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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled, announcing the storm like some fell herald.  
 
    The old man had been out there alone since an hour before sunrise, battered by the icy wind blowing in from the sea. He didn’t move. He stared out over the churning whitecaps, two steps from the edge. The drop was sheer and dizzying. Far below, the sea hurled itself against the jagged rocks, scattering spray and foam high into the air. It was pure; elemental; the clash of one unstoppable force against the stubborn determination of an unmovable landscape. The fine sea mist, caught and carried by a strong updraft, stung his face. It soaked into his beard and burned at his eyes.  
 
    There was nothing to be done other than suffer through it.  
 
    He had arrived far too early, but his quarry was unpredictable – not bound like mortal men by the constraints of time – so, better to arrive days early than risk missing the moment. He was no fool; he knew full well this might be his only chance, and a few days of discomfort was a price worth paying.  
 
    Time crawled.  
 
    He lost himself amid the rolling waves. They were endless, building as they surged towards the rocks and then breaking; only to be reborn far off the coastline and to come rolling in again. And always it ended the same way. There was a metaphor for existence in their pointless plight.  
 
    At last, he saw the dark shape forming within the firmament, black against the otherwise endless gray of the clouds. A new sound underscored the thunder. A slow smile spread across the old man’s face; even blind he would have recognized that monstrous call at once. It was the immense roar of a great wyrm. It was a creature of such tremendous power and spectacular beauty it was as though the gods themselves sang a hellish chorus to mark the moment forever.  
 
    He took a deep breath and steeled his mind.  
 
    He was ready.  
 
    This moment, this singular clash, was his destiny. His entire life had been leading to this clifftop. All doubt left him. He had faith. This was just. This was right. He was the only man who could succeed where all before had failed.  
 
    He had stood on this clifftop once before, as a small boy holding his father’s hand. Together they had watched the great beast soar high above, its roar shaking the ground beneath their feet. He had learned what it meant to be afraid that day, though his father had tried to reassure him. 
 
    “He has no interest in the likes of us, boy.” His father knelt to take up a handful of dirt and let it trickle through his fingers. His eyes welled with tears. “We are nothing more than dirt to him.” He raised the last black grains to his lips and blew them away on the wind.  
 
    He had never seen his father weep and never would again. But for the briefest moment of time – those minutes together on the clifftop watching the glorious flight of the ancient wyrm – the old man might have been a loving father. The tragedy of that young boy’s life lay in the fact there was no love in his father’s withered heart for him; only for the magnificent creature that ruled the sky.  
 
    Again and again the dragon swooped below the precipice, skimming across the surface of the water, so close he could make out the shimmering gloss of the black scales on the great beast’s back and the thick veins in its immense wings as they cast their shadow across the whitecaps. He reached out, imagining the feel of those scales beneath his fingertips, imagining his hand running along the length of the massive horns that protruded from its head like a demonic crown. The dragon’s yellow reptilian eyes shone in the sun like jaundiced jewels, never blinking. Could they pierce his flesh and see all the way into his soul? He might have believed that, if he believed he actually possessed a soul for it to see.  
 
    As his father had promised, it completely ignored their presence. Of course, that could easily have been a memory planted by his dreams and embellished by the years; shadows of a past he dearly wanted to be true. He had been barely six years old. Sixty winters and more had come and gone since that day. But so little had changed. He still felt the same combination of fear and awe in the wyrm’s shadow.  
 
    His father’s last words that day echoed down the ages: “Dragons possess incredible power, my son. Their spirit is unlike that of mortal beings. Take its life…and you take its magic. Take it, and you will have life everlasting. Think on it, boy. Slay the wyrm and you will become as the gods. Isn’t that something?” 
 
    “Will I see it again?” he had asked. 
 
    His father’s tears were gone and his voice was now cold and hard. “That is up to you. If you become the man I think you could, then perhaps. But know this: to do so demands sacrifice. We shall see.” 
 
    To become as the gods. Immortal. Free of the icy grip of death and the ravages of old age. It had been his father’s words more than anything that had driven him always and endlessly to this moment.  
 
    From that day, he saw his father differently. Unlike most boys, he no longer sought approval or love. No. His father had become a conduit to the knowledge he needed if he were ever to slay the wyrm.  
 
    Two years later, he took his first fiery salamander.  
 
    Found in the marshlands just to the south of his home, they offered little but still demanded caution, as they were capable of maiming those foolish enough to get too close. Physical contact was essential for him to draw out the rudimentary magic his father had taught him.  
 
    The salamander twitched beneath his touch. The convulsions intensified until they became violent, and still he whispered the words of the invocation, fascinated by this death playing out before him. In the last throes of life, the salamander surrendered its spirit and power. Elation surged through him. It was like nothing he could have imagined. In an instant, he understood its most primal urges – more than merely its desire to cling to life. As it saturated into his being, he could feel himself grow stronger. It was a small change – a tiny increment. But he would never forget that moment.  
 
    As his young eyes gazed upon the dead body of his victim, he understood what his father had meant by sacrifice.  
 
    It would take a will of iron and a heart of stone to complete the journey, but the first step was taken.  
 
    He would master the forbidden art.  
 
    The power of the necromancer would be his.  
 
    But that thrill faded. Even before reaching adolescence, he had grown weary of robbing small creatures of both life and the spark of magic. He wanted more.  
 
    More than his father would allow; but that didn’t stop him. By the time he turned fifteen, he saw genuine fear in his father’s eyes. Their lessons ceased. There were secrets left, but the old man refused to teach him. He spent his days and long nights delving into the darkest recesses of his father’s Arcanum, learning, always learning. His hunger for knowledge was unprecedented; his desire for the power that knowledge promised unbridled. He sought out ever more powerful creatures, leaving home for weeks at a time to hunt them down. And with each life he took, his strength increased.  
 
    But it was never enough.  
 
    That hunger gnawed at him. He knew it would consume him one day because no matter how much he fed it, the mindless beasts he absorbed simply lacked the power to sate it. 
 
    Until the day he finally confronted true power and its infinite price.  
 
    He returned from the hunt high on the life force flowing through his veins. That high would fade soon enough, he knew, but for now it was thrilling. Little did he know what he was walking back into. Nobles, cowards one and all, had discovered that his father practiced the dark arts of necromancy and ambushed him on the road. Mortally wounded, his father had managed to escape, but there was no denying what would happen next. It was nature at its most fascinating. 
 
    He looked down at the ravaged body of the dying man helpless in his bed, gripped by the fever sweats. He should have felt something. Sorrow? Grief? But staring down at his father, the closest he came to recognizable emotion was rage – not at the men who had done this to him, not because he had no choice but to flee the place he called home, but because his father held secrets that he had refused to pass on. And now it was too late. 
 
    “I can feel the need in you, son,” his father said, his last thoughts coming out of his mouth in brittle words. Soon he would be silent forever. “It has been there ever since that day on the cliff. It is my fault. I did this to you. I should have never taken you there – never shown you…” He coughed blood onto his chest, flecks of red spittle raw on his chin. He didn’t wipe them away. The grip of death grew tighter. “I know you hate me, boy, but I have good reason for not feeding the darkness I see within you. It is the eater of worlds. And I cannot allow it to claim you. It is gone. I have taken steps. That ancient knowledge has no place in this world. When I am gone, it will be lost forever.” 
 
    A fury the like of which he had never known blazed through him, molten lead in his veins. He looked at his father with utter contempt. It was in that moment his life was irrevocably altered. He placed his hands over his father’s chest and began whispering the forbidden incantation. The thread that tied the life he sought to the world they shared was frayed to the point of breaking. He had no choice but to draw in all the magic he had accumulated over the years, willing the thread to hold long enough for him to feed, but still it slipped beyond his grasp.  
 
    He would not be denied.  
 
    He drew the dagger from his belt and spread his arms wide. “It is my birthright!”  
 
    His father lacked the will to speak, but the sheer terror in his eyes was unmistakable. He looked down at the old man, savoring his fear. “Beg,” he said, his voice so much more reasonable now that he was in control. “Plead. Implore me to spare you. Find the words, Father. Beg me to spare you this fate, which we both know is so much worse than death.” But the old man didn’t; he said nothing as the dagger sank into his heart, the words of the spell coming in a chill whisper so much more terrifying than rage could ever be. 
 
    Then there was silence.  
 
    He felt the briefest flicker of power – the promise of magic so close, so ready, waiting for him to claim it. It was vastly different than any magic he’d ever tapped. This wasn’t the flood of some relentless force rushing out of the corpse of a wild animal.  
 
    This was a slowly building storm.  
 
    It was gentle in the beginning; almost pleasant, in fact, even as it gradually increased in depth and scope. The thrill of it was tantalizing – irresistible. That first taste could never be enough. He craved more. Always more. He tore his father apart, pulling the dagger free, and as if in response, the torrent of magic and knowledge poured out of him, drawn into the core of his being with such ferocity he dropped heavily to his knees, struggling to contain it.  
 
    Pleasure became pain. 
 
    He clawed at his face. 
 
    He tore at his robes.  
 
    But more than anything, he could not bear the idea of it ending…ever.  
 
    Within the life force mingling with his own, he realized there was something else. Something more. It took him a moment, the silence between heartbeats, to grasp what they were: the memories of his father. They scattered throughout his essence like leaves on a high wind. He caught the moment of horror as the blade ended his life, still burning bright at the forefront of his being; but underscoring it all, every other emotion, was another deeper, darker fear: the all-consuming darkness within his boy and his obsession for the Elder Dragon. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as he fed on his father. It could have been seconds, it might have been days, but finally the pain subsided and calm returned.  
 
    The dead man was a husk. The knowledge was his. Everything his father had known was within him, but it was spread throughout his mind in a shattered mosaic of images and emotions that refused to come together. And the magic… the magic was his.  
 
    And it was so much more potent than he had dared to dream. 
 
    His father had been… special. 
 
    Something touched the back of his hand and distracted him from his musing. Something wet. His father’s blood was dripping from the bed onto the floor. He spread it over his flesh with the tip of his finger. This was the price of power. This was what the old man had meant by power demanding sacrifice.  
 
    He had been a young man then, filled with passion and vigor. The years since had taken their toll. Though his magic was powerful and his abilities unmatched in the mortal realm, his body decayed with each passing year, unable to contain so much death within it unchecked.  
 
    But that would change today.  
 
    He reached inside himself, tapping into the enormous wellspring of death magic that he had gathered to his soul throughout his life. His father was just the first in a long line of human souls who had fed him their dreams and desires, and he now drew on every beast he had absorbed down to the first salamander he had taken as a child. Every last one of his unwilling victims filled him with their life force. A lifetime of death, gathered for a single purpose: to grant him everlasting life.  
 
    He felt the sparks chase across his fingertips. The air began to shimmer and crackle around them. The aura spilled down his arms, surrounding his entire body with a cloak of impure magic. He was ready.  
 
    And that the Elder Dragon was to be found here, in this place, on this day – it was nothing short of destiny.  
 
    He turned his gaze to the tempest above.  
 
    It was there the gods dwelled.  
 
    And soon he would be their equal.  
 
    He turned his attention to the fell beast skimming across the whitecaps. Just as it had the first time, the dragon ignored his presence. He was nothing more than a gnat on the cliff top – insignificant. It did not sense the danger it was in, but it would soon learn the folly of underestimating the threat this particular gnat posed. 
 
    Lightening leapt from his fingertips, splitting the darkening sky as he unleashed his terrible power. It arced beyond the cliff’s edge, and the turbulent swells of the sea rose to meet the shimmering bolts of bluish lightning as though in greeting. The ferocity of the waves intensified. The churning whitecaps pounded against the cliffs again and again and again. The surface of the sea boiled, spewing immense spumes of steaming spray, and still the sheer elemental rage grew, the water becoming a bubbling cauldron of death.  
 
    Even this far apart, the roar of the dragon reverberated through the bones of his chest, the harmonics resonating through the marrow. He grinned viciously. His heart danced to the tune of the dragon’s roar, surging with excitement and fear.  
 
    He had caught its attention.  
 
    The great beast banked and swept low, across the roiling sea. Its immense body moved with all of the terrible grace of a bird of prey. It rose again, twisting, spiraling, gaining momentum as it came out of each fresh corkscrew, its dizzying ascent fueled by the unfathomable power harnessed within its wings, up and up, banking across the firmament as fresh lightning forked across the heavens followed by the physical battering of thunder, the elements shrieking their rage as the Elder Dragon circled directly overhead.  
 
    The air beneath the dragon sizzled and popped, spitting spiteful little static irritants into its underbelly.  
 
    The dragon grumbled, its anger growing, as it searched out the source of the incessant shocks.  
 
    “I am here!” he cried, his voice torn away by the wind. “Do you see me now? Open your eyes, ancient one, truly see, and know fear. I have come for you.” His words were punctuated by a rapid succession of needle-sharp darts of raw current striking the beast from both above and below.  
 
    The dragon’s huge wings unfurled, the veins in the stretched-taut flesh lit scarlet by a huge bolt of lightning that speared down into the sea, splitting into forty forks and forty more from them. There was nothing natural about the lightning.  
 
    The dragon’s eyes, at long last, fell upon him.  
 
    He felt as though his soul had been set ablaze.  
 
    It was glorious. 
 
    Those timeless eyes peeled away the layers of his essence one by one, seeking to reveal the very core of who he was. He welcomed the invasion; this was a trap in which he would not be caught. He was prepared for everything the beast might hurl at him. He whispered the words of power, erecting an unassailable barrier within his mind that shut the dragon out completely. 
 
    “Come, beast, let us see the nature of true power, shall we, you and I, to the end of time.” 
 
    The dragon glared, and mental barriers or no, he could feel the malice burning off the ancient wyrm as it began a new spiraling descent. It was predictable. That would be its undoing. In its mind it was the predator, not the prey. It saw only an irritant, a pest, and didn’t grasp that the smallest thorn could leave the mightiest beast lame. He watched it come – controlled, measured.  
 
    This is it, he thought. The moment. All his life and every death he had caused had led inexorably to this moment in time, this clifftop, this fight. He had one chance. Misjudge it and he was dead. The timing must be perfect. He took a deep breath and spread his arms wide, calling out to the storm as though it were a living thing.  
 
    And it responded.  
 
    More than anything, the storm hungered to be one with the elemental magic surging all around it.  
 
    As the beast drew closer, he felt doubt creep in. His heart thundered erratically in his chest, no rhythm to the beats. He welcomed it, focusing his mind on each lightning crack and roll of thunder, willing the magic to rise inside him, burning away at his flesh, begging to be unleashed. The dragon’s stare bore down on him with primal fury. Its shade loomed larger with each breath, filling the sky above him until he could see naught but its massive body and sickly yellow eyes.  
 
    At last, the moment came.  
 
    He clapped his hands together, unleashing every single life force he had gathered into his being, every soul he had drained, every corpse he had consumed, all of it, the true essence of his power.  
 
    A streak of lightning lit the entire night sky as it tore into the heavens, a deafening sonic boom feeding the raging storm. The bolt scorched by the dragon to merge with the welcoming force of the vortex of churning thunderheads, its energy leaping down to meet it like an eager lover. The eye of the storm opened blackly over the dragon. The clouds churned faster and faster, the vortex opening into the funnel of a wild tornado as the elements of life and the magic of death comingled, and the diametric opposites tore each other apart in a brutal, blinding explosion.  
 
    The shockwave sent him sprawling backwards. He hit the ground hard, staring up at the dragon.  
 
    It hadn’t slowed its dire descent.  
 
    It was coming for him. 
 
    “Kill me,” he breathed, “if you can.” 
 
    In a sublime moment of pure silence, a lifetime’s worth of death magic amassed in the air above the fell beast, coalescing into a huge ball of white lightning that flashed and sparked and sizzled, burning away the eye of the storm.  
 
    The dragon finally understood.  
 
    It heaved its body toward the sea, banking away from the necromancer on the clifftop, massive wings beating furiously at the howling winds, trying to break free.  
 
    But it was too late.  
 
    The ball of lightning plummeted, enveloping the great serpent, which thrashed and roared its rage and fear, battling the walls of its prison with all of its strength, but to no avail. It was trapped and being drawn inexorably toward its demise. 
 
    He allowed himself the slightest of smiles, finally, as he pushed himself back to his feet. The dragon was a thing of beauty: a creature unlike any that had lived before it, or would likely after. It was the mother of all dragons. The first. The greatest. And she was at his mercy. The words of power were dry on his tongue, ready to come to life in the air as he gave voice to them. All it would take, just as with his father, was the right words, the icy caress of the invocation across his lips, the knife to the dragon’s heart more ethereal than the one that had claimed his father’s life. He would absorb the spirit and power of the Elder Dragon, and in doing so would achieve more than any mortal had ever dreamed possible. He would be as a god – immortal and all-powerful. All who lived would bow to his will.  
 
    He watched in eager anticipation as the dragon continued to beat its wings against its magical prison.  
 
    The seconds felt like hours.  
 
    Finally, the incantation touched its spirit.  
 
    He let out a soft gasp.  
 
    So unimaginably powerful.  
 
    More so than he ever thought possible. So much more. So deliciously potent. So full of life. So ancient. 
 
    The energy that seeped into him through their connection was little more than a filament, and yet it was much more potent than any life force he had ever fed upon. He savored its sweet caress. He wanted nothing more than to reach out and touch it in return, his heart swelling with a lust he had never known. Nothing could compare to this. Nothing. It made the spirits and magic of man and beast seem trivial.  
 
    Then, as though the ties that bound them had been cut, the contact was broken, leaving him with an immeasurable sense of loss. 
 
    A wave of fury and hatred struck him with such vehemence it all but threw him from his feet again. He understood then what was happening: the dragon was fighting back.  
 
    Rather than struggle against the combined magics, the dragon had turned and tucked its wings tight against its body, diving like a cormorant intent on plucking its next meal from the surf. He felt the cold grip of panic. He unleashed a fresh wave of power, fusing the lightning strikes with the eddying air to form a shield within the air itself, and ran with all the speed his aging legs could muster, hurling himself at the beast. 
 
    Pain lanced up his leg as savage talons pierced his flesh.  
 
    He did not cry out.  
 
    He accepted it. 
 
    Pain was as close to death as any emotion; he channeled it, using it to focus his fury. 
 
    This was far from over.  
 
    The pounding of wings lifted him skyward. Before he could break free, he was hundreds of feet above the raging sea, dangling precariously by one leg in the clutches of the dragon. The storm raged all around them. The beast seemed to be flying into the dead center, the eye where the vortex and the howling winds were becalmed, where silence was king, as though it could hide from his magic there.  
 
    There could be no hiding. Not now. Not ever. 
 
    Another word drew down the ball of lightning so that it enshrouded him. It chased across every inch of his flesh, alive, endlessly sizzling and sparking and arcing from hand to hand, his hair standing on end, his entire frame locked rigid.  
 
    The dragon thrashed its head, its crown of bones dripping with sea spray, and lashed out with its talons, trying to dislodge him. But the spell had already bound them together; fight as it might, drawing on every ounce of strength the ancient creature possessed, there would be no letting go.  
 
    Once again, he began the incantation. The words were burned into his soul. In such intimate proximity, what had been a tiny trickle binding them became a relentless flood.  
 
    This time it was more than magic and spirit flowing through him. The mind of the dragon fused with his own, probing at first, then battering at the barriers he’d thrown up to protect himself as the dragon sought a way to dislodge both the enemy gored onto his talons and the foul magic draining his essence. It knew what was being done…and why.  
 
    A voice thundered through his skull: I will not allow this, little man.                
 
    “You cannot stop it,” he promised, even as he felt the dragon resisting. More than that: the ancient wyrm fought back, attempting to reverse the direction of the flow, drawing his mind out of him, his thoughts into it, his soul into its flesh, his magic, his deaths, the many of them, into its wellspring of power. And it was succeeding. Only slightly at first, the edges of memory escaping him. But the dragon’s strength was a match for his own. Each struggled to draw the strength from the other; brutally, subtly, ruthlessly, fastening onto the essence of the power they held within them, neither willing to submit.  
 
    The dragon raced higher and higher into the black eye of the wild storm as each spirit battled for supremacy. Forks of lightning flashed all around them; sheets of raw energy tore through the thunderheads. And still they rose. Torrents of rain stung his face and hands. His entire body was blasted by the gale force winds. The air became thinner and thinner the higher the dragon climbed, each breath growing labored. He couldn’t draw the precious oxygen out of it, so thin was the air up here. Unaffected, the dragon beat its monstrous wings evermore vigorously.  
 
    He knew that he needed to do something before it was too late. He clung tenuously to consciousness, black lines sparking across the limits of his vision as his body threatened to betray him. Should he black out, his magic would fail, and he would plunge to his death. It was as simple as that. He concentrated his mind on the filaments of magic in the air, channeling them to fill his lungs. It would work for now, but he could not breathe magic for more than a minute or so. It was a temporary salvation.  
 
    Then, as they breached the very eye of the storm, the clamor ceased. They emerged above the vortex of swirling, relentlessly churning clouds into the brilliance of the sunlight. And still the dragon climbed, until not even the rumble of thunder could be heard over the beating of wings and the rush of wind.  
 
    “Surrender yourself to me,” he said, though he was unsure if he had actually spoken the words.  
 
    Never, came the reply.  
 
    “I am your match. Together we could rule this world in place of the gods.” 
 
    You are a man and all men must die. I am eternal. You are nothing. 
 
    The beating of wings stopped, and for a moment the silence was pure.  
 
    And then they began to fall.  
 
    Neither could possibly survive the impact. Not from this height, not at this velocity. He could not believe the great wyrm was willing to destroy itself just to spite him. 
 
    “You fool!” he shouted. “You will kill us both.” 
 
    A tidal surge of emotion poured through him, suffusing his mind.  
 
    The dragon had seen into his heart and had chosen death for them both.  
 
    And there was nothing he could do to stop it.  
 
    After so long, so much toil, amassing so much death and claiming so many souls, it was over. He had lost. He heard the mocking laughter of his father ringing out across the years, savoring his inadequacy. He latched onto it, real or not, allowing that self-loathing to fill him with pure burning-bright rage.  
 
    He cast his eyes downward.  
 
    The swirling mass of the storm obscured the ground.  
 
    He had no way of knowing whether they would crash into land or sea; not that it mattered. Either would kill them as absolutely as the other. The wind tore at his flesh, pummeling him, battering his body; he could not give voice to a single word of power. And still their momentum increased.  
 
    Pain was to be his final sensation.  
 
    Pain and suffering.  
 
    For the first time, he noticed the heat radiating from the dragon’s hide. He reached out the flat of his palm, resting it on a black scale. It was hard as iron, yet smooth and yielding. The memory of desperately wanting to touch the beast as a child crept into his mind, only to be chased away by his father’s vile laughter. 
 
    The world around them erupted as they re-entered the storm. Lightning lashed out at the great beast – no mere lightning this, but fueled by the hatred passed on through the conduits of magic and time, from his father through him into the lightning and in turn into the beast.  
 
    The strike seared a white-hot brand across the scale. 
 
    The heat from the dragon’s body intensified dramatically, as though a furnace burned beneath its flesh. It let out a deep bellow of a cry. A death knell. The dragon accepted its fate. But there was something else. The heat rose, incandescent, undampened by the storm or the lashing rain.  
 
    The dragon’s scales smoldered. 
 
    Curls of smoke thickened.  
 
    The scales blistered, the black darkening still, before they burst into flames.  
 
    In a sudden panic, he tried to free himself, but in the descent their roles were reversed – he was trapped. 
 
    The fire licked at his face and arms.  
 
    He winced against it, expecting the sudden agony of flame to consume him, but there was no pain. His initial relief vanished when the world turned to black, his eyesight failed, only to return a split second later.  
 
    No, not his eyesight.  
 
    Somehow, in this final moment, the dragon had fused their spirits.  
 
    They were one.  
 
    A single being streaking down through the sky in a fiery ball, death waiting to take them together.  
 
    As they broke through the clouds, he expected the world to coalesce into either rocky ground or churning sea. He saw neither – only a void of complete blackness. He struggled uselessly against whatever sinister magic the Elder Dragon had conjured, but he was no longer free. They were bound together as a single being. He cursed the dragon as the darkness surrounded them. But the dragon did not reply. All light from the world was gone.  
 
    And still they were falling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
     
      CHAPTER 
     ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snow lay thick and heavy on the ground. Akiri knew that he should have waited until spring before making the perilous trek into the mountains. The well-worn trail through Erdagorn Pass was closed to all but the most determined and reckless. Even during the summer months, this far north, the journey would have been taxing. But in winter, especially one as bleak and bitter as this, it was nothing short of suicide.  
 
    Akiri’s fur-lined leather boots carved out a channel, foot by foot, as he walked relentlessly on, eyes focused on a destination he couldn’t see. From the outset, the snow had continued its savage assault. The north lived up to every cruel nickname it had earned and then some. Most men would have succumbed to the cold, curled up on the side of the mountain and waited for death to win the race to be with them, or turned back to die again another day.  
 
    But not Akiri.  
 
    He was anything but most men. He had endured worse. And would endure worse still. That was his life. He would not be beaten; not by something as ordinary as the mountain’s wrath. But that did not change the fact that the journey was taking much longer than he had anticipated, and every day winter was worsening. Each slow step was frustrating. There was need for haste. But not even his iron will could melt the snow.  
 
    His mount toiled behind him since the ice made riding too perilous. Winds whipped in around the pass, calling out balefully to all foolhardy enough to hear them. The animal was skittish. He could hardly blame it when every footfall was potentially lethal, the dizzying drop to the valley below not something he wanted to contemplate. It seemed that the gods were bloody-minded enough to hinder his every step, which was yet another reason to hate them, as far as he was concerned.  
 
    Akiri figured that he must be nearing his destination, but up on the mountain the difference between a day and an hour was sometimes hard to grasp. It was also lethal.  
 
    The snow bit at his face, pulling the skin tight.  
 
    He walked on. 
 
    Up ahead, he could barely make out a darker blur amid the swirling snow. Arms flailed in a flurry of excitement and the words, “Uncle Akiri! Uncle Akiri!” carried down to him.  
 
    He smiled despite himself. 
 
    The white furs the boy wore blended in almost perfectly with his surroundings. The illusion would have been perfect if he had hunkered down. The snowfall was an agitated, constant motion, but the boy’s frantic waves were repetitions of the same movement, giving him away. As he neared, he saw the features of the tiny red-raw face beaming down at him from a snowdrift. He would not have recognized the boy in a crowd, but then he had been little more than a babe in arms when Akiri had last seen him. Now he was a willowy stripling of ten summers or more and growing fast. He was tall but moved gracefully, with a sureness of foot even on this treacherous ground that said that he had inherited his father’s agility to go along with his lean frame.  
 
    Had it really been a decade since he had last seen the boy’s father? Ten years? It seemed impossible. They had been sword brothers, fighting side by side in countless battles. He had always imagined that was how they would end their days, too – side by side. But Cammaric had made a decision that changed everything, putting his wife and child ahead of his service to the Dul’Buhar. Akiri recalled the anger he felt; the sense of betrayal toward the man he had always thought a brother. Had it been any other man, he would have likely killed him on the spot. But Cammaric was no coward, no deserter. He never acted rashly, and in all the days they had been together had never faltered in his commitment to his duty. As a warrior, only Akiri was greater, and even then there was nothing between them. Cammaric was special. He had greatness in his veins. He could truly have been the very best of them if he had stayed. All Akiri could do was trust that Cammaric was making the right choice; though it took him years to accept it. But looking back now, considering everything that had happened with the Sorcerer King and how Akiri had come to be here, perhaps it had been for the best after all.  
 
    It was good fortune that Cammaric’s message had been able to reach him at all; a man being hunted by a mad king was not an easy man to find. But Cammaric was nothing if not resourceful. He of all people knew the places Akiri was likely to seek out, trying to disappear. In all probability, only Borlon knew him better, but only because he had known Akiri longer. Even so, the message was months old when he received it. The contents were vague, but unmistakably a call for help, and Akiri had set out immediately. 
 
    The boy, Seyla, bounded down the slope toward him. Akiri waved in return. “Stay there, boy,” he called.  
 
    But Seyla would not be deterred. “You’re here! I told Father today was the day. He didn’t believe me. But I knew you’d come.” The boy surged through the snow, which on him was almost waist-high in places, until finally he stood in front of Akiri, breathing hard and bending down on his knees. Akiri sighed and shook his head. He was glad Kyra was far to the south on a hunt. He doubted the boy had ever set eyes on a dragon, and even a youngling like Kyra could instill terror in the heart of a child. “You, my boy, are every bit as stubborn as your father.” 
 
    Seyla grinned. “Mother says that, too. Whenever she’s angry with me, it’s always, ‘You’re just like your father.’” His face turned solemn. “After a month went by and you didn’t come, he said I should stop looking. He didn’t think his message would find you. I heard him tell mother he wasn’t sure you were there to be found, after everything that had happened… But I knew he was wrong.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I could be someone pretending to be Akiri, could I not?” 
 
    “You’re Akiri. You look just like every story father ever told of you. Besides, no one else is brave enough to climb the mountain during the savage season. Father says you are the bravest man who ever lived.” The boy’s confident determination reminded him of Cammaric, and it was all he could do to suppress a smile.  
 
    “He allowed you to come down here and watch for me every day? Don’t you have chores and lessons?” 
 
    Seyla puffed out his chest. “I always finish my chores first, even when it’s snowing. And Mother gives me lessons before bed. The rest of the time I have spent here, watching.” 
 
    He regarded the boy as if inspecting a soldier. “I think you may be in need of more chores, lad.” He reached down and squeezed his arm. “You need more muscle on your bones.” 
 
    “I’m strong enough to swing father’s sword,” Seyla shot back, jutting out his chin. 
 
    Akiri raised an eyebrow. “Then perhaps I have misjudged you, eh? You must be stronger than you look to lift the blade of a Dul’Buhar.” 
 
    His eyes lit up with pride. “That’s what father says. He says one day he’ll teach me to fight.” 
 
    “You mean he hasn’t yet? Well, then, that is something we will have to address right away. The son of Cammaric needs to know how to wield a blade. Come on, it’s getting late. If we don’t get back to the cabin, we’ll be stuck out here all night, and I wouldn’t want to have to explain to your mother why I let her precious boy freeze to death. Besides, I am hungry.” 
 
    Seyla took Akiri’s hand and tugged. “Mother’s making a stew.” 
 
    Akiri smiled, allowing the boy to pull him along. 
 
    “Is it true you once rescued a noble from a thousand soldiers?” 
 
    At first Akiri wasn’t sure which particular tale he was referring to, but then it struck him. “Yes. Your father and I were sent to rescue Lord Usil. King Nahala’s men had captured him on the road and were threatening to execute him unless we released several high-ranking officers we had captured a few weeks earlier. The only way to get him back was either give in to their demands or find a way to get Lord Usil out.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” 
 
    “Didn’t your father tell you this story?” 
 
    “Sure he did. He said you killed a hundred men all by yourself. And that you saved his life.” 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “Your father saved mine as many times as I saved his that day. And as far as a hundred men…” He looked down at the boy’s eager face, and not wanting to disappoint him with the reality said, “That sounds about right. But that’s not the best part of the story. After we rescued Lord Usil, King Nahala was furious. He was raging. Anger does strange things to a man’s mind, lad. He sent a thousand men to raze an Acharian village to the ground in retribution. Did he tell you about that?” 
 
    Seyla shook his head, hanging on Akiri’s every word. “Did you save the village?” 
 
    “Me? No. I was fighting along the eastern border. Your father and a handful of Dul’Buhar were all that stood in their way. Had it not been for his courage and leadership, hundreds of innocent people would have been slaughtered. He was a hero that day.” 
 
    Akiri went on to recount the tale as it had been told to him, once he had returned from the east. “Dul’Buhar do not boast of their deeds, but such was your father’s bravery that songs were being sung in every tavern and inn throughout Acharia praising his name.” Soldiers still told the tale, though now his name was often mispronounced or changed entirely, erasing him from history. That was just the way it was.  
 
    By the conclusion, Akiri could see the awe that the father’s deeds had inspired in his boy. Akiri did not believe in heroes, but if a boy was to have one, it was only right that it should be his own father.  
 
    Akiri glanced at the sky, slate gray and threatening to bring more snow. The village could only be another couple of miles away. The thought of a warm fire and a good meal had genuine appeal.  
 
    “I will tell you one more story about your father, but in return, you must tell me about your family and life here on the mountain. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” the boy said with a sharp nod, making a pact. 
 
    He proceeded to tell Seyla another story. There was no need to embellish the details. He still could not understand how a woman and child could have made such a fierce warrior turn away from everything he had known. Borlon had said that it was the will of the gods. It was fortunate for Cammaric that Borlon was such an adherent to the fickle deities because if not for his willingness to intercede with the king, Cammaric would never have been released from his bond.  
 
    Akiri then listened as the boy prattled on, telling him every little detail about their life, about his sister, his mother, his friends. Most of it revolved around the help he gave his father and how important they were to their small village. 
 
    “Father won’t let me tell people he was a soldier,” he said. “He says it would change how people are with him. He thinks they would be scared.” 
 
    “A better question is, why would you want people to know?”  
 
    The boy shrugged. “I just would. Some of the other boys’ fathers were soldiers.” 
 
    “Your father was more than a soldier. He was Dul’Buhar. Only the fiercest warriors were permitted to join our ranks. And he is right. People should not know. That you know is enough. It shouldn’t matter what the others think. We carry the truth in our hearts. It is enough. It has to be.” 
 
    “Father says that too.” 
 
    Seyla talked incessantly on the walk, his words whipped away by the wind. Akiri caught fragments of hurried descriptions – the annual Moon Festival; the Winter’s Rage, a three-day sacrifice to the gods where the villagers gave more than they had to give in hopes of a bountiful harvest the coming year; the Birth Day, where all children celebrated being one year older; and so many other things that made up the minutia of life in a village. Akiri wasn’t listening. He could smell burned wood in the icy air. It was too fragrant to be a campfire, and only grew stronger as they walked, until it became overpowering.  
 
    He knew what they were walking into before they rounded the final bend; he’d been around death enough to know its signature scent.  
 
    Smoke rose in the distance; far too much to be coming from any hearth.  
 
    He quickened his pace. Beside him, the horse grew skittish. The aromas did nothing to calm the animal, and this was a beast used to the battlefield. Seyla hadn’t marked anything out of the ordinary and continued with his incessant chatter about the festival.  
 
    The path curved more sharply. There was no missing the columns of thick black smoke or the flames engulfing several of the houses.  
 
    They stopped, caught in silent disbelief.  
 
    The boy stared, trying to understand. A heartbeat later, seeing his whole world ablaze, he raced headlong toward the rising flames. 
 
    “Wait!” Akiri shouted, uselessly.  
 
    He couldn’t just leave the boy to run into the fire. He released his grip on the reins and left his horse to chase after him.  
 
    The boy did not look back. He raced through the snow, arms and legs pumping furiously, screaming his mother’s name over and over again.  
 
    He was fast, but Akiri was faster. Seyla struggled against his grip, flailing and kicking wildly as he yelled, “Let me go!” 
 
    The entire village was burning.  
 
    This was no accident; the blaze had been deliberately started. He scanned the few buildings not yet ablaze, and realized what he wasn’t seeing: villagers. They should have been out in the streets fighting the fires together. This was their entire world going up in flames. There was no way this had a happy ending.  
 
    He pushed the boy down, forcing him to sit, and maintained his hold, one hand firmly grasping his shoulder. “I need you to listen to me,” he said, his voice calm. He needed the boy to trust him. This close, the heat of the flames was intense. They banished the chill of the mountainside. He felt sweat bead on his skin. “You have to stay close to me. There is a good chance whoever did this is still here.” 
 
    “But – ”  
 
    “I know everything you are about to say, boy. But there is nothing you can do, and getting yourself killed helps no one – understand?” The boy nodded, tears in his eyes. “Good. Stay with me. We will find them. Together.” He forced Seyla to meet his eyes until he nodded again.  
 
    Akiri drew his sword with one hand and took the boy’s hand with the other. 
 
    Cammaric’s house was on the far side of the village proper, perched on a rocky outcrop with a glorious view of the valley below. Akiri’s one hope was that the isolation might have afforded his old friend time enough to get his family to safety before the attackers came.  
 
    They entered the village.  
 
    Fires rose on all sides. The sounds of the blaze drowned out the winds as the flames ate through the brittle wood of the rooftops and tore through the walls as though they weren’t there. The heat was unbearable.  
 
    Akiri scanned the devastation, looking for signs of who could have been behind this senseless waste, but aside from the obvious destruction of the fires, there was nothing – no hint as to what had happened here, no bodies on the street, no blood.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    It was as though a ghost town was being scoured from the mountainside, and that was the eeriest of all. 
 
    Off to their left, a horse screamed. A moment later, the animal came charging through the narrowest of gaps between the buildings, nearly trampling them in its panic as the beast raced down the mountain in search of salvation. Akiri looked back and saw that his own horse was still waiting patiently at the edge of the settlement. He had considered sending Seyla to stay with the animal, but knew that the boy would ignore any such order. In his place, Akiri would have likely torn the village apart stone by stone; as would Cammaric. So he expected nothing less of the boy. It was in the blood. He was his father’s son, and Cammaric was Dul’Buhar.  
 
    As they reached the final building, more smoke up ahead betrayed the sickening truth: Cammaric’s house had not escape the destruction.  
 
    Before Akiri could stop him, Seyla wrenched his hand free and ran toward his burning home. Akiri barely reached the boy before he could hurl himself through the blazing doorway into the fire within.  
 
    “Stay here!” The force of the pent up rage swelling up behind those two words stopped the boy far more effectively than the grip on his collar.  
 
    Akiri took one last glance up at the structure to reassure himself that the whole thing wasn’t about to come down on his head. He pulled his scarf up over his mouth and nose, and plunged inside.  
 
    He stepped into a small living room with a hearth and several plain but comfortable chairs. The walls were decorated with a few souvenirs from Cammaric’s time with the Dul’Buhar, things that would have held no meaning to anyone else: a broken shield from when they had barely escaped capture during a raid, a dagger Akiri had pulled from Cammaric’s shoulder in battle, a shriveling portrait depicting the cities of Acharia. It would all be gone in a few moments. Flames clawed up the walls, eating into the soft furnishings and draperies. Smoke stole in from beneath the closed door at the far end of the room. Akiri felt the heat all around him, but it was nothing against the sheer intensity radiating off that doorway. 
 
    The house was doomed. It was only a matter of when, not if, the place would be completely consumed. He had to get out of there if he didn’t want to suffer the same fate.  
 
    “Cammaric?” he called, his words snatched away by the angry cackle of the flames.  
 
    There was no reply.  
 
    He tried again, shouting this time.  
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    Akiri stepped further inside. Through the choking smoke he could just make out the indistinct shapes lying on the floor.  
 
    His instincts had been right. There was going to be no happy ending here. 
 
    He strode into the room and crouched to check the first body for a pulse. It was Cammaric. His body bore the vicious wounds of the blade that had hacked and sliced through flesh and bone. The attack had been frenzied, and if the angle of the cuts were any indication, he had gone down fighting multiple attackers.  
 
    The floor was slick with his blood. Akiri ran a finger through it. It was still sticky, meaning the kill was fresh.  
 
    There were two more bodies on the ground: Cammaric’s wife and his little girl.  
 
    Akiri felt a combination of rage and guilt stab at his heart. A few minutes earlier, and he might have saved them. On such moments the balance of life and death pivoted. He cursed the gods under his breath as he confirmed they were both beyond his help.  
 
    Cammaric had fought to his last breath to protect them, and failed.  
 
    His friend may have settled into the more sedentary life of husband and father, but he was still Dul’Buhar at heart, and even without their supernatural gifts it would take an exceptional foe to overcome him.  
 
    The blood on the floor had spilled from Cammaric and his family. There wasn’t a single bead trailing away from a wounded foe. 
 
    Akiri felt more than heard the movement behind him. The sound was too close to the floor to be the boy defying him. Akiri rose, sword at the ready, pivoting in a single fluid motion, ready to avenge his friend. 
 
    The doorway was clear, lit by flames. He could make out the silhouette of the boy still waiting outside – out of harm’s way. Akiri made out another shape in the shadows; another body. He approached cautiously, his blade poised to lash out and end any threat, but the figure remained motionless. 
 
    His scarf filtered out some of the smoke, but it was still hard to inhale, and difficult to see through the tears it stung from his eyes.  
 
    The smell of the fire mingled with another odor: death. But it made no sense. Nowhere near enough time had passed for the reek to have become so deep-set and rotten to the core. He wanted to be mistaken, but he knew he wasn’t. He’d walked too many battlefields to be wrong. A man like him knew the smell of death better than he knew the fragrance of the sweetest flowers.  
 
    For a moment, he thought he caught the sight of motion, but as he blinked back fresh tears, he couldn’t be certain that the shadows weren’t playing tricks.  
 
    There was no denying the fact it was another body. But all of Seyla’s family were dead; who then was this?  
 
    Keeping a tight grip on his sword, Akiri used a foot to roll the body onto its back, more from curiosity than anything else. The boy could have identified it, perhaps, but he didn’t want Seyla seeing the devastation in this room. The fire would take away the worst of it, but he’d never be free of the nightmares. 
 
    One arm was almost severed at the shoulder. There was a deep slice in the neck that left the head cocked in an unnatural position. Up close, the stench was overwhelming. Even Akiri’s iron constitution was sorely tested. He rolled the head over, and the neck wound oozed to the sound of bone scraping against bone. The face was ruined with decay. He saw several deep gashes across the cheeks and nose, but none of these were recent injuries. Even in haunting firelight, he could see the decay and putrefaction. Maggots moved inside the man’s mouth, having eaten through the facial wounds. This corpse was long dead, and had almost certainly been dug up and dumped here, which made no sense.  
 
    The heat was becoming unbearable.  
 
    He didn’t understand what had happened here, but there was no way he could leave the boy alone, not when the attackers could return at any moment. Akiri started to rise. But a shiver of movement gave him pause. He was about to dismiss it as a trick of the fire’s shadows when one of the corpse’s eyes flickered open. 
 
    Akiri wasn’t a man given to fear, but this had him scrambling back, sword held out in front of him, tip wavering wildly. There was no way on the gods’ green land this man could be alive. No way. But he was. The eyes didn’t lie. The man’s body bore a latticework of wounds no human could hope to survive, and he hadn’t – Akiri would have staked his life on it. The reek of decomposition was unmistakable. The man was dead. He had to be. Eyes open or closed, it didn’t matter. He was dead.  
 
    For the first time, Akiri invoked the Death God’s name: “Xarbaal.” 
 
    The sudden flurry of footfalls behind him caught his attention.  
 
    Seyla called out desperately for his mother, then his father, and as though some grim magic were attached to those two names, the body began to shift and writhe. Only the foulest of magics could cause such a gruesome thing.  
 
    Forbidden magic.  
 
    The body rolled and started to struggle soundlessly to its feet.  
 
    It was utterly horrifying to behold. The dead man’s head flopped and rolled on the twists of muscle that kept it attached to his body. There was no denying the thing was alive, though any argument for it still being human was harder to make.  
 
    Seyla knelt beside his father, pounding on his chest and pleading for him to wake up, to come back to him. Akiri maneuvered himself between the boy and their unnatural foe as the creature stumbled blindly into the nearby table, its arm dangling uselessly at its side. Flames chased around it, gathering in intensity. Akiri coughed back another choking gulp of air. It was so thin now it was nearly impossible to breathe. The scrape of the table leg on the floor caught Seyla’s attention. The boy looked up. He couldn’t look away. He stared in sheer terror at the macabre scene. 
 
    “Go, boy! Run!” Akiri yelled, but the child was paralyzed with fear.  
 
    The creature swayed and stumbled as it moved toward the far corner of the room, away from the heat of the flame. Akiri thought it was trying to preserve whatever passed for its unnatural life, until the creature bent down to retrieve a chipped and rusted blade from the floor. The dead man turned and faced him, and stared him down with vacant eyes. Dead or not, there was no denying it could see.  
 
    It loosed a dry, guttural roar; utterly inhuman and filled with fell intent.  
 
    It was enough to wrench Akiri out of his shock. He let fly his blade. The first strike sliced through the creature’s injured arm effortlessly, but the wound didn’t so much as slow it. It came on with alarming speed, striking back with a low rising cut that forced Akiri to side step to his left or lose his guts through a wide gash in his side. The thing was much faster than it had any right to be. Its movements were jerky and uncoordinated, but like the fire that consumed the village, relentless. Akiri reversed the sweep of his blade, landing another wicked slice that opened a bloodless wound in the middle of the dead man’s chest. The creature didn’t so much as flinch as the gray ropes of its gut spilled out. It delivered a wild swing of its own, the rusty blade whistling by within an inch of his throat as Akiri rocked back on his heels. He feigned right, though the subtlety was wasted on the dead man, and stepped in, delivering a savage thrust and twist which unknotted his guts and bit deep into the vertebrae of his lower back. The dead man came on, swinging wildly, the rusty blade scything through the air between them, back and forth, implacably.  
 
    Akiri had no intention of losing his head, so he used it instead, neutralizing his foe with ruthless efficiency, his strike severing the corpse’s wrist completely. The rusty sword clattered to the floor, but even this did nothing to halt its advance. It was intent on the boy. The dead man reached out with its handless arm and loosed a heart-rending scream. It wasn’t pain behind that shriek of sound. It felt nothing, and he doubted piercing its heart would stop it.  
 
    But Akiri was not without experience when it came to fighting the supernatural, and most importantly, surviving.  
 
    The flames encroached, rippling across the ceiling, threatening to close off any hope of escape. 
 
    It came down to precision as much as power in the end, but Akiri knew a single blow could end the beast – he rocked back on his heels and spun, arm outstretched, turning the weapon into a lethal scythe, and took the thing’s head clean from its shoulders. The blade barely met resistance as it pared through the dead man’s rotted flesh and broke through the bone.  
 
    It swayed on its feet but did not fall.  
 
    For one sickening moment, Akiri imagined he might have to dice the creature into manageable pieces as it somehow took two more labored steps. He planted his palm on its ruined torso and pushed, toppling it to the floor. He stood over it, staring down. He half-expected it to rise again, flapping about and slapping at the floor blindly, but it didn’t. Whatever fell magic had powered the thing, the connection to it had been severed along with its head.  
 
    Again he was struck by the lack of blood. For all the damage he had done to the beast, there wasn’t a single arterial spray to be seen anywhere.  
 
    This had to be what had killed Cammaric.  
 
    But it couldn’t have been acting alone. Cammaric’s wounds promised the kind of frenzied assault this one creature couldn’t have been capable of. But more of them, half a dozen closed in around him, trying to get at his wife and daughter – Akiri could well imagine even such slow-moving opponents being too much for even a skilled warrior like Cammaric. 
 
    The flames tore through the timber frame. The whole place was going to come down around him. 
 
    The boy still stood in the doorway, shock and horror burned onto his young face. He’d seen that look before, on the faces of the damned, in the eyes of the lost. If the boy had just done as he’d been told and stayed outside… bearing witness to something so unutterably terrible could break a young mind.  
 
    He heard an inhuman groan, and for one heart-stopping moment thought the dead man was rising again, but a sudden wrenching crash above him and the burning-bright shower of dust and embers brought the air to life around him. 
 
    “Akiri!”  
 
    The warning came too late; a support beam fell, cannoning off his shoulder. His knees buckled, but he didn’t fall. He could barely see, and each breath was an agony.  
 
    Akiri gave a final look in the direction of his friend, wishing it could have ended any other way than this, and then pushed himself up and sprinted toward the boy. With his sword still in one hand, Akiri snatched Seyla up with the other, and ran with him like a bundle of rags under his arm. He abandoned the dead. The best thing he could do for them was keep their son safe.  
 
    A massive beam tore free of the ceiling and fell across his path. Flames raged on all sides. He was caged in. He couldn’t go forward, couldn’t go back. He felt his skin blister.  
 
    A thunderous tremor shook the house. The whole place was tearing itself apart, all integrity gone. He needed to think.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he told the boy, setting him down. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Get us out of here.” 
 
    A huge wall of fire stood between him and the window, but he could see chinks of snow-covered ground through the outside wall where the fire had eaten through the wood. 
 
    The glass would have been better, but it was out of reach, so the wall would have to do…  
 
    Steeling himself, Akiri gritted his teeth and ran at the wall, slamming his shoulder into the weakened timbers. They sagged beneath the impact but didn’t splinter. He ran back into the flames, turned, and ran at the wall again, weakening it. The third time, the timbers tore, and splinters dug into his shoulder and arm. The fourth, the wall collapsed under the shuddering impact and he sprawled out across the snow, the blessed kiss of the cold on his face enough to mask the pain. He looked back to Seyla. The boy stood in the hole in the wall, flames raging around him, unmoving.  
 
    Akiri held out his hand, urging the boy to take it. 
 
    But Seyla stood absolutely still, paralyzed.  
 
    Akiri scrambled to his feet and rushed back into the house, grabbing the boy by the arm and hauling him out.  
 
    His lungs burned.  
 
    His eyes burned.  
 
    His skin burned.  
 
    But he was alive. And in his world, that was all one could hope for. 
 
    Akiri led them back toward the village, listening for the faintest groan or susurrus of unnatural movement, anything to suggest more of the creatures were out there. But he heard none.  
 
    At that moment, he would have given anything to see Kyra come rising up the mountainside. After what he’d just witnessed, her presence would be a comfort. He reached out to her with his mind, catching distant glimmers of emotion, all of them fixated on her prey as she hunted. Their connection was stronger now than it had ever been, but great distances were still challenging, and in the heat of the hunt he had no way of knowing if she heard him. He was all too aware that his message wasn’t that different to the one Cammaric had left for him. He could only hope that this time, it wouldn’t languish for months unanswered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
    
      
    
     
      CHAPTER TWO
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hours before the flames began to die down.  
 
    The devastation was complete. The village had been purged from the mountainside. There wasn’t a single structure untouched by the fire. Akiri told the boy to wait by his horse so that he could check for survivors, but Seyla was unresponsive. He stared out into the middle distance, seeing nothing.  
 
    It didn’t take long to verify there was no one left alive. Home after ruined home revealed the charred remains of its inhabitants. Again, that unwanted pang of guilt; it could have been different if he had arrived sooner. He could have saved these people. An hour was all he would have needed. The time he had wasted telling Seyla stories of his father’s exploits instead of pushing himself to breach the pass and climb the last stretch of the journey had made the difference.  
 
    He returned to where the boy was still sitting in silence. The likelihood was that the ordeal had broken his mind, at least for now. It would heal or it wouldn’t. The problem facing Akiri was purely practical: questioning a traumatized adult was difficult enough. He lacked the tender nature to coax answers from a child who had just witnessed his world ripped apart in the most gruesome fashion. Nevertheless, he had to try.  
 
    He sat beside the boy, offering no words. The silence wasn’t companionable. It was freighted. Awkward. Finally, he said, “Do you have any idea who might have done this?”  
 
    Seyla was either unwilling or unable to respond.  
 
    Akiri didn’t want to push him too hard. Instead, he set about making camp. He considered abandoning the shelter of the village, itself beyond saving, but thought it unlikely the attackers would return, making it the safest place for them on the mountain.  
 
    He used broken timbers to fashion a makeshift lean-to shelter against the side of one of the husks of a home. The stones around it still harbored the warmth of the fire that had gutted it. Satisfied it would keep the worst of the storm at bay, he set about bedding down, preparing a bedroll for Seyla. The memory of his friend plagued him. That was no way for a Dul’Buhar to die. 
 
    Akiri knew little of such creatures, but could not believe they simply manifested from nothing. The dead did not rise of their own accord. And no sickness brought them back. Only the darkest of magic could cause their resurrection. Anger grew deep inside. He needed to push it aside for now, to focus his mind. Someone had done this to his friend. There would be a reckoning for that. Perhaps not today, nor tomorrow, but Akiri was not a forgiving soul, and his memory was long. 
 
    He made a small fire, and they bedded down for the night. As he lay beside him, he heard Seyla’s quiet sobs.  
 
    He didn’t move to comfort the boy; this was a good sign, he told himself. It meant he was grieving. Grief was natural. The boy was strong, like his father. He would make it through this pain and come out the other side forged into a man through heartbreak. The creaking timbers and crackling of the last buildings still smoldering in the near distance were underscored by the sickly sweet stench of charred meat.  
 
    Gerfar, the settlement, had been standing in one form or another for more than four hundred years, though had only ever been sparsely populated. It had started as a mining camp in the wake of a silver find nearby. But the once rich veins of precious ore had long since been mined out. Now it was a place where people came to forget the turmoil of the world. The memories of battle were inconsequential against the backdrop of the mountains. Here they were surrounded by nature at her most fearsome, and her most spectacular. This was the world they had fought for, and grown weary fighting to preserve: a place with no memory, where a warrior could find peace after a life filled with violence. 
 
    Now it was lost forever; wiped from the face of the land in a single day.  
 
    Like it or not, he’d need to find somewhere for the boy sooner rather than later. The storm had subsided, but the snows were sure to return in force. The bitter cold was a test for even his indomitable will; how the boy would cope, he had no way of knowing. He wasn’t about to get him killed out on the mountain, though. He owed Cammaric better than that. The little he knew of the area suggested it was a dying place, with most of the old mining villages long abandoned. 
 
    He closed his eyes, thinking to sleep for a while, and was still thinking the same when he saw the sun already cresting the horizon. Dozens of thin trails of smoke still twisted into the clear blue sky from the dead village. To the east, the sky was filled with clouds, the wind bullying them their way.  
 
    Seyla was curled tightly inside his blanket.  
 
    He touched the boy’s shoulder. “It’s time to get up.” 
 
    “I’m awake,” he replied, weakly, eyes still closed. 
 
    The faint crunch of boots on snow had Akiri on his feet, sword in hand, before the strangers emerged from the trees.  
 
    Seyla rose and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “Whatever happens, lad, you stay behind me,” said Akiri. “Understood?” 
 
    He listened carefully. Two people – at least, he hoped they were still people, and not whatever came next – trudged through the snow, struggling with uneven steps as the mountain threatened to beat them. 
 
    “Show yourself!” shouted Akiri.  
 
    At first, there was no reply, and then a middle-aged woman wrapped in furs stepped from the cover of the trees. She was accompanied by a child of a similar age to the boy. 
 
    “Do you know them?” 
 
    Seyla nodded. 
 
    The woman saw them, and recognizing Seyla, began waving her arms. “Is that you?” 
 
    Akiri spoke before Seyla could reply. “How many are with you?” He didn’t sheath his blade. 
 
    The woman waited until she stood close enough she didn’t have to shout to answer. “Thank the gods... We saw the smoke and feared the worst.” Her eyes fell on Akiri. “Who are you? Where is Cammaric?” 
 
    Akiri glanced down at the boy. “I am Akiri. Now, it is your turn to answer my questions. Who else is with you?” 
 
    The woman stiffened. “Akiri? I’ve heard your name. Was this your doing?” She pulled the child behind her. 
 
    “Hardly, woman. When I arrived, the village was already in flames. I would have saved any who needed help, but they were beyond my saving. So I repeat – who else is with you? Who made it out of the village alive?” 
 
    The force behind his tone caused her to shrink inwards, diminished against its intensity. The child clung to her coat, looking up at the warrior with tear-filled eyes.  
 
    “There is no one else.” She let that sink in before continuing. “My daughter and I were on our way back from gathering deadfall for the fire when we saw the flames and realized the village was being attacked. So we ran into the forest and hid.”  
 
    “And that saved your life,” he said. 
 
    “Are you saying there is no one left?” 
 
    He nodded, though he suspected she had intuited the outcome already. “What is your name?” 
 
    She looked over his shoulder at the remains of her home. “I am Julla. This is my daughter Milla.” She wrapped her arms around the child. “Mishna preserve and protect us. I can’t believe they are all gone…”  
 
    “You can mourn the dead later,” said Akiri. “I need you to tell me everything you saw.” 
 
    It took a moment for her to regain a measure of composure. “Nothing. Flames. At first I thought that maybe someone’s house had caught fire. Then Milla spied men with swords wandering the street. We ran.” 
 
    “Did you see them yourself?” 
 
    Julla nodded. “I did. But only for a few seconds. They were…unnatural. I don’t know how else to describe them. They didn’t move like normal men.” 
 
    Akiri didn’t doubt her. More of the risen dead, then. “Do you have a husband?” 
 
    “No. He died just before the last winter fell. It’s just the two of us now.” 
 
    Akiri regarded her for an extended moment, and then said, “You can’t stay here. Is there anywhere you can go?” 
 
    Julla was stroking Milla’s hair in an effort to comfort her. “There’s a monastery atop Soul’s Peak. We trade with them often. They’re good people. I’m sure they would help us.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Two days,” she replied. “There are shelters along the way. I can take us there.” 
 
    Akiri looked again at the approaching clouds, at the woman and her daughter, and the boy he had sworn to protect. “Then we should get moving.” 
 
    They gathered their belongings. He had enough supplies to last the four of them if the monastery was as close as Julla said, but not much further. He had been expecting to pass the worst of the winter here.  
 
    He lifted the children onto his mount, and they started off. Julla knelt on the outskirts of the village and offered a prayer to Mishna.  
 
    “The gods cannot help us,” said Akiri, bitterly.  
 
    Julla scowled over her shoulder. “Do you seek to anger them?”  
 
    Akiri sniffed. “It’s not like they notice the likes of us, woman. Either they are already angry, or they simply don’t give a damn what happens to the mortals who offer their prayers. Either way, it’s all the same.” 
 
    Julla bowed her head and finished her prayer, no doubt adding a line begging Mishna to ignore him.  
 
    The mountain path was heavy going as it wound its way up the trail toward the higher peaks. It took them beside Seyla’s house, but the boy didn’t so much as give the place a passing glance.  
 
    By midday, the snow began to fall again; lightly at first, but the darkening sky threatened far worse to come. Thankfully, after glancing above and taking in the portends, Julla told him she knew of a cave they could reach before nightfall.  
 
    Julla walked beside the horse, talking to the children. She was good with them, and even managed to coax a few words from Seyla. All he would say was that he had been waiting for “Uncle Akiri” when the village was attacked. By the time the sun was low in the sky, the snow was coming down thick and fast. 
 
    They reached the cave just as Akiri was growing concerned that they would be forced to weather the elements with nothing more than a blanket. The space was large enough to easily accommodate several dozen people, and there was even room enough for his mount. The cave was well supplied in case of emergency, but that was mountain life. There was no telling if a storm would close in, leaving you trapped on the mountainside, so everyone who sheltered in the caves made sure they were stocked with seasoned wood for fires and various dried goods to offer a meal. From the tool marks scoring into the wall, it was obvious that this was once a much smaller cave that had been hollowed out. 
 
    “Miners used to shelter here against storms,” she explained. “As it’s almost halfway between the village and the monastery, it makes sense to keep it stocked for emergencies like this.” 
 
    Soon he had a warm fire going, and Julla was preparing a broth from the cave’s stores.  
 
    The children played a dice game at the rear of the cave, though neither seemed to be enjoying it. 
 
    Akiri joined Julla by the fire. Keeping her voice low, she asked, “Are you really the boy’s uncle?” 
 
    Akiri shook his head. “Cammaric was my friend. We were sword brothers, not blood brothers. I haven’t seen Seyla since the days after he was born.” He noticed her eyes drift to Seyla, a worried look further creasing the lines on her face. “Cammaric was as kin to me. And I will see his son to safety.” 
 
    “Ah.” It was all that needed to be said to confirm that she understood the situation. “If the monks agree to help us, I will care for him. With your permission, of course. Please don’t be offended, but you don’t strike me as the fatherly type.” 
 
    Akiri nodded. He didn’t doubt for a second the boy would be better off with the woman, but couldn’t imagine being raised amongst monks being any sort of life. They’d probably have him praying most hours of the day and thinking that physical pleasures would send him to the otherworld, cursed and burned. But at least he would be safe – and that was all Akiri could hope for.  
 
    “Can you tell me more about the men who attacked the village?” 
 
    She thought about it a moment, stirring the pot. “They walked with weird staggered steps, like they were drunk, lurching from foot to foot, almost falling but somehow staying upright. One of them, I remember, slashed his broken sword wildly, even though there was nothing in front of him to fight. It was the most eerie thing. He fought desperately, despite the fact he was alone. It was as though he thought he faced a ghost. Others just stood in the street moaning.” She closed her eyes, wiping the fresh tears from her face, her lips trembling.  
 
    There was no point pressing her further in this fragile state. Akiri nodded, offering a reassuring smile. “Thank you, Julla. That was helpful.” She gave a weak nod. “Tell me about the monastery.” 
 
    Julla cleared her throat, forcing back her sorrow. “Not much to tell, really. The monks keep mostly to themselves. They trade with the neighboring villages and take donations from the few pilgrims who go there in the spring. We don’t see much of them this time of year.” 
 
    Akiri looked outside. The snow was steady, driven across the cave mouth by the wind. The mountain was brutal. They would have to wait out the worst of it here, and pray the storm spent its fury while they slept. He really didn’t want to trek for miles in the howling winds and freezing snows if it could be helped.  
 
    Julla was clearly thinking along similar lines. “There is another small cave half a day from here, if the weather turns for the worse while we’re on the mountain.” 
 
    Akiri stood. “Best we start out early, then.”  
 
    She didn’t argue with him.  
 
    He rummaged through the stores, looking for anything useful, but there was very little to be found. He gathered what lamp oil he could carry, along with a coil of thin but sturdy rope and a few other odds and ends.  
 
    They ate, and then Julla put the children down to sleep. 
 
    The pair sat by the fire, Akiri feeding it fresh timber. 
 
    The howl of wolves carried on the wind. On a different night, he might have enjoyed their primal song, but tonight there was something in their call that was wrong; it was as though fear were driving them to flee the mountain and they were shouting a warning to the world. Akiri dismissed the thought as nothing more than his imagination running wild, and forced himself to be still. As strong as he was and as much death as he had seen, he was far from immune to the horrors of the supernatural; seeing the dead rise was enough to strike a note of fear in the bravest man’s heart. But unlike lesser men, he was not ruled by his fear. He accepted it; allowed it to sharpen his mind and fuel his determination. Cammaric had been such a man, too. He deserved better than the death he had received.  
 
    As sleep claimed Akiri, he focused his mind on vengeance. Yes. Whoever had unleashed these foul creatures would learn of terror. And Akiri would laugh as he watched the light of life fade from their eyes.  
 
    Akiri was up an hour before the sun broke through. Julla, it seemed, had not slept. She was already at the fire, preparing a meager breakfast of oats and dried berries. The children seemed to be in better spirits, though Akiri well knew that neither would have overcome the events of the day before with no mark. Yet what was to be gained by wallowing in horror or misery? The sooner Seyla could come to terms with what he had witnessed, the better the chances for his own survival.  
 
    Outside the cave, the snow had ceased. Still, the drifts had banked up to above his knees, more than deep enough to hinder progress.  
 
    Akiri led his horse with the two children on its back while Julla trudged along a path she seemed to be familiar with. The way to Soul’s Peak clung precariously to the mountainside, barely wide enough to accommodate a single traveler. By midday, the trail sloped sharply up, though the deep-lying snow thinned, making each step ever more dangerous as there was ice beneath the surface. Akiri watched the boy regularly, trying to gauge his state of mind. Seyla’s expression was blank, and when he spoke, his voice impassive. Tellingly, the boy didn’t look back the way they had come even once, in essence turning his back on his home. Akiri had no way of knowing if this was a healthy way of coping with grief or not, but he welcomed its expedience. 
 
    For a time, it seemed as if the weather might hold. But the further they walked, the darker the sky above them became, until late afternoon it was black, the mother of all storms brooding and churning, eager to release its wrath. The heavens finally broke, and this time the snow fell in sheer white, the wind blasting their faces raw and threatening to bully them from the side of the mountain as they struggled to walk on. Every few steps against the sheer ferocity of the storm sent a chill deep into Akiri’s core. He couldn’t see through the endless surging snows and had no idea where he was placing his feet. His strides were reduced to tentative edging forward, head down, eyes weeping from the bite of the wind, the tears freezing on his cheeks. 
 
    Akiri stumbled on. Time lost all meaning. Every breath was a battle. He reached back for the horse, laying a calming hand on its neck. The beast was incredible, sure-footed despite the treacherous conditions, and seemingly impervious to the cold. Of course, it was an illusion – left out in the bitter frost too long: the animal would suffer, its lungs would knot, and it would stumble. There’d be little to no warning, and the best use it would be to him after that would be in sating his hunger.  
 
    He could barely see the edge of the path.  
 
    The horse lost its footing as its iron shoes sparked and slipped against the ice. It jerked its head violently back, struggling to keep its balance. The sudden movement almost unseated the children from the saddle, but they clung on for dear life. Finally, Akiri had no option but to help them down so that they could walk beside the beast.  
 
    They walked on, cold to the bone.  
 
    They walked on, ice in their veins.  
 
    They walked on, frost riming their hearts.  
 
    They walked on, blind. 
 
    They walked on until finally a dark smear in the cliff face gave way to a deeper system of caves. It wasn’t merely a welcome sight; it was salvation.  
 
    Akiri took his cloak from his shoulders and wrapped it around the shivering children, and they huddled up inside. As before, there was more than sufficient kindling and dry wood stacked up against the back wall to get a fire started. He stoked the flames, stirring them into life, and told the children to warm themselves over the fire.  
 
    Akiri moved to the cave mouth and watched the mountain as the wind continued to rise mercilessly. If the storm held, or gods forbid, worsened, they were done for. There was no way they could traverse the highest peaks in this; it would be suicide. He knew, too, that there was every chance the storm could last for days. This was why he hated winter. They could hole up and hope to wait it out, but unlike the last cave, there was less in the way of food here. Eventually it would run out, as would the firewood. And when that happened, it didn’t matter how strong they were. The choice would be dying quickly out on the mountain or slowly in the cave.  
 
    The two children huddled closer together, attempting to draw every last ounce of heat from the fire. Beside them, Julla sang nonsense songs, trying to make them laugh.  
 
    Akiri kept watch, leaning against the stone wall while he oiled his blade. The weapon did not need much in the way of care; it was a masterpiece of death, made to withstand time beyond measure. Tending to it was habit. It helped him center his soul. It helped him focus. It gave him something to obsess over, simply repetitive back and forth motions, working the oil across the flawless surface. As he worked on, the storm weakened. The difference was barely perceptible, but his sight was sharpened by the power in his merkesh, and he noticed the difference. It offered a glimmer of hope that they might walk away from this. 
 
    The mountain trail would be worse than anything they had traversed thus far, but he was damned if he were dying up here. He’d dig a path with his bare hands if he had to, all the way to the monks. He wasn’t just seeking shelter; he was looking for wisdom. Monks were keepers of secrets. If anyone would know about the nature of the dead men that had attacked the village, they would. He needed to believe that. Once he knew Seyla was safe, he would see about avenging his friend. Slaying one of the creatures was nowhere near enough to balance the scales. That thing had been a mindless vessel, driven by a single overpowering purpose. But whose purpose? Who was really behind the slaughter of the village? 
 
    Power lay in knowledge; to defeat a dead enemy, he needed to learn the truth behind their rising, and beyond that the meddler with forbidden magic staining his soul.  
 
    As he settled down beside the fire, his belly satisfied for now by the stew Julla had warmed through, the memory of the dead thing’s grim face stole into his mind, screaming with its inhuman voice, its sightless eyes open and intent on Seyla. He remembered the hunger in its stare; the need.  
 
    Akiri sheathed his blade and settled in under his blanket. With each hour that passed, his resolve grew stronger. 
 
    He would honor his friend with the blood of his killer. Cammaric would have done the same; of that he was certain. Sword brothers knew a bond that few could understand. And theirs had been stronger than most. If it had been Akiri who was slain, Cammaric would have razed the mountain to the ground and assailed heaven itself to bring his killer to justice. 
 
    The wise often said that vengeance was futile; that in the end, it would destroy those who sought it. Akiri sniffed and pulled the blanket tight. Clearly the wise had never fought and bled with those they named sword brother.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER THREE
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Akiri awoke suddenly in the pitch darkness, aware that it was not the time to rise. What had disturbed his slumber – the pain from his wounded shoulder? a noise? an intuition? He couldn’t put a name to it any better than he could shrug it off. Like it or not, he was awake. He lay for a moment listening, but caught nothing to justify his rousing – only the low rush of the dying wind blowing across the mouth of the cave and the steady breathing of Julla and the children. 
 
    After a minute, he threw his blanket aside. As long as he was up, he might as well take a quick scout around, he reasoned. Just to be sure. Just in case. If nothing else, he could stretch his stiffened muscles and aching joints. Besides, they could always use more wood for the fire.  
 
    A quarter moon provided a dim light, yet reflected by the snow it was enough to see by. Akiri picked his way down the path, careful not to dislodge any stones. He paused frequently, but heard nothing. Saw nothing. Smelled nothing. Probably it had been his throbbing shoulder that had awakened him, or perhaps residual adrenaline. Still, he was out now. If he were going to return with any kindling, he would have to leave the path. Rounding a bend, he found a leveling off that promised sure footing. A few yards away he could see a stand of scrub oak, from which he might break off a few branches. 
 
    No sooner had he reached the stunted trees than his ears picked up a sound. Not the wind, not animals, but the crunching of boots on snow. Damn. It hadn’t been pain that had awakened him; it had been a warrior’s sixth sense. They’d been followed. The scent of death invaded his nostrils, telling him that their pursuers were not men but more of the foul creatures. From the sound of it, the number was few – though who knew how many followed behind? 
 
    Akiri squeezed his body through the stand of trees, ducked behind a large boulder, and waited until the sounds had passed. But now he was cut off from the cave. Worse, the things were between him and the children and Julla. To get back to the cave meant getting through them. There was no way he could give them a wide enough birth to pass without giving his position away. And there was no way he could end things with a single blow, not for sure, and not without risking calling more creatures with the commotion. 
 
    He glanced up to where Julla and the children were still fast asleep, oblivious to the danger approaching. The fading glow of the embers now seemed like a beacon, lighting the way for their enemies. It was only a matter of time before they were seen. He needed to draw the things away. Hopefully, the noise would rouse Julla, and she would have the presence of mind to get the children to safety. 
 
    Akiri edged closer, pressing up against the bole of the tree ahead of him, watching before he crept forward to the next, crossing the ground between his hiding place and those things. Surprise was key. He’d left his knife with the woman, though it was scant protection against dead hunters. With luck she’d not be called upon to use it. His sword wasn’t the perfect weapon in a situation like this, but it beat trying to tear the things’ head off their shoulders with his bare hands.  
 
    Before he could make his move, any chance of controlling the situation was snatched away.  
 
    One of the things turned as the clouds parted. Moonlight flooded the whiteness of the mountainside, leaving Akiri with nowhere to hide. The thing opened its mouth, but no sound emerged. It could not alert the others; that was a blessing. Akiri closed the gap between them, the too-familiar reek of death clinging to the thing like sickly perfume. The thing paused, struggling to adapt to the sudden appearance of the warrior. That hesitation was enough for Akiri to swing his blade, sending it through the air in a vicious arc. He put every ounce of strength he had into the blow. In a single strike, he half-severed the head from the dead thing’s shoulders; only gristle and tendon kept it attached as it lolled forward to fall across its chest. The creature fell to its knees, but continued to move, reaching out for Akiri.  
 
    He wasted no time in ending its existence with a second punishing blow that severed the last stubborn meat and left the dead man’s head rolling in the snow at his feet. He stepped over it and began to clamber back toward the shelter of the cave, trying to move fast but without drawing more attention to his climb. His focus was the woman and the children, and the cave offered the best hope of defense.  
 
    However, it was impossible to climb silently. His boots crunched on the snow, compressing it. He was going to be heard. There was nothing he could do to avoid that. It was all about getting back to the cave as quickly as possible. He didn’t look back as he scrambled up the snowbank, and when he reached level ground, he slid his blade back into its sheath and ran.  
 
    He knew more foes were behind him; he could hear their relentless, moaning pursuit. It was as though they had been dredged from the deepest part of his nightmare and dressed in rotten flesh. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” the woman said as he reached the fire, which she had banked up with fresh timber. Their supply had grown perilously thin, but better to burn through it now than save it and die for want of a flaming brand to drive the things back. The children were still groggy with sleep, but Julla was ready, knife in her hand. He couldn’t help but admire her, even if he knew the things would have torn her apart in a matter of seconds. She had steel in her spine. No frightened flight across the mountain this time. She was ready to fight and die protecting the children, as it should be. 
 
    “Don’t thank them yet,” he said.  
 
    With his left hand, Akiri snatched up one of the wooden spars that lay half in the fire, and in one fluid motion drew his sword with the other. He was ready. 
 
    He took up position in the cave mouth.  
 
    The first of the creatures was almost upon him.  
 
    He thrust the burning brand into its face, driving it back, then stepped into the space, giving himself more room to fight. The mouth of the cave was tight enough that they could only come at him two at a time, which made his location defensible. There were worse places to be attacked by the living dead. This way, at least, he could stop them getting inside… perhaps. He had not been able to see their exact number, and more could still be coming. If there were too many, even Akiri’s vast endurance would falter. And if that happened, the end would quickly follow.   
 
    Of course, death might not be the end. These wretched beasts had once been living people. They could even have been local residents, for all he knew. The implications sent a shiver through him that had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    The foremost thing came toward him again, the flesh on its decomposing face now covered with fresh burns. Its shuffling gait was as unsettling as the blind way it lashed out with its rust-riddled blade. A second shape moved in close behind it. This one was more decayed than the first, its features barely recognizable as human – the rot had stolen away more than half of its flesh and sinew, leaving its jawbone and the row of gravestone pegs of teeth exposed.  
 
    Akiri parried the strike, the echo of steel clashing against steel amplified by the strange acoustics of the cave to roll out over the mountain. As the blade slipped down the length of his sword, Akiri lunged forward, shoving the burning brand into its chest.  
 
    The ragged strips of cloth that had once been a homespun jacket caught fire at first contact. The thing betrayed no sign of pain, looking down blindly at the fire taking hold in its gut. It was all the distraction Akiri needed to press his advantage. He slashed at it with his sword, the blade biting deep, and with a booted foot sent the creature stumbling back into its rot-riddled companion. Another slice severed the tendons in its hand. As the blade clattered to the ice-hard ground, the creature groped around desperately with its undamaged arm, trying to find purchase, but Akiri was too good. He scythed the burning torch across its face, shriveling what little hair still clung to the creature’s scalp, and then as it followed the fire with its eyes, cast the brand aside and gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands, bringing it down with as much force as he could muster in a single savage swing. The steel sang as it sliced through the thing’s neck. Metal caught bone as it bit deep, threatening to snag, but Akiri did not pull out of the blow, using the momentum to cleave the creature’s head clean from its shoulders.  
 
    The thing sank to its knees, broken, as its head tumbled back down the mountainside. The body thrashed for a moment, caught between whatever passed for life and final death. Akiri kicked it full in its smoldering chest, sending it sprawling backward into the path of the next attacker.  
 
    He swung again, as the next foe struggled to maintain its balance on the treacherous ground, lashing out wildly with its own weapon before the blade clanged against the cave wall. Akiri moved in, using his sword like a spear to stab at the thing, more to keep it at bay than damage it, as he knew it could withstand no end of jabs and cuts.  
 
    Still it came toward him, merciless in its blind advance. 
 
    “Akiri.” 
 
    Julla was suddenly beside him, two burning brands in hand. She offered him one. He adjusted his grip on the blade and snatched it up. The torch he had cast aside to distract the first of the things sizzled the black ice back into water where it lay. Julla slashed out with the second torch, defending the space beside him.  
 
    The thing came at him again, but it had learned from the fate of its unnatural kin and kept itself beyond the reach of the flames so as not to suffer the same fate.  
 
    Almost too late, Akiri realized it was merely playing for time. The stench of death intensified, and he heard the slow, erratic crunch of snow as others came scrambling up the mountainside. Over the its shoulder he saw that some followed the path as it wound up towards them, while others followed the more direct route he had carved out in his flight. They slipped and stumbled; they fell; they rose only to fall again. They clawed at the ground for purchase, scrabbling about as their feet betrayed them, but still they came.  
 
    A single step forward would weaken his position, but indecision would mean he faced indefensible odds. There were no good choices. But it was always better to die with courage, blade in hand, than as a coward in retreat. 
 
    Akiri hurled the torch, and as the creature before him rocked back, shying away from the fire, he took two rapid steps forward. He slashed high and kicked low, sending the thing stumbling over the edge. He doubted that the fall would kill it – nothing short of decapitation would slow these terrible beasts – but it was one less adversary for the moment, at least.  
 
    Another of the creatures began to scramble over the edge, its fingers raw and ragged, bone showing through where the damaged flesh had peeled and torn away. The wounds would never heal themselves.  
 
    Akiri stepped forward, stamping on the ruined hands, but it didn’t release its grip. Another hand grabbed his ankle, its grasp so tight that he couldn’t shake it.  
 
    The creature tried to drag him over the edge, jerking and twisting violently. Akiri hacked at it, but even that threaten to overbalance him. He swung again. 
 
    The creature shifted the grip, reaching up to sink its bony fingers into Akiri’s calf, and drew down with all its might, toppling him. Akiri hit the ground hard, lashing out with his feet even as his fingers tried desperately to claw into the ice for purchase. 
 
    “I need you,” he called. Julla understood. She wrapped her arms around his waist, the extra weight enough to balance him. He pushed back into her. Two steps and he was safe from falling. The thing’s head rose above the line of rock, tilted at an unnatural angle, dead but not dying.  
 
    Julla tightened her hold on him. 
 
    Still in a seated position, Akiri focused on the landscape and the rising threats.  
 
    As the creature reared up, he kicked out, forcing it back. But the cursed thing refused to relinquish its hold on his leg, the boney digits digging in deeper, sending pain shooting through him. No matter how he tried to swing, the thing was too close, and it kept dragging him down. It wasn’t trying to climb anymore; now its entire focus was on hauling him over the edge to leave the cave undefended.  
 
    The dead foe braced its feet against the mountainside and began to drag him inch by inch toward the precipice. Akiri kicked with a feral yell. The meat yielded sickeningly against his foot, but its grip didn’t loosen. Another kick rocked the almost-severed skull back on the bile-slick ligaments, but it still refused to tear away. And with every kick, Akiri slid another couple of inches toward his death. 
 
    It was a fight he couldn’t win.  
 
    “Release me,” he shouted, needing all of his immense strength to scramble back another couple of steps from the edge. He held his sword out for Julla to take from his hand, but she refused. 
 
    “But if I let you go–” 
 
    “If you don’t, we both die,” he said bluntly.  
 
    This time she didn’t hesitate. Julla took the sword from his hand, gripped it in both of hers, and swung clumsily, though with all of her strength behind the blow. The blade sank into the creature’s shoulder, digging in deep, but as she struggled to wrench it free, it sliced through the last remaining tendons joining body and head.  
 
    The dead man’s grip relaxed enough for Akiri to kick himself free and scramble back to his feet. He took the sword from Julla, and in the echoing infinity between heartbeats, he set off to dispatch the next of the creatures. 
 
    But he knew that there were too many of them. His heart sank as they just kept coming in a rising tide of rotten flesh. 
 
    Three more were already cresting the ledge and moving relentlessly closer. The fire wasn’t enough to keep them back. Each brandished a miserable excuse for a sword. But miserable or not, it would carry out its lethal work. He rapidly decided that his original plan was best: hold them at the mouth of the cave, where their superior numbers counted for nothing. There he would make his stand. He would fight for as long as his strength held out. But eventually, even that must fail, as all flesh did in time.  
 
    And his time was running out. The mighty Akiri would fall, here on this lonely mountainside, torn to pieces by the cruel hands of the dead.  
 
    “Get back inside,” he cried over the baleful moans of the ever-increasing number of foes, aware that the woman was close behind him. Julla lashed out again and again with the burning brand in her hands, but the flame was failing and wouldn’t hold them back much longer. “You know what you have to do if I am killed. The children…” He didn’t finish the thought. She knew. 
 
    Akiri slipped inside the next attack, blocking the swing of two swords with his own, and rolled with it, slamming his elbow in the face of the closest attacker. Its head snapped back. He kicked out, sending it sprawling over the edge. There was nothing artful about his defense. He fought like a demon. Every hacking swing had one aim: to drive the dead back toward the edge. Every moment gained was a moment that could be used to save them. He needed to believe that. Akiri had faced a hundred men and triumphed. But a hundred dead men? That was a different kind of hell.  
 
    The muscles of his sword arm were already burning, the weapon heavier in his hand than it had been a few minutes ago. But for now adrenalin would fuel his body, keeping him alive. He would back himself against any number of living foes, even against the best the Dul’Buhar had to offer, but against an enemy that had already died once? An enemy that didn’t care for life, that didn’t tire?  
 
    He parried another wild swing, then another, taking the shivering impact of the blow along the steel of his blade again and again, holding them back. He took another strike, and a third successive one, the rusty blade grating down the steel of his sword into the cross brace. As he stepped back, struggling to disengage, another attack came in, and the blade gouged into his arm. The impact blazed through him. He wouldn’t be able to take an endless amount of punishment.  
 
    And when he did falter, then what? Would he join the ranks of the dead and turn on Julla and the children?  
 
    He spat an curse, redoubling his efforts. 
 
    He would not die here. This was not how his journey ended. But this was a lie he was telling himself. One intended to keep him fighting – even if it meant only a few moments of life. One more swing of his sword; one more vanquished foe to be counted.  
 
    But a roar outside on the slope gave him renewed hope. 
 
    The huge sound filled the air, shivering snow free from the rocks to tumble down the side of the mountain in a whispered rush, growing louder and louder until finally Akiri heard the beat of wings. The dead ignored the sound, focused entirely on trying to kill him. Akiri used that tunnel blindness to disable another of their number, cutting deep into the dead man’s shoulder and severing the tendons that controlled his grip, loosing the rusty blade from its hand. Before Akiri could deliver a fatal blow, Kyra swooped in close, banking in the air to adjust her trajectory, before she snatched up one of the undead warriors and lifted it high into the air.  
 
    Akiri did not hesitate – he threw himself into the attack with intense vigor, swinging his blade in a dizzying succession of cuts that hewed the heads from the five remaining in front of him. The sheer ferocity of his attack was born of desperation, but there was no stopping him. The dead did not stand a chance.  
 
    Kyra let the corpse fall from her talons. The body tumbled through the sky, one limb tearing away from its rotten torso and falling away beside the rest of the thing.  
 
    Akiri used the few precious seconds his onslaught had bought him to breathe deeply, savoring the bite of the icy air in his lungs.  
 
    Today was a good day to stay alive.  
 
    Two more of the figures emerged on the path. He was beginning to think there was no end to their number, but beyond them he was relieved to see that fewer than ten followed. Akiri knew his limitations as well as he knew his strengths. A man could do impossible things. A man could find the courage to stand on the mountain and challenge the gods themselves. He could strike down a hundred foes, filling the breach in a defensive wall to save a city that moments before had seemed doomed. The same man could stride across a battlefield, sowing the land with blood. He had seen these things with his own eyes; seen the courage people sang of in songs. But men were not gods, and even valor had bounds. But now, with Kyra at his side, he felt as close to immortal as he ever had. Every warrior had his time. Only a few lived to old age; most found death long before death came looking for them. And Akiri was certain his would come. If he was fortunate, it would be with sword in hand, fighting a worthy adversary. But it would not be here. Not now.  
 
    Kyra swooped down, putting herself between Akiri and two more godless warriors. The pair took a couple of paces back, but there was no thought in their movement, and they immediately continued their advance.  
 
    Akiri heard Kyra draw a huge breath into her lungs, her immense chest expanding until she was as intimidating as only a dragon could be, but even then she hesitated. Akiri felt her uncertainty as she sought to harness the power within her. When it came, she roared, expelling the air from her lungs in righteous fury. The impact of her mighty call ripped through the air, forcing the dead men to stumble back a step under the assault before again charging forward recklessly. She sucked in another enormous lungful of air. Akiri could feel her confidence building. This time the roar was accompanied by white-hot flames. In seconds, the foes were shrouded in dragon’s fire; their clothing burned down to cinders in a heartbeat. Their flesh charred and the subcutaneous fat rendered and ignited, turning them into pillars of flame. 
 
    And still for several more steps they refused to fall. But Akiri had seen Kyra do this once before. He understood the power she had unleashed. This was a fire that could not be easily extinguished; it would devour all it touched until there was nothing left. And so it was with the remainder of the creatures.  
 
    The dragon took to the air, unleashing her fury upon the dead until naught but breath came from her gaping maw. Three more times. It was enough.  
 
    Akiri leaned against the cave opening, willing the creatures to fall. He held his sword ready in case they did not. But none made it as far as the cave, their flesh boiling and their bones roasting until they were but charred stumps on the ground.  
 
    Such a death would have been the worst kind of agony for a mortal. But these cursed beasts merely walked on until their bodies no longer were capable of movement. And still they did not scream. Not a sound aside from their hollow moans issued from their mouths.  
 
    When it was over, Kyra returned to Akiri’s side and leaned her head against his thigh. He stroked her neck, his heart still pounding wildly from battle.  
 
    “Thank you,” was all he could manage to say, and then he staggered back inside the cave. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER FOUR
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had taken some time to convince Julla and the children that Kyra was a friend and not another creature come to feast upon their flesh. Julla gathered them to the far end of the cave, her face and clothes covered in soot from the fire brands. She had shown courage. And now she had to show even more as she comforted the children, whispering to them in a reassuring tone, keeping a loving smile from twisting into a mask of fear at the sight of a dragon standing guard at the mouth of the cave.  
 
    Akiri made no attempt to speak once he had explained Kyra’s presence. He was exhausted. Better to leave it to a mother. She would know what to say to ease their fears. His words might only compound them.  
 
    As Akiri settled near to where Kyra stood watch, the pain in his shoulder began to plague him. Once she had the children to sleep, Julla had done her best to clean and bind the wound, but there was little she could do without the right poultices and unguents. There was always the danger of infection, but if the monastery was as close as Julla said, the risk was negligible. Not that he had a choice in the matter.  
 
    Kyra’s presence comforted him. Her unblinking eyes would penetrate the storm and the dark. None would pass. Nothing would harm them. It was more than just the power and might of the dragon that eased his burden; her mere presence was a salve. Through the bond they shared, he felt her fear and concern – not for herself, but for the human she called friend. Though in truth, friend was not the right word. Friend was shallow and feeble compared to what Akiri shared with Kyra. They had bound their fates as one. And it was with this thought lingering in his mind that he finally slept.  
 
    He didn’t know how long he was asleep, no more than a couple of hours, but the utter darkness of the cloud-shrouded sky was gone when he opened his eyes, replaced by the dim light of sunrise. Akiri glanced up. The sky was overcast, threatening more snow to come. When it would fall, he was unsure. The subtle warnings of the wind and clouds were impossible to read. He could only hope it held off long enough for them to complete their trek.   
 
    Every bone in his body was weary, every joint seized. It hurt to move. Even his immense strength had found its limits in this unforgiving place. But he could not afford to weaken, even for a moment. The undead might not have returned in the night, but that didn’t mean they were gone. One thing was certain: there would always be more corpses. So the possibility of facing more foes remained. Kyra remained at the mouth of the cave, ever vigilant, watching the mountain for danger.  
 
    Akiri exited the cave and walked to the edge and stretched, looking out over the snow-covered peaks. The ragged white caps that once had appeared beautiful to him now looked like the great maw of some ancient beast, snarling at him with murderous intent. They taunted him, daring him to go on, to challenge their power. Akiri felt a surge of strength, and he steeled himself against the threat. Come on then, he thought. I am Akiri. I have drawn the blood of the gods. I have slain demons. You will not break me.  
 
    He heard Julla moving about inside the cave. The children were gathering for a meal. Their ability to put aside the reality of their situation was inspiring, but then children were resilient.  
 
    Kyra snorted and shook the snow from the ridges of her spine.  
 
    A potent image flashed through Akiri’s mind, both unfamiliar and deeply unsettling, as it was so pure and primal: a wild boar, guts on the tall grass beside it, carcass open, half eaten. Then, in an instant, the land became a blur. Lush thick forest gave way to villages that rushed by far below him, the people and their animals little more than specks on the ground. He felt a rising surge of pain burn through his body, and still he pushed himself on desperate to go faster and faster still. Desperation and fear gripped him. Waves of urgency crashed over him. Emotion was replaced by need. The need to fly. To answer the call. To reach Akiri.  
 
    Endless forests ended in valleys, and valleys rose into mountains as his panic escalated. The sight of smoldering ruins greeted him. It was then he understood what was happening. Kyra was opening herself to him, and in doing so, sharing her vulnerability and fear. She had heard his call, felt his need, and it had melded with her own, filling her mind. The knowledge of his danger had driven her to the point of exhaustion and beyond, and still she flew, drawing on reserves of strength she never knew she possessed. Kyra would not allow him to fight alone. She flew beyond exhaustion into the arms of collapse, falling twice from the sky, but rising again to reach him before it was too late. Such was their bond. It was stronger than any physical limitations.  
 
    But now she rested. 
 
    He could still sense the residual ache in her body, their bond lingering, but even so she had remained alert through the night, ever watchful, so that he could rest. That was how deep her love was for him: she would always put herself second, no matter her limitations. Kyra was growing, and growing fast, and would continue to do so for many years. Already she was more than twice the dragon she had been when they first met. More. She had become majestic.  
 
    The children’s reaction to her had changed; at first, they’d been more terrified of her than the unnatural enemy clawing its way up the mountain. There was little difference between the horrors outside the cave and the dragon protecting them. But that gradually changed as they saw the dragon’s affection for Akiri. The horse was the least disturbed of their ragtag group by Kyra’s unexpected arrival. He watched as they packed their belongings. Julla seemed to be taking it all in her stride, which impressed him. How many others would stand firm when confronted with undead warriors? How many others would keep their emotions in check, find the strength to console her daughter while their village burned, and still fight back?  
 
    She was a true woman of strength.  
 
    Before they departed, Akiri retrieved a fragrant cinnamon stick from his pack and gave it to Kyra. Where normally she devoured everything with large swallows, this she kept on her tongue for several minutes, savoring the flavor.  
 
    She looked up at Akiri. More? The word entered his mind, sounding almost like an eager child.  
 
    He smiled. “You’ll have to wait until I can find it.”   
 
    She let out a whining grumble and took to the sky.  
 
    He had discovered her love for cinnamon quite by accident. A few sticks had fallen from his saddlebag, and the scent had drawn her. It was as if she had discovered that her tongue could taste for the first time. He tried to keep a supply with him, but had been unable to procure any before making his ascent up the mountain. He could feel her disappointment. Patience, he thought. Scout ahead. 
 
    “We can’t take the horse with us,” said Julla. “The path to the peak is far too narrow.” 
 
    Akiri wasn’t fond of the idea of leaving her behind. She was the best mount he’d owned in some time. But Julla knew the terrain better than he did, and he trusted her judgment. There was plenty of grain and hay for the animal should she choose to remain, which she might well do until the food and water ran out. She would then likely wander back down the pass. 
 
    Julla and the children helped fill the water barrel with snow, and then gave a last lingering look around the shallow cave to be sure they’d left nothing behind that they might need.  
 
    Akiri ran his fingers through the horse’s mane, then patted her tenderly on the neck. He’d always been better with beasts than people. They were predictable; without deception. With a snort, the mare bobbed her head and turned toward the cave. She understood she was being left behind. But unlike humans, she did not complain or spew accusations of betrayal. She simply entered the cave and began feeding on the hay stacked in bundles along the rear wall.   
 
    The children half ran, half scurried along the twists and turns of the mountain track, constantly looking up to catch any glimpse they could of Kyra. Julla barked a warning at them as the path became increasingly narrow and treacherous as it climbed.  
 
    “Do dragons eat people?” asked Seyla eventually.  
 
    “People?” Akiri laughed at what he considered a ludicrous idea. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    Seyla shrugged. “I don’t know. One of the stories Baswari used to tell us, I think.” 
 
    “Then Baswari was trying to frighten you. Kyra is my friend. She does not eat people. Not even naughty children.” 
 
    “What does she eat?” asked Milla. 
 
    “Whatever she can catch,” Akiri explained. “Rabbits, wild boar, deer – but not people.” 
 
    “She kills people, though,” remarked Seyla.  
 
    “Only people who deserve to die,” said Akiri.  
 
    This seemed to ease the children’s minds.  
 
    They trudged on in silence as the climb grew evermore treacherous with each step.  
 
    After a few hours he heard the children telling Julla that they were hungry. He hadn’t thought about food, but once they complained, he realized that hunger was gnawing away at his own gut. Letting the thought in only served to intensify the hunger pangs, but he had no intention of stopping until they reached the shelter of the monastery. He did not want to be caught out on the mountainside come nightfall. Not for anything. Julla gave no indication of fatigue or hunger, but she had to have been feeling it too. 
 
    The higher they climbed, the thinner the air, and as it thinned, each step became more and more of an effort. Akiri felt its debilitating effects, so he could only imagine how tough it was on Julla and the children. The track was now barely wide enough for a surefooted goat; in fact, sitting would almost be more dangerous than walking. The recent snowfall made it difficult to see the edge before it fell away into the white expanse below.  
 
    More than once Julla expressed her concern for Akiri, as her gaze darted again and again to the growing blood spot that seeped through his bandage and shirt. The wound was agonizing – more so than it had any right to be – but he refused to weaken. And his will was such that he would not. The notion that it was infected by some disease borne by the undead persisted. But if that were the case, then he was done; and as there was nothing he could do to change that, he pushed the fear from his mind. The thin air and the sheer fatigue of the journey were the likely culprits. What was strange, however, was to see someone show genuine concern for him. He could not help but be curious about the life the woman had lost. What sort of man had she bonded herself to?  
 
    When he broached the subject, all she would say was, “A soldier. A good one, too. He should have been an officer, but he was bullheaded and had a habit of speaking his mind when he should have held his tongue. It’s what got him booted. Just as well. With all those bloody wars spilling out of Acharia, he’d likely gotten himself killed. At least we had a few years of peace together.” 
 
    Akiri had heard tell of an escalation in hostilities back home. The Sorcerer King, Zemel, had been hellbent on expanding his kingdom’s reach whatever the cost. And the cost was great, with his forces meeting fearsome resistance at every turn. For each mile he gained, he traded a thousand lives and more. Such news always left Akiri with mixed feelings. He knew the king was mad – driven so by the power of the death god, Xarbaal. And he knew the wars he waged unjust. But the Dul’Buhar in him wanted to be there, defending his home and his people, fighting alongside his brothers. He hated the conflict it caused within his heart; the indecision. But that was a life lost to him forever. He had to accept it. 
 
    Since fleeing Acharia, Akiri had sought out every last story, legend, and whisper of dragonlore among the archives and repositories in the many and varied cities he’d passed through, but the truth was that little was known about the fantastic beasts. Nothing he had been able to find explained the bond he shared with Kyra. Even in the east, beyond the Great Valharoth Desert, where dragons were more common, little was known. But those poor beasts were not like Kyra. They were kept as pets; trophies to be displayed by the rich and powerful. But it was their connection that was most puzzling – particularly how she had heard him over such great distances. It went beyond a bond into something else, and only seemed to become stronger as she grew. Her thoughts were easier to understand. Singular words and ideas were now expressed in short phrases and waves of thought and emotion.   
 
    But Kyra was a mystery to be solved another time. Right now, the undead warriors were a more pressing matter. Aside from tales even less believable than those about the ancient dragons, he had never heard talk of an encounter the likes of which they had lived through. Forbidden magic had always been purported to raise the dead, but any caught dabbling with such evil were executed, their stain purged from the landscape. Friends, lovers, children, their lines were ended to ensure the taint had not spread. And yet he knew what he had faced in the village and outside the cave: creatures summoned and driven by sorcery.  
 
    Their mindless nature suggested to Akiri that some unseen puppeteer made them dance. Alone, he suspected, they would have lacked direction and purpose, even if they had somehow clawed their way back out of the grave.  
 
    Which begged the question: Why attack the village?  
 
    It had no wealth to speak of. It was a ragtag collection of hovels that offered a little respite from the weather, nothing more. Of course, if it had been the village they were after, then why had the dead continue to pursue them after they escaped? He was missing something; some vital piece to the puzzle, but the more he worried at it, the more elusive it proved to be. 
 
    They walked on.  
 
    And on.  
 
    Eventually the path broadened, at first only marginally, but then gradually the change became more significant until they were on a wide road. It did nothing to make the climb itself less taxing, but it removed the element of fear to the climb.  
 
    The children quickened their pace and moved a short distance ahead. Milla was throwing snowballs at Seyla, who seem uninterested in games, keeping his eyes turned skyward to catch a glimpse of Kyra.  
 
    The dragon called down to Akiri.  
 
    Kyra had found a strong current of air and was delighting in a series of intricate spins and dives, reveling in the pleasure of flight. Akiri shared in her joy. He could feel the surge of elation as the wind carried her ever higher and a smile eased up from the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “Akiri!” 
 
    The voice that cried out his name was muffled and distant as he allowed Kyra’s emotions to run through him.  
 
    “Help!” 
 
    The fear in the voice snapped him back into the here and now. Seyla had wandered too close to the edge of the trail and lost his footing. He was hanging from a thin root on the side of the cliff face while Milla desperately grabbed at his wrist, but she wasn’t strong enough to haul him up to the path. 
 
    Akiri ran to the girl’s side. Julla was two steps behind him. She slipped in her haste, and very nearly went over the edge herself. He caught her arm before she could. Tears streaked down the girl’s cheeks as he dropped down beside her. “I’ve got him,” he promised, reaching down to take hold of Seyla’s wrist.  
 
    The wound on his shoulder was worse than he’d thought; a lance of black agony tore through him as the root snapped, leaving Akiri to support the boy’s full weight on his injured side. Wet from rolling around in the snow, Seyla was heavier than he had anticipated, and the melt made keeping his grip almost impossible. Akiri felt the boy slipping through his fingers.  
 
    Seyla looked him in the eye, terrified, but did not cry out.  
 
    Milla crawled over his back in a frenzied attempt to help. But all she succeeded in doing was making it harder for Akiri to lift Seyla. His grip slipped again, and the boy hit the rocks, dislodging a powder of snow that fell away, dissolving before it reached the ground. Akiri wanted to push her off, but any sudden movement could have her following the snow.  
 
    “Get off me, girl,” Akiri barked, as Seyla kicked at the cliff face, desperately trying to find some kind of footing. That only made matters worse. Each kick edged him down between Akiri’s grasping fingers until surely his fist was going to close on nothing but air. As the boy’s cuff rode up his arm, Akiri saw a strange mark on Seyla’s skin. For a split second, he imagined it was from the pressure of his hold, his fingers branding the boy. But the mark was far too dark, more akin to a birthmark than the result of any sort of temporary pressure.  
 
    If he held any tighter, he knew the boy’s wrist would snap. He gritted his teeth, biting back against the pain. Milla was now screaming in terror, her balance lost and only being held in place by Akiri’s arm. Should he move, both children would plummet.  
 
    Akiri and Seyla locked eyes. Fear-stricken, Seyla did not cry out. Another slip. Akiri could neither pull, lest he lose his hold entirely, nor could he reach out with his other arm without tossing Mila over the precipice. The inevitability of the moment sent desperation piercing Akiri’s heart. He would fail his sword brother. His only son would fall to his death. And for all the power in his body, there was nothing Akiri could do to stop it.  
 
    Seyla slipped again, Akiri’s fingers driving his thumb into his palm as his hand seemed to shrink in on itself. The next slip would be the last. They both knew it. 
 
    He felt a weight lift from his back; Julla had pulled her daughter away from him. Without a moment’s hesitation, Akiri reached down with his other hand and yanked Seyla up by the collar, ignoring the intense surge of pain in his shoulder as the wound screamed its protest.  
 
    He dragged Seyla away from the edge, then rolled onto his back, hand pressed hard to the wound.  
 
    Julla sat Milla down with her back against the rock face and came to take Seyla in her arms. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” she asked both children, while examining Seyla’s wrist. They shook their heads silently, still trembling from the experience. Julla scooped up a handful of snow and applied it where Akiri had held him, and then instructed him to hold it in place. 
 
    Next, she hurried over to attend to Akiri. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he insisted.  
 
    “Don’t talk rubbish,” she scolded. “You’re bleeding through your shirt.” 
 
    Akiri relented, allowing her to examine his injury.  
 
    Peeling away the blood-soaked bandage, she frowned. “Infected. Badly.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “All the more reason to leave it be. Unless you have the medicine to cure it here with you.” 
 
    “Just like my husband,” she said. “Stubborn and thick headed. These bandages need changing. Otherwise the infection with spread faster. Now just lie still. I’ll be quick about it.” 
 
    As promised, Julla cleaned and dressed the wound quickly. Akiri donned a fresh shirt and struggled to his feet.  
 
    “Can you walk?” asked Julla. 
 
    “I am not ready to die yet,” he said, dryly. “So, we’d best hope the monks have something to treat it with.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” she said.  
 
    There was no hiding her concern. It was a fast-moving infection, and given the nature of the creature that had caused it, that was unsurprising. It was a creeping death. His blood hurt in his veins. Without proper medicine, he would eventually succumb. He knew it. She knew it. And it might already be too late.  
 
    Julla returned her attention to Seyla, who was still holding the snow to his wrist. After whispering a few words, she helped the boy up, and they started out again.  
 
    After a short distance, Seyla approached Akiri, bearing a guilt-ridden expression. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going. I was just…” 
 
    “You wanted to see Kyra flying,” said Akiri, cutting him short. “I know what you did. And it was irresponsible. But you are forgiven so long as you learned from your mistake. A warrior always is aware of his surroundings. Never forget that.” 
 
    The boy nodded solemnly. “I understand. It won’t happen again. I promise.” 
 
    Akiri did not want to be overly harsh, given the horrors that had befallen the lad. But regardless of this, he was a young boy. Even with his father gone, certain lessons must be taught. “Show me your wrist.” 
 
    Seyla held out his arm. The snow had worked wonders in terms of reducing the initial swelling, but the bruises were already dark purple. From beneath the boy’s sleeve he saw again the strange mark, but when he tried to take a closer look, Seyla pulled away.  
 
    Akiri said nothing. Perhaps the mark was a source of embarrassment; something the other children had teased him about. It didn’t matter. It was not an injury, and of no importance. 
 
    Kyra banked low, wing tips stirring up a cloud of fine snow from the ground as she did a low fly-by before she rose sharply, roaring mightily as her powerful body streaked by over their heads. Seyla didn’t so much as flinch, let alone look up, but Akiri noted the fear on Milla’s face.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” said Akiri. “I told you that Kyra will not hurt you.”  
 
    “I know,” the girl said, timidly. “But it’s… it’s scary.” 
 
    “Kyra is not an it. Kyra is a she.” 
 
    “She’s scary, then.” The girl smiled, tentatively. “She’s just so… big.” 
 
    Akiri couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m big. Do you fear me?” 
 
    Milla shook her head. “No. But that’s different. You’re here to protect us.” 
 
    “And so is Kyra,” said Akiri. “She is my friend. And so she is yours.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of her,” Seyla chipped in. “I bet my father could have beaten her.” 
 
    Akiri was unsure what to say. It was the first time Seyla had mentioned his father since his village was destroyed. After an extended moment, Akiri nodded. “Your father was indeed a fearsome warrior. The finest I have ever known. If anyone could defeat a dragon, it was he.”  
 
    “Will we see her?” asked Milla. “Up close, I mean.” 
 
    “I would think so.” 
 
    She smiled. “Can we touch her?” 
 
    He cocked his head and grinned. “I very much doubt it. But you are welcome to try. She might let you stroke her, if she’s in the mood. With dragons, there is no way to know.” 
 
    The girl began to scour the sky, then pointed and laughed gleefully as she spotted Kyra circling in the low clouds. “I bet she’ll let me.” 
 
    “I bet she won’t,” challenged Seyla. “Dragons are wild, like wolves.” 
 
    “What would you know?” the girl retorted hotly, obviously now determined to befriend Kyra and prove Seyla wrong. “She lets Akiri touch her.”  
 
    “That’s different,” said Seyla.  
 
    Milla huffed. “You’ll see.” 
 
     “You know, my husband told me stories of an order of warriors who actually rode dragons,” interjected Julla. “He said they served King Zemel of Acharia, before the king went mad and destroyed them all.” A faint smile crept from the corners of her mouth. “When we were first married, he would weave all sort of fantastical tales for my entertainment. I was such a naïve young thing, and he had seen so much more of the world than I had. I often wondered how much was truth and how much came from his own imagination.” She glanced over to Milla. “You remember, he used to tell you stories before bed?” 
 
    Milla smiled. “I remember.” 
 
    “What kind of stories?” asked Seyla. 
 
    Julla had a faraway look in her eyes. “Most were about magical places, distant lands, noble men, and great battles.” She lowered her head and looked around, pretending to be afraid. “But some were scary: tales of ghosts roaming the mountains and foul demons who live underground and come out at night to steal away naughty children.”  
 
    Milla giggled, but Seyla puffed out his chest to show that he was not afraid. 
 
    “Demons that live underground?” asked Akiri. “Where did he hear these stories?” He was aware that local legends could be based in actual events. His mind turned to the village of Plenty and the tales of lycan that roamed the surrounding countryside – lycan that had turned out to be all too real. 
 
    “From someone in the village I think,” she replied. “The mines are dried up and have been for years, but people venture into some of them to pick mushrooms and herbs for medicine. Some say they have heard strange noises.” 
 
    “What kind of noises?” asked Seyla.  
 
    “All sorts,” replied Julla. “The constant striking echo of pick axes on stone, the eerie song of long dead voices ringing through the galleries… memories of the lives that were lived there. Traces. Echoes. Ghosts.” She reached down and pinched Milla’s cheek. “But they’re just stories.” 
 
    Akiri nodded slowly. “I see.” 
 
    Julla laughed. “Come now. You can’t think there is anything to it?” 
 
    “The things that attacked your village came from somewhere,” Akiri pointed out. “And they followed us for some reason. They must want something.” 
 
    “What could anyone want from us?” asked Julla. “You have seen how we lived. We were at peace. What little we had we shared with one another. Life up here is harsh and unforgiving. Sometimes we were hungry and sometimes we were cold. But we always helped those who were in need. No one starved. There were enough skilled craftsmen to keep the houses in good repair and keep out the cold… for the most part.” Something changed in her then, as the memory of what she’d lost hit home again, harder than ever. “And now... it’s all gone.” 
 
    “I am sorry, truly,” said Akiri. “But despair will not serve you now. Not unless you wish to join those who died.”  
 
    “No. I want to live,” she said, as her eyes fell on the children. “I have duties still.  
 
    “Good. Then we can make it through this.”  
 
    It was as close as he could manage to an uplifting speech. He wasn’t one for rousing words. The Dul’Buhar had never needed them. They fought, and they won or they died. Their lives and their deaths were simple. 
 
    She pushed on. There was no denying that she felt the loss keenly. But she wasn’t about to stand still long enough for the grief to catch up with her. That much Akiri could see clearly. 
 
    After another hour, the sun crossed the sky, the trail became even wider, and the slope leveled out. The gray walls of the monastery rose up in the distance, seven towers jutting up behind them, and not a moment too soon. The pain in his shoulder was unbearable. He gritted his teeth against the fire inside and forced himself to walk on. He had come so close; he would not fail now. He had seen men die from infection, and it was a pitiful way to meet one’s end. Definitely not a death befitting a warrior.  
 
    As they approached, he saw two massive wooden doors set into a simple arch. The slate rooftops were dusted with snow, and ice clung to the parapets. What a monastery needed with such obvious defenses confounded him. Monks were men of peace, but this place had been built to withstand a siege. Between the wall and the narrow pass, a small force could hold off all the armies of Acharia almost indefinitely. The almost came down to human frailty. Eventually the flesh failed, but the old building would remain. He couldn’t imagine how they had managed to build the place, or what could they be defending so high in the mountains that could justify such a massive undertaking. Simply transporting the materials would have taken years.  
 
    A bell chimed, resounding across the mountainside.  
 
    They waited at the gate. Perhaps answers would be forthcoming; perhaps they wouldn’t. He would have to live with it either way. His duty to the woman and children ended at the door. He was looking forward to being on his way again, unencumbered to pursue vengeance for his sword brother. He would call on the monks’ mercy, and with luck they’d be inclined to help. That would be the pious thing to do. He didn’t entirely trust holy men, though. There was something about their blind faith that set his teeth on edge. But as of now, a beggar like him could hardly be fussy about whose hand of help he took. 
 
    The doors groaned desperately on their huge hinges. No doubt they hadn’t opened since the previous autumn. A moment later, a solitary monk, gray hood masking his features, peered out from behind the safety of the oak and then immediately withdrew back inside.  
 
    “Brother Mallorie?” Julla said, “Is that you, my friend?” 
 
    The bell still chimed sonorously, loud enough to drown out much of her words, but the man returned, this time with hood thrown back to reveal an olive-dark complexion and shaggy auburn hair. The monk was young, younger than most Akiri had encountered, but his world-weary scowl was as old as the mountain monastery itself.  
 
    “Julla? What brings you so far from home?” His eyes shifted to Akiri. He did not look happy to have a warrior turn up at his door. “And with children in tow? This isn’t the weather to be wandering the mountains.” 
 
    “We need your help,” she replied, ignoring the admonishment in his tone. “The village was attacked. My friend saved us, but is gravely injured.” 
 
    Brother Mallorie stiffened. “Attacked? By who?” 
 
    “Please,” she pressed. “We can explain, but for now, will you give us shelter? We’ve been on the road for days. We are tired and hungry, and Akiri’s wounds are grave. We need your help.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Of course, dear lady. Of course. Come in. Come in.” He ushered them inside.  
 
    Four more monks stood just within the doorway, and began to push the heavy door shut behind them. Akiri noted that rather than eyeing him – which he would have expected, given that he was a stranger, obviously a warrior, bearing weapons – the monk’s gaze lingered on Seyla. 
 
    Through the archway he saw a large parade ground. Akiri was confident that this place hadn’t originally been a cloister or temple. It was quite obviously military in origin – and in the center rose a towering statue of a naked woman brandishing a mighty sword over her head. The pose and the grim expression promised a sudden explosion of violence, the stance making it obvious the warrior woman was set to charge into battle at any moment. The craftsmanship was incredible. The mason who had carved her was truly a master.  
 
    Beyond lay the main building, beside which stood the bell tower. On either side, he marked two smaller buildings, each with colonnades and stone benches along the façade. Spaced evenly along the base of the wall were more statues, obviously representations of the gods, though these were far older than the piece dominating the courtyard. Several were badly broken and so weathered that the features had been lost to the elements.  
 
     Mallorie turned to face them, but before he could speak, a mighty roar called down from above as Kyra banked over the mountaintop, looking for a place to settle. Akiri groaned inwardly. As much as he loved her, he wished that she could read a situation and know when stealth was preferable to making a show of her presence.  
 
    The monks shrank back as she spiraled down and landed atop the ramparts, hissing and snarling as she did.  
 
    “Sweet Mishna of the Morning, save us,” cried Mallorie. “Is that… it can’t be…?” 
 
    Before Akiri could explain, Milla broke loose from Julla and ran up to the monk, wrapping her arms around his legs. “She won’t hurt you, Brother Mallorie. I promise. Dragons don’t eat people.” She looked over her shoulder. “That’s right, isn’t it, Akiri?” 
 
    “You have my word.” He smiled softly at the girl. “Kyra will not harm your people,” Akiri promised. “She’s only watching over us to see we are safe.” He summoned an image of displeasure and sent it through to the dragon, earning a wave of amused laughter in return. He shook his head, knowing she was having her fun. “She is my friend and companion. And enjoys making a display of her presence.”  
 
    “Your companion?” the monk said, trying to grasp the concept of man and beast being friends. “How can…” his words trailed off, unable to tear his eyes from Kyra. 
 
    She loosed another roar, and Akiri could have sworn smiled, before she leapt from the wall and settled gracefully on the parade ground. The sudden move caused the four monks charged with closing the door to flee toward the center building, but Mallorie held his ground.  
 
    A man with courage, Akiri thought. He stepped toward Kyra, a deep frown on his face. “That’s enough,” he muttered. He glanced over to Mallorie. “I don’t suppose you happen to have any cinnamon, do you?” 
 
    It took a moment for the monk to regain his composure. “I’m sure there must be some in the kitchen supplies.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, Kyra?” he said in an admonishing tone. “They have cinnamon. If you want some, you had better behave yourself and stop trying to frighten them. Or you’ll get none at all.”  
 
    The effect of his words was instantaneous. Kyra lowered her head and let out a snort of hot air, seemingly preening as she hunkered down submissively beside the statue of the warrior woman. She looked over to the monk then back to Akiri, waiting for her reward. 
 
    “Not now,” he said. “But I’ll get it. I promise.” 
 
    Kyra sent him a wave of irritation. When it came to cinnamon she was not patient. She spread her wings and with a powerful leap, took to the air.  
 
    Akiri turned to the monk. “My apologies. She can be a bit… intimidating at first.” Particularly when she’s showing off, he thought. “Now, I must ask, are you willing to offer us shelter?” 
 
    Mallorie watched Kyra’s ascent, fascinated. “Shelter?” he said vaguely, repeating the sound without necessarily knowing what the word was. Kyra had that effect on some men. Akiri watched her go. “Yes. Of course. You are welcome here. But please, you must tell me what happened?” 
 
    “The village was attacked,” Julla said. 
 
    Brother Mallorie gasped. “Attacked? Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    “The dead,” replied Akiri, not mincing words. No need to hide what happened. He watched the monk’s reaction carefully. 
 
    The monk froze, his gazed falling on Seyla. “Are you sure?” The reaction was peculiar.  
 
    “You don’t seem surprised,” said Akiri. “You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you?” 
 
    Mallorie shook his head. “No. No. Of course not. Please. Tell me everything. Be as exact as you can. Leave out no detail. Anything could be important.” 
 
    Akiri recounted the events, paying attention to Mallorie’s facial expressions and body language as he did so. The monk was afraid, certainly, but considering the horror he laid at the man’s door, strangely calm at the same time, as though resigned to the inevitability of what had befallen the village, which was quite intriguing.  
 
    “Akiri is injured,” Julla reminded the monk, when Akiri had finished. “Do you have a healer?” 
 
    Mallorie lifted his arm and waved over a monk who was still cowering inside the door of the main building. “We will tend to your wounds, of course. Brother, come,” he called to the man. “Can you be sure you dispatched them all? That you were not followed here?” 
 
    “They are dead,” Akiri said. “Or twice dead. Kyra and I saw to that. Though I cannot say there are no others.”  
 
    The second monk approached tentatively, unable to look at Julla. Akiri wondered if it was some sort of vow the man struggled with or just natural timidity. “Show her to the apothecary,” Mallorie told the other man.  
 
    Akiri waited until the monk led Julla and the children away before continuing. “There is something I would ask of you,” he said.  
 
    “Ask.” 
 
    “Will you allow them to remain here? They have lost everything and have nowhere else to turn.” 
 
    The monk’s smile looked forced. “They can stay until the thaw,” he replied. “But, I think it best they move on after that. This is no place for a woman and children.” 
 
    “I understand. A temporary sanctuary is all I ask.”  
 
    “You were kind to lead them here. They were our neighbors, in a sense. We can at least show the same kindness as a stranger.” 
 
    Akiri nodded his appreciation. “My next question is regarding what happened to the village. When I told you about the dead arisen, you seemed… unsurprised. What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Mallorie lowered his eyes. “Nothing. I’m sorry if it seemed that way. We are simple monks here. Such dark magic is unknown to us.” He seemed to notice the blood seeping through Akiri’s shirt for the first time and used it as an excuse to change the direction of the conversation. “Come. Let us see to your wounds and then show you where you’ll be sleeping.” 
 
    Akiri pulled a few coins from the pouch on his belt. “To pay for the woman and children while they are in your care. I owe the boy’s father that much, at least.” 
 
    Mallorie eyed the offering for a long moment and then allowed Akiri to pour them into his hand. “Our god is happy to accept your charitable donation.” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” Akiri said.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    
    
     
      CH
     
     
      APTER FIVE
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Foes. Danger. Coming. Close. 
 
    Akiri woke to the sound of Kyra’s warning inside his head.  
 
    He could feel her presence nearby, circling the monastery.  
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
    Though aching, the wound on his shoulder had been treated and cleaned, and he felt remarkably better for the poultice the monks had used to draw the poison out, as well as whatever foul-tasting concoction they’d had him drink. Already the angry redness from the infection had begun to fade. Ignoring the pain, he dressed and snatched up both sword and dagger, responding to the urgency in Kyra’s call. Broken images flashed across his mind. He couldn’t focus on them for more than a fraction of a second, but it was enough to know he had brought death to the monastery’s door. He rushed out of the room, racing down the darkened hallway, weapon in hand, crying, “Awake! Awake! We are under attack! Awake!” He heard another door open behind him. 
 
    “We are under attack,” he shouted again, not stopping to reassure the dazed men in their night shifts. He didn’t recall the way to the main door, only that it was down a couple of flights of stairs, so at every opportunity he headed down, running along a gallery that overlooked a main room of worship which might once have been a throne room or something of that ilk. There was plenty of wealth on display, but he didn’t have time to consider what that might mean given the frugality of the monks’ chosen lifestyle. He yelled again, “We are under attack!” as he ran through the refectory, and finally reached the main doors. 
 
    Once outside, he was hit by the freezing air.  
 
    Dawn was mere moments away, the rising sun close to cresting the mountains. It covered the ground in a warm red light, like a dusting of blood on the snow. It was enough for a normal man to make out dim silhouettes of foes rising. But Akiri was no normal man; his enhanced vision offered the kind of clarity that would have come with a full cloudless dawn.  
 
    He could see immediately what had driven Kyra into a frenzy. The huge oak gate was still barred, but several of the shuffling damned had somehow scaled the walls.  
 
    Akiri spat a curse.  
 
    Their bodies were battered and broken, but that didn’t slow them. He had no way of knowing if these were the corpses he’d consigned to the valley floor, which had climbed their way back up, driven by some unholy desire to find them; or if they were different, new dead risen to hunt them – which made matters infinitely worse.  
 
    The dead kept coming. 
 
    Kyra swooped down, talons raking into rotten flesh. He heard the rip of a body opening beneath her attack and the wet smack of a limb being torn free. She sank her talons into the dead man’s chest and rose into the air, only for his flesh to fail and the corpse to slide from the ends of her claws and fall, impaled upon the woman warrior’s stone sword. And even as she swept down again, hungry for a fresh kill, the dead continued their relentless march.  
 
    More and more of them began cresting the wall. First it was two, then three, then half a dozen, then every inch of the parapets seemed to be spawning corpses that continued to drop clumsily to the parade ground.  
 
    The bell broke the eerie morning silence, ringing out across the deathly quiet mountain to rouse the monks from their slumber. Little by little, warning cries came from within the buildings.  
 
    Akiri willed Kyra to breathe her fire, knowing that a good sheet of cleansing flame would buy them time, but she could not. He felt the frustration coming off her in waves and tried to calm her, but she was having none of it. Instead, she snatched another of the creatures from the yard, rising into the sky and casting it away almost carelessly. The corpse fell on the other side of the wall, only to rise up on broken bones and stubbornly claw its way back over. For every corpse she cast aside, another two appeared.  
 
    “You did this!” He heard the accusation hurled his way, but gave it no thought. They could worry about recriminations later. Now it was time to fight or die, or do both. 
 
    Akiri assessed the battle before him. Again it came down to one man and his sword against an endless enemy, but this time he had Kyra and sturdy defenses to slow the dead.  
 
    He marked more than a dozen stumbling toward him, spread widely throughout the courtyard. They seemed to be moving closer together, as though guided by a singular purpose. Most carried either a sword or dagger. None of the weapons were cared for and betrayed rust and pits of age, marking them as fragile.  
 
    Fragile, but still lethal.  
 
    Akiri charged, covering the distance between himself and the first corpse, with uncanny speed.  
 
    The creature lashed out clumsily with its half-rotten weapon.  
 
    Akiri easily parried the strike, turning the rusty blade aside with a twist of the wrist even as he countered with a strike savage enough to hack the dead man’s sword arm clean away. It wasn’t about stopping it; a single blow wouldn’t slow the creature’s advance. But without a sword it was harmless.  
 
    Akiri turned his attention to another of the dead as it approached. 
 
    This one he dispatched with a rapid flurry of blows to drive it back on its heels, only to follow it with a massive strike that took the dead man’s sightless head from his rot-riddled shoulders.  
 
    Kyra continued to snatch up more and more of the undead things, casting them aside, bones broken, only for them to rise awkwardly again. Her rage at the lack of fire in her belly was palpable. He wanted to calm her but couldn’t, and the more frustrated she grew the less likely it was she’d be able to summon the fire she so desperately craved. It was a pity. This skirmish could be over in less than a minute were she able to find the power within herself, he thought.  
 
    He would just have to kill them one at a time. 
 
    As he rushed in on a fresh foe, Akiri realized where the creatures were converging: the building where Julla and the children were staying.  
 
    It was about them. It always had been. It wasn’t that he had brought the dead here, he had brought them here, and the dead had merely followed. Which one they were after he would have to worry about later, assuming they survived long enough to ask that particular question. 
 
    The door to the main building burst open, and more than twenty monks streamed out, bearing swords. These were no men of peace, or at least they were not always so, he realized, and was glad for it. 
 
    “The heads!” shouted Akiri. “Take their heads! It’s the only way to stop them.” 
 
    He saw Brother Mallorie standing like a stone monolith in the middle of the courtyard, no sword, and more tellingly no hint of fear about him as he yelled, “The boy! They’re here for the boy.” 
 
    His brothers ran toward the building where Seyla was sleeping and formed a defensive line. Their blades were clean, oiled and sharp; cared for as by a soldier. Akiri glanced to the wall, weighing the extent of the mess they were in. Kyra was in the center of the yard, shredding more corpses with her claws. Unlike other battles they’d fought together, she spared the enemy her teeth, loathe to put such foulness in her mouth. He couldn’t blame her. 
 
    The shuffling corpses formed a line of their own, five dead men for every living one, and clashed with the monks in furious melee. There was nothing even about the fight, and the sheer weight of numbers overwhelmed the monks. It didn’t matter how many times their steel found its mark, the dead kept coming. And coming. Blades took them in the gut, the throat, opened their bellies, stuck in their arms and thighs. Steel clashed against rust-pitted steel. Akiri charged up from behind, picking off a corpse that was already on its knees. His sword bit into the corpse’s neck. It took three swings to cleave the bone before the head hit the floor. The dead man stayed on his knees, but stopped swinging. 
 
    In front of him, a bald-headed monk fell to enemy steel. Three of the dead fell on him, sinking their teeth into his flesh. They fed ravenously, tearing the meat from the monk’s bones. His brothers didn’t give ground despite the horror of what failure would obviously bring. They hacked wildly at undead flesh. They cut and thrust, hitting meat and more meat, but without the discipline of true warriors. Every wild swing took more from them, robbing their strength second by second. Eventually they would be overwhelmed. There could be no other ending to this. The dead thrust themselves upon the monks’ weapons, impaling their flesh so that the living could no longer defend themselves, allowing more of their cursed kind to swarm over them, clawing at their faces and throats. 
 
    A fresh chorus of voices rose behind him, and several older monks emerged from the monastery, rushing toward the fight.  
 
    Rather than throwing themselves into the melee, the old men began pulling back the wounded and their slain brothers. 
 
    Kyra released a mighty roar. Akiri turned to see two more of the dead drop from the heights of the wall. One landed on her back, sinking its steel between her scales, as the second sliced blindly at her haunches with a long dagger.  
 
    Her second scream was agonizing. He felt her pain tear through his soul. He had never felt anything like the fear and panic that struck him in that moment. He sank to his knees, hammered into submission by the tidal wave of pain that crashed over him, losing all sense of who he was.  
 
    His head dropped as his spirit fell into despair.  
 
    And then, in a rush, rage replaced the pain. His head came up, the sword in his hand. Kyra’s rage filled him and fired his blood. 
 
    Akiri charged to her side, ducking under a pitiful slash of a dagger, and rammed his sword into the spine of one of the two foes. Kyra lashed her tail around, sending the dead man sprawling and wrenching Akiri’s blade out of his hand in the process.  
 
    The fiend on her back clung to its weapon, kept off balance by her writhing. 
 
    Akiri threw himself across the dirt in a tight roll, came up holding the sword he’d snatched back out of the hand of the corpse, and dislodged the dead shell of a human that clung to Kyra’s back. He followed up hard, wrapping his arms around its torso and hauling the thing down from Kyra’s back. The corpse lost its grip and fell, taking him down with it.  
 
    Akiri fell hard on his damaged shoulder.  
 
    But now was not the time for pain.  
 
    The creature lurched back to its feet, sword raised for a killing blow. Akiri threw himself forward and rolled into its legs, his momentum toppling it. Kyra tore the other foe apart.  
 
    He took its head before it could rise yet again.  
 
    Behind him, the monks were being forced back. They had dropped half a dozen corpses, whose heads lay on the ground staring sightlessly at the dawn sky. But the relentless march would not be halted. Kyra had her eye on three more circling around off to their left. She let out a serpentine hiss, and this time she took to the air. The wound on her back was minor, just enough to swell her fury to bursting. Luckily, her hide was as tough as it was beautiful. 
 
    Akiri felt her relief to be free, to be skyborn, and it was joy in his heart, every bit as potent as the panic that mortal dread had inspired. He was not comfortable with either of these emotions. They weren’t natural for a Dul’Buhar. He had seen comrades die; watched them cut down by pitiless foes. He had seen the death stare take over the bodies of men he had known most of his life. He had seen them broken, tortured. But none of those feelings came close to what it had been like to share Kyra’s fear and pain in those seconds. It was not a sensation he cared to feel again.  
 
    He turned his back on Kyra, confident that she could fend for herself now.  
 
    He took two steps toward the monks and then stopped short. From the corner of his eye he saw a lone figure standing in the shadow of the wall. It wore a hooded cape and carried a long thin blade. Unlike the others, there was intelligence there. The figure stared at Akiri from beneath his hood with the full knowledge and intent of the living. More, his broad stance was firm and well-balanced, denoting an element of skill and strength. Here, finally, was a proper foe. 
 
    Akiri felt the call of violence thrill through his veins – though in that moment he was unsure if it belonged to him or to Kyra. He didn’t care. This was living as a warrior should. 
 
    The monks had made some small headway against the undead, taking another four heads. It wasn’t enough, though, even against such a disorganized assault.  
 
    But that was their fight. His lay across the courtyard, hooded, watching. 
 
    Akiri re-evaluated his enemy, the stench of death surrounding him in a thick cloying miasma. The hooded man met his challenge with a shadowy stare. He did not run. He walked slowly, sword held easily at his side, with the arrogance of a seasoned warrior. He knew his own power. The hooded man raised his blade up before the black emptiness of his hood, holding it there as though kissing the steel. His weapon was beautifully maintained, its edge finely honed. Akiri saw a single fat black fly emerge from within the hood to crawl along the length of the blade; then a second and a third and a fourth; then more and more, their buzzing incessant as they all slowly settled on the blade. Hundreds of them. Thousands. All of them from under the hood. 
 
    As he made his first strike, moving with startling speed, the flies fell away from the blade, like sickly flames. Akiri had seen nothing like it. Corruption came off the cadaverous figure in waves. He blocked the first blow that aimed to split him from collar to hip. The two blades slid along their lengths to lock at the hilt.  
 
    The force of the blow sent a shiver of pain the length of Akiri’s arm that found its mark deep in his wounded shoulder.  
 
    He took the full impact of the blow, and countered. The flies gathered around his blade as it struck steel. They swarmed up, going for his face. His eyes. His mouth. This thing was unlike the others. Stronger, for one. Much stronger. And there was thought behind its moves, not just the sheer monotony of suicidal attack. Akiri was forced to fend off a series of masterful strikes, all the while flies plaguing his eyes. The things crawled into his nostrils and wormed their way into his mouth as he tried to breathe. That would have been the end of most men. The threat went beyond mere strength and skill; Akiri had killed foes more powerful than any mortal man, but this adversary was every bit as unnatural as the rest of the dead.  
 
    His wounded shoulder didn’t help matters, making every movement labored, torturing him with subtle jabs and not-so-subtle lances of pain right through his core each time he met a blow to defend himself. The pain reduced the power behind his counters, too.  
 
    The hooded man was a match for this weakened Akiri with a blade. More than a match. He would have been a challenge for the Dul’Buhar, even without his ruined shoulder. He was good. And being dead, he was tireless.  
 
    The flies swarmed around them. Their incessant buzz was maddening. It wormed its way inside his brain, driving him toward fatal distraction. But he couldn’t allow the tactic to work. He concentrated on the sword before him, shutting out all else.  
 
    There was something vaguely familiar about the way his enemy fought. 
 
    As if he needed proof that this one was aware and able to think, unlike the others, it quickly became obvious that it was cognizant of his damaged shoulder and was concentrating its strikes to press this simple physical disadvantage. It was exactly what he would have done in the hooded man’s place. 
 
    Akiri was weakening, slowing. Against a normal foe, that weakening would have been mutual, but this one showed no sign of fatigue creeping in, despite the fact they’d been joined in constant battle, countering, blocking, striking, lunging, falling back and snaking out again and again for what seemed like an age. The longer they were joined, the more obvious it was there could only be one winner here, and the less likely it was to be Akiri, unless he found a way to turn the tide of their combat. But that meant risking everything on a single move. And the hooded man must surely have begun to sense his mounting desperation.  
 
    He had no choice.  
 
    But desperation was dangerous in more ways than one; cornered, it was a case of fight or die, and this wasn’t going to be the end of his road. He had unfinished business. As Akiri lunged, aiming to unbalance him, the hooded man twisted right and planted the pommel of his sword directly into the center of his wounded shoulder.  
 
    Akiri staggered back, blinded by the black agony that flowed through his body. Up above he heard Kyra’s own shriek of pain and knew their bond had forced her to suffer the same blinding torment that almost overwhelmed him. He barely avoided a savage blow to the meat of his right thigh. Biting back the pain, Akiri blocked three blistering strikes, each one harder and faster than the one before. Blood was soaking his sleeve and stained his entire chest. His shoulder had opened again, and he felt the strength draining from his legs. 
 
    The hooded man crouched low and brought his blade upward, aiming to impale Akiri with cruel steel, and with a savage twist of the wrist, disembowel him. The sword came too close for comfort, Akiri barely avoiding the opening strike. He expected the hooded man to break and deliver another savage blow, but he didn’t. Instead he released his grip on his sword, his hand snaking out to close around Akiri’s wrist. His grip was merciless. Akiri couldn’t break his hold. With his other hand, the hooded man reached up, digging his fingers deep into the flesh of the wound until they touched the bare bone beneath.  
 
    The world exploded in a fire of pain.  
 
    Unbalanced, Akiri staggered back until he felt himself pressing against stone. The statue. Pain ripped through his entire body as the hooded man sank dead flesh deeper inside his ragged wound. There was no release. No respite.  
 
    Akiri had no choice but to drop his weapon as he struggled to wrench his arm free. 
 
    The hooded man’s grip was steel. He wrapped his free arm around Akiri’s neck and pulled him close. Close enough to taste the sweet sickness of dead flesh behind the hood. Close enough for the flies to gather, crawling all over his face.  
 
    Akiri drove his head forward, bone hitting meat, and pounded at his throat and belly in a rage of screaming fury. He would not be undone by this fell fiend. It would not draw the last life out of him. But the blood was flowing in earnest. He was weaker now than he had been a moment before, and would only become weaker still. The flies crawled across his open eyes. Ignoring them as best he could, Akiri reached for his dagger. He barely managed to drag it down the middle of the hooded man’s cloak before those cadaverous fingers closed around his wrist again, and the dead warrior used all his weight to press it up against the stone thigh of the statue behind him.  
 
    Then, with a violent jerk, his attacker was thrown several yards back, sprawling across the snowy courtyard. 
 
    Kyra. 
 
    She had ended the unnatural lives of the dead that challenged her and had come to his aid. He didn’t waste time thinking thoughts of gratitude. Already the hooded man was rising. He would not stop. He could not stop. A relentless enemy driven by darkness.  
 
    Akiri snatched up his weapon and rammed the blade through the shadow where the hooded man’s throat should be. He was about to withdraw the blade and take the man’s head when the hood fell back. It was a face he knew better than his own. Savagely scarred, blistered and covered with suppurating sores that served as a nest for the endless flies, there was no mistaking his sword brother’s haunted eyes. 
 
    “Cammaric.” Akiri’s voice was barely a whisper, filled with desperate denial.  
 
    The gem set into the pommel of Akiri’s Dul’Buhar blade emitted a faint glow. The dead eyes of his friend cleared in that moment, the two of them locked in a lethal embrace, as recognition crept across the disfigured face.  
 
    “Kill me,” he somehow found the words. “Please.” 
 
    “Who did this to you?” 
 
    “Seyla,” he said, his voice becoming weaker.  
 
    “He is safe. I swear to you. But I need to know what happened if I am to protect him.” 
 
     Cammaric’s burned lips struggled to shape around another word. “Yarrow.”  
 
    Akiri had no idea what it meant. “Yarrow? Is that a name? What does it mean?”  
 
    Cammaric opened his mouth, but choked on a sound that refused to reshape itself as a word. The light in his eyes faded fast, as did the iridescent glow of the gem in the pommel of Akiri’s sword. Akiri looked into his friend and sword brother’s lifeless eyes. “You did not deserve this end. And you shall be avenged.” 
 
    In a single fluid motion, he jerked free his sword and spun around, arm extended.  
 
    The blade passed effortlessly through his flesh, and his friend’s head fell at his feet.  
 
    Akiri stared down at the body for a long moment, the rage in his heart threatening to rob him of reason. Now was not the time. But soon. He bowed his head in farewell, and then looked to Kyra. “Take his head and drop it out of sight. The boy should not see this.” 
 
    She let out a growling hiss. Gripping Cammaric’s skull with her front foot, Kyra took to the sky.  
 
    Akiri stepped over his friend’s body and turned to the monk’s ongoing fight.  
 
    Blood was dripping down his fingers, and his shirtsleeve was stained red. He felt light headed, the horizon threatening to slip away, but he would not allow the monks to perish while there was a breath in his body. 
 
    They had slain all but a handful of the vile creatures, though they had endured heavy losses.  
 
    Attacking from behind, Akiri made short work of the remaining dead, claiming their heads to add to the growing pile on the blood-stained snow.  
 
    As the last enemy was defeated, an eerie silence fell over the parade ground, only broken by the moans of the wounded and the labored breathing of the exhausted monks. They had won. Though victory did not bring celebration.  
 
    “Burn the bodies,” ordered Akiri, looking for Mallorie among the living. “Even those of your fallen.”  
 
    “We will not burn our brothers,” one monk protested. 
 
    “Would you have them rise again as one of these cursed beasts? Is that the fate you would wish upon them? Until we know what has caused this, you must take precautions. Now, do as I say.” There was no question, no doubt, and the horror of having to kill some corrupted version of their own friends was enough to get them to comply.  
 
    He left them to it. The survivors gathered firewood to build a huge pyre in the center of the courtyard. The wounded were being taken inside.  
 
    He saw Brother Mallorie finally, among the more seriously injured. Akiri examined him briefly. The wounds were severe; he would not likely recover. Julla waited at the door, sorting the monks according to their injuries as they were brought in.  
 
    He waited until the courtyard was empty of the wounded before joining her.  
 
    “Seyla saw what you did,” she said before he reached her. It wasn’t an accusation; she understood that he’d had no choice in the matter.  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I was beside him at the window. He recognized his father as his hood fell away.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Akiri rasped, gripping the door frame. His head was swimming. “I should speak with him.” To see his father dead once had been traumatic enough. To see him die again, and in that foul state – such a thing could break even a grown man’s mind. What must it have done to Seyla? Akiri felt himself falling, but Julla wrapped her arm around his waist just in time. She was surprisingly strong to hold up his considerable weight. He resigned himself to the fact that he could not go on and allowed her to help him inside.  
 
    “Where is he?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about Seyla,” she answered. “I’ll see to him. Right now we need to tend to you before you bleed to death.” 
 
    Akiri was in no condition to argue. The power in his merkesh gave him strength and would help accelerate the healing process, but even the greatest warriors had their limits. And his had been tested.  
 
    By the time they reached a bed, he was barely able to stand, even with her help.  
 
    Julla carefully removed his shirt and peeled away the bloody dressings. “Sweet Mishna.” 
 
    Akiri wanted to ask what was wrong, but could no longer speak. His tongue had lost its words. His shoulder felt as though hot lead were being poured into the wound to seal it. Perhaps Cammaric won the fight after all, he thought, as darkness began to pull him into its deathly hold. His last conscious thought before his senses were completely gone was a memory, a sound, the dying cry of his sword brother.  
 
    No.  
 
    He would live.  
 
    He had sworn an oath of vengeance.  
 
    He would see it fulfilled.  
 
      
 
                                                                      *** 
 
      
 
    Akiri opened his eyes. He was not dead. Yet.  
 
    Light filled the room, making it impossible to focus. The pain in his shoulder had subsided. It was little more than a dull throb, though how long it would remain so once he started moving was anyone’s guess. Slowly, as his vision cleared, the blurs of the room resolved into the face of an old monk with gray eyes and the deep lines of a life hard lived carved into his skin staring down at him. He held a clay cup to Akiri’s lips.  
 
    The cool water soothed his throat, but he could only drink so much before he began coughing.  
 
    “How long have I been here?” he asked eventually. 
 
    “Not long,” the old monk replied, in a thin whisper of a voice. He looked weary beyond his incredible years. His posture was bent over almost double, the hunch of his spine level with his head as he leaned forward. “Your resilience is astounding. The bond with the dragon must be strong indeed to have enhanced your merkesh so much.” 
 
    Akiri hid his surprise. “You know of such things?” 
 
    The old man shrugged and placed the cup on the side table. “A little. Not as much as I should like. Mostly from my studies as a young man.” 
 
    “You were a scholar?” 
 
    “And a healer.” 
 
    “And a man in need of rest,” called a voice from the door. 
 
    Julla stood beneath the arch, her arms crossed over her chest, frowning. 
 
    “I am all too aware, dear lady,” said the monk.  
 
    She waited until he rose awkwardly and tottered from the cell, and still didn’t say anything until she was sure he had left the hallway. She moved to Akiri’s bedside. “Brother Korbyn has been tending to the wounded all night. I don’t know much about healing magic, but each time he rose from his ministrations, it looked as though another little piece of himself was left behind.” 
 
    “He’s a mage?” That would be most unusual. It was a rare monastery that allowed a sorcerer to take refuge in their ranks.  
 
    “Not really. A healer.” She examined the dressings on his shoulder. “Not all magic is fire and death, you know.” She offered a slight smile at that. “It was a blessing he was here, too. You wouldn’t have made it through the night without his care. When you fought Seyla’s father, he… put something inside you. Or at least that’s how Brother Korbyn described it.” 
 
    The thought sent a chill down Akiri’s back. “Did he say what?” 
 
    “Just that he had left a part of his evil inside you.” 
 
    Akiri touched the wound tentatively, imaging a fate where he became a thing of death like Cammaric. The thought was beyond terrifying. “And he is certain it is gone?” 
 
    She nodded. “He said so. But I think healing you did something to him… hurt him somehow, in ways beyond what’s normal. Not that I’ve seen much in the way of magic. But you could see it on his face. Like years had been stolen from his life. ” 
 
    Akiri would have to find a way to repay the old monk. To save him from such a gruesome fate put Akiri deeply in his debt. It was another that he would repay when the time came, he vowed silently. “And what of Brother Mallorie?” 
 
    “He’s resting. Brother Korbyn did all he could.” 
 
    “Can he speak?” 
 
    Julla shook her head. “He may never wake. What do you need to ask him?” 
 
    Akiri thought about lying, but the woman deserved to know. “He said the creatures had come for the boy. If that is true, I need to know why.” 
 
    Julla knitted her brow. “Seyla?” 
 
    He nodded. “There are answers here somewhere. The monks know something. I’m sure of it. And if I don’t find out, I fear it will not be the last we see of those things. They didn’t get whatever they came for. And my guess is that they’ll keep coming until they do.” 
 
    Akiri tried to rise, but a wave of nausea swelled up to fill his throat. He fought it down.  
 
    “Brother Korbyn said you should wait until this evening before getting out of bed.” 
 
    Akiri stubbornly tried again, but with the same results.  
 
    Julla shook her head and sighed. “Bullheaded, just like my husband.”  
 
    After checking his bandages one more time, she left to attend to the other wounded men. There was little Akiri could do save lie there and think. He mulled over everything that happened since meeting the boy at the edge of the burning village, and the one undeniable truth was that Mallorie was right: they were after the boy. They had to be. From the very first one he had encountered in Cammaric’s home, they were drawn to him. But why?   
 
    It was early afternoon before Akiri finally rose to face the day, albeit weakened. He should have rested longer, but the notion of remaining in bed had his anxiety flaring. He needed answers, and every minute he wasted in bed was a minute closer to the next attack. It might not end so well the next time.  
 
    He entered the hallway. The moans of the wounded and the sobs of mourning haunted the corridors. They had brought this down upon these people. They had brought the dead to their door. And still he needed to beg them for more help. Julla taking the children down the mountain alone was nothing short of a death sentence, whether the boy was the lodestone drawing the dead or not.  
 
    He went from room to room until he found Brother Mallorie.  
 
    He was unconscious, as Julla had said. “Where would I find Brother Korbyn?” he asked the monk attending Mallorie.  
 
    “His room is in the tower, behind the main building,” he told him. “But I think he’s resting.” 
 
    “My thanks,” Akiri said and made his way outside into the courtyard. He knew what he needed to do. It was hard to believe that so many had fallen out here; at first glance it seemed so ordinary. The only trace of the slaughter was the footprints in the snow, which told their own story of the conflict. The bodies of both the enemy and the fallen monks had been taken away, and a thin stream of smoke beyond the wall marked the funeral pyre. They’d decided against the main courtyard, which was wise. The stench would get inside the building otherwise. He scuffed his boot across the blood-stained ground, churning up soil.  
 
    Kyra was far to the north, hunting again. Her appetite, he had noticed, had increased lately. The little lore he’d found suggested a fledgling dragon did not require food often and could survive incredible spans of time, months rather than days, between meals. Kyra, it seemed, enjoyed the hunt. But then, she was still very young. Perhaps it still felt like a game to her? 
 
    He walked around to the rear of the main building, where he saw a small watchtower. Smoke was rising from a chimney pipe in its roof, and despite the cold, two monks sat outside talking quietly.  
 
    “Turn back, slayer. Brother Korbyn can’t be disturbed,” one of the two monks called. His tone was soft, but his eyes couldn’t conceal his anger at the sight of Akiri.  
 
    “I must speak with him,” he insisted. “I’ll be brief.” 
 
    “I told you – he can’t be disturbed. I don’t care who you think you are, you’re not getting in. Our brother must rest. Now be gone.” 
 
    Akiri stepped menacingly forward. “Do not test my patience, monk. Stand aside or I will remove you.” 
 
    To his credit, the monk would not be cowed. “Do not threaten me.” 
 
    “I do not make threats. I need to speak with Brother Korbyn, and I will speak with him.” Akiri’s tone was as hard and cold as the mountain. “So I will say one last time: stand aside.”  
 
    “No,” the monk said stubbornly. Though a full head shorter than Akiri and not nearly as broad in the shoulder, he stepped forward and gave him a defiant stare. 
 
    Akiri had no desire to hurt the monk. After all, he still needed them to shelter Julla and the children. And in truth, he was impressed by the smaller man’s courage.  
 
    The tension built until a voice called from inside.  
 
    “Let him come.” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, the monk looked to the door, then back to Akiri. He stepped aside. “He is not well. Be quick. He needs his rest.” 
 
    “I understand,” Akiri said, then eased the door open.  
 
    Brother Korbyn lay on an old rickety cot that had been placed near a cast iron stove for warmth. His skin was deathly pale, the lines craggier now than they had been earlier that day. The old man nodded toward the single chair.  
 
    Akiri moved it beside the bed and sat down. “You are ill?”  
 
    “You could say that. I am dying.” The old man eased himself up a little. His gray eyes were clouded over and his lips trembled. 
 
    “Because of the healing you performed on me?”  
 
    “Because I am an old man,” he replied, with a fragile smile. “It is my time. A man cannot avoid his destiny.” 
 
    “We make our own destiny,” said Akiri. 
 
    Brother Korbyn chuckled. “If that is so, how is it you came to be here at this time, when you are most needed? Julla told me of your arrival at her village and how you saved them. Do you really think that was chance? That, my boy, is the divine hand at play.” He tapped the side of his nose. “The gods have their eyes on you. Even an old fool like me can see that.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to discuss the gods,” said Akiri. 
 
    “I’m sure you didn’t.”  
 
    “I need to understand what is happening.” 
 
     “I will help unravel it for you if I can.” 
 
    “Mallorie said that the creatures were after the boy.” 
 
    Korbyn nodded. “He bears the mark of the necromancer. His father brought him to us when he was still very young. He said that it had appeared overnight after the boy had suffered a fever. Fool that I was, I told him that it was nothing to worry himself over; a latent birthmark brought on by his illness. A scar of sorts. But I was wrong.” He breathed a weary sigh. “I think that perhaps I knew the danger even then. But I refused to admit it. And that is the shame I shall bear into the next world.”  
 
    Akiri remembered the peculiar mark he’d seen on Seyla’s arm. “What does it mean?’ 
 
    “Put bluntly, it means dark magic has touched him. It draws evil to him. And it will not stop until the darkness has him. More than that, I don’t know. Such lore is forbidden. I may be old, but I am not eager to open the door to that kind of evil.” 
 
    “But he isn’t damned, surely. There must be a way to save him.” 
 
    “Not one that I know.” 
 
    Akiri considered this for a moment, and then asked, “Yarrow? Does the word mean anything to you?”   
 
    “Yarrow? Where did you hear that?”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Do you know what it means?” 
 
    “I don’t see how Yarrow could have anything to do with this,” the old man said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Yarrow is both a what, and a who,” he explained. “It’s a rare herb found near the Cliffs of the Dragon, believed to have arcane properties, though only the most skilled alchemists would know how to use it. I have heard it said that it can prolong the life of any mortal creature. Others claim it has extraordinary healing properties.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense that Cammaric would waste his final word on an herb unless he was begging for its healing touch, which didn’t seem likely. “You said it’s also a who?” 
 
    “Yes. The herb was named for a legendary sorcerer, a man of vast knowledge and incredible power… and unsurpassed evil. He searched ceaselessly for the secret to immortality; hence the mockery in the name of the herb and its alleged properties. He’s been dead for centuries, though, fallen prey to his own dark desires.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “He believed the secret rested in the life force of the Elder Dragons. The first dragon, to be more specific. The mother of them all. He sought to drain the life force out of her for himself, but perished in the attempt. You have to understand, it was all so long ago. Yarrow is nothing more than a cautionary tale, a name that has lost all meaning apart from how far a man can fall, how evil his desires can become should he give in to the dark arts. It may be nothing more than a myth. Who knows? But even if the wildest aspects of his story were true, I don’t see how this has anything to do with the boy.”  
 
    “It was the last word Cammaric spoke, from beyond the grave – a final message. It has to mean something.” 
 
    Korbyn lowered his eyes. “Julla told me the boy saw everything.” 
 
    Akiri ignored the comment. “You saw what happened out there. Nothing about this attack was natural. It has to be the work of dark magic,” he mused. “The dead don’t rise on their own. Someone is driving them to purpose.” 
 
    “Perhaps someone is using Yarrow’s name. A pretender. Someone who has chosen the dark path.” 
 
    “If so, I need to find him. But first I need to find somewhere safe for the boy.”  
 
    “Seyla can remain with us.” 
 
    “If they return, you cannot protect him,” said Akiri, bluntly. 
 
    “We can mask his presence here for a time,” said Korbyn. “We have gifts of our own. We were caught unaware before. It will not happen again.” His body convulsed as the coughing took hold, and Akiri reached for the clay cup beside the bed and offered it. He accepted, though was only barely able to hold it to his lips. It was painfully obvious the monk’s time was nearly up. 
 
    “Do you have an idea where I should start looking?” 
 
    Brother Korbyn handed back the cup and thought for a long moment. “If we can hide the boy, the creatures may return to their master. That’s all I can think of.” 
 
    If there are any left that Kyra hasn’t torn to pieces, he thought. He would need her eyes to scour the mountainsides. If the old monk was right, there might be a track that led eventually back to this Yarrow… or whoever it was behind this. He looked to Korbyn. The old man was all but spent. He could barely keep his eyes open.  
 
    “You saved my life. I owe you a debt I will never be able to repay.” 
 
    “You will,” he said, his voice a hush. “Save the boy. Save him from this fate… and my folly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER SIX
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Julla saw him to the gate. It was an hour before dawn. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Seyla,” she told him. “He’ll understand in time.” 
 
    The monks had moved the boy into the main chapel and set up a cot near a massive stone altar, above which hung a burnished golden image of Mishna in all of her glory. Akiri had no interest in setting foot inside that holy place. There were no prayers for his lips these days. He offered the brothers more coin to cover the boy’s keep, and assured them he would return for Seyla once whoever had loosed this evil upon the world was answering to the god whose laws his abominations defied.  
 
    Kyra flew ahead to scout the mountainside. He watched her in the distance, a crimson jewel in the blue sky.  
 
    By the time Akiri reached the cave where they had sheltered, she had hunted out three of the creatures wandering aimlessly about the lower reaches of the valley, dragging themselves forward on broken bones.  
 
    It would take days to make his descent. The trail was covered with thick snow under sheets of ice. The horse was nowhere to be found, though hoofprints in the snow suggested that she had decided to make her own way down the mountain.  
 
    He kept walking. 
 
    When he reached the village, he took a moment to sift through the rubble of Cammaric’s ravaged home. The charred bodies of his family remained, perfectly preserved in the cold, as did the first creature Akiri had fought. Though he did not have time to give them a proper burial, he promised himself he would upon his return. He found his friend’s Dul’Buhar dagger and tucked it into his belt. This he would pass on to Seyla as his inheritance. Everything else was burned beyond salvaging  
 
    He studied the dead over the next few days as they wandered aimlessly, no thought or reason driving their motion. None attempted to ascend the mountain. He took that to mean the monks were good to their word, and their wardings had successfully hidden the boy from their sight. He only wished it could have happened sooner and saved a few lives in the process.  
 
    Kyra picked off five more over the next two days, careful always to leave one alive in case it heard the call to head for home. When he finally reached the mouth of the pass, they had yet to do anything other than walk in meaningless patterns, scattered across the valley floor and into mile upon mile of dense forest.  
 
    Akiri made his way to a vantage point that offered a good view of the landscape below and where he could easily follow them should they flee to their master’s side. He took up position and waited.  
 
    Kyra filled his mind with images of their shuffling wanderings. They would not escape him. The following day, the clouds returned, heavy with snow. It was rare for more than a few days to pass at this altitude without fresh falls, and with the temperatures so low for such a long part of the year, the frost was near permanent. 
 
    Akiri’s patience was sorely tested. It was hard to do nothing. As a Dul’Buhar he had waited with near infinite patience: watching his enemy, gauging their weaknesses, planning his assault. But this was different. The need for vengeance was driving him. It scattered his mind, forcing him to use his years of training and discipline to focus. Once, he found himself on the verge of stealing into the valley below intent on hunting the things down one by one and ending their miserable existence, but before he could, Kyra spotted a new figure emerge from a densely forested area just beyond a sapphire blue lake far below the ice line in the eastern shadow of the mountains. She shared her vision, and at first, he was inclined to think she had merely rooted out another of the undead. But as Kyra fed him more details, filling his mind with the man in blue and black robes, he realized the others had stopped, turned, and begun to drag themselves toward the newcomer. 
 
    Was this their master?  
 
    Stay out of sight, he told her.  
 
    He could feel her anger swelling; her desire to mete out justice; to bring death from the sky raining down like the wrath of the gods.   
 
    Wait, Akiri said firmly. You’ll get your chance. 
 
    Kyra reluctantly obeyed and ascended far above the clouds, out of the sight of mortal eyes.  
 
    Tracking the undead in the snow was a simple enough task; it demanded little in the way of woodland lore to read scuff marks in the otherwise pristine white. Even if the newcomer fled, there was nowhere he could run that Akiri could not follow. Not with Kyra watching from her lofty position. Akiri concentrated his attention on the newcomer, the intensity of thought conveying his intentions to Kyra. The dragon understood him. She knew him better than he knew himself at times. 
 
    Be ready, he told her.  
 
    Her only reply was a ripple of eager rage that rushed through his blood, begging to be unleashed.  
 
    He followed the undead as they marched through the night. He moved with care, but there was little he could do about the crunch of snow underfoot and the cracking of ice beneath as it shattered under his weight.  
 
    With dawn on the horizon, Kyra loosed a shrill warning cry. They had turned and were converging on his position.  
 
    The newcomer was still several miles away.  
 
    Kyra began her descent, circling before she landed at Akiri’s side. The first of the dead came into view from between a group of tall pines. The reek of corruption was overpowering even at this distance. The rot had got deep into the creature. He dragged loops of gut across the ground as though it were the most natural thing in the world to carry his insides in his hands. Akiri unsheathed his sword, ready for the inevitable skirmish. He could cope with five mindless foes. He worked his shoulder. It felt better. Not good, but better. It took less than two minutes for the irregular line of dead men to stand before him.  
 
    Akiri sneered. The sight of these things fueled his rage. Not at the creatures themselves, but at their maker.  
 
    Kyra hissed and snorted a deep resonate rumble that seemed to be echoed in the stones beneath her feet. The sinews of her legs and scales along the ridge of her spine rippled, her body filled with pent up violence ready to explode into action.  
 
    But the dead men did not continue their advance. They stood their ground, staring at the pair through vacant eyes. Only two carried any sort of weapon, and the scale of the rot and ruin that ate away at their broken bodies suggested they had been dead for some time.  
 
    The longer they simply stood there, not moving forward, not moving back, the more obvious their intentions became – their master was using them as a shield to buy himself the time to escape. Akiri couldn’t allow that to happen; not with all the debts he owed and promises he’d made. The newcomer was not going to elude him. 
 
    Akiri touched the Dul’Buhar blade to his forehead, a ritualistic bonding of flesh and steel, and charged, Kyra roaring by his side as she surged toward the ranks of the dead.  
 
    But still the creatures did not flinch. They knew no fear.  
 
    He saw wisps of smoke curling across his vision and wondered for the silence it took between ragged breaths what sort of fell magic this was. With only a few feet left between them, the corpse in the center of the shabby line burst into flames. The others, he saw, smoldered, the same curls of smoke rising from their meat. 
 
    Akiri skidded to a halt, Kyra beside him.  
 
    The dead man stood stone still and silent as the fire charred its flesh. On either side, the others turned to face it, arms extended, reaching out. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Akiri caught the sudden flare of the jewel set in the pommel of his sword as its radiance intensified. The short hairs along the nape of his neck prickled. “Back!” Akiri yelled at Kyra. 
 
    But it was too late.  
 
    He felt the sudden rush all around him, as though the mountain itself had sucked in a huge stony lungful of air, followed by a blinding flash, and then he was lifted from his feet and hurled away. He hit the ground hard, slamming up against the thick trunk of a pine with all the force of a deadly fist rammed into his gut, robbing him of breath.  
 
    Unable to see through the pain, he felt the cold snow on his hands as he tried to stop himself from falling.  
 
    Another shockwave hit him with the fury of the mountain’s elemental rage, pitching him backwards. His head slammed into the ground, his entire world turning black.  
 
    The last thing he heard before consciousness left him was Kyra’s desperate cry. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The chill air demanded he open his eyes.  
 
    The moon cast a soft glow over the snow-covered ground, lending the landscape a mystical appearance. He lay on his side, the hilt of his sword jammed into his kidney where he had dropped it. 
 
    He looked around groggily, trying to think what had happened, and as the fugue passed, he remembered the dragon’s scream. 
 
    Kyra! He reached out with his mind, trying to touch her consciousness.  
 
    He pushed himself up, and the sudden movement left his head swimming as the world tilted away beneath him. His entire body protested. But his relief at seeing her standing a few feet away, watching over him, banished all discomfort. As best he could tell, she appeared unhurt, albeit as dazed as he was.  
 
    He struggled to his feet, and stumbled over to where the undead had been.  
 
    Had been… 
 
    The ground was scorched in a line all the way down to the bedrock, the grass burned away, the soil melted. This was powerful magic. He had made a mistake; he would not make the same mistake again. This was a foe to be respected. 
 
    “Can you fly?” he asked. 
 
    She lifted her head, tilted it as though reading his worry, and let out a furious roar that defied the world to hold her down as she leapt six feet into the air and pounded her wings.  
 
    He could feel her rage pouring into him, fueling his own.  
 
    The man had come from the direction of Jarba Lake, so it was not unreasonable to assume that was where he had returned. From the position of the moon, Akiri judged it to be an hour or two after midnight, which meant they had lost a lot of time and explained his grogginess. It would be well into the next morning before he could reach it
    
     ,
     and longer still before he caught up with his prey, no matter how quickly he moved. Yet he wasn’t about to send Kyra after him without knowing what she was facing, especially after witnessing the power that had been unleashed upon them. For all he knew it was a sample; a warning meant to discourage pursuit. He would eventually test his enemy’s strength. But on his own terms. 
 
    When he reached the area where Kyra had seen the figure emerge from the woodland, he saw footprints that led back into the thick of the forest. He followed them. It didn’t take long to confirm his suspicions. The man was heading for the lake.  
 
    The air became warmer the further he traveled down the slopes. Soon the snow was little more than a thin layer, with patches of grass obstinately jutting out from the ground. A look back the way he had come reminded him just how harsh life at that altitude could be. Up there the air was thinner, each breath providing less in the way of sustenance. Already down here the air was thick, each breath offering a heady hit in his lungs. He felt twice as strong and more than capable of running the enemy down, chasing the man through the woodland and across the lake and distant marshlands. He felt powerful. He knew it was just the lower elevation, but after the rarified air of the mountains, he savored the sensation. 
 
    Kyra maintained her watch. He felt her mounting frustration as she failed to locate their quarry.  
 
    Just before dawn he stumbled across a narrow path, barely wide enough for a wagon. The reality of what it meant made his heart sink: a boat and a dock.  
 
    Jarba Lake was quite large; the largest body of water for hundreds of miles. Though not extremely broad – one could row across in a day or more – its length was considerable. There were least a dozen fishing villages scattered around its banks and more on the distant shore. If he picked the wrong one, the man was gone forever. 
 
    He flees. The words buried in Kyra’s thought struck him. He flees on water.  
 
    Stay well out of sight, he cautioned.  
 
    She didn’t seem happy with the command, but she obeyed. 
 
    Akiri picked up his pace, breaking into a steady ground-eating lope, determined not to allow his prey to get too far ahead.  
 
    He reached the lake after almost two hours of steady running. Between his furs, the heat of his body, and the slowly rising temperature, Akiri had no option but to shed his furs, and he packed them away. They were bulky and awkward to carry, but there was no telling when he would need them again.  
 
    A small shack stood near the waterline to his left. There was no one about. Worse, there was no other boat on the water.  
 
    The open door revealed several lengths of rope and a few empty crates, nothing more.  
 
    Akiri walked around the side of the building, where he discovered the body of an older man slumped against a barrel that had been set beneath the gutter to catch run-off rain. He hunkered down beside the corpse, half-expecting to be hit by the sickly rush of decay. This was a fresh kill, however. Blood soaked his shirt from where a dagger had been plunged into his heart. The dead man’s hands were still clutched around the hilt. Better to die this way than be torn apart by the undead – or to become one of them, Akiri thought. Kyra shared the sentiment. 
 
    The lake was far too vast to walk around; it would take days. His quarry would make landfall on the other side long before then. And once he entered a town, it would be easy to disappear among the people even if Kyra had his scent.  
 
    Akiri looked out along the jetty. Beneath the water, he saw the shadow of a small boat; the damage to its hull was enough to know that it had been scuttled.  
 
    Akiri waded into the icy lake, the cold water clutching around his legs as he dragged the boat to the shore.  
 
    The damage was not as bad as he’d feared. He set to gathering mud and grass to work into a paste and used a strip of cloth from the dead man’s shirt to patch the breach. It would do. It would have to.  
 
    He ripped a plank from the side of the jetty to use as a makeshift oar.  
 
    Once the boat was in the water, he double-checked the seal to be sure it was watertight. If it didn’t hold, there was a good chance he would drown. It wouldn’t take much for the surface to freeze, and even less for the cold water to sap the strength out of his muscles long before he reached the shore. But what choice did he have? 
 
    Akiri pushed off from the dock side and began to paddle with the timber. It was slow going at first. He watched the mud-seal rather than the horizon, and with no sign of water seeping through, risked more vigor. The problem was that he was chasing an undamaged boat with proper oars. There was no way he would catch the other man, but that didn’t matter as long as he did not fall too far behind. 
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    Three times Akiri had to mend the patch. Though the repairs were successful, it did mean unwanted delays.  
 
    The water that had leaked in made each mend weaker than the last and meant the little rowboat was watertight for shorter and shorter time. But he was alive, and that was enough. 
 
    By midafternoon, Kyra had tracked the robed figure to the outskirts of a lakeside village. The settlement was almost directly opposite from where they had started. She couldn’t sniff him out from there, losing him amid the scents of everyday village life, so she returned to Akiri, circling and swooping low as he rowed ever on.  
 
    The effort tested his shoulder, but grit and determination saw him to shore, sore but safe. The boat was ankle deep in water, the patch leaking badly as he’d given up trying to fix it for the last few minutes. It had taken the best part of a full day to row ashore, with him weakening as the journey slowed. Three jetties, each with small fishing boats bobbing at their moorings, stretched out into the lake. He was interested in what lay beyond – a small market and several single-story buildings.  
 
    The village itself was surrounded by a palisade built with logs, no doubt from the nearby woodland, which ended in a row of uneven points. They were serious about keeping people out – at least compared to what one would expect from a simple fishing village. With no room to berth along the docks, Akiri dragged the boat up onto the muddy bank, his feet slipping and sliding as he struggled ashore. There were precious few people about. No one came to welcome him or question his arrival. He saw a pair of merchants packing up for the day, but they didn’t give him a second glance. 
 
    The village was bigger than he’d first imagined. He walked through the empty market square, where against the far wall he saw several armed men. He could read the tension in their bodies. They were dressed in battered but serviceable leather breastplates and dented helms. As they watched him cross the square, he saw one point in his direction. He responded by raising his hand in greeting. Small villages were wise to be wary of strangers; it was just the way of the world. Fighting on foreign fronts brought unease, and unease brought unrest. But he had gold enough to buy at least a few passing friendships before he moved on.  
 
    It didn’t take long for their attention to shift skyward.  
 
    Kyra. 
 
    So much for keeping a low profile, he thought wryly. He scanned the length of the ramparts. There were only two men in position, and neither carried bows, so things weren’t likely to turn nasty. 
 
    Akiri checked his gear and continued his slow measured pace until he reached the gate.  
 
    “You there,” bellowed one of the two guards, as they drew their weapons. It wasn’t the most hospitable of greetings. The man was tall, though cursed with narrow shoulders and a reed-thin frame. His face was freckled, and a thick mop of red hair poked out from underneath his helm. “Does that beast follow you?” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “Why don’t you keep pointing your swords at me and find out?” Kyra called from above to mark his words.  
 
    The men exchanged wary glances. This was clearly a situation for which they were unprepared. Slowly, they lowered their weapons.  
 
    “What’s your business here?” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone. He arrived today, from the lake,” he replied. Reaching into his pouch, he retrieved a silver coin. “You might have seen him? He was wearing red and black robes.” 
 
    The guard eyed the coin for a second, but made a face and shrugged. “Didn’t see no one like that.” 
 
    Akiri’s brow furrowed. As best he could tell, the man wasn’t lying. “Is there another way in he might have used?” 
 
    “Front gate, maybe.” He pointed off to his right, and Akiri saw a small trail worn into the dirt along the base of the wall. When he saw Akiri pocketing the shiny piece of silver, greed or need got the better of him. He quickly added, “We’re the night guard. He could have passed through here earlier. We can put the word out for you, if you’d like.” He looked meaningfully at where the coin had disappeared. 
 
    Akiri reached into his pocket and tossed it up to him. “I would appreciate that. And don’t trouble yourself over the dragon. She won’t come unless I call her. Or unless someone points a sword at me.” He smiled at that, mainly because the guard couldn’t be sure if he was joking or not.  
 
    He reached for the gate, only for the guards to bar his way. 
 
    “Curfew, I’m afraid. No one is allowed in or out after sundown.” Akiri reached for another coin, but the man continued: “That won’t help. Sorry. I just can’t let you in. It would be my neck. You could try the main gate, but I doubt you’ll have any better luck. Not unless that old wreck you floated in on is filled with gold.” 
 
    Akiri frowned. He did have more coins, but not enough to bribe an entire guard. And frankly, he would have rather spent it on food. Just thinking about it was enough to have the hunger gnaw away at his gut. He considered the situation. His quarry was unlikely to backtrack or skirt the village. It would have been good to know if the man was in there, but he could send Kyra on to check out the lay of the land. “I see,” he said. “The if you will excuse me, I’ll check with the front gate.”  
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    He gave the guards a nod and started toward the trail. Akiri made his way around the stockade. The few sentries he saw posted along on the wooden wall eyed him suspiciously, but didn’t challenge him. The true extent of the village made it more of a town, truth be told, and it took several minutes of brisk walking to reach the main gate.  
 
    A deep gully prevented a direct approach, forcing him to cross the scrub to the road more than two hundred yards from the gate. For a while, he walked behind a heavily laden cart that was passing by, which swayed as it jounced and juddered as an emaciated ox heaved it along the road. The wretched animal only had a few journeys left in it. The driver barely gave Akiri a second glance as he fell into lockstep with him, a deliberate ploy to appear part of the man’s team. They reached the gate at the same time. The driver raised a hand and gave a shout to someone on the other side, and a moment later, the gate groaned open. 
 
    “You’re really cutting it close, fella, best get inside sharpish. The moon’s coming up,” the gatekeeper said, slapping the driver a hearty whack on the back and waving him through. Akiri walked on in with them, pretending he belonged. That was the secret half the time, just acting like you belonged. He nodded to the gatekeeper.  
 
    With luck on his side – he refused to think of it in terms of the gods being with him – he’d end this tonight. How many taverns could there be in town? Half a dozen? Maybe a few inns. It shouldn’t be too hard to track down a stranger. Unless, of course, he was a local. Then it would be harder, although not impossible, to smoke out someone meddling with forbidden magic.  
 
    The gates closed behind them, a huge timber dropping into place to bar the way. 
 
    A small square opened into a larger one that served as a market. The town was obviously some sort of hub serving the other settlements along the lake, which would account for its size and the need for defenses. Beyond, he saw lamplighters moving through the street, lighting the way, and heard a flute playing in the distance.  
 
    The driver steered the ox across the square and then heaved his massive girth down from his seat. He groaned and stretched, tiny beads of sweat peppering his face and brow. As he wiped them away, Akiri saw the dark rings staining his armpits, the honest marks of a day’s hard toil. Despite the condition of his beast and the rickety construction of the cart, the man was relatively well dressed; his clothes tailored to fit his bulk. He blew out a weary breath, leaning on the cart’s hitch and shaking his head.  
 
    “I’m glad that’s over,” he muttered, and then glanced to Akiri. “And since I was kind enough not to turn you in, maybe you can repay the favor and help my man secure the wagon.” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    “Good man. I’m a believer in fair exchanges.” The other man was nearly as tall as Akiri, with broad shoulders and a bald head. “I’ll be at the tavern when you’re done,” he said to his companion, and then returned his attention to Akiri. “And if you plan to find a room, you might want to join him. If Hayes tells me you’re a good worker, there might be a job for you. Best not waste any time.” Without waiting for a reply, the man ambled away in the direction of the music.  
 
    Hayes gave Akiri a sour look that could happily have curdled blood. He hopped into the driver’s seat of the wagon. “What are you waiting for?”  
 
    “I’ll walk,” said Akiri. 
 
    Hayes shrugged then urged the beast forward with a snap of the reigns.  
 
    Akiri followed, paying close attention to the layout of the town as they went. He had to look at the fellow as an opportunity and make the effort to ingratiate himself. From his demeanor, that would be done with work and muscle rather than kind words and humor. So much the better. His new workmate knew the town and probably everyone who lived in it. He was possibly a keg of information, if not a font. All Akiri had to do was tap it.  
 
    They brought the cart to a nearby warehouse, which took no more than five minutes, and after a few more, including a brief conversation with the master, they unloaded the wagon, which took a good quarter hour. Done, they took the cart to a livery a few buildings down and stabled the ox. Hayes barely spoke two words throughout the entire ordeal. The way he handled the heavy goods spoke volumes, though; he’d lived a life of hard industry.  
 
    “You did well,” Hayes grunted grudgingly. “Tomorrow I’ll tell Dema to hire you, if that’s what you want.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Akiri said, not giving anything away. “Depends on the wage.” 
 
    Hayes nodded. He was a man of few words, and Akiri appreciated that. “The boss is at the tavern if you need a room for the night. He’ll front it.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Follow the music. You’ll find it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    Hayes shook his head. “I don’t like to be around Dema when he drinks. He’s got a bad habit of getting me into fights.” He rubbed at his jaw. 
 
    “Good to know,” remarked Akiri.  
 
    “Word to the wise: if he gets you in trouble, just keep that sword of yours sheathed. Folks around here may be stupid enough to let Dema get under their skin, but they don’t deserve getting killed over his flapping lips. Things can get out of hand damn quick when he’s had too much ale. It’d be a crying shame.” 
 
    Akiri agreed. “Thank you. I don’t plan on killing anyone tonight.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    Hayes left him to it. Akiri made his way back to the main square, listening for the faint strains of the flautist’s melody, then followed the music down a broad avenue. The buildings were simple in design, functional but sturdy. There was a promenade running along either side, and he saw several of the town’s folk moving down the street toward what was obviously the watering hole. They were clad in simple attire; like the buildings, the onus was on functionality. This wasn’t a place that reeked of wealth, but more tellingly it wasn’t beset by obvious poverty, either. There were still beggars, filthy skinned, but not skeletally thin – which meant they ate. In his experience, you could judge a town by how it treated its poor. The stench of fish hung in the air, but the streets were clean. All in all, there were worse shores he could have washed up on.  
 
    The sound of laughter – proper boisterous, joyous laugher – joined with the flute. A sign hung over the door that read The Fisher King’s Wife, which surely would have made the woman in the painting below the Fisher Queen.  
 
    While he pondered on it, the door was flung wide and a couple of the townsfolk stumbled out, already filled with the good spirits that could only be found at the bottom of a bottle.  
 
    Akiri went inside. The interior was a match for the exterior. The room was filled to capacity, with several long tables down the middle and a long bar at the rear. There were women working the tables while the flautist sat on an upturned barrel in one of the corners. She’d gathered quite a crowd of appreciative listeners to her side, and not just because she was one of the most strikingly beautiful women he had seen in some time. Her talents were exceptional; as good as he had heard in much more elegant surroundings. Men and women sat side by side, drinking at the tables. The serving maids pushed through the crowd keeping their tankards filled up and the banter overflowing.  
 
    Again, like the town itself, he was left thinking there were worse places he could have found himself, but he wasn’t here for frivolity. Akiri spotted Dema with three men on the far side of the room. Though the merchant was grinning broadly as he took copious draws from his mug, his companions looked less than thrilled by whatever the big man had just said.  
 
    “We had a deal, you rat-faced little bastard,” one of the men was saying as Akiri approached.  
 
    “Not only did we, we still do,” Dema replied with a grin. “It’ll be honored, boys. You know me – I’m good for my word.” 
 
    “Aye, we do know you, that’s half the problem.” 
 
    “Oh, so cynical. That’s an ugly trait in a young man. But you’re right, it isn’t going to be at the price you hoped, I’m afraid.” Dema offered a ‘What can I do?’ shrug typical of conmen the world over. “Unless you know of someone else with a supply of Argonian silk? I didn’t think so. We both know you’ll pay what I am asking.” 
 
    The man rose from his chair, hand reaching for the knife at his belt. “I should slit your fat throat.” 
 
    “Maybe you could try,” – Dema nodded his head in Akiri’s direction – “But from where I’m sitting, I’d say it would probably end badly for you.”  
 
    The man looked at Akiri and sank back down. “You’re scum, Dema. That’s what you are. And that’s all you’ll ever be.”  
 
    “Big words, Clem. I like to think of myself as a businessman, and this, this is just a transaction. Not worth losing your head over. This time I win. Maybe next time you’ll be the one getting over on good old Dema. Who knows?”  
 
    The other two men stood. But neither were warriors, and it was painfully obvious they didn’t want to butt heads with Akiri. Not that he wanted to get his fists bloody; the last thing he wanted to do was fight. He wanted a drink. He wanted to relax for a time, if the chance arose, but mainly he wanted to find the man he’d come looking for and end this. So he kept it easy, and said, “You could always offer them something to assuage their anger, no? Good customers are hard to come by, am I right?” 
 
    Dema raised an eyebrow. “I could do that,” he said, steepling his fingers beneath his chin. “It just so happens I have an extra case of Bolarian whiskey. It’s mighty fine stuff, some of the finest out of the region. You know what, I’m feeling generous. What say I throw it in, help the price go down a little smoother?” 
 
    The man’s eyes darted between Akiri and Dema. “Fine. I suppose that will have to do. But next time we do business, every last one of your promises is going down in writing, and you’re not weaseling out of the deal. Or I’ll have you before the magistrate. Understand?”  
 
    “Of course, of course. Only fair. Let it be so, my friend. Now that we’ve settled this unpleasant business, what say you head over to the bar and give me a few minutes alone with my comrade here? We have a few private matters to discuss.” 
 
    When they were alone, Akiri took one of the empty seats. The song changed, and a fiddler now joined the woman. Akiri waited while Dema drained his mug. 
 
    “Nicely handled, uh…?” 
 
    “Akiri.” 
 
    “Akiri what?” 
 
    “Just Akiri.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, as I said, nicely done, Akiri. I was afraid poor Clem was going to be unreasonable. I’d have hated to have to kill him. Bad for business.” 
 
    “Bad for a lot of things, I’d have thought,” Akiri said. 
 
    When the serving maid next passed, Dema ordered Akiri a mug of ale. “Unless there’s anything else you fancy?” He looked at the woman, who met his gaze frankly, and offered a smile. She didn’t return it. “Now, now, Greta, be nice.” 
 
    “I am nice,” she said. “I’m bringing you a drink, that makes me the nicest woman in your life right now.”  
 
    Akiri laughed at that. Slowly the levity of the tavern was easing his burden.  
 
    “I see that Hayes decided to stay away,” Dema remarked. “Let me guess. He told you I get him into trouble.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Akiri said. 
 
    Dema laughed. “He’s right. I do. I even enjoy it. I can’t help myself. But what is a man to do? Some people just can’t take a joke.” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, a man could learn to hold his tongue.” 
 
    Dema tilted his head, looking at Akiri properly for the first time. “Bold words from someone looking for a job. Are you always so direct?” 
 
    “Always. And I’m not looking for work. I need information.” 
 
    Dema regarded him for a long moment. “Okay, I think I like you, Akiri. So, in addition to helping you find lodging for the night, what say I trade you whatever information I can, in return for something I want?” 
 
    Akiri frowned. “That would depend. What do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing much. Certainly nothing you aren’t in a position to offer – only your presence while I conduct a little bit of business tomorrow. Let’s be brutally honest, a man like you at my side will make some rather delicate negotiations progress relatively smoothly.” 
 
    “I’m not going to fight for you,” he said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of asking you to. Just do some intimidating to make sure fighting doesn’t break out.” 
 
     Akiri did not like the idea of being used like that; but again, it came down to expedience. If saying yes could end his hunt tonight, then yes was the wise thing to say. 
 
    “If the information is useful, we have a bargain.” 
 
    “Can’t say fairer than that, so ask away.” 
 
    “I am seeking a man who entered the town today, possibly a few hours before you arrived.” 
 
    “Is he local?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. He was dressed in red and black robes.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the merchant mused. “A priest, perhaps? Anything else you can tell me about him?” 
 
    “Only that he came from the other side of the lake.” 
 
    “To be fair, that’s not much to go on,” he said. “But I’ll do what I can. Wait here while I ask around. You never know.” 
 
    Dema pushed himself from his chair and crossed over to the bar. After a few words with the bartender, he returned. “I’ve had word put out, the inns and boarding houses are being checked, so if he’s here, we’ll know in a few hours. In the meantime, how about we drink?” 
 
    Dema ordered a pitcher of ale and began regaling Akiri with tales of his travels. The son of a baker from the east, near the Great Valharoth Desert, he had left home when he was a young man in search of his fortune. That had been a long, long time ago. 
 
    “The life of a merchant isn’t exactly what I was looking for,” he confided. “But if I’m being honest, I’m rubbish with a sword. So, it’s not like striking out on some grand adventure was ever in my future. Besides, it’s a good living. I would say honest, but, well, you’ve seen for yourself how flexible that word can be. So, your turn, Akiri. What about you?” 
 
    Akiri shrugged. “Nothing much to tell.” 
 
    “I see. A man of mystery. Well, let me try. From the looks of you, I’d wager you’re a true slayer. Now, I’m a great believer in thinking a couple of steps ahead whenever I can. First thing I noticed that you might call out of the ordinary – a dragon was watching the road. That, my new friend, is a rare sight in these parts. The second thing, of course, was you smuggling yourself into town. So, two things, they couldn’t possibly be linked, could they?”  
 
    “Her name is Kyra,” he said. “She is my companion. A word of caution: you’d do well to stay clear of her. She is not in a forgiving mood.”  
 
    Dema held up his hands. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m not an idiot. I wouldn’t dream of trying to capture such a deadly beast. I value my life far too much to do anything even half as stupid. Trading in trinkets and bobbles is enough for me. I leave danger to the young and foolish.” 
 
    The words were right, but something told Akiri the other man wasn’t being entirely honest. Men like Dema were driven by greed, and Kyra represented an untapped fortune. Being from the east, he would know just how valuable Kyra would be to the right buyer. It would be hard for a greedy man to resist. “Kyra is deadly. But like I said: she is my companion.” He fixed his gaze. “Should you ignore your good sense, the dragon will be the least of your worries.” 
 
    Dema’s smile broadened. “Just as I thought, a true slayer. Peace. Even had I the means, the markets where dragons are desired are too few and too far for me to travel these days. I’m a homebody at heart.” Dema changed the subject, explaining that he lived a few days’ travel east of the town and spent most of his time trading locally. It had been a long time since he had ventured further afield. After another hour the bartender waved him over. Akiri watched the brief exchange, trying to read their lips, and where he couldn’t, their body language.  
 
    “I’m afraid no one has checked in anywhere today,” Dema said, when he returned. “Could this person be local, or maybe know someone in town?” 
 
     “Does the name Yarrow mean anything to you?” 
 
    Instantly Dema’s smile vanished. His voice dropped until it was barely above a whisper, demanding, “Where did you hear that name?”  
 
    “So you know it?” 
 
    Dema looked around the room for a moment. “Of course I know it. But how do you?” 
 
    “That’s not important. Now tell me what you know, and tell me truthfully. I’m in no mood for lies.” 
 
    Dema hesitated, his eyes filled with fear. Before he could speak, a voice called out from across the tavern. “Dema! You son of a whore!” 
 
    The tavern went instantly silent. All eyes fell upon four men who moved through the room until they stood a few feet from their table. Akiri studied them. The one who had shouted was a grizzled-looking man with a long ponytail and crooked nose from where it had been broken one time too many. The other three were younger, all well-built. All of them carried short swords, and none looked happy to see the merchant.  
 
    “This is the part where I swear on my mother’s life,” muttered Dema. “Help me and I’ll help you. There are things you need to know about Yarrow. And I’m the only one who’ll tell you.” He plastered a friendly smile on his face and looked up at the newcomers. “Well, if it isn’t Ushton Malor. What the devil has got your blood worked up, old man?” 
 
    “You know damned well what,” he replied. “The nets you sold me were worthless. I lost a whole week’s catch thanks to you.” 
 
    Dema spread his arms wide, placating the man. “There’s no need to get upset. I’ll happily replace them. My word is my bond. You know that. I’m always good for it.” 
 
    “You’ll replace everything we lost?”  
 
    “Of course. Just say the word.” 
 
    “How about you start with my brother? He died trying to save the catch.” 
 
    The color drained from Dema’s face. The situation had just turned about as sour as it could have. “Sweet Mishna, Ushton, you have my deepest sympathies. But you have to believe me, I did not know there was anything wrong with the nets I sold you.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of your lies. I’m giving you a choice, here and now: either stand and die on your feet or I’ll cut you down where you sit. You decide.” 
 
    Akiri stood and moved to put himself between the pair. “Listen to me,” he said, keeping his voice calm and reasonable. “Your grief is clouding your judgment. You’re not thinking clearly. Leave now. Your death will not honor your brother.” 
 
    “And who the fuck are you?” scoffed Ushton. “Dema’s new lapdog? Run along, before you get hurt.” 
 
    “I am Akiri. And because your heart aches, I will ignore your poor manners. But do not test me further. I am weary from travel and in no mood for a fight.” He glanced down to the merchant. “Dema will make restitution, will you not?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Of course. I’ll give you double what you lost.” His hands were trembling. “To honor your brother,” he added quickly. 
 
    Several of the patrons began to move to the far side of the tavern, making room for trouble.  
 
    There was a long tense moment.  
 
    One of the men at Ushton’s back leaned in from behind and touched his shoulder. “Not here. Too many eyes.” It was clear that he had no desire to face Akiri. Ushton may be blind to the danger he faced, but his comrades were not.  
 
    Ushton’s knuckles were white as he gripped the hilt of his sword. “This isn’t over.” He hawked and spat a wad of green phlegm into the merchant’s face. And with that, the four men stormed out of the tavern.  
 
    Akiri waited until they had left before returning to his seat. After a few moments, the music resumed and the tavern returned to its previous state of revelry. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Dema, wiping away the spittle with a handkerchief from his pocket. “I owe you a debt.” 
 
    “You can start to repay it by telling me about Yarrow.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course.” He looked around. “But not here.” 
 
    The other patrons cast wary glances in their direction. The smart move was to leave, particularly considering that Ushton’s sorrow and anger would, before too long, get the better of him, and he’d return ready to demand blood. Better for him to find an empty table and give him time to calm down. Akiri had no desire to kill a man who simply wished to avenge his brother’s death. In fact, had the circumstances been different, he might have stood aside. It was likely that Dema was guilty of what he had been accused. And if so, Ushton deserved retribution. 
 
    Dema spoke one final time to the bartender, passing him a few coins, presumably for the trouble. Once in the street, Akiri took stock. There was no sign of Ushton and his comrades, so they started to walk back to where he and Hayes had left the cart.  
 
    “You were asking about Yarrow,” said Dema. “I first heard rumors of his evil a year ago – unbelievable stories of the dead walking among the living and human sacrifice. Not that I believed a word of it. I mean, who would? But then I saw it for myself.” 
 
    “You saw the dead walking?” 
 
    Dema nodded. “It was just after the spring last year. I was on my way to Avaria when I ran across an old cemetery. Half the graves were churned up. I figured it to be grave robbers. I was even going to report it to the magistrate. But just as the sun began to set on the mausoleums, I saw it. At first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. Those dead eyes and the way it stumbled with each step.” He shuddered. “Scared poor Hayes out of his wits.” 
 
    “It didn’t attack you?” 
 
    “No, thank Mishna. It just wandered off into the night. After it left, we packed the wagon and got the hell out of there.” 
 
    “And Yarrow. You are sure he’s the one responsible?” 
 
    Dema shrugged. “Yarrow is a legend. I figure it’s someone using the name. Someone wanting to instill fear in the ignorant. The stories say he was seeking immortality. But you never know, perhaps he actually found it.” 
 
    “Where can I find him?” 
 
    “Why would you want to?”  
 
    “That is my business.” 
 
    They rounded the corner to the street where the wagon and ox were stabled. Dema scrutinized Akiri, looking him up and down several times before he finally said, “I don’t know where he is. No one does. But I can point you in the right direction if you really are intent on getting yourself killed.” He stopped short and met Akiri’s eyes. “Is that who you’re looking for here?” The fear in his voice was unmistakable.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s possible.” 
 
    “And you intend to kill him?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you are either a fool or the bravest man I’ve ever met.” 
 
    They continued until they reached an inn at the corner of the next street, where Dema secured him a room. Akiri unpacked his belongings and then decided to head out and mingle amongst the locals rather than just take the merchant at his word.  
 
    He asked the same question again and again: Have you seen anything strange? 
 
    “Only you,” said one inebriated man.  
 
    A few mentioned seeing Kyra, but aside from that, no one had seen or heard anything worth noting. No walking dead, no mysterious robed figures. Eventually, Akiri gave up and returned to the inn for the night. He lay on the bed, still fully clothed, hands clasped behind his head while he stared up at the ceiling pondering his options. There wasn’t much he could do. It was either find him here or track Yarrow back to his lair. And it didn’t look like he was here to be found – which meant taking the fight to him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER EIGHT
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dema did a steady trade for the next two days, each evening returning to the inn within minutes of sundown. He kept himself in the thick of it, always with several people. Akiri assumed this was to avoid any further confrontation with Ushton Malor. Akiri didn’t waste a minute of the time he had to himself, making inquiries with both citizens and guards, describing the man he now assumed was Yarrow, but kept coming up against the same blank stares and denials. No one had seen anything untoward. No one had heard anything or noted anything worth remarking on. Life in town, if they were to be believed, was the same bland, flavorless life it always had been. The only thing anyone wanted to talk about was the dragon that had been spotted over the lake. Kyra’s fame spread quickly. It wasn’t long before everyone seemed to be walking around with their face turned to the sky in the hope – or fear – of catching a glimpse of her. Like it or not, Yarrow had either slipped away or was so adept at hiding the truth of his nature that he blended in seamlessly with his neighbors.  
 
    A few had heard tell of an evil rising to the east. But it was only ever something vague. A stirring. Disquiet. A change in the atmosphere. A friend of a friend had heard something. A cousin’s neighbor had seen something. All anecdotal. No one had firsthand experience of anything. He met three people who claimed to have heard the name Yarrow. Three out of an entire town. And not one of them had anything useful to add to what he already knew. It was dispiriting. By sunrise on the morning of their departure, Akiri was gripped by a sense of urgency that would not recede; every second spent in the lake town was time wasted. He wanted to be moving before the trail cooled. 
 
    Dema was in high spirits as he climbed into the wagon. Hayes, on the other hand, wasn’t. He didn’t manage much more than a grunt as he took up his place. They rode through the streets together in silence for a while, and then Hayes decided he wanted to stretch his legs, so he hopped down from the bench seat and walked alongside the cart for a while. Akiri joined him and they slowed to drop behind a few yards. The gates were open when they reached them. Thinking they were out of earshot, Hayes said flatly, “One day that idiot is going to push things too far and no one will be there to save his hide.” 
 
    Dema obviously heard him and burst out laughing. “Ah, dear boy, think how dull your life would be without me in it to make it interesting.” 
 
    Hayes scowled.  
 
    As they were passing through the gate, one of the two town guards approached and held up his hand to stall them.  
 
    “Are you Akiri?” 
 
    This couldn’t be good, he thought. “I am.” 
 
    “You need to come with us.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, not unreasonably, but with an edge of steel to his tone. 
 
    “My friend has broken no laws,” Dema quickly interjected. 
 
    “No, no, of course not. He isn’t under arrest,” the guard said. “I was merely told to fetch him.”  
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “The dock master.” 
 
    “Hayes, go with him,” said Dema. 
 
    “There’s no need,” said Akiri. “I’ll catch up with you.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The merchant nodded in return, glancing at the guard with a worried expression.  
 
    Akiri followed the two men through the town to the rear gate, where he’d first tried to enter. The market outside the palisade was in full swing. He noted that the docks were empty save for a single boat.  
 
    “Do you know who that belongs to?”   
 
    “No idea,” the guard replied, without even looking. “You could ask the dock master when you’re finished, if you’re that curious.” The guard pointed to a building at the far end of the walkway. Standing with a weather-worn older man with a thick gray beard and arms like hawsers was Seyla.  
 
    Akiri let out an involuntary sigh as he approached the fisherman.  
 
    “So, do you know the boy?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    A woman wearing a plaid dress, her salt and pepper hair tied back in a loose braid, emerged from the building. She waved the guards away and turned her attention to Akiri. 
 
    “He says he’s looking for you,” she said. “Marl here found him trying to cross the lake on a homemade raft this morning.” 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking, boy?” scolded Akiri.  
 
    Seyla refuse to speak or meet his eyes.  
 
    Akiri knelt and grabbed him roughly by the shoulders. “Answer me. What are you doing here? What happened?” 
 
    “I…the monks,” he said finally. “They were scared of me. Even Julla was. I heard them whispering about what happened… They said it was all my fault.” 
 
    “So, you thought to follow me?” He shook his head. “You could have gotten yourself killed.” 
 
    Seyla looked up defiantly despite the tears welling in his eyes. He puffed out his chest and glared at Akiri. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You will take responsibility for him,” the woman said. It wasn’t a question.  
 
    Akiri blew out an exasperated breath. “Do I have a choice?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. He will be safe with me.” He would have words with the monks upon his return. “Are you the dock master?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “That boat” – he gestured with a hooked thumb – “Do you know who owns it?” 
 
    “I assumed it was yours. But the guards told me you were the one who left that wreck on my shore. It’s firewood now, in case you’re interested.” 
 
    He took Seyla’s hand. “Come on, boy.” 
 
    Seyla followed without complaint. Dema and Hayes were only a few minutes beyond the gate.  
 
    The merchant frowned when her saw them. “You’re bringing a child?”  
 
    Akiri grumbled a curse and lifted Seyla into the seat beside Dema. “Not by choice.” 
 
    Hayes said nothing.  
 
    Akiri felt the gold in his pouch. He would need to find somewhere for Seyla, and he was running out of coin. He felt Kyra’s reassuring presence nearby. She was hungry. He wasn’t surprised; she had scarcely left the sky for two days straight. The exertion was taking its toll. Hunt, he told her through their connection. I will call you when I need you. He felt a pulse of reluctance fill his mind, but he fended it off with reassuring thoughts. I will not face danger alone. It was an oath he had to swear before she would leave them.  
 
    “You’re talking to Kyra, aren’t you?” asked Seyla.  
 
    Akiri raised an eyebrow. “And how do you know that?” 
 
    The boy shrugged. “I just felt like you were.” 
 
    “Talking to who?” asked Dema.  
 
    “His dragon,” the boy said somberly. “They talk to each other in their heads. But sometimes he speaks to her, too. Out loud. I don’t think he realizes he does.” 
 
     “Is that right, now? You can communicate with the beast?” 
 
    “I can,” Akiri replied. “Though it is difficult to explain. But we do communicate.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” remarked Dema. “I’ve heard tales of dragons. My father used to tell these fanciful stories of great men – dragon lords – riding them into battle. But I never considered that they might be any more intelligent than my ox.” 
 
    “She is,” Akiri confirmed. “Although just how intelligent is hard to say. Kyra is young. What her potential might be, I don’t know.” 
 
    “But the beast belongs to you, yes?” 
 
    Akiri didn’t like it when people referred to Kyra as a beast. “She is my friend. I trust her with my life. But I do not own her. She is free to do as she pleases.” Akiri’s mind turned to the poor dragons in the east; wings bound and necks collared. A rush of anger surged, but he quickly dismissed it. The bond he shared with Kyra made it difficult at times to remember that to most humans, dragons were animals. Dangerous and beautiful, yes. But animals still.  
 
    “I would very much like to see her.” 
 
    “Kyra is hunting.” 
 
    “I saw her when Uncle Akiri brought me to the monastery,” Seyla chimed in.  
 
    Dema gave Akiri a sideways look. “The monastery? You mean the one atop Soul’s Peak?” 
 
    “The boy’s village was attacked,” said Akiri, before Seyla could continue. “I had left him there until I could sort it out.” 
 
    The merchant was no fool; he tied the threads together quickly. “And you think it was Yarrow?” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s what I intend to find out.” 
 
    The landscape was flat and dotted with small patches of trees and brambles, though off to the distance in the south was a long wall of forest. By the time the wood ramparts 
    were long gone from sight, they were passing a few small farmsteads. The fields were bare.  
 
    “We’re heading to one of the larger townships in the area, on the edge of a vast marshland,” said Dema. “That’s where we will part ways. My road doesn’t involve going all the way to the necromancer’s door.”  
 
    Akiri could hardly blame him.  
 
    He would need to figure out what to do with Seyla. Taking a child along on the road wasn’t just stupid, it was dangerous. He could not contend with someone capable of raising the dead with the boy hanging around getting in the way. It would be the death of both of them. But he could hardly turn around and drag him back to the monastery, either.  
 
    Worse, of course, was the fact that the boy was now away from whatever concealment spells the monks had woven. This could make stealth impossible.  
 
    Seyla looked content sitting beside Dema. It was hard to remember that he was just a boy whose father had essentially died twice, the second time before his very eyes and at the hands of his best friend. The merchant’s frown soon had vanished and he even appeared to enjoy the company and began telling tall tales for Seyla’s enjoyment. Akiri half-listened as the man spun yarns of magical lands and faraway wonders, all of which were almost certainly untrue, but had the boy captivated nonetheless.  
 
    Akiri caught a brief flurry of movement behind a stand of oaks. Hayes saw it, too. He didn’t hesitate; he rushed ahead of the wagon. Akiri set off after him. Hayes carried a small dagger, and Akiri had no doubt the man knew how to use it. Dema continued talking to Seyla, giving no indication he had sensed the trouble about to close in around them, until Ushton Malor and the same three cronies who had been with him in the tavern stepped into the road.  
 
    Dema drew back on the reins and the wagon came to a halt. 
 
    “This doesn’t concern you, stranger, nor you, Hayes. All I want is justice,” Ushton said. “A life for a life. The merchant for my brother. The rest of you are free to go.” 
 
    “I’m going to give you one chance to turn around and walk away,” Akiri said, the absolute calm in his voice chilling. “If you persist, your wives will be burying their men and your children mourning their fathers.” 
 
    Akiri drew his steel.  
 
    “You would die for this pig of a man?” 
 
    “No,” Akiri replied. “But you certainly will. You and your comrades are not warriors. Whereas I have fought many battles.”  
 
    “You think to frighten me, dog?” spat Ushton. 
 
    “No. Only to give you fair warning. I have no desire to take your life. But I will.” 
 
    “Please,” Dema interjected. “Ushton, I’ve said I am sorry. Surely we can settle this like civilized people? I have coin. Would twenty gold satisfy your lust for vengeance?” 
 
    “You think you can buy your way out of this? My brother is dead. No amount of gold will bring him back.” 
 
    “Neither will your blood,” Akiri told him. “Take the offer and live. Nothing is served by this. Your brother is dead and vengeance is beyond your reach for now. You need to accept it.” 
 
    Akiri recognized the fury and pain in the fisherman’s eyes. His heart was set on a single purpose. This was going to end badly, no matter what Akiri said to him. It was a pity Kyra was not nearby, he thought. The sight of her might have been enough to frighten them into running.  
 
    “Forty gold, then,” Dema countered. 
 
    That was a substantial amount. Probably more than Ushton made in six months of fishing. Any sane man would accept it.  
 
    Akiri could see that the men at Ushton’s back were wavering. It wasn’t their brother who was in the ground. One of them rested a hand on Ushton’s shoulder. “Maybe we should just take the gold. After the loss of the catch and the cost of new nets…” 
 
    “Have you no honor?” roared Ushton, jerking away. “Your cousin is dead because of this bastard’s lies. He saved your life, unless you have forgotten.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten. But forty gold…” 
 
    “A hundred gold will not save him, you hear me? My brother will have justice.” 
 
    “Then how much is a life worth?” Dema said, unthinkingly. The tightness in his face said that he regretted his words. 
 
    Ushton glared at Dema, at his own man, and eventually down at the ground. “You cowardly piece of shit. Fine. Do as you please. Take this whoreson’s money. I won’t let my brother’s death go unanswered.” 
 
    The man tried to grab Ushton’s arm, but he wrenched himself free and charged at the wagon, his rust-pitted sword held high.  
 
    Hayes moved in to intercept him, but Akiri stepped in his path.  
 
    The other three men had not moved. They didn’t dare so much as breathe. The air around them was heavy with pent up violence waiting to explode all around them. 
 
    Akiri easily blocked the attack and sent an iron fist crashing into Ushton Malor’s jaw. It was a hammer blow. The sheer force of it poleaxed him. He stiffened and fell, unconscious long before his head hit the ground.  
 
    Akiri had just saved his life; not that Ushton would thank him for it. He stood silently and motionless, eyes fixed on the remaining men. But the speed and power Akiri had displayed was enough to keep them at bay. 
 
    “Take your kinsman and go,” said Akiri. “Do not look back. Do not turn around. And do not allow him to follow once he awakens. I will not be as merciful again.” He looked back to the wagon. “Give them the gold you promised, Dema.” 
 
    There was a long pause before the men sheathed their weapons. They dragged Ushton’s body from the road while Dema fumbled with his purse, counting out forty gold pieces. He gave them to Akiri. 
 
    “Make it fifty,” Akiri said, much to the merchant’s horror. “That’s how much a life is worth where I am from.” Fifty gold and a horse was actually the traditional compensation in Acharia. But as they had no horse to offer, it would have to suffice. 
 
    He did as he was told, counting out ten more. 
 
    Akiri in turn handed the coins over to one of the cousins. “You might want to bind him, lest his anger lead him to follow us.” 
 
    The man nodded.  
 
    “Even so, we should be well on our way before he wakes up,” remarked Hayes.  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Dema said.  
 
    As they pulled away, Akiri noticed the look of confusion on Seyla’s face. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you just kill him?” 
 
    “He did not deserve to die, boy. And a warrior does not kill without reason. Ushton was blinded by grief. He sought, what in his mind, was justice. I can find no fault in that.” He glanced up at Dema with cold eyes. “And one could argue that he was right to seek it.” 
 
    Dema wilted under Akiri’s stare. “It’s not my fault his brother died. Accidents happen on the lake all the time. Three fishermen died last year. Two so far since the thaw.” He looked back to where the cousins were binding Ushton’s wrists and frowned. “Of course, there’s every chance fifty gold won’t buy him off forever. I suppose I won’t be returning any time soon.”  
 
    “You got away cheaply,” Hayes snapped, anger flaring from seemingly nowhere. “You cheated him and you damn well know it. You’re lucky Akiri was here. I just might have let him gut you.” 
 
    The angry blood vessels beneath Dema’s cheeks blossomed like red vines. “Unless you want to end up back in the streets, I’d watch my tongue if I were you.” Dema stopped himself short of saying anything he might live to regret and sighed, his entire body relaxing as the fight went out of him. “Sorry, old friend. You’re right. I know you are. It’s just instinct. To look for the best deal for me and mine. Of course I cheated him. But how was I to know what would happen? It’s not as though I intended for anyone to drown. It was just a bit of old net.” 
 
    “But that’s the thing, you never intend anything,” Hayes told him. “And yet time after time, you get yourself neck deep in trouble. I’ll be honest, I’ve had enough. Once we return home, I’m done.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You know you don’t mean that.” 
 
    “You keep thinking that, right up until the moment you’re on your own.” 
 
    They rode on a while in silence. Akiri kept an eye on the road behind them, but after an hour it was obvious that Ushton had given up – assuming he’d come around from the punch. Hayes refused to ride beside Dema and walked a good distance from the wagon.  
 
    The atmosphere between the men didn’t thaw over the next few days even as the temperature continued to rise. The boy wasn’t used to the heat and spent much of the day sweating and constantly saying that he was thirsty. A life in the cold mountain climate hadn’t prepared him for what were relatively normal temperatures for this time of year anywhere else. It was only going to get worse the further they traveled; the marshlands were notoriously hot and humid, with the kind of thick, heavy moisture that got into your lungs and made breathing a challenge. They were heading towards a strange place known as the Fire Hills, less than a week’s travel beyond their destination, where rather than chill as they climbed
    
     ,
     the hills grew warmer. Lava flows and hot springs covered the terrain for miles. Nothing grew, and the black rocky ground was so hot in places it could burn the boots right off one’s feet. The region was akin to walking into a blazing Underworld. 
 
    Every time they camped, Akiri tried not to eavesdrop as Dema attempted to mend his relationship with his man. His entreaties fell on deaf ears for the first few days, but eventually the tension between the two of them lessened. 
 
    “Dema’s a snake,” Hayes said when they were alone. Akiri was gathering up kindling for the campfire. “But the truth is, without him, I would have ended up dead.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “He gave me a job when I had nowhere else to turn. I was lost. I earned my scratch working for a local thug in Varania, hurting people, collecting debts, that sort of thing. It wasn’t a good life. I may be big, but I don’t like to hurt people. But at the time…” He shrugged. “Anyway, Dema came to town selling blades. Junk mostly. But he had a few decent daggers and a few swords worth buying. He met us at a warehouse the boss owned so we could pick through his inventory, when a rival gang attacked us. Some upstart from down south who called himself Adder. Silly name if you ask me. But he had lots of gold and lots of men. More than we could handle, for sure. Me and Dema were the only ones who got out alive.” He looked in the direction where Dema and Seyla were gathered by the fire a short distance away. “He bought my life. Marched right up to their headquarters and struck a bargain. I thought they’d kill him for sure. But somehow, he talked them into letting us leave the city. I’ve been with him ever since.” 
 
    “Are you going to leave him?” 
 
    Hayes lowered his head and blew out a heavy breath. “I doubt it. I should. I’ve saved him more than enough times to have paid off any debt I owe. But he would end up dead, and it would be on my hands. He’s a crook, but he’s a good man, if that makes any sense?” 
 
    “It does,” Akiri said. He had met many shady characters since leaving Acharia. Some with hearts as black as pitch. But others were simply victims of their circumstances. Where once life was black and white, he had discovered that it comes in many hues of grey. Not all villains are evil. And not all heroes good. “Tell me, what would you do if you left?” 
 
    “I’ve saved enough to live out my life without the need to work. It wouldn’t be luxury, but I don’t need much.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you could convince him it’s time to retire,” Akiri suggested. 
 
    “Oh, believe me, I’ve tried. More times than I can count. Especially now that traveling is difficult for him.”  
 
    “Maybe he’ll listen this time.” 
 
    Hayes, despite is gruff demeanor, obviously had great affection for the old trader. “Maybe.” 
 
    Akiri recalled his own conflicted emotions when Cammaric had turned his sword in and left the Dul’Buhar, and remembered with an almost physical intensity the regret he’d felt over his absence. Without thinking, he reached out to Kyra, and at once the salty taste of fresh blood was on his tongue.  
 
    She had made her kill. A ram. He felt the exhilaration of her racing heart and the elation that accompanied the kill. It was joy in its purest form. And it was his privilege to share this with her.  
 
    As close as he had been to Cammaric, nothing could compare to the bond he shared with the dragon. It was so strange to feel this way about something non-human, and yet so right.  
 
    He’d seen how soldiers could become attached to their beasts – horses, war dogs, and the like, but nothing like this. A dog could love its master, yes, but Kyra was elemental. He could no more force her to love him than he could change the wind or cause the sun to rise. And yet their bond was unbreakable. The Dul’Buhar in him worried that it would make him vulnerable. The man who needed nothing from life aside from his duty was isolated from the pains caring had to offer. But his life had changed. He was no longer Dul’Buhar. He didn’t know what he was, or where he belonged, but he knew that wherever it was, Kyra was at his side. 
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    The town of Hart’s Cross was little more than a crossroads that occasionally doubled as a trading post for the few souls who stumbled across its dilapidated buildings and poorly maintained streets. It was a stark contrast from where they’d come. It was the poor cousin to the river towns, but every bit as much true business was conducted in places like this. A savvy merchant could unload an entire stock for good coin and pick up interesting wares for the return journey, saving themselves weeks of travel if they were lucky.  
 
    The streets were far from crowded, but the last business of the day and the promise of a long road ahead had a few deals still being thrashed out. It didn’t take long to find the tavern; all they had to do was follow the drunken revelry. A mean fiddler had whipped the crowd up into a storm of foot-stamping and bad singing. Akiri watched as men and women from all over the north bartered hard as they attempted to move their wares.  
 
    “The end of our particular road, my friend,” said Dema. From here you will need to ask around, but don’t be surprised if no one admits to knowing the name Yarrow. The closer you get to him, the more frightened those in his shadow will be.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Akiri said. “Won’t you be staying?”  
 
    “Not for all the gold in Mishna’s halls.” He cast a wary eye around the town. “I have a friend who owns a lodge, no more than half a day’s ride from here. And my home is only a couple of days further along the road. You know that you and the boy are welcome to join us.” 
 
    Akiri thought about asking Dema to watch after the boy while he settled this whole affair, but as though he were a mind reader, Hayes warned him against it. “You don’t want to put him in Dema’s hands; he’s a child himself.” It was hard to argue with that logic, but still he needed to find somewhere to put Seyla. 
 
    “Thank you, but no,” Akiri told the merchant. “The sooner I finish this business the better. But perhaps our paths will cross again.” 
 
    “If you need lodging, ask for Ferdin. He rents out rooms that are much more comfortable than those at the inn. Cheaper, too. Tell him you’re a friend of Hayes.” 
 
    Akiri raised an eyebrow. “Not a friend of yours?” 
 
    Dema gave an embarrassed smile. “He hates me. Loves Hayes, though,” he said. 
 
    “I wonder why that could be?” Hayes chimed in. 
 
    “That’s by the by,” Dema said, still smiling.  
 
    “I think I can guess,” Seyla piped up.  
 
    Akiri laughed at that. “I’m sure you can.” He nodded respectfully to both Dema and Hayes. “Farewell and safe journey.” He lifted Seyla down from the wagon and the two started toward the tavern.  
 
    As they walked, something struck Akiri as off. He tried to confirm his suspicions without giving himself away. He was right: while the traders seemed to be going about their business normally – or as best as he could tell, given that nothing seemed to actually change hands – the other market goers and townsfolk were walking around with vacant expressions and slumped shoulders. He didn’t say anything to the boy, but he did not like the look of this. Not one bit. 
 
    “Are we going to find the man who killed my father?” Seyla asked. 
 
    “No,” Akiri told him. The lad’s face fell. “First, I must find somewhere for you to stay. Then I will go find him.” 
 
    “But I can help you,” he insisted. 
 
    Akiri stopped short. He locked eyes with the boy and put his hands on Seyla’s shoulders. “I need you to listen to me. You’ve already made things more difficult by leaving the monastery. I cannot do what must be done unless I know you are safe. But you must do as you are told.” 
 
    This time, rather than tears, Seyla’s jaw tightened and his hands curled into fists. “You are not my father.”  
 
    “No. I am not,” Akiri agreed. “Your father is dead. As is your mother and your sister.” He paused, but the boy’s expression remained defiant. “Your father was my friend and sword brother. I do not expect you to understand this. But know that to me it is a very special bond. One forged in blood and battle. If I could, I would bring him back. But I must accept that he is gone – as must you. The only thing I can do now is avenge his death. If you obey, I swear that I will kill the one responsible for murdering your family. But if you do not, I will fail, and their death will go unanswered.”  
 
    A flash of anger struck Seyla’s eyes. “You could have saved him.” His tone was accusing. “You could have saved him and you didn’t.” 
 
    Akiri was momentarily dumbstruck. He had wondered after having seen his father fall to Akiri’s sword if this would need to be addressed. But even after long hours of consideration, he had come up with no words that would explain what had happened. At least none that would console a child. “You are wrong. Your father was beyond my aid.” 
 
    “But father said that you could overcome anything. He told me that there was nothing you couldn’t do.” 
 
    Akiri sighed. “Those were stories, nothing more. Told by a loving father to delight his son. I am not immortal. And I cannot conquer death. No one can.” 
 
    “But he said the gods watched over you. That you were special. You could ask for their help.” 
 
    Akiri hesitated. Cammaric had been a devout follower. The man believed. And of course, Akiri had mocked him mercilessly for it, but only ever in good spirits. They were brothers of the blade. So telling his boy that his father had wasted his life worshiping beings who were undeserving of praise was out of the question. He considered his next words carefully. “The gods do not unravel death for mortal beings. That’s not the way of things. Your father was as devout a man as ever I met, and he knew this to be true. But they do smile on those who mete out justice and punish the wicked. And if you let me, that is what I will do.”  
 
    “But I want to help,” he replied.  
 
    “And you will. You will help me by staying safe and alive. I know you are brave. But the dangers I will face are real. And I cannot protect you if you are with me.” Akiri hardened his tone ever so slightly. “Or do you not want your father’s death avenged?”  
 
    After a long moment, Seyla lowered his eyes. “Yes… but… I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “You won’t be. I promise.” When the boy did not look up he lifted his chin. “So we are agreed?” 
 
    Seyla nodded. “Yes. But what will happen after you kill the one who did this. Will you leave me?” 
 
    Realization struck him – Akiri had assumed that he would be with Julla. But that was now in question. Seyla was in need of a family to care for him. The pleading look in the boy’s eyes caused his stomach to knot. “I will not lie to you. Once you are safe, I will leave. But you will not be alone. I will see that you are with people who will love and care for you.” 
 
    “But I could come with you.” 
 
    “When you are older, perhaps. But for now, my road takes me places you cannot go.” The boy looked crestfallen. He softened his voice. “I loved your father too much to deny his son a childhood. And with me, yours would be lost. Your father left the Dul’Buhar so that you could have a normal life. And I will not dishonor him by denying it to you.” 
 
    “What if I want to be a warrior? You could teach me. Wouldn’t that honor him?” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “If you want to become a warrior, you will. But there is more to life than blood and steel. And plenty of time for you to decide. When you come of age, the choice will be yours to make. And I will be there. Until then, you must live the life for which your father sacrificed his to give you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Gradually, Seyla nodded. “I think so.” 
 
    Akiri stood and took Seyla’s hand. “Good. Now we need to find you somewhere to stay.” 
 
    He asked around for Ferdin and was pointed towards one of two taverns, where the mention of Hayes secured them a decent room for an equally decent price.  
 
    After they’d made themselves comfortable, they headed back out to familiarize themselves with the small town. It didn’t take long for them to walk every street. Twice. The solution to his dilemma wasn’t immediately forthcoming. There was neither a temple nor an orphanage where he could leave Seyla while he hunted down Yarrow. The townsfolk were a taciturn lot; they barely offered a few muttered words and a perfunctory shake of the head to ward off further questions. None were willing to speak of the evils that had so obviously beset their town. But the merchants were loose-lipped and happy enough to tell him that everything bad could be traced back to somewhere deep in the marsh. A wool dealer and a spice trader even claimed to have seen the walking dead out there on the marshes. They offered the information up like they expected him to disabuse them of the fantasy and tell them all was right with their world. He didn’t.  
 
    They walked to the edge of town. At the last house, they stopped and simply looked out at the landscape. It was obvious where the marsh began. The musky smell of decaying foliage and brackish water filled Akiri’s nostrils. From what Dema had told him, it went on for miles and was always hot, regardless of the season. He could not imagine a more appropriate place for forbidden magic.  
 
    He lost track of how long they stood there, side by side, looking out towards the marshes, just watching. Nothing moved. Beside him, Seyla grew restless. He was about to take the boy back to the room when a woman’s scream cut through the air.  
 
    A second scream sounded, full of nerve-shredded terror.  
 
    They came from out in the marshes somewhere, carried on the wind.  
 
    There was a moment of confusion. He heard people running behind him, followed by doors slamming and bars being rammed down into place, but he didn’t turn around. He strained to see deeper into the marshes, where curls of hot mist were rising, trying to make out anything that could possibly have been a woman in trouble. 
 
    “We should do something,” Seyla said, his hand slipping easily into Akiri’s. 
 
    He turned to look back toward the market, where the merchants and travelers were standing around, confused. The locals moved with purpose. Knives were drawn and cudgels snatched up from wagons. Several men inched closer to Akiri, no doubt aware that he had the look of a warrior. But Akiri wasn’t about to be caught in the open with the boy. “Follow me,” he told Seyla, and raced toward the tavern. The door was already bolted from the inside, and half a dozen people were banging frantically and pleading to be let in.  
 
    The door opened just as Akiri arrived. A hand shot out and pressed against his chest before he could enter. It was Ferdin, the tavern owner. He looked at Akiri, seemingly trapped in indecision, then nodded sharply. “Quickly. Before it’s too late.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Akiri demanded. 
 
    People were huddled in the corner clutching at one another. Ferdin refused to meet Akiri’s eyes. 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “He’s coming,” he replied.  
 
    There was more banging at the door and desperate cries of people begging to be let in. But when Akiri moved to open it, Ferdin put himself between Akiri and the door and held his arms wide. “It’s too late for them. Didn’t you hear me? The master has come. If you open that door, you’ll doom us all.” 
 
    Akiri looked down at Seyla, then spat a curse. He led the boy through the tavern and into the room they had rented. There were no windows, and the wall planks looked sturdy enough. Not that he had a better alternative.  
 
    “Stay put. Whatever you hear, do not leave this room. I’ll be back.” 
 
    The boy nodded and took a seat on the bed. 
 
    By the time he returned to the common room, Akiri could see that more than half of the people hiding out in the tavern were rocking back and forth, arms wrapped around their knees, chanting prayers to whichever god looked over cowards and fools. Ferdin was on his knees, head bowed, while screams from outside found a way in through the walls.  
 
    Akiri snatched him up by his shoulder and shoved him up against the wall. “What is happening? Speak!”  
 
    “The master has come. He demands his tithe.” 
 
    “Tithe? Who is your master?” 
 
    Ferdin cocked his head. “Yarrow, of course.” 
 
    Akiri felt a thrill of excitement at the mention of the necromancer’s name. “What is the tithe he demands?” When Ferdin did not answer, Akiri drew his dagger and pressed it to his throat. “I do enjoy repeating myself.” 
 
    “The people,” he stammered. “Those who do not bow before Barastyr.” 
 
    Akiri recognized the name: a lesser minion of Xarbaal, general of the armies of the damned.  
 
    “You have sold your soul to a demon?”  
 
    “He doesn’t belong here, Ferdin,” an older woman on her knees moaned. She hugged a basket to her chest. “You shouldn’t have let him in.” 
 
    Akiri ignored her. “So, what is your role in this? You lure travelers in to be killed?” 
 
    “No. We don’t know when our master will come. But when he does, we are forbidden to interfere.” 
 
    The now-familiar moans of the undead mingled with the terrified screams of the living out beyond the safety of the tavern. Akiri noticed a medallion hanging over the door, and saw the name of their dark god etched upon it. He should have marked it before. He cursed himself and reached up for it, but Ferdin snatched at his arm, pure fear draining the blood from his face.  
 
    “Are you insane?” he shouted, trying desperately to stop Akiri from claiming the medallion.  
 
    Akiri looked around the room with utter contempt.  
 
    He grabbed Ferdin by the throat and tossed him aside. “I think it is time you met your god,” he said. 
 
    Ferdin let out a feral cry as Akiri removed the medallion and shoved it into his pocket. Reaching to his belt, the barkeeper grabbed a small knife and scrambled to his feet.  
 
    Akiri wouldn’t waste good steel on this lot. He caught Ferdin’s wrist and twisted the bones hard until he heard them snap. Barely had the knife clattered to the floor before the pounding of fists hammered the door, accompanied by the baleful moans and pitiful wails of the creatures on the other side.  
 
    “What have you done?” Ferdin cried, trying to push himself to his hands and knees. 
 
    Akiri delivered a brutal kick to the man’s gut, which doubled him over. He looked down with undisguised contempt. “Why do you fear?  You pray to Barastyr, do you not? Those creatures outside are here to take you to him. Rejoice.”  
 
    He heard pleas for mercy and prayers for salvation, all of them now directed at Mishna. He felt like telling them that Mishna would not listen. But even speaking to these people was a waste. They were wretched cowards. And they deserved their fate.  
 
    He returned to the room where Seyla was waiting. The boy hadn’t moved a muscle. Akiri knelt beside the bed and took the medallion from his pocket. “Lean forward,” he said, and put it around the boy’s neck. Being that it clearly warded the undead away from the tavern, he hoped it would have the same effect on Seyla. But if his luck continued as it had thus far, it might just draw them to him, he thought bitterly. Or he might well have broken the magic by removing it from above the door. It either worked or it didn’t. He couldn’t waste time worrying about it. Akiri snatched his pack and slung it over his shoulder, then lifted Seyla in one arm. He left the room and headed for the back way out.  
 
    He could hear the terrified cries coming from down the hall. Why didn’t they run? 
 
    “Shouldn’t we help them?” Seyla asked. 
 
    “You cannot help cowards,” he said.  
 
    It didn’t matter one way or the other; long before they reached the back door, he heard the same incessant banging as the dead demanded entry.  
 
    Akiri drew his sword and held it easily in his free hand. He put the boy down and told him to stand behind as he approached the door. His leg shot out, his boot striking just beside the handle, driving it hard forward. The door tore from its hasp and slammed into the face of the foul creature standing on the other side. The dead man fell in a whorish sprawl, flapping around on his back. The space where he’d stood quickly filled as several more bodies stumbled toward them.  
 
    Akiri leapt over the body, ready to cut a path for them around to the corner of the building if need be, but the dead completely ignored them. One after another they entered the tavern, dragging their feet listlessly across the hardwood floor.  
 
    The medallion was working; for now at least they were invisible to the dead, or the dead were blind to them. Whichever way around the enchantment worked, it didn’t matter. The only thing that was important was that it worked. 
 
    They rounded the side of the tavern and entered the main avenue.  
 
    Dozens of the undead pressed up against one another, scraping and pounding at the buildings, trying to claw their way inside. He saw others wandering aimlessly. There was fresh blood on their clothes, suggesting their deaths were recent.  
 
    From the direction of the marsh, he saw a group of merchants had formed a line and were battling desperately for their lives. Akiri felt a pang of pity. They would fall, but it wasn’t his place to save them.  
 
    He looked for anyone wearing robes amongst their number. But saw no one who he could identify as possibly being Yarrow. 
 
    One of the corpses passed within a few feet of them, its decaying hands outstretched as it clawed at nothing but air. It paused and turned, as though it had caught the faintest trace of their scent, but lost it. Akiri wasn’t about to take any chances. In a blur of motion, he took its head and started off at a dead run. Several of the desperate merchants tried to follow, only to be caught and hauled down by the undead pouring out of the marsh.  
 
    He didn’t look back. 
 
    Near the last building, Seyla let out a cry of pain. The medallion was burning red hot against his skin. Akiri snatched it from his neck and tossed it aside mere heartbeats before it erupted in flames that burned so hot the disc melted beneath them.  
 
    It was as if a veil had been lifted. The undead saw them.  
 
    Akiri looked back. Most of the merchants were fleeing toward a large warehouse off to the north. To his horror, those who had been slain began to rise once more, adding to the ranks of the dead.  
 
    Akiri was about to be surrounded and vastly outnumbered. With Seyla beside him, he could not hope to fight so many without them taking the boy.  
 
    He made the only decision he could.  
 
    Three dead men with the perfect pale faces of fresh kills stood between him and the sanctuary of the building where the merchants had fled. On the plus side, he would have a wall to his back and other swords fighting at his side. It could have been considerably worse, given the lie of the land. Moving as fast as he could, Akiri bolted back into the village, trying to avoid the dead rather than engage with them. Even so, before he was done, two heads rolled from foul shoulders and a third corpse was all but cleaved in two through the torso.  
 
    He reached the door. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    Akiri hammered his fist against the timbers. “Let us in,” he shouted. It wasn’t like he could break it down. That would defeat his purpose.  
 
    He heard voices, initially terrified, but the words were unintelligible. They didn’t seem to be moving, so he pounded again. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw that a pack of undead was converging on his position. He couldn’t do a head count, but it was easily three score. More. 
 
    He was about to hammer on the door again when it opened.  
 
    Through the crack of shadow opening onto the other side he saw a younger man, scarcely out of his teens, in ridiculously fine silks. He clutched a curved sword like it might actually help him stay alive. “Get in. Quickly!” 
 
    Akiri entered the building, and they closed and barred the door behind him. He sat Seyla down. Eight men were huddled in a group a few feet away. Akiri looked around the interior. Hundreds of crates were stacked in neat rows, forming a long maze, and a staircase led up to a second floor. Oil lanterns hung from hooks along the wall and a desk was positioned just inside the entrance.  
 
    “Is there another way in?” he asked. 
 
    “No idea,” replied the merchant. Of the group he appeared the calmest.  
 
    “Check. If there is, bar it with anything you can find.” He pointed at two of the others. “You – help him.” 
 
    They nodded, glad of someone to tell them what to do. The three men headed off, and Akiri Immediately dragged the desk in front of the door and called for men to bring the heaviest crates they could manage and start piling them up. Not that it would stop the dead indefinitely, but it was all about buying time initially. Anything that slowed them down might  give them a fighting chance.  
 
    “What should I do?” asked Seyla. His young face wore an oddly passive expression.  
 
    “Go upstairs,” Akiri replied. “Find somewhere to hide and don’t move until I come get you.” 
 
    This time Seyla simply nodded and took off toward the stairs.  
 
    The enemy was at the door.  
 
    He heard them moving about. It was no longer random or listless; there was a purpose to it. There were several windows along the front and sides of the building, but mercifully they were more than ten feet above the ground and out of easy reach.  
 
    The three men returned a couple of minutes later, their faces covered in sweat and hair plastered flat to their scalps. They were breathing heavily, obviously stressed by the exertion of barricading the door. 
 
    “It’s done,” the colorfully dressed merchant assured him. “It will take a small army to break through.” 
 
    A pity they have one, Akiri thought. 
 
     “Line up here,” he ordered, indicating an area a few feet from the front entrance. “When they come through, you have to take their heads. No hesitation. It’s the only way to stop them. The head has to come off completely or they will keep coming.” 
 
    The wall shook in response to the dozens of relentlessly pounding fists. He saw a chink of light around the frame of the door as the wood heaved under the pressure of the assault. It wouldn’t hold for long.  
 
    Several of the men wept openly. The others trembled and shuffled their feet nervously. These men were definitely not warriors. But he had seen this before in new recruits. He had always left encouragement to the generals and commanders of the regular army. In the Dul’Buhar, he had no need for bolstering courage. But many times he had witnessed men find heart through the words of their leader.  
 
    “I know you are frightened,” he said. “And I know you think there is no hope. But I have been in countless battles and seen men overcome far greater odds. If you hold on to your courage, you will live to tell this tale to your children. The ruin of man beats down the door. Show the gods that you are worthy of song and send these beasts back to the hell from which they came.” He placed his hand firmly on the young merchant’s shoulder and grinned. “And if death does find you, die like men…with valor and honor. And I will see you in the Halls of Gorgaroth, where the brave live forever, and we will drink many toasts to our deeds.” 
 
    Several of the older men bowed their heads in silent prayer. The rest seemed to find a measure of courage.  
 
    The young merchant smiled. “I supposed this is as good a way to die as any. But as I pray to Mishna and not the Acharian war god, I’m afraid you will have to toast in my absence. But perhaps she will allow me to visit.” 
 
    Akiri laughed. “Perhaps.” 
 
    The banging on the walls ceased and the silence that followed was eerie in its absoluteness. Then the scrape of wood on stone betrayed them; the desk and crates were being shoved back by the sheer weight of their attackers. Rasping snarls and bone-chilling groans filled the confines of the warehouse. The sounds chilled blood and soul.  
 
    Akiri stepped into the gap to take the first groping hand off at the wrist as the dead man tried to clutch at anything within its grasp. The blade sheered through bone easily. Inside the warehouse was absolutely still, but outside the screeching cries of the undead were deafening. The noise was unlike any battlefield he’d fought upon. It seemed to come from everywhere.  
 
    And that was when he realized what was happening: they’d breached the rear door. The dead were coming at them from all sides. 
 
    He spun on his heels only to see half a dozen more walking corpses shuffling mindlessly forward. They carried all manner of weapons, makeshift ones as well as blades. He was sure he’d seen a couple of them arguing with traders earlier in the day.  
 
    One of the merchants found his courage and charged unthinking and unflinching at the line of the dead and let loose a flurry of vicious and undisciplined strikes. He landed three blows, to arms and torso, missing the vital one to the neck. Before he could land a fourth, he was pulled down. As he fell, the dead man sank bony fingers into his eyes, blinding him. His screams echoed throughout the warehouse.  
 
    Akiri entered the fray, facing the new threat. There was no time for inspiring words now. He took one head with a clean blow, a sword arm with a much messier one.  
 
    But it was pointless. In a matter of heartbeats, he was on the defensive, outnumbered, out-maneuvered, and out-muscled. These dead weren’t the slow rotten creatures of the mountain, they were more akin to the fell beast Cammaric had become – both strong and swift, swifter possibly than they had been in life, stronger almost certainly.  
 
    At his back, he heard that the courage of the merchants had not held. They wailed and begged, pleading with the dead for their lives, offering gold, offering anything and everything they thought might save them, but the crates kept scraping back across the hard ground, and the dead were coming inside. No amount of begging would change that. 
 
    Akiri rolled with what could have been a killing blow and planted his shoulder into the foe, unbalanced from his wild swing, and lifted him from his feet. Akiri sent the corpse flailing into another as he snatched up one of the lanterns and ran for the stairs. He looked back to see that only the young merchant fought on, but was moments from being overcome. He was beyond aid.  
 
    A meat cleaver slammed into the wall beside his head, missing its mark by inches. He didn’t slow down. Halfway up the stairs, he turned and smashed the lantern, dousing the wooden risers in oil and flame.  
 
    “Seyla!” he shouted, the moment he reached the top.  
 
    The gallery up here was mostly empty space. He saw a few pieces of old disused, broken furniture scattered across the floor and a pile of empty bottles. Seyla was little more than a dark shadow huddled in the far corner beneath a window.  
 
    The boy didn’t move. 
 
    The screams of the dying were drowned out by the moans of the undead. He had no idea if the fire would hold them back – or if they’d be able to escape before it brought the whole building down, taking Seyla and Akiri along with it.  
 
    Deep in the primitive hindbrain of his mind he felt something, a thrill, like air streaming through his wings, and forgot for a split second that he didn’t have wings. In that moment, he almost thanked the gods for the first time in his life. Kyra was circling high above the town. Akiri closed his eyes, and in a rush, saw what she was seeing. It was terrifying: a large mass of the undead surrounded the warehouse. There must have been three hundred or more, climbing over one another to come in through every window and door.  
 
    She circled, frustrated that she lacked the size and strength to carry him to safety. He tried to calm her. He had an idea, but he needed her to trust him.  
 
    Akiri scanned the debris until he found what he was looking for: a small wooden armchair. He placed it in the center of the room and stripped off his shirt, wrapping the fabric around his right hand. Smoke rose from the stairwell. He couldn’t believe he was even contemplating what he was about to do. Akiri stood on the stair and began punching up into the panels of the ceiling with all his strength. The problem was he couldn’t get the leverage he needed to do proper damage.  
 
    He was running out of time. 
 
    “Akiri!” Seyla shrieked.  
 
    From the stairs, two flaming figures approached.  
 
    They only made it a half a dozen steps before their bloated corpses combusted into a ball of intense white fire.  
 
    The heat drove Akiri back. He crossed the floor to where Seyla had curled up into a fetal ball.  
 
    “Get up,” he said, no time for niceties. He opened the window, and when Seyla still hadn’t moved, snatched his wrist and hauled him to his feet. I need your help, he called out to Kyra.  
 
    She swept low across the rooftops, desperation and fear hammering away through their bond. 
 
    Another dead man made it to the top of the stairs, rags ablaze, and again he was engulfed in a mass of white flames before he was halfway across the floor. The heat was unbearable.  
 
    Akiri picked the boy up and thrust him from the window.  
 
    Seyla kicked and cried out, grabbing for the frame, but Akiri held him fast.  
 
    A few seconds later Kyra swooped down, and for a long moment beat her wings hard to hover in place as she reached out to wrap her back talons around the boy’s shoulders. There would be wounds, but wounds were a damn sight better than death. “Fly!” he urged, and in no time, she was high above the turmoil, the boy safe in her grasp. 
 
    Akiri looked down. Below, the streets around the warehouse were empty, meaning the dead had to be inside with him. There was no way the merchants could have withstood so many, so now it was all about ending this on his terms. He could feel the heat rising. The flames engulfed the room and spread out across the ceiling, rippling and spewing black smoke into the sky. The entire frame of the building shook. More undead were consumed on the stairs and down below, burning white hot as they blazed their way into a genuine afterlife. He had no idea what was happening, but wasn’t about to complain as long as he was the one benefiting from the bizarre combustion. 
 
    The earth was packed hard. But there was no time to dwell on the consequences. Akiri gritted his teeth and launched himself out of the window, arms and legs windmilling as he desperately tried to claw his way through the air and land well away from the burning building.  
 
    He came down hard, gravity no friend of a falling man. The moment his boot struck the dirt, he tucked into a roll, and came out of it hurting from taking the brunt of the impact on his damaged shoulder. But he’d survived worse. And would survive worse still.  
 
    The fire coiled and licked around the windows, acrid smoke rising and spewing out through the half open door.  
 
    Akiri pushed himself to his feet and ran as best he could, nursing his shoulder, sword in hand, into the street. He was alone. As Mallorie had guessed, they were after the boy. And he was far out of reach. But what now? He could flee with Seyla, run and run, but eventually they’d have to stop running and make a stand. He couldn’t run forever. That wasn’t in his blood. There was no way he was running for the rest of his life. So, if he couldn’t run, there was only one thing he could do: find Yarrow and kill him.  
 
    He started toward the marsh. This had to end. And like it or not, he had no choice but to do it with the boy at his side. There was no one who could protect him, and no place to keep him safe. Not when he was a beacon to the restless dead. Wherever Seyla went, they would follow. That much was clear.  
 
    Akiri stopped at the edge of the marsh and looked back. The buildings on either side of the warehouse were ablaze, and the flames were moving up the street, eating into the dry wood with a voracious appetite. It wouldn’t take long for the street to be reduced to ash, and beyond it the next and the next until all of Hart’s Cross was consumed.  
 
    It was a fitting end for a town so rife with cowardice and deception. His mind told him that he should not blame them for buckling under Yarrow’s insidious evil. It was only weakness, and weakness was perhaps the most human failing of them all. But his heart was Acharian. And that heart felt no pity for cowards and fools.  
 
    He faced the marsh. Somewhere in its depths was Yarrow. He could feel it. He had begun this journey out of a need for vengeance. Now there was more to consider: the life of his sword brother’s son. A lesser man would have simply abandoned the boy to his fate. But he was not a lesser man. He was Akiri. He had slain demons and laughed in the face of gods. He would not let this dark sorcerer rob him of his courage. 
 
    “I am coming for you, Yarrow,” he said, and took a step forward.  
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    Akiri walked deeper and deeper into the marshes, Seyla perched on his shoulders, until walking became nearly impossible. Still he trudged on, with the water up around his knees and then his thighs as he waded forward. Kyra circled up above. The landscape was barren. Reeds grew up as high as his head, so he couldn’t see where he was going, and at times he stumbled into trenches and furrows in the marsh bed that had the water up around his throat. But still he carried on, into the night and out the other side. 
 
    The glow of the sun lit the sky ahead of them. There was no trail to speak of. He found himself imagining faces beneath the water, blank and staring, but knew it was only his mind and exhaustion coming together to play tricks. Seyla said little. He would point occasionally at something he saw, or thought Akiri needed to see, but that didn’t merit words. Behind them the smoke still stained the horizon an inky black, but there was no village there left to burn.  
 
    Kyra flew along the same invisible path, keeping them company all through the night. She stretched her wings, taking up watch along the marsh as they waded towards her, then took flight again to repeat the pattern. This was her natural environment, out in the wild, but rather than hunt, she chose to be close. Danger was never far away in the wetlands, but now, with Yarrow’s perverted acolytes crawling out of their graves, it could be anywhere, in every shadow and behind every stand of reeds. With her heightened olfactory senses, Kyra would sniff out the dead long before he could, particularly in a place as riddled with corruption as the marshland.  
 
    Akiri had not slept in two days, though Seyla dozed quite often. He felt no urgent need for it, either. That could come later, when the sacrifices had been avenged. For now he had purpose: to kill Yarrow. Since leaving Acharia he had sought purpose – a meaning for his life. And though it would end with his foe’s last breath, it was good enough. At least for a time. 
 
    And still the sky grew lighter.  
 
    He told Kyra she could roam ahead, and put in her mind the thought of the necromancer’s lair being out there, somewhere, and warned her that with enchantments he could almost certainly hide it from her eyes if not her nose, so she needed to be vigilant. She looked at him like he was simple. Seyla giggled, and for a moment Akiri wondered if the boy could hear the fragmented conversation. It has to be close, he thought. It was the only logical conclusion he could draw from a village of sacrifices. You would want them close; close enough to feed from. 
 
    The brackish water was warm through his trousers. It only came up to his ankles here, so he let the boy walk beside him. He decided to tell him the story of Horguth Pass, probably the single bravest moment of his father’s life. They had been outnumbered more than forty to one, with only thirty Dul’Buhar and a handful of archers set to task on the mountainside, and told they had to hold the pass. It was crucial they did. The Corvanii hordes filled the plains down below, but they couldn’t ride at them in full flight up in the mountains. The weather was vile. Torrential rain, thunder. It turned the ground to sludge and the mountainside to slurry. But they had to hold. The Corvanii came on, and even as they cut down the first wave, more streamed in behind them, Cammaric and Akiri building their own mountain of corpses. The morning wore on, and after six hours of fighting all thirty Dul’Buhar still stood. The Corvanii broke and retreated, licking their wounds, but the Dul’Buhar could not lower their guard. They would surely come again. And come again they did. The first of his sword brothers fell early in the afternoon. The second fell a few minutes later. They lost five of their number that day, but they held the pass. They lost eight the next day, but impossibly they held the pass. Sunrise on the third day brought the promise of death. They could not hold. Their ranks were thinned to nineteen men up against an army. Only the sheer stone walls of the mountain pass meant they could sell their lives for their proper worth. Akiri stood side by side with Cammaric as the Corvanii entered charged. 
 
    “What happened? How did you win?” the boy asked breathlessly. 
 
    Akiri smiled at the memory. “Your father.” 
 
    Seyla grinned, hungry to hear more. “He saved my life. I was up against three Corvanii, and they were driving me back when the ground betrayed me. My boot came down on a flint of stone, nothing more, but it was enough to turn my ankle and unbalance me, giving the enemy the weakness they needed to press their advantage and open up a wound deep in the heart of our line. To make matters worse, Agrim, one of my brothers, moved instinctively to help me and left himself exposed. They gutted him. That should have been the moment that ended the siege of Horguth Pass, but your father was having none of it. Battered and bloody, he threw himself into the breach and drove them back single-handedly with the sheer ferocity of his attack. I had never seen such strength. Even so, by sundown the archers were dead and there were only seven of us left. It was the end, and we knew it. The Corvanii gave us the night to burn our dead and offer our prayers. They were an honorable foe. But it cost them the war. We woke an hour before sunrise to see thousands of reinforcements led by King Zemel himself, circling the Corvanii horde. They were put to the slaughter. And all because your father didn’t know when to die.” 
 
    It was a good story.  
 
    And it was mostly true. 
 
    He looked up at Kyra, enjoying the simple pleasure of watching her fly. She let him in. And for a moment he reveled in it, experiencing the rush of warm air across his skin as she banked, gliding across the thermals. He caught glimpses of the landscape through her eyes. There was nothing – just endless reeds, bogs, and peat.  
 
    She flew on, streaking through the sky. 
 
    He had no way of judging the distance. It could have been a mile, it could have been one hundred; it was endless and identical. It was impossible to get a sense of scale. And then he saw it: a ripple in the air, like the heat rising off the marsh, but through her he knew it reeked of corruption and lies. The truth was hidden behind a shimmering layer of deceit. Kyra rolled, streaking low across the swamp, breaching the illusory wall. 
 
    Ahead of her Kyra saw a huge outcropping of stone, a jagged spur rising up out of the black peat bog. It was so utterly wrong, unnatural, as though the necromancer had somehow drawn the rock, layer upon layer, out of the earth to create an incredible tower that climbed like an arrowhead into the sky. And rising out of the rock, a breathtaking fortification.  
 
    If ever a building could be considered the personification of its master, this was it. This was Yarrow. Twisted spires, black stone, beautiful and horrific at the same time, with brooding arches, towers sweeping upwards, stark, jagged stone walls stretching up to the heavens, flying buttresses holding the great weight of rock up. It was truly awe-inspiring.  
 
    Akiri called for Kyra to return. 
 
    Moments later, he saw the dark speck reappear in the sky.  
 
    “We need to eat,” he told the boy, retrieving a few dried items from his pack. He offered Seyla a hunk of stale bread, a strip of cured meat, blue veined cheese wrapped in muslin, and an apple. It was hardly a feast, but the pair were ravenous and ate greedily.  
 
    Yarrow’s fortress might have only been a few hours walk, but without an easy road to follow, it would be an exhausting trek, so right now rest was needed.  
 
    The boy kept watching the sky, fascinated by the dragon. 
 
    By the time they started moving again, Seyla’s mood had lightened considerably, the old stories having done their job. He even shared some stories with Akiri about life on the mountain and the father he’d grown up with. It was good to hear about the man Cammaric had become. Indeed, long before the fortress shimmered into view, Akiri felt the first pangs of envy at the choices his old friend had made. He was glad he’d found a life away from the sword, but even as that first pang flowered, he snuffed it out. He wouldn’t have traded places with Cammaric for a king’s treasury. He was doing what he had been born to do, even when he was serving the chaos of Zemel’s mad unquenchable thirst for power. While he didn’t put faith in the divine and paths being preordained, he was following the destiny inherited from his father, and those ties of blood that bound him had proven to be unbreakable.  
 
    Talking had helped distract the boy. Though Akiri couldn’t imagine what was going on in his head, walking into the lair of the necromancer.  
 
    Through Kyra’s eyes he saw shadows across the ground and realized they were from a causeway. He moved towards them, wading through the marsh until he reached the stone path that lay just below the surface.  
 
    The ground beneath his feet was solid for the first time in what seemed like ages. The black water splashed over his feet as he walked on towards the shimmering wall of light. 
 
    The causeway began to rise slightly, the gradual incline steady if shallow, and beyond the shimmering ripples, continued all the way up to the necromancer’s fortress.  
 
    Akiri walked up to the limits of the enchantment, reaching out to touch the magical barrier tentatively, not sure what to expect from the contact. His fingers slipped through easily, seeming to disappear before his eyes. He pushed his whole hand through, all the way to the wrist and then the elbow. It was as though it had simply ceased to be; but when he withdrew his hand, it was very much intact.  
 
    He breathed deeply, once, twice, three times, steeling himself. 
 
    And then he stepped through. At once, he was faced with a fortress more imposing than even the flashes Kyra had shared with him could ever have prepared him for.  
 
    This was a fortress built for defense. Getting inside was going to be more challenging than he could possibly have imagined. But he had breached defenses before. Enough times to learn that nothing was impregnable. 
 
    As they approached, he got a better understanding of the sheer dominance of the fortress. A moat surrounded construction, but rather than the drawbridge being raised to prevent entry, it was shattered; the wood had rotted and slipped into the water. The portcullis had been lowered, and the other side of the metalwork defense, a curtain of boulders, had been put in place to block the gatehouse completely, denying any hope of entry. There was no obvious way in or out.  
 
    Akiri considered how he could possibly get inside, looking for any sort of weakness in the lower reaches of the fortress. He then scanned the higher reaches of the battlements, but could see no signs of life. The lowest windows were barred. Swimming the moat should pose little in the way of a problem – assuming there was nothing lurking in it, and no additional defenses below the water line. But what would be gained from it? The walls appeared unscalable, and short of mining his way through the boulders, even if he could raise the portcullis, there was little joy to be had by direct assault.  
 
    Or was there? 
 
    He recalled the desperate fight against the reanimated warriors back at the monastery, where Kyra had proved that she had it in her to lift a man as she had broken the corpses by dropping them from a great height. These walls were much higher, but it was the only thing that Akiri could think of that might get him to the other side.  
 
    Even as the thought touched his mind, he heard her growl a deep, resonant affirmation, stretching her huge leathery wings out wide. She pumped them slowly, each like the beating of a leather drum. 
 
    “Stay here,” he told Seyla.  
 
    Seyla nodded. His mind seemed to have drifted from the here and now, and he was no longer interested in conversation.  
 
    “Kyra will come back and keep you safe. Do you understand? Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    He slowly nodded his understanding, but again it seemed like he wasn’t hearing Akiri’s words.  
 
    The dragon beat her wings once, twice, just enough to build up a cushion of air, and then took to the sky.  
 
    Akiri walked along the causeway until he reached the edge of the moat to make sure that she had to carry him as short a distance as possible. Can you do it? he thought, earning himself an angry rebuke. He wouldn’t ask again. Akiri watched as she circled around, bracing himself for the impact as she approached, fast, from behind. No amount of deep breathing could have prepared him for the sudden sensation of the world sweeping away beneath him
    
     ,
     as Kyra’s claws sank into his wounded shoulder and snatched him up. It took all of his will not to kick out as her talons gouged into him. Pain rippled through him until he was able to wrap his arms around her scaly hind leg to relieve the pain as she climbed. Perhaps she felt the pain through their symbiotic link, but almost immediately he felt her hold relax and the pain lessen. He could still feel her talons pressing against his skin through the thickness of his leather jerkin, but they weren’t threatening to pare his muscles from the bone. 
 
    With each beat of her wings they rose higher and higher, each taking more and more strength from Kyra, who was struggling long before they were even twenty feet off the ground. There was no way she’d be able to take him up high enough to set him down on the wall. She had already lifted him much higher than the monastery walls and there was still a long way up to even the lowest parapet.  
 
    She veered alarmingly, jerking hard against the pull of gravity trying to drag them both down. 
 
    It was a long way to fall. 
 
    Kyra struggled valiantly, but there was just no way she could control her flight with the added burden. They were still over the moat. He willed her to drop him, knowing he’d survive the fall, but she refused. He saw why a moment later: movement in the water.  
 
    Whatever was lurking down there, it was going to be hungry. That was the way his luck had been going these last few months. If something could go wrong, it would. 
 
    Each fresh wingbeat was a struggle for Kyra, but she wasn’t letting go.  
 
    She seemed to be flying into the wall. He braced himself for impact, then saw what she intended; a flying buttress offered a way. She was giving him a chance, but he’d have to take it – and that meant somehow leveraging his precarious position to jump from her clutches and catch hold of the stone. Miss, and the fall would cripple him at the very least.  
 
    Do it, he urged, and Kyra responded by swinging him in her talons, like a mongrel breaking the neck of a rat by shaking it to death. It was dizzying. Jarring. But she had no choice. She loosened her grip and for a heartbeat, two, Akiri seemed to fly.  
 
    And then he fell. 
 
    He reached out desperately, his entire body cannoning into the bulk of the buttress, scrabbling frantically for any kind of purchase before he slipped and fell again. His right hand curled around the grinning skull of a gargoyle. His left foot found resistance. And for a moment longer he hung there, buffeted by the wind from Kyra’s wings as she sought to stabilize her flight.  
 
    He reached up with his left hand and found a hold, grasping at the elaborately carved stone and clinging on for dear life. It took all of his strength to rise, first a few inches, then a few feet, always looking for a new handhold or foothold, until he could haul himself up onto the top of the flying buttress and, arms out wide for balance, shuffled across its length until he reached the castle wall. 
 
    It was a short climb to the lowest parapet, made easier by the iron cross set into the blind window that allowed him to push himself up and grab for the top. 
 
    A moment later, Akiri hauled himself up and dropped over the wall, lying on his back on the walkway, struggling to catch his breath. After a moment, he rolled over onto his stomach and took in the lie of the land. There were no obvious signs of life inside the walls. He couldn’t see a living – or dead – soul rushing around the courtyard to challenge them. And Kyra’s troubled flight had hardly been stealthy. They would have been seen.  
 
    Everything about the place promised that it was deserted. 
 
    Akiri rose carefully to his feet. The light from a single flickering candle came from the window of one of the turrets. He’d almost missed it in the red of the sun, but there, at least, was proof that there was someone alive here, and a good chance that the light had betrayed the necromancer’s position. 
 
    He moved quickly, running along the walkway, eyes fixed on the window and that flickering light, locking it in his mind. 
 
    This was what he lived for; no matter how he tried to deny it or convince himself there was some deeper purpose to his life, this was it. These moments racing along a narrow stone walkway blindly into danger that could upend worlds and turn death into life and life into death. And truth be told, he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    He ran lightly over broken stones. His heart rate accelerated, fueled by anticipation and at the root, joy. Where others felt fear, he felt elation. The thrill of battle was like a mother’s kiss.  
 
    He had no fears about facing any foe, be they mortal or spirit. He was Dul’Buhar. He was counted among the mightiest of warriors. In his life, he was undefeated. Once, with the power of the mad Sorcerer King flowing through his blade, he had grown his legend with impossible deeds. His name had been spoken with awe and reverence throughout Acharia. That power might have been stripped away, but it had been replaced by the power of his bond with Kyra. She had healed his merkesh and filled it with her strength.  
 
    He saw the dragon settling down a few feet from the boy, and smiled. For a moment, he felt as if she were smiling back. 
 
    The old fortress had suffered incredible damage at some time in the past. The central keep wore battle scars and decay, and the upper tiers of the building were in various stages of collapse. None of the damage was new. An entire stone wall had crumbled and cascaded across the courtyard to create the barrier that blocked the portcullis. Wooden stairs had succumbed to rot and collapsed.  
 
    The naked flame continued to flicker in the window, but as he neared, Akiri couldn’t see any obvious point of ingress from the walkway. The only way in he could see was down in the courtyard through a door at the base of the tower. The problem was that the sheer wall of the tower made it impossible to scale, particularly as the heat of the weird marsh seemed to make the stone sweat and left it coated with a glossy sheen. He couldn’t just jump, either, not without risk of serious injury. His best hope lay in the pile of rubble heaped up against the curtain wall, which could, perhaps, serve as a stair of sorts.  
 
    No one looked out of the window.  
 
    The collapse of the keep wasn’t natural. The damage wasn’t simply the result of decay. He saw into the shell of the building and noted the blackened timbers still holding it up.  
 
    Fire.  
 
    The drop was still more than ten, maybe fifteen feet. With no stability to the rubble he’d be dropping down onto, there was every chance of a broken bone, even with his natural agility. The rocks glistened with the same wet sheen as the walls. There was nothing good about this way down. He looked around for alternatives or ways to minimalize the risk and spotted a length of chain emerging from the stone beneath him of heavy, corroded iron. In another lifetime it had been part of the portcullis arrangement or perhaps the ruined drawbridge that lay rotting in the moat. He dropped to his stomach and reached down over the edge to test the chain. It appeared to be jammed. His hope was that the mechanism was as rusted as the chain and that the whole thing was fused together, meaning it would hold his weight. 
 
    He grasped the chain and eased himself off the ledge. The jarring impact of the short drop and sudden stop brought a fresh wave of pain to his battered body, but he held onto the huge link as though his life depended on it, even as more pain erupted from within his recently healed shoulder. He refused to relinquish his hold, and clinging tightly, placed his feet wide on the wall as the chain began to groan alarmingly. He’d hoped to abseil down, or at worst use the chain to walk down the wall, but even before he’d managed his first step, something inside the mechanism gave out and the chain jerked alarmingly, falling a full revolution of whatever cog and gear arrangement worked within the wall, and dropped him a full foot.  
 
    It was enough to have his heart racing; but the chain didn’t unravel after that first juddering slip. Akiri shuffled his feet down the wall a bit, adjusting his grip, and lowered himself by one hand after another as the ice-cold iron bit into the meat of his hands. Each step forced an adjustment of his grip, and each adjustment caused more of the rusted metal to dig deeper into his palms, making it harder to maintain his hold.  
 
    The chain jerked again, slipping. 
 
    This time the soles of Akiri’s boots slid against the stone as he scrambled to keep his balance. The drop was too sheer. The chain swung away from the wall and slipped again, and his shoulder slammed into the stone. It dropped yet again. He clung on with all of his might as the chain lashed about like a snake trying to strike, springing off the wall repeatedly as it fought to dislodge him.  
 
    Too far, he thought, looking down between his legs at the drop still beneath him.  
 
    He didn’t have a choice. Before he could brace himself against the wall, the chain lost all resistance and started feeding through the mechanism faster and faster, unraveling. It was pure instinct; no time to think. He was in freefall, even as he clung to the chain, with no way to slow his descent. 
 
    It jammed again suddenly, stripping loose his grip. He fell away from the wall, arms reaching out desperately, but there was nothing to catch hold of.  
 
    He didn’t fall far, back and shoulder coming down hard on the jagged edges of the rubble and starting a landslide that took him the rest of the way to the ground, stones spilling and sliding all around him. He hit the bottom and lay on his back, staring up at the tower and that flickering candlelight.  
 
    His hands were cut and bleeding. There were more cuts and grazes across his body, but nothing serious. Akiri plucked a shard of rusted iron from his wrist and cast it aside.  
 
    Battered but unbroken, he pushed himself back to his feet. There was no missing the extent of the fire damage from this vantage point. While much of the front of the fortress appeared to be relatively intact, and still breathtaking in its grandeur, it was a hollow shell. From here it was obvious that much of what remained was blackened roof timbers and broken stones. Most of the main tower’s entire side and rear had sheared away, leaving it precariously balanced against the fierce winds. The illusion of impregnability was utterly undone. It looked for all the world like it would take no more than one good shove to bring the whole pile of rocks tumbling down.  
 
    But there was more wrong in this place than merely fallen stone. The entire structure had a reek about it, a smell that clung low to the ground. It was repugnant. He hadn’t been able to smell anything from the ramparts, but there was no mistaking it now. It was the stench of decay. The scent of death. 
 
    Still, the only sign of life was the single flame burning in that distant window. It hadn’t been obvious from above, but the door was ajar – a crack of no more than a few inches that promised a deeper darkness on the other side – and like much of the wall around it, wore the scars of the fire.  
 
    Akiri was not sure why that surprised him. After all, it wasn’t as though the necromancer had anything to fear from the pets he kept on hand for sacrifice, and the walking dead were enough of a deterrent to ward off even the most ardent intruder. 
 
    He drew his sword, taking comfort from the familiar feel of it in his hand, even as his palm bled around the hilt. It completed him. He was ready to humble Yarrow with cold steel. He wasn’t interested in talking; he had no need to know what drove the necromancer to delve into forbidden law, or what his end game might be. These next few minutes would come down to a single purpose: exacting revenge. 
 
    He pushed his way inside. The door opened with a baleful groan that seemed impossibly loud to his ears. He entered the darkness. The smell of death was worse; concentrated. It was enough to make Akiri want to empty his stomach. And only with supreme effort was he able to prevent himself from doing just that. 
 
    On this side, the only light came from narrow arrow slits set in the outer wall, which cast a glow of arrows on the stone stairs, pointing the way as he climbed. There was no way of seeing any threat, even if it were lurking just a few feet around the spiral. Akiri stepped into the first arrow of light, following the winding climb upwards, keeping his shoulder close to the outside wall, sword easy in his hand, cautious in his ascent to be sure he gave himself enough room to be able to use it if need be.  
 
    By the time he reached the first thin arrow slit, only half a dozen steps away from the door, he was more than ready for the breath of fresh air that came in from outside.  
 
    He heard something coming from above. Akiri held his breath, straining to define the sound, and was then surprised when he recognized it for what it was: a woman’s voice. Yarrow was a woman? He hadn’t expected that, but the name was curiously sexless, he realized. It was just his own Acharian prejudices that had led him to think Yarrow was a man. 
 
    He continued to climb, placing his feet carefully so she wouldn’t hear him coming. As he grew closer to the source, he realized the woman was singing. He wound his way up around another two full revolutions of the spiral and emerged onto a landing. Through a larger window he saw the courtyard far below. There was one door. He listened again, holding his breath, until he was sure that the singer was on the other side.  
 
    He rested one hand on the handle, hesitating before he curled his fingers around it and turned it slowly. But the door did not open.  
 
    The voice fell silent.  
 
    He didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. He stood there, hand on the handle, staring at the grains in the wood, imagining that he could hear the woman’s heartbeat as she did the same on the other side.  
 
    He couldn’t understand why the door was locked when the door to the tower itself was wide open. He saw the answer: bolts, top and bottom. This door wasn’t locked to keep people out; it was there to keep someone in. Meaning the singer was a prisoner. Meaning she almost certainly wasn’t the necromancer. What it didn’t mean was that she wasn’t a threat. 
 
    Akiri drew back the first of the bolts. The second was easier. The sound was greeted by silence on the other side of the door.  
 
    If the woman was a prisoner, there was every chance she’d taken up a position to attack him as the door opened, assuming he was her captor.  
 
    Akiri took a step back. He kicked the door with all his strength. It flew open, and Akiri charged in. For a split second, he didn’t see anyone. Then a flurry of movement off to his left had him spinning. But before he could move, a blanket was thrown over his head. This odd tactic caught him by surprise. He had expected some sort of magical attack, or at least a blade. But the sharp blow to his head from a heavy blunt object gave him no time to ponder this.  
 
    He flailed his arms trying to uncover himself, but two more vicious strikes sent him to one knee. He thrust his sword, but found only empty air. A few more of these would render him unconscious. He rolled to his back, grasping at the blanket and ripping it away, and turned just in time to avoid a thick piece of wood that would have struck him dead between the eyes. He gripped the wrist of his attacker and jerked hard. He could tell this was the arm of a woman, but she was clearly an experienced fighter. Planting her free hand in his chest, she flipped her body and twisted free of his hold. Akiri sprang up. Before he could turn, a boot thudded into his crotch from behind. Waves of pain shot up his entire torso, and he stumbled forward and spun quickly, the wind from another blow brushing his neck. 
 
    Finally he saw his enemy.   
 
    “You!” grunted Akiri, the pain in his testicles throbbing.   
 
    The woman stood frozen, eyes wide with recognition. Slowly shock turned to disgust. 
 
    “The gods must hate me,” she said, tossing aside a table leg. “I swear it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER ELEVEN
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She looked exactly as he remembered her – red flowing hair and fierce green eyes that made her appear to Akiri like some warrior goddess straight out of legend.  
 
    “Rena?” he said, not quite believing his eyes. 
 
    She shook her head and let out a pained sigh. “Of all the people who could show up.” She walked over to a bed on the far side of the chamber and plopped heavily down. She looked pointedly at his sword. “Unless you plan on using that...” 
 
    Akiri stood stock-still for what felt like an eternity, his sword still held out in front of him. “What the hell are you doing here?” He sheathed the blade when she didn’t answer, reluctantly. He didn’t trust this woman. And with good reason. She had all but promised to kill him should they ever meet again. “Well?” 
 
    “What is it to you?” 
 
    “I see your manners have not changed. Nor has your sense of gratitude.” 
 
    Rena sniffed. “You come blundering in here like some blind ox, and I should be grateful? Do you have any idea how hard it was to get myself captured and brought here?” 
 
    “You meant to be captured?”  
 
    “You really are a boneheaded fool, aren’t you? Of course I meant to be captured. So I do not need to be rescued.” She paused, suddenly tense. “Is that damned dragon with you?” 
 
     Akiri ignored the question. “Tell me what you are doing here, before I lose my patience.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me, Acharian,” she snapped. “I haven’t forgotten what you did to me, or to poor Killian.” 
 
    “I only did what I had to do,” Akiri retorted, maintaining the calm in his voice. “Killian was a victim of his own greed. Though if it makes you feel better, I lost everything – my home, my position, everything. I am an outcast; a fugitive from my own land.” 
 
    Rena regarded him for a long moment, then nodded with a half-smile. “Yes. That does make me feel better, actually. It doesn’t settle things between us. But still…” 
 
    Akiri’s thoughts turned to the boy. He was wasting time. Each second that passed left Seyla exposed and vulnerable. “Do you know where Yarrow is?” 
 
    “Does it look like I do?” she replied. “Why do you want to find him?” 
 
    “To kill him,” he replied flatly. “That’s all you need to know. So speak, or you can stay here locked in a tower.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me. I didn’t ask you to come here in the first place.” 
 
    Akiri grumbled under his breath. “Didn’t you smell the stench of death when you were brought here?” He caught himself, realizing something that should have been blindingly obvious the moment he set eyes on the woman. “How the hell did you get here? Every way into the fortress is blocked.” If there was a secret way in, it could lead to Yarrow. 
 
    She shrugged. “I woke up here.” 
 
    Akiri chuckled derisively. “So you have no idea how you got here, no idea who brought you, and you call me a fool?” 
 
    Rena ignored the jab. “I wanted to get here; I got here. How it happened isn’t important.” 
 
    He could see that despite her confident façade, fear dwelt beneath the surface. Rena was no fool. She had to see the danger of her situation. “Very well. If it is here you want to stay…” Akiri turned to the door. 
 
     “Wait!” she shouted, just as he was about to leave. “Yarrow’s bounty is mine. You hear me?” 
 
    “I didn’t come to collect a bounty,” said Akiri. “Yarrow murdered my sword brother and his family. I come for vengeance. If there is a bounty, keep it. Tell whoever hired you that you killed him if you want. But Yarrow will die by my hand.” 
 
    The steel in his words clearly had an impact. Rena hovered on the edge of the bed for several seconds before letting out an exasperated groan. “Sit, and I will tell you what I know.” 
 
    Akiri paused, pretending to balk at the offer, a bit of revenge for his injured testicles. After what seemed like enough time to irritate her just a bit, he shrugged and took a seat near the bed.   
 
    “I’m going to assume you know nothing about the one you are seeking.” 
 
    Akiri said nothing. He waved his hand for her to begin. 
 
    “This land was once under the control of a minor lord named Bezel Qataan,” she said.  
 
    Akiri nodded and gave an accompanying grunt, pretending to know the name. He didn’t, but he knew the type. The land was awash with thugs and thieves who set themselves up as petty tyrants. They were usually little better than bandits, and lorded over the people who feared them enough to bow to their will. Most were ignored by the ruling monarchs so long as they paid a tithe. Some rulers even encouraged their rise; it made governing the outlying regions of a kingdom far easier. The Dul’Buhar had brought down their share of them in their time. King Zemel was not a man to allow such riff-raff to gain a foothold within his borders. They were too unpredictable, in his mind, and too prone to giving aid to the enemy, of which Acharia had many. 
 
    “He was no worse and no better than any other warlord. He had even gained a semblance of legitimacy after a few years. But he let it go to his head and decided that he wanted to expand the lands under his control. Foolish mistake. He came up against stubborn resistance from the surrounding lords; true nobles with the wealth to raise real armies. You can imagine how well the campaign went. In short order, his much smaller army was defeated, and he was forced to retreat deep into the marsh. That was when he met Yarrow. 
 
    “Yarrow offered salvation, but at a price: what was used in battle would remain his once they had victory, and Qataan was to allow him to live in the marsh unmolested and under his protection. It seemed a small price to pay, so he accepted the terms. But once he witnessed the horror – his own slain soldiers returned to the battlefield – he realized he had made a bargain with an evil that was beyond his control. But even knowing this, he did nothing until his victory was secured.  
 
    “When it was over, Qataan burned the bodies of his fallen men, making them useless to Yarrow. He then petitioned the king to help him root out the necromancer from the marsh. But in the end, they could not find him. He had vanished.” 
 
    “And Qataan?” 
 
    “He vanished as well, while searching the marsh. I assume he belongs to Yarrow now,” she said. 
 
    It was a fair assumption. The ranks of the necromancer’s army swelled with every fresh killing. “So where is Yarrow?” 
 
    Rena spread her hands. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.” 
 
    She drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them. Akiri knew that he’d exposed the flaw in her plan. They couldn’t just wait here for the necromancer to return when it could be weeks or months or even years, if ever. “How long were you planning on waiting for him?” 
 
    “As long as it took.” She pointed to a cabinet on the far wall. “Or until the food and water ran out. There’s about a week’s worth left in there. So I assumed he would return by then.” 
 
    “Or he wanted to watch you starve,” Akiri countered. “In any case, the bounty must be quite high for you to take such risks.” 
 
    She gave no reply. Rena wasn’t likely to say more than she felt she had to. That much, at least, they had in common. 
 
    “There was another Yarrow,” he told her. “Long ago. A dark sorcerer who carried the name.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. It was the smallest gesture, but it betrayed the fact that this was new information. He shared the little he had learned. 
 
    “An uncomfortable coincidence,” she said. “If it is coincidence.” 
 
    Akiri agreed. There were good reasons necromancy was outlawed. The search for immortality could drive men to terrible deeds. And should one ever achieve it… a master of death ruling the land of the living would be unfathomable.  
 
    Rena slid from the bed, holding out a hand. “Knife.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can’t seriously expect me to go out there unarmed, can you?” 
 
    “So you have decided against staying?” 
 
    Rena glared. “Knife,” she repeated. 
 
    Akiri chuckled, slipped the blade from his belt, and pressed the handle into her palm. He didn’t trust Rena, but he could not let her face an enemy unarmed. Of course, there was every chance the knife would find its way into his back. But one problem at a time, he thought. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. He eased the door open and exited the room. It occurred to him that there might be another chamber above them.  
 
    “Wait here,” he said, drawing his sword. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” she insisted.  
 
    He shook his head. “Watch the stairs and warn me if someone approaches.” 
 
    “Typical Acharian. If you think I’ll scream for help, you’re mistaken.” 
 
    “Just do as I say.” Akiri recalled her distaste for his people and their chauvinistic ways. In truth, he agreed with her opinion on the matter. But now was not the time for that discussion.   
 
    Rena sniffed, but did as he said. Above was an empty room, much the same as the one in which Rena had been kept, save for the fact that a balcony led out onto a flat roof that allowed him to see out beyond the wall.  
 
    He saw Kyra waiting patiently down below while the boy sat on a rock throwing stones at a piece of wood. Boredom. He could live with that. The dragon looked up, scenting him on the wind. He caught flashes of her own restlessness in his mind, and knew that she hadn’t seen another soul, living or dead, since he’d scaled the wall.  
 
    Likely any danger was already inside the castle. He went back down below. 
 
    “Anything?” asked Rena. 
 
    He shook his head. Nothing to tell. The fewer words they exchanged the better. Voices carried louder than footsteps and he didn’t want anyone knowing Rena was out of her cell. Not to mention that every exchange seemed to fuel her hatred for him. Akiri held a finger to his lips and motioned for her to follow.  
 
    Treading softly, he made his way around the winding staircase, careful that the tip of his sword didn’t scratch up against the stonework.  
 
    From below, he heard movement. 
 
    Akiri paused and reached out in the near darkness to touch Rena’s arm, making sure that she’d heard the same thing. There was precious little light to reveal her expression, but he felt the tension in her muscles, coiled and ready to spring. It was impossible to know how many foes might be lurking down there, but it didn’t matter if it was one or one hundred; he had no intention of stopping.  
 
    The longer he and Rena could keep their presence hidden, the better chance they had of having surprise as their ally. He could smell the overpowering reek of death and decay rising up to meet them. They continued down another winding turn, pausing again to listen, before descending another. 
 
    They followed the arrows of light downward, creeping step by step, fingers trailing along the cold stone wall for balance. Close to ground level, he saw the faint light leeching in through the half open doorway to join with the elongated shaft from the narrow slit of a window. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. 
 
    It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the light, longer than he’d had when he had entered the building, but then he’d been more worried about turning his ankle on debris strewn on the floor. He hadn’t cared to search the shadows for anything else that might have been lying on the ground – like corpses. 
 
    Akiri had been so keen to climb to the upper floor that he’d missed a faint glow emanating from the other side of the staircase. But now he saw a second door recessed into the wall and another chamber beyond.  
 
    Slowly he pushed the door open, just a fraction, enough to peer inside. A single torch illuminated the space. It wasn’t a room but rather a small antechamber that led to another staircase that in turn led to a sub-level.  
 
    The noise, he realized, was coming from somewhere below them. With no one standing inside, he eased the door open a little wider, wide enough for them to slip through and cross to the stairs. They started down, the noise growing louder as they went.  
 
    The stench grew more intense as they descended into the bowels of the fortress. Akiri glanced back to see Rena holding a hand to her mouth, struggling not to empty her stomach. He had almost grown accustomed to the permanent smell of death clinging to everything, having been immersed in it for so long now, and in a way that desensitization made it worse. It wasn’t something to which he wanted to become immune.  
 
    It only took a few more steps for him to see the source of the odor.  
 
    The stairs opened out into a room lined on one side by cages and a hallway on the far end. He counted at least half a dozen cells in all, each one filled with bodies. As one figure pressed up against the bars, rattling them desperately, pallid fingers wrapped around the iron, he realized that some, at least, were still alive. More of them clamored for his attention, driven into a desperate frenzy by his presence. Others lay unmoving, staring vacantly at the bottom of their cages. 
 
    “Help,” one of the men moaned, barely forming the full word around a bloated tongue and rotten teeth. Once he had probably been a brute of a man, more than capable of handling himself in a fight. “Please,” the man begged. “You have to let us out of here before he comes back.” 
 
    Akiri looked at the man, and at the others like him, and thought about leaving him. They weren’t his problem. He didn’t want to make them his problem, either. 
 
    “Please. The key. Help us.” 
 
    The man reached out through the bars of the cage and pointed to a ring of keys hanging from a hook on the wall opposite the cages. 
 
    “Why? Why should I help you? There’s nowhere for you to run.” 
 
    “We’ll die if you don’t.” 
 
    “You’ll die anyway.” This was true. Should they make it out, the only way from the fortress was a fall from the ramparts that would certainly kill them. And there was something else. They might choose to risk the fall, leaving dead men outside the wall. Dead men who could rise and threaten Seyla.  
 
    “Better to die free than in a cage,” the man pleaded. 
 
    “There is no way out. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There is, I swear it. There are catacombs that lead to the marshes. Please. I beg you. Release us, and I can show you the way.” 
 
    Akiri considered the situation for a moment. He looked to Rena, who nodded her approval, and then retrieved the keys. He was just about to unlock the cage when he realized that the ever-present sounds from deeper in the passageway had stopped. He couldn’t be sure how long ago; he’d not been listening for them, they’d just been there, and now they weren’t. 
 
    Quickly, he opened the first of the cage doors and handed the prisoner the keys. He had a good sense for danger, a prickle at the nape of his neck, a sixth sense for violence. It was close. Getting closer.  
 
    He heard the shuffle of feet heading in their direction. He looked at Rena. “Go. You can’t fight them with only a knife.” 
 
    Rena looked as if she wanted to protest, but there was no denying that he was right. She might be fierce, but she would be overcome in a few seconds without a sword.  
 
    He’d barely taken half a dozen strides in the direction of the hall before he saw the first of them running towards him. The room was narrow, so taking their heads would not be easy. Akiri was forced to improvise. He rammed the blade into the dead man’s gut, even as the abomination clawed at him with its hands. It carried no weapons save for the sickness beneath its fingernails.  
 
    Akiri swung his free hand and landed a jaw-shattering punch. His foe stumbled back, still impaled. Akiri yanked his blade free and planted the sole of his boot square in the middle of the thing’s chest, pushing it back into the enemy that charged in from behind.  
 
    The second wave were better prepared, brandishing their swords. The falling body was enough of an obstacle to buy Akiri a few precious seconds, nothing more. He used them well. With a short, controlled swing, he threw all his weight behind his blade and swept it like a scythe through the dead flesh, and despite the lack of room, severed both heads. Their bodies fell to the ground in a curiously slow motion, as though their brains had failed to register they were no longer connected to the nerves and muscles, and were determined to carry out their final action. 
 
    Rena had snatched the keys from the prisoner and was hurrying to open the other cages.  
 
    “Rena!” he shouted as the final cage was opened. He snatched up a sword from one of the fallen and tossed it lightly toward her.  
 
    She caught the weapon and gave the keys back to the prisoner. 
 
    “Take the heads. It’s the only way to stop them,” said Akiri. 
 
    “I guessed,” she called back, smirking almost playfully.  
 
    “Lock the cages,” Akiri yelled, but the man with the keys looked back at him with fear-crazed eyes. “Do it!” he shouted. He didn’t want to worry about new foes rising up behind him. 
 
    The man turned the lock on five of the cages, but dropped the keys before he reached the last. “We’ve got to get out of here.” The absolute terror in his eyes was that of a man on the verge of total panic.  
 
    “Where are the catacombs?” asked Rena. 
 
    He snatched up the keys with trembling hands. “Two rooms back. There’s a steel grate in the floor.” 
 
    “Then run,” Akiri said.   
 
    The man needed no further prompting.  
 
    All Akiri and Rena could do was stand fast and buy them time. Once the prisoners were in the catacombs, they were on their own. Akiri was sure that Yarrow was hiding somewhere in the ruined castle. He would not leave until he found him.  
 
    Rena picked up a second short sword just as more foes staggered through. She wielded both blades with expert precision, swinging and slashing with one hand after another, her movements so fast that the metal was reduced to a shimmering blur. Akiri involuntarily stopped for a moment, admiring the skill and lethal force she displayed. Before he could return to the fray, she had dispatched them all.  
 
    The subterranean chamber echoed to the sound of panicked footsteps and frightened voices as the prisoners fled.  
 
    Rena was standing over a headless corpse, wiping ichor from the blade against the ragged clothing of their vanquished foes. Akiri had expected more to come, but none appeared. There was only silence. Even the sounds of the prisoners’ retreat had faded away to nothing. 
 
    Akiri stepped over the bodies, taking care not to tread on them. They were truly dead, but still he would not touch them unless there was no choice. Even breathing the air in this place made him feel unclean; tainted. For the first time in his life he actually desired to go to a temple and be purified. A silly thing. But he couldn’t help himself.   
 
    They followed the corridor from where the creatures had come, passing through two empty cellars before emerging into something far more opulent. The room was well lit by torches burning in iron sconces set into the wall. There were several free-standing candlesticks, each crafted from gold, and more than six feet tall. The light danced and shifted, casting shadows in strange rhythms. The walls were daubed with dozens of unfamiliar arcane symbols, their meaning a mystery to even Akiri who had studied such things extensively. The stone floor was marked out with a large circle, within which, inlaid with gold, was a series of impossibly intricate geometric shapes, each individual, yet woven together to create a single form. Again, its meaning and purpose was unknown. But it was clear that it was part of the dark magic that surrounded them.  
 
    Akiri did not like the feel of the place. Unlike the rest of the fortress, it lacked that all-pervasive reek of death. This chamber far beneath the main keep smelled so much worse than that. It was bathed in the astringent stink of dark magic. It lingered in the air like a noxious mist, saturating everything it touched with its foulness.  
 
    He turned back, not wanting to spend a moment longer in the room than he had to, and entered yet another darkened corridor. It was surprisingly long, with room after disused room on either side, each bearing a thick iron door. He guessed the original purpose was some sort of holding cells. After half a dozen identical empty rooms, Akiri found himself in a much larger chamber, with incredibly intricate tapestries covering most of the bare rock. They were as fine as anything one would find in the most lavish palace, some so intricate as to give the illusion of motion. True masterpieces. They must have taken months, even years to complete, and were no doubt worth a fortune. A pity that no one would ever get to set eyes on them down here in this dank prison. But not so much a pity that Akiri wouldn’t use them to build a bonfire to keep back the dead, if put to it. He wasn’t so brutish as to be unable to appreciate beauty, but he was not prone to sentimentality.  
 
    The floor in the center of the room was stained dark. He’d seen enough blood spilled to recognize the discoloration. The room might be lacking the altar, but there was no doubt in his mind it had served as a place of sacrifice. 
 
    At the far end, raised on a daïs, was the room’s sole piece of furniture: a large seat carved from a single slab of dark gray stone. A throne. But the thing sitting in it was no monarch. It was a body, clawed fingers closed tightly around the arms. There was no crown, nor even a head on its shoulders. Rather, the head was resting on the seat between the corpse’s legs, a crude metal circle fused into its brow. Had the situation not been so dire, it would have looked almost comical.  
 
    That the head had already been cut from the man’s neck gave Akiri a mild sense of comfort. It certainly saved him the trouble. 
 
    “You took your time,” a voice said.  
 
    It took Akiri a moment to realize it came from the severed head. He could hear Rena’s breathing quicken behind him. This was not a creature like the others. That much was certain. A leader, perhaps? Some sort of king of the undead? Surely, this was not Yarrow. The man he had pursued across the lake had been flesh and blood... and alive. Or had he? 
 
    The body moved, at first no more than a twitch of the finger, but then more bones responded to the muscle memory. The fingers released their hold on the armrest, then the bony fingers tangled with the straggly scraps of hair that still clotted to the dead man’s scalp, and lifted the head. He held it out like a lantern, as if to light the way, but made no attempt to stand. 
 
    “Who are you?” demanded Akiri. 
 
    “I think that it is you who should tell me who you are. After all, you are the intruder here. Not I.” 
 
    Rena stepped forward, her eyes narrowed as she regarded the creature. “I know you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” the thing replied.  
 
    She pointed to a symbol that had been sewn into the lapel of the creature’s tattered jacket – a white serpent’s head with crimson eyes. “That’s the sigil of Bezel Qataan.” 
 
    “Such a bright girl you are. And lovely as well. You are correct… in a sense.” The hand turned the head to face Akiri. “Now, as you have not introduced yourself, allow me to guess. You must be none other than the mighty Akiri.” 
 
    “You know me?” 
 
    “Even the dead hear whispers. Your name is well known. As are your deeds.” It turned its attention back to Rena. “I can only assume you are the one I had locked in my tower. Though I do not know your name.” 
 
    Rena remained silent.   
 
    “In any case,” it continued, as if having the most ordinary of conversations, “as you rightly guessed, this vessel was indeed once the wretch Qataan. But no more, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “If you are not Qataan, who are you?” asked Akiri.   
 
    “Surely, you have figured that out by now.” 
 
    “Yarrow,” said Akiri in a half whisper. He had found him. Though this was not what he expected, it didn’t matter. His prey had revealed himself. It was time to end this. He took a step forward. 
 
    At once Yarrow burst into maniacal laughter, whose sheer volume halted Akiri’s advance. Rena covered her ears. The head started to swing, its jaw bouncing up and down, its teeth chattering against each other. “Destroying this body will do nothing. You cannot harm me. As I told you, this is merely a vessel.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you face me? Is the great Yarrow afraid?” 
 
    “Afraid? Of you?” The laughter resumed, even louder.  
 
    “If you do not fear me, why do you hide?” he asked, once the laughter subsided. 
 
    “I do not hide, little man. You are no threat to me. Your tiny mind cannot possibly fathom the depths of my power. I have lived for years beyond counting. I have consumed the lives of legions of men such as you.” It paused for a long moment. “However, this woman of yours… She is yours, yes? She intrigues me.” 
 
    “I belong to no man,” snapped Rena. 
 
    “I see. Truly a woman worth fighting for. Tell me, Akiri. Is she not a more fitting companion than the one you have?” 
 
    Akiri didn’t understand what he meant. But he needed to keep him talking. In his words, he might let slip something crucial. “Speak sense.” 
 
    “I look at you and can see that you are lost, Akiri. You carry a fire in your spirit which cannot be satisfied. You wander, seeking a life of purpose. But even when that purpose stands beside you, you ignore it in favor of friendships that can never fulfill your needs. I can help you. I can lift the veil that is blinding you. And what I ask in return is so small a thing. Inconsequential to you, and yet so very important to me.” 
 
    Akiri thought he heard footsteps, but they did not draw near. “And what is this small thing you want?” 
 
    “Were you aware that the spirit of a dragon possesses great power? Even one so young as yours. With the right knowledge, her soul can be transformed into the most potent of weapons. For you, such power is worthless. I, on the other hand…” 
 
    Realization struck Akiri like a hammer. He turned to Rena. “We have to go. Now!” 
 
    Akiri was thinking to keep Yarrow talking, when it was Yarrow who was buying time. He bolted from the chamber as fast as his legs could carry him. Fly! Take the boy and fly! You are in danger! But there was no reply from Kyra. He reached out again and again, repeating the warning, but she was not there. Panic gripped him.   
 
    When he reached the cages where the prisoners had been held, he slid to a halt. The corpses within were pressing against the bars, their decayed hands flailing wildly at Akiri. The cage at the far end had been left open. Akiri spat a curse as three undead staggered out. A moment later Rena caught up, breathing heavily.  
 
    There was no time for precision. Akiri hacked with the abandon of a wild beast, slicing through rotten flesh and bone repeatedly. The pain in his shoulder was gone; the injuries suffered ignored. In seconds, he had reduced his attackers to a pile of macabre hunks of undead meat; their head still attached, but their bodies in pieces.  
 
    Akiri kicked them to the side even as they continued to writhe and moan. He glanced over to Rena who was staring in wide-eyed shock at seeing such fury unleashed.  
 
    He ran once again, Rena close behind, struggling to keep pace with his desperate flight. They entered the room leading to the catacombs. The grate had been left open. Inside was a short ladder that led to the top of a long flight of stairs. Beyond was another passageway. When they reached the end, they saw an iron door, and holding it ajar was the prisoner to whom Rena had given the keys.  
 
    The man let out a sigh of relief. “Another minute and I was leaving,” he said, ushering them through.  
 
    “Why did you wait for us?” asked Rena, breathlessly.  
 
    “This door locks when closed,” he told her. “And there was no way to keep it open. You did save my life, after all.” 
 
    The stomping and scraping of feet and a cacophony of fell cries echoed off the stone walls. They were coming, and this time in force. Beyond where they stood, stairs descended deeper into the catacombs. The door looked strong, but the hinges were rusted and the stone cracked where they were set into the wall.  It would hold for a time, but eventually, the creatures would break through.  
 
    Akiri snatched a torch from a sconce and shut the door behind them. “What is your name?” he asked the prisoner.  
 
    “Khamet,” the man replied. 
 
    “Do you know the way out?” 
 
     “Yes,” Khamet answered, running his hand along the stone. “My grandfather once brought me here as a child.”  
 
    Akiri handed him the torch. “Then lead on.” 
 
    They didn’t waste breath on more words, moving at a quick walk down the stairs and into another series of tunnels and corridors.  
 
    “What are your names,” asked Khamet. 
 
    “I am Akiri. This is Rena.” 
 
    “Akiri? Of Acharia?” 
 
    “The same. You know who I am?” 
 
    Khamet shook his head. “No. Not really. But men came to my village two winters ago looking for you. They said they represented King Zemel of Acharia. I only remember because they offered quite a large reward for information about you.” He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Don’t worry. I don’t care about gold. All I want is to be away from this place.” 
 
    Normally, this news would have been of particular concern. But at the moment all he could think about was Kyra and Seyla. He guessed they were out beyond the keep’s walls by now. Still they walked on, moisture from the marsh dripping through the cracks in the stonework. 
 
    “Is it much further?” asked Rena. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” said Khamet. “Almost home.” The words issued like a prayer.  
 
    “Where is home?” asked Akiri. 
 
    “Not far. South. Just beyond the marshland.”  
 
    The nearest village, if Akiri remembered his geography, was snuggled into the valley on the other side of some low hills. He had spent time looking over maps just before starting out to see Cammaric. He knew there to be several settlements in the vicinity, though his study of the area had been brief and mostly centered on the lands to the north.  
 
    “Is it safe there?” asked Rena. 
 
    “Safer than it is here,” Khamet replied.  
 
    They walked on, each new footstep splashing through run-off water that seeped through the walls. It wasn’t deep, but from the look of the fissures in the stone, it was clear that the catacombs would likely collapse at some point. As long as it isn’t today, Akiri thought.  
 
    He heard a distant boom from behind. The creatures had breached the door.   
 
    “We must hurry,” urged Khamet.  
 
    They pressed their pace, the water spilling down the wall now up to their shins. Khamet stumbled several times, weakened from his captivity. They passed through another rotted wooden door. This one bore no lock. Akiri spotted a jagged hunk of loose rock in the wall. From ground to ceiling the passage looked as if it was on the verge of caving in. As he pulled the stone free, several more came loose, and for a split second he thought that the ceiling and walls would come down on top of them. But the passage held.  He wedged the chunk between the floor and the door, kicking it in tightly with his boot. It would slow them only for a moment. But when each moment was precious, it was worth gaining.  
 
    Soon the water was up to their thighs. Akiri feared the tunnel might be flooded before they reached the end. But after a few more minutes, he saw stairs ascending ahead. The moans and cries were growing louder. 
 
    “This is it,” said Khamet. “That will lead us out beyond the walls.” 
 
    Rena breathed a sigh of relief as the dim glow of dawn penetrated the darkness, causing the slime covered stairs to shimmer. Slime be damned, it was a welcome sight. But the feeling was banished as they took the first few steps up. The opening was covered by a steel grate, held closed by a thick lock.  
 
    Akiri pushed past Khamet and pressed his shoulder hard up against the barrier. But not even his massive strength was enough. Rena and Khamet joined him in his effort, but with no better result. 
 
    “This wasn’t here before,” said Khamet.  
 
    Akiri examined the door. Like the one Khamet had held open, it was designed to lock when closed. “Do you have the key?” 
 
    “I gave them to one of the others,” he replied, fear creeping steadily into his tone. “He was ahead of me and unlocked the first door. I didn’t think to take them back. Sweet Mishna, save me. I’ve killed us all.” 
 
    Akiri gripped his shoulder. “Calm yourself. You were brave to remain. You are not at fault.” He looked at Rena. “Can you pick the lock?” 
 
    Rena was only barely managing to contain her mounting terror. The call of the undead was growing louder by the second. “I can try.” She dropped her sword and retrieved the knife.  
 
    Akiri started back down the stairs.  
 
    “Where are you going?” called Rena.  
 
    “To buy more time,” he shouted back. At least that was what he hoped he was doing. In all likelihood, he was running headlong to his death.  
 
    With as much speed as he could muster, he made his way back to the wooden door. The creatures were near. They would be on him in moments. He took hold of a lip of broken rock from the wall and pulled. It took three hard tugs before it broke free. More loose stones and small debris fell from the ceiling. Using the piece in his hand, he began battering away at the wall. After the second strike, water poured heavily from the newly formed cracks. Akiri groaned inwardly. This was probably a bad idea. 
 
    A deep thud told him that the dead had reached the door. The wedge was holding. But once enough weight was pressed upon it, it would shatter. He continued his assault. More cracks forced and more water streamed forth, now from both the walls and the ceiling. The cries of the undead raked at his ears. Even through the door he could smell their foulness. A gap appeared as more bodies pressed in forcing the wedge back. Boney fingers reached inside, wriggling like the worms that ate at their rotten flesh.  
 
    Again he struck. 
 
    The water was rising as more fissures opened above him, showering him with what he assumed was the stagnant water of the moat. Entire arms were now shoved through, groping and clawing.  
 
    Akiri centered his mind and focused his strength. He swung his arm, grunting heavily from the effort. The rock shattered from the impact, sending a wave of pain through his shoulder. He searched for another. But it was too late. The door split in the center then burst open entirely. A wave of derelict flesh fell clumsily through, the weight and momentum causing the first few to be crushed down into the rising water.  
 
    Akiri stepped back, drawing his blade. There wasn’t much room to swing; certainly not enough to take their heads. He bared his teeth in a vicious smile. Nothing mattered. Not anymore. Nothing apart from meeting his end with courage and honor. It was as it should be for a warrior.  
 
    The deafening snap of stone breaking apart startled him from his battle lust. Less than a foot in front of him the ceiling opened up, allowing a flood of water to enter from the moat above. Before he could react, the wall where he had been hammering away buckled. 
 
    Akiri turned to run, but a wave of water crashed into his back, thrusting him down the corridor. He reached out for something to hold on to, but his hands only scraped along the walls as the might of the current rendered his strength useless. He struggled to surface, hoping to take in a gulp of air, but the water kept pressing him down.  
 
    A strange thought flashed through his mind: I would have preferred the sword. He did not want to drown like a rat.  
 
    He reached for the wall once again. This time the tips of his fingers found purchase between a crack in the stone. If felt as if it might rip his hand clean off, but he held fast. His other hand still clutched his blade. Even under such dire circumstances, he was not about to drop his father’s sword. After two attempts, he managed to return it to its sheath, and with both hands free, he pulled himself to the surface.  
 
    Only a small gap remained between the water and the ceiling. More of the tunnel must have given way for it to flood so rapidly, he thought. He took two deep breaths, then released his hold.  
 
    After several more yards, the current began to slow. All light was now gone. He was still some distance from the stairs. Of course, unless the door was unlocked, making it that far was inconsequential. But that was a problem he’d face soon enough.  
 
    The sinews in his arms and legs burned as he pulled himself blindly through the water. There was no way for him to know if he was close, and soon his lungs were burning as badly as his extremities. But he refused to give in. Shoving all pain aside, he kicked and scrambled, hoping to feel the stairs each time he extended his arm. Seconds felt like minutes. He was strong. Stronger than most men. He could win a battle with fatigue. But even Akiri of the Dul’Buhar must breathe. His lungs would surrender long before his muscles.  
 
    The pain multiplied immeasurably with each stroke until he knew he could no longer hold in the air. The lip of a stair jammed into his finger. Akiri kicked the floor as hard as he could, releasing his breath as he ascended, arm raised and reaching out desperately for the surface.  
 
    A handful of steely fingers wrapped around his ankle. He didn’t need to see to know that it was one of Yarrow’s creations. It had him. And it would not let go. Water entered his lungs, and a pain he had never experience stabbed into his chest and shot its way through his skull. He had seen men drown. This wouldn’t last. Death would come quickly.  
 
    The world was fading as the feeling of acceptance drifted through him. At least the pain was gone. In the cloud of his last moments, he thought he felt himself being lifted up. Then, in a rush, the agony returned. Water spewed from his mouth, and his entire body convulsed repeatedly. All strength had left him. He was helpless.  
 
    “Close the damn gate!” 
 
    He heard Rena’s voice. The world was reasserting itself. He sputtered and coughed in another violent fit. Feeling was returning to his limbs. He opened his eyes just as Khamet was slamming the gate shut. An undead hand, severed at the wrist, was still clinging to his ankle. He kicked it off, though it took several tries. His legs felt as if they were made from wet string.  
 
    Rena knelt over him, allowing him to regain his strength for a few minutes before helping him into a seated position.  
 
    “Thank you,” wheezed Akiri. 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” said Rena, hiding a smile. “I wanted to leave you, but Khamet insisted we stay. Now, if you’ve finished resting, we should go.” 
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    The walk down the hillside wasn’t steep, a fact for which Akiri was thankful. His legs were still weak, and he had stumbled twice before they had rounded the fortress wall. They could see the path the other prisoners had taken. Khamet told them that it would lead them from the marsh and into the hills beyond.  
 
    Kyra entered his mind, filling him with a tremendous sense of relief. He felt her relief as well. She had clearly been as worried about him as he had been about her. She conveyed what had happened. Apparently, surprising a dragon was more challenging than Yarrow had anticipated. The images she sent were somewhat disjointed: flashes of the undead dropping from the high walls; Seyla secured in Kyra’s talons, well above the danger; then a combination of colors and emotions. Akiri focused, attempting to make out what she was trying to tell him. He guessed she brought Seyla to safety and then dispatched those sent to capture her.  
 
    He saw Seyla running across the marsh towards them. Kyra flew low, watching the boy run, keeping him safe. 
 
    “Is that a…” Khamet gasped, stumbling back and falling flat onto his rear. He stared at Kyra as she beat her wings slowly, rising then drifting on the hot thermals, lifting higher then swooping lower, staying almost directly above Seyla. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Akiri, offering his hand. “A dragon. Her name is Kyra. There is nothing to fear, I promise.” 
 
    “You travel with a dragon?” He took Akiri’s hand and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    “No more than I am,” he replied. “So long as you don’t pose a threat, she will not harm you.” 
 
    Khamet simply stared in slack-jawed amazement. 
 
    Rena was also keeping a close eye on Kyra. Their last encounter had been tense, to say the least. 
 
    Seyla ran up and fell in to step beside him. “Who are they?” he asked.  
 
    “These are my friends,” Akiri replied. “Rena and Khamet.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say friends,” quipped Rena. “So Akiri, you’re a nursemaid now?” 
 
    Akiri frowned, not enjoying the jab, even though from her expression it was in good humor. “This is Seyla, son of Cammaric.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you brought a child on such a dangerous journey,” she remarked.  
 
    “There was no choice,” he said. “We can discuss it later.” He didn’t want to bring up the details of the murder of Seyla’s family, not when the boy seemed to be accepting his situation. That his mind was off what had happened was good for the time being.  
 
    Rena did not press the issue. 
 
    The marsh went on for several miles more before giving way to solid ground. Akiri made out a dozen or so people ahead of them, still running, even though the running was more like stumbling, the stumbling more like falling, as they fled. Again and again, they looked back over their shoulders in abject fear, that fear driving them to move faster, desperate to put as much distance between them and the fortress as they could.  
 
    To his left, more mountains rose in the distance. They were a grim presence looming over him. It was almost as if they had never left them behind. He wondered if he would ever return to the monastery. A part of him still believed it would be in the boy’s best interest if he were left with the monks, kept safe, given an education. There were worse fates. But not while Yarrow still lived. 
 
    They walked on, closing the distance to the others. “Tell me,” Akiri said after a while, “How did they capture you?”  
 
    The dragon had flown so high she was little more than a speck against the heavy clouds that promised more snow destined for the mountains. 
 
    “They came for us a couple of weeks back. It wasn’t the first time. We had no idea what they wanted; we never knew. We didn’t need to. What we did know was that if we fought, they took more.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you leave?” asked Rena.  
 
    “Some tried. But then we’d see their bodies return, made into those…things.” 
 
    “You seem to me a man of courage,” said Akiri. “Did you not try to fight? Or at least flee.”  
 
    “I wanted to, believe me. But my wife was too afraid. She refused to leave. And I wouldn’t go without her and my daughter.” He lowered his eyes. “That’s how I ended up there. They tried to take them.” 
 
    “But you saw to it that they took you instead.” Rena finished his sentence.  
 
    Khamet nodded.  
 
    “So, what killed the others? The ones in the cages with you? You said you were there for two weeks. Those men looked as if they’d been held for months.” 
 
    “There was a shadow.” Khamet shuddered at the memory. “There was no way to know when it would come. But when it did, we were left weakened… drained, as if it were stealing our life away, bit by bit. The more frail among us didn’t last.” He pointed to the men who were now only a short distance ahead. “You see them? Most of them were as strong as any man you could hope to meet. Now look at them.” A tear fell from his filth-covered cheek. “Look at me.” 
 
     “Your strength will return,” Akiri said. 
 
    Khamet forced a smile. “Thank you. I hope you’re right. Otherwise it might have been better that I died in that cage. Right now, I feel as if I’ve aged twenty years.” 
 
    When they reached the other men, they found them in a state of complete panic. One groped at Akiri’s arm, his eyes pleading and his voice desperate.  
 
    “We need to be home before nightfall… they are going to come, aren’t they? Tonight… They’re going to come for us. He won’t let us go, will he? You’ll stay, won’t you? You’ll protect us? Please. Don’t let him take me back.” 
 
    Akiri wasn’t sure what to say to this shell of a man. He was here to kill Yarrow. And he would press on until he did. But he had not come to save villages. Of course, to do one, he might have to do the other. The truth of their situation was that he needed a place to form a plan, and the village was the most convenient. 
 
    “Calm yourself,” said Akiri. “I will go to your village. And if Yarrow sends his demons, I will be there to fight them.” 
 
    This seemed to calm them considerably. They crowded as near to Akiri as they could, as a child to a parent, their eyes darting back constantly. The spell that surrounded the fortress was again concealing it from sight, but Akiri could feel it out there. He could feel Yarrow’s presence bearing down on him. There was definite purpose to everything this dark magician did. It was one thing to contend with an adversary who possessed superior strength. Such a foe was often arrogant, and a clever warrior could use that. He could turn disadvantage into advantage and arise victorious. But Yarrow was not dim-witted or over-confident. And if he was truly the Yarrow spoken of in stories, he was ancient.  
 
    “Never underestimate an old soldier,” Borlon had told him. “What they lack in strength, they more than make up for in guile.” 
 
    They had been ordered to capture a deserter – an aging sergeant who had refused to raze a village filled mostly with women and children. A man named General Jarma had accused the village of sabotage and had ordered it destroyed and its people executed. The sergeant knew that the general only wanted revenge on a woman who lived there for rejecting his advances, and refused to carry it out.  
 
      In the end, Borlon was proven correct. Although they did kill the old soldier, he took fifteen men, including two Dul’Buhar, with him to meet the ancestors.  
 
    Akiri could very well be facing someone with both power and the experience and intelligence to outmaneuver him. 
 
    They walked on in silence, winding between the hills until they reached the road that descended into the valley. By the time the rooftops of the village finally came into sight, the orange and purple of the clouds were heralding nightfall.  
 
    “We need to hurry,” Khamet pressed, urging them to walk faster. 
 
    Akiri lifted Seyla onto his shoulders. Fear drove the others to press their pace, despite their ragged condition. Even Rena was looking at the waning sun with trepidation.  
 
    When they finally reached the outskirts of the village, Akiri took note that no one was in the street, all the doors were shut, and the shops and taverns were closed. Lanterns hanging on posts along the promenade meant to light the avenues were untouched. The aroma of smoke rose from the chimneys, and the soft glow of firelight could be seen inside the meager hovels.  
 
    At once the gathering of prisoners spread out in all directions, presumably returning to their homes. Only a few bothered to thank Akiri, most so overwhelmed that they just burst into a staggered run, desperate to see their families. Soon, shouts of surprise and cries of joy carried down the various avenues as loved ones thought lost were welcomed home. He thought about Cammaric and the life he had chosen. Akiri had never had a home outside of the Dul’Buhar, and he had never been greeted with anything more than a respectful salute or a casual wave. What must that be like? he wondered, though not in an envious or sad way. Such strong attachments were difficult to imagine.  
 
    A scolding rebuke called to him from Kyra. He had apparently let his thoughts stray, and she had heard them. Akiri chuckled. Maybe it wasn’t so difficult to imagine after all.   
 
    Khamet led the way from one twisting street to the next, disappearing down an alley, forcing them to walk in single file. Eventually, they emerged onto a broad avenue, and after a few more turns, reached a small house with a forge built off to one side. Though not lavish by any means, it was well built and obviously dutifully maintained. A narrow porch spanned the front where two chairs had been placed on either side of a round table. A shed stood a few yards behind the forge along with an old stable where a sturdy-looking work horse was being kept. It began stomping and snorting in greeting as they neared the porch.   
 
    “Welcome to my home,” said Khamet. “All I have is yours.” 
 
    He approached the door and paused, taking a deep breath. He raised his hand, but the door flew open before he had a chance to knock. A woman stood just beyond the threshold, a stunned expression frozen on her face, her hair tied into a loose bun, and her dress stained with soot. Both stood in silence for a long moment. Then, as if a floodgate had been opened, she threw herself into Khamet’s arms. A small girl, younger even than Seyla from the look of her, ran out and latched on to his leg.  
 
    “I knew you’d come back,” she said, weeping. She didn’t seem to notice his wretched state. Her joy was absolute. “I should have left when you said. I should have….” 
 
    “Shh,” whispered Khamet. “It’s all right. It’s not your fault. I’m here now.” 
 
    Khamet reached down and picked up his daughter. The three held one another for several minutes, as if afraid to let go, completely oblivious to the strangers waiting on the doorstep.  
 
    Eventually, though, they pulled apart, and Khamet made the introductions. Khamet’s wife, Tisha, and his daughter, Lulan, greeted them with tear-filled eyes.  
 
    Inside was simple, as one would expect: common yet sturdy furnishings, décor consisting mostly of various odds and ends saved over time, and a warm fire to keep out the cold. Khamet began to tell of how Akiri saved his life, but Tisha stopped him before more than two words were out of his mouth.  
 
    As if she had just noticed his shabby appearance, she quickly told the others to make themselves comfortable and led her husband into a back room to get cleaned and dressed. Akiri and Rena took chairs near the hearth, while Seyla sat cross-legged on the floor. Lulan stood in a corner, eyeing them curiously. 
 
    Khamet returned a short time later, looking a much different man. Though the dark circles under his eyes and sunken cheeks were still obvious, he looked as if life had been returned to his soul.  
 
    Khamet joined them by the fire and sat his daughter on his lap. His wife brought a chair from the kitchen and took a seat as close to her husband as she could, gripping at his arm as if he might vanish should she let go. Khamet recounted his experience up until they exited the fortress, causing renewed tears to soak his wife’s face. When he was done, Tisha rose and took turns embracing Akiri and Rena, thanking them repeatedly through her sobs for saving her husband.  
 
    “You should be proud of him,” said Akiri. “Khamet showed great courage. We may have released him from his prison, but had he not stayed behind, we would be dead.” 
 
    Lulan gazed lovingly at her husband. “That’s my fellow. Best man in the village. Always has been.” 
 
    Khamet took her hands and kissed them gently, tears now welling in his eyes. “I am who I am because of you.” 
 
    His daughter poked at his ribs. “What about me?”  
 
    Khamet burst into laughter. “Well, of course you too.” 
 
    Akiri glanced over to the window. It was fully dark. “Do you own a  blade?”  
 
    Khamet tore himself away from the attention he was giving his family and looked to the window as well. “Yes.” He placed Lulan on the floor and retrieved a short sword from a battered chest in the corner. “We should get ready.” 
 
    “Do you really think they will come here?” Seyla asked, the fear in his voice undisguised.  
 
    Akiri wanted to offer him reassurances, but lying would not save him. And Seyla had been through too much to be coddled. But how much could his young mind take? Thankfully, Rena intervened.  
 
     “You’re safe with us,” she said. “No matter what happens, we won’t let anything hurt you.” 
 
    “I’d feel safer if Kyra was here too,” he said. 
 
    “She is,” Akiri promised. “She’s circling the village as we speak. Rest easy, boy.” 
 
    Combined with Akiri’s presence, this seemed to satisfy Seyla. 
 
    The growling of stomachs prompted Tisha to the kitchen. And when bowls of steaming hot broth were placed in front of them, they all ate greedily. Akiri could not remember when any of them last had a meal. Seyla ate ravenously, devouring the first bowl, licking it clean in a matter of moments.  
 
    “Poor lad,” said Tisha, and gave him another. “A growing boy needs to eat.” 
 
    Seyla thanked her through a mouthful of bread. Akiri only ate a single helping, not wanting the lethargy of too much food to slow him. Rena did likewise. 
 
    Once the meal was done, Seyla curled up in front of the fire, warming himself. Akiri and the others sat nearby and watched the boy for a time. Soon his breathing was slow and even.  
 
    “He’s asleep,” Khamet whispered, his own young daughter curled up in his lap and dozing. 
 
    “We should get some rest, too,” Rena said. “We can sleep in turns.” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “You sleep first.” 
 
    “Wake me in three hours. Don’t be a hero and stay up all night.” 
 
    Akiri cracked a smile. “I am many things. But I am not a hero.” 
 
    She glanced over to the sleeping figure of Seyla. “He thinks you are.” 
 
    “He’s a child.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she teased. “Rescuing a woman from a tower and a boy from monsters. And now you’re saving a village. Sounds like a hero to me.” When Akiri glowered, she laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Cheer up, Acharian. I’ve almost decided not to kill you when this is over. Almost.” 
 
    Akiri raised an eyebrow. “Is that right? Then I suppose I should count myself lucky.” 
 
    “Indeed you should.” 
 
    He waited until Rena had settled near Seyla by the hearth before stepping outside onto the porch. Khamet and his family were sleeping in a rear bedroom, unwilling to part company even for a moment. 
 
    He sat in one of the chairs and leaned it back against the wall, kicking his feet onto the railing. Kyra was still high above, circling, riding the updrafts, ever vigilant. She was not weary and could stay aloft for a long time still. This was good. Should the enemy come, her warning could prove the difference between life and death. 
 
    He felt her inside his mind. It was comforting. Yarrow had been wrong – her companionship was all he would ever need. Hearth and home, wife and child; these were daydreams. In truth, what he really wanted was freedom for himself and for Kyra to find their own destiny. With her at his side, there was nothing that he could not accomplish. He felt the cold against his skin as though he was flying beside her. No simple life could ever match this. He had at times envied Cammaric. But he was coming to realize that it was not the life his sword brother had chosen that he envied, but the ability to be contented with such a simple existence. 
 
    He considered that perhaps that was why the gods continued to meddle in his life; why they had chosen to take particular interest in him. Though he truly did desire simplicity, his actions told of a man yearning for greatness. Not fame or praise. But he felt that he needed to leave his mark on this world. Otherwise, what did it matter if you ever existed? Men like Khamet did so in small ways – they brought goodness into an otherwise bleak and cruel land. But Akiri was capable of much more. This was not arrogance. It was fact. No greater waste was potential squandered. Perhaps that was what had made him so very angry with Cammaric when he’d told him his desire to leave. But then, had he stayed, there would be no Seyla. And there lay the conundrum that Akiri could never resolve.  
 
    For all he knew, Cammaric would have died in battle the day after he left. Or through some mistake in judgment, cost Acharian lives. Thinking about it made his head ache. Was this what the gods had that gave them power over the mortal world? The ability to see beyond the here and now, and untangle the web of circumstance?  
 
    “Can she hear you?” 
 
    Akiri hadn’t heard Rena come outside. Her eyes were turned skyward. The night was silent, yet he’d not even heard the door open and close. The woman could be preternaturally quiet when she wanted to be.  
 
    “Kyra? Yes,” he said. “She can hear me.” He straightened and rubbed the back of his neck. “You should be resting.” 
 
    “I did. It’s been three hours.” 
 
    Akiri had been completely unaware of the passage of time. “I’m not tired. I can take another watch.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You look like death. I need you strong, so no arguments.” 
 
    As if her words held some charm or magic, he suddenly felt the fatigue soaking into his muscles. “As you command,” he said, with a half-smile. He pushed himself to his feet, his joints cracking with each movement.  
 
    “Tell me, Acharian,” said Rena, just as he was about to open the door. “Why do you watch over the boy? Honestly.” 
 
    “He is the son of my friend and sword brother,” Akiri replied. “It is the only thing I can do.” 
 
    She regarded him for a moment, then smiled. “Typical Acharian. Blood and honor. That’s all you understand. Now get some rest.” 
 
    Rena had left for him the blanket and pillow Khamet’s wife had provided. As he lay down, he thought back on the past few weeks. Nights spent sleeping in relative comfort had been few since he journeyed to the mountain. He remembered the tiny room in the monastery, the inn in the fishing village… apart from that, it had been naught but hardship and discomfort. He chastised himself for having such thoughts. A Dul’Buhar did not need a bed or a warm fire. Perhaps he was becoming soft; weak. The words of Borlon entered his mind once again: Even a stone changes with time. Was that it? Was he changing? If so, into who?  
 
    You’ll change into a dead man if you don’t rest your muscles, he told himself. 
 
    He pushed all thoughts from his mind and was soon asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
    
     
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He woke with an inexplicable sense of urgency and was on his feet a second before Rena flung the door open.  
 
     “There’s something wrong,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    There was no shape to the anxiety inside him, but it was definitely Kyra’s. Danger, he realized, not panic. Nothing to suggest they were about to be overrun with more of the undead warriors. No, the danger wasn’t coming from outside the city; it was already within. 
 
    Akiri joined Rena in the doorway and listened.  “What did you hear?” he asked.  
 
    “Footsteps. People running.” 
 
    He couldn’t hear anything. On its own, that might not have been enough to convince Akiri that there was something amiss, but it had concerned Kyra enough to wake him.  
 
    He heard Khamet’s footsteps on the wooden floorboard from the back of the house. He arrived a moment later, one hand fumbling to button his shirt, the other clutching his boots. “What’s happening?” he asked, as a dim shadow appeared out of the alleyway. It stepped forward into the light of Khamet’s house, revealing a short man, his face gaunt despite his girth, and covered with a sheen of sweat. Akiri recognized him as one of the men they had freed from Yarrow’s prison. 
 
    “You have to hurry,” the man said. “You need to get out of here. Please. Go now. Before they come for you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Khamet demanded. 
 
    “They think we’re going to become one of those… things; that we’re infected; that it’s somehow contagious.”  
 
    “Speak sense,” said Akiri.  
 
    His eyes darted to Akiri then back to Khamet. “They think he’s already killed us… that we’re sent by Yarrow. They’ve already killed two of us, and now they’re coming for the rest. You have to run.” 
 
    “Who are they? Who did this?” Khamet asked. 
 
    The man blurted out a list of names that, from his expression, were familiar.  
 
    “Cowards, the lot of them,” Khamet spat. “Have you warned the others?” 
 
    “I’ve tried,” the man said. “Some wouldn’t believe me; a few others started packing, ready to run. The rest are already gone. Dead, maybe. They mean to burn us in our houses if they have to. All I wanted was to come home. Why are they doing this?” He was in tears.  
 
    “They’re frightened,” Akiri said. “Frightened people do stupid things.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t help us,” Rena pointed out. 
 
    “They’re barricading some of the streets. If you don’t get out now, they’ll have the whole place sealed off.” He looked at Akiri and Rena. “They’re convinced that you two are the source of the evil. They think that Yarrow sent you to steal their souls.” 
 
    “This is madness,” Khamet said. “They saved our lives. What started this? Something must have set them off.” 
 
    “Molly died.” There was no emotion in the words, just a clear statement of fact.  
 
    “But she was already sick with a fever even before we were taken,” said Khamet. “Her husband’s return had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “They’re saying he took her soul. That the newcomers told him to do it. They’ve all gone insane, I tell you. Completely insane.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” Akiri said. “Slaughtering villagers is not what I came to do.” 
 
    Khamet took only a moment to consider their options, few as they were. “We can’t stay either,” he said. “Tell anyone who you can find to meet us on the east road by midnight. Those who are not there will be left behind.” The man nodded and hurried away as fast as his great girth would allow. 
 
    They had no time to gather things together for their journey and no time for sentimentality in saying farewell to bricks and mortar. Khamet was clearly distraught, but moved quickly to organize his wife and daughter. Better to lose a home than their lives.  
 
    Akiri was not pleased to be taking on a group of villagers with no means to protect themselves, but he could see no way out of it.  
 
    “Tisha’s family has a farm a few hours away,” Khamet told him. “If we can make it that far, we should be safe.” 
 
    Seyla rubbed the sleep out of his eyes as he stood. It was obvious they weren’t staying despite the promises that they would be safe here. But he offered no complaint. 
 
    By the time they had loaded up Khamet’s old nag, an ominous still had descended. No angry voices or torchlight. Not yet. Akiri reached out with his mind, touching Kyra’s. She didn’t seem overly concerned now that they were moving. A group of frightened villagers posed little threat.  
 
    The street leading from Khamet’s house was empty, and the building next door was shrouded in darkness. There were no obvious signs of life from any of the houses, but if he had noticed or thought it odd, Khamet said nothing. Of course, there was every chance that they were empty and served as nothing more than a reminder of the others the village had lost. It was a reasonable assumption, but the hair on the back of Akiri’s neck prickled at the sight of a sixth successive empty dwelling.  
 
    Khamet started to lead them back along the lane, but Akiri stopped him. 
 
    “Where are your neighbors?” 
 
    Khamet shrugged. 
 
    “Is this the only way out of the village?” Akiri pressed. 
 
    “No, but it’s the best.” 
 
    “What are the alternatives?” 
 
    “The next road loops around the outskirts of the village,” he replied. “The only other way takes us through the center of the town square. I think we should avoid that if we can.” 
 
    Akiri had to agree, but walking along this narrow alleyway in single file, particularly with a horse burdened with possessions, made them vulnerable to anyone who might be waiting at the other end. In their place, he would have stationed at least one man there to keep watch, more if he wanted to prevent anyone escaping. A perfect place for an ambush. Though simple villagers might not be thinking in these terms, he had to assume that they would. 
 
    “Wait here,” he said.   
 
    Akiri drew his sword and took the first few strides in the twisting lane, quickly disappearing into the shroud of shadow. There was a light up ahead. He moved with silent steps, each muscle ready to spring. If he was lucky, there would be no one there. If he was unlucky, there would be, but he’d be able to take them unawares. If he was very unlucky, there would be a small army waiting with pitchforks and torches, and he’d have to do something he was trying to avoid. 
 
    Akiri pressed himself against the wall, moving slowly through the darkness that even the dim moonlight couldn’t reach. He kept the blade close to his body listening to the night, his experience and training filtering out unimportant sounds. He caught a nervous scuffing of boots on slate.  
 
    Only one man. 
 
    The lookout was lurking in the street. Akiri watched him for a time. He was obviously nervous, shuffling around and jumping at every sound. He was holding a lantern in one hand, illuminating him with a ghostly yellow glow that brought out the thin contours of his features. The lantern was hooded so that its light did not extend more than a couple of yards, meaning it wouldn’t betray Akiri’s presence until he was close enough to strike.  
 
    The man stamped his feet and wrapped his free hand tighter around himself. Had this been a soldier, Akiri would have thought him a fool. He made no attempt at concealment and was making enough noise to alert anyone nearby. However, this was but an untrained villager, a fact that Akiri was doing his best to remember. 
 
    It was a cold night, but the adrenaline coursing through his blood was more than enough to keep Akiri warm. He considered: there might be other routes out of this place, but they were almost certainly watched as well. This was one man, a line of least resistance. In addition to the lamp that helped make him easy to spot, the man appeared to have no more than a small hunting knife tucked into his belt with which to fight.  
 
    Akiri waited until the lookout turned away – there was a pattern to his restless fidgeting and shuffling of feet – and stepped lightly out of the alleyway. He needed to move quickly; silence him before the man knew what was happening. Akiri took a breath, then closed the distance – two steps, three, and he was almost on him.  
 
    The watchman turned slowly, oblivious to Akiri’s approach.  
 
    Akiri slammed the pommel of his sword into the side of his head. The blow was punishing, and he crumpled with only a startled grunt. Akiri caught him as he collapsed, snatching the lantern from his grip.  
 
    He laid the fallen man down, checking his pulse to be sure he had not struck him too hard, and returned his sword to its sheath. He then dragged him by his collar and bundled him into a nearby doorway. It wasn’t much cover, but it was better than nothing. If the rest of the way was clear, they would be long gone before he came around.  
 
    Akiri was turning to start back when he saw a second light some distance along the street. A ripple of movement signaled a message from its bearer. Akiri wasn’t sure if he should respond, or how. In the end, he opened the cover over the light and waved back in the same manner, hoping he had given the right signal. He remained still for a long moment, then allowed himself a smile as the other flame disappeared between houses.  
 
    Akiri hurried back along the alley, holding the lantern out in front of him.  
 
    The others were waiting, all but Rena clearly holding in barely contained anxiety. He gestured for them to follow, a finger to his lips urging quiet, and soon they emerged from the alleyway. The lookout was still unconscious and he didn’t see any more lanterns or torches in the vicinity. “Which way?”  
 
    Khamet took the lead and navigated their way through the dark streets, though Akiri regularly moved ahead to be sure the way was clear.  
 
    A single figure carrying the lantern might fool anyone who happened to see him. But it wouldn’t if they were looking for a group of people trying to escape the town. How far they would get was a matter of sheer chance – and thus far fortune had not been their ally.  
 
    They made it through three streets and two much narrower lanes without encountering any villagers. But as they approached the next corner, he could hear raised voices. There was no mistaking that the townsfolk had turned into an angry mob. Akiri peered around the last building. There, he saw several torches burning up ahead, their light enough to reveal a small cluster of people.  
 
    Akiri quickly backtracked to rejoin the others. “We’re not getting out that way without cutting our way through. Is there another way?” It was growing more and more likely that they wouldn’t be able to leave without a fight. Killer of frightened townsfolk was not a deed he wished attached to his name. The Dul’Buhar were soldiers and slayers, but there was no honor in slaughter.  
 
    Khamet paused for a moment, obviously considering the few options open to them. “This way.” 
 
    They made their way along the next street, trying to avoid the people posted as lookouts, but before they reached the end, Akiri saw that their path was blocked by a barricade of furniture. Tables had been tipped on their sides, and chairs and planks of wood filled the gaps.  
 
    Akiri muttered a curse, then began turning back the way they had come. But before he made it more than a few steps, a shout went up. They’d been seen. 
 
    Worse, their retreat was blocked by at least a dozen men carrying torches and swords coming towards them, intent on driving them into the barricade. Quickly he assessed the situation. Every way he turned, there were more of them closing in.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you have an idea?” he said, looking over to Rena.  
 
    “Acharians are known for their silver tongues,” she said, a smile twitching at her lips. “I suppose you could try to talk our way out of this.” 
 
    Akiri guessed that the village had a population of a few hundred people. Of those, more than thirty were already there. He saw the silhouettes on the rooftops. If they had bows, it could complicate matters.  
 
    He felt Kyra’s call. She was starting to descend. No. Stay away. He did not want her involved in this foul business. He had slain the innocent when his orders required, and had learned long ago how to settle his conscience. But she was young, idealistic, and in many ways, pure. She would come to his aid. But she would not be able to bear what she had done. He repeated his thought until she promised to remain in flight and clear of the fray.  
 
     Rena was right about one thing: talking was the only chance to leave without bloodshed. Unfortunately, his tongue was made from tin, not silver. He considered having Khamet speak, but as he and his family were an object of their fear, thought better of it. 
 
    Akiri stepped away from the others, hand spread wide. “Listen to me!” His voice carried easily throughout the streets. The villagers halted. “All we want is to be allowed to leave. Stand aside and there will be no trouble.” 
 
    “He lies,” came a shrill voice. “He brings the disease of the dead with him.”  
 
    “That is not true,” Akiri retorted. “And even if it were, would you not want us away from your town?” 
 
    “He’ll call the dead upon us,” came another voice. “Kill them. Kill them now, before it’s too late.” 
 
    Reason had failed, so Akiri was left with one last tactic. He drew his sword, the song of steel piercing the cold night air. The sight of Akiri holding his weapon, his eyes dark with deadly intent, was enough to cause most to take a step back. 
 
    “I am Akiri. I have drawn the blood of gods. I have torn the heads from demons and hung their bodies for all to see. I have fought battles beyond the measure of your limited minds. Let us pass, or join the number of those who have died by my hand.” 
 
    This seemed to unsettle the mob. Behind the thickest of the crowd, the barricade itself offered little in the way of an obstacle; nothing they couldn’t fight their way through. Akiri spotted a couple of people crouching behind the upturned furniture, brandishing nothing more than kitchen knives. It would be slaughter. 
 
    “Very diplomatic,” said Rena, walking up from behind, sword in hand.  
 
    “Feel free to try,” he offered. “I’m sure you can convince them.” 
 
    Beyond the barrier, he saw an expanse of darkness broken only by a few torches: an open square. There was a dark shape in the middle as tall as a man. Akiri watched as the torches moved around it, revealing the presence of even more people beyond the barricade. 
 
    Khamet had drawn his blade, his arm wrapped protectively around his family. The weapon looked natural in his hand, suggesting to Akiri that he had once been a soldier. Seyla was crouched low behind the horse.  
 
    “Leave this to me and Rena,” Akiri told him. “Stay with your wife and child, and watch over Seyla. Should any make it past us, you must protect them.” 
 
    Khamet nodded sharply. “I’m sorry. If I had known…” 
 
    Akiri turned away. This was not Khamet’s fault; it was Yarrow’s. His evil had caused this. It had robbed these simple folks of their good sense, and they would die as a result. The blade of his father would be used to butcher frightened sheep. Yet another reason to kill Yarrow – as if he needed more. 
 
    The mob had resumed its march forward. The first of the flame bearers was little more than a couple of yards beyond the reach of his blade. Close enough to die.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked Rena.  
 
    “If you knew me better, you wouldn’t ask.” 
 
    Behind him there was a sudden draft, and the whole world seemed to light up.  
 
    Akiri risked a glance over his shoulder and saw that the shape he’d seen beyond the barricade was ablaze. He knew in an instant what it was for: a bonfire for the dead. In spite of his best efforts, the future was fixed. These people would die. One voice cried out, then another. Then the entire mob shouted in murderous fury.  
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    Armed with only a few swords that in all likelihood had rarely been unsheathed, the rest with tools and farming implements, the townsfolk attacked in numbers. Akiri met their charge, faster, stronger, deadlier than anything they could have anticipated. His blade snaked out, biting deep into the sword arm of his first assailant, sending his weapon clattering to the ground and eliciting a howl of agony. Muscle and tendon were undone. Akiri raised his boot and planted the sole into the man’s chest and sent him tumbling backwards.  
 
    Those immediately behind him stumbled, trying to avoid being taken down by his weight, and in that moment, that eerie silence between the jarring impact of steel on bone, Akiri found his balance and delivered a second deadly swing. Sheep or no, his battle fury raged.  
 
    Rena was unleashing a blinding flurry of strikes, delivering one killer blow after another. Fierce two-handed slashes sliced through anyone foolish enough to stand before her. With each foe that fell, she took another step forward, driving them steadily back. The villagers stood no chance against her skill. And from the vicious grin she wore, she was enjoying herself. A warrior goddess set loose to wreak havoc.  
 
    The sight of her sent Akiri’s heart pounding with lust. He let fly his sword, deaf to the screams of his victims and blind to their fear as he sliced through flesh and bone with powerful strikes. Even had they armor, it would not have saved them. Any pity he had was lost to his passion for more blood and battle.  
 
    When only a handful of the enemy remained, they started to draw back, flailing out with their weapons in a desperate bid for survival. But they had unleashed a terror that not even Yarrow could match. In seconds, they turned and fled. Fear had taken absolute control.  
 
    Rena was soaked in blood, her eyes afire as she started after them. Akiri wanted to join her; to kill by her side yet again. But the voice of Kyra stopped him. Enough. Akiri grabbed Rena’s arm. “Let them go.” 
 
    She glared at him, her breathing rapid, and for the briefest of moments he thought she might attack him. This only fueled his new-found passion for this woman, unlike any he had felt for other women. The fire inside her burn so brightly he imagined he could see it shining through her flesh. Again, Yarrow had been wrong. She was not a woman worth fighting for. She was worth dying with, side by side, bathed in the blood of their enemy. 
 
    Their eyes met, and gradually her breathing calmed. Slowly a smile formed on her lips. “You look as if you have never seen me before.” 
 
    Akiri used all his willpower not to pull her close. “I don’t think I have.” 
 
    Rena cocked her head, then began laughing boisterously. “Typical Acharian. The lust in your loins is no different than your lust for war.” Akiri furrowed his brow, feeling unusually exposed. “Of course, it is the first thing about you I’ve found the least bit attractive.” 
 
    Akiri smiled involuntarily. “Then perhaps you will spare my life after all.” 
 
    He turned to Khamet. Two men were lying dead at his feet. Tisha was clutching his arm, tears spilling down her cheeks. His daughter had joined Seyla behind the horse, and the two were staring blankly at the scene before them. 
 
    “Which way from here?” Akiri asked. 
 
    Khamet responded by pointing at the barricade.  
 
    The shouts from the villagers echoed between buildings. Akiri hoped that they had learned from the first encounter. Nearly two dozen of their neighbors lay dead, and more would follow them to their ancestors should they persist. A strange sensation came from Kyra: one of both relief that Akiri was unhurt and pity for those he had slain. Though she assigned him no blame, it was clear that she knew these people, although acting rashly, were not evil.  
 
    They crossed the square, and Akiri disassembled a portion of the barricade, then hurried down yet another narrow pathway. Khamet led them through another series of turns that felt as though they were doubling back on themselves. Akiri felt sure he’d seen some of these buildings before. But Khamet seemed to know where he was going and kept them moving at a fast pace.   
 
    Eventually, they emerged into a much wider thoroughfare. But this was no better than where they had been earlier. The far end of the street was blocked with yet another barricade, behind which Akiri saw a row of people brandishing torches.  
 
    At the other end of the road were shadows and doorways. He couldn’t see anyone lurking. 
 
    “This leads us straight through the heart of the town,” said Khamet. 
 
    “I don’t know if these people are mad or stupid,” remarked Rena. “They have to know they can’t stop us.” 
 
    A group of men filed onto the corner of a side street a bit further down. Akiri shook his head and sighed. They were butchers and shopkeepers and simple laborers; not a warrior among them. And yet they looked determined to prevent them from leaving.  
 
    Akiri felt a stab of frustration. When there is a lion in your house, you leave the door open. Fools. 
 
    The thwack of a bowstring was followed by the clatter of an arrow striking the street a few feet off to Rena’s left. The shot had come from an upstairs window. Akiri followed the path of the arrow and made out the silhouette of the bowman just as he slipped back out of sight. The window was still open. They were vulnerable where they were, so Akiri pointed for the others to move close to the wall and out of sight of their attacker. An experienced bowman would have positioned himself on the rooftop, where he could fire upon the entire street. And had this been such a man, one of them would be lying dead right now. 
 
    Once the others were safe, Akiri stepped into view, deliberately presenting himself as a target, and made a show of looking from side to side, as if he didn’t know from where the arrow had come. Not the cleverest ruse, but he was not up against clever foes. The creak of a bowstring told him it had worked.  
 
    Akiri took three quick steps forward and right. He hurled his dagger through the open window just as the arrow was loosed. The missile missed by a wide margin, the inexperienced bowman unable to compensate for Akiri’s sudden movement. The dagger did not. The yelp of pain was followed by the figure of a man clutching at his chest and plummeting from the window. The body thudded to the ground, the bow falling a few feet away.  
 
    Akiri yanked his dagger free and wiped it on the man’s jacket.  
 
    Rena stepped out of the shadows beneath the window and snatched up the bow. “Might come in useful,” she said, removing the quiver from the body. 
 
    Khamet stared down at the fallen man. “His name was Fenir Lancomb. He and his wife used to eat dinner at our house. His daughter was a friend of…”  
 
    “Try to put it out of your mind,” said Akiri. 
 
    He knew all too well that betrayal was a bitter pill to swallow. And Khamet’s neighbors had done precisely that. But now was not the time. It was taking entirely too long to leave this place, and even villagers would eventually figure out a way to stop them.  
 
    As if reading his mind, Rena said, “At least they haven’t thought to set fire to the buildings and barricades.” 
 
    Keeping close to the houses on one side of the street, they made their way cautiously forward, watching the windows above them for signs of movement. Akiri kept one eye on the force gathering at the next barricade. They held their position.  
 
    Rena moved sideways, keeping an arrow nocked and the bowstring taut but not fully drawn, raised in the direction of the upper windows.  
 
    Akiri heard a creak and stopped dead in his tracks, trying to see everywhere at once. He looked for the telltale sign of a window being eased open.  
 
    Rena saw the movement first. In a heartbeat, she had released her arrow. It found its mark. A sharp thud was followed by a muffled cry and the clatter of furniture toppling as the body fell. Akiri raised an approving eyebrow. 
 
     “My father took me hunting,” she said with a shrug, as though that explained everything.  
 
    Akiri chuckled. He had seen some of the best archers ever to grace a battlefield. And the Dul’Buhar were masters themselves, though it was a lesser-used skill. He recognized training when he saw it. Hunting beasts and slaying men were vastly different. The way she held the bow and drew the string looked Sylfari to his eyes. And if he was correct, it meant that her skill with this weapon was a match to her skill with a blade. The mysteries of this woman continued to deepen.     
 
    “We need to go faster,” Khamet said. “The others should be waiting for us by now. ” 
 
    “Assuming they made it out of the village,” added Tisha, her face pale as she held her daughter’s hand.  
 
    “Be concerned with your own life for now,” said Akiri. “And that of your family. We’ll know soon enough who made it out alive.” 
 
    “You’re still assuming we will,” said Rena, though with a hint of a smile.  
 
    In truth, he could have already left the village had they only Seyla to look after. And the pack horse was slowing them further. But the care with which Tisha had chosen the few possessions they brought along said it was unlikely she would be willing to abandon it. He had seen how protective people could be over the smallest of items, having evacuated more than one town when he was a Dul’Buhar. Border skirmishes had been a constant threat in those days, even when there was a lull in the fighting. 
 
    Rena now took the lead, her eyes ever watchful for more bows. They were nearly there, by Akiri’s reckoning. Perhaps the villagers had decided to allow them to slip past. But the glow of flames coming from around the next corner banished this thought.  
 
    Fire burned behind another barricade. Beyond, he could see no one. An ambush?  
 
    Akiri heard the rattle of chains. Rena heard it as well, and they exchanged knowing glances. A second later came a familiar sound.  
 
    “Hounds,” growled Akiri.  
 
    “I guess that explains what they’ve been doing,” remarked Rena.  
 
    Akiri looked to Khamet. “How many will they have?” 
 
    “A dozen in the pack, maybe more,” he replied. “Hunting dogs.” 
 
    “What do they hunt?” asked Akiri. 
 
    “Bear, mostly.” 
 
    Akiri blew out a heavy breath. This meant large hounds with an aggressive nature. Probably kept hungry. War hounds would have been worse. But this was nearly as bad. Akiri picked up Seyla and placed him atop the pack horse. Khamet did the same with his daughter. “Stay put,” Akiri said to the children. “Do not get down for any reason.” 
 
    Urgency was pressed to the fore by a cacophony of baying in the distance. The only choice they had was to run and hope it took time for the hounds to find their scent. Time enough to find a defensible position. Leaving the village would no longer protect them. The hounds would follow.  
 
    Akiri looked to the barricade. “That way!” he shouted. If they could reach the other side first, there was a chance. He slapped the horse on the rump, sending it into a gallop. “Run!” 
 
    Khamet took his wife’s hand and together they raced after the beast of burden, not daring to look back.  
 
    Akiri and Rena stayed back a few paces. The clinking of chains and the barks and growls of the pack followed… and they were closing fast. The dogs were on their heels.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    
     
      CHAPTER 
     FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The horse reared as it came to the barricade, nearly throwing the children from its back. Akiri could hear Tisha gasp as she pressed her legs to run faster. The glow of another pyre revealed a market beyond the barricade, within which waited more than fifty villagers. They did not charge in, seemingly content to allow the hounds to do the work for them. 
 
    Without pausing, Akiri rammed his shoulder into a toppled wagon, his weight and momentum shoving it several inches. Rena and Khamet joined him until there was enough room for the horse to walk through. Akiri could now see the hounds bearing down on them, more than a dozen, each weighing as much as a grown man and well-muscled. Such beasts could tear even the tough hide of a bear to shreds. What they would do to human flesh was unthinkable. 
 
    Once through, they closed the breach and backed away.  
 
    “Take the children,” shouted Akiri, pointing to a narrow alley.  
 
    Khamet and Tisha did as they were told without hesitation. Akiri placed his body between them and where he guessed the hounds would come over the barricade. Rena positioned herself to his back, facing the villagers. But they had still not moved to attack; their faces were awash with eager anticipation at the kill to come. 
 
    “I should have let you go after them,” Akiri said to Rena.  
 
    Before she could respond, the scraping of paws on wood along with the vicious snarls of the hounds demanded his attention. The first of the beast crested the barricade, and Akiri greeted it with the tip of his blade.  
 
    But two more were climbing over a few yards off to his left. Akiri repositioned himself so that they could not go after the children. Unlike war hounds, these did not charge in unison. Rather they spread out, so to encircle their prey. They were trained to nip at the edges until an opening presented itself.  
 
    Fevered cries of approval arose from the crowd as teeth snapped at their prey. The beasts were fast, ducking under Akiri’s and Rena’s attempts to counter and moving just out of range. More cheers said that the villagers were enjoying the spectacle. Frightened or no, I will enjoy killing this lot, he thought.  
 
    He thrust and swiped, but the beasts were clever. They backed away each time he stepped forward, forcing him to limit his attack. There were no better hunters than wolves and hounds. In packs, they were tireless. Most would do nothing more than prevent escape, remaining fresh and ready to fight. When one would tire, another would take its place. A large enough pack could wear down almost any prey.  
 
    Akiri was growing increasingly frustrated, and from the grunts and curses, so was Rena. Back to back, they staved off death. But time was their enemy. Eventually they would make a mistake. One bite could be enough to draw them all in.   
 
    Prey!  
 
    The words rattled through Akiri’s skull as a mighty roar descended from the night sky. Akiri almost burst into laughter at his own stupidity. Killing villagers might not be something he would want Kyra to do. But killing hounds? That was something else.  
 
    She landed hard, a hound crushed beneath her front talons, its yelp silent in a split second. The beasts moved away several feet, momentarily confused.  
 
    “I almost forgot you had a dragon,” said Rena.  
 
    Akiri could see her accusing look. He knew she was thinking that Kyra could have paved the entire way for them. She didn’t understand his reasons for keeping her out of it, and now was not the time for explanations.  
 
    Akiri sliced through a hound whose attention was on the dragon. Kyra swiped her tail, snapping the back of another hound while gripping one in her maw. The remainder charged, ignoring Akiri and Rena entirely. But not even their sharp teeth and powerful jaws could penetrate Kyra’s tough scales. In ones and twos, she dispatched them in short order. The final four scurried off, whining and yelping, tails tucked between their legs.  
 
    The villagers stared on in disbelief. But there was something different about them. They had a strange look in their eyes; fearful, yes, but crazed. It was as if they had been plagued by madness. And it was getting worse. Akiri considered that Yarrow had something to do with it. Perhaps he had used some sinister charm or spell to drive these people to insanity. It seemed likely. Most people fled at the sight of Kyra, or at least were cowed. But these people looked as if fury was building beyond their ability to contain it.  
 
    Shouts and curses arose: accusations of betrayal to the gods and bringing of pestilence; calls for death of the intruders. Akiri knew what was about to happen moments before it did.  
 
    Protect Seyla and the others, shouted Akiri through their bond.  
 
    The mob charged. Though Kyra was loathe to retreat from Akiri’s side, she snorted a hot breath and bounded toward the alley, positioning herself at the entrance. She would leave the villagers to Akiri and Rena. Even this larger number could not stand against them. Like before, no more than a handful carried swords. The rest bore tools and wooden staffs.  
 
    The blood had dried on their face and arms. But it was soon to be wet once again.  
 
    Akiri cut down three in his first strike, the honed steel unhindered by the simple shirts and jerkins worn by his enemies. Rena had drawn a dagger, holding it in her left hand, and was dodging and weaving between the clusters of people, her hands moving with deadly effect. The combination of the two blades was devastating.  
 
    Akiri suffered two minor cuts from a kitchen knife, but returned the assault tenfold. The bodies of his victims soon began to pile at his feet, serving as a barrier, slowing his attackers and allowing him to inflict even more damage. Unlike the first group they fought, these did not relent, their fear now replaced by an equal measure of fury. They seemed determined to die, and Akiri was pleased to accommodate. 
 
    Rena’s battle lust had returned in force. Akiri could see the look of sheer ecstasy on her blood-spattered face. This caused his own lust to return as well. The blood covering her body made it impossible to know if she had been injured. If so, she was not showing it.  
 
    The pile of bodies was now so high the villagers had to stop and climb over. More were pouring from the street further back. But their number no longer mattered. If he had to, he would completely empty this place of life. He had had enough.  
 
    A gangly youth holding a thick piece of lumber tripped forward, falling a few inches in front of Akiri. He lifted his blade just as the youth looked up at him. Akiri paused. Nothing. No thought. The eyes told everything, and those looking at him now were vacant – just as vacant as the scores of undead he had slain. This was definitely the work of Yarrow. He brought down his blade.  
 
    No sooner had he pulled it free from the youth’s heart than a shadow descended on the village. The torches and pyre dimmed as if their light was being steadily consumed. Instantly, the attacked ceased, and the villagers stepped away. Rena hacked at two more, but they did nothing to defend themselves, dying without a fight. She ceased her assault and joined Akiri, her eyes darting in all directions. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” she said, her knuckles white around her sword.  
 
    Akiri spun toward Kyra. But before he could say a word, the world went completely dark. “Kyra!” he cried. But his voice was muffled, like he was shouting into a pillow. He was completely blind. It was as if the darkness was tangible, something he could reach out and touch. He stumbled toward where he knew Kyra was positioned in front of the alley.  
 
    After three steps, his boot caught on a fallen body, and he was sent sprawling. His elbows smashed into the cobbled stone, slick with blood. He recalled Khamet telling him of the shadow that would visit them in their cells. Yarrow was here.  
 
    He called out to Kyra again, but still there was no answer. He began to crawl. After a few feet, a blinding flash of white light halted him. He struggled to his feet, shadows of his surroundings slowly coming back into focus. Muffled sounds filtered in. Voices. Weeping and wailing. 
 
    “Kyra!”   
 
    Fear struck him. He could no longer hear her through their bond. It had happened before, when he was in Yarrow’s presence, presumably the result of a charm meant to hide her warnings. He stumbled forward. The alley came into view, affirming his fear. Kyra was no longer there.  
 
    Forgetting all else, he broke into a dead run. Khamet, Tisha, and their daughter were huddled together at the end of the alley, the horse just behind them. His eyes turned skyward in a desperate search. Nothing. He called again. No reply.  
 
    A terrified scream jerked his attention back to Khamet and his family. “He’s gone,” cried Tisha.  
 
    A chill shot through his back. He couldn’t see Seyla. He raced down the alley, no longer caring what was happening in the market. “Where is he?” Akiri demanded. 
 
    Khamet was looking frantically. “He was just here. Right beside me. Then the shadow came….” 
 
    Akiri let out a feral yell. Both of them gone! They had been no more than twenty yards away, and they were taken right out from under him.  
 
    “What happened?” Rena called from the opposite end of the alley. “What the hell was that?” She furrowed her brow. “Where’s Seyla?” 
 
    Akiri stalked toward the market. His fear and panic were transforming in to white-hot rage with each step. He scarcely noticed the villagers, wandering aimlessly about, weeping and begging to be told what had happened, why so many dead littered the streets. Who had done this?  
 
    Rena caught his arm. “Acharian,” she said, her voice steel. “Tell me what has happened.” 
 
    Akiri looked upon her with a stone expression, the rage still building. “This was the plan all along. He wanted us here. He moved us around like pieces on a board. And I was the fool who allowed it.” 
 
    “There is no way you could have foreseen this,” she said. “We’ll get him back. I promise. I’ll help you.” 
 
    A villager staggered up and groped at Akiri’s sleeve. “Please, stranger. What has happened? How did we get here?” 
 
    Akiri glared down at the pitiful wretch. In a blinding motion, he struck him with the back of his hand, sending him crumbling to the ground. He turned to Rena. “I leave now. Come if you want. Or stay.”  
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    There were no more words that needed to be spoken. Akiri would return to Yarrow. And this time he would not leave until one of them was dead. 
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    The sky brightened with the new dawn. But the sun brought with it no joy. 
 
    The heavens were azure blue, and the air crisp and sharp in his lungs, the temperature having plunged dramatically in the last few hours. Akiri had only remained in the village long enough to raid the local shops for a few odds and ends he thought he might need. He completely ignored the pleas for help and the desperate cries of those few who had survived the mêlée. They had no memory whatsoever that those who had inflicted their grievous wounds were the very ones they were petitioning.  
 
    Khamet had decided to leave with his family, even though there appeared to be no more danger from the townsfolk. He had feared to say farewell to Akiri, thinking that he might somehow hold him responsible for Seyla and Kyra’s abduction. Instead, he told Rena to convey his thanks and gave her instructions where to find them at Tisha’s family farm once this whole mess was over. 
 
    Akiri and Rena started off toward the marshland. Upon leaving the valley and cresting the last of the hills, he spotted something odd. Bodies. Three of them. Upon examination, he recognized them as men he had released from the cages in Yarrow’s keep. There was no obvious injuries, yet their faces were frozen in a state of utter terror. From the tracks, it appeared that they were heading straight toward the mountains. 
 
    “Why would they be going that way?” mused Rena. “There is nothing there.” 
 
    Akiri considered the possibility that they were being pursued, or that they simply were going somewhere they knew no one would look for them. But the more he examined the ground, the more confused he became. Tracks led from the hills to the spot where the bodies lay. Not three, but four sets; the fourth being that of a child. He continued his search until he was certain of what the tracks told.  
 
    “They don’t lead to the marsh,” said Akiri, kneeling beside a patch of grass that had been pressed down by a small foot. A child’s foot. “They’re leading off toward the mountains.” 
 
    “You think it’s Seyla?” asked Rena. 
 
    “Who else could it be?” 
 
    “But why wouldn’t he come back to the village?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I intend to find out.” As Rena had pointed out, there was nothing there. No town or village. And none of the maps he had seen showed a pass. Nothing but sheer rock and snow-covered ground. Perhaps he was just frightened and running aimlessly; though that was not likely, given the three dead men. Whatever the case, Akiri had no choice but to follow. Wherever Seyla was going, it was certain Kyra would be there too. I’m coming, he called out. But she could not hear him. The bond was not severed between them; if it were, he was sure he would know. Still, it was suppressed and useless.  
 
    Akiri set a grueling pace, thinking that they should be able to catch up with Seyla. His trail was easy enough to follow, almost as if deliberately so. If that were the case, then this was yet another part of Yarrow’s plan.  
 
    Akiri kept trying to reestablish contact with Kyra, but there was only silence; a void that tore at Akiri’s heart. He found himself glancing up, hoping to see her silhouette against the blue of the sky. But there was nothing. And each time, his sense of desperation grew.  
 
    By the second day, Akiri was sure that Yarrow must have some sort of hold or influence on Seyla, or at minimum was driving him on. The light dusting of snow that now covered the ground showed that Seyla’s strides were long and sure. And he had not rested. Akiri and Rena should have caught up by now, but they were seemingly no closer than when they had started out. 
 
    As the mountains loomed larger, they came upon a worn trail that snaked its way between the rocks. The angle of the climb steepened without him noticing. It took no more effort than walking on the foot of the mountains, but before he realized it, they were already several yards up a much steeper track that led along the incline. The rocks underfoot were coated in a sheet of ice that made them treacherous, but that soon turned into a thin layer of crisp snow that offered more in the way of stability. The path was relatively easy to follow even as it began to rise more steeply.  
 
    “This sure is a lot of trouble for a bounty,” remarked Rena, talking to herself. 
 
    “Is that why you’re really here?” asked Akiri.  
 
    Rena laughed. “Of course. You don’t think I’m here for you, do you? What about you? All this for a boy and a dragon?” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand.” 
 
    “I think I understand some of it,” she said. “Yarrow killed your friend. And Seyla is his son. So I understand why you would want to kill Yarrow. What eludes me is this thing you have with the dragon. I swear, I think you would sacrifice the boy’s life if it would save her.” 
 
     “The bond I share with Kyra is special,” he told her, ignoring the remark about sacrificing Seyla. That was a situation he did not want to put to the test. “I can’t explain to you why, or even how it happened.” 
 
    “So you don’t understand it either,” she noted. “Interesting. I’ve heard the legends: dragons and humans bonded together in some mystical union. But I thought they were just stories.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find that many stories have their roots in truth.” He was finding this conversation uncomfortable, so tried to change the subject. “You never explained why you came. Surely, the bounty alone isn’t worth it?” 
 
    “It is, actually. Five thousand gold. Enough to keep me living in comfort for a long time. But I have to admit, my plan hasn’t worked out like I had hoped.” 
 
    “You mean you really did have a plan? Getting captured and locked away in Yarrow’s fortress was intentional?”  
 
    Rena frowned at the jab. “How else was I going to find him?” After a brief silence, she threw up her hands. “Fine. Maybe getting captured wasn’t really part of the plan. But it got me there, didn’t it?” 
 
    “It nearly got you killed.” 
 
    “Killed? Me? Never. If I can survive an encounter with the mighty Akiri, Yarrow isn’t a challenge.” She huffed a laugh. “Don’t think I haven’t heard. Death and destruction follow you everywhere you go. People either praise your name or piss themselves at the mention of it. You, Acharian, are dangerous company.” 
 
    Akiri could not help but laugh at this. She was right, naturally, though she could not suspect why. The meddling of the gods and their insistence on including him in their designs ensured that those he encountered were risking much by merely talking to him. Rena was an excellent example of this. Had they never met, she would still be serving as Killian’s bodyguard in Galfaria. He was just about to ask her what she had done after they last met, when the path changed, its angle softening considerably.  
 
    After a few more hundred yards, the trail ended at a broad plateau. Akiri took a moment to look out over the hills and valley, shielding his eyes against the glare of the midday sun reflecting off the snow. He could see the town, where black smoke still rose from the pyres. Beyond it loomed the stone edifice of the ruined fortress past the edge of the marshland. He took note that the magic that had concealed it was now gone. The rest of the marsh stretched on for many miles. The lake was hidden by the forest, but the other end of the mountain range rose up like a savage god, ruling over a landscape that groveled at its feet. He had journeyed far and in a short time. At the other end of the plateau the trail continued its climb. Soon it would be over.  
 
    He turned around, ready to continue the climb to the summit, only to realize that he was alone. His senses came alive and his hand shot to his blade. He called out Rena’s name. The thought that she had been plucked from the mountain flashed through his mind. He called out again, searching the ground. Just as he noticed her footprints, he heard a reply. 
 
    “In here,” her voice called, seemingly coming from within the mountain.  
 
    He followed her footprints to what initially appeared to be a narrow crevice in the side of the mountain. But as he drew near, he realized that it wasn’t a crevice at all, but rather an overlapping fold in the rock face. He found Rena standing just inside the opening, her eyes fixed on the walls. 
 
    “What is this place?” she whispered.  
 
    The opening led into a cavern that burrowed deep into the mountain. The walls were coated in a film of ice, which under different circumstances Akiri would have found quite beautiful. The existence of the cave itself came as no surprise; mountains were always a honeycomb of natural tunnels, cracks, and crevices, and these mountains were no exception. An experienced climber always knew how to find them. Even a small recess could be a life saver should a blizzard strike. Many, like those leading to the monastery, were made intentionally. But this one wasn’t there to provide shelter from the inclement weather. There was nothing within to offer comfort against a storm: no fuel for fire, no bedding or feed for horses. This place had a much more macabre purpose. Although the light barely penetrated the darkness within, there was more than enough to expose what lay beneath the sheet of ice: body after body, standing frozen in place. 
 
    Akiri peered closer and saw a mark on the flesh of each forearm. The very same mark Seyla bore.  
 
    “Do you think they still live?” asked Rena.  
 
    “I would say no. But with one such as Yarrow, who knows?” 
 
    He took special notice of their features. They were emaciated, their flesh drooping from their bones, as if their lives had been slowly drained away. Was this what he had in mind for Seyla?  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Rena said.  
 
    Akiri walked a bit deeper into the cavern. The bodies numbered into the hundreds. How long had they been there? What was their purpose? Vessels, perhaps? Or servants that had outlived their usefulness? He looked closer at a tall man dressed in a soldier’s tunic. The sigil was familiar, though it took him a moment to place it: Zurbia, a small nation in the south. He remembered it from his studies as a youth. They had been the possessors of a great wealth of knowledge, kept safe in an enormous library. But Zurbia had fallen more than two hundred years ago, swallowed by the wars of their more powerful neighbors, and the library burned to ashes. It was the tragic loss of such knowledge that made it stick out in his mind.   
 
    Without thinking he pressed his hand to the ice. Instantly the eyes of the body opened. Akiri jumped back, his hand instinctively flying to the hilt of his sword. He was alive! The horror of such an existence shook Akiri to the core.  
 
    “He lives?” gasped Rena.  
 
    Akiri hadn’t heard her approach. He drew his blade. “There is no way to know.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “If he is alive, he deserves a soldier’s death.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    She was probably right. But the eyes staring back at him touched something inside, something deep within his spirit. All soldiers shared something unique. A thing only they could comprehend. Friend or foe, it mattered not. A soldier deserved a proper death. Not this… half-life. 
 
    The tip of his blade penetrated the ice effortlessly and sank into the man’s heart. There was no reaction – not so much as a twitch of pain. Slowly his eyes closed; this time, Akiri hoped, forever. 
 
    Barely had he sheathed his sword when an ear-splitting crack sounded from deep within the cavern, and several large hunks of ice and stone smashed down from the ceiling.  
 
    “I told you,” said Rena.  
 
    Tiny cracks were forming within the icy prisons as the entire mountain seemed to groan. More rock and debris fell, some nearly coming down on Akiri’s head. As fast as they could, they ran back to the entrance. But even when they were outside, the ground continued to tremble. The entire plateau was being peppered from above with fist-sized rocks and thick sheets of ice. They started toward the ascending path, Akiri receiving spiteful blows to his back and shoulders along the way. Once on the path, though the rocks raining down were fewer in number, the mountain did not relent – as if they were unwanted pests it was trying to shake from its back.  
 
    A tremendous boom rocked the mountain, nearly throwing them over the edge. Either the cavern had collapsed, or the entire trail leading from the mountain had. If it was the trail, thought Akiri, leaving might prove to be impossible.  
 
    After a few more minutes, the rumbling ceased.  
 
    “You are without a doubt the thickest man I have ever met.” Rena’s eyes burned with anger. “Why would you do that? Are you trying to get us killed? If so why don’t you just jump and save Yarrow the trouble?” 
 
    Akiri wanted to say that he would not be questioned by her. Being scolded like some raw recruit was not a thing he normally tolerated. But the truth was, she was right. It had been foolish. Still, he met her gaze firmly. “I did what I thought I should; what any soldier would do.” 
 
    “I hate to be the one to point this out, but you’re not a soldier. Not anymore. So you had better forget all that nonsense about honor and duty. This is survival.” 
 
    Her words expressed the very argument he had been having with himself for some time now. But it would not be resolved atop this mountain. And at this moment, he was being prideful and stubborn – a trait he often chastised in others.  
 
    “Forgive my impulsiveness. You would have to have served under the shield to know what seeing that poor wretch did to me.” 
 
    Rena shook her head and heaved a sigh. “For all your strength and skill, you are just a simple soul, aren’t you? Just try not to do anything stupid until we’ve done what we came to do.” 
 
    Akiri bowed his head. “You have my word.” 
 
    Rena cracked a smile and shoved him lightly up the trail. “How someone can kill that many people and still be innocent is beyond my understanding.” 
 
    Akiri laughed in spite of himself. “Is that what I am?” 
 
    “I don’t know what else to call it. Only the gods know how many men you’ve slain. And still you try to see the world in absolutes. How long has it been since you left Acharia? Two years?” 
 
    “A little more.” 
 
    “And still the world has not shown you the futility of honor.” 
 
    “I see no futility in honor. Without it, we are no better than animals.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean. You see yourself as somehow better than others. You, my friend, would make a fine noble.” 
 
    That Rena could get beneath his skin so easily was maddening. It was as if she knew precisely what to say to infuriate him. And yet he could not find a hint of fault in her words. “Nobles live selfishly,” was all he could think to say. 
 
    “And you don’t?” She poked his ribs. “Tell me, Akiri. That day you saw me in the back of the wagon after the Hunari had captured me: was it your idea to charge in and try to save me? Or was it your dragon’s? Be honest. You’ve told me how she behaves like an idealistic youth. Was it Kyra who wanted to free me, or you?” 
 
    “You didn’t need saving,” he pointed out.  
 
    “Don’t avoid the question,” she pressed, her tone playful. 
 
    “It was Kyra,” he admitted. “She charged off to save you. I didn’t want her presence known, so I told her that I would do it if she stayed out of sight.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Remind me to thank her when I see her again.” 
 
    Akiri grunted irritably. He preferred watching her fight to their conversations.  
 
    The path wound slowly around the mountainside, rising ever upwards. At times, the angle of the incline steepened sharply, but mostly the rise was gradual, making the trek less taxing than when it began. Still it was treacherous, its width barely enough to accommodate a single person, often so narrow that they had to turn their bodies sideways to avoid falling to their deaths.   
 
    It was well into the afternoon when, rounding a sharp bend, Akiri spotted a massive structure a short distance ahead. A temple. It had been carved directly into the living rock of the mountainside. A broad staircase led to a massive archway. Columns spanned the façade, above which was a frieze depicting the god of death, Xarbaal himself. Clad in his spike-covered armor and wielding a massive claymore, he was casting the legions of the dead, their faces twisted in agony, into the pits of fire. Such a place would be outlawed in most kingdoms. Worship of the old gods was forbidden. Likely this place was long-abandoned, perhaps even its existence forgotten, now used by Yarrow to conduct his foul magic away from the notice of the world. It made perfect sense that a necromancer would worship the death god. Who else would abide such vile corruption?   
 
    That he was once again in the shadow of Xarbaal made his skin crawl. If Yarrow knew that Kyra was aware of the location of Xarbaal’s scepter… Akiri banished the thought. There was no way for him to know. Not unless Yarrow could hear her thoughts. And even then, it was not something she would willingly reveal to anyone. Not even Akiri knew where she had hidden it. He made sure of that, lest someone find a way to pry it from him.  
 
    The trail rose for several feet, putting them at eye level with the archway and revealing a wide chasm separating the trail from the temple stairs. A pair of stone posts marked where a bridge had once stood, but it was long since collapsed. In its place, a new bridge had been fashioned from wood and rope.  
 
    Rena approached the precipice and peered over the edge. “Sweet Mishna.” 
 
    Akiri stood beside her and saw the meander of a river cutting through the valley floor, hundreds of feet down. “Are you afraid of heights?” 
 
    “No. I’m afraid of falling.” She backed away and threw up her hands. “Why can’t anything be simple? Because I’m with Akiri, bringer of doom, that’s why.” 
 
    “Seems simple to me.” Akiri was enjoying this. “One foot in front of the other. What could be easier?” 
 
    “Cracking your thick skull, for one thing.” 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll lead the way.” 
 
    Rena looked as if she would strike him at any moment. She took another quick glance over the edge and steadied her nerves. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Akiri gripped the ropes and took the first step. All humor left him instantly. The wooden boards that provided the platform for the bridge were every bit as slick as the sheen of their icy covering suggested, made all the more perilous by the fact that the whole construction dipped in the center of its long crossing. This meant that not only was the surface beneath their feet covered in ice, but they were walking downhill for the first half of the crossing.  
 
    Rena stayed close behind. He could hear her rapid breathing. As much as he had teased her, her fears were more than justified. Several times, Akiri thought that he was going to lose his balance as gravity tried to bully him into moving faster. He refused. The bridge was narrow enough for him to hold the supports on either side at the same time, slowing his descent. But frayed ropes bit spitefully into his palms, and the entire span swayed beneath him with every step he took. 
 
    The planks looked rotted and in desperate need of replacement. Each step was answered by the cracking of ice and the groaning of wood as it bent beneath his weight. Akiri considered telling Rena to turn back, but the trembling in her breathing suggested that she was already at the limits of her courage. Akiri smiled inwardly. Overcoming deeply held fears was admirable. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t have fun at her expense later. Assuming they lived through this.  
 
    A fresh bluster of wind whipped in off the mountains, threatening to unbalance him, forcing a brief halt until the swaying of the bridge diminished.  
 
    Once past the half-way point, he struggled through the climb using mostly his hold on the rope, the sheet of ice on the planks offering very little traction. The going was slow. But at last relief washed over him as he reached the end and took a step back onto solid ground. He turned to see that Rena was still a few yards back, her face twisted in pain from the ropes digging into her palms.  
 
    She was about to take the last few steps when the wind picked up in earnest, causing the entire bridge to lurch violently. Rena’s foot slipped and her left hand lost its hold. Quickly she wrapped her other arm around the rope, letting out an involuntary and uncharacteristic scream. Her knee struck the plank hard, splitting it in two. In desperation, she tried to regain her footing, but the rocking of the bridge along with the ice coating the planks had her flailing wildly. Akiri moved to the edge and extended his hand, unable to suppress a smile. 
 
    “You seem as if you’re in need of rescuing,” he said. 
 
    Rena shot him a furious look. “Unless you want me to cut that hand off…” She strained against the ropes, hauling herself back up. Upon reaching the end, she fell hard to the ground, panting and spitting curses. “That does it. I’ve decided. I’m killing you the moment we’re away from here.” 
 
    A hollow voice laughed, echoing from the mountainside. This time Rena did not refuse Akiri’s hand as he jerked her to her feet. Both had swords at the ready in an instant. 
 
    From somewhere within the archway, a ball of flame shot forth, striking the bridge dead center. The explosion rocked Rena from her feet and Akiri dropped to one knee. The flames tore through the rope and wood in seconds. As it separated in the middle, the weight dislodged the wooden stakes on either end, pulling the entire structure down into the canyon. The sound of crashing timbers rose for more than a minute as the bridge finally struck bottom.  
 
    Akiri turned toward the temple. Rena was at his side, snarling with anger.  
 
    “I was afraid you might leave,” called the voice. “I hope I didn’t startle you.” 
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    The voice sounded familiar. All too familiar. As Akiri ascended the stairs with Rena, he hoped he was wrong. But as the archway came into full view, he knew he was not. It was Seyla. His pose was eerily reminiscent of how they had first met on the mountain outside the boy’s village. Akiri thought to call to him, to ask if he was all right. But the sinister look on his tiny face and the casual smile he wore said that this was not Seyla standing before him. 
 
    “Welcome, Akiri,” the boy said. “And I see you brought the lovely Rena. I saw the two of you fighting together. It was truly a sight to behold. When I think about the offspring you could bear… Such children could conquer the world.” 
 
    Yarrow laughed. To hear the vile evil issuing forth from one so young was unnerving. Akiri could have closed the gap and killed him with a single blow. But surely Yarrow was aware of this. Likely all he would accomplish was Seyla’s death. Wherever Yarrow’s true body was, he would need to find it before he acted. That was, assuming the necromancer had a body to kill. 
 
    “I see that you met with some of my” – he paused for a moment, as if searching for the right word – “children,” he offered eventually. “A pity you acted rashly. They would have lived on for centuries within the ice had you not intervened. I might have even found a use for them at some point. Now, alas, they are gone forever.” 
 
    “I did not come to discuss your abominations,” said Akiri.  
 
     “Of course not,” Yarrow agreed. “You have come for the boy and the dragon. Am I right?” 
 
    “What have you done with Kyra?” Akiri demanded.  
 
    A wisp a black smoke drifted from the boy’s mouth. “Such a fierce creature.” This time the voice did not come from Seyla; rather it emanated from all directions at once. The smoke curled and twisted until it coiled around his entire body.  
 
    “Leave him!” Akiri shouted. 
 
    The smoke expanded, slowly coalescing into a more defined shape. “And if I do not? What will you do?”   
 
    The smoke slithered to the floor. Gradually it expanded, taking on the form of a cowled figure, its arms folded and head bent. There was nothing discernible to either its face or clothing, as though it had no real substance, only a shadow of form.  
 
    “Where is Kyra?” Akiri was losing patience. “What have you done with her?” 
 
    “The dragon is quite safe, I assure you. For now.” He allowed his last words to hang in the air for a moment. “How long she remains so, however, is entirely up to you.” 
 
    Seyla was listless and dead-eyed as the specter reached out with a formless hand and brushed it against the boy’s cheek. “Such a good lad. Strong, like his father. It’s why I chose him.” 
 
    “Enough games,” snapped Akiri. “What is it you want?” 
 
    Seyla turned toward the temple and began a slow methodical walk. Yarrow moved in behind him, gliding across the stone floor, wisps of his essence wrapping themselves around the boy’s torso.  
 
    “Come,” said Yarrow. “There is something I think you should see.” 
 
    Akiri and Rena followed, keeping a comfortable distance from the apparition. The plan to find Yarrow’s physical form seemed hopeless. If he had one, he had no intention of revealing it. In all probability, he didn’t. And if that were the case, how do you kill something without substance? Killing Seyla was not a thing he was willing to consider, and it likely would do nothing to harm Yarrow anyway. There must be a way; a weakness. Even demon spirits could be killed by using celestial weapons. For the first time since meeting Hagrik and Vazhta, he actually wished they had come. Perhaps they knew of a way. But they had been conspicuously absent of late. 
 
    The moment he crossed the threshold of the temple, he felt the familiar voice of Kyra in his mind. He nearly shouted with joy. It was weak, but it was there.  
 
    The interior of the temple was stark and unadorned, its treasures raided long ago. Tall columns climbed to the high ceiling where thick chains hung almost to the ground, each holding a brass brazier. Several arched doorways led to other parts of the complex along either side. Twenty-foot tall statues of Xarbaal stood toward the rear of the massive chamber, a black altar placed between them. Atop this, curled up into a ball, was Kyra, eyes closed and growling softly. Her head rested on one of her front legs. 
 
    Akiri could no longer restrain himself and broke into a run. Rena reached out to stop him, but he would not be deterred.  
 
    Ignoring all else, Akiri spanned the distance and placed his hands gently on her neck. Kyra stirred, but her eyes remained shut. 
 
    “What have you done to her?” Akiri spun, freeing his sword from its sheath, teeth bared.  
 
     “Nothing that cannot be undone,” replied Yarrow. “But I wanted you to understand how helpless your situation is.” 
 
    “Release her!” He took a menacing step forward. 
 
    Yarrow laughed. “Why would I do that? She might fly away. And I do so enjoy looking at her. So fierce and filled with life. A true wonder of the world, wouldn’t you say? But as I have no desire to harm such a magnificent creature, I think I shall…what is the phrase? Ah yes, raise the stakes.” 
 
    The shadow moved suddenly. It drew back, contracting into a thin stream, and moved through the air, rippling and churning. Before Akiri could react to give warning, it descended upon Rena, wrapping itself around her like a ghostly cloak. Eyes wide, she flailed her arms wildly in a desperate attempt to free herself from Yarrow’s suffocating embrace. But it was like trying to remove mist from the air.  
 
    “Leave her, Yarrow. She is nothing to you. She has no part in this.” 
 
    “Does she not? Then why is she here? Certainly not because of feelings she harbors for you. And she has no attachment to the boy. She is here for reasons she has yet to reveal to you.” Akiri creased his brow. “You didn’t really think a woman like her was without secrets, did you?”  
 
    The shadow shrank around Rena, growing tighter and tighter until it was as a second skin. The sheath of smoke darkened until it was impossible to make out her features. She reached for her throat, gasping and choking as if being strangled. Akiri was helpless to do anything as she fell to her knees and then crumpled to the floor, motionless.  
 
    The smoke drifted away, returning to the form of Yarrow. Akiri rushed to Rena’s side and lifted her head, cradling it in his arm. Her flesh was cold to the touch and her breathing barely detectable. A blemish appeared on her forearm. Slowly it darkened, becoming more pronounced until the mark of Yarrow was clearly visible.  
 
     Yarrow let out a satisfied grunt. “Now that all the pieces are in place, I can tell you why I brought you here.” 
 
    “I weary of your games and petty cruelties.” Akiri gently placed Rena’s head on the floor and rose to his feet.  
 
    “The mark does not have to be permanent,” Yarrow promised. “I can remove it easily enough. Whether or not I will is up to you.” 
 
    “Release Kyra, the boy, and Rena, and I will do whatever it is you want me to do.” 
 
    “I will free them once I am assured my prize. And only then.” 
 
    Akiri knew that he was beaten, at least for now. But he refused to surrender to despair. He knew from experience that losing a battle could often lead you to what you needed to win the war. There was nothing he could do to fight Yarrow. But it was clear that despite all his power, he needed Akiri for something. That gave him time. But time to do what? There was no guarantee that once Yarrow had his prize – whatever it was – that he would honor their bargain. But as it stood, Akiri had little choice. And perhaps the prize itself was the key. 
 
    Akiri nodded. “Very well.”  
 
    “Excellent. I knew you would see reason. Your task is quite simple, actually. All I want you to do is collect something for me. Something I won in battle long ago that is now in the possession of my enemy. Do this, and you shall have earned your reward.” 
 
    The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He could almost see the face of King Zemel, madness twisting his features, his lust for the power of Xarbaal driving him relentlessly. A voice in the recesses of his mind told him that, as had been the case with the king, this necromancer sought something he should never be allowed to possess. And like before, hard choices would have to be made. He looked to Kyra, then to Seyla and Rena. This time the choice would be much harder to make.  
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    Yarrow remained in his shadow form as he led Akiri through the labyrinth of passageways deep within the temple. Like the main gallery, the rest had been stripped of its wealth. Only a few carvings in the ancient language told whom this temple had once served.   
 
    They descended a series of winding stairwells. Soon the air grew warm, and a slow hiss carried through the narrow corridors. After several more minutes, they entered a massive chamber, nearly as large as the main gallery. At the far end stood another altar, though this one was five times the size with a set of stairs carved in the center. A great statue of Xarbaal stood directly behind in full armor, its hands extended and head downturned to face the daïs.  
 
     “Can you feel it, Akiri? The sacrifices. The blood. The lives. All stained into the heart of the stone itself. Behold the House of Xarbaal. Beyond the doorway is his domain. And there you must go.” 
 
    “I see no doorway,” Akiri said.  
 
    Yarrow’s laugh was soft. “You will soon enough.” 
 
    “Why send me? Why go through all this trouble to bring me here? Why not go yourself? Or send a servant? 
 
    “My power loses its hold in his realm. There, he is master, not I. My servants would be beyond my control, weak and afraid. I needed someone to go willingly. Someone strong. Someone without fear. Someone who could face the splendor of his realm and not go mad. I needed you, Akiri.” 
 
    “So all this was to get me here?” 
 
    “Of course not. I was to use the boy’s father. His courage and strength matched your own. But his defiance and guile were greater than I had anticipated. I offered him his son’s life in exchange for his obedience. But he was certain you would come and help him. He tried to deceive me, to make me think he had agreed. But I saw into his heart. I saw through his schemes. It was then, I saw you, Akiri.” His voice boomed. “And once I learned who you were, I knew that it was the will of Xarbaal guiding my hand.” His form lifted high above Akiri’s head, his arm spread wide. “Don’t you see? I was drawn to the boy by the power in his blood; power passed on to him by his father. The one man who could call on you for aid. A man of blood and death. A man bonded to a dragon.” His laughter thundered like a maniacal tempest. 
 
    “And what of Rena?” 
 
    “The girl? A happy coincidence. But proof nonetheless that Xarbaal was guiding you to me. She sought me out to avenge her sister. It was her determination to find me that attracted my attention. And when I peered into her soul, I saw your face staring back at me. She knew you.” 
 
    The bounty, thought Akiri. Was that even true? Was she here for the same reason he was? Revenge? It didn’t matter. If he didn’t find a way to kill Yarrow, he would never learn the answer. 
 
    “What is it I’m looking for?” 
 
    Yarrow’s form drifted back to the floor. “I seek the heart of the Elder Dragon.” 
 
    Akiri stiffened. He had heard the stories of the Elder Dragon. Kyra’s kind was a shadow compared to the power she had possessed. If this was what Yarrow sought, it could possibly be as dangerous as had been King Zemel’s desire for the Scepter.  
 
     “And if I retrieve it for you?” 
 
    “Once I have it, I have no further need of you or your companions. You will all be free to leave. You have my word.” 
 
    “Then show me where I must go,” said Akiri.  
 
    There was every chance Yarrow was lying; In fact, it seemed likely. Hopefully, within the realm of the dead, a solution would present itself. It was not much of a plan. But what else was there? 
 
    Yarrow pointed to the altar. Akiri steeled his wits and crossed the chamber. As he walked up the stairs, a flash of blue light appeared, forming a door-shaped portal. Literally a door to the underworld, he thought.  
 
    “The Elder Dragon will not give up her heart willingly,” warned Yarrow. “And she is cunning. Do not be deceived by her soft words. If you falter or show weakness, she will kill you.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you can tell me?” 
 
    “Only that you should move with speed. Where you go is no place for the living. Remain too long and you could become lost for all eternity.” 
 
     Akiri had no intention of lingering in the realm of Xarbaal a second longer than he must. And there was no doubt the Elder Dragon would not simply hand over her heart. He stepped forward until he was but inches from the door. He reached out for Kyra one last time. I will return. He took a deep breath and stepped through. 
 
    The world turned dark as a rush of wind roared in his ears. As it slowly died, it gave way to a dull gray light. A bitter chill, much colder than on the mountain, bit into his flesh with icy fangs. The furs he wore were almost no protection at all.  
 
    The landscape gradually revealed itself to him. There was no color, only infinite shades of sickly gray and black shadows. It was as though all traces of life had been leeched away, leaving behind an empty husk.  
 
    This was definitely the realm of Xarbaal, he thought.  
 
    Yarrow had been absolutely correct. The living did not belong here.  
 
    He turned to look back. The door was gone. A sensation of intense fear washed over him, one he was almost unable to control – so strong that he felt the urge to burst into tears. There was no joy; no kindness; only evil and pain.  
 
    Akiri dropped to his knees, his hands trembling. I am lost. Forever. No one can help me. The light of the world shall never find me again. Eternal cold. Eternal death.  
 
    A spark in the back of his mind penetrated his despair, and he latched onto it frantically. Kyra. He must save Kyra. He imagined her lying on the altar, looking at him, begging to be released. Gradually he fought his way back. He realized it was this place, this hell, imposing its will on his spirit. His hands steadied, and he pushed himself to his feet. Though still there was no color, the cold had lessened, and his mind was his own.   
 
    “I will not be so easily beaten,” he muttered. “I will not succumb to fear.” His words were a command, one given to himself as if he were a mere recruit about to fight his first battle. He took a deep breath and peered into the gray. Where all had been formless, his surroundings now came into focus. 
 
    Where the door had stood loomed a sheer cliff face that seemed to rise and rise endlessly up into swirling gray clouds set against the grayer firmament above. He ran his fingers over the rough stone, all signs of the doorway gone. A renewed sense of despair threatened to return.  
 
    “He would not have sent me if I could not bring back his prize,” he told himself, as convincingly as he could. 
 
    The height of the cliff made his choice of direction simple enough. The landscape ahead was a vast expanse of flat gravel, peppered with jagged rock formations that crept up into sinister talons. His boots crunched with each step, stirring up tiny clouds of dust that drifted up a few inches and then hung in the air, motionless, as if frozen in time to mark his passage. Thunder rumbled, the vibrations reverberating in his chest. But he knew there would be no rain. Not a drop of moister would ever fall here.  
 
    Akiri plodded on. After a while, he tried to gauge how long he had walked. The land was unchanged, each rock he passed looking no different than the one before. Only a few minutes, he thought. No longer than that. Or had it been hours? He was beginning to lose focus again. The despair was seeping back in.   
 
    “It isn’t real,” he said. “None of this. It’s all in your mind.” He closed his eyes and centered his thoughts on Kyra. She was his strength; the tether that kept him bound to the world of the living. He opened his eyes. Ahead he saw a faint blue light, pulsing evenly, as if its rhythm was set to a heartbeat.  
 
    Akiri walked in a straight line towards the beacon, its color against a colorless background lifting his spirits and renewing his determination. This had to be what he was looking for. Akiri held tightly to that thought as if it was his final hope.  
 
    His heart pounded in his ears, the sound of his breathing like the rush of a gale wind. Even sounds in this place were unnatural. He stomped his boot into the loose earth. It boomed as if he had struck an enormous drum; impossibly deep, echoing again and again, fading away, then returning twice as loud as before. Then, like a candle flame in a breeze, it died in an instant. There was no time to dwell on these strange aspects of this cursed place. Still, he found that only with great effort could he tear his mind away from these oddities and focus on his task.  
 
    It’s trying to trap you, he thought. The land itself seeks to keep you lost. 
 
    The light drew nearer. But he could not recall renewing his advance toward it. Every second he spent here was robbing him of his mind, stripping even recent memories away. Another stray thought occurred… against his will. 
 
    If this is the land of the dead, then why am I here alone? Surely, there should be others? Where are the damned?  
 
    The light was only a few hundred yards away now. Had he come so far? Surely he had only seconds ago left the temple. How had he gotten here?  
 
    Akiri began to discern peculiar shapes protruding from the ground, curved and much lighter than their surroundings. At first it was difficult to look at them, as if something was insisting that he not see. Akiri shook his head and rubbed the bridge of his nose. No. He was still in control. He looked again. Where at first they had seemed small and insignificant, now they were towering and monstrous. Hundreds of skeletal remains. He recognized what they were at once: dragons. But of such a size that he could scarcely believe they had existed in life. Scattered chaotically among the barren land, their once-mighty forms had been reduced to a memory; ghosts.  
 
    How long Akiri gazed upon them he did not know. It felt like minutes, but it could have been hours. He imagined them in flight, streaking across a cloudless sky, their wings pounding the air with power the like of which would make the gods tremble. He could feel their spirits surrounding him, their souls brushing against his own. As if a veil had been lifted, all his senses returned. He was whole. Even in death, they held great power. Instinctively, he knew that it was his bond to Kyra that enabled them to cleanse his spirit from the corruption of this place.  
 
    His relief was quickly replaced by anger. These majestic creatures did not belong here. Not in this forsaken land. They should be free. And if he could, he would see that they were. 
 
    “They must have been a wondrous sight to behold.” The voice seemed to come from everywhere. 
 
    Reflexively, his sword was in his hand. The sound of footsteps at his back had him spinning around, ready to face his enemy – whoever that might be. 
 
    There stood a robed figure, his face hidden beneath a deep hood, his hands folded at his waist. “Hello, old friend,” he said.  
 
    Akiri regarded the man for a long moment. “Who are you?” he demanded.  
 
     “Don’t you recognize my voice? Has it really been so long?”  
 
    Realization struck him like a fist to the gullet. “Cammaric.”  
 
    He pulled back his hood. “You seem surprised, Akiri.” His face was as colorless as the rest of this realm. But unlike the last time Akiri saw him, he did not bear the twisted scars and lifeless eyes of the undead. 
 
    Akiri shook his head. “Yarrow. What has he done to you?” The thought of his valiant sword brother consigned to an existence in this cursed place sent fury boiling through his veins. 
 
    “The same thing he has done to countless others, my friend. The same thing he will do to you and all who oppose him, should his plan succeed.” 
 
    “The heart of the Elder Dragon,” said Akiri. “That’s what he wants.” 
 
    “Yes. And he must never be allowed to have it.” 
 
    “But he holds your son. Should I not–” 
 
    “Giving Yarrow the heart will only doom him,” said Cammaric, cutting him short. “Whatever he has promised, he will not release his hold on Seyla. Nor will he allow the dragon to live. He needs her spirit to achieve his goal. Her essence will enable Yarrow to take on true human form. Seyla is the vessel he has chosen. All he needs now is the heart.”  
 
    Akiri could see the torment carved into his expression. “If I cannot give him the heart, how do I defeat him? Would you have me allow your son to die?” 
 
    “No.” His voice was a whisper. “But I cannot allow Yarrow to succeed. I’m sorry, Akiri. I should have been stronger. I was deceived into calling for you. And for that, I have paid dearly. It should have ended with me. I should have…” His voice caught in his throat. 
 
    “It would have meant allowing your son to become one of his,” said Akiri. “I am not a father. And I have not your kind heart. But I can understand protecting one’s blood. You are not to blame. You only did what you thought you had to do to keep him safe.” 
 
    A colorless tear spilled down his cheek. “Yet I failed to do so. My wife. My precious daughter. And now my son. All gone.” 
 
    “I cannot bring back your wife and daughter. But Seyla still lives. I will find a way to save him. I will find a way to kill Yarrow.” 
 
    “I dearly wish that was possible. But Yarrow’s life is bound to the Elder Dragon. He cannot die.” 
 
    “All things can die, old friend. Not even the gods are truly immortal.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “First I need to find the heart. From there… I guess we’ll have to see what happens next.” 
 
    Cammaric smiled. “Some things never change. You are still a child of fate. Shunning and cursing the gods, yet trusting they will save you.” 
 
    Akiri smiled in return, remembering their often heated debates about faith and destiny. “No. I suppose I am the same man I have always been.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. The commander of the Dul’Buhar would have never risked so much on a doomed quest. You may have lost your command and your home, Akiri. But you have kept your honor. And you have grown… as a friend, and as a man. Whatever happens, I am happy to see what you have become. It is so much more than what you were.” He paused and regarded his old friend for a long moment. “There is one thing I would ask of you: should you fail to kill Yarrow, do not allow him Seyla’s body.” 
 
    A chill ran through him. Akiri knew what he meant, even without being told explicitly. He nodded his agreement.  
 
     “Thank you. I will never forget you.” 
 
    Akiri gazed upon his friend and sword brother. He could still see him in his black leather armor, sword in hand, ready for battle. Ready to give his life for his country… and his fellow Dul’Buhar.  
 
    “You should go,” said Cammaric.   
 
    There were no more words which needed to be spoken. Not between them. Slowly his form became translucent. His sword brother raised a hand in a final farewell, and then faded entirely. 
 
    Akiri bowed his head in reverence. If any being deserved death, it was Yarrow. Now more than ever, he was determined to deliver it. He looked back to where the light still pulsed, the picture of Cammaric in his mind fueling his rage and lust for vengeance. As he moved toward it, he noticed a sound slowly building all around him. It was little more than a faint hiss at first, lost in the deeper silence, a background noise without meaning. But gradually it began to take on substance, growing louder and more defined.  
 
    The baleful cry of the rising wind mingled with the crash of waves hurling themselves against rocks. The light ceased to pulse, prompting Akiri to halt. It then grew brighter and brighter until he could no longer look upon it. He shielded his eyes, sword arm held defensively in front of him.  
 
    When the light dwindled, Akiri found himself standing near the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea. The sky was filled with massive thunderheads, a great tempest swirling at the heart of the storm. He moved to the edge, long gray grass around his ankles, and gazed out upon the maelstrom. The ocean roiled and churned, spewing mist above the precipice, but Akiri could not feel the moisture as it fell over him. Frothing caps that should have been white were gray stain on the black water. 
 
    An all-powerful roar descended from the clouds – so mighty and jarring that it caused Akiri to take several steps back before he could steady himself. Just above the surface, a great mass of black ichor appeared, spinning like a diseased whirlpool, bubbling and spitting as it turned.  
 
    From within the heart of the storm, a gargantuan shadow appeared. Akiri caught his breath. The Elder Dragon. Never had he beheld such beauty, such raw majesty. None of the tales came close to describing her. He wanted to reach out, as he did with Kyra, to touch her mind, her heart, her spirit. The urge was overwhelming. But something was wrong. She was falling freely, her wings tucked in tight. Flames started to dance from her flawless scales and spread over her entire body. It was then he noticed, gripped in her talons, the tiny figure of a man. He was flailing and pounding his fists uselessly against her hide. In seconds, both were cloaked in fire streaking toward the blackness below. Akiri cried out. But there was nothing he could do but watch as they vanished into the darkness.  
 
    He felt as if he would weep. His heart ached to have witnessed this tragic loss. A jewel of the world had been stolen. It was as if he were a child and had witnessed his mother dying. He somehow knew that it was his bond with Kyra causing these strong emotions, but knowing the reason was no salve.  
 
    “And thus, I died.”  
 
    The voice was strong yet distinctly feminine. But so distraught was Akiri that it took him several seconds to realize someone was there. And even when he did, it took a moment longer for him to react.  
 
    Standing a few yards to his left staring out over the sea was a woman. She was tall – as tall as Akiri – and wore black armor made from a metal that carried with it an unnatural shimmer, as if it were not crafted from earthly material. Her dark brown skin and black hair reminded Akiri of the people of the far east, beyond the desert kingdoms. In her hand, she carried a blade of simple make. Yet, like the armor, the steel radiated an inner light.  
 
    Akiri forced himself back into the moment, shoving aside his grief. “Who are you?” He knew the answer. But his mind could not comprehend the truth of it. 
 
    “I can see why she bonded with you.” The woman turned and smiled. She was beautiful, and powerful in a way that reminded him of Rena. In her eyes, he could see that she held great wisdom and knowledge that could only come with a life spanning many ages.   
 
    “If you are… she, why are you…” 
 
    “In human form?” She laughed softly. “Like everything else here, I am but a spirit. A specter. I appear as you choose to see me. My body has not existed for a long time.” She looked down at herself and nodded. “I must admit, I am pleased at the form you have chosen. Most see me as a man.” 
 
    “Others have come before me?” 
 
    “Many others. Yarrow has been trying to escape since the moment he arrived.” 
 
    “Yarrow has escaped,” said Akiri.  
 
    “No. He is still here, caught between worlds. I had hoped that bringing him into this empty realm would be enough to contain his evil. But I was only partly successful.” 
 
    “Empty?” 
 
    “Xarbaal is trapped in his prison, placed there by Mishna herself. If he were here, you could have never made it this far. Your soul would have been burned to cinders the moment you arrived.” She looked over her shoulder and gestured behind them. The barren wastes he had crossed were now visible, the bones of the dragons rising up from the ground. “This is the resting place of the damned, Akiri; those poor souls whom Yarrow has corrupted. Forever cursed to wander. Separated from hope.” 
 
    “Can’t you help them?” His thoughts turned to Cammaric. 
 
    “I have done all that I can,” she replied, with a mournful sigh. “I prevent Yarrow from tormenting them once they reach this place. But my power has limits here.” 
 
    “What if Yarrow is destroyed?” 
 
    “If only you knew how many times I have been asked that question. Yarrow cannot be destroyed. His life is bound to mine. And I am afraid that I cannot die willingly. To kill Yarrow, you must kill me. And not even one such as you can do so.” She approached Akiri and placed her hand on his cheek. Her flesh was hot almost to the point of pain, yet gentle and comforting. “You are strong, Akiri. I know what you are willing to sacrifice. But you must turn back. Yarrow’s evil must be contained. He can take all the bodies he wants. Eventually he will become weak. He will be forced to return here to gather his strength.” 
 
    Akiri thought he understood. “But will he not try again?” 
 
    “He will. And he will fail again. Not even the spirit of… what is it you have named her?” 
 
    “Kyra.” 
 
    This drew an approving smile. “Yes. Not even Kyra’s spirit will sustain him. It will merely delay the inevitable. His only hope is to bring my heart into the mortal world. Should that happen, he would gain what he has sought all his life. And the mortal world will be cursed to an endless cycle of death – a never-ending storm to feed his hunger.” 
 
    Akiri finally grasped what Yarrow truly wanted. He could see past the lies.  
 
    As if reading his thoughts, the Elder Dragon stepped away and met his eyes. “Now you see. The son of your friend is to be his vessel, made immeasurably stronger by Kyra’s spirit. And with my heart, he would be immortal. Because he cannot take it himself, he sends you.” Her expression darkened. “So, I tell you again: turn back. You cannot save your friends. But you can save yourself.” 
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
    She lowered her head. “Very well. Like the others, you are brave. And like the others, you will not be deterred. Know that I will take no joy in your death.” 
 
    A light appeared in the corner of his eye. He turned and saw a thin white pedestal atop of which rested a blood-red gem. Its innumerable facets captured the light, reflecting it in an array of splendor that sharply contrasted with the dull gray surroundings. The heart. It was as large as a man’s fist; too large to simply shove into his pocket or inside his shirt. Which meant he must first defeat the Elder Dragon before taking it. 
 
    She stood motionless, her eyes downcast, sword held loosely at her side; waiting. Akiri knew that this was a foe unlike any other. He had faced men and demons and creatures of such power as to freeze the courage of the most hardened warrior. He had felt overmatched before. But never like this. This was no mere woman wielding a blade; no mortal foe of sinew and flesh. Doubt crept in. Not from fear. But he knew that regardless of the outcome, it would be a tragedy. Should he do as she told him and turn back? No. If there was even the slightest chance to save Kyra and the others, he must take it.  
 
    He touched the flat of his blade to his brow and imagined the gods watching the spectacle from some lofty perch. His hatred for them matched that which he held for Yarrow. Surely, they could intervene. But they chose to do nothing. No prayer could sway them to act. They would allow the Elder Dragon to languish in desolation for all eternity. They would allow the souls of the brave and the innocent to wander a realm of death in hopeless sorrow. 
 
    Akiri charged, bringing up his sword in a sweeping strike. It wasn’t until the very last moment that the Elder Dragon moved to block the blade with her own. Akiri leaned back to avoid her counter. Still, the tip dug deeply into his chest. Ignoring the pain, he thrust hard, twisting his torso and throwing out his left leg. The heel of his boot made firm contact with her ankle. It was like he had kicked solid granite. She stumbled back, a look of surprise on her face. 
 
    Akiri rushed in, attempting to use this to his advantage, but her surprise was short lived. She stepped to the side, avoiding being skewered, and parried with a blistering series of strikes. Akiri was only able to deflect the first few before one found its target, leaving another deep cut on his right shoulder.   
 
    Rather than let himself be driven back again, he ducked low and stabbed at the Elder Dragon’s feet. An old trick, but effective. She leapt away, just as Akiri’s blade buried itself in the ground. But her upper body leaned awkwardly forward. Akiri planted his shoulder into her gullet and pushed with all of his strength. He grunted under her weight, which was far greater than her form suggested and dangerously slowed his movement. A blow to the back of his skull nearly sent him into unconsciousness. But he still managed to lift her from her feet, and together they slammed hard to the ground. The pressure of his shoulder should have robbed her of breath, but she appeared unaffected, and released a savage punch to his temple that sent him rolling away, dazed.  
 
    He sprang up and spun, arm extended. The Elder Dragon was just where he knew she would be. Her speed was enough to save her from serious injury, but as she ducked under the deadly steel, Akiri could feel the impact to her scalp through the sword’s hilt. A glancing blow, but enough to draw blood.  
 
    The Elder Dragon rolled out of reach and took several steps back. She touched the wound and rubbed the blood between her fingers. Her lips curled into a vicious snarl and her eyes glowed bright yellow, like twin suns. A flood of rage poured into Akiri. At first he did not understand. It felt much like when Kyra conveyed her feelings through their connection. But this was not coming from Kyra. It came from the Elder Dragon. The sheer force of her mind burned into his skull like a thousand hot needles.  
 
    The Elder Dragon’s expression changed from one of fury to one of utter shock and alarm. “I… I feel you. How is that possible?” 
 
    Akiri let out a primal scream as her thoughts penetrated him completely. Thousands of years of memory raged through him all at once. Pain, joy, loss, triumph, age upon age of experience. Then burning. Falling. Dying.  
 
    “No!” Akiri’s voice thundered like a dragon’s roar.  
 
    The Elder Dragon looked confused and afraid. “I cannot… I must not… you are... the one who will… Akiri!” 
 
    Akiri tore at his skull, ripping free handfuls of hair and staggering from side to side, desperate for the pain to stop. All the wounds received, all the tortures endured, were pleasures compared to this. He tried to draw back, but there was no escape. 
 
    Neither of them saw the light flickering near the pedestal.  
 
    The Elder Dragon dropped her weapon. “I cannot fight you.” 
 
    The blast of fell lightning struck her in the center of her chest, hurling her body more than twenty feet. Three more blasts followed in rapid succession, shoving her again and again, her body digging a shallow trench in the earth.  
 
    Yarrow walked up to Akiri with easy strides and lifted him to his feet. The pain was fading and his senses slowly returning.  
 
    Yarrow had form now. His face and body were that of an old man, bent and weak. But the strength in his grip told a different tale. He flashed Akiri a grin, then moved toward the Elder Dragon. He thrust out his arm, and more lightning leapt from his fingertips. The Elder Dragon wailed and screamed, raising her hands in front of her face.  
 
    “It’s over, beast,” shouted Yarrow, with utter triumph. “I have won. Surrender.”  
 
    She struggled to her knees, her face a mask of defiance and hatred. “Never.” 
 
    Yarrow looked over to Akiri. “Take the heart. While she is weak. Do it now. Hurry.” He returned his attention to the dragon and renewed his assault. Her human body shimmered with each attack, growing and transforming until her true form was revealed – a dragon of such size and power that even the gods would weep at her magnificence.  
 
    The horror of what had just happened tore at Akiri’s soul. He had been sent to weaken her. A distraction, nothing more. Those who came before him had fought to take the heart. But Akiri had the one thing they did not: a link to Kyra. Through this, he had touched the Elder Dragon’s spirit. Never before had she experienced such a bond. And for good reason; the connection had nearly ripped Akiri apart. She was far too powerful; too ancient. When it happened, it had confused her. And when Akiri’s essence was a part of her own, she could not bring herself to kill him. In that moment, she had become vulnerable. Yarrow had been waiting – ready to strike. 
 
    Akiri could still feel their connection, albeit faintly. Yarrow was now laughing at her pain, relishing every moment of his victory. A portal opened just beyond the pedestal where the heart still rested. 
 
    “Take it!” Yarrow commanded. “Save your friends. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Akiri felt tears threaten to burst forth, the like of which he had never shed. He crossed over to the heart and lifted it from its cradle. Two steps and he would be back in the mortal realm.  
 
    Akiri looked at the Elder Dragon for a final time. “Forgive me. But there is nothing else I can do.” 
 
    She lowered her head in calm acceptance.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” demanded Yarrow, his face now contorted with rage.  
 
    Akiri spat. “Nothing.”  
 
    He dropped the heart to the ground and raised his sword high. Yarrow cried out and spun to direct his wrath at Akiri. But the Elder Dragon reached out and took Yarrow into her claws, pulling him close and folding her wings around her body. 
 
    The tears he had been holding back began to flow as he brought down his blade with all his strength. Crimson light exploded as the heart shattered into thousands of tiny shards. Heat blasted Akiri a moment later as the Elder Dragon burst into white-hot flames. Only Yarrow’s screams could be heard over the inferno as it consumed their spirits. Akiri was paralyzed with sorrow. He could feel the connection fading. True death was near.  
 
    A single word drifted out just as the bond was broken. Go. 
 
    With that, the Elder Dragon was no more. Akiri bent down and picked up a small piece of the dragon’s heart. The door was flickering like a candle in a breeze. Urgency overcame his sadness, and his legs exploded into a run. The two steps to the door seemed like miles. He dove head first, just as the door disappeared. For a moment, he was unsure if he had made it through. Nothing but darkness surrounded him. Then pain, as his wounded shoulder struck stone.   
 
    Akiri lay there face down, motionless for a time, the image of the Elder Dragon burned into his memory. He raised his head and opened his eyes. He was back inside the temple. He allowed his sword to slip from his grasp as he rolled onto his back. It was done. Yarrow was dead. And yet there was no sense of triumph or joy. He had won. But it felt like a hollow victory.  
 
    He held up the shard of the Elder Dragon’s heart still clutched in his hand. This was all of her that was left. The only evidence that true beauty once existed. Now forever lost. He clutched it to his breast and for the first time in his life, truly wept.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

  

    

 


       


     
     
      CHAPTER 
     NINETEEN 


       


       


     Akiri winced as he reached for the cup on the nightstand. Light shone in from the window of the inn, and the sounds of villagers talking and working heralded a new day. He took a long drink. The wine was sweet. A bit too sweet for his taste. But Rena liked it well enough, and she had been the one to bring him the bottle.  


     The climb from the mountain had been grueling, particularly that he did it bearing wounds from his fight with the Elder Dragon. He fingered the ruby pendant around his neck. The jeweler had done a fine job, crafting a perfect counterfeit of a dragon’s claw in which to house something he considered the most precious stone in the world.  


     Rena had teased him about it, not knowing what it was.  


     “You gaze on it like a maiden fawning over a gift from a suitor,” she had said.  


     “Better than squealing like a frightened child,” he had responded. “I take that back. Seyla showed far more courage.” 


     Akiri might have been too heavy for Kyra to carry to the bottom of the chasm, but Rena and Seyla were not. He smiled recalling her screams of terror, followed by her shouting curses and promises to gut Akiri if she ever reached the bottom alive. Seyla, on the other hand, had delighted in the flight, repeatedly asking to go again.  


     He had told no one of what happened in the realm of Xarbaal. Not even Kyra. Especially not Kyra. Only that Yarrow was dead. Rena, despite her usual teasing, could tell that it was not a subject he was willing to discuss. It was over, and that was what mattered. In appreciation, Akiri made no mention of her sister being her true motive for coming. If she wanted him to know, she would tell him. 


     There was a knock at the door. Akiri groaned. Rena was not due back for several days, so it could only be the irritating old innkeeper or his jabbering wife. Akiri tried to ignore it, but the knock persisted.  


     “Are you awake?” 


     Akiri sat up, recognizing the voice of Khamet. “Come.” 


     The door cracked open, and Khamet entered, smiling. He looked healthy and well fed, a far cry from the state he had been in when they met. “Did I wake you?” 


     Akiri waved him in and pointed to a chair in the corner. “No. I was just about to find some breakfast.” He threw back the blanket and reached for his trousers, which were folded on the floor beneath the bed. “You can join me if you like.” 


     Khamet held up his hand. “No, thank you. I am in a hurry. I only came to deliver a message.” He reached in his pocket and produced a folded parchment. “It’s from Rena. She made me promise to get it to you today.” 


     Akiri frowned. She was supposed to be collecting her bounty. As it turned out, that much of her story was true. He opened the letter and read it carefully. 


     Akiri, 


     You will have to forgive me for not returning. But I feel that if I stay, things between us might become more entangled than I am ready for right now. Though I admit I would have liked to have bedded you at least once before I left. A pity you were still injured.  


     I have much I want to do and to see. Like you, I have started anew. And though I still have not decided if I’ll spare your life, I cannot allow myself any attachments. At least not yet. But who knows? Our paths have crossed twice. Perhaps destiny will see us together again.  


     Rena 


     Akiri placed it on the nightstand and chuckled softly. A true warrior goddess. Her words short and to the point. Though he too would have liked to have spent some intimate time with her, she had been wise not to stay. As she had pointed out, they were both starting new lives. A woman such as Rena could not bind her fate to another. She needed to find her own way. And his destiny would surely interfere with any plans she might have.  


     “Seyla asked if you were coming back,” said Khamet. “I told him that I didn’t know.” 


     Akiri stood and unpacked a fresh shirt. “You should tell him the truth.” 


     “I would, if I knew what that was.” 


     “I will return one day,” said Akiri. “But not for some time. Until then, he is to do as his father wanted, and live a normal life.” 


     Khamet nodded thoughtfully. “He is strong-willed. Even after such a short time, I can see that. It will be hard for him to accept.” 


     Akiri placed his hand on Khamet’s shoulder. “You are a good man. And strong. You will find a way.” 


     “Thank you. And don’t misunderstand; we feel blessed to have another child. After my daughter was born, my wife was unable to conceive again. And Seyla is everything a father could want in a son. But it is you he looks up to. Can you not visit once before you move on?” 


     Akiri strapped on his sword. “No. Best he look to you and your wife. My part in this is over for now. Seeing me again so soon might confuse him.” 


     Khamet nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.” He pressed his palms to his knees and stood. “I should be getting back. It’s a day and a half ride, and Tisha worries when I’m away too long.” 


     Akiri bowed. “Farewell. And thank you.” 


     “Farewell, Akiri. I would ask you where you are going, but something tells me you don’t know the answer.” 


     Once Khamet was gone, Akiri gathered his pack and tossed it into the corner. It had been Rena’s idea to leave Seyla with Khamet and his family. Seyla had been distraught, but accepted the situation surprisingly well. Something had changed in him. He seemed older. Years older. But then considering all he had seen in so short a time, that had to be expected.  


     Akiri ate, then purchased a decent mount. Word of what had happened in Khamet’s hometown had reached the townsfolk here. They were already suspicious of travelers, and this had compounded their anxiety. Most were eager to see him leave, even providing him a steep discount when he bought provisions. Yarrow’s death was still unknown to them. There had been no sightings of the dead walking, but that might not mean he was gone. Until enough time had passed, they would still feel as if they were under the dark shadow of the necromancer. But in the end, all would be well and their lives would return to normal. Of that, Akiri was sure. 


     Kyra was hunting again; though not far away this time. Akiri left the town around midday and started south. It seemed as good a direction as any. There was still the vast jungle of Arador he wanted to see, as well as the Islands of Felmaria where the legendary Diamond Caverns of Onasarith lay hidden.  


     “So you plan to simply wander about aimlessly?” 


     A young woman stepped out from behind a birch tree near the side of the road. Her hair was red and cut to shoulder length in tight curls that clung to her pale cheeks. She wore a pair of worn leather pants and a loose-fitting cotton shirt. All in all, attractive, though not exceedingly.  


     Akiri knew who she was despite her human form. The urge to hurl a dagger at her was almost too much to resist. “Vazhta,” he spat.  


     “I see that you’ve become quite adept at telling us apart,” she remarked, cheerfully. “And here I thought I might fool you by taking on female form.” 


     “The form doesn’t matter,” said Akiri. “I can smell you.” This was in a way accurate: he had discovered that the air changed ever so slightly in their presence. A faint odor, undetectable to most, like the scent of moist earth. But his merkesh-enhanced senses were sensitive enough to catch it. 


     “Is that so? How did you know I’m not Hagrik?”  


     “You smell worse,” he answered, sneering with contempt.  


     Vazhta sniffed the air. “Hmm. Alas, I smell nothing.” 


     “What do you want, demon?” 


     “To congratulate you, of course. The slaying of the Elder Dragon is no small achievement. Once word of this gets out, your name will be legend.” 


     Akiri reined in his horse. “Do not speak of her again.” His hand gripped his sword.  


     “What will you do? Kill me?” In the blink of an eye, she moved several yards further away. “And don’t think to call your dragon down upon me. I am not so easily caught as that fool Hagrik.” 


     Akiri’s rage boiled. “Say what you came to say and leave. Or we will find out just how easily caught you are.” 


     Vazhta frowned. “Very well. I have a message for you from Mishna herself. She says your time is nearly at hand. Be ready. For the old gods return soon.” 


     When Vazhta offered no more, Akiri sniffed. “That’s it? The great Mishna sent you here to tell me that?” 


     Akiri was still unsure which demon actually served Mishna, each claiming the other served Xarbaal. Not that it mattered in the slightest to Akiri. He didn’t trust either of them. 


     “Is that not enough? Do you not understand? The war is nearly upon us all. Soon you must decide whom you serve.” 


     “I have already decided. I serve no one. And heaven can burn for all I care.” 


     Vazhta scowled. “Fool of a mortal. Your stubborn defiance will only delay the inevitable.” She looked over her shoulder. “But as I have delivered my message and I hear your dragon fast approaching, I will take my leave.” She started to turn but paused, a wicked grin on her face. “People will know what you did. I will see to it. Which begs a question: does your dragon know that you killed the mother of her race?” When Akiri did not answer, she laughed. “I wonder how she will react when she learns the truth? Do you think she will forgive you?” 


     Akiri’s hand flew to his dagger, but Vazhta was gone before he could raise it. A minute later Kyra was overhead, circling on the updrafts. He could feel her concern. She knew he was troubled.  


     Akiri rode on until dusk, debating if he should reveal to Kyra what had happened; what he had done. He had never felt shame before. Not like this. Memories of the Elder Dragon’s life were still scattered throughout his mind like fall leaves after a storm. He had tried to piece them together, but they were too numerous. He simply could not grasp a single picture without uncovering a dozen more. It was a puzzle with infinite pieces, one that he knew he could never put together. 


     After making camp, Kyra joined him by the fire, her belly full from the hunt as she curled up beside him. She looked up at him questioningly, snorting out a breath of hot air.   


     Akiri met her gaze. “There is something you must know.” 


     He opened himself up to her, allowing her to see what had happened – how he had killed the Elder Dragon. For a long time Kyra looked at him, motionless as stone, her thoughts closed to his.  


     Then a rush of unrelenting fury shot through their bond and she leapt skyward, releasing an agonized cry as she pounded her wings furiously. Again and again she roared her pain for all the world to hear. Gradually it faded until she was well beyond the cover of the clouds. Akiri called out, but she rebuked him. And for the first time, he wondered if she would ever return.  


       


     * * * * *  


       


     Two weeks had gone by, and there was still no sign of Kyra. Akiri continued to call for her. He could feel that their bond was not broken, but she chose not to answer. It had been the right thing to do, telling her what happened. A part of him wished that he had kept the secret. But he could not have their bond based on lies. He did what he did. No one felt it more keenly. He still dreamt of the Elder Dragon’s final moments, the look of acceptance as she gazed upon her killer.  


     That he was no longer able to see the mountains was his only comfort. It was a place he hoped never to see again, though he knew that his promise to Seyla would bring him back one day.  


     He avoided towns, choosing to sleep outdoors, hoping for Kyra to return. But each night was further proof that she would likely never forgive him; that she was gone forever.  


     The clouds building to the west loomed ominously as he gathered wood. Tomorrow he would go east, where a small hamlet offered a warm bed and decent food. After building a fire, he plopped down on his bedroll and broke off a piece of stale bread. He would never stop missing Kyra. But he had to move on. What he had done was more than she could understand or forgive. He had to come to terms with it. 


     A soft thud off to his right had him scrambling to his feet. Lying in the grass was the carcass of a freshly killed rabbit. His eyes shot immediately skyward just as Kyra was spiraling down from above the treetops.  


     She landed a few yards away, her eyes fixed on Akiri. Though happy to see her, he was not sure whether or not he should approach. He reached out. This time she allowed the contact. He could feel that her anger had lessened, but her sorrow had not. If anything, it had deepened.  


     After a long moment, Kyra moved forward until she stood only a foot away.  


     Tell me. Show me what she gave you.  


     Akiri nodded. She wanted to see the memories the Elder Dragon had passed on to him. He sat down and opened his mind. Kyra’s spirit flowed into his in a way it never had before; closer; more intimate. At first it was jarring, but gradually Akiri came to realize that she had extended herself to him, giving him a piece of her essence so as to bring them closer, enabling them to share in ways that were previously impossible. It was the only way she could truly see the Elder Dragon’s memories.  


     Bit by bit, they came. Hundreds upon hundreds of individual thoughts poured out of Akiri and into Kyra. After a few minutes, he realized that each memory she took was hers and hers alone. They were leaving him entirely. It was for the best. He knew now that he could not have held on to them forever. Within his human mind, eventually the life of the Elder Dragon would have faded to oblivion. But in Kyra, they could live on. It would take years to gather them all. But eventually, she would have them. She would be their caretaker.  


     That night he lay under the stars with Kyra dozing beside him, feeling contented. He had kept his promise to his friend and sword brother. His death was avenged and his son with a family who would love and protect him.  


     But that was not what caused the smile he now wore. The wound to his soul was healed. The Elder Dragon would live on. In the fullness of time, Kyra would pass her memories to others of her kind – a collective consciousness to be shared by all dragons.  


     During his time in this world, he had taken many lives. Yet he had saved many as well. His deeds were known far beyond the borders of Acharia, and his fame was still growing. But nothing he had ever done, no mighty foe vanquished, no fortress breached or army defeated, gave him the sense of pride he now felt. He had saved something more precious than all the gold and jewels in all the kingdoms in the world: the life of the Elder Dragon. Through her children she would live on, her life and her sacrifice remembered – as long as dragons ruled the sky.  


     End Akiri: Dragonbane 
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