt’s reasons for doing this, she could not fathom anyone willing to lay waste to entire lands.


    Nenophar’s explanation of where to look for the staff had been very detailed, giving Ilarra some hope that she could have it in her hands before the next morning. Finding it quickly helped ensure the undead were diverted long before reaching the city. She just had to hope that any other Turessians in the city had no idea where Nenophar had hidden it centuries earlier.


    Ilarra made her way into the southwestern part of the inner city, avoiding patrols as she went. They might not specifically be looking for her yet, but her clothing was the same she had worn when she escaped the city the last time.


    Stopping in an alley, Ilarra looked down at her old dress and the traveling boots she had worn for months. She had barely registered the garments had repaired themselves along with her flesh when she was hurt, but that meant her magic extended beyond her body itself. A change of appearance might help her considerably in avoiding detection.


    Picturing a different outfit in her mind, Ilarra tried to hold that image the way Nenophar had taught her to envision her wounds healing. The dress she pictured was one her father had sent with her to Lantonne to be her graduation outfit when she left the school. She could not imagine anything more fitting to how she felt, returning now to save the city that had turned her away so long ago.


    Opening her eyes again, Ilarra could not help giggling as she saw her battered, heavy green dress had been replaced with the elegant blue one she had lost during the first hours in Lantonne. Her old leather belt was now deeply adorned and bore pouches of varying sizes and shapes, as many of the elder wizards tended to wear to carry supplies. Even her boots had changed into sandals that laced nearly to her knee, visible through the slit sides of the dress. Nothing of her outfit had been entirely removed or added from what she wore before, but every piece had changed into something else.


    “I may not have the title, but I do look like a magister now,” she mused, looking over the outfit with amusement. Clearing her throat and trying to look like she had not been staring at herself, Ilarra smiled in greeting to an elderly woman that she caught watching her.


    The thumping of heavy boots alerted Ilarra to approaching soldiers, and she moved behind a row of abandoned crates barely in time to avoid being seen. With the moon high overhead, she had no doubt they would have questions for a wizard wandering around the streets alone.


    Once the guards were gone, Ilarra continued toward the walls and made her way into one of the plazas in the southwest section of the city. Nenophar had been quite specific on which and where she should look for the staff. From what he had told her, he had placed the staff far up on the sculpture of a tree that dominated the wall, in a hidden compartment among the stones. He had then rambled for nearly an hour about how bad the writing he had marked the hiding place was, though most of that Ilarra had ignored. Getting to it might prove difficult, but Ilarra smiled happily at getting to the staff’s location so quickly. Knowing that the key to getting at it would be speaking Turess’ name in old Turessian, she began reciting the word over and over, hoping she could say it right the first time.


    Ilarra approached the wall and felt a sudden dizziness. An abrupt tug against her body forced her to stop walking and yanked her head up to look at a specific location on the wall. Even in the dark, she could see a black spot where a hole had been opened in the tree sculpture.


    “Looking for something?” asked a man’s voice inside her head. “I intended for you to retrieve it, but you have let me down, Ilarra. The time for that was long ago. If you wish to serve, you can fetch it for me from the man who has it now. I won’t tell you who, but if you promise to obey me…”


    Shaking her head and trying to remain focused the way Nenophar had taught her, Ilarra made her way around the plaza, trying to look for any other location resembling the spot Nenophar had described.


    “Ignoring me does little to help you. I am pleased you have given up on whatever was inhibiting your training.”


    Ilarra dug her nails into her left palm, trying to let the pain be something she could pay attention to rather than the disembodied voice. She paced at the base of the wall, knowing deep down the hole was her target but wanting to find something else, if only to prove the voice wrong.


    “Ilarra,” continued the man, sounding disappointed. “Your father resisted longer than most, and I must say, I am pleasantly surprised by the wizards of your little village. None have chosen to continue their old lives for more than a few weeks previously, but here you are, trying to keep me out after the greater part of a year. You will not be punished for such an accomplishment…instead, I wish to reward you. All you have to do is show me how you did it. I’m guessing it has something to do with that mangy creature that you traveled with.”


    Cursing, Ilarra hurried from the plaza as a group of soldiers arrived on what appeared to be routine patrol. She ducked into an alley and thought of Raeln, wondering where he was. That man had protected her in the past and now she needed him more than she cared to admit.


    The voice in her head chuckled. “The wildling? That’s who you think of to save you from me? He’s as useless as the rest. Another savage creature like the rest of his ilk. Your father had one like him, but that did not keep me out long. There has to be something else, some spell or conjuration you’ve been using. Raeln is strong, but not strong enough to stop me for more than a few weeks.”


    Screaming, Ilarra clutched her head and began running, trying to find anywhere she could hide from the whispers at her ear.


    “We did not manage to break your will the traditional ways,” continued the man. “It would have been easier on you if you simply killed the wildling and accepted your fate. Now, we must get creative. How do you feel about being the reason this city falls? Tens of thousands will curse your name and the historians will list you as the reason Turessi rose to power in this region once again. Maybe the burning of an orphanage? Do you know where those are in Lantonne?”


    “Leave me alone!” she cried, huddling in the dank corner of the alley she found herself in. The run between the plaza and that location was a blur, lost in her struggles to push out the voice. “I’ll find a way to stop you, Dorralt. You won’t take Lantonne!”


    The voice laughed openly this time. “Ilarra, my child, you’ve already done what I want,” he told her, the whispers moving from one ear to her other. “When my armies arrive, you will take your last step and join us. This is my promise to you for now. Once you join your brothers and sisters on this side of the wall, I will make you a general of my armies. You will personally see to the deaths of all the cockroaches that inhabit our cities. You will tear the life from those who resist and cast their children from the walls. You will be my right hand, if only because you so adamantly resist me. It will be your deepest desire to kill every wildling between here and Turessi as punishment for letting Raeln come between us this long.”


    “I’ll…I’ll find a way,” she answered in a near whisper, unable to find the strength to argue more forcefully.


    “How little you understand,” Dorralt replied.


    Suddenly, Ilarra’s right arm went numb and tingled, then moved of its own accord. No matter how she fought against it, she felt her own hand reach up and rest the tips of her fingernails against her eyelids. Using her other hand, she strained to push her right arm away, but it fought against her.


    “I can gouge out your eyes and you would not even be able to scream without my permission,” Dorralt told her, his voice drifting about as if he were walking around her. “You are not so special as you believe, Ilarra. Dozens more like you came out of Turessi when I traveled south and nearly that many more have joined our ranks. You are just another Turessian recruit for the army, nothing more. I respect what you have accomplished, but that does not make you anything more than a hundred other soldiers.


    “Do you honestly think you can hold me back forever?” he asked her as her own nails scratched painfully at her eyelid. “They called me the Puppet Master for good reason. Today, I can make your arm obey me with a bit of effort. A week from now, you will watch helplessly as you tear the life from your wildling. Make good use of your time. I will speak with you again, once I have more control over you.”


    Crying, Ilarra curled into a ball and covered her ears as feeling returned to her arm. The whispers stopped, but she knew it was only a matter of time before they returned.


    Eventually, Ilarra sat up and thought through what was happening to her. She leaned against the wall of the alley and looked at her hand as though it had betrayed her to Dorralt. Somehow, she had to stop him from taking charge again.


    Magic. Everything came back to magic. Nenophar had told her magic was what had consumed her life, turning her into the creature she knew herself to be. Dorralt held the reigns of that magic, and through it, every undead Turessian could be influenced. This was how he maintained control over the army’s leaders and ensured they did as he asked.


    Ilarra needed to be rid of the magic. Completely cutting it off would kill her, that much she had figured out. Suppressing it for a time was far more reasonable and likely would accomplish the same thing Nenophar’s influence had, letting her do as she wished for a time. It was risky, given what she had become, but she saw no other way. She would have to get rid of the very thing that gave her the strength to fight, or she would use it against the city sooner or later.


    Ilarra had no time to look for other options. She rushed through casting the complicated spell that would tear her own magic from her. The spell was intended to hold a wizard fighting others of their kind, but she intended to make it last rather than affecting a target for mere seconds. It required her to alter the spell as she created the flows of magic, bending it to its new purpose.


    As the spell finished, Ilarra felt no change for several seconds. She sat there, studying her hands for any indication of whether she had cast it right. All she could do in those first moments was pant from the exertion of casting such magic. Slowly, her head began to pound and feel as though it would explode if she thought too hard. Her whole body soon ached and felt weighed down by tired muscles. She was desperately hungry and thirsty, and for the first time in months, she acutely felt the cool night air on her exposed skin.


    Ilarra got up off the filthy alley’s stones and began toward the street that circled the city just inside the walls, but tripped on a protruding stone and stubbed her toe painfully. She stumbled and caught herself, and then stared in surprise at the blood covering two of her toes. She wiggled her toes experimentally and watched a small bit of blood ooze out of the scrapes. There was no indication the scuffed skin was healing at all.


    After so many months of being taught to blindly accept the powers she had gained, Ilarra was at a loss upon seeing she was back to normal. She had all but forgotten how to be a regular woman, complete with the risks of clumsiness. Now, she had to concern herself with injuries, a loss of the magic she had gained, and possibly even death. These had been the way of her life for years, but now felt foreign.


    Raising a hand, Ilarra tried to summon a very simple spell—the glowing balls of light that she and Nenophar often used to light the cavern—she had been able to use even before Dorralt had changed her. Even that would not come. She was as powerless as…


    Ilarra looked at the buildings around her, filled with unaware people, and she smiled. She was as powerless as a regular person. It was liberating, even if it did complicate things.


    Setting off toward the street, Ilarra began her search for the mysterious staff that Dorralt desperately wanted his people to find, limping ever so slightly.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “To Delay a Coming Storm”


    


    Raeln hit the ground hard and rolled, ducking behind the cover of some low brush and rocks. It was the only shelter he could find nearby on such abrupt notice, but it would have to do. He panted rapidly, trying to slow his racing heart and remain still despite the urge to keep running.


    To Raeln’s left, Greth had flattened out in the low scrub grass, the grey of his fur helping him to blend in with the pale brown of the dry ground. Once he was sure he had not been spotted, he slid sideways, putting the shrubs between himself and those they were hiding from.


    “They didn’t look our way,” Greth whispered, though that was likely unneeded, as the undead were several hundred feet away. “They’re still marching. I think we’re safe.”


    Raeln lifted his head enough to see over the brush and saw Greth was right: the undead were shuffling ever southwards, not having diverted from their path to come after the two wildlings hiding nearby.


    The undead were spread across the plains as far as Raeln could see in long rows, filled with zombies of every imaginable size, shape, and race.


    “This is getting serious,” noted Greth, rolling onto his side to draw his sword without sitting up. “See those dwarves? They’re from the deep mines, a place about a hundred miles from here. The dark-skinned elves are from way below where the dwarves have dug to, judging by what’s left of their clothes. The other elves are from Hyeth, the wetlands, and even the northern foothills. Those halflings are from the far south, closer to the ocean. Lihuan taught us all about these people, hoping we’d travel someday.”


    “All visitors to Altis?”


    “Not that many, no way. They’re bringing in extra support from other lands. Whatever happened in Altis has happened elsewhere. We’re in a lot of trouble, Raeln. If they’ve conquered all those lands, the two of us don’t stand a chance of getting to Lantonne.”


    Raeln watched the massive group begin to pass them, row after row of the emotionless corpses walking steadily southward. There was no end to them, the large mass of bodies continuing well past the hill they had come around, surprising him and Greth.


    The trip to Lantonne to deliver warnings about how bad things had gotten near Altis had been long, and now Raeln wondered if they had failed entirely. The first week, they had hurried through the mountains, thinking to beat any undead forces onto the plains. In foolishness, they had spent much of that time scouting any potential troop movements, then had to push themselves to get ahead of those forces. They had never given thought to the sheer number of groups or that some had departed days earlier than they had.


    Since then, they had been dodging one group after another all over the foothills, as new reinforcements came from other directions to join the main force. They had been slowed considerably, and after nearly two months of running and hiding—sometimes for days a time out of necessity—they were still several days from the city itself.


    “Do you see any Turessians or anything smart out there?” Greth asked, peeking over a rock to watch the undead in the distance.


    “No,” Raeln answered, squinting to search the massive group. “Looks to be only zombies. Twenty thousand or more. Probably more, but there’s too many to guess. Wait…over there…is that…?”


    “Yeah, that’s one of Olis’ goons.”


    Raeln groaned and shook his head as he watched the wolf wildling stumble along with the rest of the zombies.


    “If we don’t get ahead of this group, we’ll be lucky to get to the city before winter,” Greth warned, glaring at the zombies. “Sooner or later, we need to go through them before they have the whole area closed off to us. As it is, they’re between us and any clear path to the city.”


    Greth’s ears suddenly shot up and he began eyeing the area around them with a growing smirk.


    “You have a plan?” Raeln asked, already knowing the answer after running with the man for so many months.


    “Yeah,” answered Greth. He began sliding along the ground away from the undead until he could sit up behind a bush without being spotted. “I know the area…not well, but better than the cities. There’s a river less than a day from here the undead look to be heading for.”


    “So?”


    “It’s a very fast-moving mountain run-off. I doubt zombies swim well. How long do you think it’ll take them to regroup after being sent down-river?”


    Raeln smiled at the idea of hundreds of zombies being beaten by nothing more than a river. “Days…weeks…even longer if the Turessians lose track of them.”


    Greth got to his feet and began running, with Raeln hurrying to catch up. They did what they could to keep the brush and occasional tree between themselves and the army, moving parallel to the large force.


    It took them nearly two hours to get ahead of the slow-moving group again, pushing themselves hard. The previous summer, Raeln would have thought himself fit and ready for anything, but he never would have had the endurance to do what Greth asked of him. Now, he kept pace with Greth, exhaustion being something he had no choice but to ignore in favor of pushing his body to its absolute limits.


    By the time the river came into sight, Raeln’s legs burned and shook. He ran on, Greth at his side, until they finally reached the bank. Sliding to a stop, Raeln and Greth both shoved their faces into the cold water in an effort to restore some of their strength before having to do anything else.


    Once he had drunk as much as he felt safe doing, Raeln surveyed the area. The trees were dense around the fast-flowing waters, with bright green grass and brush in the area, unlike the rest of the plains where much of the plant-life was dried to a pale green or even brown.


    The river itself was wider than Raeln had expected, but gave him hope that it would serve its purpose even better. As he watched, a nearly intact tree raced past.


    “Did I mention it’s deep, too?” asked Greth, his breathing finally slowing to near-normal. “We just need to lead them here and make them try to cross it.”


    “How do we do that?”


    “They’ll chase us if they see us. Just run them here, and the river does the rest.”


    Raeln looked between the foaming waters and Greth, waiting for the rest of the plan. “How do we get across the river?” he finally asked when no addition was offered.


    The smile on the man’s face slowly faded. “Magic?”


    “Neither of us knows a damned thing about magic.”


    “Boat?” Greth tried, but then looked up and down the river, confirming there was none to be had. Hanging his head, he added, “I have no idea. I hadn’t gotten that far.”


    Raeln got up and began searching the area for anything he had overlooked in their rush to get to the river. Back the way they had come, he could see nothing beyond trees and the wide river, and not far off through the trees, the approaching cloud of dust the army kicked up in passing. Looking the other way down the river, he saw the tree that had floated past earlier had wedged itself on a shallower area, its branches bending as it temporarily resisted the flow of water. The tree did not go all the way across the river and looked ready to break free at any moment, but it was an option to try for.


    “Get their attention!” he told Greth. He did not need to look over to know the man was lining up an arrow already. It would be a few seconds before the undead caught up, not giving him much time to find a way across.


    Running along the bank of the river with Greth close behind, Raeln made for the tree, hoping they could reach it before it broke free. He was so focused, he did not see the stones ahead of him on the uneven muddy bank until his paw caught one and he fell hard, kicking up mud as he splashed into the edge of the water. Cursing, he wiped mud from his face as Greth stopped to help him up.


    “No time to waste,” Greth warned him, looking nervously back the way they had come.


    Raeln hopped up and glanced over his shoulder, finding there were undead appearing at the edge of the river, lumbering in a half-hearted run straight toward the two wildlings. Behind those, he could see thousands coming south toward the river and speeding their pace to follow those that had begun pursuit.


    Doing a quick check of what he carried, Raeln made sure his bow was undamaged and he had not lost his arrows in the fall. Once he was sure he had both, he began running again, pulling the bow off his shoulder and carrying an arrow in the other hand. When they reached the spot where the tree still straddled the river, Raeln turned and fired an arrow into the closest zombie’s face, knocking it over. As he had hoped, the act seemed to rile up the nearest creatures, reinforcing their single-minded drive to kill Raeln and Greth.


    Greth was already knee-deep in the river when Raeln came around, wading out in an effort to reach the roots of the fallen tree. He was soon up to his waist and struggling to keep his footing, the tree several feet farther away.


    Pushing past Greth, Raeln used his greater height, and thus longer legs, to get farther out before his feet began to slide in the slick mud at the bottom of the river. He could almost reach the tree’s roots, but no matter how far he stretched, his fingers would not quite touch it.


    “Raeln!” Greth called out, and Raeln heard the sharp snap of a bow being fired behind him.


    Looking back, Raeln saw the first undead had reached the shore and were coming into the water after them. Greth’s arrow had thrown the balance of the lead zombie off, and the creature fell and was washed away by the rapids. The remaining undead were coming into the water in twos and threes, filling the bank with their numbers as more kept coming.


    Raeln came back away from the tree to ensure better footing and raised his bow to help Greth hold their position. With luck, they could still slow the undead forces for a time.


    A ripping crack of breaking wood alerted Raeln too late that they needed to be elsewhere. The tree near them broke free of the stones in the riverbed and swung around as one end began moving first. Raeln only had a second to see what was coming before the tree slammed into him, taking him off his feet. As he fell into the water, he saw Greth likewise swept into the current.


    The next few seconds were a blur of water and pain as rocks tore into his body and the tree pushed into him repeatedly while he tried to get his head above the surface. Struggling to keep his senses about him, he grabbed a large stone he ran into. A massive shape rolled overtop of him and tore much of the fur and skin from his right shoulder. Then, finally, there was light above him rather than the shadow of the tree.


    Kicking off the bottom of the river, Raeln was swept downstream again, this time making it to the surface to gasp for breath. He looked around in a panic, seeing the landscape of the region racing past him. His feet could touch the bottom, but at the speed he was moving, he could not slow down enough to stand.


    Rough hands caught his arm, and Raeln feared the undead that had been washed down the river with him had managed to get close enough to strike. He flailed, trying to free himself, and then realized he was being held in one spot against the current.


    “Stop fighting me, you oaf!” cried Greth, tightening his grip on Raeln’s arm. “Try helping for once!”


    Pushing himself toward Greth with little more than his toes against the muddy riverbed, Raeln managed to get his feet dug deep enough into the sediment that he could stand again. Rising out of the water, he thanked Greth and moved closer to the shore to avoid a repeat of the journey down the river.


    Greth looked no better than Raeln felt. He was soaked and his hide clothing was battered. Patches of fur were visible, stained with blood and mud. Every weapon the man had been carrying was gone, and his quiver held little more than water.


    Checking his own gear, Raeln realized his bow was long gone, as was his knife. The few arrows he had when he entered the water were gone along with the quiver itself. Still, he was alive, which was more than he had expected. He still had a sword they had recovered near Altis, but one weapon was hardly going to be enough.


    “Are you alright?” Raeln asked, watching in amazement as a steady stream of squirming undead swept past them.


    Greth snorted and shook his whole body to get the water out of his fur. “We’re on the wrong side of the river and a few miles farther from Lantonne than we were when we started.”


    “Grumpy I’ll take as fine for you,” Raeln told Greth, grabbing him and giving him a thankful hug. “Thanks for not letting me drown out there.”


    Before Greth could reply, a shadow swept over them both. The shadow took a long time to pass, during which a cry like an eagle filled the sky.


    Running up the shore and searching the sky, Raeln saw an enormous creature flying overhead, blotting out the sun in its passing. He could not even guess at how high it might be, but even if it was far away, the creature was larger than anything Raeln had ever seen in his life. From what little detail Raeln could make out, the flying beast was four-legged and shaped roughly like a lizard with a lengthy tail and a neck nearly as long. Giant bat-like wings spread to either side, wider than the creature was long to help carry its vast weight on the wind.


    “A dragon,” muttered Greth, letting out a panicked laugh that sounded dangerously close to a whimper. “Can things possibly get worse?”


    “There are no dragons or any of the other old gods,” Raeln snapped back, though he could not take his eyes off the creature. “Everyone knows that. It has to be something else. Mairlee got you believing her stories. Dragons are a legend told to children, like bog wights and…”


    “I’ve run from bog wights, you idiot. Not all legends are fake, Raeln. Just because we haven’t seen a dragon doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. Looks like the undead woke one up. Let’s hope it’s not on their side.”


    As Raeln watched, the lizard creature—he could not bring himself to say “dragon” even in his own thoughts—circled back after soaring farther southeast. It wheeled about in the air and began a fast descent toward their location.


    “Greth…” Raeln whispered, slapping at Greth’s arm to get him moving. Neither of them budged. “…is that coming toward us?”


    The dragon accelerated, growing larger with each second. It flew fast toward where they stood, letting out another cry that felt to Raeln as though it had physical substance to it, making it hard for him to breathe. Within seconds, he could make out the glitter of sunlight on the creature’s green scales and the dingy white of its teeth and claws as it neared the ground and coasted directly toward them.


    “Run!” Greth barked at Raeln, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward the woods.


    They ran hard into the trees, trying to find some cover. All Raeln could see was the dragon, its claws a foot or two above the grass, raising plumes of dust in trails near the passing of each claw and battering down small trees that were in its way. It was so large they only managed to get halfway out from under it, and the taut green-skinned wings roared past over their heads as the dragon flew by.


    Raeln and Greth slid to a stop to watch the dragon continue on, seemingly ignorant of their existence. It went straight toward the largest group of the undead upstream, undaunted by their numbers.


    With a rumble, the dragon hit the front line and then flapped its wings to gain altitude. In its passing, hundreds of bodies and broken trees flew in all directions, scattered both by the impact and the dragon’s claws. Several undead appeared to cling to the dragon until they were far over the ground, then lost their grip and fell back to the plains with faint thumps.


    “Is that enough distraction to get ahead of them?” asked Greth, punching Raeln’s arm. “We need to get moving, no matter how much we want to watch. I think it’s on our side.”


    The entire undead army stopped where it was, the zombies reaching toward the sky helplessly in an effort to reach the dragon as it wheeled about and began another dive.


    Running for all he was worth, Raeln pushed his muscles until they burned, easily outpacing Greth, though he made sure not to get too far ahead. Each time he got more than a few feet ahead of Greth, he slowed his pace to ensure they were not separated. As he fell back to let Greth catch up, a wave of heat washed over him, his fur almost instantly drying to the point of standing on end. The warmth baked his skin and burned his eyes and neck, and all he could think of were spells like those Ilarra had shown a sudden talent for.


    The heat grew more intense, and Raeln drove his feet into the sparse grass to slide to a stop as Greth neared him. Throwing his arms around the other man, he threw them both to the ground and covered Greth’s face with his body while curling himself as best he could to minimize the skin that would be burned.


    Flames rolled over Raeln and Greth, completely burning away bits of Raeln’s fur and clothing, and passed like a deadly wind. The air around them began rapidly cooling after, though Raeln found it difficult to breathe for several more seconds, as if the air had been sucked out of the entire area briefly.


    Peeking out under his steaming shoulder, Raeln watched as the undead forces fell back farther upstream as a diagonal stream of blue-white flame poured onto the dry plains, igniting everything in its passing. A similar burned section of ground between where he lay and the river ran in a long black line and continued across the far side of the water. Steam rolled off the water, and the undead floating past appeared truly dead…and burned to a crisp.


    Raeln looked up and saw the dragon—he barely even noticed he called it that—was flying past overhead again, smoke trailing from its mouth as it gained altitude.


    “Going anywhere with you is hazardous to my health,” Greth told Raeln, shoving him off to one side. The tips of Greth’s fur had burned black in several spots, even with Raeln atop him. “Turessians, legions of zombies, and now a dragon. My father would say I need new friends if he’d lived to see this. He thought Olis was bad—he only got me into fights with other wildlings and the occasional hunter.”


    Raeln could not find words and his mouth felt like it was full of soot. He wheezed as he breathed, watching the undead retreating to a more defensible position near some hills northwest of where he and Greth sat. The dragon continued to circle overhead, making two more attack runs to push the undead farther away. From what Raeln could see, the dragon was actively herding the undead away from Lantonne.


    “We need to get moving again,” Greth told Raeln, slapping his arm. He stood up, then gave Raeln a worried stare. “Can you stand?”


    Nodding, Raeln tried to get up, but the tightness in his lungs made it difficult to keep his balance. He stumbled, grabbing Greth’s arm to steady himself.


    “You’re burned pretty bad,” said Greth, drawing Raeln’s attention to raw patches on his arms and legs where the flames had scorched his skin after burning away his fur. Blisters had already coated much of his exposed flesh. “We’re still a day or more from Lantonne if we hurry. Can you run?”


    Raeln’s legs gave out and he only managed to stay upright by clinging to Greth.


    Hooking his arms under Raeln’s, Greth said, “That answers that. Yesterday afternoon, I saw a camp of some kind between here and the city. I’d guess no more than four hours, probably past those trees in the distance. Do you think you can make it that far? They might have a healer of some kind there, or at least a doctor or herbalist.”


    “Warn the city,” Raeln wheezed, his lungs feeling aflame when he tried to talk.


    “Kiss my furry ass, idiot. I’ve kept you alive this long, I’m certainly not going to tell Ilarra I let you die this close to the city, assuming she doesn’t die with you. We’re going to the camp, even if I have to knock you out and drag you there.”


    Raeln gave him a weak smile and did not even try to argue as Greth took most of his weight, helping him limp along. It was very slow going, but within the hour, they had put the undead and the dragon far behind them and neared the tree line Greth had indicated. Past it, Raeln could see the plains sloped down slightly toward Lantonne, with a vast field of white tents, wide fields of various crops, and several small wooden buildings spread out in front of them.


    “Tents are probably refugees, slaves, prisoners, or some other kind of laborer,” Greth told him, slowing them so he could help Raeln down the hill. They soon reached the bottom where the trees were thicker and gave plenty of shelter for Raeln. With Greth’s help, he settled into a nook that hid him in shadow, making it unlikely he would be seen even if someone passed within a few feet of the trees.


    “I’ll go ahead and see what we’re getting ourselves into and whether they have a healer. Don’t go anywhere. It may take me a while, but I will come back. If you’ve made it this far, you’ll be fine until I do. Stay alive until then,” warned Greth, waving a fist in front of Raeln’s face. “If you don’t, I’ll let the undead raise you so I can hit you for dying. Don’t think I won’t…I’ve done dumber things to impress you.”


    Raeln tried not to laugh, but a chuckle still made him gasp and wheeze.


    Despite being unable to help further, Greth took a long time kneeling at Raeln’s side, holding his hand while looking over the burns. Finally, he patted Raeln’s hand, got up, and ran toward the camp.


    The first hour or two, Raeln lay in the shadows and concentrated on breathing in short puffs without coughing. He stared at the sky where it filtered through the leaves of the trees, watching the light fade toward night. He wondered if Greth had been captured or given up on him when the last light disappeared and the sky to the west took on a purple cast as the sun went down behind the mountains.


    Raeln waited until the first of the stars appeared, and then he decided not to wait. He hid his remaining weapon among the roots near him, then grabbed the trunk of the nearest tree and dug in with his claws to hoist himself upright. Once he was sure his feet would support him for at least a few steps, he staggered out of the woods and into the nearest field.


    Though none were near him, Raeln could see several dozen people at the far end, packing up baskets of gathered vegetables and making their way north toward the camp itself. One of them, a massive ogre woman, spotted him limping into the field, dropped her basket and ran toward him.


    The grey-skinned woman reached Raeln as he stumbled and caught him in her tree trunk-like arms before he collapsed. Without so much as a grunt, she picked him up in her arms and began walking quickly after the other farmers, occasionally glancing down to make sure he was still conscious.


    “You look worse than the others. Accident with a fire pit?” the woman asked, her voice thick and deep, her Altisian accent all but hidden by speaking around large tusked teeth. “You sound like you caught the drowning cough. I lost my husband to that—you should not take it lightly, little wolf.”


    Raeln grinned at the name the woman gave him, finding it amusing anyone could call him “little.” All his life he had been one of the largest people he knew, but the ogre stood almost a foot taller than him and might have outweighed him by almost two hundred pounds of muscle.


    It was then Raeln first noticed the woman’s horns. Like all ogres, she had circling horns like a ram’s, but hers had been cut short, leaving a blunted end. He had never seen an ogre do that to their horns, but he also had not known many in his life. It could well have been something common in the woman’s home city of Altis, but struck him as peculiar.


    After several minutes of quick walking, the ogre woman stopped as shouts came from somewhere ahead of them. She grumbled something under her breath, but Raeln could not make out the words.


    “Keep your mouth shut and I’ll do what I can,” the woman told him a second later. “Taskmaster is coming and he’ll have a lot of questions. Don’t speak at all, and you might not be punished for sneaking off the farm.”


    Raeln’s stomach lurched at her words, and he had no doubt that his eyes had gone wide. In Lantonnian lands, there was no slavery, so the mention of a taskmaster had taken him by surprise. Greth’s offhand guesses had been right.


    “That’s him!” came Greth’s voice. “Hurry!”


    Raeln turned his head and saw an elf and a human were running toward him with Greth at their side. For some reason, Greth had changed his clothing from the hides and leather they had worn to a ragged set of Lantonnian clothing. The man had even taken on a slight limp, though Raeln could not imagine when he had hurt his leg.


    The human ran straight up to Raeln and the ogre and gave the woman a nervous glance before focusing in on Raeln.


    “He’s been burned,” the man said, looking angrily at Greth. “You said he had something wrong with his breathing. Where did he get this clothing?”


    The ogre woman interjected, “He has the drowning cough. The burns are from rolling onto his campfire the night before last. I saw it myself. He did not wish to bother you with it, but the cough has grown bad. He hid these clothes until his chills grew too bad to wear cloth. The little man was just trying to keep warm.”


    Greth gave the woman a confused stare, but hid the expression as the elf looked at him. “He didn’t want me to talk about the burns,” he said, sounding as though he was truthful. “I think he was embarrassed and worried he would be flogged for wasting the healer’s time. The cough came as a surprise this morning and he tried to work through it.”


    The human nodded and glared at Raeln, then bent over to listen at his chest. “Sounds a little different than the others,” the man noted, then stepped away. “Still, something’s wrong with him. Get him to the healer. I’ll check in later tonight to see if he’s dead or better.”


    The ogre woman thanked the two men and began walking again, with Greth falling in at her side.


    “Thank you,” Greth whispered to her. “You didn’t have to do that.”


    She grinned. “I did. We slaves have to stick together. Besides, the little guy reminded me of my baby boy. He died of the cough before the healer arrived in the camp. I won’t see any more die like that, if I can help.”


    They crossed the rest of the field and hurried through the camp toward the buildings at the far side. As they did, Raeln saw hundreds of men, women, and even a few children of all races, some wearing clothing were of styles Raeln had never seen before. They all looked at him somberly in passing, most likely seeing him as another casualty. It was terrifying to have so many strangers give him a look that said he was already dead.


    “Who is he to you?” the ogre asked as they neared the wooden buildings. “A brother?”


    “No, no relation,” answered Greth.


    “He is more than a friend if you lie like this for him,” she noted, smiling over at Greth. “I know neither of you belongs here. Your eyes give you away, as do the way they watch him. I think you lie about this to protect him and he is actually kin.”


    “I’m just his friend,” snapped Greth, making a point of staring straight ahead. He did not look at Raeln the rest of the walk.


    The ogress carried Raeln up to the door of the large wooden building and stepped in front of Greth on the stairs.


    “In this world, we all die sooner than we intend,” she told Greth. “Be true to yourself or regret will follow your path long after the moment you should have acted.”


    Greth stared her down, then turned and walked away into the camp, disappearing among the tents as he muttered something.


    “I know you cannot speak yet,” the woman told Raeln, shoving the door to the building open with her foot. “You will meet our healer now. Treat him well. Like I told your friend, regret and sorrow follow the healer and may for the rest of his days. I worry for the child and wish him some happiness…if you can cheer him, please do.”


    She proceeded into the large single-room building, which Raeln realized was only lit by a handful of small candles at the edges. Inside, dozens of poorly dressed people lay practically one atop another, crowded in far beyond the design of the room. Most of them were nursing obvious wounds or coughing violently. From what he could see, not one person there was in any condition to work. Despite the warm day that had just ended, many of the sick huddled around a small fireplace, shivering under blankets or pelts.


    “Healer,” the ogre called out, carefully stepping among the resting people, making her way toward the back of the large room. “This one could not walk himself here.”


    Raeln looked toward the corner the woman was trying to reach and thought for a moment that no one was there. All he saw at first was a pile of blankets. Then, as his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he realized that a wildling man sat there, hunkered under a thin blanket in the darker shadows of the corner. The man looked as though he carried the weight of the world on his thin shoulders, his eyes never leaving the floor as they approached.


    The wildling’s breed was a mystery to Raeln, but he could tell that the man had not been raised in a place like this. Grey-furred with white and black patterning around his large orange eyes, the man picked with filed-flat claws at the rags he wore, which Raeln could see were once Altisian in make. It was not until the ogre sat Raeln down practically atop the man’s feet that his eyes focused on Raeln.


    “How were you hurt?” the man asked Raeln, taking a slow breath that made it sound like a struggle for him to even muster the energy to talk.


    “He cannot speak,” the ogre said for Raeln. “When he tried, he coughed badly. I thought maybe he had the drowning cough.”


    The wildling’s eyes drifted over Raeln’s burns, then he nodded and told the ogre, “Thank you. I will take it from here.”


    The ogress bowed slightly and departed, cautiously picking her way through the room to keep from stepping on anyone.


    “I haven’t seen you before,” the wildling man told Raeln, lifting Raeln’s hand to stare at the burns down his arm. “These aren’t from a campfire, in case that was the lie you were going to give me. I’ve seen enough injuries of all kinds here that lying is a waste of time. No one listens to me anyway, so once I heal you, I would like you to tell me the truth for my own amusement. Agreed?”


    The man did not wait for Raeln to attempt to answer before he laid his hands on Raeln’s chest. Almost immediately, warmth flowed through Raeln’s entire body and a strange itching sensation tingled across his burns. Soon, he began to breathe easier as his lungs cooled.


    “You owe me an explanation,” the man told Raeln, sitting back against the wall and huddling in his blankets. “Humor me with the truth.”


    Raeln sat up and stared at his arms. Where there had been crusted burns seconds earlier, fresh pink skin had already been covered with a fine layer of fur. He took a deep breath, finding his lungs entirely back to normal. Raeln had been tended to by many country healers and doctors over the years, but this man was one of the most skilled he had met.


    “Can you give me your name?” Raeln asked. “I want to know who to praise for saving my life.”


    “They call me ‘healer’ or ‘you’,” the man said, shrugging. “I gave up on having a real name when they enslaved me. Someday, I hope to have a name again.”


    “There are no slaves in Lantonnian lands.”


    The wildling grinned, his white teeth standing out against his black muzzle. “You tell me, then. We sit on Lantonnian lands, and you can see what we are. Tell me if there are slaves in Lantonnian lands.”


    Raeln felt his ears droop sadly and could not find words. As he lowered his head, he found himself staring at the thinned fur on the healer’s wrists and ankles where manacles had clearly been fastened frequently.


    “You were going to tell me a story,” the man added. “A story about why you’re here.”


    “They sent me here to work,” Raeln began, then saw the man’s face harden angrily. “I just got to the camp…”


    “I told you not to lie to me,” growled the man, grabbing Raeln’s wrist. He pulled it up, making Raeln look at his own hand. “Your claws say more than you are willing to. They are grown out. You wouldn’t have been put in the camp without having them cut off. Those who have just arrived normally still bleed from where the claws were cut far too short. You come from farther away than this camp. I can still smell the woods on you. I smell places I dream about every night, buried under the smell of burnt fur. Even that bracelet you wear would have been taken long ago…your lies aren’t even good ones.”


    Raeln pulled his hand away and stared at the man a long time. Finally, he offered his hand toward the other wildling in a gesture of greeting that the man ignored.


    “My name is Raeln,” he admitted, lowering his hand to his lap. “The war is going badly, and my friend and I came here to warn the city…”


    “Lantonne can burn to ash for all I care, Raeln. The people here have done no better by my family than Altis did.”


    Raeln fidgeted uncomfortably under the angry stare of the man. In an attempt to change topics, he asked, “Why do you stay here? You’re a skilled healer. With magic, I would think you could easily escape.”


    The man’s anger faded to sadness immediately, and his shoulders sunk. Absently, he stared toward the fire, where several other wildlings were among those huddled there. In particular, Raeln believed he was watching two small fox kits eating scraps from dirty plates.


    “Are they yours?” Raeln asked, but the man shrugged.


    “They’re all I have left,” he answered, closing his eyes and sinking deeper into his blanket. “If I thought I could get them out of the camp safely, I would have gone months ago. I won’t risk them, even to be free.”


    “You care that much for someone else’s children?”


    “I do. They don’t deserve to be slaves. I can’t abandon them to it. I’ll die trying to get them better lives. If anything happened to them, I don’t think I could keep on living. I’ve already lost…” The man trailed off and stayed silent a long time, his ears slowly flattening back as he struggled with some memory he chose not to share.


    Raeln finally gave up on the conversation and began to stand up, only to have the wildling grab him by the wrist, just above the silver bracelet.


    “Can you get them out of here safely?” he asked Raeln. “Could you ensure they would be safe? Is there any chance?”


    “No, I can’t. Everywhere I’ve gone, we’ve faced death and danger. If I sneak them out, they will be in more danger than they are in here. At least here, the only risk is disease or a whip. Out there, there are armies marching.”


    The man’s face fell somewhat, and he released Raeln.


    “Then they’ll stay here,” the man said absently, watching the kits again. “They’re happy most of the time. They don’t remember what it was like to be free. I can be a slave for them…so long as it keeps them safe.”


    “Is there anyone out there that I can find for you? Anyone that could come for you or them?”


    The man folded his legs under himself and draped his long black-and-white striped tail across his lap as he looked up at Raeln. Shaking his head, he said, “Their father is dead and their mother…their mother may as well already be dead. I swore I’d find and protect them, so they’re my family now, until someone better comes along. This is my choice and my duty; I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    Raeln clasped the man’s shoulder. “You’re a better man than most. I hope you find freedom for you and your children. If I find a way to help, I will.”


    “Thank you, Raeln,” the man answered, smiling weakly. “You’ve already done more for me than most of the people here. You made me think about why I do what I do. I think that will be enough to keep me going for now.”


    Raeln paused where he was and then noticed the two kits watching him from their seats at the fire. They were looking at him not like children seeing a stranger, but as youths already older than they should have been after rough experiences of their own. They were watching to be sure he was not mistreating their “father.” He had no doubt that either might attack him if he laid a hand on this man in anger.


    “Stay safe,” Raeln told the man, kneeling in front of him. In Hyeth, it was a common enough behavior to thank a healer, but he knew it was not something done as far south as Lantonne. Still, he wanted to do it, if only for the kits. “You’ve saved my life. Someday, maybe I can find a way to help you.”


    Laughing, the healer patted Raeln’s head, then pulled him up off the floor.


    “I’ll hold you to that,” the man told him, his eyes more bright than they had been when Raeln had entered the room. “Get out of here before they figure out you don’t belong. When I see you again, those children will be free, even if it costs me everything. That, I promise you, Raeln.”


    Raeln smiled back at the healer, thanked him again, and got to his feet. With a single glance back at the man and his adopted children, Raeln made his way out of the building and into the night beyond.


    At the foot of the building’s steps, the human that had met him in the field was waiting and glanced up as Raeln appeared. “He does good work,” the human noted, then motioned back toward the building. “Get back in there and rest.”


    “I should go back to my tent,” Raeln told the human and tried to step around the man, only to have the human put a hand on his chest to stop him.


    Pulling what appeared to be a leash from his belt, the man held Raeln firmly. “Either back in there or I’ll take you to your tent. You know no one gets to walk around at night without an escort. The head taskmaster’s orders.”


    Raeln stared in shock at the leash, the enormity of what the wildling healer had gone through hitting him abruptly. He could not take his eyes off the leather strap, his mind barely grasping what this man intended.


    “You leash them?” he asked numbly. “Do you whip them, too?”


    “Them? What is wrong with you, wildling? You know the rules…” The human stopped talking and twisted Raeln’s arm to look at the bracelet he wore. The man’s eyes then went to Raeln’s claws.


    “Even the children?” demanded Raeln, as the man reached for his sword. Raeln caught the man’s hand and slammed the sword back into its sheath, shoving the human against the wall of the building with his other hand. “Do you whip the children?”


    “Only if they disobey,” the man gasped, looking around frantically. He took a deep breath to cry for help, but Raeln grabbed his jaw and thumped him against the wall, stunning him.


    “When criminals get to enact the laws, everyone must become a criminal to save those too weak to help themselves. That is a quote from our king,” he told the human, then reached up and clasped the man’s head in both hands. He twisted hard, snapping the man’s neck loudly.


    As the human’s body collapsed, Greth came around the side of the building holding his regular clothing. He stopped where he was, staring at the gasping body at Raeln’s feet.


    “Good on you,” Greth said, then spit on the man. “Slavers deserve worse. I’m glad to see you’ve learned. You do know you’re no better than me now, right?”


    “We’ll come back here when this is done. We’ll let Ilarra know about the army and do what we can to save the city…after that, I’ll tear this place down around them with my bare hands if I have to,” Raeln heard himself snarl as he began walking. He could barely believe it was his own voice, but he could not argue with the intent.


    He had to believe that the king would agree with him. He simply could not accept the idea that he was disobeying the intent of the Lantonnian laws.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Admitting”


    


    I have been approached in these last days by those seeking to convince me to give them permission to persecute or even execute those they feel are debasing themselves or their clan by admitting to caring for those “beneath” them.


    These people that come to me, begging for my statement of disapproval, seek to define our people in terms of rigid ideals. They wish me to claim we are a human-founded empire, and thus, the benefits of the clans should go only to humans. They wish me to claim that because the tribes the clans were formed from would only accept relationships between people of the same age, skin color or patterning, and breed, then we should do the same. They wish me to tell my people how to love and how to live, to set a law for all time with regards to what we will permit. They expect that I will set the moral compass for more than thirty nations that now live under one banner.


    A select few even expand this desire to have me declare myself a god for those who come after me to worship and my haphazard ramblings then declared holy writ. They believe this will ensure none deviates from the commands I give now.


    I must now do as they ask and set forth a law about how we are to view those who are different or take a different view of how they wish to live their lives.


    I hereby tell my people that they will follow their own hearts and make their own decisions. We were founded as a nation of wise people, seeking to make choices that were thought through, and I will not tell another man or woman who they are allowed to love or respect. As with all things in the clans, if a person can rationally explain their feelings and choices, who are we to say their wisdom is less than ours? We accept this as the law of these lands in all other matters, so why not these?


    What I will deny is the forcing of one’s ways and beliefs on another. Whether this is by declaring their love to be forbidden or by enslaving them to your will, it makes no difference. We are a nation that gathers the wise into our embrace. Never has a man or woman accepted wisdom from a slave or from someone they consider their inferior.


    We are not a human nation, though several of our founders were indeed human. We do not regard non-humans as anything less than humans, if my words carry any importance. Intelligence does not choose its form any more than you or I chose where, when, and under what circumstances we were born. Look to my council as an example and know that humans will never be the sole people in our lands. The council has worked with me to shape our future, and regardless of their gender, race, breed, relationships, culture of origin, or religion, they are the people I trust and revere above all others.


    Also, I am not a god. I am a simple man, and I am dying. Any rational being would realize that precludes me from claiming divine power. I will never lie to my people and claim to be anything I am not. If I am your god, then your god lies on his deathbed this day.


    


    
      - Later writings of Turess, now considered heretical. Invocation of this text is grounds for execution in Turessi by the all-human council.

    


    


    Swearing loudly, Ilarra threw the staff across the small shop as she realized it was yet another much-hyped, wrong piece of wood. With each new shaped piece of dead tree, her temper had grown worse. This time she had snatched the staff out of the shop-owner’s hands in anger as soon as she saw it. A dozen shops prior, she had at least managed to calmly walk away when shown staves that were not the one she needed, but now she could not even manage to pretend she was not upset.


    The shopkeeper shouted at Ilarra as she left the store, calling for help from the local guards. Ilarra ignored the old woman, trying to keep herself looking like she belonged as she moved into the crowds outside. If she ran, she knew every guard and well-meaning citizen in the area would chase her, but by walking, she would likely avoid notice.


    Ilarra turned sharply down the first alley she passed as the city guards came running past on their way to the shop. She had learned after the last few run-ins not stop for any reason after drawing attention to herself. Each time, the guards responded faster even though she had gotten better at avoiding attention.


    Making another quick turn, Ilarra moved back onto the wide streets and headed toward the two floor ramshackle building where she had been staying the last few days. The owner had been willing to accept the ornately stitched leather pouch Ilarra had been wearing for years as payment for a room. Given that her father had commissioned it for her as a present celebrating her entrance to the tower of magic, Ilarra found it a welcome thing to give up. There were memories it had brought back that she was happy to forget.


    The room Ilarra entered was barely worthy of being called anything but a shack. Holes in the ceiling allowed the rain to trickle in, leaving stains and mildew across much of the outer wall. Even the window’s glass had fallen out sometime long before she had moved in, allowing the cool night breezes to enter, which she considered a good thing in the early fall but not something she was ready to deal with once the air cooled over the next few weeks.


    Ilarra closed the door behind her, kicking it twice to get the warped boards back into the frame. She then turned and flopped on the only clean section of the floor, lacking any furniture to sit or sleep on. She had pushed herself day after day, trying to find the staff she knew to be in the city, but had come up empty every time. Without magic to sustain her, the few minutes of sleep she got each night was not enough to keep her going. All too often, she found herself forgetting to eat or sleep for a day or two, and became violently ill for days after that. Her body craved magic, not food and water, though without either, she was in sorry shape indeed.


    Whatever changes her body had gone through to become like the Turessians, she no longer felt the normal announcements from her body as to what it needed. As far as she could tell, the magic was supposed to sustain her through anything, and her body had no idea how to deal with its absence. After almost three weeks of struggling with unpleasant surprises like the need to eat, Ilarra barely had the strength to go on. She needed her magic to return or Nenophar to reappear quickly.


    In the last couple days, Ilarra had begun to feel the first twinges of her magic—or rather, the magic she had come to depend on—returning a little each day. Still, she guessed it would be a week or more before she could do much with it. It could be weeks or years before she was as strong as she had been before giving it up to stop Dorralt from controlling her. Worse still, she knew, without magic, she could not suppress it again, forcing her to wait until the magic and all of its risks returned before she could push it aside again. If Dorralt could control her in the interim, she would never have the chance to stop him again.


    Ilarra sat up and brushed off her dress as she tried to stay awake. The dirt that accumulated on her dress and body had been another surprise, as she had not needed to bathe or clean her clothing in the months prior. From what she could tell, the Turessian magic that allowed her to appear as she saw herself also extended to keeping her clean. However she viewed herself was how she would appear, including cleanliness.


    She could feel herself wavering and had to put one hand down on the floor to keep herself upright. Ilarra needed to sleep, but she could not bring herself to stop that long, especially with a lingering fear that, if she did sleep long, Dorralt or another Turessian might find her and kill or enslave her. Even more terrifying was the idea that enough magic might return to her body to let Dorralt in while she slept.


    A creak outside her room snapped Ilarra’s attention to the door. She instinctively raised a hand to unleash flame on the doorway if necessary, but realized the motion was entirely meaningless without any magic to back it up. Wincing at her own foolishness, she searched around herself until she found a loose board from one of the collapsed pieces of furniture. Picking it up, Ilarra forced herself onto her feet and held the board at the ready in case someone did come through the door.


    The hall remained quiet for several minutes, and Ilarra finally lowered the board, her exhausted muscles unable to hold it up any longer. With no sounds outside, she relaxed and leaned the board against the wall. She knelt and began to lie down to rest when the door burst inwards.


    Two large shapes rushed into the room, one charging straight at Ilarra while the other stayed at the doorway to close them in with her. Ilarra barely got a glimpse of the men before the lead one had grabbed her and clamped his hands over her wrists to keep her from using magic against him. She struggled, but he was far stronger than her and easily held her down.


    “Ilarra,” the man hovering over her said, “calm down. It’s us.”


    Ilarra forced herself to relax—mostly for lack of anything she could do—and stared at the men, struggling to make sense of what was happening through the fog of not having slept in days. They were both large, burly men in barbaric clothing that spoke of a rough life. They were both wildlings…wolves.


    Screaming angrily, Ilarra fought to free herself, wanting nothing more than to burn the men to ash with magic. They were savages and had no right to touch her, and she shouted as much at them as she struggled with the man holding her. She kicked at his animal-like leg repeatedly, trying to get him to release his grip. She strained and cried as she fought to get away, knowing creatures like these would kill her with no warning…


    Then, the world became clear to Ilarra again, and she realized that Raeln was the one holding her down, staring at her with absolute dismay. Behind him, Greth stood with both hands on the door, watching Ilarra as though she had gone mad, which she thought might not be entirely wrong.


    “I…I’m sorry,” Ilarra admitted as she stopped fighting Raeln. “I didn’t know who you were for a moment.”


    Raeln did not ease his grip in the slightest.


    “You called us monsters and beasts,” Greth noted, clenching his jaw. “I think I heard ‘savage’ a few times, as well. I’d say you knew we were wildlings and you weren’t too happy about it.”


    Ilarra looked up at Raeln, recognizing the worry in his eyes was not from her fighting him but because of what she had been saying. She could not even remember the words, but knew it had not been pleasant.


    “Raeln, please listen to me,” she told him, shifting her position on the floor to make it clear she was not trying to get up anymore. “Greth never trusted me, but I need you to listen just this once. I don’t care what he’s told you about me…”


    “I did listen,” Raeln answered, tightening his grip. “You called me a filthy mongrel and said you would kill me with your bare hands if you could. I swore an oath to listen and not speak so as to better watch over you, but I choose to speak now. For once, you will listen to me when I tell you this is not how your father would want you to act.”


    “You’re my brother, Raeln. You know I wouldn’t…”


    “I don’t know what you would do now. You were getting distant and angry when I left. It looks like you haven’t gotten better, Ilarra. I don’t know who you are anymore. Perhaps we should not have come. Greth caught your scent and I had hoped you would be happy to have us find you, but this is not what I expected of you.”


    Ilarra hung her head and tried not to cry. Her whole life, the only person who had ever been true to her had been Raeln. The idea of hurting him, even with words, was horrifying. That he was willing to break his oath to lecture her spoke volumes about how worried he was.


    “I can’t keep it held inside my head all the time,” she explained, no longer able to look Raeln in the eyes. “Every day, it gets worse. When I see orcs and wildlings, it’s the worst. I want to kill them, to see them die in terrible ways, and I don’t even know why. Raeln, you know that’s not me. I’ve loved you and your family as my own. I just can’t not hate now…”


    “What is happening to you, Ilarra?” he demanded, his grip on her wrists tightening painfully. “Where is this coming from? You tell me it’s not you, but I don’t see anyone else here.”


    “Let me go.”


    “Not a chance,” interjected Greth. “If he does, I’ll knock him out and pin you down myself.”


    Ilarra rubbed her tired eyes against her shoulder and tried to find some more comfortable way to lay, but with her wrists planted against the floor, she could not do anything to make it less awkward.


    “Raeln,” she began, trying to find the words she needed to say, “I…I’m not who I was.”


    “I can see that,” he answered sharply.


    “The sickness, you remember how strangely it acted and how worried my father was? That was magical. The man that did it was a Turessian, one of the ones working to raise the army of the dead. The infection…it killed me. I’ve had to learn how to be me all over again, but it brought with it all kinds of feelings I don’t understand.”


    “You look very much alive. Last I checked, I’m still alive, too.”


    “I don’t know when it happened, but I am one of them now, Raeln,” she admitted, wishing she could lie to him. As tired as she was, she doubted she could manage anything that he would not see through. “I’m a Turessian of sorts. I can hear them in my head sometimes, and they really hate your kind. I love you like my own parents, but I can hear all the anger and awful things they want me to do to you. I lost control when you got here, but I’m fine now. I know who you are again. So long as I don’t lose myself completely, you’ll be fine. Until Nenophar comes back, I have to fight it every moment.”


    “Who or what is a Nenophar?”


    Ilarra groaned, remembering Raeln and Greth had not seen the man when they were in Lantonne. If anything, it made her look even more crazy and did not help her claims at all. In hindsight, she dearly wished she had explained everything before letting the two men leave.


    “He’s a friend, and he is helping keep the armies away from Lantonne until I can do something,” Ilarra explained, twisting her hands in an effort to pry them out from under Raeln. As she remembered from their childhood, Raeln was entirely immovable until he wanted to move of his own volition. “We can trust him.”


    “And you couldn’t trust us?” Raeln asked grimly. He lowered his face until his muzzle was just above her face, making Ilarra fear for the first time in her life that Raeln might actually bite her. Wildlings might do that sort of thing. “After we caught your scent, we followed you from that scene in the carpenter’s shop, and I watched you through the cracks in your door. You are half out of your mind, Ilarra. I should never have left you alone. I see that now.”


    Ilarra finally managed to look over the two men. When they had left, they were strong and well groomed, Raeln more so than Greth. Now, they both were lean and their fur unkempt, and they both wore rags under deer hides that looked a little fresher than Ilarra felt comfortable with. They carried battered weapons that gave the impression they had been scavenged from somewhere after being discarded by someone else. The only thing either of them wore or carried that looked even remotely new was a polished silver bracelet Raeln wore on his left wrist.


    “Raeln, I’m trying to keep this from dominating me, but I need help,” she told him at last. “Without anyone else, I know I wasn’t doing well. You’re back. I’ll listen to you, and you can keep me from slipping. It’s like when we were kids and it was your job to stop me if I was being stupid. Only this time it might get a lot of people killed if I’m stupid.”


    Raeln stared into her eyes until she wanted to curl up under something to hide from his gaze. Finally, he released her wrists and held his other hand toward Greth to stop him from interfering. “You look as though you haven’t slept since we left Lantonne,” he told her, taking several pelts off his back and throwing them onto the floor nearby. “Sleep while we figure out what is to be done.”


    Ilarra shook her head, despite how comfortable the furry hides looked. “I can’t sleep anymore,” Ilarra told Raeln, pulling her knees up under her chin. “When I do, I can feel my control slipping even more. Besides, the two of you look as tired as I feel. How long have you been traveling?”


    Greth leaned against the door. “Aside from a few nights when we weren’t being hunted by one thing or another, most of the summer. The undead have all the roads and direct routes blocked. I think we explored most of the plains trying to get from the mountains to here without going through an army.”


    “Then you should rest…”


    “He said sleep,” Greth snapped at her, his ears tilting forward challengingly. “Keep arguing and we’ll put you to sleep forcibly until we can figure out what’s happening to you.”


    Ilarra crawled onto the fur pelts and flopped onto her side miserably while the two wildlings watched her. Both Raeln and Greth watched her like a disappointed parent, making her wonder what had happened to make them agree so completely in how they treated her. She had been happier when they were at each other’s throats. At least then she had been able to avoid too much scrutiny.


    Closing her eyes, Ilarra tried desperately to sleep. Each time she felt her body falling across the edge of sleep, she also felt the fingers of Dorralt brushing at her thoughts, trying to get in. She shuddered and clamped her eyes shut, struggling to keep her breathing even and remind herself that Raeln could protect her if Dorralt managed to do anything. If nothing else, he could overpower her and prevent her from killing.


    Ilarra fought with herself for what felt like hours, long after Greth had used broken boards from the room and a few of his hides to block up the openings in the walls where light streamed in to darken the room. That allowed Ilarra to open her eyes a little, helping her relax as she watched Raeln sitting guard at the door. He had always sat like that when she had nightmares as a child, back straight and eyes closed in meditation, protecting her from whatever monster she had imagined. Now, she knew the monsters were real, but his cross-legged post at the door somehow made everything a little better.


    Ilarra began to close her eyes again, feeling like she might actually be able to sleep, when Greth came back into view. He walked around Ilarra, looking down at her with worry very similar to Raeln’s, despite how hostile he had been when he thought she was awake. He studied her, clearly unaware she watched him right back with her eyelids only open a sliver.


    Greth knelt beside her and pulled one of the thin pelts over her like a blanket, then smoothed her tangled hair, pushing it off of her face. Smiling, he touched her cheek with the back of his hand, checking her for a fever she knew was not there. Once he was satisfied, he went over to Raeln and sat down with his back to Raeln so he could watch Ilarra.


    Ilarra watched Greth relax as he sat near Raeln, his eyes drifting closed repeatedly and his head sinking. Each time, he would snap awake and blink hard. Finally, he slid closer to Raeln and leaned against the larger man, smiling to himself as he did, though Ilarra could see the smirk in the dark. Raeln, in turn, scowled at Greth briefly before returning to his meditation.


    Thinking back over the years, Ilarra realized she had never given much thought to the way Raeln had ignored the wildling girls, even as she had begun chasing boys. She had long thought wildlings had their own pace for such things and Raeln had never been quite ready, though so many wildlings younger than him had sought out companions. Seeing the way Greth relaxed when in contact with Raeln—and getting no real objection from Raeln—she finally understood.


    As Greth fell asleep, Ilarra saw his head tip until he leaned back against the edge of Raeln’s shoulder, his expression relaxing far more readily. Once he did, Raeln looked up from his meditation and turned just enough that Greth could fully rest his cheek against Raeln’s shoulder. Raeln nuzzled against Greth’s cheek, then quickly went back to his mock-meditation when Greth looked up. The two of them were watching one another for signs the other might be looking too, avoiding confronting what each was thinking by doing so.


    Boys are idiots, Ilarra thought as she closed her eyes and drifted more easily toward sleep. Those two were made for each other and they would never figure it out unless someone prodded them. She would have to look into doing that once things were less strained between her and Raeln. Until then, she intended to amuse herself with the awkward shyness of the men.


    That, and sleep.


    


    *


    


    Ilarra woke from her first good night’s sleep in what felt like a lifetime of bleary-eyed days to find Raeln pinning someone to the wall with his feet dangling off the floor, and Greth standing outside the room’s open door looking for other threats.


    “Raeln, what are you doing?” she demanded, rubbing at her eyes and getting up from the pelts. Almost immediately, Ilarra recognized the man being held by his throat as Nenophar, who was glowering at Raeln with a bored expression. Raeln’s snarling near the man’s face did nothing to concern him, and the large hand clamped over his neck Ilarra guessed to be no real threat, even if Raeln did not understand that.


    “Drop him, Raeln,” Ilarra ordered, marching over to him. “That is Nenophar.”


    Raeln eyed Ilarra, then growled again at Nenophar. “He tried to walk in here like he belonged. Ally or not, a man should not be allowed to come into your room without permission,” Raeln told her over his shoulder, still not easing his grip on Nenophar.


    “He can come and go as he wishes,” she insisted. “Do I need to remind you that you kicked in my door and attacked me, most certainly without my permission?”


    Nenophar’s eyes glittered angrily for a second and he placed a hand atop Raeln’s wrist, ready to free himself if required. He looked to Ilarra, waiting for her agreement before he hurt Raeln.


    Raeln was still not backing down, though he glanced over at Greth as the other man came back into the room and closed the door. Ilarra was less than pleased to see that he was putting more weight in Greth’s opinion than hers, though she was not entirely surprised.


    “I will release you,” Raeln finally told Nenophar, bringing his nose almost to the point of touching Nenophar’s face. “If you give me a reason, you leave by the window. Do we understand one another?”


    A smile crept over Nenophar’s face, making Ilarra’s skin crawl. It was anything but friendly, and Raeln seemed to see that as well, tightening his grip on Nenophar until the wall he pushed Nenophar against began to creak dangerously. For a moment, Ilarra thought Raeln might well shove Nenophar straight back through and into the hall.


    “Boys, enough!” Ilarra told them, walking over and shoving Raeln to make him back away from Nenophar. “Both of you are being childish. If there is any bloodshed between you, I will incinerate you both. Given the way my thoughts have been twisted by the Turessians, do not test me, I may not be bluffing.”


    Slowly, Raeln lowered Nenophar to his feet. The two stared at one another a while, challenging each other to make the first move. Then they finally both turned to face Ilarra. Greth sat down in a corner shaking his head at the whole scene. He seemed caught between amusement and the same disgust Ilarra felt.


    “Where do you stand on finding the purpose of the Turessians in this city?” Nenophar asked her, occasionally glancing at Raeln as though he expected to be attacked again.


    “Someone took it before I arrived, but Dorralt doesn’t have it. He’s still marching on the city, probably hoping he can find it when he arrives.”


    That caused Raeln’s ears to perk and his attention went entirely to Ilarra. “The Turessian in Altis said they were looking for a staff here,” he noted, cocking his head. “I was going to tell you about it, but it sounds like you already know. That and letting the city know about the army were why we tried to hurry back to the city.”


    “Try finding one specific piece of carved wood in a city. Knowing what it is helps less than you would think,” groused Ilarra, putting her head in her hands. “According to the staff-makers, carved staves are exceedingly popular this year.”


    Coming over to stand beside Raeln, Greth added, “Therec was awfully proud of his new staff before we left. He kept it in his lap when he ate and got pretty antsy when anyone got close to him. I even heard one of the serving girls say he slept with the damned thing. It might not be the one you want, but I would’ve started there.”


    “And you were going to mention any of that when?” asked Raeln, glaring at Greth.


    “Humans always do crazy things. He’s Turessian of one sort or another, so I give him extra leeway for crazy. I didn’t really think it any stranger than most things humans do until she mentioned the staff. Two furless worrying about a stick makes me want to find the stick and beat answers out of someone.”


    Greth then seemed to remember that Nenophar was with them. “Not that I have anything against you if Ilarra says you’re safe, but until you grow a tail, I’m going to always wonder how you manage to walk without falling over.”


    Ilarra’s mind jumped to Nenophar’s true form and felt herself blushing at the secret she needed to keep. Quickly, she put a hand to her face and hoped Greth and Raeln would think she was merely embarrassed by Greth’s rudeness. Luckily, Nenophar seemed entirely amused by the remark, smiling slightly back at the man.


    “If Therec has it, this is even more complicated,” Ilarra reminded them, deflecting the conversation from Nenophar. “I don’t know about the two of you, but I doubt I can get back into the keep without drawing far too much attention. We could sneak in, but I’m betting he’s got half of the tower searching for us after we all got away.”


    “Before we left,” Greth added, “he wouldn’t leave the royal ward of the keep. It’s more than getting inside. We need to get a half dozen floors up without being seen. Getting out is a lot easier than back in.”


    Ilarra looked to Nenophar, whose eyes glittered with humor, apparently anticipating her question. “No, I cannot get you there with my magic,” he answered before she asked, though she had been trying to find some way to ask him without mentioning transforming into a dragon. “The whole reason I needed you to leave the keep when we left was due to protections the original builders put on the place to shield against unwanted entry. Unless one of you can fly up to a window without being seen by a thousand people in the city, we will need to go through the doors.”


    Greth snorted. “A flying wolf. That’d be the day. I’ll keep my paws on the ground, thanks.”


    “We will need more than wings,” Nenophar added. “The two of you are filthy and will draw attention. I could smell those dead animals you wear as clothing before I had gotten halfway down the hallway. Even your weapons look as though you stole them from a corpse.”


    Wincing a little, Raeln looked down at the rusted sword at his hip. “We actually did. Some from a dead dwarf and some from zombies along the way as we traveled.”


    “Then you both need new attire and gear, or they will arrest you before they even know Therec is looking for you. Ilarra and I will be fine with our magic…”


    “About that,” Ilarra interjected nervously, shrinking back as Nenophar gave her a penetrating stare. “I have no magic. I lost it, but it’s coming back slowly.”


    “Lost?” demanded Nenophar, pushing past Raeln to march right up to Ilarra. “How could you lose your magic? Magic is not simply left in a cupboard by accident.”


    “Remember how I used too much and couldn’t do anything for a few days?”


    “I do. I also remember telling you never to do that again.”


    “Dorralt attacked me. I had to cut myself off to keep him out before he made me kill anyone.”


    All three men’s eyes went wide.


    “I’m fine,” she hurriedly added. “I couldn’t find any way to get out of his control, so I severed all of my ties to magic. It’s temporary, but until it comes back, I have nothing.”


    Nenophar grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand up. He took one glance at her broken nails and dirty fingers with their scabbed cuts from living in squalor for weeks and let her hand drop. “When you say all of your magic…” he started to ask, letting the question trail off. He clearly was unsure whether Raeln and Greth were allowed to know the specifics of her condition.


    “I mean all of it,” Ilarra repeated. “It’s been a couple weeks, and I’m just starting to be able to feel magic again. If I’d been any more thorough cutting off my magic, I’d be dead. I’d be lucky to fumble my way through the card tricks my father called magic when I was a child.”


    “I can still do those, if it helps,” Raeln joked, but closed his mouth when Greth punched him in the arm.


    “This complicates things,” Nenophar told the group, rubbing at his jaw nervously. “I feel we should wait until Ilarra recovers before we do anything further. If we don’t, we’re depending on these two louts against an army of Therec’s men, all of whom have at least some degree of skill with weapons. Magic was our only advantage.”


    “Then you can go in with one of us ‘louts’,” Raeln told Nenophar gruffly. “Take me. I was taught to fight beside a wizard. Whether that wizard is Ilarra or you, I can help. We can’t wait around for her to recover. The undead are days away from the city, if that far.”


    “They will take longer than that after recent setbacks,” Nenophar noted offhandedly. “I do agree they are too close, though. I believe someone pushed them back a good ways and bought us some time.”


    “Something,” interjected Raeln. “Giant flying lizard nearly killed us when it attacked the undead. One more thing to worry about.”


    Nenophar studied Raeln, looking to Ilarra as though he were debating whether the man was even worthy of consideration. Finally, he nodded and patted Ilarra’s shoulder. “I will see about getting them proper clothing for this region,” he said while looking at Raeln. “If you have no concerns, Ilarra, I will take your man into the keep and assess the situation. We will not engage Therec even if he does have the staff we need, but will come back and formulate a plan. Should he not have it, at least we have eliminated one critical location.”


    “Are you okay shopping for wildlings?” Ilarra asked him, trying to imagine a dragon window-shopping for people he barely knew.


    “That depends on the city. I have no currency from any lands still producing coin…will they take gold nuggets? Most human and elven lands seem to.”


    Ilarra’s jaw dropped as Nenophar produced a palm-sized lump of gold from his pouch. With the pouch open, she could see three or four more where that had come from. “Nenophar,” she said softly, noticing that Greth had become abruptly interested in the conversation—almost dangerously so. “The common currency here is a small copper coin. Lands are bought and sold with bags of silver. What you are holding is enough to buy most of the lands surrounding Lantonne.”


    The man gave her a confused look and placed the gold back in his pouch. “Why would the people of this city believe they can own land? Do they not follow the philosophy that what they have the ability to defend is theirs by right? I had believed that was why elves kept to such small houses.”


    “I think you’re confusing them for my people,” Greth told Nenophar, though his eyes stayed on the pouch. “Elves and human buy and sell land the way most people pay another person for food. You’re lucky you don’t have to worry about elven ways…”


    “How odd for them to act like that,” remarked Nenophar absently while Ilarra grabbed at his sleeve, trying to keep him from talking. “We elves, that is. Where I come from, they act different, I’m afraid.”


    “And that’s where?” Greth pressed, his eyes darting over Nenophar’s clothing. Ilarra noticed his hand subtly move toward the weapon at his hip, and Raeln did the same, mirroring Greth. “Your accent is Lantonnian. Your clothing and hair are their style, too. One might think you’ve lived here a while. What I don’t recognize is your scent—you don’t have one. I’ve noticed Ilarra has that same problem.”


    Stepping between Nenophar and the two wildlings, Ilarra raised her arms to stop them. “He’s a friend,” she reminded them. “I know what you’re thinking. He’s not a Turessian spy. I can promise you that. Please don’t ask for more than that, though.”


    “Ilarra, have you seen the Turessians?” Greth demanded, though he did take his hand away from his weapon. “They don’t all have tattoos and dark clothing that screams ‘I’m a necromancer.’ Some of them look like people you know…and may well be people you’ve known. He could very well have been turned by them.”


    “No, he couldn’t have,” she insisted. “You need to trust me. There are few people I can be sure of, but he’s one.”


    Raeln finally relented and relaxed, then touched Greth’s shoulder to draw his attention. They stared at each other a moment, conversing without words, before Greth snarled and walked away.


    To Ilarra, the exchanged looks reminded her of how her father and mother would silently argue with their eyes if they did not want her or Raeln to hear them bickering. That thought amused her even as she worried that, sooner or later, Greth might pick a fight with Nenophar…a fight she knew he would lose horribly. She had no desire to see him torn apart, and she knew that was likely how things would end if he did attack.


    Nenophar finally broke the silence. “I will go and collect what we need. Your man and I will go into the keep tonight when the guard changes.”


    “Be careful,” she warned, grabbing Nenophar’s hand. Tapping her temple with a finger, she added, “If anything happens to you…”


    “I am always careful,” Nenophar told her, smiling. “Thank you for your concern. When we go tonight, I will bring him back safe, as well.”


    Nenophar hurried from the room, and as Ilarra saw the heel of his boot disappear into the hallway, she noticed Raeln watching her. He gave her an amused smirk and clenched his jaw in a way she knew from their childhood—he dearly wanted to tease her about a boy. In this case, Nenophar, who Ilarra had absolutely no desire to bicker with Raeln about, especially now that Raeln was speaking. Looks were one thing, but having to listen to him suggesting she had an interest in Nenophar would be difficult at best and horrifying at worst with the knowledge of what he truly was.


    From the moment Nenophar left to the time he returned, the three people left in the room said nothing. Greth seemed angry with Raeln over his decision to let Nenophar go—again reminding Ilarra of how her parents had bickered. Raeln, for his part, was lost in thoughts he did not seem willing to share. Ilarra was fine with that, letting her contemplate their strategy for finding the staff and escaping without interruption.


    After the first hour of waiting, Raeln nodded to himself and stripped to his waist, taking his time picking at the burrs and knots in his fur with his claws. He continued until the fur lay smooth again, looking far more like a wildling from the city than the barbaric creature he had come to resemble. Once he appeared satisfied his fur had improved, Raeln wiped away all the loose fur pulled out by his brushing along with clumps of mud that had accumulated. A short time of grooming and he looked like an entirely new man.


    Greth spent the whole time watching out the window for threats he likely could not name but feared anyway. Occasionally, he would glance over his shoulder at Raeln, but would always turn back to the window when he saw Ilarra watching.


    For her own part, Ilarra’s time was passed watching the two men in the room with her. Having them back after so long was a small miracle she could never have believed possible. Greth she had assumed would stay in his homelands, no matter what might come. She had even assumed Raeln would find somewhere safer to stay after how upset he had begun to get over her treatment of him before he had left. Given Raeln’s reaction to her behavior upon returning, she wondered if he regretted not going elsewhere.


    Ilarra reflected on those days and the early signs of the Turessian influence on her, dreading how much worse it could get. The attempt to harm the two wildlings when they had come back played over and over in her head, and despite knowing it was a vast overreaction on her part, she still felt the nagging need to kill them both, deep down in her mind.


    When Ilarra thought on the desire to kill or even to hurt those she knew or loved, she “remembered” things she had done. The memories were not her own, but she saw them as clearly as anything done with her own hands. There were flashes of orcish villages being burned to the ground and survivors torn apart by undead. She saw small armies of the undead seeking out wildlings and orcs alike all over the lands of Eldvar, executing them all without hesitation. Thousands of lives passed before her mind’s eye, marred by blood and the screams of the dying. Despite all this, she still had no idea why the Turessians pushed so hard for her and the others to kill those races indiscriminately. She meant to ask Nenophar more about it, but always forgot.


    She saw plenty of others die, but they were killed for specific reasons, such as to bolster the undead army, to prevent them from warning others of the Turessian approach, or in retaliation for resistance. There was no malice in those attacks, setting the deaths of the wildlings and orcs distinctly apart.


    A singular thought came unbidden to the forefront, surprising Ilarra with its clarity. She saw an army of pale-skinned undead—ghouls—rushing into a city surrounded by sands. The city offered up little resistance as it was occupied. Dozens of other minds shouted elation at the victory somewhere in the recesses of her thoughts, letting her know this had just happened somewhere. The Turessians were actively conquering other lands. Lantonne might not be the last, but the number of holdouts was surely dwindling.


    When Nenophar returned, it startled Ilarra, but the two wildlings did not even look up. They knew the man was coming before he arrived, likely due to their far better hearing.


    “I have some basic attire for everyone,” Nenophar announced as he came in, offering Ilarra a folded dress and tall hunting boots. To Greth, he gave a simple pair of pants and shirt, as well as a belt, rolled-up cloak, and a hardened leather jacket. “For Raeln and I, more formal clothing was needed. I procured servants’ clothing from the keep that should let us get past some of those who are watching for us. I fear clothing will be far too little to fully hide us from them, though.”


    Raeln took the offered pile of clothing and eyed it suspiciously. He sniffed at it, then asked, “Are the prior owners still alive?”


    “If you are concerned about their remains being found, that is not a concern,” explained Nenophar off-handedly. “I was very discrete.”


    “It would have been more discrete to steal from the keep’s laundry, rather than murder servants.”


    Nenophar stopped where he was, his brows crinkling. “I agree in hindsight,” he noted, nodding at Raeln. “I’m afraid I’ve always taken the view that those in your way are disposable. Often, alternatives don’t cross my mind. You might well be an asset, thinking in such a way. Please, tell me when more practical approaches present themselves.”


    “What will you have Greth and I do while you’re gone?” Ilarra asked, wanting to both know his thoughts on her role and also divert attention away from his awkward remarks.


    Nenophar looked genuinely sad to answer. “You will need to stay here and hide. I know it’s not what you would want to do, but I’ve come to the belief that Dorralt has Turessian spies in the city already, looking for you and the staff. If they see you, they’ll know exactly who you are, as the woman near Altis did. The stronger ones may not even need to see you; they will feel your presence. The fact that you have not encountered any thus far tells me they may already be in the keep or are close to their target and do not wish to reveal themselves. This means we need to hurry and avoid the risk of discovery more than usual.”


    Ilarra pouted and agreed, realizing he was right, even if it was discouraging. Offering herself up as a prize to the Turessians would not help anyone.


    “Get going, already,” Greth told them as soon as Raeln and Nenophar had finished changing. Walking up to Raeln, he took the taller man’s hand. “Come back by tomorrow night or I’ll come in after you, even if it blows your cover. Understood?”


    Raeln smiled uncomfortably, noticing Ilarra watching him, and pulled his hand away. “I’ll hurry,” he told Greth, raising his voice for Ilarra’s benefit. “I want you to keep Ilarra safe. Promise me, if things go badly, you’ll get her as far from Lantonne as possible.”


    “You’re still an idiot, Raeln,” Greth replied, jabbing Raeln in the chest with a sharp claw. “If you die in there, there’s nothing I can do for the elf. Your stupid oath ties my hands. I’d love to make that promise, but there’s no point.”


    Raeln closed his eyes and sighed. “Right. It’s been so long without worrying about it, I forgot…I never thought it would happen.”


    Nenophar smoothed his servant’s garb and laughed softly to himself as he leaned against the wall. “If Raeln dies, I have died. With both of us dead, there is no hope for Ilarra to resist the Turessians and she will be lost to us. She will see to it the city falls, so you must believe I have a very strong commitment to keeping your Raeln alive.”


    “My…” Greth sputtered and looked at Ilarra, masking his surprise with anger. “Your Raeln…just like I always said, he’s like a pet. Disgusting.”


    Ilarra bit her lip to keep from saying anything she knew they were not ready to hear, which Raeln seemed to take as an acceptance to get underway. Coming over to her, he bent forward until his whiskers brushed her face, making her laugh.


    “I promise I will be careful,” Raeln told her firmly. “Keep him safe, too. He’ll try very hard to get himself in trouble.”


    “I’ll promise only if you agree to talk about the two of you when you get back.”


    Raeln wrinkled his muzzle. “I’ll have to think how I can even answer that. I may need more time, but I will at some point, once I know myself. Is that fair?”


    “Agreed. Now go and find us a way to save the city.”


    Raeln stepped away from Ilarra, giving her a look that told her he feared it might be the last time he saw his adopted sister. He gave Greth a similar look, though it was far briefer and cut short by Greth rolling his eyes and turning to look out the window.


    Without any further discussion, Raeln and Nenophar left the room and closed the door behind them. Soon, Greth’s casual attention at the window became more focused, likely as he saw the two on the sunlit street below.


    “How would you like to pass the time?” Ilarra asked a few minutes later, though Greth continued to stare out the window. “We have hours to wait, and I’d rather we not pace anxiously. We have to believe he…they are coming back alive.”


    “Oh, he will,” Greth told her without looking away from the cityscape. “He knows I’ll hurt him if he doesn’t. If you want to pass the time, you can start by telling me what the elf was talking about when he said you would be lost to the Turessians. How bad is this thing, and what do I need to know to keep us all safe?”


    “You won’t like the answer.”


    “I never do when furless have secrets.” His tail swished angrily, but he kept watching the streets outside. “I’m getting used to worrying about things the way Raeln does. Tell me everything. If you don’t want me to tell Raeln or the elf, I won’t. I need to understand, if I’m to keep Raeln safe.”


    Ilarra frowned at that. “He’s dedicated his life to protecting others. I doubt he wants you watching over him like that.”


    “He’s an adult, elf. Besides, how I dote on him is between him and I. You’re not stupid, and I saw the way you watched us. You know how I feel, so tell me what I need to know without making me justify the reason.”


    “Why haven’t you told him?”


    Greth glanced over his shoulder at her, baring his fangs for a second, and then turned back to the window. “We are surrounded by flesh-eating corpses formed into an army bent on wiping this city off of every map. Which is easier to cope with: the death of someone you love, or the death of someone who you hoped you might one day be able to admit to loving? I’m pretty sure it’s kinder to him to say nothing until we get out of here alive.”


    “If that’s what you want.”


    Ilarra began telling Greth everything Nenophar had told her about herself, including a few details of what she had learned on her own. She was cautious with what she said and avoided giving away anything about Nenophar, twisting the story to make him sound more like a scholar of odd things.


    Greth did not question or object to any of it and just listened to her, staring out the window and twisting one of the pelts Ilarra was fairly certain Raeln had been wearing earlier in his hands nervously.


    Once she had finished, Ilarra waited for Greth to say anything, but he remained silent. She took it as a sign that he wanted to contemplate the situation a while and let him be, instead looking over the items Nenophar had brought her.


    The dress and boots were simple, a nice option if she had to be more subtle than the elegant attire she had given herself before losing her magic. When they fled the city, the new clothing would be far more practical for travel. She did not even consider the odds that they might not actually leave the city if the staff was not found in time.


    Looking through the various other items Nenophar had dropped at her feet, Ilarra found new belts, pouches to replace her worn ones, and even several swords and knives, likely intended for Raeln and Greth. These drew her eye, and she picked up one of the longer knives, drawing it to examine the edge. It was finely crafted, a type of steel she had seen or heard of in P’shaan to the far east. The idea that she had never been to those lands or known anyone who had never crossed her mind.


    The knife caught the light on its blade, holding Ilarra spellbound. She touched the edge with her finger. It would cut through a foe easily.


    A shout snapped Ilarra’s attention from the knife, and she realized she was no longer sitting to one side of the room. She sat atop Greth, the knife at his throat, pressed into his fur. He had both hands clamped on her wrist, trying to hold her back.


    “What…what’s going on?” she asked, letting the knife drop.


    Greth slapped it aside, sending it clattering under debris near the wall. “You grabbed me from behind,” Greth answered, touching his neck and pulling back his fingers with blood on them. “I couldn’t fight you—you were too strong. Before I could do anything, you had me down and that blade on me…”


    “Greth,” Ilarra pleaded, tears coming to her eyes. “It’s not me…it’s…”


    “I know, kid,” he replied, pulling her into a hug. “Those two will be back as fast as they can. Try not to go crazy on me just yet.”


    Ilarra buried her face in his chest, crying uncontrollably as she thought about how close she had come to killing him. Raeln would never have forgiven her. Seeing his face when he returned to find his friend dead would have broken Ilarra—exactly what Dorralt wanted.


    Time was running out.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “A People Divided”


    


    “This is worse than any plan I have ever heard of.” Raeln flattened his back against the side of the keep wall. Nearby, a group of ten soldiers passed by, heading toward the barracks. “Pick any other doorNenophar. The front entrance is not even an option.”


    “You underestimate me,” Nenophar replied, grinning. As he did, his facial features adjusted somewhat, changing his look enough that Raeln would never have recognized him. His build remained the same, but all the tiny details one used to recognize a person became a slight bit different. “Illusion is a specialty of mine. Try not to overreact when you see yourself.”


    Raeln looked down at his hands and saw his fur coloration had changed dramatically, from the usual grey, white, and black to a dirty brown. Even subtle details like the smooth look of his fur had taken on a slight wave. He could not imagine any wolf looking quite like what he was seeing.


    Wondering how great the change had been, Raeln looked around until he spotted a glass window. Shifting where he stood to look at himself, he felt his jaw drop as he saw what Nenophar had done to him. He still stood taller than most of the humans nearby, but everything about his appearance had changed. His chiseled wolfish features had been softened and his ears flopped about lazily. One minute he had been a wolf, the next Nenophar had given him the look of a mongrel.


    “Before you object,” Nenophar said quickly, “I found the keep has no wolves on the serving staff anymore, after your departure. There are very few wildlings of any breed, but I did learn they have a dog wildling that looks similar to how you now do who is sent on chores outside the keep regularly. I could not make you look human without great effort. If I had tried, the disguise would have fallen apart the first time I spoke or had to do anything more complex than walk.”


    “Small blessings there. I’ll take looking like a mutt over losing my fur any day.”


    “You’ve lost nothing. This is old magic that plays on the minds of those seeing you.”


    To test that, Raeln wiggled his ears, feeling them move as he remembered, but the reflection in the glass showed them flopping about like an idiot. When he opened his mouth, he realized the reflection even showed his tongue lolling foolishly out one side of his mouth.


    “If you are ready and sure I have not somehow wronged you, we should go before the gate is fully staffed again,” Nenophar advised. “We only have a minute or two before more guards come.”


    Raeln took a slow breath to calm his nerves and then followed Nenophar out into the street. They took their time walking to the open keep doors, despite Raeln’s desire to hurry. He knew the slow approach was far safer, but seeing four armed humans waiting for them made him worry they would be found out if they did not get past soon.


    Leading the way, Nenophar passed into the keep without the guards saying a word, though they did scrutinize him. They paid far more attention to Raeln, though.


    “Hey!” the nearest guard barked at Raeln, coming over to him. “You think I’m going to let you past like that? Get over here!”


    Raeln froze, clenching his hands to keep them from shaking. He looked to Nenophar, but the man gave a subtle gesture with one hand as though to say, “Calm down.”


    “C’mon, bend over,” the guard told Raeln, grinning. “Since when were you shy?”


    Trying not to look entirely confused, Raeln bent at the waist slowly, until the guard reached up and scratched behind his ear. The man laughed and then waved Raeln on.


    “Good boy. Get going before anyone knows you were out causing trouble with the tramps down on the south end of town.” The guard returned to his post. “See you tonight at the tavern?”


    “Of course,” Raeln answered, praying that his voice was at least close enough that the man would not notice the difference. “See you tonight.”


    Rushing to catch up with Nenophar, Raeln got as close as he could and whispered, “How did that just work?”


    “I told you,” Nenophar answered testily. “The magic affects their minds. You might not look exactly like his friend, but close enough that he thinks he saw that man instead of you. I was more concerned about him touching you…he could have felt the tips of your ears through the illusion if he had tried scratching there instead. You were lucky.”


    “I never want to do that again.”


    “Getting so close to being discovered?”


    “No, getting treated like a household pet. I’ve never had anyone pet me before. It’s humiliating to be seen as an animal.”


    “I can only imagine,” said Nenophar, grinning as he led the way deeper into the keep’s halls. “Pretending to be something you’re not and feeling like the actions others take toward you are beneath you. It must be difficult.”


    “You have no idea, elf.”


    “No, of course not.”


    Nenophar led them part way into the main hallway that led from the entrance to the first set of wide curved stairs to other floors, then stopped, looking around in confusion.


    “The outside of the keep gave no indication of the complexity of the inside,” he mused aloud, eyeing the stairs. He turned in place and looked at the other set of stairs. “Why would they need more than one staircase? They all go up, which is where we need to go, but…why two? Was this place designed to confuse invaders?”


    “One for servants and one for guests of rank,” Raeln explained, pointing to the stairs on the left. “We go up the servant entrance. You can’t possibly have spent time around any major city and not seen things set up this way in any noble home.”


    They stopped talking briefly as a group of serving women passed by on their way toward the laundry, judging by the baskets they carried with them.


    Once the women were far enough away that they could no longer hear him, Nenophar said, “You were correct earlier. Those assigned to work at laundry would have been easier to make disappear without notice.”


    “That was not what I was saying,” Raeln insisted, keeping his voice low. “I meant you should have stolen clothing from the laundry, not killed the people working there.”


    Nenophar nodded slowly and pointed at the steps. “I suppose that is an option, too. Shall we continue?”


    “Can I lead the way?” Raeln asked. “I have been here before and had to learn most of the keep’s floor layouts while Therec held us here There wasn’t a whole lot to do other than explore, fight with Greth, or get yelled at by Ilarra.”


    Nenophar smiled broadly. “Lead on. I was hoping to find a map or capture someone who knew the layout and torture them until they gave us directions, but using your knowledge is better.”


    Raeln took to the stairs and tried not to let his dread about traveling with Nenophar overwhelm him. He hurried in hopes that the exertion would help him forget how much danger they would be in if Nenophar talked with anyone at all. If nothing else, Raeln wanted to be sure he stayed ahead, in case there were servants at the top of the steps. The last thing he needed was the elf killing someone.


    Thankfully, when Raeln got to the next floor, the halls were as empty as those below. He waited for Nenophar, sniffing to get a feel for the type of people that most frequently passed by the area. He could smell oiled metal and sweat, likely guards and servants. Neither was too much of a concern as long as Nenophar maintained their disguises.


    When Nenophar did finally walk up beside Raeln, he began looking around. “I had expected more difficulty,” he explained. At the far end of the hall, two servants hurried past, and Nenophar watched that direction long after they had gone. “Is it always so empty in here? Having a house this large with so few occupants seems very impractical.”


    “This is not normal at all. The last time we were here, the first few floors were packed with people.” Raeln began to notice, despite the recent scents, the floors were filthy. Dust covered the few furnishings along the walls. Even the stairs they had come up were covered with several days of grime. “We need to be very careful. There might not be many servants in the halls anymore. Something’s changed.”


    Taking the lead again, Raeln led them down several halls and then up to a series of rooms that had housed the serving staff the last time Raeln had been in the keep. Most of the rooms stood open and very few scents presented themselves. The place was very nearly abandoned.


    Growling and punching the wall near him, Raeln said, “Our disguises won’t work. They’ve sent most of the servants away for some reason. We need to look like guards.”


    “Not an option for you. The city guards are all human or elven. If you are willing to split up, I can attempt to blend in as one of them and head for the higher floors.”


    Raeln was about to dismiss the idea when he realized Nenophar was sniffing at the air. Thinking he had missed something so obvious even an elf could even smell it, Raeln took several deep breaths, but could not identify anything unusual.


    Finally, Nenophar noticed his confused look. “I need to investigate something. There is no way I can bring you along. I am sorry, Raeln. I should be able to find you within the hour. Hide yourself if need be.”


    While Raeln tried to object, Nenophar turned and ran back toward the stairs, leaving him standing in the servants’ wing of the keep.


    “And that is why I stopped listening to Ilarra years ago,” Raeln muttered. “Elves are too flighty and unpredictable.”


    Raeln flattened against the wall when he heard approaching footsteps from the direction opposite of where Nenophar had gone. He realized any attempt to hide only made things worse and stepped back to the middle of the hall, trying his best to look like he belonged by walking toward whoever was coming.


    Seconds after Raeln had passed the first few rooms, with his head low to keep from drawing any extra attention, a young human man in servant’s clothing came around the corner, stopping abruptly as he did.


    “What are you doing?” the man demanded, going wide-eyed and staring at Raeln. “Are you trying to get yourself thrown out? He’s coming down now!”


    Raeln froze, trying to think of what he could or should do. He checked back the way he had come, but Nenophar had not returned.


    “C’mon!” the man said, grabbing his arm. “Hurry!”


    Almost dragging Raeln behind him, the man took them toward the stairs, heading down. Just before they reached the top step, someone came down the nearby stairs leading higher into the tower.


    “Stop right there,” a voice called out, and both Raeln and the serving man came to an abrupt halt.


    “You are in so much trouble,” the servant whispered. “Don’t drag me down with you.”


    Raeln gauged his surroundings and decided he could probably escape down the stairs if trouble got too bad. There would be more guards on the bottom floor by then, but he felt confident he could either hide within the keep or overpower a handful of the soldiers if he surprised them. Satisfied that he had some semblance of a plan, he turned in place, keeping his head low in case he was being addressed by someone important.


    As Raeln came around, he realized there were five people approaching, not the one or two he had expected. Peeking quickly up before lowering his head further, Raeln realized he had gravely overestimated his odds of survival.


    Four of those standing in front of him were elven soldiers, three men and a woman, all armed heavily and wearing well-fitted chain and plate armor. Even aside from the finery, Raeln recognized the blue sashes they wore, marking them as the king’s personal guard. These were among the most skilled warriors in Lantonne and the type of people that had trained Raeln on and off through his childhood. He stood no chance against four of them and was not even sure he could safely handle one.


    Behind the elite guard, the Turessian Therec stood glaring angrily at Raeln. Tucked in the crook of his arm was the very staff Raeln was sent to examine, making Raeln want to shout for Nenophar, though he knew he was foolish to even consider it. He briefly thought of simply grabbing the staff and running, but he did not even know if this was the right weapon yet. Blowing his cover for the wrong item would doom the rest of his companions.


    Unlike the last time Raeln had seen Therec, the man now wore Lantonnian finery, including embroidered white pants and a blue tunic that might have been silk. Gone were the black robes and hood he had always worn previously, though his tattoos still made him stand out against anyone from Lantonne. During Raeln’s last visit, Therec had worn simple Lantonnian clothes on occasion, but always went back to his robes in a hurry after a public appearance.


    “I ordered any wildlings banished from my sight at all times,” Therec roared, shoving aside one of the guards to walk toward Raeln. “Explain yourself, beast!”


    Raeln could hardly believe the change in the man’s tone. He sounded on the verge of having Raeln executed on the spot, simply for being seen, without even knowing who Raeln really was. He immediately thought of Ilarra’s reaction to seeing him for the first time in months and wondered what Therec’s excuse might be. Sniffing, he realized he could smell each one of the soldiers and the servant beside him, but on Therec, he smelled nothing. What precisely that meant, he had no idea. There was something wrong here.


    “I am sorry, regent,” Raeln offered in his best attempt to sound contrite. To add to the tone, he took a knee, lowering his head as far as he could without putting his nose on the floor. “I had forgotten the time and tried to be gone before…”


    Therec walked right up to Raeln and grabbed the loose fur beneath Raeln’s left ear to tug his head up, shifting the staff to the crook of his other arm. “If I ever find you in any public place while I am there again, or on any floor above the ground, I will have you skinned and your pelt hung from the walls. Do you understand, or should I use smaller words more fitting of your species?”


    Nodding vigorously, Raeln ducked his head again the instant Therec released him, though his reason was not so much to look more shameful but to get a better glimpse of the staff. At a distance, he had not previously noticed the faint carvings that ran the length of the wood. He made frantic mental notes of several engraved symbols on it, hoping to remember them when he found—and possibly throttled—Nenophar.


    “Get out of my sight,” Therec told him, sneering as though he was considering killing Raeln anyway. “Your kind stinks up the place. You are not to leave your quarters until you have been bathed and cleaned up to look like you are worthy of standing in this keep.”


    Bowing, Raeln hurried backwards to the edge of the steps, then spun and ran down them. At the first turn in the staircase, he quickened his pace, taking the steps two and three at a time until he reached the ground floor.


    Thinking he had to find Nenophar and get out, he sniffed the air. He then realized Nenophar’s strange ability to leave no scent meant Raeln could do nothing to find him. He would have to wander about aimlessly across any number of floors to have any hope of locating the man.


    So many furless people with no scents. It was bewildering and frustrating.


    Raeln decided to explore the first floor of the keep—likely the only one he could travel easily through, judging by his conversation with Therec—on the off-chance Nenophar came back down somewhere Raeln could spot him.


    For the next two hours, Raeln stopped at every painting he could find and wiped at the frames with a rag he had found near another of the servants’ stairs. The act apparently was good enough that he drew no more unwanted attention from guards that passed him from time to time.


    Night began to darken the keep and other servants appeared to light torches and fireplaces in larger rooms. Raeln made his way back up to the second floor on the belief that Therec would likely be gone. He remembered Therec had been quite insistent that he retire to his own floor when the sun set and had to hope the habit was still the way he lived. Months before, he had claimed it was to avoid times when assassins were most likely to do their work. Raeln hoped he had only become more convinced of that risk.


    After reaching the second floor, Raeln heard an argument coming from another staircase that led up to the next floor. He debated for a while at the foot of the stairs, but after listening long enough to be sure neither of the voices sounded like Therec’s, he crept up, pausing every few steps to search the air for scents. Only one scent drifted down and stunk of sweat and dirty clothing—a servant.


    Raeln climbed until he could peek around the curve at the next floor. Standing right at the edge of the steps were Nenophar and a serving woman.


    “You can’t go in there, no matter the reason,” the woman was saying. “The king forbids anyone entry to the war room.”


    “I told you, forget you saw me there. I was just taking a quick look,” Nenophar pleaded.


    “No! You know the rules. I have to report it. They probably won’t punish you much, but if I don’t tell, I’ll be whipped and thrown out of the keep.”


    Nenophar sighed and nodded at the woman, then checked over his shoulder. Turning back to the woman, he reached out quickly and grabbed her shoulder. As he did, the woman’s eyes widened and her skin darkened as flames erupted from her whole body. Before Raeln could react, she collapsed into ash, drifting all around Nenophar and settling into a large grey pile.


    “What do you think you’re doing?” Raeln called up the stairs. “Are you crazy? You just murdered a woman.”


    “She was going to report my presence,” he explained, motioning Raeln to follow him. “Her fate was already set in a way that does not affect our mission or the outcome of the war. What I did find will have more impact, and I wish for you to see it before we are found out.”


    Raeln came up the stairs more slowly than he probably should have, unable to take his eyes off of the pile of ash at Nenophar’s feet.


    “If you walk any slower, we may as well spell out our intentions in the keep using the bodies of the king’s soldiers,” Nenophar said dryly. “Come along, Raeln.”


    Raeln stopped at the top stair, the pile of dust that had been the woman captivating him. Reluctantly, he lifted his foot and tried not to step in the ash, but no matter how careful he had tried to be, he felt it coating his paw pads and toes. His stomach churned, but he kept walking to prevent himself from dwelling on what covered his feet.


    “For a trained warrior, you are very easily offended,” Nenophar said, leading the way down one of the halls. “Have you killed before, Raeln?”


    “Only in battle.”


    “Battle is what you make of it,” the man replied, turning them down a narrower passage. “We are at war with the forces of the undead. If a serving woman stands between a partial victory and certain defeat, would you not kill her without a second thought?”


    “I would question whether it was the right decision and look for another way. If there was no choice, I probably would kill her.”


    “Hesitation allows for chance to get the upper-hand in the moment. Act decisively and there will be less opportunity for your fate to catch up with you. This is a valuable lesson for any mortal.”


    Raeln glanced down at the powder coating his feet. “What’s to stop my fate from ending up like hers?”


    Smiling, Nenophar shoved open a door on the left side of the hall, motioning for Raeln to go in. “Raeln, there are many ways that one can meet their fate. Yours has been unwritten. What little I do know is that if I were to kill you as I did that woman”—the man pointed at the pile of ash far behind them in the hallway—“it would set my own fate in stone. I don’t know why that is yet, but I have no desire to forego any hope of a better outcome for my own life. You are as safe with me as Ilarra is.”


    Raeln looked into the room they had stopped at, finding a large study with an ornate desk covered with books and unrolled parchments. “And how safe is she?” he asked, still not going into the room.


    “My life and the lives of many others depends on your continued survival. What little I have been told of my future makes me dearly wish that, if we fail in this task, you can find a way to kill me and spare me from my fate.”


    “Let me guess,” said Raeln, glaring at Nenophar. “Somehow you know that you’ll become a Turessian, like Ilarra.”


    “Precisely,” replied Nenophar.


    “Who are you?” Raeln asked. “I’ve never met anyone who talks about the future and their own fate like you do.”


    Nenophar grinned and shrugged, moving into the room. He pointed at the door once he was inside. “Close that behind you. The stakes in this war are dire. Who I am matters little in the face of what I am going to show you.”


    Reluctantly, Raeln entered the room and closed the door behind him. Once he had, Nenophar went to the table and pulled several of the parchments out of the various piles and turned them to face Raeln.


    “Read and tell me what you think is happening in this war,” he said.


    Raeln went to the table and bent over the parchments. They were in a tiny script that was difficult for him to decipher, forcing him to squint and figure out each word as he read. He tried to hurry, knowing they could be found out at any moment, but the reading was slow-going. He soon began skimming the text, trying to get a general idea of what he was looking at.


    “They’re documenting troop movements on this one,” he noted, sliding one of the sheets aside. “This one is a map of the mountains, including much of the southern range. The others look to be stories about legendary battles between the founders of Lantonne and creatures of the region. Only the troop movements matter here.”


    “Wrong.” Nenophar placed a map beside the list of troop movements. He pulled another sheet from the stack Raeln had skipped, judging it to be another long list of undead sightings in the region, and placed it beside the other two. “Do you not see the overlap of these?”


    Raeln stared at the parchment a while before realizing one of the sheets was a record of orders sent to Lantonnian troops. The other told of where Turessian forces were spotted and predicted to be moving. Using the map, he slowly pieced together the locations and tapped four specific spots on the map, west and southwest of the city.


    “A large group of undead have turned and are headed back into the mountains,” he noted, feeling truly confused. “From the looks of this, Therec dispatched part of the army to intercept them. Every soldier is mounted, so he’s trying to beat them to something. I don’t see why this is so important or worthy of sending the army outside the walls.”


    Nenophar pulled out a book from the pile and opened to a page containing much of the information Raeln had seen on the parchments about legendary battles. The book looked to be the original from which the stories had been transcribed.


    “Read carefully, Raeln.”


    Squinting again, he searched the text for anything that stood out. He noted there were descriptions of the places where the heroes of old had fought and died. Comparing those notes to the map and some of the comments made in the troop movements, he realized they were describing some of the same places.


    “The undead are looking for something in the mountains,” he said, eliciting a nod from Nenophar. “Given that these places were referenced in the storybooks, it is likely an old weapon or other magic they think will give them an advantage. The king or Therec is dispatching soldiers to try and get there first.”


    “Not a small number of soldiers, either,” Nenophar added, tapping one of the parchments. “Nearly three quarters of the army is divided between two of those locations. Lantonne is undefended, if and when the undead arrive. The king has left this city to the mercy of the undead.”


    “What could be so important they would risk losing the city?”


    Picking up another book, Nenophar paged quickly through. Turning it toward Raeln, he pointed at the page.


    Skimming the story, Raeln recognized it as one he had heard as a child, told to him and Ilarra by her mother. The fable spoke of the last stand of the great knights of early Lantonne. They rode to their deaths against the last of the old gods who had taken mortal form in the mountains. Every soldier had died, and legend spoke of great winged beasts circling the region for years. Given that the old gods were myth, Raeln had never put much thought into the stories. He wondered why Nenophar would care about them. And, more importantly, why Therec and the king cared.


    “The first knights of Lantonne supposedly fought a dragon,” Raeln said, laughing in spite of an attempt not to. “Dragons don’t exist. They’re a story, like the one in this book. The thing I saw outside the city couldn’t be one of them. The old gods are a myth.”


    “What if they are not? And more to the point, the first residents of Lantonne had no knights. It was a routine patrol that found the dragon. I know the original story and this one has been heavily altered.”


    “Then both the Altisians and Therec’s troops are going to die horribly. I sincerely doubt that a god would join up with either side.”


    Nenophar’s face went slack and his eyes sparkled as a smile spread across his lips. “Dragons are not gods,” he said firmly, poking Raeln in the chest with a rigid finger. “Mortals only seek out dragons for one reason: they wish to be the first to kill it. The idea of dragons coming to the aide of the cities of man is an unlikely one, though I would say it is what Lantonne needs if it is to survive. I have seen how many march for Altis. Throwing themselves at the walls of this city, they would crash over it like a wave. Even a dragon might fear joining this battle.”


    “Assuming dragons even exist, what could motivate them to help us, and how would we convince Therec to call off his troops?”


    Nenophar tapped his chin, staring absently at the books. “They will need a reason, in the same way humans need to be convinced that war is the only choice before they willingly agree to put their lives on the line. Until something unthinkable happens, they will never help. No dragon would even consider helping mortals until they truly believed that their death is a possibility. Sending these soldiers after them will wake the dragons and convince them not to enter the war, thinking it is just another foolish mortal matter, when the stakes are far higher than any could know.”


    Raeln wanted to shake the man to make him say something sensible, something that did not sound like he was fantasizing about the armies being mauled by mythical creatures. The memory of the serving woman being burned to ash kept him from touching Nenophar. He instead waited silently until the man blinked and seemed to realize Raeln was still there.


    “Did you have any luck?” Nenophar asked, picking up several of the parchment sheets. He rolled them and slid them into his jacket.


    “I think so. Therec’s staff has symbols carved into the length of it, everywhere but the grip and tips. I memorized a couple, hoping Ilarra might recognize them.”


    Nenophar shuffled items on the desk until he found a small ink jar and quill. Setting them in front of Raeln, he flipped over one of the parchments. “Show me.”


    Raeln did as he was told, recreating two of the symbols as carefully as he could, though they did not look quite right. Each of the characters had layers of fine detail that blurred in his memory, but he hoped they were close enough.


    “Yes, that would be the right staff,” Nenophar said as Raeln finished touching up the flourishes on one of the symbols. “I would recognize those words anywhere, though I wish I did not. We need to get back to Ilarra and Greth immediately and form a plan. That staff must be removed from the city before the undead arrive, and we must find a way to let them know it’s gone. Once that is done, we will destroy the staff to ensure it does not fall into unsafe hands again.”


    “Does this put Ilarra in danger?”


    “We were all in danger the moment Turessi took notice of us. If you are asking if we will need to do something that could get her killed, the answer is yes, but only if we cannot come up with a good plan. A bad plan will kill all four of us, along with every creature in this city and the surrounding lands. A truly bad plan might well end life as we know it on Eldvar, but that may be an exaggeration, depending on how much the Turessians have already accomplished.”


    “Can you possibly say anything to give me hope?” Raeln pleaded, crumpling up the parchment with the symbols and stuffing it into a pocket of his stolen clothing.


    “Of course I can,” Nenophar answered, heading toward the door. “There are dragons in the mountains.”


    “Is that really something that should cheer me up?”


    Nenophar looked back at him, smiling in a quirky way that made Raeln even more uneasy. “If Altis sent their troops after a dragon and it is awake, they will fail on its home terrain. We merely need to ensure the dragon is ready for them and make certain Therec recalls his own troops. The dragon will destroy the Turessian forces for us. Once matters are settled here, I will negotiate with the dragon or dragons to see if they will help us drive the undead to the edges of the world.”


    Raeln sighed and let his shoulders sag. He could not see a single possible way their planning with the others was going to make him believe they could get out alive if Nenophar really thought following old fairy tales would help them stop an army. Still, he had no better plan, so he fell in behind as the man hurried from the room and into the halls, hoping they could get out of the keep without having to incinerate anyone else.


    They ducked several groups of guards on their way out, finally making their way down to one of the entrances the servants used to ferry food and supplies in and out without bothering the guards at the main entrances. The servants’ doors were far more heavily reinforced than the main doors but had only a single guard present to shut and bar the door if the keep came under attack.


    Nenophar peeked around the corner at the door at the far end of the empty kitchen. “My magic would be too loud, unless I can get close enough to touch him. Perhaps you should kill him instead? You may be able to get close before he realizes you are an enemy. Be sure to tear his throat out first to keep him quiet.”


    Raeln glanced around the lip of the wall and saw the man near the door Nenophar had been referring to. The man sat on a stool, barely awake as he stared at the walls. Even armored, the man appeared pudgy and ill-suited to battle.


    “Follow my lead and do not use any magic,” warned Raeln. “Say and do nothing but follow close.”


    “Of course. Remember, his throat first.”


    Raeln stared at Nenophar for a moment, trying to decide if the man was being sarcastic, but he honestly could not be sure. Giving up, he straightened up and walked around the corner, heading straight toward the guard.


    Blinking and sitting up, the guard put his hand to the hilt of the sword across his lap. He watched them come closer, and then as they got within ten feet, he told Raeln, “Door’s closed for the night. No one comes in or out after dark.”


    “If the regent wants breakfast, we need to get out,” Raeln said, smiling. “Someone forgot to fetch eggs. We can come back after dawn when the door’s open again and still have time, but we need to get out and pick up supplies now, or the regent will be really angry in the morning.”


    “You know I’m not supposed to…”


    “And how often does that get waved for the regent’s whims?” asked Raeln.


    “Good point. As long as you don’t try to come back in between now and sun-up, we’re both doing our jobs. They really don’t care too much about people leaving, it’s the people coming in they want only at the front gate.”


    Relaxing, the guard stuck his thumb toward the door. “I’ll bar it after you’re out,” he added.


    Raeln turned slightly to smile at Nenophar, who looked entirely confused. The elf crossed his arms when he noticed Raeln watching him, hiding his hands as though he had no idea what to do with them if he was not going to hurl magical death down on the soldier.


    Leading the way, Raeln thanked the guard again and proceeded out the door to the alley beyond. Once Nenophar had come through after him, the door was quickly shut, and Raeln could hear the heavy iron bar sliding back into place.


    “That should not have worked,” admitted Nenophar. “That man is an idiot.”


    “People believe what they want to believe, you just need to give them a reason to think you aren’t there to kill them. That and you need to not kill them. The more bodies that vanish, the more likely someone will come looking for you.”


    Nenophar frowned and said nothing further on the topic, instead watching Raeln for a cue as to what they would do next.


    Eyeing the alley in some attempt to figure out where he was, Raeln could not see enough of the city to determine even which side of the keep he was on. Looking up was little more help, as the dark allowed him to only see about twenty feet of the smooth wall. The alley itself was even less help, running about fifteen feet in either direction before ending in solid-looking doors attached between the keep walls and the next building over.


    “Now, we walk in a random direction until we find a landmark we can use to get back to Ilarra and Greth,” he said.


    Picking one of the doors at random, Raeln walked over and put his hand on the knob before stopping. A strong smell of men, metal, and leather came through the door. When he peeked through the slats, he could make out rows of beds lit by torches on either wall. Many of the beds were occupied.


    “The barracks,” he explained, backing away from the door. “Definitely not our way out.”


    “No less than twenty men inside. Agreed it is not the way,” noted Nenophar, wrinkling his nose.


    Raeln headed back up the alley to the far end. Once there, he sniffed again, this time smelling a mix of different scents that reminded him more of the city’s streets. The door’s tightly fitted boards would not allow him to see out, so he took a deep breath and opened the door in the hopes that it was a better option than the other.


    Thankfully, as the door swung open, Raeln found they stood at the edge of one of the wide main streets of Lantonne fifty feet or so from the front gates of the keep. The outside of the door had no handle, providing some degree of security to the private alley connecting the barracks and the keep.


    Nodding to Nenophar, Raeln stepped into the street and began navigating toward the section of town where they had left the others behind. Given that it was already far past midnight, the streets were nearly empty, allowing the two of them to make good time back to the ramshackle building where Ilarra had rented a room.


    As he approached the door, Raeln slowed to listen, hearing voices inside. He had expected both Ilarra and Greth to be long-since asleep, and their conversation caught his attention simply because it was unexpected.


    “…will you go once the war is over?” Ilarra was saying.


    “Anywhere that’s safer than here. Sticking around with dead bodies constantly trampling you is hardly my idea of fun. The pack’s camp is long gone, so I was thinking somewhere farther south. It might take a year or more to get past the advance of the Turessians, but I’m determined I’ll find somewhere to settle down where no one wants to eat my face. If I’m going to start a relationship, it’s going to be far from any dead bodies. You’re both welcome to travel with us, but I know he probably wants to go back home, if that’s even possible anymore.”


    “I’m sure he does. I’d have to ask him to be sure. He might want to stay around here, assuming the war ends.”


    Raeln’s hand near the door handle shook, and he clenched it to calm himself. Thoughts of all the times Greth had mentioned the women of his pack made his stomach clench. Not once had he considered Greth might have a wife somewhere, and now he felt a little sick for having paid the man so much attention. He had hoped…he knew that things were rarely that simple. He would have to back off and let Greth live his life the way he wanted to. It was not an easy decision, but Raeln could think of no other way. He would go along with traveling wherever Ilarra wanted, even though he would have rather gone with Greth if he had his choice.


    “Problem?” Nenophar asked, startling Raeln. “Is everything alright?”


    “Yeah. Great. I was just letting them finish a conversation.”


    “Listening in is more like it, not that I object.”


    Raeln glowered at the man, then wrenched the broken door open, cutting the discussion between Greth and Ilarra abruptly short. Both looked startled and guilty of something. After a second, Raeln saw Greth toss aside the fur mantle Raeln had worn on their way to the city.


    “Isn’t that mine?” Raeln asked, pointing to where Greth had hid the mantle.


    Greth winced and looked around, as if unsure what to say. Finally, he answered, “Yeah, it’s yours. We were worried you two might get captured, and I needed to get your scent. Just in case, you know.”


    Raeln looked to Ilarra, but she was pointedly avoiding his eyes. They clearly did not want him to know what they had been talking about, and he could not entirely fault them. He guessed they both had figured out how he was starting to feel about Greth and did not want to bring up anything about the man’s plans to Raeln. For that, he wanted to thank them, but knew that would require him admitting he had been spying on them.


    “We did find it,” Nenophar said, breaking the awkward silence in the room. “Therec holds a staff that bears several Turessian rune-words. It is badly worn after all these years, but it is the same one I remember.”


    Nenophar beckoned for Raeln, which he realized was a request for the parchment where he had written out the symbols as he remembered them. Digging it out of his jacket, he gave it to Nenophar, who smoothed it out and laid it on the floor in front of Ilarra.


    “Is that the name I think it is?” Ilarra asked, eyeing the parchment. “I’m still not good at reading Turessian, but would this be a reference to him or ownership?”


    Kneeling beside her, Nenophar tapped at a thorn-like protrusion at one edge of the symbol. “Ownership or self-reference. It belonged to him. This is his staff.”


    Greth let out an overdramatic sigh. “Can someone please tell the ignorant wolf what that says? They didn’t teach us Turessian back in the pack.”


    “The first symbol says ‘of Turess.’ The next is something about being bound by oath,” Ilarra explained. “The founder of the Turessian people centuries ago. He’s the one who wrote all of their laws and the belief system that guides them to this day. Everything they’re doing now may well have ties back to him. If they’re looking for his possessions, that makes it even more likely he set this in motion more than two thousand years ago.”


    “A little more than two thousand two hundred, I believe,” Nenophar corrected. “You are correct, though. His prophecies were meant to guide them for millennia. Still, I knew him to be a very reasonable man who wanted peace among the nations, not war. More perplexing would be their use of the undead in the army. That was certainly not his way.”


    “Wait, you’re saying you knew him?” demanded Raeln. “You couldn’t be more than thirty or forty years old.”


    Nenophar’s features shifted abruptly. “Illusion is not my only skill, Raeln,” he warned, his hair slowly growing longer and changing color from its usual brown to a pale blonde. “I am far older than you might expect. Trust me when I say Turess was not the sort of man to leave orders for his people to do this. They’ve made this decision apart from what he taught.”


    “Do we know what the staff’s purpose is?” Ilarra asked Nenophar. “What can it do? I doubt they’re marching an army to Lantonne for a trophy of their founding father.”


    “They actually might. The Turessian people are rather sentimental, but you are probably correct. What it does, I have no idea. Moreover, I have to wonder what other trinkets they came looking for that they stopped in Altis first. There must have been something there they wanted even more.”


    Raeln looked down at the bracelet he wore. He pulled at it, intending to show it to Nenophar and Ilarra, but it would not budge. He could not turn it without twisting the skin of his forearm or pry it away without causing pain. The silver may as well have been melted into his flesh, and from what he could tell, there was not even any fur poking out from under it. Grimacing, he pulled his sleeve over it again, deciding he would need to find a better time to ask them about it.


    “There is another issue,” added Nenophar, glancing over at Raeln, then back to Ilarra. “Lantonne is sending its army to kill a dragon in the wilderness southwest of here, though Altis has done the same. There is no way to know who would arrive first.”


    “Kill?” Ilarra asked, sitting up quickly, her eyes wide. “Can that even be done?”


    “If it is still asleep, perhaps. I would like to do something about that, with your permission. I have no way of knowing how long I would be gone, but you would have both of the wildlings to protect you until I can return.”


    Greth spoke up then, cutting off Ilarra as she opened her mouth to answer Nenophar. “Why is this such a big deal?” he demanded, drawing an annoyed glare from Nenophar. “If the old god dies, it’s one less thing out there trying to kill us all. If it doesn’t, it’ll be as angry at the armies attacking it as any possible thing I could compare it to. Even if they did kill it, I’m guessing it’ll take a good number of undead down with it. This is a win for us either way.”


    “Greth, you are missing the larger picture of how the world works,” snapped Nenophar. “If that dragon dies, the impact to the forces of magic in the region will wake not only other dragons, but any mystical creature within hundreds of miles. Most of them will not even know why they were awoken, but they will be very angry. Even the creatures escaping the quarry north of Lantonne will be drawn into the area, trying to find out what the sudden change was. In short, the war will embrace the whole region, not just the humanoids. The backlash will decimate the region for centuries.”


    “Then why attack it in the first place?” Greth asked.


    “That is the part I have yet to determine. Lantonne appears to be reacting to scout reports that Altis marched on the dragon first. Why the Altisian army would do so—even under the influence of Turessian mindsets—I have no certain ideas. Only the Turessians know for sure. My suspicion is that the Turessians are using this as a ruse to pull the Lantonnian army away from the city.”


    Raeln looked over at Ilarra, cocking his head to ask her what her thoughts were. She nodded back at him, closing her eyes briefly before opening them again and giving him a sad and worried look.


    Clearing her throat to keep Greth from arguing with Nenophar, Ilarra explained, “Dorralt is sending the armies into the mountains to kill the dragon. The whispers I’m hearing sound as though they intend to fall back and let the Lantonnian forces do the fighting for them. They’ll then follow our army in, change any fallen soldiers into zombies, and resume attacking the dragon before it can recover.”


    “But why?” Raeln pushed.


    “They want to add a dragon’s knowledge to theirs,” she said, looking down at her lap when Nenophar fell into a seated position in front of her. “They’re also hoping it will teach them new magic…old magic, I guess. All Turessians can pull wisdom from one another, so having a dragon would definitely be an asset. Dorralt wishes to be a god.”


    “Not to mention a giant zombie dragon would pretty much win the war.” Greth buried his face in his hands. “Can anything else go wrong?”


    Nenophar continued to stare at the floor in shock. “Likely little could be more devestating to the region. All the more reason I will need to hurry.”


    “Can you do much to help a dragon?” Raeln asked, thinking back on the woman Nenophar had killed in the keep and contrasting that against the size of the armies he and Greth had seen coming from Altis. “I’m not even sure you can save yourself against two armies. This might be suicide.”


    “You are likely right,” Nenophar replied with no hint of sarcasm. “It is worth the risk, though. Even if I can buy the dragon time to wake before it is attacked, it will stand a far better chance against the forces coming for it. Should the dragon survive both attacks, I have to assume it would be at least moderately grateful, and we certainly could use any allies we can get, even if this one only intends to defend its lair.”


    Raeln thought that over and had to agree that it made sense, assuming anyone survived the encounter.


    “I say we all go,” Raeln answered. “Four of us will do better than one. Ilarra’s magic would complement Nenophar’s once it returns, and the two of us can help keep the soldiers of either army off of the two of you.”


    Nenophar smiled at that and Ilarra paled visibly. Patting Ilarra’s hand to ease her concerns, Nenophar turned to Raeln. “I appreciate your offer, but I will go alone. I need the three of you to get the staff from Therec. Letting him run around like an imbecile with it during a war with the Turessians is a disaster waiting to happen.”


    “Do we have a plan for that?” asked Greth, his face still in his hands.


    “I don’t,” admitted Nenophar. “Ilarra’s job is to take the staff from Therec, by force if necessary. I put my faith in the two of you to get her there or get Therec to her. The wildling people have always impressed me with their ability to survive, so I believe the two of you will come up with some way to make this work out.”


    Ilarra spoke up next. “When will you leave?”


    “Immediately,” he told her. “With magic and a good bit of luck, I can be in the mountains before midday. Hopefully, that will be fast enough. It should be, given that I know which cave they are headed for.”


    Without another word, Nenophar got to his feet and headed for the door, patting Raeln on the shoulder as he passed. Raeln watched the man go, the door clattering closed behind him. For a long time after, the three people remaining in the room said nothing.


    “Two hours or so to dawn,” Greth noted, pulling a large pelt over himself as he lay down. “We all need to sleep if we’re going to go harass the regent today. It could be a very long time until we get to sleep again.”


    Raeln stood where he was as Ilarra bedded down as well. For months, he had slept close to Greth under the premise that they were safer that way and it was easier to stay warm in the wilderness. It had been a pleasant delusion for him, but he realized it was finally at an end. He had no excuse now and did not want to put the man in an uncomfortable position by bedding down near him. They could remain friends, but Raeln knew now there would be nothing more than that.


    Turning almost in place, Raeln sat down in front of the door and closed his eyes. Meditation had grown difficult of late, his mind often wandering when he tried to relax. Even so, he intended to try, even if he spent the whole time Greth and Ilarra slept trying to look like he was lost in meditation and happy about sitting where he was.


    The rest of the short night, he found himself perking up and listening every time he heard Greth roll over. He wondered if there was any chance he had been wrong about what he had heard. All he wanted, all he prayed for, was that Greth would at least come over to keep him company. He expected nothing more and hoped for nothing less.


    No one came to disturb him until well past dawn, when it was time to go.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Facing the Foe”


    In our early days as a people, all too often I saw those who wished to ascend in status seek to poison or otherwise act against good people in underhanded ways. I am ashamed of our people for accepting this as long as they did. When I could, I have had such people executed, whether they were justified in their actions or not, as their methods cast our people into distrust.


    I have long tried to impress upon my people that we are not seeking to undermine the other nations. If we take over another nation, it is because they needed or wanted our help. We will not act with suspicion, even in our own lives. This empire was built out of cooperation and mutual benefit, not proof of might.


    Teach your children and theirs that all who have a grievance or wish to challenge another should do so in the light of day. They should make sure the one they challenge knows the challenge is happening and who wished it. Not one person should die without knowing why.


    Even an enemy you have no respect for should still be aware of who they wronged in their last moments. We are a noble people, and I expect all to act that way.


    


    
      - Later teachings of Turess, now considered more of a recommendation than a law

    


    


    By the time the sun was high in the sky, Ilarra had already been standing by the window for a long time. Her rest had consisted of closing her eyes for about an hour, and then spending another hour watching Raeln dozing uncomfortably near the door where he had fallen over post-meditation. She could only imagine he was as nervous as she and had drifted from his intended meditation to a fitful sleep by accident.


    Once dawn appeared, lighting the room around her, Ilarra had gone to the window and stared at the city outside as it came to life. She lost herself in watching the city go about its early morning rituals.


    Lantonne had always fascinated Ilarra and somehow still managed to, even after all that had happened to her. Nowhere else in the world had she ever heard of a town so open to all people, accepting anyone who could claim to be a free man. People did what they wanted with who they wanted, without interference from government or their fellow citizens. There were some who disapproved of one thing or another, but it was not the way of Lantonne to encourage that mindset.


    It was the antithesis of all that the Turessians constantly yammered in her mind, demanding that she hate Raeln and his kind and denigrating most other races as inferior. Even her own race was somewhat frowned upon, but they made exceptions for elves that they did not for wildlings.


    Hearing how elves and every other non-human were beneath true Turessians often made Ilarra feel like less than a real person. The intent pressed against the back of her mind at all times, even though there were no words to the feelings. With the ever-present desire to speak ill of even her own people, it was difficult for Ilarra to feel like anything more than another tool of the Turessians. Which made it all the more appealing to watch the free Lantonnians outside, going about their mundane and often pointless days.


    Often in recent weeks, Ilarra had wondered why they kept acting like nothing was happening in the world around them. They seemed ignorant of the war that had already conquered lands in all directions. Even if they were unaware of the happenings elsewhere, surely they must know Altis would be at their doors within days or weeks.


    After spending time watching them from her window each day, she had come to the conclusion that they probably knew what was coming: the undead would soon march into their lives and possibly end those lives brutally. They chose to ignore that fact in favor of enjoying each day as they had the one before, refusing to give up what they had.


    Ilarra could only envy the people of Lantonne. Unlike them, she could never ignore the threat of the Turessians. They were very real for her. If she tried, she would begin to feel their influence pushing her toward awful things they wanted her to do to help them.


    Looking over at Raeln, Ilarra could feel the desire of the Turessians pushing against her will, demanding she slit his throat while he slept. That wish had grown stronger since his return, and she had actually caught herself eyeing a knife fastened securely to Greth’s hip during the night. She had already figured out how to take the weapon and kill Greth silently before she realized she had even been thinking about it. Another week or two and she had no doubt that she would attack Raeln, no matter what she wanted, even with Nenophar’s help. The pressure to act on behalf of the Turessians was growing stronger. Even without her magic fully returned, they could push her to kill—as proven by her attack on Greth the day before. Thankfully, he had said nothing to Raeln. It was only a matter of time and she would never stop trying to kill the two men. Until then, she wanted Raeln to believe that she was still the foolish girl he had spent his life protecting.


    “Are we charging in the front door after Therec, or are we going to be more careful?” asked Greth, making Ilarra jump. She had not noticed him open his eyes; he was watching her through narrowed lids. He spoke softly, likely to keep from waking Raeln. “I’m not opposed to fighting my way through city guards, but it’s going to be a long day if we’re fighting from the front doors all the way to the top of the tower. We do have limits.”


    “I don’t anymore,” admitted Ilarra, looking away. “If enough of my magic is back, I cannot die. Nothing anyone in the tower can do will keep me down for long. Normally, I would say this is a curse, but under the circumstances…”


    “Then let me rephrase: how do the two lowly wildlings survive going into that place?”


    Ilarra stared up at the tower, rising high and casting its shadow over the western part of the city and the walls beyond. Therec could be anywhere in there, meaning they would need to go floor by floor to have any chance of finding him. Even if they could get past the few guards at the doors, there would be dozens if not hundreds of soldiers running to stop them while Therec hid or fled.


    Greth and Raeln would be dead before they reached the second floor. Ilarra was not even certain what she had become would be enough to fight through those odds without exhausting her, especially in her weakened state.


    “The two of you,” she said, “will sneak me in through one of the side entrances. I will go alone from there.”


    “Ilarra…” Greth began, but apparently could not find a valid argument to continue.


    “I’m not sending you away, Greth. I want a distraction while I find Therec. The more soldiers that leave the tower, the better my odds.”


    Raeln’s voice behind Ilarra made her cringe, having hoped he would sleep through the explanation of her ideas. “We still don’t know what happens if they try to kill you.” Raeln still had his eyes closed when she looked back at him. “You might get back up, but I probably won’t. Once I die, your struggle will be far greater. We should go together to protect each other as we always have.”


    Ilarra turned from the window and walked over to Raeln. Once she got close, he opened his eyes and studied her with a nervousness she was not used to seeing in him. He was genuinely afraid for both of them.


    “There’s only one way I can protect you the way you’ve always protected me,” she told him, kneeling in front of him. Ilarra took his hands in hers. “The bond has to go away. Sooner or later, the magic the Turessians put on me will destroy us both. I don’t want to see it do to you what it’s done to others.”


    “My mother,” said Raeln, a tremble of his hands the only indication of any feelings on the topic. “Tell me she’s dead.”


    “She is. She fought it to the end.”


    “Then when you go mad, Greth will kill me before he leaves,” he told her, and Ilarra saw Greth sit up sharply from the corner of her eye. “We both know the bond can’t be broken once it’s made. We’re stuck with it, so we need to do what we can to keep each other as we are for as long as we can.”


    “Raeln, give me a moment to get my thoughts together.”


    Letting her eyes unfocus, Ilarra slowly began to see the threads of magic that drifted around the room. Faint shapeless tendrils of light flowed like clouds all around them, feeding spells like those Ilarra could cast. She had never seen them until she had become one of the Turessians, but now they were always there, even when she was without the ability to form it into spells.


    Among the clouds of energy, she could also see magic that was active in the form of a spell or enchantment. Foremost among those was a constant band of light coming from somewhere north, passing through the walls of the building and flowing into Ilarra’s chest. A great many smaller bands fanned out in all directions, connecting her to all the other Turessians, wherever they were. It was an eerie reminder that others like her were spread across many lands.


    Ilarra forced the general magical aura of the world to fade into the background, followed by the energy connecting her to the other Turessians and them to her. Soon, the room had darkened—at least to her eyes—to the point where Ilarra could see more subtle magics at work. Among these were ambient energies that constantly whirled about her as a result of the magic sustaining her, though it was far weaker than the first time she had noticed it back at Nenophar’s cave.


    Ilarra sought the pattern of energy drifting lazily between herself and Raeln in a pair of lines resembling glowing cobwebs. One fed her life energy into Raeln, while the other brought his calm and stability to her, something Nenophar had emphasized the importance of.


    Ilarra shifted her vision again, this time bringing back the ties to the Turessians. Though stronger, those bonds appeared identical to the ones between herself and Raeln. When she had cut herself off from Dorralt, one distinct band of light had faded dramatically, but she had been unable to fully sever it. The ones between herself and Raeln were much weaker, and looking at them as she was, she thought they looked downright fragile.


    Something out of place caught Ilarra’s attention as she studied the threads. The bracelet she had been meaning to ask him about had vanished. Normally, anything mundane would still show itself in dull colors, but the bracelet was completely gone. Not knowing what it meant, she ignored it, but decided she would try to find more information as time allowed.


    “Raeln, what would you do with your life if you were free of me?” Ilarra asked eventually, eyeing the strands of energy created by her bond with him. “We’re facing death, so I would like to know where you would go if you had no ties to me anymore. Tell me your honest wishes.”


    Sighing and leaning back against the broken door, Raeln glanced over toward Greth, then caught himself and looked back to Ilarra. “I would probably die fighting to keep this town free of Altisian control,” he admitted, scratching at the bracelet. “There is nowhere else left to go. If I fled, I would be back here within the week. Better to fight for a city I barely know than to die out there alone.”


    “Would you try to have a life…find someone and settle down?”


    “You know I can’t do that, Ilarra. I try not to think about it, since it doesn’t matter. I’ve lived my whole life protecting others. I doubt I could stop now.”


    Gently, Ilarra reached out and caught the threads of light between herself and Raeln with her fingertips. She knew Greth and Raeln only saw her holding her hand in front of her, but she tightened her grip on those bits of energy.


    “Raeln,” she began again once she had the strands held firmly, “when you survive this war, promise me you will find a way to be happy somewhere. Even if Lantonne falls, promise you will find a new life.”


    “Ilarra, I can’t…”


    As he spoke, Ilarra snapped the strands of magic and severed the bond between them. Instantly, the weight of dozens if not hundreds of Turessian minds pressed down on Ilarra, making it difficult to breathe. She struggled to keep from falling over, but it took all her willpower. She found herself clinging to Raeln’s hand for support with the one she had not used to sever the magic.


    “What did you just do?” Raeln demanded, his hand trembling in hers. He panted heavily and pressed his other hand to his forehead. “My skin’s burning and my heart is racing.”


    Greth came quickly to Raeln’s side and tried to check his pulse, but Raeln shoved him away and grabbed Ilarra’s jaw, forcing her to look at him.


    “Tell me what you did!” he growled, pulling her up as he stood.


    Ilarra struggled to catch her breath, made more difficult by Raeln shifting both of his hands to her shoulders and clutching her so tightly she thought he might break her bones. Suddenly, Raeln’s shaking of her and the pain in her shoulders vanished, and she collapsed.


    Looking up, Ilarra saw Greth had wrestled Raeln off of her and had pushed him against the wall. Greth kept Raeln held there until Raeln stopped trying to shove past him to get at Ilarra. Once Raeln did relax, he slid down the wall and curled into a ball on the floor, covering his face with his hands and pulling his legs up to his chin. Within seconds, he openly wept, digging his claws into his fur as he shook with each sob.


    “Will he be okay?” Greth asked Ilarra, sitting down and watching Raeln nervously.


    Ilarra could feel the same rush of emotions and confusing sensations across her body as Raeln, but the strain to keep the Turessian influence out vastly dwarfed it. She felt sick, like the whole scene was playing out somewhere distant and she was watching through a haze. “I think so,” she mumbled, though she worried she might be wrong. “It will take time. We’ve been bound for most of our lives. This…I think…it should be easier than if one of us died. It won’t be easy, but it will fade.”


    With a furious roar, Raeln scrambled to his feet and tore the door off its frame, throwing it halfway across the room. He staggered out of the room, keeping a hand to his head the whole way. Seconds later, Ilarra heard the outer door of the building slam and several people shout at Raeln.


    “You’ll have your distraction, no doubt about that,” Greth told her, getting up and going to where his weapons lay. He gathered them, adding, “When I asked you to give him his freedom, this isn’t what I meant. You know that, right?”


    “I know.” Ilarra forced herself to stand though her legs shook and her lungs and heart ached. “If I go into the keep today, I don’t know if there would be another time to do it. I couldn’t count on him to let me try, so I had to hurry before he tried to stop me.”


    Holding all of his and Raeln’s weapons, Greth came up to her, helping her to steady herself. Leaning close, he whispered, “Thank you, Ilarra. I might not ever get to tell him what I really feel, but this means more to me than I can say. He’s free…that’s enough for me. You’ve done more for us than any furless I’ve ever known.”


    “Keep him safe, Greth,” she told him. “If I can’t, I need to know he’s okay. Stay with him no matter what.”


    “Do you even need to ask if I would?” asked Greth in reply, grinning as he headed out into the hallway.


    


    *


    


    Ilarra waited across the street from where the six guards stood near the entrance to the keep. They had not yet taken notice of her, but then again, she had to remind herself, despite the power at her disposal, she still appeared to others as a thin young elven girl. At best, they would probably only notice her out of interest as men, not as soldiers.


    Whispers nagged at the edge of her awareness, making her flinch occasionally when they got too forceful. She had struggled with subtle pushes from the Turessians for so many months that she had gotten used to it without realizing. Now, those pushes had the feel of being dragged behind horses for all the use her struggles were doing her. She could only imagine what things would have been like without Nenophar—helpless before the demands of Dorralt and the other Turessians, like her father had been.


    Ilarra’s muscles twitched, another side effect of fighting Dorralt’s control. The flow of magic might not have fully returned to her, but she was quickly losing ground. She knew she had to hurry and find the staff or pray Nenophar returned sooner than he expected. A day or more was likely, and she had no idea if she could last that long without him actively trying to help her.


    Throughout the morning, Ilarra had bided her time, watching group after group of keep workers or their families come and go from the gate. Few of them wore anything special to indicate who they were, but the guards seemed to recognize who did or did not belong. It gave Ilarra some hope that, with the right distraction, she might be able to slip in with one of those groups so long as she did not appear out of place.


    Distant shouts began spreading through the western road out toward the walls. Ilarra could hear none of the details, but she smiled to herself, silently thanking Raeln and Greth for whatever they had done. It was effective, as crowds were running in all directions down the street, soon joined by soldiers running from the barracks to calm the citizens.


    As the panic spread, anyone who lived within the keep hurried toward the gates in a large mass, most as unaware of the actual reason as Ilarra. Her hopes played out as about thirty men and women rushed the gates, trying to get back inside as a group.


    Stepping quickly from her waiting place, Ilarra joined the group, slipping toward the middle. They were shuffled past the guards more swiftly than usual, getting only a cursory check. In their hurry, the guards missed Ilarra, and she ran with the others down the keep halls. Seconds later the guards slammed the outer doors and gate shut, sealing everyone inside.


    Ilarra stopped to let the group get ahead of her as she stared back at the closed doors and the two guards stationed on the inside. As she watched, several more guards came down the far halls, completely blocking the doors. “No going back now,” she whispered, looking around until she found the main staircases up to the next floor. “Here’s hoping Therec’s where I expect him to be.”


    Ilarra ran up the stairs and made her way from one floor to the next, happy she still remembered the keep’s layout after being gone for so long. She had expected it would take her well into the evening to get up to the fifth floor or above, where Therec tended to spend most of his time. However, whatever was going on outside the keep kept nearly everyone she passed distracted. That, in turn, allowed her to go much faster than she could have hoped.


    By early afternoon, Ilarra had not only gotten to the fifth floor, but also checked all of the king’s libraries on that floor for Therec. Only once did anyone confront her about being there, and she had gotten away easily by claiming to be a new serving girl, looking for her master.


    Frustrated after finding the last wing of the library was vacant, Ilarra made her way back to the central stairs. She stared up the long winding staircase, wondering how many of those floors she might have to go through to find Therec. If he were far enough up, it could take her days to find him, assuming she was not found out in the meantime.


    She climbed the stairs, looking as relaxed as she could manage in case there were people there. Ilarra mentally patted herself on the back for her decision as she rounded the last curve and found a group of the keep’s serving staff at the far end of a hall near a row of slitted windows.


    Ilarra found herself with a new problem as she stood at the entrance to the floor. She had never been on any of the floors between the one she was on and the floor where she had been held the last time she was in the keep. That meant looking overly conspicuous as she searched three or four more floors. Even more so on the floors above that, where no one but the magisters, Therec, or the king belonged.


    As she tried to decide what to do, Ilarra’s attention went back to the gathered servants. She had been lucky on previous floors, so there was no reason to think these servants might be wiser about whether she belonged. Approaching the group that did not even seem to notice her, Ilarra snagged one of the women by the sleeve. “Do you know where the regent is? I need to deliver a message.”


    The serving woman gave Ilarra a confused stare, then shook her head. “Likely outside with the soldiers. They seem to be getting ready, just in case.”


    “In case of what?”


    The woman gave Ilarra a queer look and hurried off.


    Confused and curious, Ilarra looked at the group of servants and how they were jostling one another to get at the arrow slits. She looked back at the far end of the hall where similar windows had been built, but no one stood there. Whatever had the servants so enraptured was only on one side of the keep.


    Ilarra inserted herself into the group of servants, slowly making her way toward one of the windows. After few minutes, she managed to squeeze in with several others to peek out the narrow opening.


    At first, Ilarra could not see anything that might warrant the behavior she was seeing. The inner city was bustling, people running everywhere, but it looked the same as it always did overall. The walls were definitely covered with more soldiers than normal, but they could have been for any number of reasons. Even the outer city was busy, but she would have expected it to look that way at midday.


    Then she noticed the horizon, past the walls and the outer city. There, a black line filled the edge of the plains. Whatever it was, it was too far off for her to make out clearly. “What’s out there?” she asked a man near her. “My eyes aren’t so good.”


    “Altisians,” he replied, his hushed tone seemed like he thought they might come get him if he said it too loud. “Big army gathering a little west of town. Regent says they’re no threat with our walls, as there’s only about eight thousand of them, but people are scared for the outer city. Everyone’s trying to crowd into the walled part of town.”


    Ilarra let her vision shift again, concentrating on the lines connecting her to the Turessians. Four or five lines overlapped, heading straight toward the group she had been watching. What worried her more were additional beams that went out through the keep walls in all directions, slowly moving away from the Altisian group she could see.


    The Turessians were surrounding Lantonne. Even though she could not see anything out the windows in any other direction, the bands of magical energy slowly circling the city left no doubt her “brethren” were closing in on the city. That gave her far less time than she had hoped for. Assuming the other parts of the army were farther out, she had less than a day.


    A sudden thought occurred to Ilarra, and she checked out the window, searching the areas near the walls for the majority of the Lantonnian army. She saw plenty of soldiers, but no large force. The army was out looking for the dragon, leaving the city nearly unprotected. If even a portion of the Turessian forces showed up, Ilarra expected the city to fall. Even with every soldier inside the walls, she had her doubts.


    Excusing herself from the servants who barely noticed her, Ilarra made her way to one of the nearby halls where she could be alone and think. Time was certainly working against her, and unless she could get the staff out of the city soon, it would no longer matter. Much longer and she would be merely denying the Turessians the staff, rather than trying to divert them. Still, it was something.


    Ilarra’s scope of locations she knew in the keep was very limited. During her last visit, Therec had been very sure to only allow her access to places of his choosing, which included her room, several of the magisters’ libraries, the royal dining room, and the halls connecting them all. Out of those, the only place she saw Therec regularly was at the dining hall.


    Thinking over her visits to the large dining room, Ilarra realized the place was always locked prior to her arrival with Therec. Even the servants delivering the meal did not enter first. The king’s blood guard was the first through those doors at each mealtime, followed by Therec and any guests he might have. There would be no more than two or three elite guards to deal with between herself and Therec, if she was fast. If she were even faster, she might be able to dash past him and use the element of surprise to take the staff without any argument or bloodshed.


    Ilarra made her way down one flight of steps, then headed for the dining hall, which filled much of the floor. She was fairly certain she had less than an hour before the evening meal, but she wanted to be sure she got there before anyone arrived at the locked doors. Thankfully, as she rounded the turn that would take her to the dining hall, she found the area vacant and the hall doors still closed.


    Walking up to the heavy ironbound doors, Ilarra checked the handle in case they had been left unlocked. They were still locked, as they had been every time she had come to the hall before.


    Touching the lock, Ilarra reached out to the faint flow of magic around her and tugged it toward her to flare through the symbols she drew in her head. The spell should have been relatively simple, but in her still-weakened state it proved more difficult than she would have liked. Even so, after a few seconds, she heard the lock click and the door swung open at her touch.


    Ilarra entered the dark room, remembering it well enough. She closed the door behind her, completely cutting off all but a thin sliver of light shining between the double-doors. By feel, she slid the lock’s bolt back into place to wait for someone to come with a proper key.


    Ilarra crossed the room slowly, trying not to trip on the slightly uneven floor stones. She knew she must look foolish, one hand reaching ahead of her to find the table as she walked. Finally, her hand hit the polished wood of the large table. She reached out to either side, trying to find a chair, but there were none near her. Vaguely, she thought she remembered the servants having to bring the chairs in from the edges of the room, though she had not paid nearly enough attention at the time.


    She climbed onto the table, pulling her legs up under her, then spread her dress around her so her legs were free if she had to move suddenly.


    Ilarra slowed her breathing and she sat straight, staring at the thin line of white light ahead of her. An hour or two was not difficult for her to wait through. She only needed to calm herself and let her mind wander. When the door opened, she would have to react quickly, but until then, she could relax. Nenophar had taught her how to use her immortality to let time become insignificant, letting hours or days pass without the need to blink.


    Seconds, minutes, or hours passed—how long, Ilarra could not be sure. All she knew for certain was that the beam of light never wavered or changed. For much of the wait, she let her mind go blank and stared at the light.


    Slowly, she felt the nagging of the Turessians growing, and she pushed it aside, trying to stay calm and focused. Each time she did, the insistence of the faint whispers would go for a time, then gradually creep back until she felt as though she were trying to concentrate in the middle of an angry crowd.


    A faint tremor caused Ilarra to blink hard and look around in the dark, wondering if it was another symptom of the Turessians trying to get into her head. Seconds later, another rumble made the table vibrate, dismissing any thought of the voices in her mind.


    Ilarra got up from the table and lay down on the floor, putting her ear to the stones. Almost immediately, another boom shook the room. In the stones, she heard a crackling impact she could not help thinking sounded like a boulder shattering.


    Suddenly, the door to the dining hall clicked and swung open, filling the room with light and clearly outlining Ilarra where she lay on the floor.


    Ilarra looked up, knowing she must look truly foolish sprawled on the ground. When she did, she saw two of the blood guard, followed by Therec, all of whom were staring at her in confusion. Behind them, there appeared to be several dozen people, not all wearing servants’ garb.


    Cradled in Therec’s arms, the staff Ilarra had come for drew her full attention briefly.


    “Arrest her and get these people in here,” Therec told the guards. “Fit as many inside as you can, then seal the room. They’ll be safer here. The girl should be taken up to the old magister rooms and locked in somewhere until things settle down.”


    The two soldiers drew swords and began advancing on Ilarra. Unlike those at the entryways to the keep, these men moved with caution, splitting up as they approached. They knew how to fight a wizard and were taking no chances with her. She could attack one, but the other would strike before she could recover.


    Ilarra sat up, then stood, smoothing her dress as she waited for the men to get closer.


    “Go with them, Ilarra,” said Therec firmly. “If you ever cared about Lantonne, you need to do as I say. Even if you want this city to fall for some perverse reason, I would see you held safely until this is over.”


    The soldiers flanked Ilarra, but she kept her eyes on Therec. Men with swords were a fairly insignificant threat, she reminded herself. She let magic flow into her, infusing her entire body with its tingling warmth. She might not be at full strength, but Ilarra felt stronger than she had in a long time.


    “Give me the staff and I will leave without hurting anyone,” she told Therec, letting the magic she had taken control of form into crackles of lightning between her fingertips.


    “No!” the man screamed at her, his calm shattered. So sudden was the change that came over him, the soldiers near Ilarra stopped and stared at Therec as he pulled the staff to his chest protectively. “Why do all of you keep asking that? This belongs to me…to my people!”


    Apparently realizing how he sounded, Therec looked around furtively, then backed into the crowd of people behind him. “Kill her if she won’t yield!” With one more glance at Ilarra, Therec turned and ran through the group of people, disappearing behind them before she could do anything.


    “Let the magic go,” warned the soldier on Ilarra’s left. “We’re going to bind your hands and gag you, but we will not hurt you if you go peacefully. This is for everyone’s safety.”


    “And if I don’t let you take me?” she asked, smiling at the man. She continued to let the lightning arc and pop between her fingers.


    “There are two of us and we’re too close to get us both,” the other soldier said, inching closer. “Give it up, girl. No one wants this.”


    Ilarra thought over her options. At full strength, she could have taken them both without risk, but she could not be certain how fast she could cast spells or even if they would work. There was simply no time to argue or risk letting Therec get farther away, limiting her choices to one unpleasant decision.


    Flinging her left hand toward the soldier on that side, Ilarra released the lightning she had kept readied, burning the man and making him convulse as he collapsed. She tried to turn and do the same to the other man, but as she moved, pain flared through her chest and she could not move.


    Ilarra looked down and saw the soldier had driven his sword cleanly through her chest and out her back, the blade sliding smoothly between her ribs. She could not breathe, the agony incredible as she choked and mouthed words she had no breath to utter. Blood filled her mouth as she coughed shallowly and she fell to her knees, the soldier holding firm, not letting the sword slip at all.


    “I’m sorry, girl, you gave me no choice,” the soldier told her.


    With a sharp twist of his weapon, the man opened up the wound in her chest, and Ilarra shook as he pulled it free. The pain faded almost immediately, leaving her feeling cold and numb. She only barely realized she had fallen onto her side, staring unblinkingly at the boots of the man that had killed her.


    Ilarra felt the singular moment of death racing toward her, then it was gone. The pain went away completely and suddenly she could breathe again. Warmth filled her body, followed by the rush of magic she had called to her hands without realizing it. She was standing again, though she could not remember getting up.


    Blurs of flame and lightning etched themselves onto the back of Ilarra’s eyes as she walked, unable to make sense of what was happening. Ever so slowly, the numbness faded and she stopped herself. During those moments she could not remember, Ilarra had gotten herself back into the hallway outside the dining room. She stood about twenty feet outside the doors, confused and dazed. There were no shouts and no one trying to stop her.


    Ilarra wanted to go after Therec, but something made her turn around to see what had happened. As much as she knew she did not want to look, she could not allow herself to go on without understanding.


    Behind Ilarra, the hall was burned black anywhere blood did not coat the walls and floor. Nearly two-dozen people lay in mangled heaps, many clearly killed by magic while others appeared to have been ripped apart. Men, women, and children that she had seen in the keep during her previous visits lay dead or dying, all staring in horror at her. Beyond those bodies, a pile of gore surrounded by shredded chainmail was all that remained of the soldier who had stabbed her.


    Ilarra lifted her hands and saw they were covered with blood up to her elbows. She had killed them all. Twenty people torn limb from limb and she could not even remember doing it. It was what she had long feared as a possibility, but she had never thought it could come on her so quickly. The Turessians either had managed to control her, or she was becoming like them without realizing it.


    Unable to walk away, Ilarra looked at the carnage in dumbfounded shock. She knew every second she wasted, Therec got farther away, slimming any chances of getting the staff out of the city in time, but her muscles would not work. She could only stare at the remains of a child—elven, from what she could tell of the broken body—and wonder if this was how all the Turessians serving Dorralt had started, horrified at their actions, and with each new murder, further desensitized until they willingly followed him.


    Sliding down the wall until she was sitting, Ilarra gagged at the scent of the dead bodies. She doubled over and began retching, unable to control the reaction as her body tried to purge not just the smell, but the anguish over what she had done. Eventually, the vomiting came to an end, and Ilarra knelt there a little longer, gasping for breath and trying not to look at what she had done. She crawled away from the bodies, unable to motivate herself to stand and knowing she did not have the strength to get up and run just yet.


    She had scarcely gone ten feet before another group rounded the corner and stopped a little ways in front of Ilarra. Though she did not look up, what she could see of their feet let her know that there were at least two soldiers leading the others, who were likely more servants or commoners.


    “How many got into the keep?” asked one of the soldiers, running to Ilarra’s side. He knelt beside her, trying to help her up, adding, “We were told that the dining hall would be secure for the civilians trapped in the keep. I hadn’t heard that the walls were even breached yet…”


    The man froze, holding Ilarra’s elbow. She followed his gaze and saw that he was staring at her blood-soaked hands and the bits of gore that still clinging to her fingers. With his free hand, the man began slowly reaching for his sword, still in its sheath.


    Ilarra gathered her strength, knowing if she did nothing, she would end up killing these people as well. She had to get away fast, and that meant using magic that might not answer her call. If she could not flee, there was no telling what she might do.


    “I’m sorry,” Ilarra said softly, then sat up as fast as she could, releasing a burst of magic toward the soldier to fling him backwards.


    With a grunt, the soldier tumbled away from Ilarra, crashing into the other soldier and several of the civilians. Screams erupted in the group, and the commoners began scattering, trying to get away from Ilarra and trampling each other in the process.


    Ilarra stood up and forced herself to run before the soldiers could recover. Like so many things since her change had begun, simply believing she could or should be able to run again was more than enough. She soon raced through the keep faster than she had ever run in her life.


    Once Ilarra had gotten sufficiently far from the soldiers, she stopped at the first staircase she found, trying to decide where to go. Therec was the only thing that mattered, but she had no idea where he had gone. He could be anywhere in the keep, especially now that he knew she was after him.


    Another rumble through the floor startled Ilarra. She had almost forgotten the previous smaller tremors, but this one shook the entire keep and knocked a painting off the wall nearby. Distantly, she heard glass or pottery shattering as other items fell elsewhere.


    Ilarra thought over what the soldiers had said and realized they were under attack, likely by the Turessians she had seen earlier. The few undead she had seen had no means to attack a walled city, making her wonder what had happened while she had been in the dining hall. She wanted a better idea of what was going on before she continued searching the keep. Clearly, something more than a few thousand zombies was attacking now.


    Much like the magical knowledge that had come unbidden early on, Ilarra abruptly knew the entire layout of the keep. That horrified her, as it meant a Turessian had infiltrated the place and might even still be in the building. Time was short, assuming she was not already too late.


    Ilarra “remembered” a balcony about four floors up that had been built for the king to watch sunrises on one side of the tower and sunsets on the other. That would be an ideal location to see the state of the city, and she set off for the stairs that would take her most directly toward it.


    The route up through the keep was slow going, as Ilarra had to stop every few minutes to avoid groups of soldiers running from one location to another. The whole place was on high alert, and not a single servant was out in the halls. Whatever was going on, those who could not fight were clearly being taken to safer locations to wait it out…places like the dining hall.


    Ilarra bit down the rising guilt and forced herself to keep going. The deaths she had caused would be insignificant compared with what would happen to the whole city if she did not complete her mission quickly. Even if she was too late, she knew deep down the staff had to be destroyed. Anything Dorralt wanted that badly had to be taken from him.


    Finally, Ilarra reached the ninth floor of the keep and cautiously approached the nearest entrance to the small balcony ringing the tower. Her borrowed memories told her the doors should have been locked, but she found them open and groups of soldiers standing on the balcony as wind blew into the keep. On that wind, she could smell something burning.


    Ilarra inched toward the balcony door, trying not to let the soldiers outside see her, but also trying to get a better view of the city beyond.


    The soldiers were all waiting, each carrying bows with a large pile of arrows at their feet. No one out there was speaking; they watched the horizon grimly, their weapons ready but not drawn.


    Getting right up to the doorway, Ilarra finally got a clear view of the city and the plains surrounding it. What she saw terrified her nearly as much as the dead near the dining hall did.


    The inner city still stood as she remembered it, but the walls were covered with soldiers firing arrows and throwing rocks. Though she could not see what they were fighting, farther out in the outer city were vast hordes of undead, pushing at one another to reach the walls. Everywhere she looked, the undead were at least a hundred deep, and fresh dead littered the outer city streets. Dozens of buildings in the outer city were burning, sending black columns of smoke into the sky and coating everything, including the soldiers on the balcony, with a layer of ash.


    As she watched, a section of the wall exploded inwards in a flash of magic. In Ilarra’s mind, she could almost make out the incanting of a Turessian hurling the spells at the wall. With them so close, Ilarra could barely block out their influence, but she could certainly feel them.


    Ilarra backed away from the doorway and made her way across the floor toward the southern entrance to the balcony. She had to be sure how bad things had gotten. If one group of the Turessians’ forces had pushed ahead early, there might yet be hope of stopping them before the others arrived. It would probably require her helping the city, rather than finding Therec, but she would do it if it would make the difference.


    The southern door was less guarded, though several soldiers were visible to either side farther down the curve of the narrow battlement-lined balcony. Bows and piles of arrows were ready at the entrance, but there were no soldiers to use them, at least not yet.


    Creeping onto the balcony, Ilarra first checked the base of the keep for signs the undead were attacking the inner city. Below, a few soldiers waited with pikes to hold off anything that got that far, but there were no indications the battle had gotten past the city walls. The walls dividing the inner and outer cities appeared intact on the south, making Ilarra feel a little more confident. The southern gates were packed with people trying to make their way inside before the gates were shut to cut off any attackers. A single wagon pushed its way out from those gates, clearly trying to escape into the plains before a siege began…which Ilarra could not help but feel was the smartest decision any of the citizens were making.


    Looking farther out past the walls, Ilarra could see the plains were still open to the south and southwest, but would not be for long. Dark waves of thousands of undead were running hard across the plains out past the range of the city’s archers, attempting to close off the southern exit and fully circle the city. Within the hour, there would be no way out.


    Ilarra leaned over the balcony, peering west and east. There, the undead forces were so thick she could not see the far side. Once they had closed the southern gap, the city would be surrounded by a wall of undead at least a hundred deep, if not a thousand. There was no way of being sure how many Turessians might be backing up those zombie foot-soldiers with enough magic to level a city by themselves.


    A horn cry echoed all through the city from somewhere over Ilarra’s head—the standard call to alert any reserve soldiers to get their weapons and report to the keep—and when she looked up, she could see there were people at the top of the central tower, leaned over the battlements. That made sense, she realized, as they would have the best view of all aspects of the siege even though they were safe from it until the keep was taken. That would be where she would go if she were the ruler of a city or its regent. If she had to guess, Therec and the king, as well as a small contingent of soldiers, would be up there.


    “The king is already dead,” came a voice Ilarra thought was from one of the soldiers farther down the balcony. After looking around, she realized it came from within her head, signaling a new and disturbing advancement of the Turessian influence on her. Usually she could tell when the voice was from the Turessians.


    “How long until we seal the southern gates?” she asked, going back inside the keep. She knew there was only so long she could keep the Turessians from seizing control over her, but she decided to push her luck and try something. “I need time to complete my mission inside the city.”


    “You have two hours. I will hold the gate,” the voice replied. “What is your mission? I thought we were all to meet outside…”


    “Delay blocking it as long as you can,” Ilarra insisted, cutting off the other speaker. “I need my target to believe the way out is still safe. Give me four hours, if possible.”


    “Who are you?” the woman’s voice came back almost immediately. “I can’t see your thoughts.”


    Ilarra pushed down the voices that came to her mind, smiling as she ran for the central staircase of the keep. Losing her sanity to the Turessians had a few small benefits, apparently. Foremost among them was they did not seem to question anyone else who could communicate with them, assuming they were part of the family. Soon enough, she probably would be, but the advantage of getting information from the enemy was not one she would pass up.


    Starting at the tenth floor of the keep, a single wide staircase spiraled its way up to the school of magic and the roof of the central keep. Every twenty feet or so, a platform allowed archers to fire out the windows, though the entire staircase was empty. With the majority of the army somewhere in the mountains, there were far more places soldiers could fight from than there were soldiers.


    Ilarra ran up the steps, fatigue soon making her legs ache even before she had gotten a quarter of the way up. Not wanting to stop and waste any more time, she did as Nenophar had taught her, convincing her body there was no pain. Almost immediately, her strength returned as magic fueled her, allowing her to push herself far beyond her physical limitations. As it did, the voices of the Turessians grew stronger in her mind and her ability to hold them back faded the longer she accepted the benefits of their powers.


    With each floor of the keep she passed, Ilarra had to work harder to keep her hands from shaking as memories and thoughts she did not want came rushing in. Violence like the brutal murders she had committed back at the dinner hall flashed across her mind, making her watch as Turessians killed indiscriminately. Some she knew to be old memories, the backdrops of which were miles away and somewhere in lands Ilarra could not even identify. In them all, she saw the Turessians killing every living being and sweeping the land clear of life with their armies. They might have purpose in Lantonnian lands, but the war was hardly limited to one part of Eldvar.


    By the top of the staircase, Ilarra had to wipe at tears that ran freely down her cheeks, making it difficult to see. She could not go faster than a walk, her head spinning with the massacres she had no choice but to see. She leaned numbly against the door, trying to steady herself before the fight she knew was coming. For days, she had looked forward to a singular goal like this, prayed for the chance to do something to help save Lantonne. Now, with the memories pouring into her mind, she wanted to kill the soldiers with Therec, to see them scream as they died. She could not even be sure why she wanted to kill them, but the urge was there no matter how hard she tried to suppress it.


    Ilarra took as long as she dared, fighting the cravings to butcher the first people she saw. With the desires growing stronger, she could wait no longer, or she might not be able to stop herself.


    Throwing the door open, Ilarra took the last few steps quickly, coming out onto the flat roof of the tower. She expected to be attacked immediately, but instead found a half dozen soldiers facing away from her. The men and women were kneeling around someone who had their back against the battlements, mostly blocking her view. None of the soldiers so much as looked her way.


    “Bring the staff to us.” Ilarra recognized Dorralt’s voice from when she had first come back to Lantonne. “This is why we made you. This is your reason for existing.”


    Shaking her head to try and concentrate, Ilarra started to cross to where the soldiers were, then realized the man they were huddled around was Therec. Unlike the last time Ilarra had seen him, he now looked entirely broken. Gone was the noble demeanor and confidence. The man was curled up with his face buried against his knees, the staff clutched to his chest, rocking as he wept.


    At Ilarra’s approach, Therec lifted his head and stared at her in terror, clinging to the staff as he tried to slide backwards away from her. “Kill her,” he told his soldiers, though Ilarra heard him faintly over the sound of the winds that raced over the top of the tower. “Do it quickly.”


    “Don’t make me do this, Therec,” Ilarra told him as magic flowed through her and formed into white-hot flames covering her right arm and crackling lightning on her left. “They’re coming for the staff. We need to get it out of the city or everyone will die. I will kill them if I have to, but I would rather we find another way.”


    The soldiers drew their weapons and positioned themselves between Ilarra and Therec, but made no attempt to rush at her. From the looks on their faces, they were hoping Therec would reconsider, something Ilarra had in common with them.


    “I know why you’re here,” Therec replied, clutching at his head with one hand and the staff with the other. “They’ve told me you would come. That you would destroy this city. They told me you would lead the armies back to Turessi and finish conquering my homeland.”


    “Whoever ‘they’ are, they’ve lied to you,” she pleaded, taking a step forward. As she did, the soldiers raised their weapons and shields. “We are on the same side, Therec. We both want that army to fail. I don’t care where you’re from…we’re both trying to keep a city full of people alive.”


    Therec let out a scream and clawed at his head. “Why are you doing this? Why did you make me kill Arlind?”


    “What?” Ilarra asked, nearly losing her concentration on her spells. The soldiers seemed equally shocked, lowering their weapons and turning to stare at Therec.


    Therec’s tears stopped abruptly and he nodded grimly. In that moment, Ilarra saw his eyes flare bright red for a brief second. Using the staff, he pushed himself to his feet, bracing himself against the low stone wall behind him. He took a steadying breath, then wiped the moisture from his face.


    “You’re right,” said Therec, rolling his shoulders. He held the staff out at the length of his arm, tapping it on the stones as he examined it. “We are on the same side.” Swinging the staff suddenly, Therec caught the two closest soldiers with it, knocking them over the side of the battlements. They fell screaming as the others, who were farther from him, began moving.


    “We’re on the same side because we’re both serving Turessi,” he added, grinning. Therec waved his empty hand toward Ilarra, and her muscles froze, preventing her from acting. “Lantonne will fall before the week is done.”


    The soldiers attacked without hesitation, rushing at Therec in an attempt to get to him before he could use magic against them.


    Faster than Ilarra had thought possible and certainly faster than she could cast, Therec raised his arms. The already strong winds swirled violently around him, pushing the soldiers away from him. With the extra time gained by the shield of wind, Therec cast another spell Ilarra could not identify, even with all her ill-gained knowledge. When it completed, she watched as the magic formed and began to divide, arcing toward each of the soldiers. All of them went rigid as the magic hit them, then convulsed as blood ran from their mouths and ears, steaming as it flowed. A second later, all four soldiers collapsed where they had stood.


    “Ilarra, my child, why did you have to make this so difficult?” Therec asked, stepping over the bodies to walk toward her.


    “Therec…stop this…” she grunted, unable to move her jaw. “This has…to end.”


    “I agree completely,” the man replied, grinning as he circled her. “However, Therec is no longer in charge. I’ve been waiting for this moment, and you both played your parts perfectly. You occupied one another, while tying up those who might have some vague chance of interfering. No one left Lantonne, as I had hoped. Here, I will reestablish Turessi’s rule after making an example of the nation.”


    “Dorralt?”


    “Very good, Ilarra. I’m certain I’ve reminded you that I’ve been called the Puppet Master…and I am afraid you both are just more of my puppets. The plan was that Therec here would find the staff, then you would steal it and bring it to me. All the while, Therec would believe he was helping this city, right up until the moment I had him open the gates for my army. He was not supposed to even know he was one of us, watching helplessly as he believed he had made up his own mind to kill every man, woman, and child in this city. Then you went and started in with the foolishness, attacking my people and trying to get to the staff. I think you can understand why I was not going to allow that.”


    “Why all this for a staff?” Ilarra asked, finding Dorralt had released the hold on her jaw, though her limbs still would not budge. “Tens of thousands of people are going to die…for what?”


    Therec—or his body—laughed and came around Ilarra to face her. “Some things are worth more than the lives of a bunch of ignorant foreigners. What we are doing to these people is insignificant in the scope of what we can do once the world stops resisting us. This is my birthright and my destiny, and no one will stand in my way…after Lantonne, none will want to.


    “There is no lofty goal or great prize we seek, Ilarra. I am taking back what once belonged to us. These people took our lands from us, pushed us into the far north. Their lives do not matter because they were already borrowed from me. I gave them two millennia. I will give them no more. This farce ends today.


    “This staff is only one of many things I am taking back. By rights, this staff is mine as much as these lands and so many others. I can conquer nations with an army, but with this, I can destroy the hope of anyone who still resists.”


    Therec leaned close to Ilarra, his face coming close to touching hers. “Tell me about the person that gave you the power to resist me,” he insisted. “You were the first to do so. Where one manages, others will come. I wish to know what to expect. What being could manage it?”


    Ilarra could feel Dorralt’s influence pressuring her, making her want to tell him what he asked. She strained to keep quiet, clamping her mouth shut. “My brother,” she lied through clenched teeth, struggling to keep control over her own thoughts. “A wildling. He’s stronger than both of us. He’s a hell of a lot stronger than you.”


    “Lies do not become you. No beast was able to do this, nor will there be any left when I leave these lands. I have already sent my agents after the last holdouts, and I can assure you, your so-called brother will die with the rest. We have all the time we need to discuss this, Ilarra. I will break you, sooner or later, have no doubts. Make it easier on yourself and speak the truth.”


    Her jaw aching with the effort of holding it shut, Ilarra reached up and put a hand to her chin…then realized what she had done. Therec stared at her hand in surprise. Clearly, he had not released her.


    “How…?” he demanded, backing away with the staff held in front of himself. “I command you, fall to your knees!”


    Ilarra stood, lifting both hands to look at them. The weight of Dorralt’s control was almost entirely gone. She could still feel the desire to kneel as he ordered, but she could ignore it as easily as a nagging thirst.


    Looking around for what could have changed matters so abruptly, Ilarra’s eyes fell on a spec coming down off the mountains off to the west, growing larger by the second. At first, she thought it to be a bird, but realized how impossibly large it had to be to be visible so far away. Only one creature in any legend she had heard looked like that. She soon spotted two more like it, flanking that first creature.


    “You asked how,” she told Therec, smiling as she stared off to the west. “You’ll meet him in a few minutes, whether you like it or not. The old gods have heard this city’s prayers.”


    “Ignorant religious babble,” Dorralt replied through Therec, squinting at the horizon. “Even so, we should make this quick. It appears I have other concerns to deal with.” Magic raced through the air at Therec’s call, condensing into a ball of flame in the hand that did not hold the staff. As Ilarra frantically drew magic like a cloak around her body to defend herself, Therec began a second spell, lighting the staff ablaze as well.


    “Let us see how well you learned from us before you die, Ilarra. I can assure you I have given you access to impressively little of our capabilities.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “And Then There Was War”


    


    Sliding along the wall, Raeln kept a close watch on the soldiers near the north gate. They were not looking for him, but he wanted to be sure the distraction he and Greth were working on would be a complete surprise. Being spotted early would lessen the chances of drawing enough attention to the gates to allow Ilarra enough time to get into the keep.


    Raeln peeked around the lip of the wall where the stones supporting the gate helped block him from the soldiers there. On the far side, he caught the faint movement of Greth’s tail as he hid in roughly the same spot there.


    The plan was simple, almost childish, and Greth had been proud to be the one to think of it.


    Initially, Greth had pushed for walking up to the city guards and punching one of them, thinking it would cause a near-riot. This had been largely due to a misunderstanding of the laws in Lantonne, as in Altis such an act would have started a riot. There, Raeln understood the reaction was primarily because wildlings were to be caught and killed or sold as slaves, regardless of who they were. With the more liberal rules in Lantonne, attacking a guard would not have done much more than gotten Greth arrested for harming a city official, if that. More likely, the other guards would have bought him a drink at a nearby pub.


    What would draw attention were weapons. Though every citizen of Lantonne was allowed to carry swords, bows, and the like, the laws prohibited the drawing of any such weapon in public. Doing so near a group of soldiers would be viewed as an act of war, especially with the ongoing fear of Altisian attacks in the region. The law allowed soldiers to react “as needed” to any armed citizen who presented themselves as a threat during a time of war.


    Thus, their plan was born. They would leap out at the soldiers near the city’s largest barracks, weapons drawn, then run. With luck, several dozen men would be chasing them in minutes. If they could direct the chase through specific parts of the city, they might have a somewhat comical horde of soldiers in pursuit. When they were caught, there would be a long stay in the city dungeons, but they were both willing to take the risk.


    Leaning out far enough he knew Greth might be able to see his ears, Raeln waited for the signal to attack. He drew his sword slowly, trying not to make much noise. As close as they were to the barracks, timing was essential, or he would get jumped by men that had no idea he was no threat.


    At last, Greth poked his own head out and gave Raeln a sharp nod to say he was ready.


    Raeln leapt from the shadowed corner of the wall and ran as hard as he could into the open area where five soldiers were lingering near the barracks door, less than fifty feet from the north gates. The men turned and looked between him and Greth, not one of them drawing their weapons or reacting anything like Raeln had expected.


    The closest of the soldiers, clad in heavy armor with a full helm, pulled off his helmet and revealed an old human with a long mane of white hair. Wrinkles blended evenly with scars as he stared Raeln down. “Raeln? What in seven of the nine hells are you doing here?” the man demanded, giving Greth a sharp glare that took the momentum out of his step. “You picked a damned good time, boy. We’ve been looking for more trained men.”


    Raeln stared in disbelief at the man that had been instrumental in his early combat training back in Hyeth. He had not seen the old man in years, but knew his face anywhere. “Phillith?” he asked, his sword arm dropping to his side. “You retired…”


    “Not anymore,” the soldier answered, smiling. “Look out at the plains and anyone can see why. King and country, and all that.”


    Raeln looked out toward the flats of the plains through the open gate and saw an army waiting there. There were thousands of figures less than a mile outside the farthest building, waiting near the old quarry town.


    Phillith walked up to Raeln and grabbed his wrist to look at the sword in his hand. “Altisian weapon,” he noted, then eyed Raeln up and down. “You’ve lost weight, but you look like you’ve been pushing yourself. That’s good if we’re going to win this. I’d worried that you let yourself get killed when Hyeth fell, but I’m glad to see you and even more glad you brought help. My men will arm you, and then I’ll brief you on the situation and our plans.”


    “We…we’re supposed to be running now,” Greth said forlornly as he walked over beside Raeln, his ears drooping in confusion. “That distraction thing…”


    “Don’t know what you’re trying to distract anyone from, but I’m drafting you both into service,” Phillith told Greth firmly, releasing Raeln’s hand. “Straighten your back, boy. You look sloppy, and I won’t have any slop in my troops. You could learn something from Ralen. Do you even know how to use those weapons?”


    Greth glanced down at his sword, and then at the axe at his side and the bow slung across his shoulder. “I’ve been hunting since I was old enough to walk,” he answered, giving Raeln a look of utter confusion. “What’s going on?”


    “This is Captain Phillith,” Raeln explained.


    “Commander. I got promoted to convince me to come back and lead these pathetic wretches.”


    “Commander Phillith,” corrected Raeln. “He taught me to fight until I was about ten, then I had several other teachers.”


    “Lower that damned weapon, boy!” snapped Phillith, glaring at Greth, who hurriedly brought his weapon to his side even though he seemed torn about it. “Fall in with the armored infants they assigned to me over there. When the attack comes, you’ll be the last man standing on that corner of the gate, or you’ll get my boot in your ass. Understood?”


    Greth’s mouth moved, but no words came out. He inched away, moving toward the indicated position, not taking his eyes off of Phillith.


    “Good kid,” Phillith told Raeln once Greth was far enough away he could not hear, standing uncomfortably alongside several of the soldiers. “You trust him?”


    “With my life.”


    “Can he fight?”


    “At least as well as I can, depending on the situation. He’s better in the wilds, but he’s good.”


    “Excellent. Do you know what we’re facing here?”


    Looking out at the plains, Raeln answered, “Maybe four or five thousand. How many do we have in reserve?”


    Laughing, Phillith replied, “The seven of us, plus a hundred or so archers up on the walls, spread around the whole city. There’s maybe an equal amount at the other gate. A hundred up in the keep, but they’re no help until we’re dead or fall back. Idiot king sent thousands of our men on a romp through the foothills after a legend.”


    “That’s all we have left? Does the enemy know?”


    “Doubt it,” the old man answered, shrugging. “Even if the whole army was here, we’d be outnumbered. I don’t even have enough men to keep the enemy off the walls, let alone push them back. This is a battle already lost, make no mistake. I intend to prove myself wrong, though.”


    Raeln turned to look back into the city, eyeing the wide street leading up to the gates. Several large wagons had been left near the closest shops, pushed off to either side of the street to keep them out of the way.


    “Narrow the entrance,” he told Phillith, pointing at the wagons. “We’re facing undead. They don’t think, they just go for a target until either they die or it does. Closing the gate won’t stop them, but leaving it open with a gap large enough they have to come in single-file would give us an advantage and allow more of our men to remain on top of the wall. Two or three competent soldiers could hold the entrance for hours.”


    “If I get that built, are you volunteering, Raeln?”


    Nodding, Raeln continued to search for ways to make the gate more defensible. “Leave Greth and I down here. The rest of you, get up top and keep them from climbing the walls. Be ready to send men down to help us if we’re overrun. I’ll need reserves who can switch with us if we get tired.”


    “Don’t get overrun. These kids aren’t ready for this. I know you, Raeln. You can hold your own, but don’t depend on any of my men to save you. They’re going to run if the gate falls…wagered as much at the tavern. Figure if I win, nobody gets to collect and if I lose, I won’t be around to.”


    Phillith turned and barked orders to several of the soldiers, ordering them to seize the wagons and use them to build up a barricade around the inner portion of the gate, narrowing it considerably. Once those men ran off, he shouted to those atop the wall to lower the gate to a little more than head-height, which left it low enough that Raeln would have to duck under it.


    “How long do we have?” Raeln asked after watching the soldiers flip the wagons onto their sides, completely blocking all but a six-foot wide area in the middle of the gate. “I could try to find more capable people…”


    “You learned nothing I taught you?” the old man asked, chuckling. “If you were sending an army to attack a city with more than one gate, would you commit your whole force to just one?”


    “No, I’d split my force. Never over-commit to one front, you always told me.”


    “Altis wouldn’t have fallen to them if they were stupid, Raeln. It’s better-defended than this city ever was. What you see out there is meant to make us watch it. I’ll bet you your tail they have another group at least as big circling around south. When it arrives, they’ll charge. Could be any minute or it could be a week.”


    “Have you sent scouts?”


    “What scouts? The Turessian ass the king seems to trust so much sent them off into the mountains with all the rest of my troops, just in time for the undead to arrive here. If I had half a mind, I’d think it was planned.”


    Raeln winced, knowing the real reason the soldiers were sent, and yipped to get Greth’s attention.


    “We’ll scout as soon as the sun sets,” Raeln told Phillith as Greth came running back over. “Gather any extra people you can before we come back. More importantly, get these civilians out of the streets. Ignoring the coming attack isn’t going to make it go away.”


    “Make sure you come back.”


    Before Greth and Raeln could set off, Phillith began shouting at the nearest citizens that the undead were attacking. It set off an immediate panic, which spread through the street, sending every person in sight running toward the heart of the inner city, trying to get as far as they could from the walls, while Phillith chucked morbidly.


    “Nice distraction,” Greth muttered, shaking his head. He gave Phillith a quick glance, then sheathed his sword and said to Raeln, “Lead on, boss.”


    


    *


    


    A few hours later, Raeln slowed his pace as they approached the outskirts of the remains of the old quarry town. They had circled around to come in through the rougher terrain on the east side, hoping they could avoid being seen. With the sun low in the west, it had seemed the safest route, allowing them to get much closer to the enemy camp without being seen.


    They crept through collapsed buildings and made their way along the lip of the quarry, trying to keep at least twenty feet from the edge. From what Raeln could see in the dimming light, the once-firm stone edge had crumbled and broken badly during the explosion at the base of the quarry months earlier. Raeln had no desire to risk stones cracking under their feet and let the undead—no more than a hundred feet away—know where they were…or have it completely break away and drop one of them to the bottom of the partially collapsed pit below.


    Even more important was avoiding whatever floated in the middle of the old quarry. He had seen the black cloud when he and Greth had approached Lantonne. He had hoped to ask someone about it while in town. In the intervening day, he had completely forgotten about it, but now the inky stain against the nearly black sky stood out to him like some kind of hole. Near it, he could see shapes moving slightly, but the darkness of the cloud was too intense for him to make out anything near it. Somehow, it reminded him of a horde of insects wriggling atop a corpse, but he could not say why.


    Raeln motioned to Greth to stop as he saw a hint of humanoid shapes in the shadows ahead of them. Hunkering down, he waited, keeping himself as still as he could, watching the uneven and tilted remains of the buildings for anything man-shaped. When hunting normal prey, he would have searched for slight movements, the subtle changes in posture any animal or other creature would have made. He was looking for undead though, which he doubted had any reason to breathe or otherwise move until they saw something to attack—him, in this case.


    Off to his right, Greth made a faint click with his tongue to get Raeln to look over. He raised his hand slowly, holding up four fingers. He then pointed toward a collapsed building and rolled his eyes back, letting his tongue loll out one side of his mouth. Then, lowering his hand and closing his mouth, Greth shrugged.


    Four more undead, Raeln reasoned, smiling at Greth’s methods.


    Keeping himself flat to the ground, Raeln stared at the building, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the rapidly fading light. It took him a minute or more, but he soon could make out four man-sized figures standing flat against the one remaining wall. None of them moved in the slightest, and they all appeared to be facing slightly different directions. There were the undead patrols, waiting for anyone stupid enough to come out to them. With the other undead he could see beyond them, nearly any approach to the main group would be difficult.


    Raeln watched the undead for a little while, trying to spot where they might not be able to see. The only way he could find to get past them required diverting closer to the quarry edge where they would be hidden by the debris from buildings fallen there. It was not Raeln’s preferred path, as it got them onto unstable ground and closer to the black cloud.


    Giving Greth a nod to acknowledge he understood what was out there, Raeln pointed out the path he had seen. Greth nodded his own agreement and began crawling toward the edge of the quarry, barely making a sound as he walked on all fours, careful to only come down on the pads of his hands and feet to soften the sound of each step.


    Raeln followed a few feet behind Greth, mimicking his actions, though he knew he was far from practiced at moving that way. Greth had showed him how to sneak through the woods to hunt deer, but a handful of times crawling through the woods did not prepare him for walking on broken stone and rubble, and certainly did not give him the years of practice Greth possessed from living in the wilderness.


    They picked their way across the wreckage-strewn ground until Greth reached the lip of the quarry. There, he slowed even further, testing each hand or foot’s landing before putting weight on it, while Raeln held back.


    Greth continued until he reached a spot about thirty feet farther up the quarry edge, and then turned back in toward the old town, away from the quarry itself. There, he stopped and looked back, waiting for Raeln behind a fallen home that shielded him from the view of any undead scouts.


    Padding over to the beginning of the split and broken stones, Raeln reviewed the route he would take, making sure he had not missed a step. He knew every spot Greth had stepped, and if he made no mistakes, he could catch up quickly.


    The first few steps were easy, the shattered stones under his hands crackling faintly but not loudly enough that anything out in the dark reacted. He continued, wincing as the sharp stones cut into his hands and feet. A sudden rustle off to his right made him look up while lowering himself flat to the ground.


    Out in the dark open space of the quarry, something was definitely moving. Raeln could not see anything clearly, but he swore he saw wings. The harder he stared, the more the black cloud seemed to be the only thing out there.


    A dark strand of the cloud abruptly whipped out and swung over Raeln’s head, where he had been a second before. In its passing, he felt the warmth leave the air. Three more times it lashed about, trying to find him, and then retreated into the cloud.


    Raeln gave himself a second to be sure the mysterious strand of darkness was done trying to grab at him before he tried to move. Without thinking, he put all of his weight on his hands as he got up, then closed his eyes in dismay as he heard crackling. The ground under Raeln’s right hand shifted suddenly, the stones breaking away under his sustained weight. He rolled away from the crumbling edge and scrambled across the rubble and broken stones, trying to get back to cover before anything came looking for him.


    Raeln came to a stop beside Greth, panting as he tried to listen for anything out in the dark that might have heard him slip. At first, he heard nothing, but then realized a soft shuffling sound on the far side of the collapsed building was growing louder. Something was coming.


    The faint sliding sound of Greth drawing his sword let Raeln know for sure he had heard the same thing. Raeln reached for his own weapon but stopped moving when he saw movement off in the quarry again. Whatever that cloud was, it was malicious, as though it were watching for prey.


    A foot came down on the rubble near Raeln’s head, bringing the strong stench of decay. He tried to get away, to get something between himself and it, but before he could, decayed and broken fingers clamped down on his neck, slamming him to the ground. A second figure came over the rubble and grabbed his leg, and sharp boney fingers tore into his skin through his pants.


    Raeln struggled frantically, trying to get a grip on his attackers. As he rolled over, he managed to kick off the creature grabbing his leg, but the rotted face of the zombie that had clawed at the back of his neck came racing toward his face, trying to bite at him. He punched at it, knocking the zombie away, but it kept coming, unable to feel any of the damage he dealt it.


    Hooking his leg up and around the creature, Raeln yanked it away from his face, then rolled onto his feet. He grabbed the undead before it could recover and threw it, sending it tumbling over the edge of the quarry. Unlike a living foe, the zombie did not scream as it fell.


    Tendrils lashed out from the dark cloud, slicing through the zombie before it had fallen far enough that Raeln could no longer see it. The dark smoke seemed to pass right through the zombie, never changing its movement like a solid object would, but in its passing, the corpse flew in several directions, cut apart.


    Nearby, Greth was faring far worse than Raeln. He had two more zombies on him and was struggling to keep them both at bay with his bare hands, his sword lodged in the chest of one of the creatures.


    The third zombie that had been attacking Raeln crawled toward him, trying to bite his leg rather than stand up.


    Raeln went straight for the two zombies attacking Greth, delivering a solid punch to the spine of the first, knocking it off-balance. He turned and kicked the second in the knee, breaking bone as the creature fell. By then, the first had recovered, but Raeln wrapped his arm around its waist, spun, and hurled it off the cliff.


    This time, as the body fell over the edge, more than the cloud moved. Dark shapes rushed at it, separating from the cloud itself. From what little Raeln could make out, bat-like wings flapped to hold two or more shadowed creatures aloft as they tore the zombie apart, flinging bones and pieces of flesh in all directions.


    “Time to go,” Greth said quietly, yanking his sword from a zombie struggling to stand. “This way…we can get a look at their numbers as we run.”


    Raeln followed as Greth took off toward the northwest, weaving through the buildings toward the vast open plains beyond, where the army had been spotted earlier in the day. They took a sharp turn near the edge of the ruined town, Greth leading the way right up a wall that had fallen at an angle. They climbed up to get well above the other wreckage and see farther out into the plains.


    Out among the low hills and high grass, Raeln’s excellent night vision was only barely required to see the assembled force. Several thousand undead stood in a jumbled mass, all facing toward Lantonne—exactly what they had expected to find.


    What they had not expected were the other similar forces Raeln could make out in the distance, illuminated by the pale white light of the rising moon. Dozens of groups at least as large as the one near the quarry marched across the plains, cutting across the western side of Lantonne and circling around to close in on the city.


    Greth touched Raeln’s arm, then pointed toward the east.


    Turning, Raeln saw the same thing that had been visible in the west. Many thousands of undead marching at an angle around Lantonne. The city was already surrounded, even if the citizens did not know it yet. In less than a day, the whole region would be overrun with the armies of the Turessians.


    “We can’t do anything else out here,” Greth told him, nodding toward the city. “Let’s go back. Those gates need to close. If we’re very lucky, we can stall until our army comes home.”


    A shriek of something coming their way from the nearest group of undead was all the prodding needed. They ran hard straight toward Lantonne, no longer the least bit concerned with being seen. The undead were coming, regardless of whether they had been found out by two wildlings.


    Deep down, Raeln wondered if the Turessians actually wanted to be seen, to let the city know and dread what was coming.


    


    *


    


    “How much time do we have, if they come straight here?” asked Phillith, prodding at the dying fire with a long stick. “You said you’ve seen them move before—how fast can they reach the gates?”


    “Four hours, maybe less, if they march as a group for the northern gate,” Raeln told him, getting a nod of agreement from Greth. “I’d say we have almost a day before they can circle the city. They probably won’t attack until the other groups get closer, and they’re still a ways out. I doubt they’ll wait until the city is completely surrounded, but they will wait until the additional forces are close enough to stop anyone who flees.”


    Raeln looked up at the star-laden sky and guessed they still had at least five hours until dawn. If the Turessians wanted to, they could attack with first light.


    “When will the army come back?” Greth asked Phillith after a short lull.


    “Assuming they’re alive, maybe another day or two. They left a while back, probably two weeks by now. If they spent a full day fighting and two days recovering, I’d say the dawn after this is the soonest they might show up.”


    “There’s no way we won’t be neck-deep in walking corpses by then,” admitted Greth. “The Turessians aren’t stupid. If they see those troops coming back, they’ll rush in. Maybe if we go over your supplies again, we could find some way—”


    “We’re going to be fighting hand-to-hand with them, and we’ve already done all we can to slow the rate they can get in,” cut in Phillith, tossing the stick into the fire and sending up sparks. “Supplies don’t make a difference…numbers of soldiers do, and that’s not something I can shit out.


    “You two won’t do me any good if you spend the next day telling me what I already know. Bed down and get some rest. I need you both at your best for when the attack comes. We need to be ready from the earliest moment they could strike.”


    Greth seemed ready to argue, but then lowered his head and softly agreed with Phillith. He glanced toward the small barracks nearby where many of the archers were resting.


    “We’ve filled that place,” noted Phillith, without looking up. “Got two dozen able-bodied civilians in there with weapons, trying to convince themselves they can help. Take one of the stalls in the abandoned stable over there. The place is all I can offer you other than sleeping in the street, but it’s clean and quiet. I think there’s hay in there to sleep on, so it’s better than the street.”


    Raeln stared at the dying fire, trying to think about what he could do. He intended to go to bed at some point, but he wanted to think things through a little longer. He was so wrapped up in contemplation of the ways into the city that he jumped a little when Greth took his arm and pulled him to his feet.


    “He gave us an order, Raeln,” the man told him, dragging him toward the stables. “You and I are supposed to fight together, so I expect you to sleep if I’m going to. I don’t want you getting me killed.”


    “I won’t,” Raeln promised, pulling his hand free but following Greth. “I’ll get you out of here one way or another. I know you have a life to get back to. I just don’t know how, but I will get you back to the mountains.”


    Greth threw open one of the stalls near the entrance to the dark stable. The large sheltered area was filled with dry straw, but Phillith had been right: it was clean and had even lost most of its smell. The place had obviously not been used in some time.


    “I’ve got a life, sure,” Greth said as he closed them in. “It’s here. I should have died fighting for my pack, but they’re gone. Everyone I know or care about is here in Lantonne. Going home doesn’t mean much if everyone’s dead.”


    Raeln sat down on the hay off to one side of the stall, trying to give Greth room on the other. He flopped onto his back, not really sure what else to say. His mind raced through scenarios of combat, making relaxing difficult. Each thought led back to how he would get Greth out of the city.


    “You have someone to go home to,” Raeln finally said once Greth had lain down on the far side of the stall. “I overheard you talking with Ilarra. I’ll do whatever I can to get you back to her alive.”


    “To Ilarra? I’m really confused right now. Did you hit your head?”


    “No, to whoever you have back in the wilds. I swear to you I’ll find a way to have you set foot in the mountains again.”


    “Raeln, I don’t have anyone. I already told you, everyone I know to still be alive is here, and it’s usually my job to watch your back, not the other way around.”


    Raeln propped himself up on one elbow to look over at Greth, though he could barely see him in the dark stall. “You told Ilarra that you were going to leave, to be with someone, and you were sending her and I home.”


    Greth snorted and laughed. “Spying is rude. You’re also awful at it. Stick with kicking people in the head—you do that a lot better.”


    They lay there in silence for several minutes until Raeln settled back down, confused but not willing to push the issue further. He had already said more than he should have and had likely made Greth uncomfortable, especially admitting that he had listened in on his and Ilarra’s conversation.


    As Raeln started to drift off, he realized Greth had moved and was in the process of lying down at his side. He tensed and listened for an attack or other reason for Greth to have gotten up, but heard nothing but the creaking of the stable.


    “I’m only cold, so don’t get any ideas,” Greth said unconvincingly, putting an arm over Raeln’s chest and burying his face against Raeln’s neck. “If you say a word, I will claw your face off. We’ll talk about this if and when we live through the siege. Understood?”


    “Does this mean…?”


    “Claws. Face. I’m serious about that,” Greth warned again, tapping his claws on Raeln’s chest for emphasis. “Go to sleep.”


    Raeln opted to keep his mouth shut at that point and accept the company. Whether it meant anything or not, he was happy to have Greth close, knowing they would likely both die as soon as the undead attacked.


    


    *


    


    Raeln woke late in the morning to a loud kick to the stall door. As he came to, he realized he had his arms around Greth and quickly let go before Greth was fully awake. There might be regrets on Greth’s side of things as it was, and there was no reason to compound the problem.


    “We’re awake,” Raeln called out, though a mumbled remark from Greth sounded as though he were disagreeing.


    “They’re forming up,” came Phillith’s voice outside the door. “Looks like the other groups are pushing hard to circle the city. Main force could be marching down our throats inside of three hours, but we’re probably looking at eight or more before we’re trapped. You have time, but I want everyone on alert in case there are surprises.”


    Raeln looked over at Greth, who had just begun to open his eyes and look around. He nodded and reached for his weapons, clearly having heard what was said.


    “We’re ready,” Raeln answered, digging his own weapons out of the hay. “Let’s see what we have going for us today.”


    Stumbling out of the stall, Raeln found Phillith leaning against the wall outside. The man gave Raeln a grim stare, then shoved a thumb toward the stall.


    “You two good with whatever happens today?” he asked softly. “Made peace with the possibility of losing each other?”


    Raeln’s fur went up and he tried to find some way to explain away anything Phillith had seen, but the old human raised a hand to stop him.


    “I have four sons and a daughter, Raeln,” explained Phillith. “The girl and two boys are married and churning out kids. One son only wants to be in the army and couldn’t care less about anything else. The other boy, him and his husband moved south a couple years back.


    “Every soldier looks for someone to comfort them on the night before war,” he added. “The married ones go see their wives. The unmarried ones find a whore. The ones that don’t do either usually end up sharing a bed. I’m too old to be ignorant of how things are, and by my old bones, I couldn’t care less. I need my men to think straight, no matter what it takes for them to get ready.”


    “This isn’t a problem, then?” asked Raeln nervously. “Are you sure?”


    “It’s not a problem for me,” Phillith answered, laughing dryly. “If it’s a problem for you, then you two have a lot of explaining to do to each other when this battle is over. Now get your fuzzy ass out to the gate before I drag you by the scruff like I did when you were still smaller than me.”


    Starting to turn but then stopping, Raeln debated whether to bring up what plagued his conscience, but Phillith’s expression seemed to say Out with it, already. “When did Lantonne begin enslaving people?” he asked, lowering his head to avoid the confused and upset look Phillith gave him. “I’ve seen the camps.”


    “It’s…well, they tell me it’s temporary. Only foreigners and only until everyone’s sure they aren’t working with the enemy. They aren’t really slaves—”


    “I’ve been in a camp,” objected Raeln firmly, noticing Phillith’s shoulders dipped slightly. He must know what was going on there and had tried to convince himself it was something it was not. “Hundreds of hardy people that would give anything to stand at our sides and fight their enemies and ours. They’re all going to die out in those camps when the undead overrun the city. Even if they aren’t allowed in the city, we should be putting weapons in their hands and setting them free to fight for their lives.”


    “I know, boy. Trust me, I know. I’ve sent at least a dozen messages to the king, but his bloody regent keeps telling me to worry about the army, not the foreigners.”


    “Phillith, I’ve seen you punch the king’s messengers in the face for delivering bad news. Would you let a regent order you to do the wrong thing? There are people out there who know how to fight, who have skills we need. While I was there, I met one of the most skilled healers I’ve ever seen…and we both know we’re going to need healers when this battle starts. We need those people.”


    The old man’s frown deepened to the point Raeln worried he might hurt himself. Finally, he shook his head. “I’ll send men down there immediately to arm the prisoners and bring them in through the south gate before the regent can argue. Get yourself to the wall before I change my mind.”


    Raeln thanked Phillith, then hurried from the stable before he had to face Greth, who he could hear moving around in the stall. He had no idea what to say and worried any argument or confrontation about the night might put them both at risk in the upcoming battle, so made his way to the gate alone to head off any discussion.


    When Raeln arrived at the gates, he was somewhat pleased to find there were more soldiers than there had been during the night. They were still spread thin along the walls, but from the looks of things, dozens of men and a few women from the populace had come to aid the armored soldiers. Some appeared to be hunters or at least moderately trained to use the weapons they carried, while others were eyeing their bows as if they might bite. Still, more people armed and willing to fight was a good thing, even if they were not trained. These people knew what was at stake and were willing to stand at the front line, and that was certainly something.


    The barricade that had been set up at the gate had been heavily reinforced during the night. All the gaps and openings a zombie might crawl through had been closed off with stones or barrels taken from around the district. The only way anything was coming through the gate was down the narrow passage between the toppled wagons and any defenders waiting there, while the people on top of the wall fired down on them.


    Raeln made his way into the gap between the wagons and sat down with his sword across his lap. He closed his eyes and waited, forcing himself to relax through meditation and calming himself for what was to come.


    “What armor or weapons do you need?” asked a young elven man minutes later, stopping near Raeln with a cart piled high with mismatched armor, shields, and weapons. “A sword, pants, and a shirt aren’t a good way to face this.”


    Raeln stood up and looked over the cart’s contents, trying to decide how best to help himself. He preferred fighting without the bulk of armor, and weapons were unneeded when he fought living beings, but he knew this was going to be very different from past battles. Weapons would give him reach against the undead, and he would need to minimize the injuries he sustained if he was to keep fighting.


    “I’ll take this,” he said, pulling a hardened leather jacket with metal studding from the pile. “When you’ve given everyone else what they need, bring any melee weapons back here. I’ll want them close when the battle starts.”


    “I’ve been bringing weapons to people since well before dawn,” the man explained. “Take whatever you want now. If we run out, there’s hundreds more back at the barracks, but there’s no one else to use them.”


    Raeln scooped up a stack of swords and axes, dropping them next to where he had been sitting. Next, he picked up a pair of spears, a bow, and a pile of arrows from the remaining weapons. He let the man know he had all he needed, and the young man hurried away, occasionally glancing back at Raeln with a confused look that told Raeln he was wondering how Raeln could possibly use as much as he had taken.


    Raeln began shoving the swords and axes into every crack in the barricades, making sure anywhere from the gate itself to the back of the tunnel-like gap he had at least two different weapons available at all times. The spears he drove into the soft ground near the front of the barricade, standing straight up, so he could snatch them as he ran. Going to the very front of where the path narrowed under the gate itself, he propped the bow against the wagon on his left and his sword against the right, before setting up a line of arrows point-down in the dirt, ready to be grabbed and fired as needed.


    “By the look of this place, I’d think you had a whole group of people helping you,” Greth said as he came up behind Raeln. “You do know it’s just me, right?”


    Raeln smiled and glanced over his shoulder, then turned around as he caught a glimmer of steel in sunlight.


    Greth had apparently found another person outfitting the troops and gotten his own collection of what he felt might come in handy. He wore a loose-fitting jacket of polished chain, held tight with a well-oiled leather belt. Mismatched metal plates covered his knees and shins, as well as his lower arms. The man had even managed to find a leather helmet that had been designed for wildlings, allowing his ears to poke out. Strapped to his left arm, he bore a metal-edged wooden shield and carried a sword that looked as though it had never seen a fight.


    “Always wanted to dress up like a human knight as a pup,” he said, grinning. “My father thought I was insane. If I’m going to die anyway, I couldn’t help myself; it’s now or never. I’ll be the best-looking wildling corpse out here.”


    “Can you even fight in that?” Raeln asked in reply, eyeing the heavy armor.


    “Yeah,” Greth answered, hopping a little, then adjusting his belt. “When I didn’t show any skill with magic as a pup, my father made me carry bags of stones when I ran or sparred with the other wolves. This moves with me…much easier to carry than rocks.”


    Greth then seemed to take note of what Raeln was wearing and the leather body armor lying at his feet. “Tell me you’re going to wear more than that,” he insisted. “They’ll tear you to shreds.”


    “I can’t fight with more than that on and still be fast enough. I’d rather get scratched more than be weighed down and have them catch me. I fight better by myself and unburdened.”


    Greth was clearly upset by that, but said nothing for a minute as he sat down near Raeln. “I hate waiting,” he muttered soon after, chuckling.


    Closing his eyes again, Raeln let his muscles relax as he rested. He could wait as long as he needed to. He was ready.


    Raeln felt the sun rise over the city as he meditated, warming his fur and heating the air. Hours passed, measured mostly by which direction the sun’s heat came from. Occasionally, he heard Greth shift or get up and pace, but each time the man returned to Raeln’s side to wait, though he did mutter to himself every so often.


    A distant bleating call from a horn atop the walls finally announced the coming of the army, and Raeln opened his eyes part way, sighing.


    “They’re coming in!” cried someone above the gate, thirty feet above Raeln’s head. “Two hours at most, maybe less!”


    Raeln double-checked the location of his bow and sword, then knelt and readied himself for a long wait during which meditation was out of the question. He suspected the soldiers on the wall would be working themselves into a nervous fit the whole time they watched the enemy approaching, but he had no intention of allowing himself fear. He needed calm to fight the way he intended.


    “I’ve always meant to ask,” Greth said, having noticed Raeln’s eyes open. “What’s with the sleeping sitting up thing?”


    Raeln laughed. “Meditation,” he explained.


    “I snore when I sleep and would probably fall over.”


    “It’s not sleeping, Greth. It’s resting, so I can relax and fight better. The more tense you are when you fight, the more likely you’ll make mistakes or be too slow reacting to the enemy”


    “I know that. It’s why the people up top who’ve never held a bow are going to get torn apart if the undead get past the gate. Most of us drink heavily to relax.”


    “This is more than that,” Raeln continued. “When we fought in the wilderness, it was sudden and unplanned. I could be calm about fighting, but that’s different. When I have time to prepare myself, I can see what others are intending to do by their posture, letting me react before they have even committed themselves to an attack. So long as I stay ahead of my foe, they can’t hit me.”


    “That makes about as much sense as all of Ilarra’s talk about magic, Raeln.”


    “If we live through this, I’ll teach you. You need your anger to fight properly; I need absolute calm. Maybe you can go back and show Olis a thing or two.”


    Greth grinned broadly at that, shaking his head. “You know how I said Olis ran me off? I may as well admit, the same thing we’re not talking about from last night is the reason he did that. He didn’t like my kind…ours, I guess. I’m pretty sure I don’t want to go back out there. Let him fight off the undead on his own—he’s not my problem anymore. Much as I’d love to pound his face with a rock, I’d rather leave it all behind me.”


    Raeln closed his eyes again and rested his hands on his thighs. Almost immediately, Greth took his left hand. “I’ll be behind you on the wagon with my bow when they get here,” he said, squeezing Raeln’s hand. “You aren’t alone out here. Say the word and I’ll be down here at your side within a second or two. We’re getting out of this alive.”


    Raeln smiled at Greth, clinging to his hand for a moment before letting go. “Concentrate on the fight, not protecting me,” Raeln warned him. “We need to hold this gate, even if I die. All that matters is keeping the undead moving through this one opening so they don’t pile up at the walls and climb over them or tear them down. Promise me that if I fall, you won’t do anything stupid.”


    “Why would I promise that? I do stupid things all the time.”


    Before Raeln could say anything more, Greth got up and moved to the back of one of the wagons and picked up a bow and a huge bundle of arrows. He set his shield and sword aside on the ground at the base of the wagon. Then, he climbed up on top of the wagon so he was high enough Raeln could barely have grabbed at his ankle. He waited, watching through the partially open gate with fear in his eyes but determination on his face.


    Near where Greth waited, a group of dwarven youths had gathered with axes. They were too young to fight at the walls, but they seemed determined to stay close and help however they could and kept peeking around the ends of the wagons at Raeln. Raeln watched them in turn, wondering if he would have to watch children die as part of this fight.


    With effort, Raeln slowed his rapidly beating heart and uneven breathing, relaxing once again. After he was sure he was entirely calm, he pulled on the leather tunic. He looked out the gate and up the road, and he could distantly see a wall of shambling bodies marching steadily toward him into the farthest buildings of the outer city. It would not be long.


    Screams erupted a minute later from beyond the gate as those who had stayed outside the walls were found in their homes and butchered. Raeln could hear faint sounds of battle out there, but the undead on the road were all he could see. Whoever had attempted to defend their homes were already dead, and there was nothing he or anyone else could do about it.


    “Brace yourselves!” came another cry from the wall.


    The undead were close now, picking up the pace as they spotted him. The leading corpses accelerated to a limping run, reaching out toward him and opening their mouths in anticipation of digging their rotten teeth into his flesh. As he had hoped, they did not look up at the soldiers on the wall or for another way into the city. They saw only Raeln, sitting in the middle of the road into Lantonne. A hundred undead knew he was in their path and raced to be the one to take him down. For them, there seemed to be nothing else.


    “Hold your fire!” shouted Phillith somewhere nearby, though Raeln could not pinpoint where the man was. “Wait…wait…wait…”


    The undead were nearly to the gate, tripping over one another as they pressed together, trying to line up with the narrow entrance to the city and the wildling just inside.


    “Fire!”


    Arrows fell like rain on the undead, impacting with soft thumps but never so much as slowing the vast numbers. A few zombies were hit in the heads or legs, knocking them over, where they were trampled by their fellows.


    An arrow whizzed past Raeln’s ear from where Greth had positioned himself as the first zombies reached the gate, taking the lead creature off its feet as the bolt slammed into its mouth. Standing, Raeln grabbed his bow and began firing without thinking at all. He felt entirely at peace as he drew one arrow after another, hitting five of the zombies in the heads and chests in a row before they got to within range of hand-to-hand weapons. Two of them went down and stayed down, though Raeln could not be sure if that was from being crushed under their companions or a well-placed shot.


    Soon they were too close for Raeln to keep shooting, even though Greth’s arrows continued to fly past him, a little closer than he was comfortable with. He threw his own bow aside, sweeping away the arrows he had placed nearby with his foot. Grabbing the first spear, Raeln hurriedly planted it, using his weight on the shaft and the butt-end in the ground to keep it from moving as the lead zombie crashed into the weapon, impaling itself. He backed away a step as two more zombies drove themselves onto the same spear. He repeated this process with the second spear, driving it into another pair of zombies.


    Once they were speared, the zombies clawed and flailed, doing more damage to each other in trying to get off of the weapon than to anything else. The two different groups that had become entangled did much of Raeln’s work for him, keeping the rest of the horde from even entering the narrow path.


    This scenario was one Raeln had realized might happen, creating a bottleneck that would have been a blessing against any other foe. With the undead, he actually needed them to keep coming or they would forget he was there and try to climb the walls. He had to keep the path clear and not risk taking any breaks, for a while at least.


    Slapping aside the hands of the zombies struggling with the first spear, Raeln grabbed the weapon and swung it toward the back of the wagons, the zombies still stuck on it. They tumbled and fell near Greth’s vantage point, where the dwarves suddenly leapt out and began hacking the bodies apart. They kicked and rolled the remains away to keep the road clear, then shouted for Raeln to keep going, cheering as though this were something they saw every day.


    Scooping up his sword and an axe, Raeln rushed the second group of zombies he had speared. He swept the axe low, taking one off at the knee, then drove the sword through the hand of another before it could grab him. Kicking the legs out from under another of the three, he shoved them toward the dwarves, who gleefully hacked at them, while Greth continued firing arrows into the group of zombies to slow them down.


    Raeln had the path open again and the zombies wasted no time rushing the gap, led by two running faster than the rest: a wildling deer that had only one arm and a nearly skeletal orcish corpse.


    Darting into the lead zombies in an effort to slow their charge, Raeln narrowly avoided getting impaled on the deer’s antlers and danced between them, delivering deep wounds with both of his weapons that would have crippled or killed a living opponent. At best, the zombies fell or stared stupidly at severed limbs before trying to grab at him with whatever fingers or teeth they had left.


    Raeln managed to weave through the growing mass of bodies, though the light armor he wore was snagged and clawed at from every direction. He felt boney fingers tear at his shoulders and legs in passing, thankfully not getting a firm grip on him before he could get away. He lost his sword before he got into the clear, which forced him to use fist and elbow to clear the creatures away, as he could not strike with his axe. All the while, arrows from Greth and the soldiers atop the wall pelted the undead around him.


    Once Raeln had gotten back away from the majority of the zombies, he pulled another axe from where he had stashed it and turned in time to throw the weapon, cleaving the face of a wildling zombie that had nearly gotten to him. The zombie collapsed, others walking right over top of it to get at Raeln, most with arrows sticking out of them from the soldiers atop the wall.


    From that point forward, the battle was on without a moment’s break. He continued using each weapon until he lost it or the blade broke, holding his ground as best he could as one blackened and rotted face after another came at him. Eventually, he reached for another sword and realized there were no more to be had, resorting instead to his hands and feet. The zombies did not even flinch at his punches, so Raeln had to time every attack to break bone or severely cripple joints to keep his foes from recovering too quickly. They always got back up, but he could keep them down long enough they were a barrier for the next zombie.


    Raeln panted and felt his lungs rattling with the effort he required of them, but he could not stop. Any hesitation would allow a half-dozen creatures to drag him back into the main force. Even the trembling of his arms and legs had to be ignored. Turning slightly during the lull, he made sure the dwarven children were still doing well behind him.


    “Raeln!” shouted Greth somewhere above him. “Move!”


    Glancing up as briefly as he could, Raeln saw Greth toss aside his bow and snatch up the shield he had been wearing earlier. Leaping from the wagon as Raeln backed away from the gates, Raeln realized that three more undead had charged into the open gate area, running hard for him. Greth slammed into these undead, knocking one off its feet and throwing the others off-balance. Before Raeln could recover from surprise, Greth had bashed in the skull of one with his shield and was hacking a second apart with his sword.


    “Thanks,” Raeln managed, as Greth finished dismembering the last of the zombies. “I didn’t hear them coming.”


    “Them? They aren’t the problem…she is.”


    Raeln looked past Greth and realized the undead had stopped advancing and were scrambling to either side in an attempt to clear the path through the gate for something else.


    Walking up the center of the sea of corpses outside the partially open gate was a single person of slight build, though he or she was covered with a long dark blue cloak with a deep hood. As the figure approached, Raeln sniffed in an attempt to pick out what they were, but he could not smell anything past himself and Greth with so much death around him. That did nothing to reassure him.


    The approaching individual gestured toward the upper wall and an explosion rocked the battlements, flinging soldiers off the back, screaming until they hit the ground. Another motion from the cloaked figure and lightning fell from the sky, arcing into another group of soldiers off to the right on the wall. As though the magic were hardly an effort at all, the small wizard strode toward Raeln without hesitation.


    Raeln grabbed his bow from where it lay, notching an arrow as the cloaked person reached the gates. He released, then swore loudly as the arrow burst into flames inches from the figure’s hood. Firing again, a second arrow vanished in a puff of smoke.


    Lowering into a defensive crouch behind his shield, Greth held his ground between Raeln and the person.


    “Two wildlings against all of my children,” came a woman’s voice from the hood, thick with a foreign accent. A gypsy, he guessed, but from another region than the ones that used to visit Hyeth. “You do see how silly this is, no? Why do your people always pick a fight you cannot win? Is no good to always be required to kill the fuzzier folk, I think, but my brothers disagree. Run away, wolf, so I may kill the others first. Maybe you get lucky and escape or I forget to hunt you down, yes?”


    Tossing aside the bow, Raeln advanced on the woman as fast as he could with Greth falling in at his side. Given the woman’s size, Raeln realized she might even be a child. He had to reach her before she could let loose another spell, or both he and Greth would be dead in an instant.


    To Raeln’s dismay, the woman flicked her fingers in his direction and his fur stood on end as a bolt of lightning fell from the sky, striking and blackening the dirt no more than a foot away. He hesitated, looking over at that spot, and realized the woman had done the same, as though she were as surprised she had missed as close as he was. Breaking free of his shock, Raeln began running again, while Greth moved toward the woman’s side, attempting to flank her.


    The woman slid back her cloak once Raeln was within about ten feet of her, revealing a human with dark skin and silken clothing in shades of blue and brown. Raeln would have guessed her to be no more than fifteen or sixteen, but a wide black stain of dried blood near her ribs told him age and appearance meant nothing. She was as dead as the zombies around her and might even be leading them. For whatever reason, she ignored Greth, watching Raeln exclusively.


    Before Raeln could cover the last few feet, Greth leapt at the girl, slashing as hard as he could across at neck level. The girl deftly evaded the attack, weaving to avoid each of his swings, before gesturing vaguely at him. With a pained grunt, Greth flew past Raeln and slammed into one of the wagons, smashing through the dry wood.


    Raeln had only few steps left and he would be able to touch the girl and hoped that he was fast enough to stay ahead of her. One spell and he was dead and the gleam in the girl’s eyes told him that she was well aware that his life could end at any moment. She raised her hand at him, her lips already moving as she began another spell.


    At the last moment, he threw himself to his right, running up onto the wheel of the wagon to leap into the air above where the girl would expect him to be. His tactic worked flawlessly: a ball of blue fire erupted in the middle of the path where he had been a step before. He was faster than the girl and that was a reason for hope.


    Coming down nearly atop the girl, Raeln slashed at her face with his claws, knocking her off her feet as he landed hard in a crouch. He came around as fast as he could, trying to strike at her again before she could recover, but as he turned, the girl caught his wrist with a strength that belied her thin frame and small fingers.


    “Is your way to fight, this I know,” the girl practically purred at him, pushing Raeln back a step with the strength of a horse. “I gave you a chance to run, so I feel better. If you do not take the chance, is not my fault, yes?”


    From somewhere off to Raeln’s left, Greth charged back in, growling like a wild animal. Swinging dangerously close to Raeln’s arm, Greth cleaved at the girl’s face with his sword, taking off a goodly portion of her head in a spray of blood and bone. The impact caused her to relax her hold on Raeln, though she did not fall. Instead, the girl stepped back from Raeln and put both of her hands on her face, as if gauging the damage done.


    “Was good enough to kill someone else I think,” the girl said, taking her hands away from her face and revealing the massive gash had already closed, but her skin had taken on a sickly pallor. “Is way of teaching me to watch for more wildlings when I fight and not focus on just one.”


    “Turessian?” Greth asked, backing away a step from the girl. “No tattoos.”


    Raeln glanced down at his right wrist and found five bleeding puncture wounds from the girl’s grip. She had punched through his thick shirt, fur, and skin with her bare hands. The holes in his flesh bled badly, covering his hand with blood.


    “Yeah, probably,” he answered, then kicked at the girl’s legs, knocking her off-balance, though she caught herself against the wagon before she hit the ground.


    Greth followed Raeln’s lead and drove his sword through the girl’s chest into the thick wood of the wagon’s frame behind her.


    “We are not here for you, wolves,” the girl told Greth, then frowned deeply when she could not stand back up. She tapped at the sword with her finger while Greth fumbled for a dagger at the back of his belt. “Run along and we will look for you another time. Is the people with their coffin-like homes I wish to kill today. My master will be most angry if I let you run, but this leaves more fun for another day, yes?”


    Raeln looked around, trying to find something that might stop the girl, even for a minute or two. He then realized they stood directly under the city’s massive iron gate, built for holding back entire armies. Closing it would inevitably cause the undead to attack elsewhere or go over the walls, but if it could crush the Turessian, it would be worth it.


    “Phillith!” Raeln screamed, hoping his mentor had not been killed by the girl’s earlier attacks. “Drop the gate!”


    Both Greth and the Turessian girl tensed and looked up at the gate. The girl scrambled to pull at the sword in her chest, but fell back against the wagon when Greth punched her squarely in the jaw. She shook it off and tried to free herself again, but Greth snarled and bashed her across the face with his shield before throwing it aside and ripping at her face and neck with his claws, forcing her to cover herself rather than pull the sword out.


    From atop the burned and broken wall, Phillith appeared, shouting down, “He’s in the way!”


    “Drop it anyway!” Greth cried, driving his elbow into the Turessian’s face when his claws were not enough to stop her. “Hurry!”


    A deep groan of metal beginning to move warned Raeln, and he stepped quickly to the inside of the gate, calling for Greth to do the same. The man did not react at all. Instead, he continued to strike at the Turessian, keeping her on the defensive even as her skin healed between each blow.


    The gate came down suddenly as the winches were released, rattling loudly as it plummeted toward Greth and the Turessian girl. Raeln started to go back for Greth, but the other wildling tumbled past him at the last moment, narrowly avoiding the pointed bottom of the gate. It crashed into the ground and flattened the girl with its weight, sending up a cloud of dust.


    “Please tell me that killed her,” Greth said a moment later, lying flat on his back only a foot from the gate. “I couldn’t do that again if I tried, and I really don’t want to try.”


    Raeln steadied himself against the gate and maked his way back to where the girl had been. It took him a second to find her in the dense cloud of dust, but he soon found her facedown with three of the gate’s spikes driven through her shoulder and torso.


    “Looks like…” Raeln began, but then groaned as the girl lifted her head and started squirming, trying to find a way to free herself. In her position, she seemed unable to budge the gate. “No, she’s alive, just stuck.”


    Outside, the army of zombies began moving again, throwing themselves at the gate and the walls and clawing at both angrily. They crawled over top of one another, creating a pile that grew by the second, leaving no doubt in Raeln’s mind they would eventually overwhelm the wall.


    “Get up to the wall,” said Greth a second later, rolling onto his knees. “We’re done down here. If we open the gate, I’m betting she’ll kill us both.”


    Raeln tried to walk away from the gate, but he could not take his eyes off the small human girl. She still struggled with the metal beams of the portcullis, trying to lift it off of herself. He had been taught from childhood he was to protect life at any risk to his own, but everything about this creature defied that belief. A child—those Raeln had always thought beyond doubt to be the most important of those he protected—continued to claw at the gate despite impaling wounds that would have killed a beast twice Raeln’s size. Seeing the Turessians using children in their war made it hard for him to breathe, to accept what was happening around him.


    “Raeln, snap out of it,” Greth insisted, grabbing Raeln’s arm and yanking him away from the Turessian girl. “We’re no use to Phillith down here.”


    Nodding numbly, Raeln started to stagger away from the gate, his stomach in knots. As he did, he realized a huge crowd was running from farther in the city toward them, filling the street. They were mostly haggard-looking individuals, with only a few humans, elves, or dwarves among them. The majority were fae-kin, ogres, orcs, and a handful of wildlings. He even spotted a pair of dark elven men—a rare sight in Lantonne—walking near the front of the pack.


    “Did the city just riot against us?” he asked Greth, noticing most of those approaching were carrying simple or rusted weapons. Those people outnumbered Phillith’s men nearly twenty to one in that area of town.


    Greth did not reply, but he did reach down slowly and pick up his fallen shield and one of the bloodied weapons Raeln had discarded during his fight for the gate. He did not raise the sword, but he kept it at the ready.


    The two dark elven men, with their starkly white hair and nearly black skin, jogged ahead of the main group and headed straight for Raeln and Greth. Like so many others in the crowd, these men wore rags and appeared as though they had endured hardship to arrive at the gate, but they somehow managed to give off the appearance of nobility as they moved. They lowered their own weapons as they got closer, then slowed and each took a knee in front of the two wildlings.


    “Would one of you surfacers be Commander Phillith?” asked one of the men, watching Raeln through his long hair as he kept his head low. “We owe the man our thanks and wish to give it before death rains down on this land.”


    Raeln glanced over at Greth, who shrugged. “Commander Phillith is on top of the wall,” Raeln answered once he was sure his voice would not reveal his confusion. “Where did all these people come from?”


    The other dark elf slid back the sleeves of his shirt, exposing faded scars on both wrists from struggling with chains. “We came to these lands to seek freedom from the dead that overwhelmed our cities,” the man explained, lowering his sleeves. “Altis had already fallen. The commander offers us our citizenship and freedom in exchange for service. We never wanted anything less than to fight beside other free people against this foe.”


    “The labor camp,” Raeln said softly, feeling Greth’s confused look at him. “Phillith kept his promise and set them all free.”


    “Where are we most needed?” asked the first of the elven men, picking up the bow Raeln had used during the beginning of the attack and eyeing it as though it were filthy. After a second, he sighed and picked up several arrows. “We will do what we can with the rabble that followed us here. A similar force went to the other gate and stragglers were dispatched to the rest of the walls.”


    Greth walked past the men, slapping one on the shoulder as he began pointing toward the stairs that led up to the ramparts. He seemed not to notice the annoyed glare both men gave him at having touched them. “Deploy people along the battlements,” he told the elves. “There are more bows and more arrows than we know what to do with up there. Have either of you fought before?”


    The men grinned almost in unison, any affront forgotten. “Our land has been ready for war for nearly a century,” one of them replied quickly. “We did not anticipate the undead marching, but we are more than ready, wildling. My mother’s line would see shame in me if I were not prepared to stand against an enemy greater than myself. We will die honorably.”


    The elves did not wait for any further cues from Greth, turning immediately and running to the main group of former slaves. Within seconds, the mob began to part, sending groups toward all of the stairs onto the walls, while a small contingent positioned themselves near the wagons, ready just in case the gate fell.


    A distant rumble drew Raeln’s attention to the eastern arc of the wall, where smoke rose from part of the battlements. As he watched, a ball of fire erupted a little farther down the wall, engulfing many of the defenders there. The undead had plenty more spellcasters out there, and they were not being shy about pushing their attack.


    Greth took off running, heading for the nearest stairs.


    Eyeing the wall, Raeln decided there was no time to waste running all the way to the steps. He picked up a sword lying near several of the dismembered zombie corpses, hopped up onto the overturned wagon on one side of the gate, and began climbing up the wall. Within a minute, he was atop the high stone wall, overlooking the main force of the undead at the city’s front gate.


    Raeln had not realized how bad things had gotten from the limited view he had on the ground. Down there, he had seen the huge force marching on the gate, filling the outer city’s streets. From atop the wall, he could see they had filled the outer city, and the largest of the undead—mostly ogre corpses from what he could see—were ripping down the buildings starting at the outer edge of the city and working inwards. Another group of undead was dragging bodies out down the streets toward the outskirts of town, where they likely would be added to their army.


    Far beyond the last of the undead he could see, the quarry stood out against the plains with its swirling black cloud at its middle. Past it, Raeln could make out another group of undead approaching, though they were going wide around the quarry, taking a long route toward Lantonne to avoid getting too close.


    “Bout time you got up here, boy,” shouted Phillith, coming toward Raeln from a little ways down the wall. The man limped slightly and had his left arm in a sling stained with blood. “Good work with their wizard. Until they move another one to this part of the wall, we just have the stumblers to deal with, and I don’t think they know what they’re doing.”


    Raeln leaned over the edge of the wall, looking down about twenty feet to the zombies clawing at the stones and crawling over one another in an attempt to reach him and the other defenders. The pile of squirming dead continued to grow as he watched, slowly making its way up the wall at the expense of those at the bottom.


    “Right about now,” Phillith added, shaking his head sadly, “it’s going to take an act of some god to save us. I don’t even care which one. I think I’d sacrifice my cousins on an altar if it got us some help.”


    Around them, the former slaves began taking up positions all along the wall, falling in beside trained soldiers and regular citizens that had joined the fight. Raeln saw a few hard glares exchanged, especially between the better-dressed Lantonnians and the more battered former slaves. There were no harsh words spoken, with former enemies willingly taking a stand at one another’s sides. In more than one place, he even saw men in Altisian clothing that had the demeanor of former soldiers working beside Lantonnian soldiers. If the city was to fall, he could not imagine a better way for it to go.


    A distant roar drew Raeln’s eyes to the west, searching the undead horde there for some indication of what might be happening even as another volley of arrows was launched from the wall into the undead force at the gate. He saw hundreds if not thousands of undead, but the roar seemed entirely out of place. Undead simply did not make enough noise to fit the sound he had heard. Just as he was going to stop searching for its source, he looked up and saw them.


    Dragons.


    Sweeping in across the plains at high speed, a trio of massive winged creatures flew low across the ground, kicking up plumes of dust in passing. They were more than a mile away from the undead, but they were coming fast toward Lantonne.


    “Phillith…” Raeln whispered, his voice lost in the din of battle. He resorted to pawing at the man, trying to get his attention while pointing west with his other hand.


    The dragons were coming in faster than Raeln thought possible, charging both the city and the undead at its walls. As he watched, they fanned out, flying in a V-shaped formation straight toward where he stood.


    “Speaking of gods,” muttered Phillith, having apparently noticed what Raeln was pointing at. “Are they coming to help, or finish us off? If the old gods are coming down off the mountains to help the undead, then the end of this city will be the thing of legends…assuming anyone lives to tell them.”


    “Wait and watch, commander. I’m hoping it’s not that bad.”


    Before the archers behind Raeln had fired a third volley, the dragons had changed path and soared over the farthest group of approaching undead. As they reached the zombie soldiers, explosions lit up the horizon as a wizard near that group began firing off bolts of lightning from the ground up into the sky. The dragons broke formation at the first crack of light, each attacking different sections of the army with flames they breathed in brilliant cones of red and blue, burning huge swaths with each pass. After several trips through the undead force, the dragons turned and began their flight toward Lantonne again, this time with a smoking and blackened section of the plains at their backs.


    Leaning on the battlements with his good arm, Phillith’s face was slack with awe as he watched the dragons approach. Half-hearted cheers began erupting around them, though Raeln knew they were unsure if things had suddenly gotten worse or better.


    “Even if they attack us, too,” Phillith began, smiling over at Raeln and laughing himself nearly to tears, “I never thought I’d live to see old gods come back to the world. My papa would have given anything to hear this tale, even if he thought I was lying.”


    The dragons came straight toward the city, turning slightly to avoid the column of black roiling near the quarry. As they moved to avoid it, Raeln realized the cloud was actually moving, reaching out with tendrils of darkness. Seconds later, a group of shadowy bat-like creatures flew from the darkness and chased after the dragons.


    The three dragons parted as soon as the shadow-creatures appeared, two continuing toward the city while the third tucked its wings and banked through and past the creatures. The entire pack of smaller shadows chased the solo dragon, as did the cloud that absorbed the light, trailing long strands of thick shadows that tried to grab the dragon right out of the air. Wherever the dragon turned and spun in the air, the shadows pursued. After several high-speed circles around the cloud, the dragon flapped its wings and took off toward Lantonne again, trailing its pursuers but having put a great deal of distance between them and its companion dragons.


    The lead two dragons continued toward Raeln and the city, details of their shape soon coming into view as they sped closer to the outskirts of Lantonne. They were huge beyond imagining, the closest large enough that its wings cast shadows across entire blocks of the outer city. Scales of differing shades caught the light, sparkling in places and giving the impression they wore armor of polished metal. The lead dragon was mostly a deep forest green, a paler section of green running down its chest, while its long horns contrasted the scales with an almost bone-white hue. The second dragon was even larger than the leader, though its scales had a reddish coloring, a faint hint of green among them. Like the lead dragon, that one’s skin was dotted with bone-white horns. The farthest dragon was well beyond Raeln’s ability to see detail, but he got the impression of a more brilliant red from the sunlight glinting off of it.


    A moment later, the closest of the dragons roared past the walls of Lantonne, the wind from its passing throwing Raeln onto his back and Phillith clinging to the battlements to stay upright. The entire section of the wall was buffeted, knocking dozens of people to the ground and ripping the shutters off of buildings nearest the wall.


    As Raeln lay on his back staring up at the large creature flying past, he got a better view of the dragon’s four legs…and specifically, the claws nearly as large as he was. A palpable wave of tingling panic rolled over him and was gone with the dragon as it headed into the heart of the city toward the tower, almost as though the dragon’s very presence pushed his mind to utter terror regardless of the awe he felt at watching the creature. The second dragon passed over nearly touching the tip of the first one’s tail, a similar feeling of dread and panic wheedling its way into Raeln’s chest until the dragon was well past him.


    Raeln sat up once the second dragon had gone by, just in time for the third dragon to reach the walls. This one did not follow its companions but instead slowed until it hovered over the undead army, the incredible force of air rushing from its wings knocking most of the zombies to the ground. Before the undead could recover, the dragon unleashed another torrent of flame, burning many of the corpses to ash where they lay and drawing a nervous cheer from the defenders on the wall.


    Close behind the dragon, the wall of black smoke from the quarry followed, though its speed had lessened as it got farther from its source. Even the black shadowy creatures that had come from it returned to the quarry, unwilling or unable to continue their pursuit. The dragon seemed to notice this as well, looking to the quarry after it finished burning the undead army. This dragon raced over the wall toward the southern gates, where Raeln saw it land among the buildings and disappear behind the keep.


    Raeln tapped his forehead on the battlement stones, offering up a quick prayer to the old gods, though the words felt so insignificant after seeing the actual creature up close. Whether these were gods or not, they had already done more than he could have dreamed of and had earned a prayer of thanks.


    Around him, he heard others offering up similar thanks to the gods, old and new. Nearly everyone joined in hurried prayers except Phillith, who was watching the direction the dragons had gone, and an orc soldier, who was on his knees several feet down the wall clutching his head. The rest looked terrified but happy the dragons had gone past without attacking them as well.


    His face crinkled with both age and contemplation, Phillith finally asked, “Why did they go to the keep? Think maybe the magisters called them? The fight’s out here, not in there.”


    Raeln glanced over his shoulder at the tower, where he could see neither of the dragons that had flown in that direction. It was as though they had vanished. “I’ve been in the keep a few times in the last few months and haven’t seen the magisters at all,” he admitted, keeping his voice low to prevent others from hearing. “I don’t even know if they’re helping anymore. I’m willing to bet there’s fight enough inside there.”


    “Lovely. We’ve got old gods and no wizards. This can’t end well,” the commander muttered, then limped toward a group of soldiers that had stopped firing on the enemy below to watch the dragons. “Yeah, they’re dragons, you idiots! You thought I’d trust this city to the likes of you? Keep firing!”


    Raeln checked the other parts of the wall, looking for where he could be of the most help. Most of the defenders were accompanied by one or more soldiers, helping either with their weapons or picking targets. Farther down past the gate, he spotted Greth walking along behind one of the groups of former slaves, shouting orders at them that they appeared to be obeying. It seemed to amuse Greth to no end to be bossing about furless, specifically.


    Turning to head the other way up the wall and lend a hand to the few defenders in an area that had been badly damaged by the Turessian girl, Raeln stopped to help the orcish man still clutching his head. All around him, the other soldiers and townsfolk continued to fire down at the undead, letting the orc deal with his own issues.


    As he approached, Raeln could see the man was powerfully built, with arms that looked strong enough to break stones easily. Even his attire spoke of service in someone’s military—Raeln could not be sure whose, as the man wore some form of fitted robe under a suit of heavily reinforced, layered black leather armor that was of no style he was familiar with. The man was weaponless, but scars across the visible sections of his green skin spoke of many battles in the past. He groaned and covered his face, clasping his hands to his temples.


    “Are you alright?” Raeln asked, kneeling beside him. “Show me your wounds.”


    “I have no wounds,” answered the man, shying away from Raeln’s touch. “The noise…I can barely hear. There are too many…”


    Raeln perked his ears and listened to the relatively quiet attack by the undead. Without any need for shouting orders to one another, they made little more than a steady groan and rustling of their movement. Even the defenders were mostly silent, concentrating on firing arrows into the enemy below.


    “I’ve seen duels that made more noise than this,” noted Raeln, then grabbed the orc’s arm despite efforts to avoid being touched. He tried to pull the man upright, but instead, the orc pulled Raeln down to be level with him.


    The orc slowly lifted his head, keeping one hand to his forehead and the other clasped firmly on Raeln’s arm. “You’re calm,” the man told Raeln without looking up. “Everywhere else, there is panic and worry in such abundance. In you, I hear only silent acceptance. How do you do this?”


    All around, Raeln could see what the man was speaking of reflected on the faces of every warrior he looked at. They might not be making noise as the man had said, but they were certainly worried. Even Greth’s demeanor gave off true fear, though he hid it well…not well enough to conceal it from Raeln, but well, nonetheless.


    “I’m as scared as anyone out here,” he told the orc, who slowly slid backwards to prop his back against the battlements while keeping his eyes and much of his face covered. Only his jaw and shaved scalp were visible around the man’s meaty hands, the tusks protruding from his lower jaw standing out against the dark green skin. “There’s no place for panic in war. I ignore the fear. You need to, too.”


    The orcish man laughed shallowly. “You must teach me this, wildling. The inner calm you use like a shield is far better than my own defenses. War does not bother me, but the noise does.”


    Raeln moved to leave the orc, but the man grabbed his wrist and held firm.


    “I will go where you do,” the man said. “The noise will make me ill if I don’t stay near someone with a quiet mind. I need to concentrate on someone like you. Once I am more accustomed to it, I may be able to move on my own.”


    “If you’re going to follow me around, take a weapon and be useful,” answered Raeln, drawing his sword and handing it to the man hilt-first.


    “Tell me something before I get up,” the orc insisted, making no move for the weapon. “Where am I?”


    “The north battlements.”


    “Give me a city, wildling. I have wandered a long time and would know where I ended up.”


    “Lantonne.”


    The orc stiffened, then grinned broadly, mirthfully giggling to himself. “Very well. Thank you for your kindness.” The man lowered his hand slowly and squinted in the sunlight at the sword Raeln offered. As he did, he moved his hand clear of his forehead, revealing the black whorls across his brow and down onto his cheeks.


    “Turessian!” Raeln gasped, then opened his mouth to shout it. Before he could, the orc tackled him, driving the back of his hand against Raeln’s throat, choking and silencing him. Nearby, the other defenders looked over in shock, but were too busy firing down on the enemy to get involved.


    “I left those lands a long time ago,” the orc hissed at Raeln, bringing his face right up to Raeln’s. “I am with you, wildling. Do not drive off those who wish to aid this city, especially right now. Question my motives when the battle is over. Until then, accept my help or watch your city ripped down one stone at a time. I did not wait all these years to abandon my duties and let these lands fall without a fight.”


    The orc held Raeln a second longer, before easing the pressure against Raeln’s neck and chest, allowing him to breathe or shout if he desired. His other hand remained on Raeln’s wrist from where he had blocked Raeln’s attempts to push him away. “You’re a wolf,” the orc noted, as though he had just realized it. He looked down at Raeln’s arm and the silver bracelet that lay just below where he gripped. “A wolf wildling.”


    “And you’re a Turessian…”


    “I am not your enemy, so do not start that again. When I left those lands, we did not use that name.”


    “How long have you been in the city?” demanded Raeln, shoving the orc away and pulling his hand free.


    “About ten minutes, if that long. How long have you worn that piece of jewelry?”


    “So you came with the undead and you want me to trust you? Why should I tell you anything?”


    The orc laughed and offered Raeln a hand to help him stand. “I arrived after them, about the same time that thing got close to the city, by my guess,” the orc said, sticking a thumb out in the direction of the black cloud over the quarry. “Tell me something, wildling. Who have you lost recently?”


    “We’re going to lose everyone if we don’t start fighting.”


    Frowning, the orc nodded and looked out at the undead army. “My name is On’esquin,” explained the orc, bending at the waist to scoop up the sword Raeln had offered him initially. “I will fight with you against those who abuse the name my people took as their own. Keep close, or I will have trouble concentrating on battle. I am entirely at your disposal.”


    “Raeln,” replied Raeln. “Stay with me if you want, but you need to be able to keep up with me. You make any move to help them and I throw you over the wall.”


    On’esquin seemed to ignore Raeln and instead eyed the sword he held. Flipping it several times and then pointing it out at the undead, he tapped the weapon’s tip against the battlements, making the metal ring. Almost immediately, the entire length of the blade sparked and began crackling with what looked like lightning, arcing as it raced from the hilt to the tip and back. When the blade came near the battlement stones, the lightning danced and scorched the smooth rock.


    “I can probably manage,” answered On’esquin, smiling wickedly at the weapon. “The journey seems to have left me in better shape than when I left. Lead the way, Raeln, and I will follow.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Just A Piece of Wood”


    


    To the few I leave these last words to, I impart to you the few things that must be done once I am gone, whether that is today or a hundred years from now. Until that day, these letters will remain hidden. I know as well as any of my healers that my life’s path faces a very real ending in the next few days if she does not return, but I have always put my utmost faith in my allies and friends, and I will not stop hoping, even on my deathbed.


    Those who waged war from within our family are never to be spoken of again. Already, I have dispatched my most trusted friends to either capture or destroy them. Do not seek them out, and if another should rise that wishes to follow in their footsteps, instead, find those I once kept at my side and they will exact punishment as appropriate.


    To my wife, I give the entirety of the empire I built or what is left of it when those who rebel are finished. If she can hold it together, it is hers. My trust will always be with her, no matter what whispers may come. The staff I now clutch to my breast is hers and will pass to whoever she most trusts upon the day of her death.


    To my brother, I give the deserts, as he has always preferred the solitude that came with them. These have long been considered beyond the reach of my empire, even if they were where we began our journey. He has often spoken of missing the warmer parts of Eldvar, so to him I leave the part that no longer considers itself part of the lands I have built.


    To the one we called Nenophar, I leave the words already spoken to him and nothing else. He, more than anyone else, knows what must be done. He has called these words “prophecy,” but I believe them to be little more than advice if things go badly. I am afraid most of what must be known is not for him.


    Lastly, to On’esquin, I leave pain and misery if he is not found before my last breath. May the land and my people curse him and his to the ends of the world. By conspiring with our enemies, he has betrayed my trust. May he face up to what he has done and be forced to watch the final rites of all the men, women, and children of all races that have died as a result of what he has done, both for himself and whoever he serves. Some whisper that he is no better or worse than my wife, as both left me as I approached death, but On’esquin’s betrayal had been confirmed by my brother. My wife’s has yet to be proven.


    To the end of time, all record of what On’esquin and his master have done will be stricken from history. Though I may never know who the master was, when my people find out—and I have no doubts they will—both will be driven out of the embrace of the races of man. They will have no solace anywhere in this world. They sought eternity for themselves and will be given that, but without any comfort for all of those years. Let them walk this world alone and empty, knowing what they have done for all time and watching all they sought and coveted crumble to dust around them.


    If any are found to have worked with them, let them be buried in the desert for eternity and watched over by the damned. This, I command.


    


    
      - Last words believed to have been dictated by Turess, now considered heretical. All known copies of this text have been burned and any who have read them have been put to the sword

    


    


    The dragons rushed the keep as Ilarra brushed aside flame and lightning alike, keeping herself in motion to avoid being caught off-balance by Therec’s attacks. She could not find the time to fight back. She was forced to use all of her magical strength to create one barrier after another as Therec—or rather, Dorralt—continued to rain attacks down on her.


    Already, the top of the keep looked to have endured a war, its stones blackened and broken. The damage done by Therec’s attacks had torn the keep’s top floor apart as surely as catapults would have, making Ilarra’s footing unsure as she reeled and stumbled under the staggering impacts of each spell.


    Ilarra wanted dearly to fight, but she knew Therec’s master was far quicker with his spells. Instead, she used her power to knock each attack aside, smiling to herself as she watched Nenophar and the other dragons near the wall between the outer and inner cities. She only had to hold out until he returned, then she knew he would fight at her side. Her only task at this point was to keep the staff Therec held in sight, to be sure it was not lost.


    With another flourish, Therec pointed the staff at Ilarra and created a torrent of ice from its tip that washed over her, shattering as it clattered off of the latest weak barrier she conjured. The wall she used for protection collapsed almost as soon as she had created it, and the last of the ice tore through her dress and skin, leaving stinging cuts all over her body that healed far slower than she would have wished.


    “Kneel and accept the family you have been given!” shouted Dorralt, using Therec’s voice. “Your brothers and sisters stand at the gates of the city, ready to take it for Turessi. Embrace them and they will welcome you into the life you were born to live!”


    Another wave of flame forced Ilarra to her knees, her hands pushing out to hold the fire at bay. Her strength was waning quickly, and even with the strength of the Turessians inside her, she could barely find the magic she needed to keep Dorralt from incinerating her where she lay.


    During the brief respite between spells, Ilarra stared at her arms and saw the strain was well beyond what her body could handle. Everywhere she could see, her skin had paled to a deathly white, the veins standing out in a dark black. She looked every bit the corpse. If Dorralt continued to attack with Therec’s body, she would become the lifeless corpse she knew she was without her magic.


    Gasping for breath, Ilarra fell forward, drawing a mocking laugh from Therec. She lifted her head slowly, watching as Therec walked toward her, grinning at her dismay.


    “Do you finally understand?” he asked, stopping just outside her reach. “I created you, and I can destroy you. Every one of my children must learn this lesson one way or another, Ilarra. You have only been more obstinate than the rest, and that is why I stoop to fighting with you. Submit and help me destroy those who have no place in Turessi, girl. Today, you join us.”


    Ilarra laughed weakly, shaking her head. “I can hear what you preach to the others,” she reminded Dorralt. “You tell them to destroy anything not human. I am not human, Dorralt. I am an elf, no matter what you have done to me. I will not be a part of something that despises what I am.”


    Therec’s hand lifted to deliver another brutal onslaught of magic, but then he ducked and rolled toward the edge of the tower as a massive claw came down on the stones where he had stood a moment before. The entire battlement edge collapsed as Nenophar crashed into the lip of the tower, snarling and snapping at Therec, who managed to deftly avoid every attempt to grab him.


    Before Therec had gotten to his feet, Nenophar had shifted his appearance to the elf form he had always taken when meeting with Ilarra. He ran across the tower and wrapped his arms around her, shielding her as flames washed over the area from somewhere high above.


    Ilarra buried her face in Nenophar’s arms to keep her eyes away from the fire burning her arms and singing her hair. Breathing was difficult, both from the heat and the weariness from fighting for as long as she had. Even with Nenophar covering her, she felt as though she might burst into flames at any instant.


    Seconds later, the flames subsided, and Ilarra lifted her face from Nenophar’s shoulder, looking around the blackened tower for Therec. She found him quickly, standing in the middle of an untouched section of stone and holding the staff above him like a warrior might raise a shield against arrows.


    Across from Therec stood a new person Ilarra barely recognized. Mairlee, the country healer Greth had taken her to months before, now stood on the tower top wearing a simple red frock, her long grey hair pulled back into a thick braid. What did stand out was the woman’s seething anger, directed entirely at Therec, a distinct change from how Ilarra remembered her.


    “Two dragons, with a third on its way,” mused Therec, grinning madly as he lowered the staff. “I only meant my invitation to bring you out of hiding, Nenophar. The others are intruding on a meeting we should have had centuries ago. I believe I asked for you to attend to me millennia ago and you failed to show yourself. The crone was certainly not invited.”


    Mairlee bared her teeth briefly. “You sent rotting corpses into my den and tried to lead me to destroy an army sent from this city instead of your own. I have more than ample reason to attack you, Dorralt. Your invitation was extended to me the moment they came for my lair.”


    Therec grinned even more, looking between the woman and Nenophar.


    Turning as he eased his grip on Ilarra, Nenophar growled softly. “You wear a new man’s skin as your own, Dorralt. This is not one of our illusions. He screams to be free of you.”


    “He has little choice in the matter,” noted Therec, slapping his palm against his cheek. “This meat suit will suffice for now. I will stay in control until he is ready to serve me without requiring me to pay him extra heed.”


    Mairlee raised her hand, then dropped it sharply. As she did, the air itself seemed to solidify and crash into the top of the tower with enough force to rip a hole ten-feet wide and at least three-floors deep where Therec had been standing. The dust from the explosion fell away quickly, revealing Therec standing at the edge of the hole and smirking at the wreckage.


    “Do be careful, old wyrm,” he chided, stepping back from the hole. “Neither you nor your offspring can fly without your wings. If this tower collapses, you might not die from the fall, but you will not be in any shape to fight me further. Taking mortal shape weakens you, but taking this man’s form does nothing to diminish my power.”


    Ilarra saw a brief look of fear on Nenophar’s face. He pulled her a little ways from the edge of the tower, as if the battlements might fall away at any moment.


    “Oh, did you not notice sooner?” Therec asked Nenophar. “Neither of you can change back, at least not until I let you or you get far from me. I’ve been practicing that trick ever since I met you. I know you thought we humans couldn’t match you, but I’ve had more than two thousand years to prove you wrong. Consider this repayment for your haughty rants at our expense.”


    “You stood at his side,” Nenophar called over the loud winds beginning to pick up. Easing Ilarra out of his arms, he began moving to put Therec evenly between Ilarra, Mairlee, and himself. “You pledged yourself to protecting this world against abuses like this, Dorralt. You were to be one of his heirs. I was there and heard some of his final words.”


    Therec’s face contorted angrily, and he took a furious step toward Nenophar before yelling back, “He gave it all to his wife, you scaled wretch! The entire empire would have fallen apart without my help. I gave him the empire he tossed aside like a plaything when he realized he had gone too far. Even after his death with his wife missing, the fools he put in charge would not welcome me onto the council they set up to rule. Don’t chide me for ignoring that stupid pledge we all made in haste. You broke your promise, too, when you came back, Nenophar. You’ve seen the cloud over the quarry. Tell me that’s my fault, but you and your mother know better. What is happening out there is your doing, not mine. You devised the magic they used to build the golems and it was that magic that broke down the walls between our world and another.”


    Standing slowly and advancing on Therec, Ilarra meant to attack while the man was distracted by the two dragons, but a vice-like grip closed on her throat. Though nothing actually touched her, Ilarra could feel fingers tightening across her neck and squeezing until she could not breathe. She gasped and choked, but none of the three so much as looked at her.


    “Turess was given our blessing with the promise—the oath—that all of you would honor what he saw in those visions,” Nenophar called back while the other dragon shifted her position to get farther from the edge of the tower. “That gift—”


    “Death? You call that a gift?” demanded Therec, laughing. “You killed my brother, all to give him visions of betrayal and doom, most of which revolved around your meddling. Any street soothsayer could have thrown out predictions as elaborate as those he saw on his deathbed. It took me centuries to destroy the majority of those writings he made and hide the absurdity of it all. You nearly collapsed all he spent his life working for, and I have no intention of letting you kill me before I see the empire restored to its former glory. Now you show back up here and begin destroying the lands once again. Who really is the villain here, dragon?”


    Nenophar growled loudly and raised both of his hands to attack with magic at the same time that his mother did. Flames roared at Therec from both dragons, but the man stopped each blast with one of his hands, letting the staff rest casually against his shoulder.


    Still holding back the flames, Therec shook his head sadly. “You once told me no mortal could have the power of a dragon. Two of you cannot match me, so what does that say about your foolish predictions? I will prove both of you wrong about everything you claimed all those years ago. I had the predictions at my disposal and have killed everyone you and Turess foresaw. My people hunted them down across the nations and executed every single one. They are gone and so is your so-called prophecy, Nenophar.”


    Ilarra pulled herself upright as the grip on her throat faded, knowing she did not have much strength left but determined to help in any way she could. Seeking a little more magic within, she pulled as much as she could from the other Turessians, even as it made her head spin with all their hatred and desires to kill the people of Lantonne. Using what power she could muster, she sent bolts of brilliant white lightning from her fingers that slammed into Therec’s side and burned his robe and the flesh beneath.


    “Not one of you understands, do you?” Therec taunted, smiling as the burns healed and his robe restitched itself even with the lightning still hitting him. “Every Turessian I have created feeds me. Their power and potential is mine at all times. A single man is no match for a dragon, but more than a hundred wizards with the powers I have locked into their bodies are capable of tearing down this city and the imbeciles defending it. “


    “We did not cause that rift!” shouted Nenophar, sweating profusely as he continued the massive torrent of flames. “What you are doing is strong enough to open the rips Turess created. We are trying to fix things!”


    “Then flee and let me be the one to fix it!” Therec answered. “Without the dragons around, the world will heal itself. It’s done so before and it will again. Your presence accelerates the damage…you said so yourself before you and your kind hid for the last millennia or two.”


    “We will leave when you fall, mortal,” added Mairlee, her brilliant red flames pushing Therec back a step.


    Chuckling, Therec grunted and pushed back both dragons’ attacks while still ignoring Ilarra’s. “The three of you would need to overcome the magical strengths of every Turessian to win this fight. I can drain power from all of them until their bodies are reduced to ash and it costs me nothing. Even if I should exhaust all of their power, you would only defeat this body and rob me of one little necromancer. We will keep coming, pulling more wizards into our flock each day, until an army of dragons could do nothing to stop us. Then, I will kill your ancient kin, and by raising them, add the power of the dragons to my many puppets. I will close the tear in the world using your rotted corpses.”


    Therec glanced over his shoulder at Ilarra and winked at her. As he did, the lightning Ilarra was unleashing against him flickered and vanished. Her limbs felt heavy, the magic completely drained from her body. “I need that for now, girl,” Therec chided. “You forget where your powers come from. Sit down and wait for your betters to finish this, and try not to hurt yourself. If they exhaust me, you are the first of our kind to crumble.”


    An irresistible need to sit down came over Ilarra, and she dropped like a stone. Try as she might, she could not stand back up. The offhand comment by Therec had all but glued her to the ground, making her feel as though a massive weight had been placed in her lap. The pressure of being so utterly controlled dazed Ilarra, and was made worse by the loss of the magic sustaining her body. She could feel her skin drying and her bones aching, making her feel as though her body might crumble to dust at any moment if she strained too hard against the command to sit.


    All around Ilarra, magic exploded in brilliant displays of power from both dragons and Therec. The tower shook under her, jarred by every new spell the three struck aside. Left to their own, Ilarra could see the three would easily tear Lantonne and much of its surroundings down around them without even noticing. Already, sections of the tower were falling away from the pounding it was taking.


    Ilarra tried to get back up and found the weight that held her down had lessened with each spell the dragons unleashed on Therec. As she did, another rumble passed through the tower a second before the entire top floor collapsed around her and fell into the central staircase of the keep.


    For a moment, Ilarra could see nothing but the sky spin past her, then the stairs a floor or two below came rushing up as she tumbled into them. Blocks from the walls and floor shattered around her, one landing on her leg and crushing it completely. She could feel the pain distantly, but it felt like it was happening to someone else. It was almost surreal as she looked down and saw the bend below her knee where the heavy stone had snapped the bone.


    Not far away, Therec had crashed onto a landing and was groaning, pulling the staff to his chest as he tried to stand. Farther down the staircase, Nenophar lay facedown and still on a badly damaged section of steps.


    Mairlee fell down the middle of the circular stairs, surrounded by rubble that had also fallen from atop the keep. While Ilarra watched, the woman’s form buckled and changed, morphing into the huge dragon Ilarra had seen earlier and nearly filling the middle of the tower. With the added size, the dragon managed to catch herself on the walls with her claws and stop her fall, even as she was battered by the falling stones.


    Looking around, Ilarra stared in dismay as Therec slowly crawled onto his knees and began looking around while Nenophar lay still and Mairlee stopped where she was, panting for breath far down the tower’s center. Mairlee was too far below to help either Ilarra or Nenophar, and even with magic, Ilarra doubted she could get a visual angle on Therec. Even as she struggled to free herself, Ilarra saw Therec’s attention lock onto Nenophar’s prone body.


    Closing her eyes to push aside distractions, Ilarra sought any flicker of strength or knowledge that might help her. With no real wall left between herself and the Turessians under Dorralt’s control, she began seeing through the eyes of others who were carelessly allowing any of their brethren to see what they witnessed. It was a form of gloating, showing off how the war fared near them.


    Many of those eyes were looking across the thousands of zombies that clawed at the walls of Lantonne, but others were seeing cities far away. She could see dark-skinned elves being battered against the walls of the underground cities by a Turessian that laughed at their attempts to stop her. Through another’s eyes, she witnessed a hundred or more dwarves corralled in a room with a pool at the middle and no other open door to escape through, into which hundreds of slavering pale-skinned ghouls came, hungry for blood. In yet another Turessian’s sight, seemingly endless forests burned with magical fire while the Turessian laughed at the animals trying in vain to flee for safer places to hide. Still another Turessian was in what appeared to be an underground crypt, angrily smashing old stone coffins with Turessian markings on them that contained nothing.


    Then, among all the rage, all the need to exact an unspoken debt on the living, Ilarra found two distinct minds reaching back to her. Unlike the others, these two fought against their hatred like she did, though she could feel they had already been lost to Dorralt. These people were marching with the other Turessians, but they longed to be free and still retained a shred of who they once were. The moment she found them, both latched onto her, feeding her strength and pulling back to themselves her will to stay free.


    The stronger of the minds probed Ilarra’s thoughts, forcing to the surface images of Therec and the dragons. The mind was a woman’s, and unlike the rest of the Turessians, her anger was subdued until she passed over Ilarra’s thoughts of all Therec had done and his betrayal of the city. The woman pushed Ilarra harder, silently demanding to know for certain that Therec was under Dorralt’s control.


    The second mind perused Ilarra’s memories briefly but followed the lead of the woman’s efforts. Whatever the woman dredged up in Ilarra’s mind about Therec, the second Turessian also studied briefly. Unlike the woman, this Turessian was calm, giving Ilarra nothing. She could not even be certain whether it was male or female.


    “Get up!” the woman’s voice screamed in her mind. “Confront him! I need to look into his eyes.”


    “I can’t,” whispered Ilarra, still feeling the agonizing pressure on her leg. “I’m too weak. Dorralt took everything.”


    “Not everything. He can pull magic from all of us, but he can only control a few at a time,” replied the woman, calming somewhat. “You’ll have the strength you need to get up. I cannot guarantee much else. Let me speak and there may be a chance yet.”


    “Who are you?”


    The woman’s presence in Ilarra’s mind seemed to smile or give the impression of sad humor. “Get up, Ilarra. I need to talk to Therec before it’s too late. My son and I are giving you all we can offer without drawing Dorralt’s attention to us.”


    With great effort, Ilarra opened her eyes again and sat up. Looking around frantically, she saw Therec had descended the remaining stairs and now stood over Nenophar, smiling wickedly. She did not have long.


    Ilarra dearly wanted to try and free her leg in the hopes it might heal itself, but there was no time to struggle against the rock that pinned it. Instead, she concentrated on the space between Therec and Nenophar, hurriedly working through the symbols and patterns in her mind to solidify the air between them. With an almost tangible pop, a glass-like barrier sprung into existence directly in front of Therec.


    Looking around for who had cast the spell, Therec spotted Ilarra and smiled up at her. “I thought you would have given up by now,” he told her, tapping at the wall with his staff. The gentle rapping created large cracks in the surface. “You’re another of my puppets, Ilarra. You’ve already danced to my orders without knowing it. Resisting me now is more than pointless. Give up and take a nap until I am ready to deal with you.”


    The other Turessians in Ilarra’s head began scratching at her thoughts, pulling themselves to the forefront. Though she heard herself talking, the words that came out were not ones she had chosen.


    “Therec, you betray all you stood for,” she yelled down at him. “You swore to me you would bring honor and respect to our people by your actions. This is not the man I knew. You were better than the rest…better than I was.”


    Therec’s face became wrinkled with confusion as he stared at Ilarra. “You know as well as I do Therec is a bystander,” he replied, no longer even paying attention to the magical wall. At last, Nenophar began to stir. “What are you getting at, Ilarra?”


    “Fight him, Therec!” the voice using Ilarra’s mouth went on. “He’s controlled both of us more than once. I know you can hear me. You were trained to fight spirits that could possess the living. Use that against him. You are a preserver and one of the strongest members of our clan.”


    Therec watched Ilarra for a long time, the puzzled look on his face not budging until Nenophar began to get up. Sweeping the staff through the magical barrier—which shattered and vanished—Therec struck Nenophar in the upper chest, hurling him backwards down the steps.


    Taking his eyes off Ilarra, Therec studied the older red dragon that had begun climbing up the interior of the tower by digging her claws into the walls. In another step or two, she would be able to bite at him. “He does want to fight,” Dorralt said through Therec, smiling slightly as he created a magical wall like the one Ilarra had used to block the dragon’s ascent. “I have to give you credit, Ilarra. Something about that trite speech made him really want to push me aside. Not that he can, mind you.”


    Ilarra still could not make herself do anything, the anger and determination of the other Turessian held her firm as Therec began climbing up what was left of the steps. The man took his time, picking his way up the broken stairs, while the dragon below roared and clawed at the magical barrier, gradually cracking the solid air. More than a floor below where Ilarra lay, Nenophar had gotten back up, but he was moving slowly and blood covered much of his face.


    Therec followed Ilarra’s gaze and chuckled, stopping perhaps ten feet from her. “You worry too much about the dragon. They are certainly weaker in their human form, but he’ll still heal if I let him rest. The ancients thought they were gods for a reason. Once I hang the head of a dragon on the Turessian high temple, I think that belief will finally be cast aside and the old gods forgotten.”


    “Therec, this isn’t you,” Ilarra pleaded as the words flowed through her from the other woman. “I agreed to let you go so far south believing you would be safe there. Die with dignity, my husband!”


    Therec’s body stiffened and he shot her a dark glare, his cheeks trembling. “Shut your mouth, Ilarra,” he shouted at her, advancing several more steps. “I may not be Therec, but I know who his wife was through his memories. Stop this senselessness.”


    Ilarra lowered her head, feeling entirely like the puppet of the other woman, even though she was sure she could have resisted if she wished to. She had to believe the woman had a better chance against Therec, if she truly was his wife. “I wanted you to die without speaking to me again,” Ilarra heard herself say sadly. “I prayed you would grow old and find a wise man’s death in the south. Every day Dorralt controlled me after I died, I wept at the thought that you might be found and subjected to the same fate. I believed then I could hide what I had become from you and stay the woman you knew before you left and spare you this…and the knowledge of what happened to Ourin.”


    Therec stumbled and would have fallen down the steps if he had not caught himself on the wall. Using the staff in one hand and the wall to prop himself with the other, he stared down at the dragon, fear and dismay clear in his eyes. “Our son,” he said softly, muscles in his face twitching spastically. A battle more fierce than the one with the dragons appeared to be raging inside his mind and body. “They killed Ourin, too?”


    “They did,” answered Ilarra, seeing the boy’s brutal death flash across her thoughts. She could not help but shed a tear as the pain the other woman felt came to her as well. “Once Dorralt turned him, he was made to kill his friends. Then, he went to the slave camps and murdered everyone. I have done even worse, my love. If you still lived, I would beg you to come home and destroy me, but you have your own fight to face.”


    Tears ran freely down Therec’s face, and his arms and legs shook as he strained against convulsions—likely Dorralt’s attempts to regain control. “Salda, you always were stronger than I was,” Therec whispered, sliding down the wall to sit on the shattered stairs. “If you’ve fallen, there is no hope for me…”


    The voice of Salda was abruptly shoved aside and the calmer thoughts of the second Turessian came forward. Instantly, she knew him to be Ourin, Therec’s son. The calm was deceptive, covering deep-felt rage and a need to fight. The boy was strong-willed, but he struggled against the same feelings Ilarra did with the influence of the Turessians.


    “Father,” she said firmly, barely recognizing her own voice. “Despair is not one of Turess’s teachings. We face our foes head-on. We think through all our people have learned, and we strive to be better than those before us. The ancestors are memories to be cherished, or destroyed once they no longer can be cherished. You taught me that. You were a preserver, the highest order under the council of Turessi. It was your duty and right to crush those who would raise the dead as tools rather than symbols of bygone days. Find a way to destroy the undead that controls you and destroy yourself. Bring honor to our family.”


    “I can’t,” mumbled Therec, dropping the staff and clutching at his head. “He’s too strong. I can’t keep control over my own body for long.”


    Ilarra felt her chest tighten with grief, but the child continued, “If you can’t do your duties as a preserver, you are no longer my father. The clan has never accepted failures or those weak of mind and neither will I.”


    That seemed to cut through Therec’s mourning like a jolt. The man raised his head slowly, the tears already stopped, though his cheeks glistened. “I don’t have to be stronger than him,” said Therec softly, picking up the staff. “I only need to be smarter than him and take away the tools he needs.”


    Therec stood up, no longer even looking at Ilarra as he walked past her up the stairs toward the broken section of the tower, where the sky was visible. He stopped on the last intact stair, closing his eyes as he faced the open air, the wind fluttering his clothing.


    “The staff Turess held as he led the lost people to victory over their oppressors,” he said, holding the staff horizontally in both hands as though he were offering it to someone. “He chose to use it as a standing threat against any who would attack his people. Four pledges from creatures that may as well be gods were burned into this simple piece of wood. Any one of those pledges could be used to conquer much of the known world in the wrong hands, and that is exactly what Dorralt intends to do.”


    Opening his eyes a little, Therec smiled. “Mine are the wrong hands, so long as you continue to vie for control, Dorralt. I give you nothing.” Whirling the staff, Therec slammed it into the stone floor with a boom that echoed through the tower’s central shaft.


    Below, Mairlee stopped her attack on the nearly broken wall of magic to look up.


    Nenophar stopped climbing the steps, intensely watching Therec.


    “I don’t have the power to destroy the staff, and anywhere I send it, he will find it in time,” said Therec, turning just enough that he could look at Ilarra. “Thank you for letting me speak to my family one last time, Ilarra. I know what I have to do now. Denying the enemy a weapon is as important as a victory in battle. The world will curse my name for generations, but I spare them far worse fates.”


    Touching some of the engraved symbols on the staff and using a voice that seemed to cut through every other noise, Therec said, “Air, earth, fire, and water…I call to you to honor your promises to Turess. You will each do one thing for me, as you pledged so long ago, and then never again serve my people, no matter who calls.”


    The winds whistling through the broken tower came to an abrupt halt, silencing the keep. The only sounds were the crackles of stones shifting and the faint scrapes of the dragon’s claws on the walls.


    “You are now at war with the undead army,” Therec said, tapping his forehead against the staff. “That is all I ask. Do this and you are free, never again to be controlled by mortal man.”


    For long seconds, nothing seemed to happen. Then, Ilarra began to hear the distant sounds of battle change into screams and shouts outside. Whatever was happening, Therec could see it from where he stood, smiling sadly as he watched the city below. The pressure of both Dorralt’s attempts to exert control over her and Therec’s wife and son faded away abruptly. Pain overtook her senses as she became acutely aware of the stone still lying on her broken leg.


    “I’ve done all I can,” Therec told Ilarra, eyeing the staff before tossing it aside. “There is nothing left here for Dorralt. He will go elsewhere, but not before he tries to get revenge on the city. I’ve not saved anyone here, I’m afraid.”


    She struggled against her pinned leg, trying to make it move, but she was still weak from Dorralt stripping her of her magic. She could feel he had stopped siphoning it away from her, but it would be hours before she was at full strength again.


    Therec looked down at Ilarra from his perch on the broken wall. “Nenophar will be able to help you once his current form mends itself sufficiently. Dorralt showed me enough about him to know he genuinely tried to help Turess, so I believe he will help you. He cares about mortals. Perhaps too much.”


    “Therec, we need to get out there and fight the Turessian army,” Ilarra pleaded, then realized Therec’s skin had paled. The veins in his neck had darkened within seconds, almost as black as the tattoos on his face. “Therec?”


    “Dorralt is upset,” he explained, holding up a hand to examine. “From what I was able to learn when he took over, I would say I am dying. There is no magic left in me, and no way I can help you anymore, Ilarra.”


    Behind her, Ilarra could hear Nenophar stumbling up the steps, but she could not force herself to look away from Therec. Soon, cracks opened in his drying flesh, though they did not bleed.


    Therec seemed entirely unbothered by the wide gashes opening in his skin, saying almost to himself, “I saw many of the lost prophecies of Turess in those last minutes when Dorralt took over. He had them all this time, hidden away from the council and anyone else who could have helped. Still, there might be hope yet. I have to believe those stories Turess told on his deathbed were true, even if Dorralt tried to stop them from coming to pass. This war can be won if we don’t lose sight of the prophecies.”


    “What prophecies, Therec? What did he see? What do we need to do?”


    Turning to answer her, Therec’s attempt to speak came out an airy wheeze as his throat crumbled away, leaving a gaping, bloodless hole. He touched his neck, then gave her a sad smile and shrugged. His hands began to turn to dust, trails of ash falling away with even the slightest movement. Bowing his head politely as he had on the day they had met, Therec’s body began to entirely fall apart, collapsing into a heap of bones, ash, and clothing.


    Ilarra could not find words or thoughts as she stared in hopeless shock at the remains of Therec. The man had fallen under Dorralt’s control, making all he had done no worse than what Ilarra was capable of. He was what she would be, soon enough. Either a pawn in Dorralt’s games or a pile of ash when he grew tired of her. Any hope that might have existed in the prophecies was gone with him. Nenophar had spoken of them but seemed to know very little.


    She was so wrapped up in the dust blowing away from the bones in the wind that Ilarra did not notice Nenophar at her side until he had already pulled the large stone block off of her leg. The pain flooding into her leg snapped her out of her contemplation and forced a scream from her lips even before she realized what was happening. Falling backwards, she clutched at her knee, as far down her leg as she dared touch, knowing how bad the rest must look.


    “Ilarra, look at me,” Nenophar insisted, squeezing her hand and positioning himself so she could not have seen her leg if she tried. “The pain is an illusion. You need to ignore it if you’re going to heal.”


    The pain was more real than any Ilarra had felt in a long time, letting her know just how weak her body was. She could not see any blackening of her veins or paling of her skin, but she doubted there was enough magic left in her to restore her leg. The agony of it all made it impossible to concentrate.


    Tightening his grip on her hand, Nenophar put his face near hers. “You don’t die here, Ilarra,” he told her, sounding concerned enough she knew he doubted his own words. “Not here, not now. There is much to do yet for both of us. Cling to your life.”


    “Do it without me,” she whimpered back, squeezing her eyes shut against tears. “If I heal, I’ll find you.”


    The crunch of footsteps on the bits of rock strewn over the steps made Ilarra look up, wondering if they were about to be attacked by another Turessian. Instead, she saw Mairlee had returned to her human form and stood over Ilarra, examining her with clear distain.


    “Let the elf die, son,” she told Nenophar, no longer seeming to even care that Ilarra was there. “Your brother fights the army of the dead at the walls of this mortal place at your request. I would have us leave here before things grow worse. We have done far more for them than we should. There is a limit to all things.”


    Nenophar kept his eyes on Ilarra, clasping her hand with both of his as if trying to keep her from getting away. “Mother, you know leaving will doom us as surely as anything. This is our fight, too. The prophecies bound our fate to the decision to help—”


    “This has never been our fight. The mortals caused this, they can finish it. We must let them fend for themselves, as we always have. Prophecies do not bind us, and I will not commit myself to further risks here. There will be other ways to mend the pattern.”


    Ilarra saw Nenophar’s jaw clench angrily, but he took a moment to calm himself before speaking. “Can you see the fates of any mortals in this city?” he demanded, finally looking toward his mother. “We passed hundreds of them on our way in. Tell me what the threads of fate have in store for any one of them. Look at her. Look at me. What does the fabric have in store for us?”


    Nenophar’s mother sneered, but said nothing.


    “They have no written fate, just like the immortals,” Nenophar went on. “The Turessians have no thread of fate left, but I don’t believe they can change the intended path of so many, no matter how they try. You know as well as I do, when this happened the last time, we were at risk. It happens again. The undead are not the threat…either that hole in the world or what Therec just summoned is the real danger.”


    “You made promises to that human all those years ago to prevent this. I told you it was a waste of your breath then, and this only proves it. We will fight our own battles, not theirs.”


    Ilarra reached up with her other hand and touched Nenophar’s face, startling him. “What is she talking about?” she asked him, trying to keep his attention. Her leg had begun to stop throbbing, though as soon as she realized that, the pain returned.


    “Turess convinced me to read his fate in exchange for years of service,” he explained, lowering his eyes. “Normally, it would be a simple matter. Mortals are easy to read…but he was not. All of those who came with him had no set ending, as if someone had carefully pulled their threads from the tapestry of fate without disturbing those around them.


    “I tried to give the man an answer, but I could not without lying to him. He asked for a new payment for the service he had already done. Turess begged me to give him the chance to see the patterns of fate like my kind do. He wanted it for one singular purpose: to find a way to undo the mistakes of his life that would inevitably harm his people.”


    Mairlee snorted and crossed her arms, looking very much like she wished to beat him for misbehaving. “My son gave in to the mortal’s pleading,” she noted dryly. “For some reason, he feels guilt over killing the man. A mortal must be at the verge of death to have any hope of seeing the workings of fate. The human died in agony, like they all do. Why this matters so much to Nenophar, I will never understand.”


    “Because he saw my death!” snapped Nenophar, his voice echoing through the keep. “He saw the dragons die. You, my brother, and I…all of us will die if certain things happen. We are being woven back into the fabric of fate, and all of our kin will be pulled back in eventually if we do not stop this. If we do stop it, the results will be devastating to the whole world. There is no good ending from this.”


    Ilarra sat up slowly, cringing as her torn and battered leg flared with fresh pain. From what she could see, the bones had mended, but the flesh was still a mess of drying blood. “What can we do?” Ilarra asked both dragons. “How can we prevent this from getting that far? You heard Turess’ prophecies. What did he see?”


    Nenophar glanced toward the hole in the wall of the tower that Therec had been looking out when he died, easing his grip on Ilarra’s hand. “I heard only the few prophecies Turess thought pertained to the dragons. This is one of them. I already know what is happening out there. I can feel it in every fiber of my body, matching what Turess told me centuries ago, what I refused to believe and thus was unable to prevent. Go see for yourselves.”


    Using the wall to pull herself up, Ilarra had to put all of her weight on her good leg and the wall to keep from falling. Her right leg was completely numb, aside from the occasional flare of agony when she let it touch the floor.


    To her surprise, Nenophar’s mother took her other arm and helped her climb the stairs. “We may not see the merit in helping mortals,” the woman explained as they slowly ascended, “but we are not above recognizing worth, even in the lowest of creatures. My son worries about you, so your life has some meaning to me through him.”


    Keeping her voice low, Ilarra replied, “He worries because I am a weapon against the Turessians. I know my place here.”


    “You know nothing, like so many other mortals,” the woman answered, smiling. “I always told him not to spend so much time among your kind. When we do, we begin to forget what we really are. Some of my brothers and sisters have let themselves fall into the eternal sleep out of unwillingness to see any more mortals die while they go on living. My son lets himself care too deeply and…” The elder dragon’s words trailed off as they reached the gap in the wall. As she stared out at the city, the calm, emotionless expression on her face fell away and was replaced by the look of one who has just seen their own death coming.


    Ilarra knew she probably had a similar expression, but she could not be bothered to try and hide it.


    Sections of the inner city’s wall had already fallen, and undead poured into the east and west parts of the city, overwhelming the defenders and killing everything in sight. There seemed to be no end to the creatures flooding the streets as though a dam had broken.


    To the north, the gates still held, but the defenders were surrounded by undead from the breaches elsewhere in the city. Standing with them on the outside of the wall was the third dragon, furiously tearing at the undead trying to get through its armor and thick hide. Vast swaths of the area near the wall were burned black, a testimony to the long fight the dragon had engaged in before resorting to claws and teeth.


    Far beyond the dragon, the pillar of black smoke that endlessly drifted from the quarry had changed and now swirled like a tornado. Flickers of light within it looked like fireflies, though these glowed a pale yellowish color. All around the cloud, hundreds of the shadowy creatures she had seen during her return to Lantonne circled in dark packs so thick she could see them all the way back at the keep.


    The sky above the quarry was even more ominous, the clouds for miles around circling lazily, pulling the shadows into themselves. For as far as Ilarra could see in all directions and all the way to the horizon, the whole sky turned slowly around the column of smoke as though it were the spoke on which the world spun.


    What had taken Mairlee’s attention was neither the column of darkness, nor the impossibly large army taking the city by force, but the four newest additions to the war. Ilarra had not fully understood the meaning of what Therec had called for when he had held the staff. She had taken it to be mostly symbolic, but looking out over the city, she saw that was not the case.


    The rest of the old gods had come.


    To the east of the keep, a column of blue and white flame nearly as tall as the city’s central tower incinerated everything in its path. When portions of the undead army got too close, the pillar of flame sprouted arms and swept the offenders into itself, though from what Ilarra could see, their bodies were gone long before they reached the creature’s central blaze. Everything it touched vanished almost immediately, whether it was a body or a stone building. Nothing but ash remained when the pillar moved on.


    The second creature stood far to the northwest of the city surrounded by hundreds of the undead that did not have the self-preservation necessary to see they were outmatched. Also as tall as the keep’s tower, this creature was entirely water, appearing vaguely man-like in shape as it flowed rather than walked across the plains. From what Ilarra could see at such a distance, the land and beings closest to this creature froze solid and shattered as it moved on, becoming part of a vast river leading from the city walls to where it stood.


    The last of the creatures Ilarra could see from her vantage point she initially overlooked, thinking it to be one of the stony mountains to the west of town when she saw it from the corner of her eye. After seeing the first two creatures, she did a double-take and realized the hundred-foot tall being of stone was moving, albeit slowly. Like the war golems the city had used months before, this stone creature had a humanoid shape, though the more she looked at it, the more she realized it was entirely made of mismatched blocks of stone that still had sod and trees stuck to them. Unlike the previous creatures she had watched, this one directly attacked the undead at its feet, tearing up chunks of the plains nearly as large as the quarry with each swipe of its arms.


    “The four elemental lords,” said Nenophar’s mother softly, putting a hand to the wall to steady herself. “Masters of entire planes of existence that mirrors their form and mentality. Your kind called us gods for much of history, but even we half-heartedly called the four creatures that now stand on this world gods. My son was right. Today, we all could die. Their mere presence will continue to unravel the damage between worlds.”


    Ilarra turned to look southward, seeing little through the small archer windows there. Though she could not make out details, flashes like lightning continuously flickered. The last of the four was somewhere out there, destroying the undead as Therec had requested.


    “What did he ask for?” Mairlee said suddenly, grabbing Ilarra’s arm. “What was his exact command to them?”


    “He said they are now at war with the undead,” she answered.


    “Did he tell them to leave when they finish? Set a goal or a destination?”


    “No. I didn’t hear anything like that.”


    “Then they will destroy us all,” Mairlee said sadly, letting her hand drop. “This is why we so hate mortal prophecies.”


    “Therec called on a pledge from them,” Ilarra said without meaning to, turning back to watch the third dragon fighting for all he was worth with undead clinging to his legs and back. “They’re here to help us…right? He set them against the undead—”


    “They come because they agreed to come,” the elder dragon answered dryly. “A mortal sees merit in fulfilling the terms of an agreement. Those four will do what they promised to do, but what happens in the meantime is entirely up to them. We blocked them from entering this world centuries ago to protect your kind, but this undoes all of our work. There are many powers greater than dragons in the world and four have been unleashed…” Squinting at the column of darkness north of town, Mairlee hastily added, “Make that five.”


    As Ilarra watched, the dragon near the front gates reeled and tumbled to avoid being scorched by a wayward swing of the flame elemental that incinerated part of the walls, along with many undead. The dragon snarled and hissed, but steered widely around the elemental lord.


    Mairlee lowered her head, glancing back at Nenophar. “This city is lost. Gather any that matter to you and flee. We will need far greater forces to send the four back to their homes. I will attempt to wake the rest of our kin and hope we are not already too late.” Leaping through the gap in the wall, the woman spread her arms and began changing even before she was clear of the keep. Within a few seconds, the small woman had shifted back into an enormous, red-scaled, lizard-like dragon that took to the winds and turned westward to soar out over the city walls.


    Nenophar made his way up the steps slowly, his head low as he approached Ilarra. When he did reach her, he made a point of not looking out over the city at all, as if the sight of it would be too painful. “We need to go,” he warned her, offering his hand in support. “They will destroy this city without even noticing. Anyone who stays behind will die. Soon, armies of the elementals will come and do what the undead failed to.”


    Ilarra squinted at the large group of defenders at the north gate fighting against thousands of undead that had them trapped. Even the dragon working with them could not get off the ground, there were so many undead clinging to its wings. “Then get me down to the gate. I need to find Raeln. Aren’t leaving Lantonne without him and Greth.”


    Nenophar leaned out over the edge of the broken wall, his eyes sweeping over the gate. Finally, he turned back to Ilarra. “I don’t see him out there. He may already be—”


    “Take me down there or leave the city without me.”


    “My brother will help anyone who is still alive get out—”


    Ilarra grabbed Nenophar by the shirt and slammed him against the crumbling wall with a strength she had not known she possessed. Even on one leg, she drove him into the stones hard enough to dislodge several. “My brother is fighting for his life down there,” she told him. “If he dies, I will not leave that gate until they find a way to kill me too. Get me down there and I’m more than happy to let your brother help us out.”


    “Ilarra—”


    “I am not afraid to fall off the tower. Do you think the fall will kill me? I don’t. Take me down safely or that will be my only choice.”


    Nenophar winced and nodded, looking out over the city again, his eyes settling on a spot on the wall that had not yet been fully overrun. “I can’t get us out of there once we arrive. I’ve used up much of my strength changing and fighting to save my mother back at her den. At most, I can take us away from here or take us down to find your…brother…but I cannot do both. I already am too weak to change back to my normal form,” he warned.


    “I will not repeat myself again, Nenophar. If I’m to die a monster, I will die trying to make myself fight for the city I dreamed of living in my whole life and save my brother if I can. If they can’t kill me, all the better.”


    Nenophar nodded grimly and took her hand, pointing at a spot just east of the city’s north gate.


    “We will appear there,” he explained. “Once I do this, I will be almost powerless. I will be little better than a mortal for a few hours. If I die—”


    “Then don’t.”


    “Ilarra, you don’t understand. If I die, this will get much worse.”


    “Stop arguing and do it already,” she insisted, tightening her grip on his shirt again. “Every second you stall, Raeln could be down there dying. We all live or we all die.”


    A gust of wind washed over them and swirled about within the confines of the keep. The winds quickly changed direction, closing in around Ilarra and Nenophar and forcing Ilarra to close her eyes as dust stung them. When she managed to blink away her tears to look around again, she stood atop the city’s wall holding Nenophar against the battlements. Almost immediately, Nenophar slumped to the ground.


    All around Ilarra, the battle to hold the walls raged. Men and women shouted warnings to one another about undead slipping past. Weapons rang in all directions, accompanied by the groaning of thousands of zombies that had either already reached the top of the wall or were trying to climb up the stairs nearby. Somewhere behind her, the occasional roars of Nenophar’s brother drowned out everything else.


    Ilarra turned to search for Raeln, but screamed and stumbled backwards as a sword came at her. Blocking with her forearm, Ilarra felt the stinging pain of the blade cutting into flesh and bone. The smell of cooking meat filled her nose as something on the weapon scorched her skin. She nearly fell off the wall as she struggled against the blade, the reaching hands of the undead behind her scraping at her back in an attempt to drag her over the edge of the wall.


    Twisting hard, Ilarra knocked aside the weapon, though blood ran freely down her arm and her hand went numb. She expected to find a rotting corpse facing off against her, like those she shoved back from grabbing at her hair and dress. Instead, a burly orcish man with Turessian markings on his face and heavy black leather armor cracked with age stared at her, holding a sword that sparked with magical energy.


    “I feel what you are. An infiltrator,” he said, nodding to himself as he straightened up and readied to attack again. “He always was fond of sneaking young women into places where they could do the most damage. I hope for your sake, he taught you how to defend yourself. I grew tired of killing people who thought they were innocent a long time ago, girl.”


    Ilarra growled without realizing she had picked up the habit from either Raeln or Nenophar. She stood with her back straight as she faced the green-skinned man. She might not have any appreciable magic left, but she had every intention of fighting the Turessian with every ounce of strength in her body. Rage at even seeing him made her want to tear his limbs off. “Since when does Dorralt mark orcs?” she demanded of the man, which seemed to take him by surprise—he lowered his sword an inch. “For as long as he’s been yammering in my head, I’ve been told you filthy, angry, and unpredictable creatures deserve nothing but a swift death. Why would you serve him?”


    “Serve?” the orc asked, lowering the weapon completely and grinning, baring large tusked fangs. “What in all the lands are you—?”


    The orc’s question was cut short as Nenophar tackled him, sending the sword tumbling away to land near the rest of the defenders on the wall. The two struggled, each trying to roll the other.


    Ilarra limped for the weapon, dimly aware Raeln had poked his head up among the others at the battlements trying to keep the undead at bay. She scooped up the sword in a hurry, hoping to use the magic she had seen in it to kill or at least slow down the Turessian before he could hurt Nenophar. As soon as she grabbed it, she realized her mistake, feeling nothing within the weapon. The magic had come from the orc, not the sword.


    Swearing loudly, Ilarra threw the sword aside and spun on Nenophar and the orc, summoning what magic she could manage to hold together. She hoped unleashing every ounce of it into the Turessian would weaken him enough that Nenophar could finish him off. She raised her arms overhead, flames from the tips of her fingers to her elbows, and then lost control over the spell as she saw the two men sitting down and grinning stupidly at one another.


    “Dragon?” the orc said, staring in disbelief at Nenophar.


    Nenophar answered, “Orc.”


    “Scaled chump.”


    “Betrayer.”


    The orc sneered and lowered his head slightly. “You win, as always. Betrayer trumps most anything I can call you.”


    “Then perhaps we should stick to names, On’esquin.”


    “I never could pronounce your real name. Eight languages, but can’t even fumble my way through that.”


    Nenophar smirked, then noticed Ilarra watching them. Instantly, he let the smile drop. “I am still answering to Nenophar. My companion is Ilarra, and I believe you will owe her an explanation about your honor markings and why you tried to take her arm off.”


    Touching his face, On’esquin grumbled softly and nodded. “Bigger concerns at the moment,” he said, touching his hand to his chest and lowering his head in greeting to Ilarra the same way Therec had. “We’re losing the wall. I’ll explain myself when we get out of here alive.”


    A sudden surge in the number of undead coming up over the wall pushed the defenders almost on top of Ilarra and the others. She found herself surrounded, though it put Raeln within reach as he struggled against several zombies already covered with fresh gore from others that had fallen.


    “Ilarra,” Raeln shouted, kicking one of the rotted men out of reach to give himself and the soldiers closest to him a momentary break. “Get to Greth and find us a way out. We’ll be dead in under an hour otherwise.”


    Ilarra patted his back to let him know she had heard, then pushed her way free of the soldiers to get to the next closest group. All across the northern section of the wall, the defenders were rapidly falling back toward where she stood, surrounded on all sides by a legion of undead. Even down below the wall, the last of those trying to hold their ground were being torn apart by undead both inside and outside the city.


    To the north, she saw Nenophar’s brother was doing little better than the other defenders. A thousand or more undead crawled all over him as he flailed and tried to smash them into the ground.


    Farther north, the closest of the elementals—the walking mountain of stone—moved away from the city, following a large group of retreating undead. The immense creature was attacking the undead, but it would be no help in saving the city. She had to assume the others would be equally useless.


    Ilarra went to the inner side of the battlements, searching for a way to make a break for the city, in hopes of disappearing into the buildings or at least using them as cover. With more undead streaming into the streets every second, any route to flee the walls would vanish at any moment.


    She started to back away from the wall and move to another vantage point, then stopped when she realized her right hand was covered with fresh blood that was not her own. Looking back, she saw Raeln’s fur had matted with blood from the bodies he was tearing into, as well as from hundreds of small wounds. His armor hid much of the blood, but it oozed out of gashes in the thick leather. He still fought hard, trying to drive the enemy back and protect those around him, but Ilarra knew he was on borrowed time. Already, she could see him struggling against exhaustion, barely able to keep his weapons raised, now that she knew what to look for. Even his breathing was labored—so very unlike how he normally would fight.


    As Ilarra turned back to the wall, frantic to find a way out before Raeln could no longer fight, she came face-to-face with the vacant stare of an undead woman. The woman had crawled up the short section of wall between the battlements and the stairs from the inner courtyard. The zombie silently opened her mouth to bite at Ilarra, reaching to grab her arm at the same time.


    Ilarra reacted without thinking, avoiding the zombie’s clumsy attempt to grapple her and reaching out to grab the decayed face with her left hand. As soon as she touched the zombie, she let a flicker of magic flow through her—again, by some odd instinct—and reduced the zombie to ash and bone. The remains fell away from her, crashing and shattering at the bottom of the wall.


    For the briefest moment, Ilarra smiled at the ease with which she had dispatched the zombie, wondering if she might be able to hold her own against the remaining undead forces after all. Then, pain flared across her left hand, forcing her fingers to curl against her palm and shake violently. She watched helplessly as her nails cracked and fell away in small pieces, the skin darkening at the tips until it looked as if she had dipped them in ink. Try as she might, she could not make her hand open, and the whole bottom half of her arm felt as though it were being held over an open flame. Everything below the burns from On’esquin’s weapon burned.


    Hugging her aching hand to her stomach, Ilarra gritted her teeth in frustration as no less than a hundred zombies continued up the stairs, closing off the last possible route away from the wall. A glance north showed the undead there had nearly reached the top of the wall and soon would overwhelm the defenders bunched up around Raeln.


    “Get back!”


    Ilarra had no time to find the source of the shout before strong hands threw her facedown on the ground and someone stepped over her protectively. She heard a blade tearing through flesh, and then realized large paws were positioned on either side of her. Biting back the instinct to attack the man, Ilarra slid free, intending to thank Raeln for saving her from her own inattention.


    Instead, she found herself looking up at Greth, fighting for all he was worth with a sword that had its tip already broken off and a battered shield that barely protected him anymore. The suit of chain and leather he wore was torn to the point of absurdity, though he looked as though he had not had a chance to cast it aside in the heat of battle. For all his lack of grace and style like Raeln, Greth fought with a strength and ferocity that seemed boundless.


    “Find a way down to the city!” Greth shouted, cleaving a zombie’s head nearly in half as he shoved two more off the wall with his shield. “We’re losing ground!”


    Everywhere Ilarra looked, the wall was being filled with stumbling and groaning undead who dragged down the defenders not working together quickly enough. Men were screaming and being torn limb from limb as they were pulled into the swarming zombie horde. With each fallen soldier, the army of the dead pushed all the harder, until the last fifty men were huddled around Ilarra, back to back and shoulder to shoulder, straining to keep every inch of space.


    Ilarra had no room to get off the ground without shoving a soldier into the enemy line, so she curled into a ball and clung to her hand, which continued to burn. Blood sprayed her face almost immediately, but she could not be sure if it was from one of the soldiers or the undead, and she was not even sure she wanted to find out.


    A scream behind Ilarra made her flinch. She glanced over her shoulder in time to see Raeln fall as the line broke. Men and women were being knocked down under the force of the undead charge, and Raeln was not moving. Blood covered his face and chest, and a pair of zombies grabbed at his legs to drag him away from the group.


    Somewhere nearby, Ilarra heard Greth scream for someone to help Raeln. No one she saw had any hope of getting to him in time. They had far greater concerns as the zombies overwhelmed them.


    Ilarra gritted her teeth and pushed the soldiers away as she stood. There was little choice left to her. She had to do something or everyone there would die, possibly even her. More importantly, the only two people she still considered family were about to die.


    “Stop!” she shouted, her voice breaking as she tried to make herself heard over the noise of battle. The man in front of her screamed as he was torn apart by emotionless corpses. “Undead, I said, stop!”


    This time, Ilarra felt the magic roil within her, empowering her demand against the undead bound to serve the Turessians. As soon as she felt that, the battle went silent. Hundreds of broken, bloodied, rotten faces stared straight ahead, standing motionless, some with their fingers only inches from trembling defenders. One even froze with its broken teeth less than an inch from a man’s neck.


    The soldiers were equally still, looking around wide-eyed and waiting for the undead to rush in again.


    Farther out from the ring of barely moving defenders and frozen zombies, more of the undead continued to search for new targets to attack, though none appeared interested in moving any closer to Ilarra and the others. Out past the walls, she could see the sun setting behind the mountains, and with the darkness spreading across the area, Ilarra could feel more creatures of death approaching, ones that would not brave the daylight. If and when those arrived, the zombies would be hardly a concern.


    The first person to break the stalemate was Greth, shouldering his way through the remaining soldiers to practically dive over top of Raeln. He ripped pieces off his clothing and tied off several badly bleeding wounds, keeping his palm pressed firmly against another.


    “How is he?” asked Ilarra, her voice trembling. Her left arm had gone numb to the shoulder. “Greth…tell me something.”


    The wildling shook his head, his eyes frantically darting between different bleeding cuts all over Raeln. Despite dozens of spots on his own armor where blood seeped through, he looked very nearly ready to weep as he struggled to stop all of Raeln’s blood loss. “The oaf barely has a heartbeat,” Greth told her after checking Raeln’s neck. “I might be able to save him, but if he loses another drop of blood, he’s probably gone. We need to go. Now. If you don’t find us a way out, I’m running with him, even if it gets me killed.”


    Ilarra bit back a whimper as she limped out of the tight-knit group, her leg still unstable and her left arm so numb that there were no longer even prickles of pain. She used the unmoving zombies as supports with her right, making her way around the group slowly.


    Out of hundreds of soldiers that had been around at the start of battle, the few that remained were mostly untrained civilians. She saw no more than five that looked even remotely comfortable with their weapons, and all of those were badly bloodied. With Greth and Raeln out of the fight, if the undead began attacking again, it would be a very short battle before they were all dead.


    Ilarra searched farther down the wall, trying to spot Nenophar or On’esquin. More than sixty feet away, beyond the frozen undead, she saw the two people tearing through the zombies with flashes of light and flames. Around them, dozens of bodies lay strewn about, smoking. On’esquin fought tirelessly, with Nenophar assisting from time to time, looking nearly ready to collapse. Neither man seemed to notice her or the other defenders.


    “Nenophar!” Ilarra shouted, but neither he nor On’esquin reacted. She screamed again, with no better luck.


    Instead of Nenophar, someone else heard her. Far out past the wall, Ilarra saw the dragon—Nenophar’s brother, she had to remind herself—raise its head, searching the walls until its slitted eyes locked on her and narrowed. He continued to watch her, even as he swept aside a dozen zombies tugging at his legs.


    The dragon looked away briefly, baring teeth larger than Ilarra as he stared off toward the farther reaches of the plains, where she could faintly see a large group of semi-transparent shapes racing toward the city. Whatever was coming was enough that even a dragon looked concerned, making Ilarra feel even more afraid for the people around her. When the dragon’s head came around again, he seemed to be waiting for Ilarra to tell him what she needed his brother for, barely even reacting as hundreds of undead continued to claw at him.


    Ilarra glanced back at the defenders and saw broken men and women. Many openly wept, unable to even attack the helpless undead waiting for Ilarra’s next command. Others inched their way through the undead to check on bodies of lost friends or family scattered all across the battlements. She was not even sure a single person in that group could or would put up a fight when the next charge came. They likely would be unable to even fight through a handful of undead in an attempt to get out of the city. She had to get them a clear path or more deaths would haunt her.


    Looking back to the dragon, Ilarra started to raise her left hand to gesture, but as she did, she saw that the last two fingers had broken off at the first knuckle and the rest of her hand was burned and cracked. Quickly, she tucked the hand back to her stomach, and using her other hand, pointed at Nenophar, then herself, then the group of defenders, and finally gave a broad sweep of her arm south. The dragon seemed to understand and spread his wings, shaking like a wet dog to cast off the undead that continued to try and drag him down.


    A faint whisper in Ilarra’s mind said simply, Hold your ground.


    The dragon launched off of the ground with an explosion of kicked-up dirt, sending dozens of undead humanoids tumbling away. Every living soul on the wall turned to look, including Nenophar and On’esquin. The creature was majestic, clearing the wide swath of land beyond the outer city in a single flap as it turned toward the wall to save the survivors.


    Then, everything changed.


    Far out past the dragon and any portion of the city, the column of black smoke that continued to hover over the quarry began sending out tendrils far darker than the evening sky. Accompanying the ebon strands, a pack of the black-winged creatures Ilarra had seen with Nenophar during their approach to the city suddenly appeared, racing toward the dragon and ignoring everything else.


    The dragon made it one flap further, getting partway across the outer city before the smoke-like tendrils caught up with it. The bands of darkness wrapped around the dragon’s tail and legs, stopping his forward momentum so abruptly Ilarra could see pain and surprise flash across his reptilian face.


    Far off to her right, Ilarra could heard Nenophar’s screams as his brother fell from the sky and crashed into the abandoned homes of the outer city seconds before the winged creatures descended on him. In moments, she could not even see the dragon for all the moving bat-like creatures swarming over his body. The tendrils yanked him toward the quarry, dragging him with enough force that stone buildings collapsed with each jerking movement. The dragon left a trail of torn ground where his claws had dug in.


    Ilarra forced herself to look away, knowing there was nothing she could possibly do that a dragon would not be more than capable of doing himself. Even if she could, more than half the outer city lay between them, with all of its undead keeping her from any chance of getting to him. As she lowered her eyes, the dragon’s screams began to echo off the city. He was dragged past the last buildings and onto the plains, where the tendrils could drag him all the faster.


    Numbly turning toward Nenophar, Ilarra saw On’esquin was holding him back as he struggled to go after his brother. A second later, Nenophar collapsed, and On’esquin held him as he wept.


    In the other direction on the wall, the defenders also stared in shock at the dragon’s frantic throes, any shred of hope they had possessed gone with him. She already knew what they were thinking—if a dragon could die, what hope did they have? Nothing was going to save them now.


    Though she had never been one to know pride in her own abilities or successes, Ilarra could seek out any number of reasons among the Turessian influences in her mind to understand that emotion. She clung to it for confidence, knowing that by convincing others she could help them—no matter what the truth might be—and that would be their only chance. Ilarra forced herself to walk with some degree of steadiness, her partially healed leg feeling wooden whenever she put weight down on it. She made her way slowly back to the group, shoving aside a zombie that stood in her path, toppling it.


    “You,” she snapped at the nearest soldier, whose stare made her wonder if he even heard her, “start marching south. We’re going to use the alleys and follow the western wall around and make for the south gate.”


    No one moved. Several of the men nervously glanced between the zombies that continued to stand quietly and Ilarra, their eyes going to her cradled arm. Greth did not appear to even hear her, his attention still entirely on Raeln, who had not budged.


    “Now!” Ilarra growled at the man, this time limping over to confront him, even though he was far taller than her. “Start walking or we’ll leave you behind.”


    More than one of the defenders looked down at Raeln and Greth, as if seeking confirmation from someone they had fought beside before agreeing to anything she said. Though he continued to tend to Raeln and did not so much as glance at the soldiers to see they were waiting for him to react, Greth said loudly, “Take everyone and go.”


    “We’re all leaving,” she insisted, trying to decide if grabbing the man by the scruff of his neck would help or hurt her efforts.


    Greth lifted his head slowly and caught the eyes of the woman nearest him, who had been standing with her weapon limply held in her hand as if she were barely aware of what was going on anymore. “Go with her. Drag anyone who’s still too shaken to make the decision for themselves,” he told the woman.


    The female soldier started walking, taking most of the group with her. Those who lagged behind were escorted by the others. They headed toward the stairs slowly, still cautious around the unmoving undead. Within moments, Ilarra, Raeln, and Greth were the only living people on that section of the wall.


    “I’m not leaving you behind,” she warned Greth, taking a step toward him.


    Immediately, he snarled at her, tensing and baring his teeth like a cornered animal. Something in his demeanor told her that there would be no hesitation before attacking her if she tried to force him. “If I move him, he’ll bleed out before we get off the wall,” Greth finally told her, calming ever so slightly and lowering his head until he his forehead on Raeln’s shoulder. “We’ll find our way out once he comes to.”


    Ilarra wanted to warn him that the undead might begin moving as soon as she was gone, but something in his expression told her he already knew it. She looked over to the departing soldiers who were already at the stairs and soon would be out of sight. “Raeln went down fighting for this city. It’s the way he would want to be remembered…helping others. Please don’t stay behind and die senselessly, Greth. We need all the help we can get. You’re probably the most talented soldier we have left.”


    “Senselessly,” noted Greth, snorting. He gave a nearby undead a dark glare from the corner of his eyes, then looked back at Ilarra, keeping one hand resting on Raeln’s chest as if to shield him. “Go. Run away with the others. When you find someone you care enough about, you’ll understand why I’m staying here. I won’t have him taken by them and I won’t have him die alone.”


    Ilarra then noticed the knife in Greth’s hand. He meant to kill at least Raeln before the undead fell on them. Likely, he meant to kill them both, given the chance. A warrior’s death of sorts, probably noble in his mind. To Ilarra, it was a foolish waste, no different than losing Ishande and Rolus back in Hyeth. “Wildlings and their loyalty issues,” she said, having intended the thought to be silent. “Your kind will be the death of us all, but at least we’ll all die with friends at our sides.”


    Walking uneasily over, Ilarra meant to grab Greth and risk his anger to make him come along. But by approaching, she put herself in a position to look past him to where On’esquin was fighting off several undead, practically pulling a blank-faced Nenophar behind him. Sighing, she bent down and touched Raeln’s face, feeling the shallow and unsteady breaths that shook him. When she dug her fingers into his fur, she found his skin cool and his pulse so weak she could only barely sense it.


    “We all have people we love, Greth,” she told him, taking a slow breath to prepare herself for what she knew she had to do. “I need you right now. Those people need you…more than they need a suicidal wolf left behind. Far more than they need a wizard who’s lost much of her power.”


    “Ilarra, I will not leave him.”


    “I wouldn’t ask you to. Go, be happy somewhere far from here. Run as far as you can.”


    Closing her eyes, Ilarra ripped strands of magic from the ether, forming them into a healing spell she hoped would be strong enough. If it was not, she knew there was little she could do about it. However powerful the spell was or was not, it was tearing away part of her life essence to make the magic work at all. It would have to be enough, or she doubted she would live to try again.


    In the span of a heartbeat, Raeln choked and sat up, looking around in confusion even as Ilarra collapsed. She hit the paving stones hard, feeling as though someone had thrown her at the ground. There was no pain, only pressure, when she landed with her limbs numb and her head spinning.


    A second later, both Greth and Raeln appeared over her, making her smile weakly despite their obvious worry. She could not find the strength to say anything, almost as if her lungs could not contain the needed air to eke out even a single word. Instead, she closed her eyes, hoping when she opened them again, both men would be long gone somewhere safe.


    Ilarra slowly opened her eyes again after what felt like hours, and found instead of the silent dead all around her on the wall, the buildings of Lantonne raced by. There were people running past her and strong arms holding her, but she could not move more than her eyes to try and learn what was going on.


    For the briefest moment, she thought she might be dreaming, and she got a glimpse of the sky as the buildings parted. She knew it had to still be evening, but the sky was lit with a fiery red glow that looked far more like sunrise. As she watched the brilliant light, it faded away and a rumble nearly knocked the person carrying her to the ground.


    A shrieking noise overhead preceded a group of the dark-winged creatures from the black cloud at the quarry. As they raced past, Ilarra heard a pained grunt somewhere nearby and someone shouted, “They got another Turessian! Go! Go!”


    The city passed by swiftly. They were moving very fast, though Ilarra’s dizziness made it seem even faster than anyone could possibly have run. From what Ilarra could gather, people were joining them frequently as they ran, coming from the buildings they passed in ones and twos. Occasionally, a larger group would come running down one of the side streets, usually bloodied and several times trailing packs of undead not affected by Ilarra’s commands back at the wall.


    It was a struggle to stay awake, but Ilarra soon recognized they were moving past the western gate, where thousands of dead bodies lay mangled. The group stopped just past that opening in the wall, catching their breaths in a sheltered section of alleys normally used for transporting cattle to and from the gatehouses without clogging the city streets. Once they had stopped, Ilarra could see they had probably a hundred or more people in the alley, crowded so close they could only stand still until the leaders of the group began moving again.


    During the lull in movement, Ilarra looked around dizzily, seeing dirty and blood-covered faces of many elves and humans. In spots, she could see halflings being hoisted onto the shoulders of stockier dwarves. One of the dark elven men she had seen at the north gate even caught her eye farther down the alley, leaning against the wall as he tended to a painful-looking gash in his shoulder. A pack of four ogres were carrying two wounded citizens each, as well as bundles of supplies on their backs. She even spotted the bright colorings of fae-kin here and there among the people. These were all that was left of a city of so many thousands.


    What she did not see at first were any other wildlings or orcs. She knew she would never spot Nenophar in the large group in his elven form, but she thought that maybe she might be able to see On’esquin. Raeln came into view briefly, whispering directions to people who looked too terrified to think for themselves.


    “No extra green-skins or animals,” she mumbled to herself, trying to turn her head and search the rest of the crowd. “Everyone’s here but them.”


    “The survivors said the dead came straight for anything with green skin or fur,” replied Greth, lowering his head nearer Ilarra’s to allow him to keep his voice low. She had not even realized he was the one carrying her until he had spoken. “They ignored soldiers and went straight for those people.”


    “My Raeln is still so worried about everyone’s safety,” she mused, unable to make her thoughts stop tripping over one another.


    “Raeln is alive, thanks to you,” Greth answered her, hugging her tightly enough it began to hurt. “I owe you everything. Neither of you will probably ever understand how much what you did means to me.”


    Ilarra weakly patted at Greth’s cheek. “Make sure he knows. If he doesn’t know, why’d I do that for you both?”


    Greth laughed at her, though tears leaked into his fur before he could make himself stop. Nodding, he started to say something, but cut himself off as the group began moving again.


    


    
      
        As they ran, Ilarra stared up at the sky whenever she could see it, awestruck by the beauty of it. The flashes of color were brief, often vanishing into inky blackness, but in her dazed state, it was all a show for her to enjoy.

        

      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Hidden”


    


    It was nearing midnight by the time the refugees from Lantonne had made it out of the southern gate. Dark black clouds rolled off the mountains, bringing signs of an evening snow or rain shower as they blotted out the starts.


    At every intersection and most of the individual buildings, they had met with strong resistance from the remaining undead in the city, though the undead army had stopped acting like an army at all. Every encounter had been with a handful of roaming zombies, each acting independently, which made picking them off far easier than it could have been and likely the only reason they made it out the gate at all.


    From what Raeln had seen, the creatures that had killed the dragon had gone after wizards and Turessians next. Each time they saw a black-robed figure snatched up by the shadowy creatures, the undead forces had become less unified. It was a blessing, but also a warning that sooner or later, the creatures would come for them, too. Each time they had swarmed, Raeln had lost three or four more civilians.


    As they stood there, easily a hundred strong but every one of them so tired they could barely stand, Raeln found, for far from the first time, dozens of faces turned toward him in search of answers he did not have. These people were strangers, some were even foreigners, all of whom had somehow gotten it stuck in their heads Raeln had the ability to save them. He wanted to scream at them that he was as terrified as they were and as lost as they felt, but he had begun to feel the same way toward them as he did toward Ilarra when she was younger. They were without direction and someone had to lead them.


    He had to save them all. Any deaths among these people were his fault.


    Raeln knew it was insane, knew at any moment either undead or the shadow creatures would descend on them and tear the innocent people apart. He dreaded that happening and the betrayed looks the people would give him when it did, but he also wished for it to happen sooner rather than later if it would get him out of the role of leader.


    Despite this, Raeln took a slow, deep breath once they had gotten past the gates, trying to decide what to do next before someone asked him.


    He looked to Greth for support, finding him near the city wall still carrying Ilarra. As soon as Raeln turned, Greth gave him a reassuring smile that told him, one way or another, everything would work itself out. It was really all he needed. The reassurance that Greth could be strong when he faltered helped more than he could put to words.


    “Anyone who can run, I want you out ahead watching for an ambush,” he called out, his stomach clenching nervously as a hundred sets of eyes focused on him. “We’re going to the work camp outside town. There are tents and buildings there we can use until morning.”


    A young elven girl glowered at Raeln, saying just loud enough that he could hear her, “Typical Lantonnian. Sending us all right back to the slave camp.”


    “There isn’t time to get to a real city,” Raeln added loudly, though it was mostly in answer to the girl’s statement. He had to believe others felt the same way she did. Where one groused, twenty more had to be thinking it. “We’ll hide out there until morning, then head west into the mountains. The dwarven nation might open its doors to us once they know what happened here, but that’s a long walk.”


    The refugees grumbled among themselves, but soon the group began moving with Greth and Raeln near the back. Some of the younger or spryer members took off at a fast jog ahead of the rest, watching for anything in their path that might threaten the whole group.


    “They hate me,” Raeln said softly as Greth walked up beside him. “Why do they bother looking to me for guidance if they all want to see me dead?”


    “To the Altisians, you’re another Lantonnian who might throw chains on them the moment they’re no longer useful. To the Lantonnians, you’re a fringe settler who they barely recognize as a citizen of these lands. To the rest…they probably don’t speak the common tongue well enough to know why they’re following you. Those ones probably think you’re some big dumb oaf, which is so much nicer when it’s not aimed at me.”


    Raeln smiled at Greth, trying to decide if he was joking or trying to be serious, though Raeln could not be certain from his expression. “What makes you such an expert, Greth?”


    The shorter wildling shifted his hold on Ilarra and answered, “I listen to their muttering. They really don’t care too much about hiding how they feel right now. That is, except for the fur-clad folks over there that I think are from one of the eastern barbarian tribes—they don’t speak any dialect I’ve ever heard. I think they’re here for the fun of fighting the undead and wound up following the crowd. I’m not entirely sure, though. They might be here to skin wildlings for all I can tell.”


    Raeln glanced at the people Greth referred to and saw he had not exaggerated much. The five human men and one woman were lean and muscled, wearing far less clothing than the Lantonnians and much more fur. All of them towered over their distant city relatives, following along with confused looks on their faces. More than once, they gave Raeln and Greth a confrontational glare, but kept walking. When an undead showed itself, those six were the first to attack it, grinning and cheering as they fought.


    The rest of the journey was made in near-silence, with little chatter among any of the people. Every person focused on watching the edge of the group for any threats that might leap out at them, which to Raeln seemed more than reasonable after the last day in the city.


    Looking back, Raeln watched the sky over Lantonne erupt in flashes of flame that silhouetted the plumes of smoke over several districts. As they had made their way toward the gate, two of the elemental lords—flame and water—had turned on one another and charged. Had he and the others stayed in the northern part of the city, they would have been killed by the destructive battle between the giant creatures hours earlier, assuming the flying monsters from the quarry had not killed them first.


    “Do they even care that they’re tearing the city apart?” Raeln asked himself aloud, taking his eyes off the brilliant lights that came and went behind them.


    Greth never looked back. “When you’re fighting for your life, do you even notice the small stones you stumble on? I know I don’t feel a pebble in my pads until hours later. They’re probably the same.”


    “The city’s larger than a pebble.”


    “So are they. Come tomorrow night, that giant flaming bastard is going to sit down on the keep’s remains and wonder why he’s got a house stuck in his foot.”


    Raeln chuckled at the analogy, and then noticed the lead portions of the group begin to part and spread out. It took him a few more steps before he could make out the nearest tents in the faint moonlight, but soon he could see they were well into the work camp he and Greth had passed through on their way to the city.


    “Follow me,” Raeln told Greth, speeding his pace. “Pray that the healer is still here.”


    They made their way through the camp while the others fell in among the tents and claimed them as their own. Raeln took point, rushing toward the central building, which was unlit and ominous in the dark.


    Raeln slowed his pace once they were within a stone’s throw of the open door of the ramshackle building. He could smell blood on the breeze, but it was stale and could have been from a slave or undead passing through. Nothing moved in the building, making him all the more cautious.


    Once they were close enough Raeln could see the porch of the building, he motioned for Greth to wait with Ilarra. He continued on, lightening each footfall as Greth had taught him to ensure nothing heard him coming. Against the walking corpses of the Turessian army, silence would do him little good, but he would rather be safe in case something else waited in the dark building.


    He reached the first step of the building, cocking his head and tilting his ears forward to listen for anything moving. He heard nothing, but thought back to how many people had filled the building the last time he had been there. If they had been turned to undead, it would be a fight he knew he was too weary and wounded to survive.


    Raeln eased his foot onto the warped planks of the steps, gently touching down on the pads of his feet, while keeping his toes tensed so the claws would not scrape the wood. It took all of his patience to keep from bringing his weight down all at once, which would have creaked the boards loudly.


    The approach up the steps and onto the porch made Raeln’s already tired legs tremble, and he could feel several of the remaining cuts under his fur break open and begin oozing again. For all the miraculous healing Ilarra had managed at her own expense, Raeln’s body was still badly torn up. It seemed any time he moved or twisted wrong, another wound would sting or bleed.


    Finally, Raeln reached the partially open door and paused there, his ears twitching as he sought any indication of whether there were any living people left behind inside. Hearing nothing, he advanced again, letting his eyes adjust as he entered the darker interior.


    At first, Raeln saw nothing but rag blankets the people who had fled the camp had left behind. Looking about, he soon saw a group of what appeared to be leashes still hanging by the door. Here and there, discarded shackles lay where they had been thrown or dropped. All of this held little interest for Raeln, who stared into the back of the room where the wildling healer had been during his last visit. He knew it was unlikely the man was still around, but he hoped there was at least a chance.


    “Hello?” he called out, now sure there were not dozens of undead waiting for him. “Anyone still here?”


    A faint scuffling near the back of the room caught Raeln’s attention. He could not see movement, but there was definitely something back there. He was nearly certain he had heard claws on the wood floor, which normally would have been a bad sign, but when looking specifically for a wildling, it gave him more hope.


    Raeln continued forward a little more quickly. There appeared to be three blankets near the back of the room covering man-sized shapes near the dark fireplace. If he were very lucky, it would be the wildling he was looking for and his two children. If he were even more lucky, they would be unharmed.


    “Hello?” he called out again, hearing that same scratching noise. Now, he was certain it was coming from near the three people. “I’m coming over. I’m not an enemy.”


    Keeping his hands up to show anyone watching he meant no harm, Raeln advanced on the three blanketed shapes until a sudden whiff of death caught his attention. It was not fresh, but also not the long-dead scent of the zombies that had overwhelmed Lantonne. There was another scent, but he could not make it out over the smell of blood. The scratching he had heard stopped abruptly, and from the corner of his eye, he saw a mouse or rat scurry away.


    Raeln let his hands drop and marched up to the first blanket, yanking it aside. Beneath, an elven man lay with his arms crossed over his chest, clearly having been prepared for a ceremonial burial. Deep gashes that appeared to have come from a lion’s claws marred his chest and throat, though Raeln picked up the scent of fox, rather than lion. From all appearances, he had been dead two or three days.


    The next corpse was arranged similarly, though the man there was orcish and appeared to have been gutted by knives. He, too, was long dead and already stiffened.


    The last of the blankets revealed one of the human taskmasters Raeln had seen during his last visit, and unlike the other two, this one had been dead mere hours. A thick leather leash was tied around his throat and his eyes bulged from trying to gasp for breath.


    A faint scrape behind Raeln alerted him as someone advanced quickly on him. Before he could fully turn, he saw Greth leap into the room, holding a mangy-looking wildling that snarled and flailed to get free.


    Raeln’s hopes surged briefly, until he identified the wildling as a mountain lion, who looked to have been through a horrible fight that had broken his jaw and left it twisted and gruesome.


    “Calm down!” Greth snapped, shoving the wildling against the wall hard enough the scrawny man fell to the floor, twitching and covering his face. “We’re not with the Turessians. We’re friends.”


    Raeln glanced away as the cougar wildling relaxed a little, easing his hands away from his face and down toward his belt. On a whim, Raeln looked at the freshest of the three corpses, realizing if he were a slave, that would be the first person he attacked to free himself. “Is that your…?” he began just as the cougar leapt at Greth, holding one of the leather leashes from near the door.


    Despite his thin and haggard appearance, the mountain lion moved fast, catching Greth off-balance and sweeping the leash around his neck. The panicked wildling tugged and tried to throw Greth to the floor, but Greth caught hold of the leash and yanked it free of the man’s grip.


    Greth kicked the man’s legs out from under him, then dropped to a knee to punch at him until he stopped squirming. After three powerful strikes, the cougar backed down as though he were going to relent. He then drew a makeshift knife from his shirt and slashed wildly. Without hesitation, Greth hooked his arm around the neck of the wildling and locked it with his other hand. Baring his teeth as he strained, he held the man until he stopped fighting. Sighing, Greth let him flop to the wooden floor with a boom, staring blankly at the wall.


    “Sorry,” offered Greth, not to the cougar man but to Raeln. “I don’t give crazy many chances to kill me before I put it down.”


    Raeln came over and checked the fallen wildling, finding he was definitely dead. Shaking his head sadly at yet another death when the dead were already winning a war, he got up and went to Greth. He put his arms around the man and pressed his forehead against Greth’s cheek. “You’re all right, which is all I care about,” he said, clinging for a moment before stepping away, remembering there were a lot of people outside the building who needed watching out for. “Where is Ilarra?”


    Greth yanked the leash off his neck, scowled at it, then threw it aside. “She’s on the porch. I smelled something and wanted to make sure you didn’t get caught in a corner just because your sniffer isn’t as good as mine.”


    Raeln hurried back to the porch to find Ilarra leaned against the wall of the building, though she seemed to have fallen unconscious again. Nausea made Raeln’s stomach clench as he looked over the elven girl he had long considered his sister. He had tried to avoid looking at her since he had woken and first gotten a glimpse, but here it was unavoidable.


    Ilarra had lost an entire arm, leaving a burned lump of flesh at the shoulder with a bit of white bone protruding. Her right hand had several dark burns as well, the flesh charred almost down to the bone. Sections of her dress hung oddly where her ribs stuck out without flesh to cover them. Below, one leg stuck out from the dress, but the other ended at the knee where the skin had been scorched as well, crumbling into a small pile of ash on the porch.


    “She had two legs when we left the wall,” Raeln said nervously, trying to decide what he could possibly do.


    “Lost the other near the gate,” offered Greth, looking uncomfortable even saying those words. “It just fell off. When it hit the ground, it turned to dust. There was nothing to grab to bring to a healer.”


    Raeln knelt at Ilarra’s side, wondering if it was even worth trying to take her inside. Any attempt to move her could make things worse.


    “This isn’t your fault,” said Greth a minute later, putting a firm hand on Raeln’s shoulder. “People die. We all lose family. Her passing is…weirder…than most, but it’s still death.”


    Footsteps approaching put Raeln on-guard, using his size to shield Ilarra. It took him only a second to see those approaching were Nenophar and On’esquin, the elf looking to Ilarra with fear and On’esquin mirroring the expression as he stared at Raeln.


    “Is everyone alright?” asked On’esquin, coming up onto the porch. He seemed to be entirely ignoring Ilarra and Greth, studying Raeln’s various partially healed wounds. “We stayed behind to slow the undead that tried to follow your group.”


    Raeln moved away from Ilarra, eliciting a nervous gasp from Nenophar as he got a good look at her. “Can either of you do anything for her?” he asked. “It’s getting worse. I don’t think she has much longer.”


    Shaking his head, On’esquin sat down on the edge of the porch, his dried leather armor creaking every bit as much as the old wooden planks that tried to support his heavy frame. He looked around the camp briefly and began rubbing at his forehead with one hand while clutching the sword Raeln had given him tightly in the other. Despite having no visible wounds, the orc was clearly in a lot of pain and was trying to ignore it.


    “I cannot heal something like this, either,” Nenophar added, wringing his hands. “My mother may be able to, though. I’m afraid she’s fled for the mountains already, so it will be difficult to call her back. Without her, I doubt we can face the Turessians or those elementals. I…I’m a child to my people. I do not have the magic to deal with this.”


    Raeln lifted the edge of Ilarra’s dress to examine the damage to her shoulder more clearly, finding it continued to decay as he watched. A near-constant stream of ash fell from the blackened skin around the bone there as the burns slowly progressed up the skin toward her chest. “Can you at least tell me what is happening?” Raeln pleaded, sitting down hard.


    “This is not a foe you can fight with fists, wildling,” Nenophar explained. “Turessians use magic to keep their bodies alive. That magic is nearly limitless, pulling from each other to ensure no one Turessian ever exhausts their power. Ilarra has been denied access to that magic by Dorralt, who I believe to still be in Altis. Until he gives her access to it, her body will continue to fall apart, much as yours would rot if you lacked the intrinsic life energy that keeps your heart beating. Healing is not what she needs now, but magic.”


    As Nenophar finished talking, a small piece of bone fell off Ilarra’s shoulder. When Raeln picked it up, the bone crumbled between his claws. “Then you need to find a way to give her magic,” he insisted, punching the supporting post of the porch angrily and cracking it. Nenophar was right, he could not fight this, but that did nothing to diminish his frustrations. “You’re a wizard, do something.”


    Nenophar continued to wring his hands, backing away a step. “My mother—”


    “Your mother isn’t here!” shouted Greth, shoving Nenophar hard enough to knock him over. “If you give a damn about this girl, figure it out yourself! Hells, if you care about anyone from Lantonne, do it. We need her if we’re going to get away from the Turessians.”


    Nearby, On’esquin chuckled dryly with his face in his hands. “You didn’t hear what I said to him when he arrived, did you?” he asked. “You don’t know who or what he is.”


    Nenophar made a sharp noise in the back of his throat, silencing On’esquin.


    Standing over Nenophar, Greth looked to Raeln for some guidance. He appeared more than willing to attack if given the signal.


    “Can you help or not?” asked Raeln, no longer having the strength to do anything more. “If you can’t, then go away. If you can save her, do it, no matter what it means for you or the rest of us. I don’t care who you are. Just help us.”


    Nenophar winced and glanced nervously between Greth and Raeln, trying not to look directly at Ilarra. When he finally did look her way, all the fear vanished. Raeln could see without a doubt he had decided what he would do. The man might be distinctly odd, but he cared about Ilarra, whether he wanted anyone to know or not. To Raeln, they seemed to mirror his own situation with Greth.


    “I need more space,” Nenophar told them, standing up slowly, so as to keep Greth from striking. “Bring her out to the clearing nearby. I believe I can work there. I’ve been conserving my strength for the last few hours. I might be able to do something to buy her time.”


    Raeln hurriedly slid his arms under Ilarra, feeling more bone than flesh through the thin dress she wore. When he lifted, bits of burned skin and ash fell from every part of her body. He could feel her tremble, which let him know she was at least still alive in a sense. As he walked, she buried her face against his chest and mumbled faintly.


    They crossed from the main building in the camp to a wide-open area near one of the fields littered with trash that spoke of a communal eating area. There, Nenophar stopped a little ways ahead of Raeln, turning in place to survey the place. “It should be large enough,” he told them cryptically.


    Eyeing the open space, Raeln guessed it to be a hundred feet square. He had no idea what could require that kind of space unless Nenophar had some way of calling one of the dragons back to them. That, Raeln seriously doubted. After watching one die, he figured the odds of either of the others coming back was very slim, and Raeln certainly could not blame them.


    “Set her down over there,” commanded Nenophar, indicating a spot near one end of the field. “Everyone gather near her. I don’t want anyone underfoot for this.”


    Raeln did as requested and moved to the edge of the clearing. Once there, he lay Ilarra down, terrified by the grey pallor of her skin even in the dark night. She was no longer moving at all, even to breathe. “Hurry. She’s not looking good at all,” he announced loudly, trying to ignore Greth’s worried looks as he hovered nearby. “We may not have long.”


    Raeln got no reply from behind him and turned to see what Nenophar was up to. Before spotting the man, he saw dozens of the other refugees were beginning to emerge from their newly claimed tents to see what the noise was all about. They ringed the clearing, attention firmly locked on Nenophar.


    The wizard had already begun…something. What exactly he was doing, Raeln was at a total loss to explain. The man stood still at the center of the clearing, his arms at his sides and his eyes closed. Despite not moving, there was a sense of change and an almost tangible feeling of magic being used. There was nothing Raeln could point to as a sign of that, but it was almost like the air had become charged and drew one’s eyes directly at Nenophar.


    The only person around that seemed disinterested and even bored was the orc, On’esquin. He sat down and picked at debris stuck in his armor.


    As Raeln continued to watch, Nenophar seemed to almost fade into the night while a much larger shape around him grew more tangible. Raeln might have called it a silhouette, but he knew that was not the right word for what he was seeing. In a sense, Nenophar’s elven appearance seemed to be the silhouette and whatever was becoming more real around him was the truth.


    Soon, the larger shape was more visible than Nenophar, filling most of the clearing. Crackles of stones being crushed and the dry ground sinking under the weight of the huge creature cut through the silence, those watching not making a sound. Then, the shape around Nenophar began to solidify, taking on color and depth as it blacked out the sky beyond it. With a deep breath that shook the ground under Raeln’s feet, the green dragon lifted its head to the sky and roared loudly enough Raeln had to clamp his hands over his ears and cower until the cry had faded.


    Raeln lifted his head reluctantly, dreading facing one of the dragons that to that point he had only seen from a mile or more away. As he raised his eyes, he saw dozens of people all around the clearing dropping to their knees, pressing their faces to the chill dirt. The whole area went deathly silent, only occasionally broken by the whispers of the town’s escapees saying quiet prayers directed at Nenophar in supplication.


    To Raeln’s right, Greth had likewise fallen to the ground, staring at the dirt with wide eyes that darted around nervously. Greth might not be religious, but having a dragon appear before him had instilled a moment of piousness he appeared not to know how to properly act out.


    His knees trembling as he stood, Raeln rose to his full height and straightened his shoulders as he struggled to meet the gaze of the dragon. He understood the others’ desire to kneel, could feel the need in every muscle of his body, but Raeln worried any weakness might make Nenophar change his mind and abandon Ilarra. He owed it to her to at least pretend to be strong in the face of the only creature in miles that might be able to help her.


    “You should kneel, if you don’t have a death wish,” whispered On’esquin somewhere behind Raeln, his raspy voice unmistakable. “That dragon’s family has no love for mortals and looks for excuses to smash them flat. This is not the time to be brave.”


    The dragon might not have heard On’esquin, but his eyes narrowed and his head lowered until it was level with Raeln’s, his chin nearly on the ground. The dragon’s huge clawed front feet dug into the hard soil slowly as its head stretched toward Raeln. Do you have no fear of death, wildling? asked Nenophar’s voice coming from the direction of the dragon, but the creature’s mouth never moved. Even Turess knelt at my feet. His own brother, Dorralt, knelt beside him. Kings and emperors in generations before those two fools did likewise. Would you put yourself higher than them?


    Raeln strained to keep his ears from flattening back and his knees from visibly shaking. As it was, he knew his tail hung straight, but he made himself meet the dragon’s gaze. His feet felt as though they were sweating as he kept them firmly in place. “Kill me if you have to, but save her first. I want to see my sister live before I die,” Raeln said, saying each word slowly to keep his voice from cracking. “I will not kneel and I will not beg. I’m asking for your help for someone we both care about.”


    The dragon’s eyes shifted to look past Raeln to where Ilarra lay. Raising his head high over Raeln’s, Nenophar tilted his chin to aim his fang-lined mouth at Raeln in a posture similar to a snake ready to strike. For long moments, the dragon remained still, taking slow breaths as it studied Raeln.


    Finally, Nenophar brought his head back down close, his hot breath warming Raeln against the cold night. “You do well by your sister, Raeln. I begin to understand why my kind would give up their immortality to die among your kind. I had always thought it a weakness in our kind, but it is a strength in yours that draws us in.


    “My people do not sacrifice themselves for anything. My own mother has fled, while my brother died. A hundred generations of my kin have watched without feeling as their siblings chose to either enter an eternal slumber out of boredom or die like a mortal. Those are the only endings a dragon knows.


    “My mother will not shed a tear for my brother, but in the willingness of your people to die for one another, I feel grief for him. If I could weep as I am, I would, but that is not something dragons are given to. Instead, I will give you what you ask for the only way I know how.”


    Taking a slow step past Raeln and toward Ilarra, the dragon lowered his head until he nearly touched her. He began whispering something, moving his mouth to speak, unlike how he had spoken with Raeln previously. With each word, those around the clearing seemed to press themselves closer to the ground, though On’esquin and Greth gradually sat up to watch.


    “Will this be safe?” Raeln asked without thinking, taking a step toward the dragon’s neck.


    Nenophar’s nearer eye darted to Raeln. The anger in that look faded quickly, giving him a sad stare that told him all he needed to know.


    Before Raeln could rush at the dragon, knowing full well it would mean near-instant death, Greth leapt to his feet and caught Raeln with a hug that threw Raeln off-balance. “Let him try,” pleaded Greth, easing Raeln a step back. “She’s dead without the dragon’s help. If he fails and she dies right now, it will save her from a lot of suffering.”


    “Is that what you would want?” Raeln asked him, shoving Greth off of him. “Would you really want to give up and die to avoid pain?”


    Greth lowered his head and his ears drooped as he softly replied, “You know I would fight for years through pain if there was a chance of getting better or getting revenge. Look at the girl, Raeln. We can’t do anything to save her. Try and tell me she would want to live like this. Try and tell me with a straight face.”


    Letting out a furious half-bark, half-growl, Raeln backed down and watched what Nenophar was doing. Unfortunately, his lack of training in magic gave him little clue about what was going on as the whispering continued. What he did recognize was Nenophar’s sudden gasp as he took a step back and began blinking hard as he finished talking.


    The spell came to an end, and Nenophar eased himself back to the center of the clearing. He looked around with widely dilated pupils and seemed to not really see any of the people his gaze passed over. With a groan, he collapsed, his wings kicking up a cloud of dust and small stones that pelted the bystanders, forcing everyone to cover their faces as the dragon settled.


    Raeln pushed past Greth, who stared in confusion at the fallen dragon. He ran past Nenophar, hopping a toe nearly as large as he was to land on the far side and slide on his knees to Ilarra’s side. She was breathing shallowly, but the burns all across her body and the two missing limbs were unchanged.


    At his touch, Ilarra’s eyelids twitched, but that was all the reaction he got out of her. “What did you doNenophar?” he demanded, turning on the dragon.


    Nenophar looked little better off than Ilarra, with every muscle in his body limp as he struggled for each shuddering breath. His eyes were ajar but unfocused. Every so often, his massive feet twitched spastically. The dragon shook his head, his disembodied voice replying distantly, I saved her, but it will take time.


    As Raeln stood in front of Nenophar’s nose, he struggled to decide what to do. The dragon had done something that might have made Ilarra’s situation worse, though he clearly had tried to help. Raeln wanted to strike at him, to vent some of the anger he felt after fighting all day against an enemy that could not be beaten.


    “Raeln!” Greth snapped, grabbing Raeln and spinning him around. “He’s doing everything he can. Count it as a blessing he’s even trying.”


    Raeln’s shoulders sagged as he tried to find the energy to argue, but he knew Greth was right and could not be mad at him. As he relaxed, he realized how bad Greth looked, his armor in shambles and exposed patches of fur more often than not stained with blood. He could see near-collapse in Greth’s eyes, but the man clung to his arm and waited for him to relax as well.


    An icy drop of water hit Raeln on the bridge of his long nose, and he looked up at the roiling black clouds overhead as rains began to fall all over the area. With a communal groan, the survivors headed back to their tents to hide from the weather.


    “We need to rest,” Greth reminded Raeln. “Everyone needs to rest while we can. Let her have time to recover and get some sleep.”


    “I can’t,” he admitted, shaking his head. “Not yet. Ilarra might be beyond my help, but these people are starving. Some of them have no idea how to live outside a city. I need to assess our resources and make sure everyone is taken care of before I can rest.”


    Greth touched Raeln’s cheek affectionately, frowning despite a reluctant understanding in his expression. “Someday, promise me you’ll learn how to live for yourself,” he said, brushing his claws through Raeln’s fur. “I adore that you care so much for others, but I want to see you have a chance to put all this behind you eventually.”


    “There will be time for that someday…not today.”


    “You’ll find the more you put off someday, the farther off it’ll be, especially now that you’re a normal, everyday wildling again, stupid,” chided Greth, smirking. “Twenty or thirty years is all you’ve got left. Don’t blow it all doting on the furless. They’ll still be here when both of us are long gone.”


    Clasping Greth’s hand to his face, Raeln whispered his thanks for caring, but then took a deep breath and pulled away. He could not let the people suffer any longer if it could be helped. “Go to bed before you fall over,” he told Greth, nodding toward the wooden building. “I promise I’ll join you in a little while. I need to know the camp is safe while I sleep, or I’ll never relax. Once I’m sure, I swear I’ll come back.”


    Grinning, Greth punched him in the stomach hard enough Raeln coughed and tried to catch his breath. “If I wake up before you come back, I’ll remind you who’s the alpha around here,” he warned as he backed away toward the building. Turning mid-step, Greth marched with a renewed appearance of energy.


    Raeln watched until he could no longer see Greth in the dark, though he could faintly make out his silhouette approaching the lodge building. Finally, he turned back to Ilarra, intending to watch her a little longer before going to check on the survivors from the city.


    In the moments Raeln had looked away, Ilarra’s health had improved dramatically. Whereas before charred flesh had been crumbling away from all of her wounds, now a thin stream of the dry soil was rising up and floating around her, slowly settling over the burns and filling them in. Seconds after the area was covered with the dark grey powder, it would smooth and fade in color until it matched the rest of her skin. Already, her arm had regrown to the elbow and her lost leg was entirely restored, her skin looking out of place in the chill rain.


    What made Raeln freeze was not so much Ilarra’s recovery, but that Nenophar lay sleeping with his nose at her side. Each time he breathed, Ilarra’s hair flopped about her calm and peaceful face.


    Raeln watched the two for several minutes, feeling like he no longer belonged at Ilarra’s side. It was a chilling sensation, though he could not feel any sadness in it. She had a new protector who could do far more than he ever could. With the powers Ilarra had gained from the Turessians, Nenophar was likely the only one who could understand and truly be her equal.


    Smiling somberly, Raeln headed for the main encampment to the south where hundreds of tents had been set up on hard-packed dirt unsuitable for farming. In those tents, he passed men, women, and children of all the races—including a single raven wildling, who watched him with ebon eyes as he moved on. All of the people were either settling in by themselves or with people that made them feel safer or more comfortable.


    More than once, he found couples huddling from the winds and rain that wore clothing marking them as having come from dramatically different stations in life. In one of the more notable tents, an elven woman in battered and stained finery he recognized as a courtier of the king’s court lay shivering in the arms of a large man in pauper’s rags, who watched her with genuine concern and tried to shield her from the cold.


    Raeln continued on past the majority of the tents, smiling despite himself at the way the people came together in crisis, their old rivalries lost for the moment. He knew they would return again in time, but the peace among the survivors helped keep him warm and push him onward when his aching legs and arms pleaded with him to take Greth’s offer and collapse somewhere out of the rain.


    Finally, he reached his destination: a large shed he had seen during his first visit nestled among the tents. He had recognized it as a storehouse and wanted to be sure whatever was still in it got distributed to the survivors before they moved out in the morning.


    Standing beside the shed with two other soldiers, Phillith leaned heavily on a makeshift cane to keep his weight off of a bloodied and swollen leg. At Raeln’s approach, he looked up, smiling weakly while the other men kept watch over the area, taking in everything.


    “You got here before me, I’m surprised,” Raeln told his old mentor. “Wasn’t even sure you lived through that fight.”


    Phillith limped over, wincing with each step, then glanced over his shoulder at the other soldiers. “We’re already getting the food out as fast as the volunteers can carry it. Making sure none walks off.” The old man spoke a little louder than necessary, but then dropped his voice to a near-whisper as he added, “Did your friend make it out with you?”


    Raeln nodded, and Phillith gave a thankful sigh.


    “We lost nearly everyone back there,” Phillith told him, shaking his head. “We’re all that’s left, Raeln. With my boys and girls, maybe a hundred…hundred twenty at most.”


    “The rest of the army will come back in a few days—”


    “There is no rest of the army,” replied Phillith sharply and checked to be sure the soldiers had not heard him. “They’re all dead. I saw some of the boys and girls I trained out in the undead forces. No one’s coming back, and what we have left here dies the moment the undead regroup.”


    Groaning, Raeln lowered his eyes as he thought of what to do next. His attention snapped to the wound on Phillith’s leg. Black festered boils marred the skin all around the bandages that had soaked with blood. “What’s wrong with your leg?”


    Frowning, Phillith eyed his leg and then glanced back at the soldiers again. “Wasn’t from the zombies,” the man admitted. “Ghouls came in early and tried to kill me and a few other officers. Got bit pretty bad. We think they were trying to disrupt leadership before the main force reached the gate.”


    “Ghouls are diseased,” Raeln thought aloud, remembering his lessons from childhood. “That has to be cut off before it spreads. Ghoul fever can’t be cured once it sets in—”


    “I’m not stupid, boy. One of our doctors already looked at it. We fought too long and the disease was already in my blood by the time I got to him. Chopping off the leg would have only kept me out of the fight, not saved me. I’ve got a few days, but not much more than that.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to argue, to shout for a healer, but Phillith reached out and yanked a tuft of fur from his shoulder to snap his attention back.


    “Keep it quiet,” warned Phillith with the firm sense of command Raeln had always known him for. “There are no healers out here. I’ve checked. Not even someone trained enough to chop it off without making it worse, not that it would help. I’m dead, Raeln. This is why we dispatch healers to every little miserable village in the region. It gets easy to forget how simple it is to die for stupid reasons, but I’m happier with this than having the corpses of my own men tear me apart.”


    “We can try…” Raeln began, finding nothing to finish the thought with. “Maybe…”


    “Shut it, boy,” the old human countered. “I’ll keep everything moving along until you’ve taken them west. It’s the least I can do. Get some rest and stop looking like the world depends on you. Go spend some time getting your head right for what you’ll have to do once I’m gone to hold all these survivors together.”


    “I’ll lead them as best—”


    “The officers will take charge of my men, but you’ll have to keep the civilians moving. Leading is not your job, Raeln, and these people are not your responsibility. Fight to help them, but you only owe your life to Ilarra and your friend.”


    Raeln tried to argue, but each time he opened his mouth, Phillith grunted a sharp rebuke, until he gave up and clamped his jaw shut.


    “That’s better. Go tend to your family and those who would be family,” Phillith said with enough finality that Raeln nodded in agreement.


    “What will you do?” Raeln asked a moment later, avoiding Phillith’s eyes.


    “I won’t become a damned ghoul,” the man snapped, glowering. “That’s my problem, not yours. If I even answer that question, you’re the type to stay behind or try to talk me out of it. Keep your mouth shut and just walk away. I know you’ll do your best with these people, and that’s all I’d ever ask of you.”


    Standing helplessly, Raeln waited until Phillith turned his attention elsewhere before he turned to go. He wanted to fight, to beg the man to find some help somewhere, even if he knew there was none to be had. More than anything, he wanted to say good-bye, knowing Phillith was right in the severity of his wounds. Raeln could not do even that, as it would have made Phillith furious. Death always came sooner or later to soldiers, and Phillith had come to grips with that decades earlier.


    Raeln wandered away, not really sure where to go. He wanted to go to Greth, but he still worried that Ilarra might need him. He wanted to be useful to the survivors, make sure they knew he would protect them when they had to travel. There were so many places he could go, only a few of which he actually cared about.


    He stopped walking, looking between the central building where Greth waited for him and the clearing where Ilarra was recovering. It would be so easy to go back to Greth and sleep for days, but Raeln’s overinflated sense of duty would not allow him to do so. Instead, he forced himself back to the clearing, his bare feet dragging through the damp grass.


    Stopping before he was visible from the clearing, Raeln stood there for what felt like hours, though the lack of any real movement of the moon in the thick clouds told him it had likely been less than one hour, trying to decide what to do.


    The survivors, Raeln knew, could wait. They were so tired many of them would have gladly lain down in front of the enemy forces to die had Raeln not pushed them to run. Letting them go until morning would normally be out of the question so close to the city, but small groups of patrolling women and men were dimly visible in the rain at the edges of the camp, the moonlight occasionally showing their movement. Even an untrained child could scream long before zombies reached them with nearly a mile of open ground all around them to show the enemy’s location.


    Ilarra was safe, or as safe as she would ever be, sleeping beside her dragon. That thought made Raeln smile and nearly burst out laughing, the idea still difficult to grasp. For so many years, he had been referred to as her watchdog, making the idea of her new protector being a dragon all the more humorous for Raeln.


    That left Greth.


    Raeln wanted to go to him and collapse in his arms. He wanted nothing more than to sleep near someone who understood him and cared about him, bringing with it all the absurd sense of security others in the camp felt by finding another living person who wanted to be with them in the dark. It was anathema to his nature, though. Raeln had always been the one searching for others to protect, usually finding Ilarra. He could not quite bring himself to take comfort in someone else…not yet. Once they had gotten farther from the undead army and…


    A faint rumble shook the ground as a column of flame shot from the western side of Lantonne and lit the whole sky. Seconds later, he could hear what sounded like the giant blocks of stone from the city’s walls hitting the ground.


    The elementals. He had nearly forgotten about them, which was as absurd as Ilarra cuddling with a dragon. The creatures were nearly as large as a city, and certainly larger than the one he and Ilarra had grown up in. With them on the loose, he had all the more reason to want to be miles from Lantonne and never return.


    Greth could wait, he finally told himself, giving the cabin-like building a sad look. There was too much to do, too much to plan, and too much at stake for affection just yet. That could come later, once they were no longer within range of the elementals and had seen no more Turessians for at least a few days.


    Walking again, Raeln had no desire to seek out Ilarra or disturb her and Nenophar. They both needed rest from whatever they had been doing during the struggle to hold the undead at bay in the city. Instead, he wanted to find On’esquin and shake the orcish man until he explained all the nonsensical things he had mentioned in passing and everything that hinted at knowing far more about what was happening than Raeln did. That was a goal Raeln could use to keep himself awake.


    As he walked, Raeln touched the gashes under his tunic. They stung only when he thought about them, but he found most had broken open and were bleeding slowly. Phillith’s infection was a very real warning of the risks for Raeln as well, but he had to hope he could shrug off anything the filthy claws of the corpses might have put in those wounds. There was little else he could do besides ignore the pain until it went away or got bad enough he could not walk or fight.


    His footsteps leaving paw-shaped divots in the mud that filled quickly with water, Raeln made his way into the clearing, where Nenophar still lay near Ilarra. Both of them looked up as he came closer, shaking off a thin layer of icy water that had covered them.


    Raeln turned away from them when he spotted On’esquin sitting near the edge of the clearing on a large, flat-topped rock. Unlike the others, the orc allowed the freezing rain to settle on him. It ran in thin streams off of the hood he had pulled up and dripped from the cloth onto his tusks, which stuck up from his lower jaw. The man seemed immune to the cold in much the same was as Ilarra and Nenophar, and to a much lesser degree, Raeln and Greth.


    “You come with a purpose. That much I can see from far off,” On’esquin said when Raeln was almost to him, though he kept his eyes on the ground. “I appreciate your visit, even if you do not bring with you the same calm I heard earlier. For now, the dragon lends me the calm I require.”


    Raeln squatted in front of the armored man, trying to draw On’esquin’s eyes to his own without success. “Where did you come from, On’esquin? Your accent is not one I know, and you’re marked as a Turessian. I need to know what you’ve seen, so I can get these people to somewhere safe. You promised me answers.”


    On’esquin grinned in the twisted way orcs tended to, his tusks making his face look angry even with the smile. “If I am marked as a Turessian and I speak like a foreigner, then where would you think I came from, wildling?”


    “Say it.”


    “I came from the land you call Turessi, though I left there…I left a long time ago,” he explained to Raeln, his black eyes darting up to the sky briefly. “Most recently, I came from Corraith to find someone in these lands. My lord told me of a prophecy—”


    “I don’t believe in prophecies.”


    Smiling again, On’esquin reached into a row of pouches along his belt slowly, clearly understanding Raeln would not tolerate any chance he was reaching for a weapon. From the dried leather bag, he produced a stack of parchments tightly wrapped in leather and fastened with a silver button that held a symbol similar to those tattooed on his face.


    “I met a man in the deserts,” he went on, holding the roll of papers in his hands, seemingly unbothered by the rain falling on it. “I waited a very, very, very long time for his arrival, but he fit the description of the one that would tell me of the war’s start. I had thought perhaps the prophecy was a lie, but when he found me, it changed everything.”


    “And what does this prophecy have to say for Lantonne?”


    “It says a great many things.” He waved the leather-bound bundle at Raeln. “Only a handful have begun to come true.


    “Raeln, you must understand this is not the vague guesswork of a street prophet. These are the dictated words of my lord and master, who was given a gift by the same dragon that now lays with your sister. For a time, my lord could see the pattern of fate, which he used to see what the greatest threat to his lands might be.


    “Turess, my master, believed the greatest threat might be traitors to his rule or division of the lands after his death. What he saw was something entirely different. Instead of civil war, he saw an army of the undead marching across every nation he had once ruled, claiming city after city until no living being remained.


    “I was tasked with preventing the worst of what could happen by filling a very specific role in the prophecy. My unique state allowed me to watch over those he thought would be the ones who would start this war. Unfortunately, those who first began the war against Turessi all those years ago were not the ones who would start all of this. I waited for hundreds of years for either the sign I had failed or one of those monsters to try to escape. None ever did, and their own creator left them to rot while he began the war in this region.”


    “Dorralt,” Raeln answered, thinking back to Altis. “He arranged all of this?”


    On’esquin nodded and tapped the rolled parchment.


    “So all of this was seen hundreds of years ago by the monster that created your empire? You could have said something…told someone…”


    “You do not grasp what I am saying, Raeln. I spent hundreds of years telling everyone, but I was cast out as a traitor to what I was trying to save. Turess saw to it his prophecies were sent to the council, but they buried the information after the first hundred years, believing it to be a forgery and a lie. They were supposed to protect the nations while I waited with the enemy’s generals that I had defeated. In the end, I did my duty, and they did not.”


    Raeln reached for the parchment, but On’esquin snatched it away before his fingers could brush it. “What now?” he demanded, growling as he watched the parchment go back into the pouch. “What do we do now?”


    “Now?” repeated the orc, nodding at Nenophar. “He and the girl are discussing strategy. I only know what I must find, not what to do to bring it about or what to do when I find it. You will know what must be done when I do.”


    Again, Raeln reached for the parchment sticking out of the man’s pouch, but On’esquin caught his wrist with a strength Raeln had not believed possible, despite the man’s bulky frame.


    “I swore an oath to guard this parchment,” whispered On’esquin, tightening his hold until Raeln whimpered and fell to his knees. He used his free hand to push at On’esquin, but he could not so much as budge the man. “You are not someone I trust enough to show it to, not yet. Help me live through the next day, and I will consider it. Until then, you will keep your hands off of me, or I will break them off.”


    On’esquin held his position a little longer, then abruptly let go and lowered his eyes to the ground again. “Go and learn what they believe must be done,” he said. “I will do what I must without question when it has been decided. Lacking any direction in the prophecies, I follow others.”


    Raeln eased back onto his haunches, rubbing his wrist and trying to ignore the icy water his tail lay in. He watched On’esquin for a minute or more, trying to guess at the man’s true motivations, but the orc gave him nothing and stared at the ground.


    “There is the calm I was missing before,” On’esquin said soon thereafter, smiling faintly. “Thank you, Raeln.”


    Snarling, Raeln got to his feet and went to Ilarra and Nenophar, who had been whispering to one another until he got within range of hearing. In a gesture of kindness, Nenophar raised one wing over both Ilarra and Raeln as he got closer, shielding both from the rain before putting his own head next to them.


    “Why are you out here?” asked Ilarra, smiling weakly. She raised her restored arm and showed Raeln, wiggling her fingers happily. “You must be freezing. I saw Greth go back to the building over there—”


    “I need to know what we’re going to do,” he said, cutting her off sharply as he sat down in the mud. “I can’t rest until I know how we’re getting all of these people out of here.” His statement drew a worried glance from Ilarra toward the dragon and a similar look from him to her. They were hiding something, that much Raeln could see, but he did not have the patience to argue with another person who kept him in the dark. “Just tell me what I need to do,” Raeln insisted, putting a hand to his head in frustration. “What is my role in saving these people?”


    Things have gotten more complicated since we left the wall, I am afraid, Nenophar said, his mouth unmoving though his eyes darted to watch Raeln as he spoke. The way the dragon’s slitted pupils narrowed to stare at him made him somewhat uneasy, wondering if he looked like a meal to the giant lizard.


    “How complicated?”


    Ilarra answered for Nenophar. “The staff was what they came for, but destroying it caused new problems. The elementals are loose. They will not stop. They will never stop.”


    “Then we run, Ilarra. We get far away from them.”


    “They have no limit to what they can do.” Ilarra folded her legs under her so she could lean toward Raeln, seeming unaffected by the cold or rain. Even the mud did not cling to her or her dress. “Dorralt wanted those elementals to conquer the rest of the world after he finished reclaiming Turess’ lands. Nothing in this world can stop them now that they are outside our control. Which is clearly our first problem.”


    “First?” demanded Raeln, incredulous. “How can anything else compare?”


    “The cloud that took my brother,” added Nenophar, a touch of anger in his tone. “It is growing and trying to find more to consume. That cloud is what Turess nearly unleashed when I was young and why I allowed him things I should not have. Everything I have done to help the mortal world was done to ensure I never saw that cloud anywhere but in my dreams. Now, it is here, and it is hungry.”


    Raeln looked to Ilarra, but she merely nodded in agreement with Nenophar before adding, “I can feel its desire for more from here. His brother made it aware of us. Now, it wants more. It will keep feeding and growing stronger until it can consume the world.”


    “You talk like that cloud is alive,” Raeln noted. “The things that came from it are, but the cloud…”


    “The things coming from it are a piece of it sent to find what it needs,” the dragon explained. “You asked your part, wildling. At first light, you will go with the survivors and any more you can find into the mountains. The undead will have trouble tracking you there and may fall far enough behind that you can get away. The rest, we have a plan to deal with.”


    “Which is?” Raeln demanded, casting his glare between the two, but neither would look him in the eye.


    Ilarra reached out to touch Raeln’s knee, but he shoved her hand away, refusing to be distracted.


    “Go back to Greth,” she told him, settling against Nenophar’s foot. “Survive and find peace in the mountains, which was why I severed the bond with you in the first place. Live the life I never could with the person you choose, before the chance escapes you like it did for me. We will deal with creatures like the elementals and Turessians.”


    “No!” shouted Raeln, jumping to his feet. “I was brought to you as a child and made to swear I would protect you. I gave my oath, regardless of whether you broke the magic enforcing it. If you are going to risk yourself, I will be there, too.”


    Ilarra got slowly to her feet and giggled at the imbalance between her bare foot and the booted one. As she stared at her foot, a boot formed from nowhere to cover the flesh swiftly, then her dress mended itself. “Raeln, this is our task to finish,” she said, once the changes had completed. “You have yours. If ours goes well, we will join you in a few days. Your oath included obeying me when I wasn’t putting myself in danger…”


    “This is the very definition of danger! You want to fight gods with a god. How is that not danger?”


    “I cannot die, Raeln. So long as there is magic available to me, I will never die. Fighting elementals or zombies makes no difference,” she insisted. “What do you possibly think following me will accomplish?”


    “I owe it to your father…my mother…all the people who died back in Hyeth,” he argued, though he knew he sounded foolish. “I have to.”


    “Go to bed, Raeln,” Ilarra told him, turning away and placing a hand gently on Nenophar’s gleaming armor. “You will get ready to leave in the morning and we will see you off. If you wish to keep arguing then, I will listen.”


    Letting out a bestial roar, Raeln rushed Ilarra without giving any thought to what he intended to do. Maybe he would drag her far from Nenophar and danger, but decisions like that could come later.


    Ilarra caught him mid-stride with an outstretched hand. Magic snared his body, lifting him from the ground. “Go,” she repeated softly, and Raeln fell with a splash. “We will talk in the morning.”


    Biting back his fury, Raeln stormed off. He ran away from Nenophar and Ilarra aimlessly until he had calmed enough he could think clearly again.


    Ilarra was an adult, he told himself as he stopped near a grouping of tents, panting as he sought an end to his anger. She could take risks like this without him. No matter how much he wanted to help her, he could not make her accept his aid.


    Looking around, Raeln realized he had mostly gone in the direction of the wooden building. All other thoughts finally faded away, and he knew what he needed, even if what he wanted was to help others. He needed Greth and a shoulder to lean on, knowing his sister intended to put herself in harm’s way. There would be no more chances to find comfort in someone else for a long time once they left the area near Lantonne.


    Taking a deep breath, he set off toward the building and the start of his new life. Leaving Ilarra behind to help guide these people would be starting over, beginning again in the wilderness with strangers. The only person he would know was Greth, but it was enough.


    A sharp coppery smell brought Raeln to a stop no more than fifty feet from the building. All around him, the scent of blood filled the air. He could not even be sure what direction it came most strongly from, as if he were standing in the middle of a pool of blood. The scent was somehow strong enough even the rain did little to diminish it. It was fresh.


    “Greth!” Raeln shouted, taking several more steps toward the building before he spotted the first body. Lying facedown in the mud, he found a dwarven woman with her head aimed at the building. Near her, two elven men lay similarly, though their bodies were positioned so their heads were angled in toward the dwarf. It took Raeln a second before he realized he was looking at a macabre arrow made with the three corpses.


    Someone wanted all attention on this building.


    Raeln’s stomach knotted as he stared through the steady rain at the dark structure. As his eyes adjusted to the difference between wood and shadow, he realized the door was wide open. “Greth?”


    Numb, Raeln walked on, unable to scream for help or turn away. He knew he needed to get more people just in case, but he could not stop himself. He had to know.


    He began up the stairs of the building and onto the porch, sniffing almost constantly while straining his hearing to make out anything beyond the pattering rain on the roof above him. “Greth? Are you in there?”


    A flash of light momentarily blinded him, and when he opened his eyes again, a lantern glowed on the floor of the building. He could see nothing near the lantern, but there were faint sounds of movement inside he could not see from outside. “Greth?”


    Raeln reached the door and stopped, his leg muscles refusing to budge. Leaning forward to glance inside, he slowly brought his head near the doorframe until he could see a sandaled, dark-skinned human foot off to the left. Inching a little farther, he followed the leg up and saw blue silk covered by a black traveling cloak.


    “Do come in, my dear.” A girl’s voice, though her accent was thick. He knew that voice, and it made his hair stand on end. “We were talking about you. I would have brought tea, had I known we would be having this chat, no?”


    Raeln trembled as he stepped fully into the light. Inside, the dark-skinned human gypsy girl he had fought at the city gates waited in a simple wooden chair, her legs crossed as though they were going to have a pleasant conversation. She even smiled pleasantly as he came in. Behind the girl, four zombies stood, their vacant stares aimed in four directions. They were the bodies from when he and Greth had first arrived—including the cougar wildling Greth had killed—now animated by the girl.


    Greth was near the fireplace, his hands tied behind his back. He struggled to stand as straight and tall as he could on his toes, nearly up on his claws. One of the longer leashes that had hung near the door was knotted around his throat and hung from the rafters, just short enough that if he relaxed, he would choke. A second leash had been tied around his muzzle, keeping him from calling for help. Deep gashes covered his bare chest, and every visible inch of his fur was stained with his own blood. Despite the obvious pain he was in, Greth’s eyes were still bright as he watched Raeln.


    The girl waited until Raeln had taken a few more steps, before raising a small hand to stop him. “Is far enough. We talk from here, yes? I have learned to expect crazy things from those with fur, so I hope you understand why I have you stop there.”


    Raeln froze where he was, clenching and unclenching his fists as he focused on Greth.


    “Now,” the girl continued, flashing Raeln a bright smile, “is time for negotiations. Among my people, I would first say what I have to offer, but I think you know what that might be, yes? Instead, you will go first and tell me what you will give me to rescue the man I have kept alive especially for you.”


    “Anything. Please let him go,” Raeln pleaded, his voice cracking as he twitched and struggled not to run to Greth. “Take me.”


    “If I wanted you, is you I would have taken instead,” she replied, giggling. “I will be easy on you today, Raeln. I tell you what I wish to have, and you will tell me how you will give it to me.” The girl stood, smoothing her blue and brown clothing and the black cloak she wore over them. Tossing her hair with an almost impish glance at Raeln, she suddenly had a knife in her hand close enough to Greth she could easily cut him before Raeln could get to her.


    “My master wishes to have the dragon, since the other went and got himself oh so dead,” the girl explained as she began pacing around Greth, always staying close to him with the knife. “While killing you both would be good exercise, is not helpful. Dead wildlings do nothing to humor me or get me closer to the dragon, no? So, you will find a way to talk the dragon away from the elf girl while he is still tired. Sleepy dragon will make a good pet, at least until my master comes.


    “These are my terms, Raeln. You run for help, you try to save Greth here, or you tip off the sleepy dragon, I tie you up like him.I then spend day or two cutting on Greth until he stops breathing before I begin on you. Is fair, yes?”


    Raeln struggled not to scream with the strain of holding himself back. Instead, he managed to croak out, “If I betray the dragon, will you let us both go?”


    “Yes,” she replied, resting the sharp tip of the knife on Greth’s ribs, smirking back at Raeln. “To make sure you do not waste time, I keep cutting him until you have dragon. Faster you move, the more likely he keeps all fingers, toes, and eyes, and maybe makes full recovery. You bring dragon and you both leave on your own two feet, and I ignore you running away until another time.”


    Raeln could see from the girl’s face she had no intention of honoring the deal, even if by some miracle he could lure Nenophar to her. Still, he could find no other way out, no other option with any chance of saving Greth. If he brought Nenophar, it at least gave him another person at his side to try and stop the girl.


    The muscles in Greth’s neck tensed, and Raeln realized what he was about to do too late to do anything about it. Greth clenched his neck and kicked up, knocking away the knife through sheer surprise. He kicked again, trying to do some small amount of damage as Raeln began running at him, but the girl blocked his leg and backed away.


    “Dogs who bite their masters are punished!” the girl shouted, raising her free hand at Greth as he choked and tried to get his feet under himself.


    Raeln ran as hard as he could, trying to reach the girl in time, but the world seemed to slow down around him. Magic roared into existence around the girl’s outstretched hand and flashed toward Greth. Just as Raeln slammed into the girl, the magic hit, snapping the leash and hurling him across the room in a puff of flame and smoke.


    Then, everything became all too quick again. Raeln and the girl tumbled to the floor, both scrambling to get away from the other. She was faster than he had expected, rolling away from him to grab her weapon and coming onto her feet before Raeln could hop up. With inhuman speed, the girl produced a second knife and began striking at him, the gleaming weapons darting around his attempts to block and stinging seemingly everywhere at once.Raeln did the best he could, trying to use his forearms to catch the girl’s swings before the knives could reach his skin, but she never tired, even as blood loss and fatigue wore him down. It did not take long before she slipped past his defenses and drove a knife between his ribs. He clamped his hand down on the weapon before it went too deep, the blade digging into his hand but not deep enough to kill.


    “Do not hit young girls,” warned the gypsy, shoving Raeln off-balance. “We hit back. Worry not, fuzzy man, I will make sure I tear your friend apart before you die so you can watch. Maybe I make him stand back up after he is dead and dance for me, yes?”


    Raeln gasped and struggled to keep the knife’s tip from punching any deeper into his side, but he knew the girl could force it at any moment. Small or not, she was far stronger than he was.


    “Varra, is it? One of your brothers spoke of you being here before he went to pieces over in Lantonne,” came a gravelly voice from the doorway. “Let the wildlings go, or you will face me.”


    The girl’s grin faded, and she eased off the knife, looking past Raeln. “My master said the orcs from Turessi were all dead,” she whispered, abruptly letting go of the knife. She instead grabbed Raeln by the shoulder and neck, spinning him around and using him as a shield between herself and the newcomer. “You have the markings…you are him, the betrayer.”


    Raeln clenched his teeth as he pulled the knife free of his side, keeping one hand firmly against the wound to slow the bleeding in both his chest and hand. Looking up, he saw On’esquin stood in the open door, though he held no weapons and did not even appear to be working on a spell. Instead, he stood there calmly, arms crossed in front of him.


    “I want a message sent to Dorralt,” On’esquin told Varra, advancing into the room with heavy pounding of his boots on the plank floor. “Tell him he has caused the prophecy to begin after all these years. Tell him I will stand by my oath, even if he will not. Tell him this, and I will not use you as an example of what will be done to the Turessians standing in my way.”


    Varra glanced nervously between Raeln and On’esquin, twirling the knife in her offhand. She backed up until her foot reached the outer wall, then looked over at the four zombies that remained still nearby. “Is not even worth making them try,” she mused softly, shaking her head. “My orders are clear, betrayer. I am to run. I wish we could fight now, but I must go deliver the messages.”


    Varra shoved Raeln at On’esquin and then ran for a window near her. Before she reached the window, she flung her hand at On’esquin. A flash of lightning shook the room and blew out the windows, but when Raeln opened his eyes, On’esquin stood exactly where he had been, though he frowned more deeply, if that were possible.


    “Are you finished, child?” he demanded, taking another step.


    Blinking, Varra nodded vigorously, turning part-way before blowing Raeln a mocking kiss. She then hopped onto the broken window’s sill and disappeared into the night.


    “Get her,” Raeln begged, crawling toward Greth. “Before she gets away.”


    On’esquin hurried to Raeln’s side and helped him stand, putting Raeln’s arm around his shoulders to support his weight. “Couldn’t if I wanted to,” the orc admitted, glancing at the window the girl had gone through. “The sparks you saw me put on a sword wouldn’t do anything to her. She can’t hurt me and I can’t hurt her, but she doesn’t need to know. I doubt even Dorralt does, in all honesty. If he does, he won’t want his underlings to know specifics, unless they have a chance of winning.”


    They moved across the room slowly, Raeln’s legs barely supporting him. Finally, they arrived at Greth’s side, and On’esquin let Raeln kneel there, stepping back to give him room.


    Greth was a mass of burned fur and blood, but when Raeln reached for him, he cracked open one eye. Coughing, he reached up and tore the leash off of his muzzle and weakly threw it several feet across the room.


    “Greth,” Raeln said, unsure what he really needed to say as he looked over the cuts and burns everywhere, “what can I do?”


    Shaking his head slowly, Greth reached over and grabbed Raeln’s hand. “Unless you or the orc can heal, not much,” he told Raeln, then began coughing. Before the fit ended, blood covered all of Greth’s muzzle. “Too much…bleeding.”


    From behind him, Raeln heard On’esquin say, “The girl and the dragon have already left, I’m afraid. I saw them take flight the moment you walked away. It’s just us, and I am no help in this matter. There is no healer here to help.”


    Raeln screamed in frustration and tore at his shirt, thinking to use it to stifle the flow of blood, but stopped as his eyes darted from one wound to another, unsure where to apply pressure. There was dark blood everywhere. A pool had begun to form around Greth, soaking through the floorboards from more injuries to his back. It looked like a lot of blood, but Raeln had seen men survive worse with proper care.


    “I can’t feel my legs and everything else hurts,” Greth admitted, pushing away the cloth Raeln held. “The little girl beat me up good. Ribs…are broken, I think. Back, too. Can’t feel…below ribcage.”


    Raeln clasped Greth’s hand with both of his, thinking furiously for anything that might help. “There’s a healing circle in Lantonne,” he said excitedly. “It won’t take much of a healer to fix this if we can get you there. The good ones can even raise the dead. We just need…”


    “We need to…not chase stupid ideas. The circle…was in the tower,” Greth said, smiling despite the frequent pauses to stifle coughs. “You are not…taking me through an army…of undead. The tower is…smashed. Plus, we have…no healer.”


    Glancing back to where On’esquin had been standing, Raeln saw movement on the porch as the man departed, leaving him and Greth alone. Somehow, he had even taken the four zombies away without Raeln noticing.


    “What do I do?” asked Raeln, sitting down hard. Tears welled up, but he fought to keep them under control. “How do we fix this?”


    Greth let out a strangled chuckle and shrugged. “You can’t fix…everything, Raeln.”


    “If I had magic…”


    “The healers are…all dead, so that’s…not really an answer. She’d have…killed you, too.”


    “Then we do this the old-fashioned way and patch you up and hope for the best.”


    Greth rolled his eye and then glared at Raeln. “My back…is broken,” he pointed out, then struggled to stop another coughing fit. “If that isn’t enough…lungs are filling…with blood. I’m going to drown…in a damned…human house.”


    The next cough left a stream of very fresh blood running down Greth’s lower jaw, confirming what he had said. Greth looked up at Raeln and sadly smiled. “An hour or two…is what you wanted…to ask. Maybe less. All of it…in misery.”


    “Stop telling me this, Greth.”


    “No,” Greth replied, clenching his jaw tight as more coughs shook him. When they passed, he added, “I’m a warrior. Let me die…as one.”


    Raeln buried his face against Greth’s shoulder, trying to ignore the situation by blocking out the sight of it.


    “Let me…die how…I want,” he told Raeln firmly and looked pointedly down at Raeln’s dagger, still in its sheath. With his free hand, Greth tapped the hilt but said nothing else.


    Weeping, Raeln drew the dagger and clutched it to his chest with one hand, squeezing Greth’s hand with his other, and prayed for a miracle. The old gods walked the world again, the greatest city in the land had fallen, and legions of the dead marched the plains…would it really take so much to ask for one life to be spared?


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Prophecy”


    


    On’esquin has returned to me and watches as I dictate the visions that now appear to me. He is not what I thought and has shown me who our real enemies might be.


    I only hope it is not too late to stop the coming destruction.


    Two must stop the world from being torn apart, while others must stop someone I once held dear to my heart. This I have seen.


    


    
      - Scribbled note in the lost prophecies of Turess.

    


    


    “He does not believe us,” Ilarra told Nenophar as Raeln stalked away to the northern part of the encampment.


    Does it matter? the dragon asked as reply, his voice confined to her head to ensure he was not heard by Raeln. You wished it hidden from him, so I assume you were prepared for him to be upset.


    Ilarra nodded and leaned her head against Nenophar’s flank, thankful for his support. Watching Raeln leave had nearly broken her heart, but it was unavoidable. She dearly wanted to say good-bye before they left, in case they did not return.


    “You were saying, before he came, why it is we are on such a short schedule?” she asked, brushing her hair back from her eyes after a gust of wind blew it there. The rain continued to fall out past Nenophar’s sheltering wing. “Explain what you did that has you this tired.”


    The dragon’s nearest eye narrowed as he glared at her, but Ilarra met his stare with one of her own. Finally, he backed down. You needed magic. Throwing spells at you would have destroyed you, as weakened as you were.


    “Then how did you remedy that?”


    You do not need to know.


    “I want to know. Tell me.”


    I recreated the bond you had with Raeln…with myself.


    Ilarra stood straight up, wishing Nenophar was in his elven form so she could slap him. “What were you thinking?” she demanded, forcing herself to keep her voice lower than she wished in case Raeln was still within hearing range. “Dorralt wants a dragon. If he gets one, he’s effectively a real god, not some tattooed idiot playing at being a god. Binding yourself to me means…”


    It means if I lose control of the shield on your mind, he will at least have a chance of gaining some degree of control over me as well. Trust I understand the risk, he answered hurriedly. Between funneling this much magic into you and fighting Dorralt off, I am nearly ready to slumber for a hundred years or so, but doing so will ensure he has control over us both. I cannot sleep again until Dorralt is destroyed.


    Ilarra stared off toward where Raeln had left, making doubly sure he was gone. “You said I was still dying,” she said after a minute. “What does that mean for you? What does not sleeping do to a dragon?”


    Nenophar’s reptilian grin looked more like a snarl. That is not my fate, to be controlled by a human. I finally realized the riddle of the prophecy even Turess did not. You dying first causes one disaster; me dying first causes the other. By using that foolish bond you made with your brother, I ensure we die at the same time. I found how to cheat the predictions.


    “Good. That’s something at least.” Ilarra could not help but laugh at the simple answer to something as complicated as a prophecy. “You said you could find a way to slow or stop the cloud and maybe the elementals?”


    Nenophar nodded. Do you understand what we face out there, Ilarra?


    “Not a clue. The last thing I remember is your brother being grabbed by the cloud, my healing Raeln, and then everything’s a blur. I think I saw the tower fall and crush part of the wall.”


    That was the arm of the earth elemental lord, not the tower, corrected the dragon. Most of the city was decimated by the lords doing battle, though I can feel some of them moving away in different directions.


    “Some good news.”


    Not in the slightest, he replied. Slowly, Nenophar sat up like a dog, though he kept his long neck arched to bring his head near her. The cloud is a weakening of the barrier between our world and of the source of all magic. It craves to touch only magic, and where it can reach through into this world, it will consume anything it can find, destroying anything it does not find acceptable.


    “Your brother…”


    Dragons live off of the magic that courses through us like the blood that flows through mortals, he went on quickly when she mentioned his brother. It sustains us and keeps us alive for as long as we choose to go on. To that cloud, my brother was familiar, a being of nearly pure magic to be consumed and brought home. Now that it has found magic in this world, it will push harder against the barrier until it collapses and magic itself turns on us. It will tear this entire world apart, seeking magic to consume.


    Ilarra blinked and stared, unable to think of a decent reply.


    Nenophar continued. The elementals are pure magic, but of a different kind than belongs in this world. They pull their power from realms largely the same as the elemental, rather than from where we get our magic. They can spend the rest of eternity fighting for control of Eldvar, and they likely will. It is their nature. While they battle, that cloud will destroy everything else, seeking to trap and consume the elementals themselves.


    With them near the cloud, there was a chance they could be lured into it. That would destroy them, but make the cloud even stronger, shredding much of the remaining barrier. It would hasten the doom of the world, but buy us time.


    By leaving the area, the elementals are encouraging the cloud to push farther out, to try and find them and more dragons. It might seek out the Turessians, who also fled the area around Lantonne. The longer it touches this world, the more it shreds the fabric of fate, until eventually even the land itself will have its threads burned away. This world will die ablaze and the elementals will simply return to their homes.


    We face war on three fronts now, all of which can easily kill either of us.


    Ilarra sighed and paced, the rain hitting her but leaving no chill. After a minute of thinking, she turned back to Nenophar. “You don’t have a plan to stop them all, do you?”


    No. I was hoping you did.


    “If we run, taking all these people far from the cloud…”


    Then within a month, I will weaken and you will crumble to dust, taking me with you. Dorralt will use your memories to find my fresh remains, and then he will be strong enough to face one elemental at a time. The cloud will destroy him and all life in Eldvar soon thereafter.


    “What would you need to get rid of the cloud for good?”


    Nenophar laughed at that. Turess asked the same thing, when he first allowed the cloud to seep through. I would need more power than I have at my disposal. Even with my mother helping, I doubt we could do it. The explosion would cause other effects, but I believe, if done properly, the hole between worlds can be closed in a fashion. It will fester and scar, but it will heal. We would need to convince the intelligence that guides the cloud to abandon its efforts to enter this world by believing it has consumed the greatest source of magic available to it. Even if we managed that, the aftereffects are beyond my ability to imagine.


    A thought occurred to Ilarra, and she reached up to touch Nenophar’s nose. “Do you trust me, Nenophar?” she asked solemnly. “You once asked me to trust you…can you do the same with me?”


    I gave up immortality to help you, knowing how this all will end. We are well beyond trust.


    “What did Turess tell you about this?”


    Nenophar pulled away from her, looking away before answering. He said he saw a scaled god choose to cast aside his mantle and fly headlong into a burning sky to spare the child from misery. The way I brought him to see the visions had him rather…disoriented…so the descriptions tended to be rather abstract.


    “So I am the child?”


    “No,” came another voice behind her, laughing deeply. Turning, she saw the orc who had been silent for an hour watching her and Nenophar. She had nearly forgotten he was there. “His people refer to mortals as children. To a dragon, saying ‘the child’ is the same as saying ‘humanity.’”


    Nenophar’s glare toward the orc, confirmed what he was saying.


    “Can you hear what we were saying?” asked Ilarra, realizing Nenophar had been speaking directly into her mind.


    The orc nodded, throwing rainwater off of his hood. “I cannot hear the words, but I get the tone and hearing your side, I can guess at his,” the man replied, grinning. “You are one of the special ones, I take it? One of the ones mentioned?”


    Nenophar snarled, only broadening the orc’s grin.


    “Special ones?” Ilarra asked, confused. “Who are you, orc?”


    “That doesn’t really matter right now,” he answered, rolling a leather bundle in his hands. “Dragon, what did you tell her about when she should have died?”


    Glancing at Ilarra without moving his head, Nenophar looked back to the orc. “I made up a story, as Turess asked.”


    Ilarra’s cheeks felt suddenly warm with anger.


    The orc put the leather object away. “We can dispense with that now. Ilarra, you were actually supposed to die long ago. The Turessians are destroying the fabric of fate—I’m certain the dragon has blabbered on about that to no end. This has killed hundreds of thousands of people who were not meant to die anytime soon. A very few have had their lives extended by the war, when something the Turessians did altered their fate. You are one of those, and by proxy, so is your brother. That makes three I have found, though probably only two of the six I am supposed to track.”


    “What does that mean?” she demanded.


    “On its face, absolutely nothing. You got a few more days out of your life than you should have. It happens from time to time when immortals get involved. In this case, my old master predicted a handful of should-be-dead mortals would need to be alive to make a difference when this war went out of control, though I have no idea why. The dragon and I were supposed to keep that from even being an issue…”


    “But we failed,” added Nenophar.


    A distant rumble drew Ilarra’s attention the northwest, where flashes of lightning were continuously lighting the region as though it were day. When she looked back to the far side of the clearing, the orc was gone.


    The lord of air has found a target to unleash his power on, the dragon said sadly. As they become more entrenched, the attacks will become more violent.


    “Then we need to hurry,” Ilarra told him. “I have an idea. Stay here. I need to talk to someone. Something you said sparked an idea.”


    “Ilarra…”


    “Stay!”


    Nenophar lowered his head, but then seemed to snap out of his obedience. Snarling, he advanced on Ilarra, freezing with an uncomfortable look on his face as he got near her.


    “You can’t attack me, remember? From what Raeln’s told me, it feels like trying to hit yourself,” she said, grinning as she put her hands on her hips. “You bonded me with magic. Your fault, not mine. Now stay, even if you don’t like it.”


    Despite Nenophar’s glare, Ilarra turned and walked away, her boots sinking into the deepening mud with each step. The rain quickly soaked her dress, but in a way, it was a good feeling after the hours of delirious agony as her skin had decayed. The dazed state had allowed her to ignore much of it, but what she remembered of the pain was something she dearly wished she could put aside.


    She continued away from the tents and the building where Raeln had gone to be alone with Greth until she felt she was far enough from anyone else that they could not see or hear her. Giving one last glance around to be sure, she closed her eyes and relaxed, opening herself up to the magic flowing through both Nenophar and her.


    “Dorralt,” she whispered, half in her mind and half aloud. “I want to talk.”


    Seconds passed, before something entered the back of her mind like a shadow. “I had not expected to hear from you, Ilarra. You survived the elementals. Good work, that. After this many years, I do love it when someone surprises me.”


    As soon as Dorralt began speaking, Ilarra could feel him scratching at the barrier Nenophar had built against him in her consciousness. She pushed back, straining to keep him at bay as she talked.


    “The dragon is bound to me, the same way I bound the wildling,” Ilarra told Dorralt and felt him ease his attack. She could sense curiosity from his end, and she smiled, knowing she might have him hooked. “He forced it on me to spare me the pain I was in, but I believe you might have use for this. I am tired of feeling as though I am about to die. Bring me back in so I can feel whole again.”


    “I always leave that door open,” he replied quickly. “Drop the barrier that keeps me from you and I will be happy to give you back our magic. That is non-negotiable, Ilarra.”


    “He is still strong. Once he tires more, I will be able to drop it. If I try too soon, he might resist me. It would be a waste to try now.”


    The sensation of amused delight came through the connection. “I can feel you actually do want to be one with the rest of us,” he answered a second later. “You are still trying to be free of my control, but you do want the power. That is enough for me. All of my people are free to do what they want until I call. You will have your independence, Ilarra. When you drop the barrier, I will welcome you back.”


    “The elementals,” she replied, changing topic. “They are in my way. Is there anything I can do to distract or stop them?”


    Dorralt’s anger came fast, but it was not directed at her. He snapped, “I am working on that. The Turessian scholars believe if we can drive off the black cloud, it may starve them of raw energy from their realms. I have no idea what the backlash from doing that might cause; therefore, we have not acted on it yet. Stay where you are until we find a way to distract them. It will take some time to find a way to permanently deal with them. Once they are out of our way, I will work on a reason for you and the dragon to come to Altis.”


    “As you wish, master.”


    Ilarra severed the connection, feeling dizzy for a moment as Dorralt vanished from her head. It was like losing part of her body and made her disoriented until she could look around and steady herself.


    Spreading her arms and tilting her head so the rain fell over her face, Ilarra smiled. She knew it was very likely her last chance to experience the weather as who she had been. Once she opened the door for Dorralt, she would be his regardless of what he claimed.


    Years of memories flooded her, reminding her of playing with her father, Asha, and Raeln in the rain. Raeln had always hated being wet, and she could remember many a time he groused at her about standing outside and letting herself get soaked to the bone, as she currently was doing. Even the most miserable storm from her childhood came back to her as a good memory of people and places so much simpler.


    Finally, she lowered her arms and wiped the icy water from her face, shaking her head to fling water out of her hair. With another look toward the flashes of lightning in the distance, Ilarra turned and headed back to Nenophar.


    “We’re going now,” she told him as she approached, and his eyes widened in curiosity. “You will have all the power you need. Take me where we need to go, and I’ll make sure it happens. We will convince the cloud to go home.”


    Ilarra, you don’t understand, Nenophar warned, lowering his head so he cut her off mid-stride. If we close that rip in the world, nearly anything could happen. Magic as we know it might cease to exist. This is not so simple as you seem to think. It might not even slow the cloud.


    “If we don’t, the world dies without question. If we do, the world suffers and hopefully fixes itself someday. That makes it simple to me. Will you fly or not?”


    Nenophar seemed to weigh his limited options, then nodded and settled his whole body on the ground for her to climb up. He stretched out one of his legs as straight as he could, giving her a ramp to his back.


    Hopping up onto Nenophar’s claw and then his hand, Ilarra made her way up until she reached the spot where she had ridden before and settled between the boney spines on his back. As soon as she was positioned, Nenophar spread his wings and took off, not waiting for any cue.


    This time, Nenophar flew hard, offering little in the way of mercy for his rider. They rose quickly, making Ilarra’s ears pop as they accelerated into the sky. Only fire remains near Lantonne, Nenophar said, having the benefit of not needing to open his mouth to speak as they raced across the plains. I can see the lord of water moving north as he creates rivers that decimate the lowlands.


    Ilarra could not see what Nenophar saw, miles away in the night, but she could see Lantonne. Fires dotted the city and were spreading to the surrounding outer city. Smaller bonfires seemed to move like people darting to and fro in the streets.


    Drawing her eye away from the city, the towering lord of flame walked across the plains east of town, standing nearly as tall as the keep had been before it fell. All around the flame creature, the wet land burned endlessly, raising a plume of smoke as the rain burned off.


    Ilarra very nearly missed spotting the cloud near the quarry at first, but when she did see it, she almost fell from Nenophar.


    When last she had seen the cloud, it had been nothing more than a black stain on the sky that sometimes gave the appearance of dark mists rather than mere shadow. Now, the cloud spun like a tornado, picking up streams of flame from the city, pulling them into itself, and leaving long flickering lines that ran up into the sky. Where the black cloud met the normal grey clouds swirling ominously overhead, flames shot out in all directions. The incessant flickers within the clouds glowed red, making the sky itself seem to glow like embers.


    “The sky is ablaze,” she mumbled, unable to look away. “This is what Turess saw. ‘Headlong into a burning sky,’ you told me.”


    If he heard her, Nenophar said nothing, angling toward the quarry as he flew. If anything, the dragon sped his slight descent, gaining speed rapidly as they circled down toward what remained of the city.


    “Nenophar, let me tell you what I intend to do before we go farther,” shouted Ilarra, clinging to the spines.


    I already know, came the answer, softly enough it seemed to blend into the roar of the wind. I didn’t tell you everything Turess saw, because the decision had to be yours. I accept whatever comes of it. He told me the result of deciphering the prophecy’s limitations and specifically what would happen to both of us for even trying.


    Nenophar banked hard as tendrils of black smoke raced past them, coming out from the cloud faster than Ilarra thought possible. Even Nenophar did not fly nearly as fast as they had come, and it was only through his superior eyesight that he had the time to react at all. When Ilarra spotted them, the tendrils were no more than fifty feet out—far too close to avoid.


    As Nenophar turned to circle the column of black smoke, Ilarra caught a glimpse of something down near the outer portion of Lantonne, on the ground between the last buildings and the quarry. For a second, she thought it might be the Lantonnian army returning at long last. Even if they would serve no purpose in her and Nenophar’s task, they would be essential to getting the survivors out of the region.


    Then, she got a better look as Nenophar’s wing flapped out of the way again. Settled on a blackened section of land, the white thing she had seen stood out starkly. She stared at it until she realized what it was, and wished she had kept her attention on the cloud. Laid out like a rock formation, the enormous skeleton of Nenophar’s brother lay where he had fallen, as if the cloud had stripped his body bare. Every bone lay where it would have fallen if his flesh had vanished instantly.


    A white-hot blast of flame startled Ilarra back to the battle at hand, as Nenophar spread his wings and slowed to a near-hover in an attempt to stay back. Even with the bulk of Nenophar’s body between her and the flames, they burned Ilarra’s skin and dried her eyes and lungs.


    Ilarra traced the brilliant light and heat back to its source several miles east and beneath them. There, the lord of fire had turned its attention in their direction and hurled flames from deep within itself toward them.


    Even more disturbing than watching the towering creature try to strike at them from so far off was the way the cloud began pulling at the beam of white fire, draining much of the energy into itself. Each second the elemental continued to hurl fire in their direction, the black cloud pulled the flames away from them and grew brighter, as though it might burst into flame at any moment.


    “How long before we’re close enough?” screamed Ilarra, as Nenophar rolled over backwards and soared away from the flames.


    Two, maybe three minutes, he replied, his voice sounding strained. Given his size, Ilarra could only imagine how hard it was for him to evade threats the way he was. Are you ready?


    “How long can you keep him from taking control of me?”


    While flying? he asked in reply, tilting his head to give her a skeptical look. Even looking away, he managed to avoid another tendril that nearly blocked their path. A minute perhaps, and even that is questionable.


    “Hurry.”


    Each loop around the cloud, Nenophar got closer, making it more difficult to avoid the tendrils that continued to snap out of the cloud. By contrast, through most of each circle, the elemental’s flames could not reach them and, instead, were fully consumed by the cloud, making it glow all the brighter.


    The whole time, Ilarra counted down in her head, giving Nenophar two minutes. As she neared thirty seconds remaining, Nenophar turned sharply and flew straight toward the heart of the column of smoke, where the flames it had taken into itself seemed to burn brightest.


    With a pained scream, Ilarra tore apart the wall in her mind keeping Dorralt from controlling her. The instant it fell, she could feel Dorralt attempting to seize control over her, as well as Nenophar’s influence trying to hold back Dorralt back.


    Ilarra forced a memory to the forefront of her mind of her first meeting with Nenophar as a dragon. She strained to feel the same fear and awe she did that day as he had reared up in the cave, ready to tear her apart. More importantly, she needed Dorralt to see that fear and believe it to be real.


    “Dorralt,” she gasped, flattening herself against Nenophar’s back as black tendrils of smoke flew past. “I need strength now if you want him! This is our chance!” Ilarra felt the hesitation, the probing of her thoughts, but Nenophar kept Dorralt from doing much more than look in. She prayed he saw what she wanted him to see, or everything would have been a waste and they would both be risking death for nothing.


    Then, it was as though a dam had been thrown open, stripping away all the restrictions Ilarra had long felt on her magic and capabilities. She could feel Turessians all over Eldvar, many more than Dorralt had claimed, possibly as many as five hundred. All of them turned their attention to her in that moment, offering up their magic and power in hopes of having her destroy a dragon. This was what Dorralt’s army had sought for months, and they would do anything to see it come to pass, including giving her everything they could spare.


    A tendril from the cloud slapped onto Nenophar’s shoulder and back, tearing away hundreds of scales near Ilarra. The incredibly hard scales shattered as they fell away and the flesh beneath split open, spraying her with hot blood.


    Using the power coursing through her, Ilarra pointed at the tendril and watched as it evaporated. The cloud was undaunted, sending out hundreds more as Nenophar flapped closer, trying to maintain their distance while avoiding the whip-like strands.


    Ilarra knew there was not much time. She could spend every last second fighting off the tendrils, or she could do as they had planned. If she did not give Nenophar the power he needed swiftly, they would both die anyway, or Dorralt would get through to her and see what she was actually trying to do.


    Another tendril struck at Nenophar’s left wing, shredding part of the membrane there and forcing him to counterbalance and work harder to stay aloft. The sudden lurch nearly unseated Ilarra, but she wrapped her arm around the nearest bone spine and planted her free hand on Nenophar’s back.


    Through her touch, Ilarra began pouring magic into Nenophar, feeling his body hum with the added energy. The magic of hundreds of Turessians flowed through her and into him through their bond and her hand, strengthening Nenophar even as she felt the Turessians scattered around the world weakening. They would recover in time, but taking all she could from them was a matter of personal pride, even if Nenophar already had all he might need.


    Abruptly, the magic faded to a trickle and then stopped coming, leaving Ilarra trembling and sick-feeling as hundreds of Turessians began shouting at her within her head. They had seen what she was doing, or Dorralt had figured it out. They cut her off, but continued to use the link to curse and rant at her and call for her death.


    Dizzy, Ilarra sat up on her perch and looked at the sky around her. The sun had begun to rise in the east, finally giving the land around Lantonne light from somewhere other than the flame elemental’s wrath. The growing daylight made the black tendrils stand out as something that did not belong. Thousands of them had already wrapped around Nenophar’s body and limbs, looking like so many ropes that sought to bring him down.


    All around Ilarra, the black smoke tore into Nenophar’s hide, leaving bloody rivulets running down to drip off his tail far below her. They were pulling her and the dragon into the cloud steadily while Nenophar struggled to free his front legs.


    Then, with a roar that deafened Ilarra, Nenophar tore free of the tendrils, even as more wrapped around his neck. He raised both front legs, aiming at the heart of the column of smoke and whispered a word of magic Ilarra had never heard and knew had never been meant for the ears of mortals.


    For a second, nothing happened, and Ilarra worried they had failed. The tendrils of smoke tightened all around Nenophar and more slid over his shoulders, trying to grab at her.


    A rumble, almost audible but mostly felt through the air, made Ilarra realize the spell had yet to go off. It first became visible as Nenophar’s clawed hands began to glow bright red, a second before a matching color appeared deep within the cloud.


    Ilarra smiled as the cloud began to buckle and flail, the red light tearing it apart from within. She could feel the wrongness of the cloud diminishing and changing as Nenophar continued to struggle against it. She abruptly fell sideways and had to catch herself as she lost her grip with her right hand. Looking down, Ilarra found her hand was gone, her skin crumbling rapidly. Already, it had gotten nearly to her elbow. Similar burns blackened her flesh everywhere she looked.


    Sighing, Ilarra lay down against Nenophar’s back, gazing up at his long arched neck as the tendrils crushed the life from him. With a choked last attempt to free himself, Nenophar began to fall as his wings gave out.


    She held on to Nenophar as best she could as she felt herself dying with him. She closed her eyes and smiled at the weightless feeling of falling, while happily ignoring the darkness coming over them as the cloud closed in, trying to claim them before they reached the ground.


    In those last moments, too brief for her to call seconds, Ilarra saw things that made her wonder. She saw the armies of the undead march across the world, then fall back. She saw a man—a wildling—do the unthinkable to save millions, without knowing his actions’ outcome. She saw pain and death, but she saw hope and deliverance. The world could still be spared.


    That was good enough for her.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Beginning”


    


    The sun rose over the camp. Most of the survivors from Lantonne were already up and about, gathering what supplies they could scavenge to get on the road quickly. Unspoken among them was the knowledge that remaining so close to the city almost ensured the undead forces would find and kill them if they waited any longer.


    Coming out to join them in the light, Raeln stopped on the porch of the large wooden building at the center of the camp, but he barely saw the sunrise or the gathering people through his bleary eyes. Instead, he snuffled through a stuffed nose and rubbed at his face, trying to wake himself up fully.


    On’esquin sat at the front of the porch, the leather-wrapped rolled parchment in his hands, smiling absently at the sunrise like a child would. How he could be so obsessed with a bunch of papers, while thousands lay dead, Raeln could not fathom.


    Lying on their backs at the foot of the porch steps, the four corpses that Varra had animated were arranged as though for a funeral. Each had its head separated from its body and placed alongside it reverently. To Raeln, it looked as though On’esquin had given them some form of funeral.


    “Could you and your prophecies have stopped what happened last night?” he asked, but On’esquin did not even look up. “Could you have saved anyone we lost?”


    Ignoring Raeln, On’esquin said instead, “A beautiful day. This will make travel much easier. I had not looked forward to marching in the rain or snow.”


    “When do we leave?” Raeln asked after a long silence. He was not entirely sure On’esquin even knew he was standing there. For all he could tell, the man had been speaking to himself.


    “We leave when you say it is time to go into the mountains.”


    “The military will decide that, and I didn’t mean the survivors. When do we—you and I—leave?”


    “What makes you think we are going anywhere?”


    “I know the look you gave the Turessian last night. The calm of one who wants to lose control and kill, but knows the time is not right and starting now could cost you your chance when you need it. Now’s that time…take me with you.”


    On’esquin turned slightly to peek at Raeln over his shoulder, then went back to watching the sun’s colors in the morning sky. A rainbow had begun to show northeast of town. “You will follow these people to the foothills before we part from them,” the orc insisted. “There is nothing left here for them, and every trained soldier that accompanies them will increase their chances of survival. They will need some hope to cling to when they abandon their homes for the wilderness in winter, and I believe having a strong force at their side for a time will give them that hope. Many of them will die before the spring thaws, regardless. Give them a week, Raeln. A week will not mellow your desire for revenge, but it may save some of them.”


    Raeln came over and sat down on the top step alongside On’esquin. “I intend to send them to the dwarven city southwest of here. They can bring their dead and hope they arrive before their fallen friends’ spirits are too weak to use the healing circles there. Lantonne was not the only city with circles of magic.”


    “You waste your time,” said On’esquin sadly, pointing to another part of the camp where a huge bonfire had been built and was beginning to smoke. “I had them burn the dead. There was no point in bringing them.”


    “Are you insane? The circles—”


    “The circles are gone, along with much of the magic in the world,” On’esquin said sharply. “Your sister saw to it. Look to the north, Raeln, and tell me what you see.”


    Squinting toward Lantonne, Raeln could faintly make out a plume of smoke beyond the city, out near the quarry. At first, he thought it to be the dark cloud that had hung over that place for months, but he soon realized it was almost mushroom-shaped and rising slowly into the sky. The black cloud he had expected was gone, replaced by this.


    “Your sister and the dragon have done the impossible. They closed the tear between our world and that of magic. The repercussions will be dire and doing this has cost us greatly. It may still tear Eldvar apart, but it bought us the time to deal with the problems that remain. I can say from experience they have bought us no less than a year. If we are very lucky, they have turned the tide of these wars.”


    A faint glow near the cloud seemed to elude Raeln’s attempts to make it into shapes or colors. The longer he stared, the more it seemed to flicker. “What does that have to do with the healing circles?”


    “We lost much of the magic that bled through naturally. The circles fed on the ambient magic of Eldvar, but with that gone, I do not know if they will ever exist again,” On’esquin explained as he unrolled the leather cover on the parchment. Touching the stack of paper to his forehead reverently, he placed it on Raeln’s lap. “Without the circles, the Turessians are greatly weakened and will depend more on Dorralt than before. For his own part, Dorralt has felt the change and is likely running for Turessi to get as far as he can from the mists.”


    “Mists?”


    “The dark cloud of magic that came through that tear is not the only one in the world, thanks to the war. People did many foolish things to try and stop the Turessians. When Ilarra closed the door, some of what had slipped through was cut off. Now, it is searching for magic to sustain itself, blindly consuming everything in its path. Before, it sought to gorge itself…now it will travel, seeking to find anything to keep itself whole.


    “My people saw those mists once before, but they were contained to one place, where we foolishly experimented. Turess went to Nenophar to find ways of preventing them from ever forming again, but that has been a lost cause. The mists are now bleeding into Eldvar all over, trying to collect enough power to punch holes back through to the place they come from. The one formed here today mirrors one in Corraith…the very one I will step into to come here in a year or so.”


    Raeln looked sharply at On’esquin, but the man’s devious smile told him he had no intention of explaining. Instead, Raeln picked up the leather-bound parchments and opened the cover, hoping to find his own answers.


    Inside, the weathered old parchments were covered with black rune symbols resembling the ones tattooed on On’esquin’s face. Raeln could make no sense of them and finally closed the bundle and tossed it back onto the orc’s lap. “I can’t read any of that,” he said, though he knew it was probably obvious and might have been the orc’s intent from the start. “What does it say about all of this?”


    Flipping open the parchments, On’esquin touched a spot partway down the first page and read, “Betrayer and abandoned will join to collect those touched by myself—Turess, that is—and prepare to die for what they hold dearest. Two of those already dead in the eyes of fate will change the fates of those who still live.”


    “Abandoned?”


    “In hindsight, I believe that refers to your sister choosing to leave in order to save us all,” answered On’esquin, tapping another set of runes. “He was right…the old god died to save mortals. I never believed it would happen. That statement I must have read a hundred times, trying to find a hidden meaning.”


    Raeln eyed the parchments, then stood up and moved to stand directly in front of On’esquin. With him standing on the ground and On’esquin sitting at the top of the steps, Raeln still had a head’s height on him.


    “Did you know?” he demanded, motioning at the papers.


    “Know what, Raeln? That descendants of my people would turn on the world and march to conquer the cities across Eldvar? Prophecy is certainly not that clear.”


    “Did you know he would die?”


    “I had a hunch,” the man admitted, turning back a page in the stack. “The six are to be bound by loss of what they cherish, and through that loss, become alike despite all differences, Turess said. He saw our pain, though likely not the details of what would happen.”


    Raeln struck at On’esquin swiftly and without thinking, his fist connecting with On’esquin’s cheekbone and knocking him off the porch and onto his side on the muddy ground. Raeln’s hand went numb, feeling as though he had punched a tree trunk.


    “I deserve that,” On’esquin said, chuckling as he touched his face. “You have more strength with anger than you did when calm. I am impressed. I had expected your calm was what gave you strength, but I misjudged.”


    “You could have saved him!”


    “I could not have. If Greth lived, you would have died and he would have taken your place. That is the way of prophecy, Raeln. When it is meant to come true, it will, regardless of what is done. The details will change to fit the prophecy. In this case, I doubt I could have saved him anyway. We could have surrounded him with an army, and he would have died to something, whether it be a stray arrow, disease, infection, or starvation. You were the one marked to come with me and he was to be the cherished one lost to you.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to demand more answers, but then instead stared down at the silver bracelet he still wore. When he looked up, On’esquin was smiling, looking straight at the bracelet. With a snarl, Raeln tore at the jewelry, trying to pry it away. His claws ripped at the fur and skin there, covering his arm and the silver with blood, but the metal itself would not move and did not suffer the slightest scratch. It felt as firmly attached to his arm as the bones under his skin.


    “That is Turess’s wedding band,” On’esquin told him as he stood up, brushing mud and water from his armor. “I would know, as I placed it on his wrist and a matching one on his wife’s wrist during the ceremony. It was lost for twenty centuries and now is worn by a wildling. Dorralt would have burned nations to keep you or I away from it, given his dislike of our races and fear of the prophecies. Even if the bracelet means nothing on its own, having it here is a symbol of certain events beginning.”


    Raeln gave the bracelet one last frustrated tug and let his arms drop to his sides as he sat down hard on the porch. “Why me?” he asked softly, sitting down hard. “What is so special about you or I?”


    Smiling in what Raeln could only think of as a fatherly way, On’esquin sat down beside him. “Had Dorralt not spent two thousand years devising a way to lay claim to Turessi and turn it against wildlings and orcs, I doubt we would have mattered in the slightest. By villianizing us, Dorralt forced us into the roles we now must play. By opposing the prophecy, he caused it to come true. Thankfully, it is not for you and I to do this alone.”


    They sat in silence a long time, until the smoke from the funeral pyres had begun to die down and the survivors started coming into sight all around the building. More than a hundred strong, they looked at Raeln and On’esquin as though they might have the answers Raeln knew he did not possess. Soon, the military forces remaining joined them in waiting.


    “Do you need to say any words to him before you are ready to go?” On’esquin asked gently, nodding toward the open door. “I do not know your people’s customs on these matters when there is a body left behind.”


    Raeln shrugged and kept his eyes on the ground. “My people would mourn for days and have somber speeches about those who are gone in hopes the living might remember them.”


    “We do not have days, Raeln.”


    “Too many people are dead to stop and grieve,” Raeln countered, getting up. He turned to face the quiet building and its dark interior with its still darker memories he knew would haunt him for years. “He died a warrior. Nothing more needs to be said. I will honor him the way his people would, by living…and tearing the ones who did this apart.”


    Before On’esquin could say anything more, Raeln walked just inside the door of the building. He picked up the lantern that had blown out during the brief scuffle with Varra and shook it to be sure it was still full of oil. Tilting the lantern, he poured oil across the dry old boards inside the doorway where the night’s rains had not reached.


    “Light it up,” he ordered the nearest man as he descended the steps and began walking away from the building. “Burn everything to the ground and leave only memories. I want nothing left for the enemy.”


    Raeln never looked back as he marched west, but he could smell the smoke from the burning building for hours after he should have escaped it. Every determined step he took was followed by the memory of Greth’s battered and bloodied body.


    As Raeln forced himself to keep going, he reached into one of his pouches and clasped his hand around a tuft of Greth’s fur. He had promised to take Greth back to the mountains and at least that much of him would be returned to his homeland. There was little more he could do, but it was a promise he had no intention of allowing any power on Eldvar to stop him from carrying out.


    After that, he would kill Dorralt at any cost, even if he had to fight through a thousand Turessians to get his claws on the man. Someday, he would feel that man’s life ebb under his hands. Until then, he would hunt the enemy like the savage animal Dorralt believed the wildlings to be.


    
      

    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Sharp winter winds tore across the man’s exposed face despite his best efforts to keep his hood as far forward as he could. With his companions, he waited at the entrance to a massive cave that had been torn open in the side of the remote mountain by something far larger than themselves. Warm, damp air from the cave blew back against them, making the outside air seem all the more bitter and creating long sheets of ice between the snow-covered slope and the dark maw of the cave.


    He had traveled for weeks to arrive here at the edge of the realm, in an area barely mapped in all the years the region had been held by vast armies. It had been those armies who had told him of the cave, begging for permission to march in and secure it in his name. They had reported losses greater than any he had seen in battles all across the known world during their last attempts.


    “Feels like the capital out here,” groused the similarly robed and hooded man to his right, stomping his feet to keep them warm. “I liked the desert far better. One of the locals said this place isn’t so bad in the summer months. Maybe we should return then.”


    Keeping still, he answered, “You know why we are here, Dorralt. No one has ever held lands as large as ours for more than a decade in all of recorded history. I owe it to these people to ensure their safety long after I am gone. We’ve made mistakes and I have to set them right.”


    “No one can ensure anything after they die. We can only work to keep you and the empire safe, Turess. Once all of us are gone, it will be someone else’s problem. The magic we’re working on will ensure a place for your lands in history.”


    “That is what I’m afraid of,” he admitted to his brother. “What I saw of those experiments does not seem to be working as expected. I need to know if we are doing the right thing. There are too many risks to leave this to chance.”


    “Trusting this creature seems far more risky than pulling more magic through the veil. The cloud is contained. We are no longer in danger.”


    Turess turned to gaze over the mountain descent they had climbed to their current location, struggling against both the weather and dizziness that came with the altitude. Far out past the last of the mountains, the faint flickers of his army’s campfires were beginning to appear for the evening. Those yellow-red dots sprang up one after another until they lined the entire foot of the mountain range. Almost a hundred thousand men and women waited down there for his command, ready to march halfway across the known world if he asked them to.


    “When I die, there will be chaos and war if we are not careful,” he told his brother, turning back to the cave. “We conquered all the lands within reach with a minimum of bloodshed. All my care will be wasted if the next generation’s rulers cannot hold it all together. Millions of innocents might die, unless I know how to ensure peace. The very tools we collect to hold this empire together might be used against its people for bloodshed I can hardly fathom.”


    “To ensure peace, they will want an heir…”


    Without hesitation, Turess swung his staff across to his right, intentionally missing but surprising Dorralt so he fell onto his back, raising a puff of light snow. The man rolled and sat back up, rubbing the white powder from his otherwise black clothing. “Do not bring it up again, brother!” warned Turess, laying the staff down in the snow in front of him. He made a concerted effort to ignore the muffled snickers of his other companion. “There will be no heir unless I understand my own limitations entirely wrong. Accept that and know your place.”


    Dorralt shoved his hood back and glared at the cave, motioning toward it with one arm. “You want to know the answer? Have an heir. That is the answer. An heir will want to continue your legacy rather than burn it as others might. Besides that, do as I have begged for years and name me your sword in these lands, so I can do what is needed to hold things together, no matter what happens. Waiting for things to fall apart is no way to prepare for the future.”


    Touching the staff as a reassurance that it was close if he needed to strike at his brother again, Turess shook his head, thankful the biting wind helped cool his temper. “We will wait for a reply from the dragon.”


    Spitting in the snow, Dorralt came over and knelt beside Turess. “Brother, this is not any way to lead,” Dorralt pleaded. “You rule all of the lands the races of man have laid eyes on. No one will fault you if you cast aside your wife and pick someone suitable. Someone worthy of being the spouse of the most powerful ruler ever known. Most importantly, someone who can give you an heir. No dragon’s words will ever give you a different answer than the one you know is correct.”


    The woman to Turess’s left reached over and clasped his hand with her own gloved one, lending him enough calm to keep from striking at Dorralt again. Her touch had always had that effect on him. She leaned close enough her silver bracelet tapped faintly against his matching one, the public symbol of their vows.


    “This!” snapped Dorralt, hopping to his feet and gesturing at Turess and his wife’s clasped hands. “Our people shun contact where it can be seen by others as pride, yet you put yourself above their ways. This beast has changed you…”


    Before Turess could catch her to prevent violence, his wife leapt to her feet and grabbed Dorralt by the front of his robe, hurling him against the stone wall of the cave. He tried to recover, but she was on him instantly, slamming him against the wall a second time hard enough he went momentarily limp and his eyes unfocused as she caught him by the throat with her other hand. “Speak of me that way where I can hear you again and I will tear you apart with my bare hands,” she warned from somewhere in her deep hood. “Your people may believe in this nonsense about avoiding contact, but mine never did. If I wish to touch my husband miles from anyone’s eyes but yours, I will do so without being called a beast.”


    “You are a beast,” spat Dorralt, trying to subtly move one of his hands to cast a spell, but Turess’s wife grabbed his hand and banged it against the stones. When Dorralt finished wincing, he added, “The rest of us rely on our magic and our wits, but still you fall back on brutality. I would expect no less of you.”


    Kharali threw back her hood and let the fading light fall on her feline features and stark-white fur. Other than where black spots made up her fur’s patterning, the tattoos that marked her as a wise-one of their lands, and her glistening black nose, her body blended into the snow all around them. “I am as much a beast as you have always been with your words of hatred,” Kharali snarled, baring fangs nearly as long as Turess’s little finger. He honestly wondered if this would be the time she drew blood. Deep down, he debated if it would help or hurt the animosity between the two. “The more you treat me and all of my people that serve your brother like monsters, the easier it is to oblige. A true snow leopard would never have given you so many chances. I have brothers and sisters demanding I tear you open and leave your entrails spread across the snows as warning to others.”


    After several tense seconds, Dorralt clenched his hands into fists and lowered his eyes, signaling his surrender to Kharali’s will. He was not an idiot, even if he was hot-headed when it came to the wildlings.


    Turess smiled, relaxing as the two glared in general, as they had many times in the past. To date, there had been no blood actually shed, but sooner or later he knew there would be. More likely, this day it would be as usual, with both coming to him later to complain about the other.


    “This is why you will not be my sword, Dorralt,” Turess said as gently as he could. Kharali eased her grip on Dorralt’s throat and smoothed her robe and fur to calm herself. “My wife is more than capable of being that for the empire, when pushed to act. You will be what I have always wished you to be…my shield. When I am gone, you will swear your services to her, out of loyalty to me and the empire, regardless of how you feel about her. Trust me, she is as unhappy about this as you are.”


    Dorralt scowled at Turess, but turned to look Kharali in the eyes as he answered, “I swear to shield this empire from anyone who might cause it harm or break apart what you have created. The nations you united will be ours so long as I walk Eldvar. No one, no matter how much of a savage, will destroy that.”


    With a flick of her wrist, Kharali cast aside her glove and brought her clawed hand back in front of Dorralt’s face. She said nothing, but the reminder that she was deadly with or without her magic was clear. He immediately snapped his mouth shut and tried to avoid looking directly at her.


    Three mortals already fighting while they wait, came a deep voice from the cave. It did not echo as it should have. You wonder why you cannot have peace without my help, yet a few mere moments alone leads to this. Do you really need my answer, oh great Emperor Turess?


    Turess’s hands clenched and he had to force himself to calm, though Kharali did not even try. The dragon had been equally confrontational during their first visit a week earlier. “You know I hate that title, Nenophar,” he answered the dark cave, placing his hands on his thighs to keep them away from his staff. The weapon was of limited use against a dragon anyway, but he wanted the temptation far from him. “I am just a man, not one to claim titles, even if that is effectively what I am. If I could step aside and know the lands would be safe…”


    I do not challenge you, human, the dragon replied, coming far enough into the light Turess could see his pale green scales glinting faintly. I did ask that your whole company return, did I not? There is one of those who came last time missing.


    This time, Dorralt answered, though his eyes stayed on Kharali, who still kept herself close enough he was effectively pinned against the stones. “The orc betrayed us to Turess’s enemies,” the man said, trying to move around Kharali but failing when she stepped in his way. Like many wild animals, she would not relent until her point had been driven home and Dorralt had truly submitted. “He ran and has not been found yet. I will continue to hunt him, no matter how long it takes.”


    The dragon adjusted his position to look down at Dorralt, then back to Turess. Find him and deal with him. I do not want visitors and he already knows where I live, the dragon said. You, Turess, I told of the risks of coming back, Nenophar said, lying down at the entrance to the cave and crossing his front legs as though having a polite conversation between friends. Seeing the pattern of the future as a mortal requires the brink of death. There is no way of knowing how dangerous this will be for you.


    “I accept any risk for my people,” Turess answered, lowering his eyes so he could not see Kharali’s concerned stare or the nervous snap of her tail, side to side. “Do what you must.”


    When I bring you to the edge of death’s door, Nenophar continued, there is no turning back. The visions may not come immediately, but death will claim you as soon as your body is too weak to go on, whether the visions have begun or not. No one can know whether you have an hour or a week to live, but once you are healed, there will never be another vision for you. Do you understand?


    Again the nervous narrowing of Kharali’s eyes, this time with a quick baring of her fangs. She wanted to run or fight, not to let him risk himself. He knew she would go along if he insisted, as he had, but she wanted to disobey at any cost. Had he given the command, she would have fought the dragon by herself to save him.


    “I understand, Nenophar. I am ready.”


    The dragon turned to look at Kharali and Dorralt again. Which of them do you trust to watch you in your dying moments, enough that you believe they can save you? the dragon asked.


    Turess looked at his two greatest allies and saw they both were watching him intently. His wife’s stare was one of concern, hoping he made the right choice all around, regardless of whom he put his trust in. Dorralt’s was one of demand, silently insisting Turess trust him with such a responsibility. Both were more than capable and had served him unfailingly for years. He trusted both with his life every day, but today he had to be sure he chose wisely. In days past, he would have deflected the choice by picking On’esquin, but given the rumors of the man’s betrayal, that option was gone.


    “My wife will bear this responsibility,” he finally said, looking down at the staff he had picked up and was clutching tightly without realizing he had done so. “My brother will guard us both through this and remain at my side to ensure our safety.”


    Nenophar gestured vaguely with one of his enormous fingers toward Kharali, and then nodded as though something happened Turess could not see. She has the tools needed to save you. We will begin immediately, stated Nenophar, raising his clawed hand toward Turess. This will hurt more than I will ever know. I hold you to our bargain though. If you cannot tell me of my own death with the onset of the visions, I will kill you myself, ending any further visions beyond that. My price is paid first, before you benefit from my gift.


    “I agree.”


    


    So much has happened since I began having this scribed, though it has only been a matter of days. With each breath bringing me closer to my end, the sights Nenophar promised me become clearer. I no longer fear death, but only fear closing my eyes forever before I can speak all I see coming to pass. Now, I worry what I hurry to say will be too vague or I will leave out what is most needed. A vision is truly something never meant to be put to words.


    I see war. Not just the war that is erupting among the families as I was brought down from the mountains. They vie for control over our people with my inevitable death. No, I see a war that will ravage all the lands. This war will not be among the nations, but between life and death, between man and monster. Most importantly, it will be between our world and the magic binding it all together.


    My heirs will believe they have protected themselves from all I have seen and written, but that will be their undoing. They will become complacent and fail to see the signs left for the council to act upon. They will allow the enemy into their midst, and all will fall in these cold lands. That will be the beginning of the end for my people, but my visions of this war tell me nothing more about the land I wish to know the most about in those times. I see nothing of the north and nothing of the time period in which I lived.


    Instead, I find myself seeing the impossible will happen.


    A scaled god will choose to cast aside the mantle of immortality and fly headlong into a sky ablaze, giving his life to preserve the child he owes nothing. Out of emotions his kind were not meant to feel, he will give everything to spare the child from misery. With his death, the great tear in the fabric of magic itself—created through my own mistakes—will finally come asunder, letting horror enter our world, while preventing far worse. I sought this prophecy specifically to prevent this, but the vision I am given says I have failed.


    I see a betrayer seeking forgiveness already given. Had I never seen these visions, I would have demanded his death, but all is forgiven now. He will stand at the ready for signs he might never witness. I once bound his fate to death, but I now bind it to saving us all. These few days have brought him back to me and shown me his true intent. He will carry a burden beyond the others.


    As I have already written, the time will be known by the betrayer when those whose deaths were already mandated come to him for help. The betrayer will be first met by a lost man, whose preferred color will always be red. The betrayer will be told about war that has come to all the world, and he will know it is time to seek out the fragments of what we thought was power and learned instead to be doom.


    The doom we will all face is my own fault, and I have sought to undo my errors. I have scattered the tools to bring about this war in hopes they will never be found, but I am no fool. A vision of the results of them being found likely ensures I have already failed. Perhaps I have bought us time, of that I cannot even be sure.


    In those days, the betrayer must safeguard the last of those we thought would cause our destruction and leave them to face those we knew nothing about. He will step back to a time already past or be himself destroyed trying. The betrayer will know he has finally arrived where he must confront the mistakes of his own life when he finds the sheep in wolf’s garb that truly wishes it was a wolf. Perhaps with great effort, the wolf will find its own path and be what it was always meant to be, but its own losses may well lead it astray in time.


    There will be six, or there will be failure. The man shrouded in black and white will be a key to the others.


    Redemption for what we have done wrong comes from the lowest of people, though in those times, some might not even consider them to be people. Through degradation, they become our saviors.


    I will leave the crumbs of bread in the world for the betrayer to find. If those are found by another or never found at all, even the gods will die as the dragon already knows, whether he believes or not. None will be safe anywhere in this world or any other that touches it. Destruction will seek out every last creature across every realm in time, regardless of what they do if at least some of what I foresee is not acted upon.


    There is a little more I see, but I need to rest. Guard what I have written, On’esquin. Guard it from everyone, including my brother. They will try to take it from you and call you a liar, but we both know that is one thing you never were. For all your faults, you are the only one who stayed with me this day of my death, even after I demanded your death before it all became clear.


    Pray that my wife returns soon and prevents all I have seen from coming to pass by saving me. The dragon’s own understanding of her place in the fabric was that the simple act of healing my wounds was key to undoing my visions, but only if done by her hands. If she does not come back in time…I am the lucky one to have died before all of this began.


    In dying, I will mourn for you. I will mourn for the world I leave behind and the nations that will suffer at the hands of those who believe they follow my wishes.


    


    
      – The first chapter of the lost prophecies of Turess.
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