
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
Chaos Awakens: Book 3
 
By
 
Heath Pfaff
 



Prologue
Whoa
Haley woke covered in blood with a heavy pressure on top of her. It took her only a moment to figure out that she was under somebody. She bit back her panic as she pushed the dead weight off of her chest. Normally a girl of fourteen might have had trouble moving such a mass, but Haley was incredibly strong for her age and the cursed weapon she carried at her hip enhanced her natural strength even further. She gave a single strong push, and the body rolled off of her and to the ground at her side. She scrambled to her feet, trying to figure out where she was and what was going on. Her memories were shattered, tiny fragments of events that didn’t fit together clearly. She looked down at the body that had been pinning her to the ground and her heart jumped in her chest.
“Crow!” She called out, realizing she knew the person who’d been unconscious atop her a moment before. The young swordsman was a mess. He was unconscious on his back, covered in sweat and blood, more blood seeping from three different stab wounds in his chest. Haley knelt down at his side. “Crow!” She called again, placing a hand on his head. His face was like ice. Haley leaned in close to the boy’s mouth, listening for his breath. He wasn’t dead. He was still breathing, though it was shallow and ragged. She reached for her knife, intending to cut some of his cloak off to use it to stop his bleeding, but her knife was gone. A momentary panic swept through her as she realized she’d lost the knife Xandrith had bought her as a gift when she’d first become his apprentice. That moment passed quickly, however. Crow needed her to keep her head. She reached to the scabbard on her back and pulled forth a spare blade. It wasn’t her favorite weapon, but it would do in a bind. The blade was keen, even if the weapon itself wasn’t well weighted for combat and throwing. She would have preferred something better.  Now, however, it would serve her well.  She quickly cut several long scraps from the swordsman’s cloak and went to work using them to plug the holes in his body.  He’d already lost so much blood.  
The blood that was covering her was his as well. She’d feared that she was injured, but all of the blood was Crow’s. She was just exhausted, not hurt. How much of that vital fluid had Crow lost? How had he lost it in the first place? She tried to grasp a hold of the memories that swirling through her mind, but they were all out of order and none of them made sense. Would Crow known any better?
“Merrick?”  She called quietly, using Crow’s real name. “Please wake up, Merrick.”  She pleaded, placing a hand against his cheek.  He was so very cold.  
Crow groaned quietly, his eyes fluttering.  
Haley’s heart began to beat quickly in her chest once more. “Merrick?!”
“Haley?”  His voice was weak, barely above a whisper.  
“Merrick, what happened?  Where are we and how did we get here?  Who attacked you?”  Haley’s questions poured forth beyond her ability to control them.  
Merrick took a few steadying breaths, lightly licking his dry and chapped lips.  “Kassa attacked us.”  He said quietly.  “Attacked you. I don’t know why.  We started running … blacked out.”  
“Why would she attack us?”  Haley asked incredulously.  A few of the fragments of her broken memory slid into place.  She remembered sitting and anxiously waiting for Xandrith to return from the gray corridors, that damned place he’d taken them through to get inside the walls of Yillan Reach.  He hadn’t emerged with the rest of them.  They’d waited for well over an hour, hope dwindling with each passing minute. That’s when things became difficult to recall.  She’d been talking to Crow about something related to her magic, and then she’d heard Crow yell out a warning.  She’d sprung to her feet and turned, drawing her weapon, but Crow had jumped in front of her.  There was a struggle and Haley had been struck despite Crow’s attempt to help.  Kassa had swept in like a wraith, her attacks fast and powerful. In a moment she’d beaten back both Crow and Haley, and that is when things turned red.  Haley was knocked roughly aside.  There was blood pouring out on the ground.  Kassa and Crow were struggling with each other.  Crow was bleeding.  
“I think I’m dying.” Crow’s voice was even softer than it had been before. It pulled Haley from her memories and back into the immediate moment. She leaned down over him, applying more pressure to his wounds. Was the bleeding even slowing? The fragments of cloak were already looking soaked.
“No, no. I’m not going to let you die. We’re going to get help. We’ll rest here for a few minutes until your bleedings stops, and then we’ll go get help.”
Crow was shaking his head weakly.  “I can’t make it. I just want to sleep.  The damned blade won’t be quiet.” Crows hand weakly touched his sword hilt.  “It wants to … it thinks I should …”His eyes floated back into his head and Crow was unconscious again.  
“Crow!” Haley leaned close to his chest again. She was still wearing the magic wood carved fox mask that she’d been given when she left Shawl’s cabin nearly a month before. She placed the ear of the mask against Merrick’s ribs and listened. His heartbeat was slow, dwindling.
“Damn it!” She cursed. “I don’t know what to do.” She looked inward for the voice of her own cursed weapon, but it was strangely silent. “Help me.” She pleaded inwardly, but the blade wouldn’t speak to her. Crow was dying. Even with the extra healing prowess all cursed blade wielders possessed, he was going to die if he didn’t get some help. He was losing too much blood, and his wounds were too numerous and deep to heal on their own.  Even if she had possessed a source of magic, she didn’t know how to enact the healing spells.  
Her hands were soaked with fresh blood.  “Please don’t die, Merrick.  I need you.”  She did the only thing she could think of.  She kept pressure on his wounds and watched him grow weaker and weaker.  
 



Chapter 1
Waking the Dead
 
“Xan.”  A familiar voice encroached upon the absolute darkness that had enveloped the assassin.  It drifted through the emptiness as something more than just a sound.  That word, that name, it was a thing of substance in a place that denied substance of any form.  At first Xan didn’t want to hear it.  Nothingness had been comfortable in a way.  This word, his name, was a reminder of a physicality that he’d already broken from.  He didn’t want to go back.  His memories of life, his last moments, they weren’t the sort of thing that would make a person wish to live again.  
“Xandrith!”  There was that word again.  This time it was spoken with an angry, unsympathetic edge.  
“Damn it, go away!”  Xan snapped back.  The sound of his own voice, produced by his own vocal chords, startled him out of the darkness.  He opened an eye to a dull gray sky.  A cold breeze swept over him, and as it passed over his body it seemed to bring with it a surprising amount of pain.  Xandrith groaned.  
“There you are. I knew you weren’t dead.” The familiar voice spoke again. Xan turned his head to see who was talking. He was more than a little shocked to see that it was him.
“Well, this is a surprise.”  The assassin said as he tried to push himself to a sitting position.  A pain in his chest stopped him from doing so.  
“You may want to relax for a bit. You’re not quite ready to be up and around.” The other him told him. “I’m afraid you were stabbed in the heart.”
“I remember.” Xan tried to keep the emotional pain from his voice. His last memory before the emptiness had been of Kassa’s black eyes staring into his own.
“Don’t take it too hard, Xan.  She tried to resist as long as she could.  There is no one to blame except you.” The other Xan said, sitting down on a bench a few feet away.   Xandrith noted that this other Xan looked like a younger version of himself.  He appeared entirely human, as Xan had before he’d become corrupted by the sanguine magic and the troll blade.  
“I thought I’d healed her.” He told himself. “I don’t understand how that darkness could have been in her all this time.”
Younger Xan was shaking his head. “It wasn’t. She was fine until you took her through the gray ways. The gray ways belong to the old one, the very ancient thing you’ve been striving to destroy. You handed her back to the enemy.”
Xan lifted his head a few inches and let it fall to the ground with a thud.  The pain in his flesh was refreshing.  He could pretend that the tears in his eyes were caused by the physical discomfort, but then who was he pretending for?  Himself?  He lifted his head and let it fall again.  The added pain didn't really help at all.  His entire body was awash with a terrible burning sensation, as though he'd recently taken a dip in a river of boiling water.  
“There is no point in agonizing over it. You can’t change the past by dwelling on it. No, it’s time that we start looking ahead.” The younger Xan stood up and walked over to his counterpart. “We need to decide what we’re going to do next.”
“Alright.” Older Xandrith replied after taking a moment to collect himself. “But first, what exactly are you?”
“I’m the troll blade, or what is left of it anyway.  I think I’m mostly you.”  The other said, looking at his arms and torso as though asking himself the very same question.  
“Hmmm.” Xan wasn’t convinced. “How did you get outside of me?”
“Oh, I’m not outside of you.  I’m not really here at all.”  Younger Xan answered with surprising assurance.   
“Great, so I’m insane and talking to myself now?”  
“Probably.”  The other replied with a half grin.  
“Okay, but how am I not dead?  I felt that knife go through my heart.”  Xandrith decided he’d need some more answers before he started making decisions. 
“You felt that knife go through one of your hearts.  Fortunately you’re part troll now, and that comes with a very handy second heart!”  Young Xan answered, sounding a bit like a commentator at some form of jousting event. “Of course, you know all of this already. I’m you, so I don’t really know anything that you don’t already know. I just have a different perspective on it all. Maybe.”
Xandrith frowned and put his hand on his chest, feeling around for the beating of his alleged second heart. It took him a few minutes to discover it, beating faintly just below his lung on the right side of his chest. He could barely feel it through his ribs.  “Well, great.  I’m a troll now.”
“Not entirely, no, but your last burst of magic did change a lot of you physically.  You’ve been feeling it.  The extra energy, the surge of strength and exhilaration. That’s the good parts of the troll anatomy kicking in.  Opening the Great Vault has actually managed to save your life.”  Young Xan smiled.  
“Wait, you said ‘That’s the good parts,’ what does that mean?”  
“Well, your looks have suffered a bit, and I think you’re starting to grow horns.  You don’t look quite as human as you once did.”  He seemed genuinely sorry that he had to divulge this information.  
“I don’t have horns!”  Xandrith began to protest as he reached up to his heads, but the words fell dead on his tongue as he felt the two, jagged bumps along the crown of his head.  The right one was longer than the left.  “Shit.”  He commented.  “I have horns.”  He sighed and closed his eyes.  
“They don’t look terrible.” Young Xan offered some consolation. “At least your skin is still mostly human, and you haven’t grown any extra arms, or started to get fangs. You could probably still pass as a human in some places.”
“I use to pass as a human in all sorts of places.” Old Xan replied grumpily.
"Well, whether you can pass for human or not, you're definitely not going to pass for a troll. That's going to become a problem soon if we don't get out of here."  
Xandrith opened his eyes again and looked at his doppelganger. "What does that mean?"
"The trolls are coming, and I'd guess there are going to be a lot of them.  Now that the Drayid have gone the Reach has become an uninhabited fortress just waiting to be taken.  I don't know when they'll get here, but I can't imagine it will take them long.  The Kassa-thing will have told them about the fall of the Drayid, and they'll be here to take over." 
The sound of Kassa's name sent a wave of despair through the assassin.  He briefly considered just closing his eyes again and going to sleep.  The trolls could take him.  What did he have to live for anymore?  She’d talked with him about starting a family just before he’d taken her into those gray passages. Just before he’d ruined her again. How was he supposed to accept a future without her? He swallowed that gravely shard of self-pity with no little effort before speaking again. "I guess I should get up then.  I don't like trolls, and I'm fairly certain they don't like me either."  
"Yes, it's about time for that.  You'll need to be careful, though.  Your body is weak and your second heart is not fully formed.  If you push yourself too hard it could just stop.  We wouldn't want that, would we?"  The Young Xan seemed completely serious.   
"Maybe not."  Xan answered as he attempted to push himself back to his feet for the second time since waking from death.  He had to keep going.  He’d promised Leahn, and he couldn’t quit after all that this journey had cost Kassa.  Some foolish part of him refused to ever give in while his legs would still carry him forward.  His hand brushed something cold and metallic at his side, and he stopped for a moment as he realized exactly what it was.  The knife blade was coated in a drying layer of his blood, yet another layer to the already intricate pattern of the metal.  It was Haley's knife.  He'd bought this blade for her as a gift, and it had somehow ended up in Kassa's hands.  Xan shook his head, trying to shake away the notion of what that might mean.  Haley wouldn't have parted with that knife willingly.  He picked the knife up, wiped away his own blood, and put it in an empty scabbard at his side.  He'd have to deal with those bleak considerations later.  He needed to get up.  
His body hurt.  The muscles ached and that burning sensation still made his veins feel like molten metal. 
"Blood stopped pumping through your system for a time.  The burning is normal blood flow returning.  It will pass soon enough."  Young Xan addressed his concerns, and as soon as he spoke the words older Xan realized the truth to them.  The sensation was similar to having slept on an arm funny, if not accompanied by a bit more pain.  
The pain in his chest was annoyingly acute as he scrambled the last bit to his feet.  He could feel his second heart hammering away in his chest, beating with obvious strain to maintain his blood circulation.  It was on the right side of his chest, somewhere below his lung. The sensation was a strange one.  Xan placed a hand over the place on his chest where he could feel the excited beating originating from.  His hand was different than he remembered it.  His fingers were longer, the bones heavier.  His human fingernails had been replaced by black claws that edged beyond the tips of his fingers when he curled his hand and tensed his knuckles.  
"Hmmph."  He let out a slight puff of exasperated air.  
"There is no point in dwelling on the details just yet. We should get going." The younger him attempted to distract him from the discovery of his new physical traits by repeating the same insistent desire to leave.
"Where are we going?"  Xan asked, taking his first uncertain step in the direction of the talking image of his manifested insanity.  
"Out of here, for now. After that, well, that's something you'll have to decide."
Xan chuckled dryly. "My last plan didn't work out so well."
"Well, that makes us about due for some good luck, no?"
"You're never going to pass for me if you keep being so optimistic."  Xandrith noted with a frown.  His next footfall was accompanied by a flare of pain through his chest.  He winced and bit down on his lip for a few seconds before speaking again.  "How long am I going to be weak like this?"  
"That's difficult to say.  If you were a troll you'd be fine already.  Your humanity isn't doing you any good.  The wound is definitely healing faster than it would for a normal man, but it's far slower than a troll's injury would patch itself.  You're just going to need to be careful until the damage to your primary heart is repaired.  There is no helping it."  That wasn't exactly encouraging.  
"Which way do we go to get out of here?"  Xan asked, pausing a moment before a thought occurred to him.  "No, on second thought, which way did Kassa go?  I need to find her."  
Fake Xan shook his head. "You're not thinking clearly. Kassa left here in a hurry. You're not going to catch up with her in your current state, and you don't want to. If she knew you were alive, she'd kill you again, and this time she'd be certain to make it stick. Do you really want to throw away the only advantage that you have right now? They all think you're dead."
Xandrith opened his mouth to reply indignantly, but the words faltered on his tongue.  The other him was right.  What would he do even if he did manage to catch up to Kassa?  Did he really believe that she would see reason if he could just talk to her?  What did he hope to learn by speaking to her?  The aching in Xan's chest was only partially due to his perforated heart.  No, Kassa was beyond him.  He couldn't do anything to help her this time. Not now anyway, maybe not ever.
"You know what we need to do."  Young Xan spoke, breaking his silent misery.  
"I don't."  Xan replied quietly.  
"You do.  We need to go north.  That's where the trolls are taking him.  That's where he has to go to fully awaken."  The words struck like the tolling of a funeral bell, heavy, somber, and unavoidable.  
"What does that mean?" Xan was confused by the words, yet fully aware that they were correct.
The imaginary assassin laughed and grinned, an expression that never reached his cold gray eyes. "I don't know, but I know it's true! There is something in the mountains that he needs before he can claim his power, Xan. We need to get there before he does."
The injured Xan frowned. "I thought you needed me to decide what our next move would be?"
Young Xan just shrugged and continued grinning like a mad man. "I am you, so you did just decide what our next move would be."
Xan nodded slowly trying not to look as confused as he felt. "I suppose that's true."
 
Walking was more difficult than Xan would have liked.  The hole in his chest, the one that passed right through to his heart, had torn through some muscle that pulled painfully with every step he took on his left foot.  He'd been forced to stop only an hour after his slow trek had begun to apply a makeshift compress.  The wound wouldn’t stop bleeding.  For a man trained in murder, the blood leaking from his chest in the place where his heart should have been beating was a source of constant anxiety.  Xan couldn't look at the damage without remembering that he should be dead.  Humans don't just walk away from a punctured heart.  
When he was able to drag his attention away from the fatal wounding he'd taken, he was forced to face the reality of the decisions he'd made that had brought him to his current point in life. The Reach was dead. The Drayid had decimated the population that lived there, and he'd destroyed what remained of the Drayid. The emptiness of the place was a sobering reminder of all that had happened in that once great city. The younger version of him had said the trolls were coming to take the place, and they could have it for all that Xandrith cared.  Yillan Reach was a cursed place, and it was only fitting that a cursed people would choose to live there.  It might have been wrong for him to think that way, but he didn't really care.  
It took him well over a day to reach the city gates. When he finally did, it was like reaching the end of a terrible nightmare. Passing beneath the massive steel gates and out onto the road beyond lifted a terrible weight from Xan's shoulders. He would never forget what had happened in the Reach, never forget what he'd done to the Drayid, and what had come to pass with Kassa, but leaving the city was like leaving behind a corpse. At least he didn't have to look at the mangled mess anymore.
"Do you really think the trolls will want that place?"  Xan asked, and as if summoned by his voice the younger version of himself walked up beside him.  That seemed to be how he worked.  Often times he was just gone, but if Xandrith addressed him he was always there.  
"Of course they will.  The Reach is an amazing stronghold.  It can keep people in and out depending upon what they want to use it for.  Also, it's a symbol of humanity's fall.  For all the negative things you see in it, the trolls will see a positive.  They've won, and Yillan is just one of the spoils of victory."  Young Xan sounded regretful.  
"They haven't really won.  Not yet.  We're still fighting them."  Xan said, trying to remain positive.  
Young Xan looked surprised. "Do you really think so? After all we've seen? We're so far north, but we've encountered the plague and hordes of trolls. Trolls hate the cold, and yet they're all over up here. If it is this bad in the north, can you imagine what it's like in the south?"
Xan shook his head. "The humans and orcs won't give in so easily. We're stronger than that. With a threat like the trolls they'll band together and fight. The fae will help as well, I think. It's probably not as bad in the south as you think."
"When did you become so positive?"  Young Xan's expression was skeptical.  
"We've got a lot to do, yet. If everyone is already dead, why would I even bother trying? I need to have something to fight for."
"Revenge." The illusion answered coldly. "We're fighting for revenge, Xan. No one takes things from us and gets away with it. We're going to find that shit swilling false god, and we're going to shove our dagger into his chest again and again until he is as cold and dead as the dirt he'll be crashing into."
Xan chuckled, a dark, dry sound.  "I do like that idea.  That sounds like something to strive for."  He looked to his side to see that the false-Xan had vanished.  It didn't matter, though.  He'd gotten what he needed out of that conversation.  
A splash of smoke on the horizon drew the assassin's eyes up from the road.  He hadn't seen any signs of habitation since he'd left Yillan Reach, but smoke trails almost always meant that someone was around.  He gauged the distance to be about a day's trek out from him, at least at the pace he was making with his injuries.  He needed supplies, and he could use a night of rest with others to provide lookout. Fire didn't always imply that whoever had lit the fire was friendly though.  Lately it seemed there had been a drought of sociable people, and that was before taking into account that Xan wasn't precisely looking his best.  
It had been well over a day since Xan had eaten, and his supply of fresh water was down to its last drops.  He could probably replenish the water easily enough.  Most roads were near enough to some form of flowing water, but he wasn't quite up to hunting for his own food yet.  His chest was getting better, and though it was still bleeding it had slowed to a mere seep.  Still, agitating the wound by running around through the woods chasing game was probably a terrible idea.  Xan let out a sigh.  He already knew he was going to investigate the smoke.  He was attempting to talk himself into it, and that was a sure sign he'd really already thrown caution to the wind.  
"I'll be careful about it.  It's not like this is the first time I've had to take a risk to resupply."  He said to no one in particular.  He half expected the other half of his mind to talk back to him, but he remained silent.  Xan took that lack of feedback as agreement.  If he disagreed with Xan's chosen course of action, he probably would have said something.  "That's stupid.  He's me, why would he disagree with me?"  Xan mulled that over for a moment before frowning.  He was putting way too much time into this circular thinking. He supposed he was looking for something else besides recent events to think about. His mind jumped unbidden to Kassa’s warm eyes gone cold and black. Xan pushed the image away and decided circular thinking was preferable.
Eventually Xan was forced to break off from the main road in order keep the smoke ahead of him. He followed a small trail for the better part of an hour before that led back onto a larger road that was rutted with the signs of recent passage. He stopped and examined the tracks. The prints left in the partially frozen earth were strange, even to his trained eye. There were what looked like at least five sets of deep wagon tracks, but Xan could only make out the sign of two separate horses. That many wagons should have had at least three or four horses each to pull the kind of weight the depth of their tracks was implying. There were no other signs of beasts of burden and few of the people traveling, so what was pulling them?
The assassin looked down the roadway leading directly towards the smoke in the distance. Judging by the age of the tracks, Xan guessed that he was approaching some sort of camp. Soon enough he would know what had pulled the wagons down the road. It briefly crossed his mind that it might be some sort of troll progression, but Xan had never heard of trolls riding horses, and he had seen a few human footprints in places as well. Humans probably wouldn't be traveling alongside their troll cousins. The family relations were somewhat tenuous. Xan’s curiosity was working against his natural caution of the unknown.
He could still just circle around the whole mess and resume his trek northward, though he wasn't entirely certain where he would locate his final destination. The mountains was entirely too vague a goal.  Xan struggled over the particulars of each choice for a while, but in the end his stomach won out.  If there was a chance that he might resupply, he'd have to take it.  He couldn't very well march into the mountains with what he had on him.  His pack was mostly empty, his boots were too tight on his feet, and his clothes had been stolen from dead men and still had some less than appealing stains.  
His decision made, he set a strong pace for the smoke ahead of him.  He wasn't moving as fast as he would have liked, but he was slowly getting better. That wasn't something that many men who'd been pierced through the heart could say.  "I'm resilient."  He said to the open road.  It didn't bother to reply, but Xan was alright with that.  
It took him the better part of the day. Just before the day was settling down to rest and the night was waking to fill the sky, the familiar sounds of a busy camp drifted on the wind past the assassin.  The smell of meat being cooked over open fires, and the sounds of people, families, talking, laughing, and playing were like music in the air.  Xan's tension slipped away as he realized that his gamble had paid off.  Whatever these people were, they weren't part of a war camp.  Xan pulled his hood over his head as he drew nearer.  Under normal circumstances he would have approached without his hood since hooded men rarely appeared trustworthy, but Xandrith was guessing that a man with horns was probably even less trustworthy than one wearing a hood.  
Out in the open Xan was spotted quickly by one of the men sitting at the edge of the camp.  He was a younger man, late into his teens, with a scraggly blond beard and hair that looked like it had been trimmed with a dull dinner knife.  He called back over his shoulder as he stood up from where he'd been sitting with his back against one of the nine peculiar wagons that were circled around the camp.  
They were larger than most wagons that Xandrith had seen on the road, like large wooden boxes with a bench seat attached to the front. They had a sloping panel of instruments coming up in front of the front seat.  Oddest of all though was that there were no mounting devices for any sort of animals, and there were bits and pieces of intricate metal work winding their way from the driver’s area in the front down to the underside of the carriages. The wagons weren’t pretty. They’d been designed in a functional manner, with an emphases on strength over form. They looked almost haphazard.  
"Guys, we've got a visitor!"  He shouted, and before long more men, seven in total, were walking out of the circle in Xan's direction.  They all wore weapons, though only two of them looked terribly comfortable with their chosen implements of war.  The man closest to Xan had drawn a rough looking broadsword and held it firmly in both hands, the point leveled at the assassin.  His stance was good, but not great.  He knew what to do with his sword, but he wasn't immensely skilled.  If Xan had been at the top of his game he guessed he could have easily made short work of these men. Xan knew he wasn’t well yet however, and he didn't want to get into a fight if it wasn't necessary.  
"We are well met, friends."  Xan spoke, making his voice as jovial as possible.  He raised his hands to show that they were empty, though he kept them tilted and curled so as to hide his missing fingers.  Until he knew the nature of the men he was facing, it was better to keep his secrets to himself.  There were men who would make trouble for an Eight like Xan just because they wanted to win favor with the mages. Or there had been people like that, Xan wasn’t so sure how much weight the mages carried anymore.
"Well met, maybe, but we'll have to see about 'friends.' These are not exactly times suited to meeting new people." One of the men spoke. He was shorter than his fellows, with long, straight brown hair that covered half of his face. He wore a small mace on his hip, but he hadn't yet drawn it. "Forgive our caution, but we don't know you and we have a camp to protect. Who are you stranger, and what is your business here?"
Xan held his place and nodded his head.  "These are dangerous times, and you're wise to be cautious.  My name is Trast Gleamsteal."  The assassin pulled up an old, often used identity.  He would adapt his made-up history as he saw fit, based upon his interaction with the men of the camp.  It was better that they didn't know who he really was.  "I am traveling north to find respite from the wars to the south.  I was waylaid by bandits three days ago.  They took my horse, and most of my supplies.  They stabbed me and left me for dead, but I was lucky enough that the man wielding the dagger was inexperienced and didn't drive it in deep enough." He pulled open his cloak and exposed the bloody hole in his shirt and the wound beneath. "I am looking for some place to get warm, to rest without worry of attack, and maybe for something to eat. I haven't eaten since my supplies were taken, and my water skin is empty as well."
"Waylaid by bandits, but they didn't take that knife you're wearing, eh?" One of the men asked, pointing to Haley's blade that Xan wore at his hip, suspicion evident in his voice.
Xandrith thought fast. "I'm ashamed to say I stole what little I have from corpses I found along the road a day ago. After the attack, I didn't want to travel without some kind of protection. I wouldn't know what to do with a sword, so I took this knife. I assure you, it is only a weapon of last recourse."
The seven men were closely examining Xandrith now.  He could feel their eyes ripping away at him, looking for some flaw in his demeanor that might make him a threat.  They hadn't even seen his face yet.  How was he going to smooth over that bit of strangeness?  He doubted these men would outright attack him, but with no food or water, and no clear way to obtain supplies, being sent away was not an option that Xan could survive.  
"If the knife is a problem, you could keep it until I part ways with your group.  Please, if you send me away empty handed, I'll die."  The truth was sometimes the most compelling part of any lie.  Xan didn't even have to try that hard to sound desperate.  
The men leaned in close together, whispering to one another.  Xan did his best to remain calm and appear harmless.  It wasn't exactly something he excelled at.  
One of the men, the shorter one again, stepped forward. "Take off your hood, Trast. If we're going to consider letting you into our camp we'd like to see who we're dealing with."
Xan winced inwardly.  He hesitated, his mind churning over this next move.  This was the breaking point.  What he did next would decide his fate with these people.  A part of him, the part that was all instinct and violence, told him to strike while he had the advantage.  That was, of course, a foolish thing to do.  These men were not really hostile, and they hadn't done anything to deserve Xan's wrath.  Besides, Xan wasn't sure if he could actually take them in a fight with his injuries. His ability to reason regarding this surprised him.  It occurred to Xan in this moment that he seemed remarkably level headed overall; his unnatural aggression seemed to be gone. He found that strange, considering he looked more troll than ever. Xan tucked away that realization for a more convenient time. A plan formed in his mind between stray thoughts and he immediately put it into action.  
Xan raised his hands to his hood. "I'll do this if you insist, but you won't be happy with what you see. I've made enemies amidst the mages." Xan spread his hands, showing off his missing fingers. There was at least one gasp and several exchanged glances. "They cursed me for what they considered my crimes." He pulled back his hood, revealing his altered flesh and the two small horns rising from his head. "As you might imagine it has been difficult to make friends since this happened to me."
Seven shocked faces with varying degrees of panic looked on.  Xan watched as they huddled together and discussed what to do next, not quite taking their eyes off of him. All seven of them were holding their weapons now.  Xan had to force himself not to draw the knife at his hip.  The situation could turn to violence at any moment, and without that knife in his hand the assassin didn't stand a chance.  
A shuffling of cloth at his side drew Xan's attention.  The younger, better dressed version of himself was standing next to him.  "I can't believe you haven't drawn that blade yet."  He said.  
Xan was about to speak when he recalled that the other Xan was a figment of his imagination.  He closed his mouth sharply.  
"Of course, drawing that blade would probably end in you being killed.  Besides, you need these people right now."  Young Xan added after a moment of tense silence.  He turned his nose to the air as a smile slipped onto his all too familiar face.  "Can you smell that food cooking?  That is definitely the smell of roasting meat.  I don't know what kind, but I'm game for anything right now, what about you?"  He made a show of smacking his lips and rubbing his stomach.  Xan frowned at his double.  
A voice startled him from his angry consideration of his phantom twin.  "We'll be taking your knife.  You can recover it before you leave.  Keep your hood up when in public, and keep your distance from the families.  Not to give offense, but we don't exactly trust you.  We're not going to turn you away though.  You can stay the night.  We'll see what happens in the morning."  The shorter man spoke again.  
Xan pulled his hood back over his head and offered a slight bow of appreciation. "You have my sincere thanks."
"Lottan will show you where you can get some food and make camp for the evening." He gestured towards a narrow shouldered man who was carrying a heavy metal implement in one hand. It didn't look like it was specifically designed to be a weapon, but it seemed like it would serve the purpose well enough. "I'll be telling the men to watch out for you tonight. If you stray from where we put you, you'll find yourself out on your arse long before the morning sun rises."
Xan nodded. "That seems fair enough."
Lottan stepped in the assassin's direction, holding out his hand, palm up. "Your knife?" His question was short and sharp. This man had clearly not been on the side of letting him in for the night. Xan reached for his knife scabbard and freed it with a snap of the metal pin that held it fastened to his belt. He stepped forward and laid the blade, his gift to Haley and now his last remnant of the girl, into the palm of the man with the angry eyes. It was foolish to be sentimental, but Xan promised himself he'd have that weapon back before he left. If he found Haley again, if she still lived, he would have that to give back to her. That was if she wanted anything to do with him, he and Haley hadn’t been on the best of terms when they’d last been together. She’d taken in the axe, and the bonesteel blades didn’t seem to be on Xan’s side of this little war.
The man with the unusual metal weapon tucked the blade into his belt and then nodded his head back towards the camp.  Xandrith was thankful that they hadn’t searched him for the weapon of bone he had hidden at the small of his back.  He had no intention of being separated from that. "Follow me. Stay close, and don't stray or I'll color the grass with your brains."
"I've no intention of causing trouble for anyone."  Xan said, as he fell into place behind Lottan.  
The man walked quickly, not bothering to reply to Xan as he led the way.  Xandrith was fine with the silence.  It gave him time to observe, at that was something that he liked to do.  As they passed into the camp Xandrith got his first good look at the carriages being used to carry the families and their goods.  They looked somewhat like stretched out coaches with four separate doors per side instead of two.   Each of the eight coaches had three wheels per side. The wheels were thicker than any Xan had seen before, and instead of being banded in steel they were covered in a strange, black material.  What they were comprised of was weird enough, but what they were lacking was even stranger.  None of them had any sort of rigging for harnessing to animals.  Instead, the driver's bench had a bank of strange instruments in front of it, wheels, levers, and buttons that were a confusing mess to Xan.  
Lottan led them past all of the unusual carriages, then further out until they were on the very edge of the far side of the camp where a small fire burned.  Lottan sat down in the grass on one side of the fire, and Xan took this as his cue to do the same.  There were skewers of meat resting near the fire, already cooked, being kept warm by their proximity to the low burning flame.  Xandrith couldn't help but stare.  
"Eat what you want." Lottan said. "I've finished."
Xandrith moved for the food as fast as he would move to strike a target dead in his line of work.  It was only after he'd shoved several chunks of meat into his mouth and was chewing on the grisly, delicious meat that he realized he probably looked barbaric.  He forced himself to slow down and chew more carefully.  He swallowed hard.  "I apologize."  He said quietly.  
Lottan was watching him closely.  His eyes were clouded with suspicion, even the one hidden behind a strange glass monocle that shone blue in the fire light.  Xan had seen similar glass in the eyes of the mechanna, but never a piece worn over a regular eye.  The eye on that side of Lottan's face seemed to stare directly through him.  It made the assassin uneasy, though he didn't let that stop him from eating.  He finished the rest of skewers of meat under Lottan's watchful eye. 
"Now that you've eaten, why don't you tell me who and what you really are?"  Lottan said as Xan returned the skewer to a rock by the fire.  
Had Xan possessed hackles, they would have risen. "I've told you already. I'm just a man who had a bad run in with the mages. I'm not particularly interesting. What of this party? Where are your horses? How do you pull those carriages around?" He attempted to redirect the conversation.
Lottan wasn't having any of that.  He pointed to the blue glass over his eye.  "I can see the metal work that has been done in your shoulder.  That is mechanna construction, but it's not all mechanna work.  It's fused to the muscle in a way I've never seen before.  That would take some incredibly skilled technicians to replicate, and I wouldn't even want to guess at the cost of such an undertaking.  I know most of the master craftsmen who might attempt a reconstruction of that nature, and I've never heard of any of them finishing something like your shoulder. We mechanna are proud folks. News would have gotten around. So, Trast, who are you really?"
Xandrith shrugged.  "I'm a man traveling north.  I have no friends amongst the mages, and no agenda with your camp other than what I've stated.  What more do you want from me?"  None of this was a lie, even if his given name was.  
Lottan leaned back, using his arms to allow himself to recline.  "Most of those in this camp were lucky enough to evacuate before they had a chance to see any fighting.  I wasn't so lucky.  I was working in my shop on the day the trolls broke ground in the middle of the city, Guildstark. Panic spread like fire in dry grass, Trast. Those who weren't running away were running to join the fight, but those were fools. We'd heard rumors for some few days that the trolls were burrowing into cities and towns, and that the Fae were smashing down gates and killing anything that moved, human or troll. None of us wanted to believe that it was happening, but we weren't truly surprised when chaos erupted inside the city. We'd already been trying to fend off the damned plague. We had no energy left for an attack, and that was proven true enough.
"I fled the city, but not before I watched the trolls ripping through the streets, killing humans as easily as we might squash a wasp beneath our booted foot. I'd imagined they would come like a horde, all chaos. I'd imagined that we would use clever strategy and the cunning of our own creations to fend them off, but the trolls weren't just monsters. They were smart, organized, and brutally efficient. They formed squads of differing ranks, groups of ten or more that attacked our forces with unerring proficiency. They split our cavalry and ranged attackers apart and broke us as though we were children playing at strategy. On top of that, they were horrifying. I saw giants rip the heads from children, and bite the arms from armored foes. I even saw one snap the legs off a fully plated armored orc. It's not something I'll ever forget.
"That's the problem I have with you Trast. You may not be one of the big ones, but you look an awful lot like a troll to me. I don't know what game you're playing, or what you hope to achieve by coming into our camp, but I don't trust you. I'm not going to let you hurt these people. The others may believe you can't be a troll since you can talk and reason, but I know trolls better than they do, and I think you're some kind of scout."
Xandrith felt backed into a corner.  He could feel the deep seeded rage radiating from the mechanna.  "If I was a troll, some kind of scout, then why would I come here alone rather than simply send in the horde?  What could I possibly want from you?" 
Lottan's eyes drifted to the horseless wagons for a second, but they did not linger long before they fell upon Xan's face again. "That's what I want to know as well. What are you hoping to find here?"
Xan offered a derisive snort.  "I told you why I'm here.  Food, rest.  That's it.  I'll be gone in the morning.  You're so worried about what sort of threat I pose to all of you, but you've been camped in the same spot for days with fires burning.  You're lucky I'm the only person who’s come across this camp.  The smoke from your campsite can be seen for miles in every direction.   If you want to worry about something, worry about who’s coming next. As I said, I leave in the morning. The more distance between myself and this deathtrap, the better."
Lottan leaned forward, a flash of anger in his eyes. "What would you have us do, sit in the dark with no way to warm our food or keep the chill of the air at bay? We have children to care for. We're not a war camp."
"Whether you're a war camp or not, you should be moving constantly.  There are things out here that don't care if you've a camp full of women and children.  We’re all meat to the hungry."  Xan was carefully working the conversation away from focusing on himself as a threat.  
"It's not that simple."  Lottan spat.  
"It is that simple. Do you know how close to Yillan Reach you are? That place is crawling with things that would just love to get a hold of this caravan of yours." That wasn't exactly true anymore, but Xan wasn't above using a few lies to his advantage.
Lottan's mouth opened and then closed again, then opened once more.  He spoke more quietly when he replied.  "I've heard it said that Yillan is off limits for the mechanna.  Word has passed that it is dangerous there for our kind."
Xan gave a dry chuckle. "That's an understatement, and it's not just for the mechanna. The city is lost. Even coming this close was a dangerous thing to do."
"How do you know that?"  Lottan asked, suspicion in his voice again.  
"I've just come from the Reach.  There is nothing left there for men.  It's a place of monsters now." The trolls would be moving in soon enough, so that made Xan's lie a little less dark by his consideration.  
"You denied that you were more than you said, but every time you speak you betray yourself as something more than you claimed to be." Lottan replied.
"To be fair, I never claimed to be anything more than a man traveling north to avoid the wars to the south.  Beyond that there is a great deal of open territory for interpretation.  The truth, for what that it matters, is that I'm not here to do any harm.  I am simply in need of food and rest, and I plan on traveling north again as soon as I possibly can.  I have business in that direction.  There is more to my story, but it's not important to you or yours."  Xan spoke as plainly as he could, and as honestly as he dared.  
Lottan seemed to consider him for a long time.  The silence was deep between them, and the fire was warm.  Xan felt himself almost drifting off to sleep when Lottan spoke again.  
"Alright, I'll accept that for now. You can rest here for the night. In the morning though, I have a matter I'd like to discuss with you. I will make it worth your time to hear me out. I feel like we might be able to find some mutual benefit in working together."
Xan nodded, eager to be done with the conversation.  "Fine, we'll talk in the morning then."  With that Lottan went quiet, and Xan soon felt himself drifting towards the uneasy respite of his dreams.  Just before sleep took him, he thought he felt a shadow pass between himself and the fire.  He was too exhausted to give it any more thought.  
 
Dull sunlight woke Xan from the depths of his sleep. He went to sit up, but found himself unable to move his hand to the ground to push himself to his feet. He stirred with a sharp jerk of shock. It took him only a moment to realize that his hands and feet were tightly bound.
"They drugged your food. I don't know when they had the opportunity to do so, but sometime before you and Lottan reached your camp they must have put something on those skewers of meat. Drowsy Wisp, perhaps?" Imaginary Xandrith was stating the obvious. He was standing just to Xan's left, looking down at the tied assassin. "I guess they weren't taking any chances with you."
"Damn it. I should have known better than to trust them."  Xandrith cursed sharply beneath his breath.  He rolled, trying to tell if the bone blade was still hidden on his back. He felt the lump after a moment of adjusting and breathed a sigh of relief. They hadn’t searched him thoroughly enough.  With a practiced spin of his body he heaved himself to his knees.  A normal man, one who wasn't accustomed to being bound and restrained, may have struggled to right himself. Xan had found himself in such situations before however.  From his knees he leaned backwards and in one contorting jump gained his footing and managed to move his hands from behind his back to in front of him.  He stood up straight as the sound of footsteps approached from behind him.  
"He's up!"  Someone shouted.  
"They're coming."  Xan's faux self noted calmly.  "They don't look happy.  If only we had a knife.  Oh, but you gave that away."  He clicked his tongue and shook his head.  "At least your heart's finally working again."  Until his other self had spoken the words, Xan hadn't realized it himself.  His heart, his normal heart, was beating in his chest again.  He felt stronger than he had in days, though the ripped flesh in his chest still pulled strangely.  He hardly had time to consider his good fortune however, since a man was approaching him with a sword drawn.  
"Get back on your knees, Trast, or so help me I'll put you there myself."  He threatened, holding his sword in what might have been considered a menacing fashion if it wasn't so laughably sloppy.  
"Is this the way you treat strangers?" Xan asked, holding his bound wrists in front of him. "If I'd wanted to be drugged and bound, I would have found a fancy brothel that offered such services."
"I said get down on your knees!  We're not going to hurt you if we don't have to, but you'd better listen."  The man threatened again, he'd closed the distance between them even further.  There were more men coming behind him, all holding some type of weapon.  Lottan was with them.  
"No."  Xan replied, and even before the word had passed his lips he was moving.  The man with the sword was not only untrained with the weapon, he was completely unprepared for an unarmed and bound man to make the first move in a confrontation.  Xan closed the gap between them with a massive, ungainly jump.  His weight took them both down to the ground, but Xan had been prepared for that, and he forced himself to the top as they collapsed.  The assassin wrapped his hands around the blade of the sword, using the ropes to keep the edge from cutting into his flesh.  With the blade secured and no longer a risk, Xan twisted his upper body like a coiled spring releasing and snapped his elbow across his attackers face.  Blood and teeth exploded from his mouth as the lights fled his eyes, but Xan didn't have time to rejoice in a single victory.  He pushed himself back to his feet, using the blade of the sword to prop himself up.  Others were approaching quickly. 
Xan steadied the hilt of the sword between his feet and drove his bound wrists against the blade.  It wasn't as sharp as he would have preferred, but it did the job. His wrists were free.  He gave a small hop which launched the sword up to where he could grab it with his hands, and then it was a simple matter of slicing his ankles free.  By the time the rest of the men were within fighting range, Xan was standing completely freed and with a weapon in hand.  
"He killed Feen!"  One of the men shouted, his face contorted in rage.  
"Your friend isn't dead." Xan corrected him quickly, holding his stolen sword at the ready. "His nose is broken and he's lost some teeth, but he'll recover. I can't make the same promise for all of you, though. I'd recommend you put down your weapons and let me walk out of here unhindered or things could get messy."
"You've got a lot of nerve." The man who'd accused him of killing Feen began, but Lottan spoke over him.
"We don't want any trouble, but you were a threat and we didn't trust you not to cause trouble in the night.  We could have killed you, but we didn't. Put down that sword and let us check on our friend."  None of the men had dropped their weapons and they were all still inching forwards.  
"Fair enough, you thought I was a threat so you drugged me and tied me up.  I'll blame that on my own exhaustion, but I'm feeling much better now and I have no intention of finding myself in such a situation again."  Xan lowered his procured blade to the unconscious man's throat.  "Your men should stop trying to close in on me if you don't want to see Feen's head leave his body.  I'm not eager to kill anyone today, but it has been a turbulent morning and I'm not feeling particularly forgiving at this moment."
Lottan raised his hand and the others stopped advancing. "We can still handle this like civil men." He said, placing his weapon back on his belt and holding up his unarmed hands.
"I thought that was what we were doing last night." Xan snapped. "Apparently I misjudged the situation."
"We have people to protect, families, and taking you into camp was a risk."  A man at Lottan's side spoke.  He had black hair streaked with gray and wore the clothes of a farmer.  "We didn't want to turn you away, but we couldn't have you sneaking around in the night if you were something more than you claimed to be."  He looked tired, worried.  
Xan sighed.  "Fine.  I can accept that, but it's over now.  I'm going to leave, but I want my knife back. And I'm going to keep this sword.  Let’s not have any further misunderstandings."  
Lottan spoke quickly. "Let’s not part on such rough terms, Trast. You are obviously an able bodied man. I saw the way you handled Feen. I won't pretend to know where you acquired such skills, but we need help, and in exchange we could provide you with provisions. If you proved yourself trustworthy, we could even help make your journey north much easier."
Xan hesitated before speaking again.  He could see the need in the eyes of the men at the camp.  What was it that they needed from him?  He could leave them behind without ever looking back.  It might be hard for him to survive in the cold northern wilderness, but now that his heart was beating again he was stronger.  He could make it on his own if he had to, but what of this caravan?  He certainly owed them no favors, not after they'd drugged him and tied him up.  
"What do you need?"  He asked, the words hesitant, dragged out from between his lips by some sense of guilt that he could barely understand.  
The men seemed to relax and their weapons dropped awkwardly. Lottan stepped forward. "Last night you told me we were foolish for staying here for so long, and you're right. We know we need to get moving again, but we have a problem. One of our wagons has broken and we've run out of spare metal to craft repair parts.
"There is a small town about a day's hard march to the west of here.  When we first broke down I took a group of men to see if they would be willing to trade with us, but they'd sealed their gates and refused to even speak to us.  When we got close, they put an arrow in one of our men.  He didn't survive the trip back.  We need that scrap metal.  Without it we're stuck here.  As much as we need that metal though, we don't know how to go about getting it.  We're not fighting men.  We're not thieves or ruffians.  If they won't barter with us we have no means to get what we need."  Lottan looked at Xan expectantly.  
Xan just shrugged his shoulders and sighed. "Why don't you just leave one of your carts behind? Split the people up onto the others."
Lottan nodded. "We might be able to do that, though it would leave us packed in very tightly, but what happens if we have another problem down the line? If we lose one wagon now while we're still on these easier roads, what do we do once we hit the mountain trails? If a part breaks down and we don't have the materials to repair it we become stranded. If we become stranded in the mountains, people die."
"Perhaps you should have thought about that before you left without spare equipment."  Xan replied coldly.  
"We left with a large supply of spare of metal for making parts, but these wagons were untested. There were flaws we hadn't anticipated and we went through our stockpile of materials far more quickly than we should have. We couldn't foresee all of these problems." Lottan seemed to almost be pleading. "These families will die without help."
"What makes you think I'm anymore capable of getting these parts than you are?  What precisely do you expect me to do?"  Xan asked, though he had a good idea what Lottan wanted from him.  
"I don't know what you're doing out here on your own, but you're obviously not just some random unfortunate traveler. You've had run ins with the mages and survived, and you've been out here in the wilderness surviving somehow. You've been to the Reach, and you approached a camp full of people who might have been hostile just to find some food. You can pretend to be just a wandering man lost in the wilderness all you want, but I think it's more likely that you're some kind of mercenary or maybe even a fighting mage. I don't know what you are, but you're resourceful, and right now we need any help we can get. I want you to get us some scrap metal. I don't care how you do it. I don't want to know, but if you can bring us back the materials we need I'll make sure you're provisioned for your trip north. I'll even make a place for you on this caravan if you want. If you want coin instead, I can pay you in coin."
"They went from tying you up, to pleading with you for assistance. This has been a strange day." Xan's shadow personality had manifested again. He was standing in front of the assassin, between him and the men from the caravan. "I think we should take them up on this offer. It will make things easier on us going forward. Besides, I really want to see how these carriages work."
"Curiosity can be a dangerous thing." Xan caught himself speaking without meaning to. He received some strange looks from the real men, and his shadow laughed at him dryly. Before anyone could comment on his lapse, Xan went on. "I don't see any fires to the west. Do you have a map with the position of this town?"  Kassa wouldn’t have let him pass these people by without helping. Xandrith knew that, even if the part of him that was born to survive at all costs told him to keep moving and stay on task. She wouldn’t forgive him for leaving people behind.  
Lottan smiled.  "We do."  He waved to one of the men.  "Go get the map from my room.  Hurry."  Turning back to Xan, he continued, excited and not wanting to lose Xan’s interest now.  "We can get some volunteers together to go with you.  I'll go along, of course."
Xan was already shaking his head. "No, you said it yourself. Your men here aren't trained for this kind of situation. I'll go alone. I'll need a heavy pack that can carry a lot of scrap metal." Xan tossed his procured sword to the ground. "I'll take my knife back, and I'll need another long bladed knife if you can find me one."
Lottan seemed on the verge of arguing with Xan, but instead he just gave a short nod. "Alright, I'll see what we can do. We melted down most of the weapons we had, but I'm sure I can find you something."
"Good.  I'd like to get going as soon as I can."  Xan had no intention of wasting time.  If the people in the caravan were going to be of any help to him, he needed to get them moving again before trouble found them.  Sitting in one place for so long with their fires burning long into the night made them a prime target for many kinds of danger.  Raiders might be about looking for easy prey to resupply away from the dangers to the south, and that was probably the least of the problems that might come looking for them.  Trolls were the real concern.  
There was a small flurry of activity as Lottan and his men went in search of supplies for Xan to take on his journey.  Within ten minutes Xan found himself surrounded by a group of men and women with looks of hopeful concern etched on their features.  It was clear they were all aware of the importance of the assassin's task.  He'd gone from being an outsider, to a beacon of hope to the men and women of the horseless caravan.  The expectant gazes on the faces of those who'd come to see him off weighed heavily on Xandrith.  
Lottan split the tide of onlookers, waving them off like biting insects. Lottan definitely seemed to be a leader of sorts. He came with a collection of supplies for the assassin.  Xan recognized his own knife, the blade he'd given Haley, and a sense of relief passed through him.  He'd had no reason to suspect he wouldn't get the knife back, but seeing that it was within his grasp again made him feel at ease.  He took the blade from Lottan as soon as it was offered and quickly fastened it to his hip.  
The second blade the wagon leader had found him wasn't nearly as nice.  It was little better than the knife a man would use to eat his supper, but Xan took it without complaint.  He doubted Lottan was holding anything back.  If this was the best he could find, then it would have to do.  It was a single sided blade, iron, with too much of its weight in the blade.  He could remake the hilt to balance it better, but the quality of the weapon wasn't really worth the effort that would take.  He fastened the blade to his other hip.  
"This was the best pack we could find."  Lottan said as he handed over a large, heavy weight, sack.  There was no question that it would hold a good deal of metal, but it wasn't well designed to carry and run.  Xan frowned at the bag as though it were a dog that had just defecated on the carpet.  
"Everything else was too small."  Lottan explained.  
"It'll work." Xandrith replied without enthusiasm. Maybe he wouldn't need to escape quickly. "The map?" He decided it was better not to dwell on matters that weren't yet a problem. He quickly removed his cloak and put the pack on before refastening his cloak over the top of it.
Lottan took the rolled piece of parchment from the man who’d been sent to fetch it.  He unrolled it and pointed to a position on the map that had been marked with a cross.  "This is where we are."  He tapped the cross.  "The town, Marekston, is just here."  He drew a line with his finger to a place on the map that was marked by a depiction of a walled village.  "We followed the road north, and then took this branch to the west.  We marched fast and it took us most of a day to get there."
Xandrith scanned the map closely. It was obviously a new map, and it looked accurate per Xan's knowledge of the area. "I think I can shave some time off the trip by cutting across the country." He said after a moment. His mind was going over the various possibilities and difficulties associated with the task ahead of him. "Give me two days. If I'm not back on the morning of the day after tomorrow, then you can assume something has gone wrong and I won't be back."
Lottan nodded. "We'll be waiting."
Xandrith took the map and slipped it into a pocket on the sack-pack.  Without another word he oriented himself west and set off from the makeshift camp.  He had a great deal of walking ahead of him, and a hostile town waiting for him at the end of his journey.  
 



Chapter 2
There and Back Again
Xandrith made fast time across the uneven terrain of the countryside.  Over the course of his career as an assassin there had been many occasions when he'd been forced to travel roads of his own making, and so he was quite adept at finding the fastest route across even the roughest countryside.  The trip that had taken the caravan men nearly thirteen hours to make only took Xan nine hours.  The day was still bright when he found his way to the walls of Marekston.  
He snuck in silently, moving cautiously towards the town as he broke free from the surrounding wilderness.  He'd spent a good deal of time trying to figure out the best course of approach, and his natural tendency for stealth had won out over a more direct approach.  If the caravan men had been turned away with only an arrow for warning, then Xan doubted he would be met by a more friendly welcoming crew.  At least the caravan crew were human, and Xan doubted they'd come marching on the small town with anything like hostility.  Xan figured he would look just a tiny bit more suspicious.  No, if Xan was going to get inside Marekston and get supplies, he was going to have to do it using his own methods.  It would be best if they never even knew he'd come and gone.  
The assassin watched the top of the wall as he slid from tree to tree, bush to bush, inching his way closer to the wall. Annoyingly, his less than solid shadow-companion accompanied him. Young Xan walked out in the open at his side, striding about like there was no chance anyone would see him, which there wasn't. Only Xan could see the other Xan, but that didn't make his brazen attitude any less disturbing to witness in comparison to Xan’s careful stealth.
"I don't like the looks of this." Young-Xan said as his older, more trollish duplicate was dashing behind a low piece of brush. "Or the sounds of it." He added after a moment. "There are no fires burning in that town, and I can't hear anyone. This isn't a huge town, but even in these troubled times there should be some sign that there are people inside."
Xan didn't answer himself. He didn't want to risk the noise. His younger self was right enough about the depth of the silence around the town. It was early enough in the day that people should have been going about their tasks. The smith should have been working his anvil. The mills should have been grinding the last of their grain from the silos, getting them ready to welcome a new year of harvest. There was none of that. The town was dead, and it smelled dead too. Yillan Reach had reeked far worse, but the smell wafting from Marekston was no more comforting.  
"Maybe the trolls have already taken this place?" Shadow Xan spoke the words that old Xan was thinking. "Even they should make more noise than this though, and why didn't they come out and attack the caravan men that'd come calling? Sure a single arrow was fired, but trolls would have done much more."
Xan nodded his agreement as he slipped forward into another piece of cover just at the base of the town wall.  He had a sinking feel that he wasn't going to like what he was about to discover.  
"We could just pass the town by and keep heading north. We don't owe anything to that caravan." His younger self spoke the thought that was drifting through his mind in hopeful tones. "In a couple of days they'd assume we were dead, and they wouldn't be any worse off than they were before we came to them." He sounded nearly cheery about the thought.
Xan glared at himself with hard eyes.  What would Kassa think of him if he did something like that? Xan’s mind jumped from his various conversations with the woman, her darker moments barely hinted at, but also her clear and undaunted sense of duty and morality. Kassa had never really strayed far from being a Watch Captain, from upholding the spirit of the position. Maybe walking away was something he'd have done when he was just Xan the assassin, but he was trying to be better than that. He had to make up for what the world had lost when it had lost Kassa to his meddling, as impossible as it seemed. Besides, both she and Leahn would have expected better of him. He'd told Lottan that he would try and get them the metal they needed, and he intended to keep his word like the good man he was impersonating.  Besides, he'd already dealt with an entire cursed city, what could possibly be so bad about a strange little town?  
"Well, it's your grave we're digging." The younger version of him commented before blipping out of existence again. Xan closed his eyes and took a few calming breaths. Being insane was not making his life any easier.
After watching the empty and quiet wall for nearly an hour, Xan decided it was worth risking an ascension.  No one was patrolling the wall, at least not that he could tell from below.  The wood walls would have been difficult for most men to scale, but Xan wasn't most men.  He found his first hold and began to climb, moving along the well-crafted wall with ease.  It felt good to be doing something he was familiar with.  The larger portion of his job as an assassin had been infiltration, and climbing a town wall was exactly the sort of thing he'd done many times.  Of course, before he'd burned out his own magical ability by opening the Great Vault, he'd have first scanned the wall for magical traps.  He couldn't do that anymore, but he hardly felt that it mattered.  Most small towns wouldn't have magic wards, and Marekston seemed even less likely than most to have such a sophisticated method of security.  
Whether it was warded or not, Xan reached the top without incident after only a few minutes of climbing. He crested the wall slowly, pulling himself over the edge carefully, just in case someone was watching. There was no walkway atop the wall. There were watch towers in strategic locations, but the wall was only about four hand-spans wide. It was a border against the world, but not the sort of fortification meant to make the town a fortress.  After getting an idea of the layout of the town, he dropped down the other side of the wall using his hands and feet to slow himself enough not to make the landing dangerous.  The road met him with barely a whisper of leather on hard packed dirt.
Xan crossed immediately to the side of the road and pressed himself against the nearest building, his profile vanishing from visibility.  He took a moment to get his orientation.  He'd seen several different buildings that might have been the town smithy, and that was the direction he intended to travel.  His scan of the town hadn't shown him any sign of the people who should have been there though.  As far as he could see the roads were completely quiet.  He felt like he'd entered Yillan Reach again.  After being certain that no one had seen him, Xan pulled himself from his hiding place and began to move further into the silent town.  He followed a snaking path through the town's smaller roads, keeping close to cover whenever possible.  
Twenty minutes of careful progression later, he began to get the sense that he was wasting his time on stealth. He'd carefully checked windows of several homes and businesses as he moved, but nothing stirred within any of them. Shops doors hung wide open, products still on their shelves, and homes stood empty with family keepsakes apparently undisturbed. What could have happened in Marekston to leave the entire town vacant? People wouldn’t so easily up and abandon their homes and possessions. Something terrible must have occurred, but where was the evidence of the travesty?
Xan was still trying to puzzle this out when he rounded a corner and saw what looked like a body slumped over in the street. There was only one, and there was no one around it. The man was in a fetal position, his body curled as though he'd been fending off blows. Xan scanned the streets carefully before stepping out from his hiding place and moving slowly across open space towards the body. His curiosity was pulling him where his good sense told him not to go.
He was still several feet from the body when the stench of rot assailed him anew, striking at his nose as viciously as any fist might.  Not wanting to lay a hand on the body, Xan reached out with a foot to nudge the corpse onto its back so he might see what had killed the person.  His foot struck flesh and he pushed to turn the body, but the result was not what he'd expected.  Instead of rolling over onto its back, the corpse disintegrated under his foot, rupturing like a melon that had been left too long in the sun.  Xan recoiled in horror, and then took another startled step backwards as a horde of tiny insects began to rise from the bloated chunk of decaying flesh.  
Plague.  The assassin turned and ran, the swarm of insects in close pursuit.  He'd been told that the plague of insects wouldn't be interested in his flesh since he was part troll, but Xan had no intention of experimenting with the possibility that he'd been misinformed.  If even one of those tiny bugs decided that maybe a part-troll wasn't such a bad place to lay some eggs, it was over for Xan.  He ran towards the town center by chance at first, then deliberately. He still needed to get those metals, and if it was true that he was immune, he was truly the only one that could get them with any degree of safety for the horseless caravan.
He rounded a corner coming out of an alley, his insect pursuers finally lost somewhere behind him. He emerged out onto a street with even more corpses lining its length.  As he drew closer to the center, there were more and more of them.  What had drawn them toward the town center?  Xan slowed his progression, stepping carefully around the bodies as he tried not to disturb another nest of plague insects.  
The body nearest him stirred as he moved past it.  Xan took a sharp breath in.  Suddenly the corpse was moving.  It lurched awkwardly to its feet with a terrible shriek. 
"Shit!"  The word of exclamation exploded from Xan as he started to run again.  Other corpses along the street were starting to stir as well.  One of them exploded into a putrid mist of blood and swarming insects.  It was clear to the assassin that he needed to leave the streets as soon as possible.  He charged at full speed towards the nearest building he could find, almost tripping over another of the dead as he drew near the door.  It had been behind a line of water barrels and he hadn't seen it.  The plague ridden thing reached for his leg as he regained his footing and went for the door.  
He turned the handle and slammed his shoulder against the wooden frame but it didn't move.  Great, he'd chosen the one building in town that hadn't been left unlocked.  Behind him the stirring of the plague ridden thing he'd disturbed sent a sense of urgency through him.  He looked over his shoulder long enough to see that it was already to its knees. The thing’s flesh was falling from its body like meat from an overcooked pig.  Insects poured from the gaping wounds.  The rotting creature stood between Xan and the road, which looked quite open now compared to his position against a locked door.  The insects were swarming closer and closer.  
Xandrith tore off his cloak and threw it at the corpse and its insects in front of him. As the cloak struck its intended mark, Xan charged past the mess and held his hand tightly over his mouth and nose. He always kept his pack under his cloak while traveling, and he was thankful that the habit had allowed him to make such a move. His cloak wouldn't buy him much time, but it would be enough. Xan flew back down the street as fast as his feet would take him, recklessly fast.  He wasn't sure where he was going, or if he was going to escape, but he knew that it was vital that he keep moving. 
He was still trying to decide his next course of action when his eyes fell across a building with a sign that read, "Togg and Sons Metalworks." He changed his route immediately and made a straight line for the building, running between several of the rising corpses. Luckily they moved slowly. When he reached the building he was surprised to see that the door was already open. A feeling of mixed relief and dread filled him. Anything might already inside, but at least he wouldn't have to waste time trying to pick the lock while fending off plague ridden corpses. He ran straight into the building and slammed the door closed behind him, turning the heavy metal lock on the door. It clicked into place with a satisfying, sturdy sound.

The assassin leaned heavily against the door, taking a moment to gather his wits.  The room in front of him was in complete disarray.  Shelves had been knocked over, tables lay tipped one way or another, and there was barely a single piece of useable weaponry left in the shop.  Xan could piece together what had happened well enough.  When the plague had first broken out the people of the town had sacked this shop to get a hold of anything that might be used as a weapon.  Desperation drove people to devious ends. Hopefully they hadn't taken the scrap metal as well.  
Xan drew Haley's knife from its place on his hip and began to move slowly through the room.  Behind him a dull thud sounded against the sealed door.  One of the plague victims had followed him to the shop.  With any luck it wouldn't be able bring down the door.  The windows were barred, luckily.  Assuming there was nothing dangerous already inside the building, Xan had some time get what he needed and plan a way to get out of the town without being killed.  
Moving through the quiet, dark shop was an unnerving process.  There were far too many places for one of the plague corpses to be hidden away beneath a table, or under a fallen shelf.  The store wasn't small.  Xandrith did his best to check for threats as he proceeded, but he would need to dedicate serious time to the place if he wanted to be sure it was safe, and he really didn't feel like spending that long in the broken down store.  He made his way towards the working part of the shop with the stone walled smithy, hidden back behind teller's counter.  That's where he would find what he'd come for.  To his pleasant surprise, he made it to the back of the store without running into any more trouble, though the noises from outside were becoming louder.  Just how many of those things had he woken on his way?  
Xan put that question out of his mind as he located his prize.  Along one wall of the work area was an abundance of scrap metal.  Some of it had been formed into easy to move bars, and some of it was still in the shape of broken tools and weapons.  Xandrith started with the easy to pack bars, loading them into the sack in as orderly a fashion as possible.  They were heavy and the bag gained weight quickly.  By the time it was half full, Xan decided he'd better stop.  The sack he'd been given was well made, but fabric and stitch could only hold so much weight before it ripped.  Xan put the pack on his back, groaning in indignation as the weight settled on his shoulders.  He didn't want to guess how heavy it was, but he would be substantially hampered in his efforts to leave.  There was no way he could run around the plague ridden corpses as smoothly as he had before. 
After a few moments of deliberating on what course of action to take next, Xan decided to do what came natural to him.  He found a ladder in the shop and used it to climb up to the ceiling.  There was a hatch that led out onto the flat roof of the building.  Even with the extra weight on his back he was able to climb up with little difficulty. The roof of the shop was covered in stretched hides.  The smiths must have tanned their own hides for wrapping hilts and equipment handles.  That was a good way to cut down expenses on their part, and thankfully that had given Xan an easy method to get to the roof.  
He looked to the sky as he moved between the rows of stretched leather. The sun was falling. He'd been in town for several hours now. It would be dark before he was able to get back over the wall, and he was getting tired. Still, Xan had no intention of spending the night in Marekston. Sleeping in the center of a plague filled town was an experience Xan wasn't keen to have. He peered over the wall of the building.
Xan recoiled, almost falling backwards with the added weight of the metal he was carrying.  He forced himself to glance over again.  The street was full of the plague victims, with more of them marching in from further into the town than Xan had gone.  Where had they all come from?  There were hundreds of them as thick as any mob Xandrith had ever encountered.  They were encircling Togg and Sons, their mass of rotting bodies pressing against the doors and walls as though they might push through by force of mass alone.  Xan walked all the way around the building, looking for an opening in the crowd he might use to make his escape. The corpses had completely surrounded him.  
The nearest rooftops were far enough away that making a jump would be difficult, and that was if he wasn't carrying an extra half of his weight in metal.  A moment of inspiration struck and Xan quickly made his way back to the trapdoor.  He reached down through the opening and snagged the ladder with one hand, pulling it up onto the roof.  If he couldn't jump the gap between buildings, he might be able to use the ladder to crawl across the space.  He approached the side of the building that would allow him the best route of escape and attempted to drop the ladder across the gap between his building and the one across from it, but it soon became apparent that the ladder wasn't long enough to span that gap.  Xandrith cursed beneath his breath.  That left only two other possible directions that he could try, and one of those directions would lead him even deeper into the town.  The fourth direction, back the direction he'd come, was simply impossible.  There was a full street between him and the next rooftop. 
Xan made his way to the opposite side of the building.  It was the only other direction that wouldn't take him closer to the town center, and the place where all the walking corpses were coming from.  Xandrith knew without dropping the ladder across the distance that it was at least as wide as the one he'd already tried.  He could waste the time trying to bridge that gap, but it wasn't going to happen.  Grudgingly he made his way to the third option, the one that would take him further into town.  It was the shortest distance of any of his possibilities, but even it looked like it would be close.  Xandrith carefully positioned his ladder and let it fall across the open space.  It landed barely on the other roof top, overlapping the edge by less than a hand's span.  The assassin stood back and looked at his makeshift bridge.  
He could cross it and then pick up the ladder again, and see if any better options were available from over there.  He would need to move carefully.  If he jostled the ladder at all it would fall and he would go with it, right down into the center of the plague-ridden horde.  Of course the alternative was to stay on his own roof and do nothing.  That would be fine for a day, but he couldn't just live on the forsaken roof forever.  
Xan delicately lifted himself up onto the ladder and took his first cautious step across the void. Below him swarms of plague ridden villagers gawked upward at him, watching him with milky, swollen eyes that were nearly bursting with larvae. The horde shifted with him, following his slow progression between the two buildings. Halfway across the gap the ladder gave a disheartening crack and the center seemed to sag downward.
Xandrith very nearly jumped the rest of the way across the ladder, but doing so would probably send his only hope of moving safely from building to building cascading into the street below.  That was the last thing he wanted to do to himself.  He pressed on across the narrow wooded beams moving with assured balance, but much less assured confidence in the stability of his bridge.  
The entire journey took him maybe ten seconds, but by the time he stepped onto the second rooftop he felt as though he'd been hanging above that hungry maw for hours. The firmness of his new nest beneath his feet brought forth an unintentional sigh of relief.
"We survived that one."  He whispered under his breath.  
"Barely." Came his own voice in mocking tones from further along the roof. His younger self was sitting atop a wooden crate, idly picking at his nails with the tip of what looked like the old bonesteel dagger.
"Barely."  Xandrith said in agreement as he collected his ladder and began scouting the paths off of his new rooftop prison.  All too soon it was evident that Xan only had one choice of travel again.  He would be heading further into the city once more.  He lined up his ladder and dropped it between his roof and the next.  There was an incline. The next building over was taller than the one he was on, and he couldn't quite see over the lip of the wall.  The ladder barely covered the gap, and the angle made it seem even more precarious than his last attempt.  
"That doesn't look good."  Young-him said gravely.  
"I don't suppose you want to hold the ladder for me?"  Xan asked him. 
"I could." The other replied with Xan's familiar half-grin. "Would that make you feel better about this?"
Xan thought about that for a second before replying. "No, not really."
Fake-Xan shrugged. "Well, don't say I didn't offer."
Xandrith ignored him and stepped out onto the ladder.  He wasn't sure whether it was his imagination or not, but he thought he could feel the rickety old thing slipping beneath his feet.  He steeled his nerve and forced himself to move further along the ladder.  The angle wasn't so steep that he could navigate the ladder the way one was supposed to, but it was steep enough that it felt like he was walking up a very crudely built set of stairs.  Beneath him Xandrith could see the swarm of bloated dead gathering together.  It hadn't taken them long to figure out where he'd gone. 
One steady foot step at a time carried Xan three quarters of the way up to the next rooftop. There was nothing Xan could do when the explosive snap of wood breaking sounded from below his feet.  The ladder was falling away from him so he couldn't jump.  He fell forward, reaching for the edge of the next roof.  Shards of wood rained down upon the horde below.  The assassin's fingers snagged the very edge of his intended goal. His weight, and the weight of the bag of metal on his back, crashed down upon his muscles like a terrible hammer blow.  His arms snapped straight and he slammed into the wall with a heavy thud, slamming his face into the stone in front of him.  Somehow, he managed to hold on. 
He'd been saved by his reflexes alone, and they continued to serve him as he shook the daze from his head without falling to the ground below.  "Shit!"  He yelled angrily as his reasoning returned and he began to pull himself up.  His arms burned and the joints ached from taking the full weight of his falling body and the sack of metal.  Had he been old Xan, completely human Xan, he might not have had the same luck.  He drew his head above the edge of the wall and his relief at surviving the ladder's fall immediately burned away.  
Two bulging eyes stuck in a face that was mostly rot and decay were staring directly at him from only inches away.  Even as Xan realized the trouble he was in, the plague carrying corpse opened its disgusting maw and a swarm of insects erupted from its insides. The air filled with a buzzing cloud of death that immediately enveloped the assassin.  Instinct kicked in.  The assassin reached out with his right hand, grabbed the spewing monstrosity by the cloth of its shirt, and pulled it over the edge of the roof to his side. It barely even struggled as it plummeted over the edge to land with a sickeningly moist thud amidst the horde of its fellows below.  
Xandrith pulled himself up on to the rooftop, his fear fueling his abused muscles more efficiently than his will had. As soon as he’d gained the roof Xan covered his mouth and nose with an arm and began to flail the other, trying to disband the thick swarm of insects.   They wouldn't be so easily dissuaded. The tickling pricks of the inset’s tiny bodies as they rammed into him, crawled along his flesh, and tried to find a way in were maddening. Xandrith bit down and the creatures crushed between his teeth, and he could feel them crawling into his nose. He snorted and spat, trying to tuck his ears into his sleeves so the pests wouldn’t crawl into those openings as well. They were swarming into him from every angle they could manage looking for some vulnerability, even if they couldn’t lay eggs inside of him.  He ran across the rooftop trying to break free of the cloud, but there wasn't enough room to make an escape.  
In desperation he found the next nearest rooftop and made a run for it.  The gap was larger than he'd have liked to have risked, but his only other choice was to choke to death on a horde of insects intent on laying eggs in his body.  The edge approached quickly and Xan was soon sailing through the air, propelled by every ounce of strength his legs could muster.  Halfway through the jump he knew it wasn't going to be enough.  He twisted his body and stretched out as far as he could.  The cloud of insects had dissipated, but the horde below him was speeding towards him at an alarming rate.  
The very tips of his fingers snagged the next rooftop and in a space of time less than the width of a breath the rest of his body weight, and the weight of the bag of metal, slammed down hard against his meager grip.  His left hand broke free, gouging out a piece of the wooden beam he'd grabbed onto as it tore away.  Somehow his right hand held, but the loss of his left swung him awkwardly against the wall.  Some jagged piece of metal from his extra pack penetrated the fabric and punched through his clothing and into his ribs.  Xan felt the terrible ripping sensation as it tore a line down his left side.  He grit his teeth and pushed the pain from the forefront of his mind.  With a concerted effort he steadied himself on the wall and pulled himself up over the ledge, leaving a trail a vivid red blood in his wake.  
Even though his nails had hardened into claws, all of his finger tips on his right hand were bleeding when he finally released his death grip on the wall beam. Despite the pain of his wounds, his immediate concern was the swarm of insects that had enveloped him. Was he really immune to the nasty insects, or would he soon end up like the poor bastards that were roaming the streets, empty shells full of swarming bugs just looking for the next person they could infect? A wave of fear passed through Xandrith. Dying was one thing, but becoming some kind of brain-dead monster seemed far more horrible.
"They won't lay eggs in something as close to a troll as you've become." The illusionary Xan chose that moment to make a reappearance. "You're going to be fine."
"What makes you such an expert on those things?" Xan growled back. "You don't know any more about them than I do. You're just guessing."
"If the blade wielders are immune you certainly should be.  You're even more troll-kin than they are.  Your humanity is questionable at best."  False Xan's words weren't particularly comforting.  
"Thanks.  That's the sort of reassurance that really helps keep my spirits up."  Xan resorted to acidic sarcasm.  It seemed the best fall back in the given situation.  
"I do what I can, friend."  The younger Xan replied with a sly grin.  "What are we going to do now?"  He added after a moment of awkward silence.  Xandrith wasn't entirely certain how an awkward silence could be had by himself, but somehow he'd managed it.  
Older Xan chuckled dryly. "Isn't that obvious? We're going to get out of this town and return this scrap metal to that caravan."
"Great, but how?" False Xan was looking over the wall, his eyes perusing the horde of infested townsmen below. "You're bleeding pretty heavily, and there is no way we can keep hopping rooftops like this."
The real Xan nodded slowly. "I think I have an idea."
The other Xan frowned. "Yeah, I was worried that might be the case."
"Well if you have any other suggestions, I'd love to hear them.  Those things might not be able infest me, but I get the impression they might rip me apart trying.  I gave myself a deadline that I need to meet, so waiting them out to see if they might leave isn't going to work."  Xandrith had already begun searching for a way down into the building beneath his feet.  
"I don't have any better ideas, but that doesn't mean this one is good."  Younger Xan sounded almost as ill at ease as older Xan felt.  
Xandrith saw the edge of a latch peeking out from beneath a well-worn, grass mat. He walked over to the mat and kicked it aside revealing a small hatch that would lead down into the building below. "Sometimes when things get dangerous you just have to improvise and hope for the best. It's not like this is the first time I've done something this stupid."
Fake Xan didn't seem amused.  "It's the first time you've done something this stupid while surrounded by monsters set upon tearing you apart."  
Xandrith lifted the latch and peered down into the dark building. He found himself looking down into what appeared to be some kind of bakery. The smell of molding bread wafted up through the opening. It was a smell that was actually preferable to the one wafting up from the surrounding streets. He glanced up to the rooftop only to see that his illusionary self had taken that moment to vanish from existence again. Xan decided he was better off without his partner at this particular moment. He removed his bag of metal from his back and sat down on the rooftop by the opening. He wouldn't need that slowing him down. Xan pulled his knife from his belt and positioned himself over the hole. On aching arms, Xan began to lower himself through the hatchway down into the darkened bakery.  
His body protested the exertion after the abuse it had recently taken, and his fingers throbbed with pain. His fingertips bled from beneath the claw-like nails as he ever so slowly lowered himself down, trying to be quiet and cautious.  For a moment he allowed himself just to hang as he scanned the darkness for any sign of danger.  Below him, still a few hand spans beneath his hanging feet, was a counter with samples of what had once been fresh bread covering most of its surface.  He used his hands to turn slowly around.  The place seemed to be in order.  None of the shelves were knocked over or in disarray.  It appeared as though the chaos beyond the walls had stayed beyond the walls.  
Xan dropped quietly to the counter, using his knees to absorb the impact.  He hopped down and began searching for the supplies he needed.  It didn't take him long to find what he was looking for.  He'd been lucky that he was atop a store.  He quickly found a dozen lamps, all full of oil. With a little more searching he discovered a small cask of even more lamp oil.  It would be more than enough to do what he intended.  The tricky part would be getting it all back to the roof.  
After trying to figure out the best way to get his supplies back to where he needed them, he finally decided just to make multiple trips. He carried the torches up in sets of two. He didn't want to break them right away. Even being as cautious as he was he managed to shatter one of the fragile lamps in his jump back to the rooftop. He made the trip six times with lanterns, and on his last trip he carried the cask of oil. It was fairly large, and he had to use some scavenged cloth to create a harness to help him get it up and through the relatively narrow hole onto the roof. By the time he was successfully free of the building, the sky was almost fully dark. The swarms of infected people still clawed at the sides of the building all around him, attracted by even the small sounds he made while moving around the rooftop. He set to work immediately on his method of escape.
The plan was simple.  He was going to fill each of the lamps to capacity with oil, light them, and throw three or four of them at the building opposite the direction he intended to run.  He would then dump the cask of oil down on the creatures on that side of the building and throw more torches down on top of them.  Fires were loud.  He wasn't sure how much sense these infected people still had about them, but he hoped that the fire would be enough to distract most of them, and hopefully destroy a good many of those stupid enough to get too close. 
Xan went quickly about his work, filling the torches and preparing them for the task at hand.  He lengthened the wicks on the lamps so that they would be less likely to go out while being thrown around, and frayed the ends of them so that they would produce a larger flame.  His effort would be for naught if the fire didn't catch and spread quickly.   With the last lamp prepared, Xan set about creating his planned chaos.  
He lined the lamps up along the edge of the wall and began to light the first three with a bit of fire steel he'd found in the shop.  He used his knife to strike the steel, and in a matter of moments he had all three of his initial lamps lit.  He picked up the first and prepared to throw it.  The weather had been dry lately, and the building he was aiming for was mostly old wood.  He swung the glass lamp carefully and then tossed it in a wide arc over to the next building.  The light from the wick went out about halfway across the gap, and the lantern slammed into the other rooftop with a loud rending of glass.  Xan waited for a moment in hopes that the recently snuffed wick might still have enough spark to light the oil, but after a few minutes it was clear that his first lamp had failed.  Had the breeze produced from being tossed gotten through the glass cover?  Xan couldn't be certain.  
Beneath him in the streets the infected horde had increased its attention anew.  Some few of the creatures had returned to the next building over, following the sound of the shattering glass, but most of them still pressed in around the small bakery.  Xandrith took the next lamp in hand.  Instead of arcing this one to his target, Xan threw it hard and straight in the hope that if it went quickly it wouldn't have time to snuff out before it struck his target.  He held his breath as the lamp zipped across the space between the buildings.  
The fire held.  The lamp crashed into the side of the building with a satisfying pop of glass shattering. Then there was a sharp whoosh of air as the fire jumped to life immediately, enveloping a section of the wall in a bright orange blaze.  Xan had seen lamp oil fires wipe out entire villages before, and he could only hope that this one had that kind of ambition.  
The assassin turned back to his remaining torches and began to strike them to life.  In no time at all they were all burning brightly in the dark night.  The cask of oil was still nearly three quarters full, even after filling all the lanterns.  He lifted it and began to dump the remaining oil out over the crowd scrambling at the wall below.  Some of the infected townspeople were already dissipating, heading towards the burning building like insects drawn to their doom in a campfire.  Perhaps he should have felt some small piece of regret or compassion, but instead he found a grim chuckle rising up from inside of him.  The laughter that slipped from his lips was dark and chaotic, a creature of malice and madness that he didn't even know had grown inside of him. 
He finished emptying the oil and then dropped the lanterns into the remaining crowd around his building. The fire took off fast, burning the lamp oil and the rotting fat reserves on the walking corpses. The insects snapped and popped in the air as the flames spread. As the horde erupted into flames the creatures’ screams tore through the night sky to join the roar of the fire. The foul infected were ripping at one another as they burned, screaming incoherently as their feted flesh scorched and blackened, sending one of the foulest smells Xan had ever encountered coursing into the night sky. The smoke was inky black.
"Do you plan on watching until the fires go out, or were you going to get away?" Xandrith was started by his own voice from behind him.  He turned away from the fire, the terrible laughter that had consumed him slipping away.  The other Xan wasn't behind him.  All that stood at his back was the blood covered sack of metal that he was supposed to return to the caravan.  
"You're right."  He said to the empty rooftop.  "I need to leave."  He ran forward and grabbed the scrap metal.  It was time to take his leave of this doomed town.  
 
The fire had spread faster than he'd anticipated.  The distraction it caused worked perfectly, but by the time he was making his way to the gates of the town the flames had already gotten ahead of him.  It hadn't helped that he'd been forced to take side routes on a few occasions in order to avoid some of the larger groups of infected townspeople, but the speed with which everything burned was still startling.  It was as though the place wanted to die.  The town had seen too much, and all it wanted was to dress itself in red and orange and roar at the night sky until nothing remained but broken lives and ash. 
The gates were burning as Xan approached them, but the heavy crossbeam was still in place and the wall was still standing firm despite its cloak of fire.  There was no way Xandrith could possibly hope to use the winch system to lift open the crossbeam, the whole system was aflame. Even if he could have stood the heat, the ropes and pulleys were burning and wouldn’t function for long if at all.  He had to think fast if he was going to find a path of escape before he was consumed in the town's desperate self-immolation.  
An open door to one of the towers near the gate caught Xan's eye.  He dashed for it as the flames began to lick their way up the wall, feeding on the dry wood without mercy.  The door opened onto a tightly curving stairway that climbed up to what Xan guessed would be the walkway along the wall.  Xan ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time.  The inside of the towers was getting hot, and the side nearest the fire was already beginning to burn. The wood crackled angrily and smoke poured into the already claustrophobic stairwell.  Xan reached the top of the stairs and ran into a locked door.  
"Shit!" He cursed as he tried the handle and it resisted. If he'd had his picks, the lock would have been easy enough to manage, but he didn't. He looked over his shoulder to see a red glow rising from what had moments before been the dark stairwell he'd just climbed. He took a few steps back and then slammed his booted heel into the locking mechanism. The door was solid and didn't give way. He tried the handle to see if he'd knocked anything loose, but it was still solid. Xandrith wiped at the sweat that was beading on his brow. This didn’t seem like a good way to die.
"I don't feel like burning to death." Young Xan said, peering around the curve of the stairs, down at the approaching flames. "You should get that door open."
Xan slammed his shoulder into the door again, but the wood wouldn't give.  "I'm trying!"  He snapped.  Smoke was filling the air all around him.  
"Really, because it doesn't look like you're trying very hard." The other Xan seemed a bit agitated. "You're mostly troll. Can't you tap into that strength a bit?"
"Do you really think I'm not giving this my all?!"  Xan’s anger was simmering down into a dark loathing.  "You talk and talk, but you never help.  What good are you?"  
"I'm you, idiot.  Or did you forget?"  
"Now," Xan growled as he reared back to kick the door again.  "Is not the time for this!"  Rage and fear snapped inside of him and he gave a ferocious roar as he slammed into the door with everything that he could muster.  There was a loud crack and for an instant Xan wasn't certain whether his foot had broken, or the door had, and then the heavy wooden portal swung away from him. The locking mechanism hung limply from the frame with a piece of the door still dangling from it.  He charged from the stairwell out onto the wall, gasping for a clean breath of air.  It took him a moment of coughing and choking to clear his lungs. He wasn't entirely out of danger, but being back outside was an improvement.  
There was little time to waste. The assassin oriented himself and began searching for a way over the burning wall. A gurgling grunt sounded from the wall ahead of him and his eyes shot up in time to see one of the infected creatures stumbling along the wall in his direction. Chunks of its flesh fell off as it moved and a cloud of angry, flying insects buzzed around its head. Xandrith noted that the thing had a bow hanging from its shoulder and he recalled that Lottan had said the caravan men had been fired upon. One of them had even been killed. Perhaps that arrow had been fired as a warning shot by this poor, revolting mess of a man? Either way, that arrow may have taken a life, but it had probably saved many more.
Without another moment's hesitation Xan dropped himself over the wall before the shambling horror could reach him.  As he dropped himself down the wall far faster than was really safe his fingers ached and the wound in his ribs burned and tore.  He'd had enough of this cursed town and its residents.  His feet hit the ground before the infected man with his bow started howling in madness down the wall at him, a servant to the parasites that had taken his body.  Xandrith turned his back on that man and the burning fortress. 
It was time to begin his long trek back to the caravan.  He was exhausted.  He hadn't slept since he'd left the caravan, and he was injured.  Despite that, he had no intention of resting before he'd returned to Lottan's camp.  As much as he had no reason to trust those men, they seemed a preferable alternative to the horrors of the burning town and the wilderness around it.  
Besides, the sooner he returned to their camp, the sooner they could be underway again.  If he could secure passage with them heading north, it would make for a much more comfortable road up into the mountains.  Xan couldn't begin to guess where he'd need to go from there, but that was a good start.  The prospect of comfort drove his feet onward despite his exhaustion.  The thought of a bed, a cot, or even a bed roll on the ground, was all the motivation he needed to keep himself moving forward.  The quiet and the calm freed his mind to think and before long his thoughts drifted back to dark places.  
Kassa's dark eyes flashed through his thoughts, accompanied by a pain in his human heart. It wasn't all at the memory of being stabbed either.  Where had she gone?  Was she safe? Xandrith knew that everything that had happened to her was his fault.  He'd dragged her into this mess.  He should have turned her away long, long before anything had happened to her.  He'd tried, but he should have tried harder.  If he hadn't secretly wanted her to be at his side, perhaps he could have convinced her to stay behind.  Selfishly he tried to pinpoint the latest moment possible he might have left her behind and still had her with him for as long as possible. Maybe he could have left her just before they’d entered those disturbing gray passages, but he knew he should have left her behind before then. She was a good person and hadn’t deserved anything she’d seen or endured because of him.  
"I'm going to set her free." Xandrith said aloud, merely to hear the words. "It doesn't matter what I have to do, I'm going to see that she's alright."
"Strong words, Xan, but she may be beyond us.  You need to be ready to accept that."  It was the younger Xan again.  He'd taken up position at Xan's side and was marching through the underbrush as well, making a show of pushing aside brush and stepping over fallen branches.  
Xan flashed a frown. "You should know me better than that. Once I've set my mind to something, I see it through."
"Of course, but some things just aren't possible. You freed her once, but it took the shattering of two minds to do so, and you don't have those kinds of resources to work with anymore. Our magic is gone, and our mind is already broken, or have you forgotten that you're talking to yourself right now?"
Xandrith shrugged as though the gesture might dispel his illusionary doppelganger. "I know I'm talking to myself. I know you're not real. You’ve made it abundantly clear that you're not actually here, but being broken doesn't mean I can just give up. Kassa wouldn't give up on me."
"Kassa might not exist anymore.  She might be gone forever."  The younger Xan's protest was half-hearted at best.  He knew he was fighting a losing battle.  
"And she might not.  That's what matters.  There is a chance I can save her, and I'm going to try.  While I can still breathe and carry a knife I will not give in to despair."  The words gave Xan a sense of purpose as he spoke them.  The future was uncertain, and the tasks that lay ahead might seem daunting, but Xandrith was determined.  He'd stood against the Order of Mages and survived, and he'd stood toe to toe with nightmares beyond imagining and come out on top.  Xan wasn't going to let some piddling god-thing get in his way.  He still had the bone dagger, and it was going to taste the blood of the god who'd taken Kassa away from him if it was the last thing Xan did.  It wasn’t the most practical of weapons, but it would serve at least one purpose.  God or not, if it could die, Xan would figure out how to make it happen.  Killing things was something he was good at.  
Xan and his fragmented mind continued their journey back to the caravan in relative silence, accompanied only by the crunch of Xan's footsteps across the forest floor and the sound of the wind passing through the still mostly bare branches of the trees. The assassin would have given anything for some conversation to take his mind from the horrors he’d just witnessed, and the memories that haunted his every footfall, but he had nothing but empty miles to keep him company.
 
The assassin realized something was wrong with the camp while he was still nearly an hour out from the site.  By the time he'd come closer, he was certain that trouble lay ahead.  The smoke he'd first followed to the camp was gone.  He had warned the men of the caravan that their fires were dangerous and might attract unwanted attention, but they hadn't heeded him. Now as Xan drew near, their fires were out.  The sun had risen, but the day was bitter cold, and Xan knew those fires hadn't been put out intentionally.  Something had come upon the camp and those fires had been silenced by something.
The only question that remained in Xan's mind as he marched towards his goal was what exactly had come upon the caravan.  So far north it didn't seem likely that it would be bandits.  There wasn't enough road traffic to support a band of bandits.  What did that leave?  Maybe some form of pack hunting wild creature?  Were-creatures?  The other possibility was that a scouting pack of trolls had come across the little caravan.  That would be trouble.  If that had happened there probably wouldn't even be remains for Xandrith to find.  Trolls were notoriously voracious eaters and wouldn't hesitate to turn a caravan of families into a food source.  That thought turned Xan's stomach, so he pushed it to the back of his mind.  
As he drew nearer to the place where the camp had been he began to move more cautiously.  The tree cover was thick and there were a lot of evergreens, so Xan followed his instincts and ascended into the canopy.  He moved through the trees almost as quickly as he moved across the ground, scanning the trails below with a careful eye, and watching for some sign of what had silenced the caravan.  It was nearly mid-day when he spotted the first sign of the trouble.  
Xan looked down from his perch with a mixed feeling of relief and regret. One of the men from the caravan lay in the middle of the path, eyes staring blankly up at the sky. He looked like he had been dead for about an hour.  He had a sword wound through his chest and that almost certainly meant that he'd been attacked by humans and not trolls.  It would have been ideal to discover that the caravan had finally decided to take Xan's advice and not keep fires burning, but at least Xan hadn't come across a shredded and half eaten corpse.  Human bandits were something Xan could deal with.  He proceeded cautiously, keeping his eyes scanning the forest floor for signs of passage. 
Indications of combat were evident in several different places, though it seemed to Xan the fights had been tragically one sided. He only discovered one more corpse, which meant that whoever had taken the caravan didn't intend to kill everyone immediately.  That was some small bit of good news, at least.  As far as Xan could tell the force seemed to be at least a few dozen fighters strong and they all had some degree of training.  They had easily overpowered the meager defenses of the caravan.  He didn't need to see them to read the clear message left in the sign of their passing, the aggressor had taken the camp, and they'd done so quickly and with a clear show of dominance.  Those who had been killed had likely refused an easy surrender.  
Xan had a few different options available to him.  He owed the caravan nothing.  They hadn't exactly treated him well.  He could leave them to their fate and continue on ahead on his own.  Of course, he had gone through all the trouble of bringing the scrap metal back from the forsaken infected town, injuring himself in the process.  It seemed foolish to go through all that trouble only to turn back when his goal was so close at hand.  
The easiest option aside, he could do one of two things.  He could ignore the caravan's plight and deal directly with the aggressors who had taken the camp, or he could put an end to the aggressors and restore the caravan to its original purpose.  The men who'd taken the caravan might not be interested in dealing with Xan.  They didn't know him and likely wouldn't understand why the mechanna needed the spare parts they'd sent him after to begin with.  Even if they did understand the importance of the scrap metal, they didn't seem like the sort of folks who would be willing to negotiate when it seemed clear that they had the upper hand.  They hadn't exactly set a precedent for dealing with folks in a civil manner.  On the other hand, if he did help free the men and women of the caravan, they would probably be even more willing to deal fairly with him.  Not only had he returned with the scrap they needed, but he would have then freed them from their captors. He’d be the hero of the day.  
"I do make a dashing hero."  Xan said aloud, quietly.  He chuckled dryly in response.  He was a funny guy. 
His decision made, he crept forward through the trees until the caravan came into sight. The new men were easy enough to spot. They were dressed like mercenaries, wearing expensive and well-kept armor of different designs. It was clear they weren't typical bandits, which made Xan feel better about the fact that he’d thought the likelihood of bandits being the problem was small. How could he be expected to predict special, militarized bandits?  They'd broken up into groups, five men watching each of the caravans with a few walking in between the carts.  From what Xan could tell, the men and women of the caravan were being jailed inside their own horseless carts.  
The sound of a man screaming from the other side of the camp drew Xan's attention.  Xandrith made quick progress, circling around the tree line surrounding the caravan's encampment.  He passed over the heads of no less than four armed men.  The group was quite a bit larger than the assassin had thought, and that troubled him.  It took him ten minutes, but he finally rounded the backside of the camp and came into view of the man doing the screaming.  
Lottan had been staked over a large boulder so that his back was curved along the ridge of the stone. There were five armed humans, but they seemed to be doing little but watching. It was a massive orc that stood towering over Lottan. The brute was dressed in full battle garb with only small slits of his gray skin showing through the openings of his armor. His horns rose from the crown of his head through openings on his helm, but weren’t nearly as long as the tusks that jutted up from his bottom jaw.  He carried a massive sword made for an orc of his considerable size, and he had it out. At first Xan was a little concerned, but it was clear that the orc wasn’t done discussing things with Lottan quite yet.  
"I know your people, mechanna.  You keep papers and plans with the designs of these magics you build.  Where do you keep them?  Tell us how to run these carts of yours, and we won't have to hurt any more of your people."  The orc's voice was low and intense, a rumbling boom of command.   
Xan had never seen an orc running a band of mercenaries.  Orcs generally had a stronger sense of honor. It wasn't unheard of, but it wasn't common either.  The presence of this one put the assassin ill at ease.  Humans could be dealt with, but orcs were stubborn to negotiate with and fearsome in battle.  He would have to reevaluate his entire approach.  
"There are no schematics for these carts, and they won't run!" Lottan shouted. "Please, leave us be. We haven't anything you'd want to take!"
The orc flipped his sword in his hand, grabbing it by the top of the blade.  Without warning he brought hilt down in a brutal swing that smashed into Lottan's left leg.  Xan didn't need to be closer to know that the blow had shattered most of the bones in that leg.  Lottan screamed again, his agony filling the clearing like a terrible and unshakeable fog of despair.  As the scream subsided, the orc spoke again.  
"This is not something I enjoy." He said in his rumbling voice. "Your suffering does nothing for me. Give me the information I want and this will end. We are not unreasonable men. We are men of the battlefield, and you stand between us and the instruments we need to wage war. Your carts would be invaluable assets in the war against the trolls."
As the orc spoke, Xan crept closer and closer to the small group.  He left the sack of scrap metal hanging from a branch just as he was forced to abandon the high ground due to the thinning of the trees, but still he stuck tight to the shadows as he made his way from the boughs out into the clearing.  Years of sneaking had made cautious movement almost second nature to him.  He drew his knife as he went, dashing quietly from cover to cover, timing his movements so that they wouldn’t be seen. This was his area of expertise. 
"The plans, and tell us how to work the carts, or we'll find someone else to break after we're done with you."  The voice of the orc boomed loudly as Xan looked for an opening to reach the cart by which they were torturing Lottan.  A single guard stood on the side of the cart facing away from the area where the caravan master was being held.  He was looking out towards the other side of the clearing, opposite from where Xan was creeping up behind him, but the assassin could tell he really wasn't paying much attention anyway.  His posture was sloppy, and his head was constantly turned back in the direction of the scene of torture happening on the opposite side of the cart.  He'd drawn the short straw and wasn't able to watch with the rest of the men.  Today his luck really wasn't with him.  Xan moved in silently behind him, closing the gap until they were only inches apart.  
The assassin's next moves were quick, controlled, and precise.  The man was wearing heavy armor, so he couldn't just be stabbed through the heart.  Instead Xan grabbed him around the neck, circling the big man's throat in his powerful arm.  The troll strength he'd gathered seemed to be in full effect because Xandrith felt the man's throat compress against his arm with surprising ease.  With his other hand, Xandrith drove his dagger into the man's face, aiming for the eyes.  There was barely even a gurgle as the three strikes dove through his skull and into his brain.  The body slumped and Xan carefully lowered it to the earth.  That was one less man to worry about.  He cleaned his knife on the man's tabard and turned to face the cart.  He took a high hand hold and pulled himself towards the top of the horseless wagon to put himself at a better vantage point. 
"I can't give you what I don't have!"  Lottan was screaming as Xan hunched low against the cart's roof.  He was behind the orc, above the heads of the humans who all had their attention focused on Lottan.  From his new vantage, Xan could see just how badly the caravan leader had been beaten.  Both of his legs, his arms, and his hands were shattered.  If he ever walked again, it wouldn't be well.  Maybe if they could find a really skilled healer he could be restored, but traditional medicines wouldn’t be of any use.  
Xandrith wasn't the best judge of information given under duress, but he guessed that Lottan really didn't have the information to give the orc and his band of men.  The assassin doubted the man would protect his secrets to such terrible ends, but that wouldn't stop the orc from torturing him to death before starting on another member of the caravan.  Xan would need to act quickly and decisively.  He took a deep breath.  “Well, this is stupid!”  Xan’s ever present ghostly critic noted, appearing next to him as he stood up atop his perch.  
All the human eyes snapped to him at once, confusion evident in their expressions. Fingers rose to point at Xandrith, and that got the Orc's attention. Xan waited, his knife tucked along his arm. “Yeah, this is really dumb. We are definitely going to die.” Shadow-Xan added, but Xandrith didn't have time to hesitate and carry on a conversation.  As soon as the creature's black eyes were turned in his direction, the assassin dove down from the cart's roof.  He went knife first, all of his body riding behind the fighting blade that actually belonged to his apprentice, Haley.  
To his credit the orc almost managed to get his arms in front of his face before Xandrith struck.  Almost.  Xan's blade didn't strike an eye like he'd hoped, but it did sink deep into the flesh of the orc's right cheek.  He roared in rage as his flesh fell away, flayed to the bone.  A fist nearly three times as large as a human man's hand struck Xan in the ribs, right in the place where the bag of metal had cut into him just the other day.   Pain tore through Xan's body like a blast of lightning, but he refused to give up his grip. He adjusted his hold on his knife and struck again, this time penetrating the orc's eye.  A human might have died from that blow, but the orc's skull was too thick for Xan's knife to penetrate further than the socket.  
The mercenary leader howled in pain.  He was trying to get his sword into a position where he could use it against the assassin, but Xan was too close.  The other men were looking on in horror as this beast, this inhuman thing from the shadows, fought the leader they considered indestructible.  Xandrith knew they wouldn't stay out of the battle long.  As soon as they realized that Xan wasn't some kind of invulnerable monster they would come to their leader's defense, and then the fight would be over quickly.  
The sound of metal clattering on the ground was all the warning that Xan had before a second hand was suddenly grappling with him.  The orc's right hand grabbed his knife hand and clenched tight like a vice as his left still worked to try and pull Xan away.  Xandrith lashed out with his new claws, aiming for the orc's remaining eye.  He felt his nails ripping through gray flesh and then suddenly he was being thrown backwards through the air.  Xan wasn't certain how he'd lost his hold, but a fraction of second later he was slamming into the side of the cart.  The blow rattled his bones and made his vision swim for a second.  By the time he'd righted himself he found himself face to face with a really angry, one eyed orc, and his band of men who had gathered their senses and drawn weapons.  
"What and who are you?" The orc's voice was surprisingly calm despite the fact that its face was torn to pieces. The words were slightly slurred due to the damage Xan had done to one side of his jaw.
"I'm Trast, and I've come to negotiate the peaceful surrender of you and your men.  It would be a shame to have to kill so many when the world is such a dark place already."  Xan put on his best showing of bravado.  
The orc responded with a chuckle. "You must be a black smith, carrying around such a resplendent pair of steel balls."
Xan returned the small chuckle. "No, I'm afraid not." He let all expression fall from his face and locked his eyes on the orc. "I'm just a demon with a vested interest in this caravan who doesn't take kindly to others interfering with my business."
The humans began to whisper amidst themselves. The orc spat blood and gave another throaty laugh. "Demon, eh? Is that why you're so ugly?"
"I'm not a troll, am I?" Xan rolled up his sleeves and held his arms out, showing off the strange black patched skin he wore. "I'm not an orc, and I'm not fae creature. Do I look human to you? What does that leave?"
"What you are doesn't matter.  I'm of a mind to cut you into small pieces and feed you to the local game.  You've already tried my patience well past my limits.  What business do you have with this caravan?"  The orc pressed.  The humans might have enough imagination to picture Xan as some kind of demonic creature, but orcs weren't known for their great imaginations.  They were straight forward and logical.  
"My business is my own.  I'll give you one more chance to leave.  These people are under my protection."  Xan threatened, acutely missing his magic.  
"I'm not leaving without these carts and the schematics for the construction of more. These tools will make my war band unstoppable. I will find mechanna who can build me more, and we will take the land back from the trolls. There is no match for the value of this knowledge." The orc declared. "Now unless you can give me what I want, I'm going to kill you."
Xan sighed, nothing was ever easy.  The muscles in his body coiled tight like a spring.  "Then I'm afraid you'll all have to die."  As Xan said the last word he unleashed his pent up energy.  He didn't bother going for the orc, that was a fight that he would have difficulty finishing quickly.  He dove right, straight for the nearest human, and in three quick strikes the man fell away with blood pouring from his neck and face.  Xandrith didn't stop there.  The parts of him that had become more like the trolls were fast and powerful, and he dipped into that as he attacked.  He had two more men down before the others had oriented themselves to strike back.  
Xandrith sidestepped a well-aimed thrust of a sword and slammed his fist into the side of the blade, sending it skittering uselessly in the wrong direction. Then Xan dove forward into the man who'd made the strike.  Xan's knife slipped beneath his arm and through the tightly woven chainmail there, diving into the man's chest cavity as the chain chattered beneath the force of his strike. The orc was on him then.  
The great warrior hadn't even bothered to grab his sword off the ground.  He attacked Xan with his giant, powerful hands, intent upon breaking the fragile looking assassin with the power of his muscle alone.  Xan slipped his grip before it could tighten.  The plate mail gloves the orc was wearing didn't offer enough grip to hold the churning half-troll.  Xan spun about to slip beneath the orc's arms and drove his dagger into the softest place he could find, which ended up being a small gap in the orc's shoulder armor.  Four times Xan was able to plunge his dagger home before the orc turned on him, swinging his fist like a great hammer.  
Xan managed to absorb some of the blow into his own momentum, but the hit still sent him sprawling backwards.  The two remaining humans had backed off, fear evident in their features.  One dropped his sword and ran back towards the rest of the caravan.  He was probably going to summon the others of the mercenary band.  Xan needed to work faster.  He rolled to his feet as the orc was picking up his sword from earlier.  He charged for the beast while it was still recovering its weapon and Xandrith landed on the orcs back. The sudden added leverage caused the orc to topple to the ground atop his sword.  The assassin reversed his grip on his knife and shoved it into the gap between the orc's helmet and back plate.  He was rewarded with a gush of dark red orc blood.  Xan kept stabbing.  
The orc attempted to scramble to his feet, lifting Xan up with him, but the assassin fastened his free arm around the monster's huge neck and held on for dear life.  His knife flashed again and again as he drove it into the orc’s neck.  He was searching for a spinal joint, a place where he could crack the neck, but its bone structure wasn't like a human's.  Instead the plates of its spine were designed to lock together when its back was straight, and the orc was standing straight now.  Still, Xan's knife was having an effect.  The orc thrashed about, attempting to grab Xandrith and pull him off. Xan swayed from side to side, avoiding the slowly diminishing attempts.  With every swing Xan placed another solid blow.  
Victory came suddenly.  The orc slumped to its knees and released a last, rattling breath before falling over.  Xan drew his dagger free of the creature's spine and stood up.  He was covered in orc blood from head to toe.  The last human fighter who remained dropped his sword before turning to flee.  Xan momentarily considered giving chase, but he was exhausted.  Sleep deprivation combined with the action of the last few days had left him worn to the bone.  
"Well, you made that look easy." Younger Xan commented, appearing from the ether to offer his feedback on the situation.
"Things aren't always as they appear."  Xan replied, rolling his shoulders and stretching the muscles down the length of his body in search of new damage.  He had some bruised ribs and the wound caused by the metal scrap was bleeding again.  
"Trast?" Lottan's voice called weakly. "When they came we thought they were with you. I'm sorry, we didn't know. Thank you for coming back"
Xan took a step in his direction, but he stopped when he heard the sound of armed men running in his direction.  He turned just as the first of the human mercenaries came around the caravan cart.  His eyes fell to the corpse of the orc.  He drew his sword as he inched forward towards Xan, and soon others were following suit.  
"Haven't I killed enough of you today?" Xandrith asked, waving his knife through the air before him as he gestured. "You should leave before I finish this business once and for all."
Uncertainty passed amongst the faces, but the man in the lead stepped forward again his blade leveled at Xandrith's neck. "There are nearly thirty of us. We're not afraid of one monster."
"I may not kill you all, but I will kill a lot of you.  Is there really anything in this caravan worth taking that risk?  Are your lives worth so little?"  Xandrith was already tensing for the fight he knew was coming.  These men weren't cowards.  He may have been able to scare off one, but they thought they were indestructible in a large group.  
"Get him!"  One of them yelled, and the tide came on.  Xan killed the idiot in the lead before the heavily armored man had taken his first ill-fated step forward.  His speed and dexterity were heightened beyond human limits, and he put every bit of that power to work.  There were far too many of them, but Xan had every intention of leaving a tall pile of corpses around his own.  The battle became a blur.  
Xandrith vanished into a well of instinct and training. There was no space left for thought, only the movement of the moment and the pattern of war's chaos. Men fell, screaming and dying, blood washing out across the ground. Some scored hits, but most died without coming close. At some point amidst the all-encompassing turmoil the fight changed in Xan's favor. It wasn't that he was winning single handedly, but some dynamic had altered, and suddenly men weren't coming at him from every direction. He barely noticed until he found himself with a single opponent pinned to the side of the cart by the point of the knife Xan had driven through his chest, and there was a strange stillness all around. The battle was over.
He pulled his knife free and the body dropped to the ground to join all of the others.  Xan swung about with his dagger in his right hand, looking for the next person to fight, but there were no more.  There were other people though, indistinct faces.  It was all a blur.  
"Trast?" One of them asked. "Trast, are you alright?"
Xandrith shook his head. Who was Trast? Wait, he was Trast. Who were these people? The haze of his battle madness began to lift, and it was replaced by a hazy confusion. All around him were the men and women of the caravan. They'd joined the fight at some point, no doubt freed when their guards had left to face Xandrith.
"I'm alright."  Xan said quietly.  It felt like he was telling himself.  "I'm alright."  He said it again.  Somehow, he'd managed to survive that fight.  
"You should take a seat.  You're wounded.  We'll have someone look over your injuries as soon as Lottan is seen to."  A woman said from a few feet away.  Xan nodded numbly.  He walked beyond the chaos of the circle of the bodies he'd helped create, and slumped heavily against a tree.  Someone walked up to him and offered him a skin of water which he took gratefully.  He couldn't quite get beyond the fog of what had just happened.  His exhaustion, the pace of the battle, and the stress of the previous few days were clawing at his focus like a rabid wolf clawing at a the front door to a cabin.  
"The scrap metal is over there."  He pointed in the general direction of where he'd left the bag.  He wasn't sure if anyone was listening to him, or even if they'd be able to find the bag if they were.  He was asleep almost before he felt his head touch bark.  
 



Chapter 3
Wagons North
The old woman was working diligently on Merrick's wound.  Her four fingered hands were nimble despite her age, and she worked with a practiced patience that bespoke familiarity in dealing with serious wounds.  For his part, Crow lay completely still and as silent as if he were already dead.  Haley only knew he was alive because his chest rose and fell subtly on occasion.  His skin was like ice to the touch, and he was as white as a corpse in winter.  Haley was watching his face for any indication that he could tell what was going on, but he didn't even wince as his caregiver pressed a searing hot blade into the last of the three openings in his chest.  Smoke and the acrid smell of burning flesh wafted into the air.  A moment later the woman's hands were back at work, stitching together the perforated flesh.  
Haley was struck silent by the whole sight.  It seemed surreal.  Everything since she'd entered that damned gray corridor with Xandrith and Kassa was a tangled mess of confusing memories, and here she was now in the home of a stranger, another Eight, looking on as her friend fought for what could be the last few minutes of his life.  
"Will he be alright?" Haley asked quietly as the woman began to wash her hands in a basin of water she'd prepared earlier for the task.
The woman shrugged, looking as though she lifted the world on her shoulders as she did so.  "I can't say for certain one way or the other.  It was a miracle he lived to make it to my hut, and it will be another miracle if he lives until morning.  His wounds were terrible, but luckily his heart wasn't pierced, nor his lungs.  I don't even know how he managed that.  Whoever did this to him certainly wanted to kill him."  She began to clean the tools she'd used on Crow.  
"I don't suppose you plan on telling me how you and your friend ended up out in the middle of these woods in that condition?  There haven't been any humans in these parts in a long while, not with them things living in the Reach.  It's not safe.  Even I've considered packing up and leaving."  
It was Haley's turn to shrug. She didn't know what to tell the woman. How much would she believe? How much should she know? How much did Haley owe her? Without her Crow would probably be dead already, or close to it. She'd at least given him a chance. "We came with a group looking for something in Yillan Reach, but things went bad. Crow was hurt trying to protect me. We managed to escape the Reach, but Crow's wounds overcame him. That's when you found us."
"Those things in the city attacked you?  It was foolish to go in there.  Stupid to go anywhere near that place.  What happened to the others?  Were you pursued, girl?"  Despite her age, the dark haired woman had sharp, alert brown eyes.  She was strong too, she'd dragged Merrick back through the woods to her hut on a makeshift skid almost entirely by herself.  Her hut was small and obviously built on her own, but it was tidy and well kept.  She had a large collection of medical supplies, and it seemed to Haley that she had practiced medicine from her home at some point.  That was a strange business for an Eight to be involved in. Most people avoided those shunned by the Mages as though they were plague carriers.  
"I'm not sure what happened to the others."  Haley answered truthfully.  "Things became chaotic so quickly that I couldn't keep track of anything that was happening.  Our leader was lost along the passages we took in, and we were waiting for him when things went wrong.  I don't believe we were pursued.  Crow took us out through a different route."  That last bit was the truth as far as Haley knew.  Merrick had gotten them out of Yillan Reach almost instantly and  Haley wasn't sure how he'd done it. It had to have been some aspect of his abilities, and when the haze had cleared they'd been beyond the wall along the path upon which they'd first approached the Reach. 
There was a moment of silence as the intelligent, aged brown eyes considered Haley carefully.  "It's not easy to lie to me, and I don't think you're doing so now, but your story doesn't fit together neatly.  You're leaving things out, and my guess is that it has something to do with those bonesteel weapons you both are carrying. Cursed blades like that don't show up often, and two people carrying them and traveling together makes me think your story is more complicated than you're letting on."
Haley impulsively covered her axe with her hand, hiding the distinct styling of the hilt. "I've told you what I know. Crow knows the rest. When he wakes up, he can better explain the situation."
"If he wakes up, child. If he wakes up. Your friend is strong, but he's also closer to death than most will ever come without dying." She paused for a second before going on, letting her words sink in. "What's your name?"
Haley bit back the desire to cry.  Xandrith was gone, Crow might die, and she felt incredibly alone and helpless.  Even the damned axe had gone silent.  "My name is Haley."  She said, making her voice as confident and even as she could.  
The woman nodded. "Haley, I'm Tilda and this is my home and business." She held up her hands, showing off her hands. "You know what these mean?"
Haley gave a single nod of her head. "Yes. They mean that the order of Mage's has cast you out. I have a friend who’s an Eight."
Tilda's eyes widened a bit in surprise. "Do you? There aren't many of us around. What is this friend's name?"
Haley froze.  Should she share Xan's identity with a random stranger?  Could that cause trouble for the assassin?  A sharp pain shot through her chest, a pressure of anxiety and distress digging in like a dagger.  Was Xandrith even still alive?  He'd never returned from the gray paths.  
"His name was Xandrith."  Haley said finally, deciding that it couldn't do any damage to give a name.  
"Xandrith Dalt?"  The woman asked, and when Haley's jaw dropped slightly she shook her head.  "Well, if you're involved with him it's no wonder there has been trouble for you.  Don't look so surprised.  After I was cast out of the tower I made many friends. Many of those same friends have crossed paths with Xandrith since his journey began. News travels fast amongst us, even now that the world is coming to an end. Many of my contacts no longer reply to the messages I send, but some do. Was it Xandrith who led you back into Yillan Reach? He was going after the …" As she was speaking her throat seemed to stop up and she gave a choked cough. "He was after something there?" She added more quietly after a minute.
Haley hadn’t seen that reaction herself, but she'd heard Xandrith talk about.  Tilda was still under the influence of the Order's binding spells.  She couldn't discuss Order business, or their secrets.  There were some few people who could undo the magic that created that binding, but it was a difficult process and not many were willing to perform the procedure.  If an error was made the person having the procedure done would die.  
"Yes, he was."  Haley said, not yet willing to confirm too many details.  She let her eyes slide into the magic spectrum.  She'd seen many mages through that particular spectrum, but she'd never bothered to study the magic that created their binding before.  The spell was complex, woven through the flesh and etched directly into the bone.  Haley was no expert with magic.  She'd failed to grasp some of the most basic skills that her mentors had tried to teach her, but she did have a skill that others seemed unable to mimic.  
It took her a moment to find what she was looking for.  At the base of the spell that bound Tilda was a knot of magic, a loop that fed energy from Tilda's own severed magic back into the binding that held her tongue in check.  The spell itself was incomprehensible to Haley, but that knot of magic seemed easy enough.  It was really so very fragile, this complex spell.  The strands were precise, carefully woven, and weaved in just such a way that the whole thing held together.  
"Haley, what are you looking at?" Tilda asked, noticing that the young woman's attention had drifted elsewhere."
Haley held a finger to her lips. "Just a moment." She said, and then she did what only she could do. She reached into the magic binding Tilda and pulled the strands of magic apart. The first few times she'd done this she'd just let the magic bound back to the source, but this time she pulled the strands so that the excess energy from the magic drifted back into the air and dissipated. Tilda's eyes went wide, and her skin went pale. For a moment a deep horror passed through Haley. What if she'd killed the woman by tampering with her magic?
The color raced back into Tilda's cheeks though, and a smile touched her lips as she felt the binding that had been restraining her all of her life lift from her body.  She laughed, and it wasn't the laughter of an old woman, but the joyous titter of girl experiencing the joy of running through a warm summer rain for the first time.  She beamed at Haley, her face awash with a mixture of exultation and relief.  
"How did you do that?" Tilda asked. "Do you know how long I've been under that spell?"
Haley shrugged.  "It's something I can do.  I'm not very good with magic, but for some reason I can break …" Her words trailed off as a memory flooded back into her mind, a piece of the puzzle that had been missing since the incident at the Reach.  That was what she'd been talking to Crow about when Kassa attacked them.  She'd been talking about breaking the bond to the hostile intelligence that lived within the cursed weapons.  Haley had thought it was possible to break that part of the spell without rendering the weapons useless.  Crow had been skeptical, but she'd been on the verge of trying when suddenly Kassa had attacked them.  That was why her axe wasn't talking with her.  
Tilda seemed to have noticed Haley's sudden distraction. "Are you alright?" She asked. "Can I get you some water? Perhaps you should rest. I'd really like to understand how you did what you've just done. There are very few people who can do that, and none who can do it without some very serious side effects."
Haley shook her head.  "I just remembered what happened in the city.  I think the attack was my fault, but there’s something I need to do now."  Haley reached down to the axe at her hip and withdrew it from its place.  The black blade seemed to shake in her hand, as if quivering in fear at what it knew was about to happen.  It was time for Haley to be free.  
***
It took them two terrible weeks to repair all the damage from the bandit attack and to get the broken carts working, but that time did little to help Xandrith's relationship with the other members of the caravan.  He made an effort to help keep their camp hidden and protected, and they were grateful for all he'd done for them, but his strange appearance and distant demeanor didn't go far to ingratiate him with the others.  The children were constantly curious, and their parents spent every waking hour warning them away from the frightening stranger who had saved their camp twice over.  To them he seemed more monster than man.  Some few of the folks would occasionally start up a conversation with the assassin, but they seemed to be doing so more out of an obligation to treat him with hospitality than any sincere interest in spending time with him.  That didn't really bother Xan, he was used to being alone. 
The time he had to himself was spent lost in his own thoughts and worries, and he had plenty of those to occupy the hours of waiting and idly riding a horseless carriage up into the mountains.  Just counting the amount of time he was losing as he helped the caravan made sleeping difficult and his legs restless. He couldn't make himself leave, though. Whether they wanted him around or not, the caravan needed someone to teach them how to maintain a low profile. Even with their unusual abilities, the mechanna were not adept at protecting themselves.  Plus, walking now would only add to the lost time. The caravan moved quickly when it was functional. 
The mechanna's strange carts pulled themselves, powered by a system of magic beyond Xan's understanding.  The engines that ran the constructions were silent, pulling their energy from steel barrels full of even more strange magic.  The whole set of mechanna constructs was complex beyond reasoning, but in the end it didn't matter.  The carts pulled themselves, and only a few of the men understood how to drive the things.  Xan had long since stopped worrying about the how of the whole situation and settled into the luxury of traveling without the need to keep a horse, or wear out one's own boots.  
Between his repaired shoulder and the magical carts, Xan was growing quite fond of mechanna ingenuity.  He could almost put the memories of the Reach behind him, almost.  Some visions would never fade entirely. Of course Kassa was the first such vision to jump to mind. At least the first time she’d been lost to him a part of her had lingered, that empty shell. As painful as the constant reminder had been, as torturous as it had been to give her detailed commands and see them followed without question, now she wasn’t even physically near him. She’d always been on his side before, even if it was just out of dark, magical obligation. Now she’d kill him given half a chance, or what was left of her would.
 The desperation and horror of what the Drayid had become was something Xan doubted would ever be completely cleansed from his mind either, and he had no right to expect freedom from that burden.  The Drayid were gone forever, and that was Xan's responsibility.  He had burned them away like dry wood in a fire.  They had agreed to let him do so of course, but that didn't change the fact that he had wiped them from existence.  He had resolved the terrible mess that humanity had created, but in doing so he'd condemned an entire race of people to oblivion.  Xan would keep the Drayid’s story with him for the rest of his days while what remained of the rest of humanity wouldn’t remember anything. Of course, Xan might not be carrying their story around long anyway.
A man with a similar look about him to Lottan approached Xan, climbing onto the roof of the moving cart via a ladder that led to the top seats from inside.  This was Lottan's younger brother, apparently the greater mechanna genius of the two.  Xandrith had first met him in the aftermath of the attack by the orc's band of mercenaries.  His name was Gryn, and he was the man primarily responsible for the design and upkeep of the carts.  He'd been the one to turn Xan's scrap metal into the parts needed to repair the cart.  
"How is your brother?"  Xandrith asked as the man approached him.  Gryn had a mechanna right hand, a thing of gears and intricate metal workings that seemed almost as agile as a human limb.  He'd lost the hand working his art, as so many of the mechanna did.  Their power sources were sometimes unstable when first built and many mechanna lost limbs or eyes to the process. Gryn had told Xandrith that their techniques were improving and the work was getting less dangerous though.  
Gryn shook his head, looking as tired on the outside as Xan felt on the inside. "He's going to lose most of his right leg and part of his left. Probably both of his arms. We don't have the equipment to perform the amputations here so he has to wait until we reach Forge Haven. Hopefully he’ll survive long enough."
Xandrith had only recently learned of Forge Haven.  It was a mechanna city allegedly built inside a mountain.  The ground was said to be layered in great steel slabs, and the rock walls were reinforced with strange metals that only the mechanna knew how to create.  Lottan and the members of his caravan believed it was a last sanctuary for humanity, a place the trolls couldn't find. If they did find it, the trolls wouldn't be able to get inside. Xan didn't know if he believed any place was safe, but it was nice that these people had something to lay their hope on.
Xandrith nodded numbly.  "How much further to Forge Haven?"  He asked.  It felt as though he'd been with the caravan forever, though it had only been a couple of weeks since he'd joined with them.  They were already well into the mountain trails, far further into the depths of the mountains than he'd ever gone before.  He'd generally thought of those jagged lines of rock as a thin layer of impassable stone, a natural wall. They divided his world from the alien places beyond, but the mountains were not a thin band.  They stretched on and on for miles.
If Xandrith looked back behind him all he could see were mountains now, and if he looked in the direction the caravan was heading, mountains on to the horizon. He was lost in an endless temple of jagged, frozen rock. The wind was growing colder as they progressed. It was as though they were heading into the grip of winter.
"We have another day and a half on the carts.  Assuming nothing breaks down, we should be there by nightfall tomorrow.  What will you do once we reach the Forge? Are you planning on staying with us?"  Gryn's question wasn't spoken with undertones of any kind, but Xandrith still felt as though what he was really being asked was, ‘How soon will you be leaving?’  Perhaps he was just reading too much into it, but he felt his welcome was wearing thin.  
"I will provision and leave quickly.  I have business higher in the mountains."  Xan's answer was lacking any firm conviction.  He didn't know where he was going after Forge Haven.  In theory he knew what he was looking for, but he didn't really know how he was supposed to find it.  Perhaps when he could still have seen the lines of magic he'd have been able to follow them to his final goal. Now he was magically burnt out though, so he didn't even know how to start his search. 
"Higher in the mountains?" Gryn didn't seem convinced. "Trast, there isn't anything higher in the mountains. It gets colder the higher you go, and eventually it gets so cold that the air goes thin and frigid. Humans can't live up there for long. I don't know what you think you're looking for, but you aren't going to find it in the mountains. There isn't anything up there but frozen rock and the Unth."
Xan's attention peaked.  "The what?"  He'd never heard that term before. 
"The Unth, Sky Dwellers, some people call them.  I'm not sure what they are, really.  They're a bit like were-creatures, but they don't have a human form.  They're more reasoning than were-creatures.  The Forge occasionally has dealings with them, but they mostly keep to themselves.  They're very territorial.  They don't let anyone up into their lands.”  
"The Unth."  Xandrith repeated their name.  "Do you know if there are any of them at the Forge now?"  If there was truly someone living in the peaks, maybe they would know how to find what Xan was looking for.  
Gryn shrugged. "I doubt it. I'd say we see them maybe once every ten years, if that. They don't stay long, and they don't talk much. Usually they only approach us to make sure we're keeping clear of their boundaries."
Xan nodded slowly. "Is there any way to contact them?"
A suspicious look was settling on to Gryn's face. "I don't think you want to get involved with them, and you'd be better off not pushing their good nature. They haven't caused the Forge any trouble, and we go out of our way to make sure we return the favor. If you're thinking about starting some kind of trouble..."
Xan shook his head. "No, not trouble, but they might have information that could help me find what I'm looking for."
Gryn didn't seem comforted by Xan's words. "There isn't a good way to reach them anyway. If they want to contact us, they'll do so. If you're going up into those mountains to find them, you're doing it on your own. Forge Haven certainly isn't going to approve."
"I have no intention of claiming to represent your people Gryn, but I will be going up into the mountains. The business I'm about can't be left undone."
The mechanna sighed and shrugged. "You don't seem to be the type of person that can be talked out of things once you've set your mind about it."
Xandrith chuckled.  "No, not generally.  I've never relied on a consensus of opinions to make a decision, and I'm not about to start now."  His eyes passed over the mountain cliffs, almost getting lost in the sparse landscape. Scraggily plant life fought for purchase amongst the rock, but it was clearly a losing battle this high up. Some of the rocks looked almost brown, Xan hadn’t noticed there was so much variation in rock before being completely surrounded by it in its natural form. It was as though the Earth had struggled up as high as it could go in places, trying to get free of the plants that always covered it. It had to go so high to get free that it had just ended up cold and graying instead of really finding what it’d been searching for.  "I don't have the time to waste to making everyone happy.  Events are moving too quickly.  Sometimes I worry I'm already too late."
"Too late for what, Trast?  What exactly are you trying to accomplish?"  Gryn asked, and not for the first time.  The mechanna's curiosity often got the better of him.  
"If I told you that, you'd think I'd lost my..." Xan's words trailed off as his eyes snapped to movement amongst the snow covered rock face of a nearby cliff. "What's that?" He pointed.
Gryn turned to look, squinting to sharpen his vision. "I don't see anything." He said after a moment.
Xan had lost sight of whatever it was as well, but he refused to look away. Maybe he was going crazy, but that hadn't been just a trick of his eyes.  He was well trained in observation, and he trusted his sense of sight impeccably.  Something had moved amidst the rocks, and it hadn't merely been an animal.  There were few of those so high up in the mountains, and this hadn't moved like any goat or mountain elk Xandrith had ever seen.  He kept watching.  
"Maybe it was just your imagination." Gryn said, and then he laughed lightly. "Or maybe you're just trying to distract me from..."
"Look!"  Xan snapped as the telltale motion appeared again.  He pointed up to a mountain pass that crossed the one they were currently traveling.  
Gryn squinted his eyes and fell silent. The movement came again. Xandrith could see the change in Gryn's facial expression as he too witnessed the motion across the snow. "It's probably an animal." He said, a lack of certainty in his declaration.
"A two legged animal, taller than a man, shadowing our motion?"  Xan was more than merely skeptical.  
Gryn looked at him, worry heavy on his brow, but didn't say anything.  
"Can we get these carts moving any faster?" Xandrith couldn't be certain, and he wasn't ready to voice his suspicion, but his instincts were telling him that he'd just seen a troll scout. If there was one, there were likely more of them not far away. There was no way to be certain how long they'd been shadowed.
"It would be dangerous to move faster over this terrain."  Gryn replied.  
"More dangerous than getting caught in these valleys with whatever trouble that thing might have in store for us?"   Again Xan refused to give voice to the word ‘troll,’ as though that might summon the beasts down upon them all.  
Gryn didn't reply, but he stood up and gave his voice to the wind.  "Wagons to full throttle.  We're making a run for the gates!  No stopping until we hit the safety of Forge!"  The driver of the wagon Xandrith and Gryn were riding on gave a very brief, worried look over his shoulder, and then the almost imperceptible hum of the cart intensified.  A moment later the entire caravan was moving even faster along the snowy, worn road.  There was a reckless thrill to the momentum.  They were traveling as fast or faster than Xandrith had ever seen a horse move, and nothing at all was pulling them forward.  It made the magic of the mages seem insubstantial.  
Gryn and Xan sat low along the roofline of the cart, silent, the buffeting of the wind too loud for conversation.  They both watched the frozen rocks around them as though at any moment they might spring to life and attack.   A shrill trilling call ripped through the cold mountain air, louder even than the roar of the caravan along the snowy road.  The noise tore at Xan's ears, sending a wave of pain through his head.  Bright colors exploded in his vision for a second.  The caravan swerved like a snake, the carts weaving as their drivers suffered the same aural attack that Xan had just suffered.  Chaos erupted all around Xandrith, and before he even knew what was happening he was sailing through the air, thrown from the top of the cart.  
The world sailed by beneath him in slow motion as he twisted his body through the air, trying to ready himself for a rough landing.  He got a brief glimpse of the cart he'd been on sliding onto its side, and then he struck a deep bank of snow.  His speed was such that he plowed all the way through the snow and hit the hard rock beneath with terrible force.  His vision swam but he didn't lose consciousness.  Xandrith took just a moment to gather himself, to be certain that nothing was severely broken, and then he began to pull himself from the bank of snow in which he was enshrined.  
There had been a time when being buried in so much snow would have chilled him to the bone and numbed his hands, but his trollish flesh didn't seem to find as much offense in the cold.  He pulled himself from the depths of the white landscape and crawled back to his feet.  Devastation lay before him.  Five carts lay smashed amongst the boulders along the roadway, their inhabitants in varying states of disarray.  Xandrith made his way back towards the carriage he'd been riding upon, looking for Gryn.  It didn't take him long to find the mechanna, or what was left of him.  He hadn't been fortunate enough to be thrown from the top of the wagon.  The entire thing had rolled on top of him and skidded across the roadway.  His corpse was a twisted mess, strewn from where the cart had first gone upside down, to where it had come to rest.  
The doors and windows had flung open during the roll and there were a number of people broken and trapped in the opening. No one looked unhurt, and more than a few had limbs severed or bodies torn open by the vicious rolling.  The unblinking eyes of a young girl stared out from where her head lay, attached to her body only by a shattered strand of spine.  Xan had spoken with her just that morning before her mother had chased her away.  
The trilling, awful sound rang through the air again, blinding Xandrith for a moment as it sent a wave of agony coursing through his head. Screams sounded from the wreckage. Survivors writhing in confused agony as that terrible keening split the air. The surviving carts were streaking away through the snow. They'd been told not to stop until they reached safety, and for them that was the best option. A sense of hopelessness hung in the air amidst the screams and groans.
"Gather the survivors.  I need some able bodied men and women who can help me get at least one of these carts righted.  Is there anyone that can drive these things?"  Xandrith called as he approached the broken wagon.  The trolls were coming, and if any of these people wanted to survive they needed to get moving.  It only took him a few moments to realize that the cart he'd been on was not salvageable.  He didn't need to know how they worked to understand that the broken wheel axles were impossible to repair as quickly as they needed to.  
Survivors of the accident were beginning to crawl from the wreckage, some crying, some looking off into space as though they weren't certain where they were.  Xan had seen those slack jawed expressions before.  In times of severe trauma some people seemed to leave their bodies behind.  The only way they could deal with the horror was to slip away to some quiet corner of themselves.  They wouldn't be of any help like that.  
"I need strong arms and backs."  Xandrith called again.  "There is a horde of trolls on the way, and if we don't get moving quickly then this accident will be the least tragic thing that happens today.  Do you hear me?"  
"They hear you, but I don't think they're of any mind to help." Xan's own voice startled him for a moment. He looked to his left to see the younger version of himself peering into the wrecked cart. "They've gone through too much already. These people are broken."
"Broken or not, if they want to live they have to keep moving."  Xandrith replied, realizing as he did so that anyone who could hear him would think he'd lost his mind.  
"I'm not sure they want to live. Look at their faces. They've given up."
"They don't get to give up. If you're alive, you don't get to quit." Xandrith turned to a man near him who was staring blankly at the horizon. "Start gathering the survivors together, I'm going to go see to the other carts." The man didn't respond. Xandrith balled his fist and punched the man in the side of the head. He didn't hit him as hard as he could, but the blow still knocked him on his ass. The color seemed to flood back into his face as he hit the ground, his cheeks going red and rage filling his eyes. "Get your ass off the ground and help the survivors!" Xandrith shouted.
The man looked on the verge of becoming belligerent, but Xandrith stepped over him, a horned beast towering over a fallen man. "We've all lost a lot, and some have lost everything, but these people, these survivors, need someone to do what needs to be done. We can mourn when we reach the end of the road, but for now we will keep fighting. Now get your ass up off the ground and start helping the survivors."
The rage fled the man's face.  "My son..."  He whispered, looking back at the wreckage.  
"Wouldn't have wanted his father and all of his friends to be torn apart by trolls.  Get up, be strong for him one last time.  Be the father he would have been proud of.  There are other children here who will have lost their parents, and they'll need an adult to be strong for them.  You can fall apart later."  Xandrith didn't have children.  He had Haley, and she'd turned her back on him when the cursed axe had taken control.  He couldn't begin to understand this man's pain, but one thing he did understand was not giving in to despair. Giving in wasn't an option.  
The man nodded numbly and got up.  Xandrith didn't know if he would hold out, but he at least he was moving again.  The assassin turned his back on the first cart and began moving towards the second.  Unlike the first, it hadn't flipped entirely over.  It was on its side, the momentum from the crash mostly dissipated by the snow it had plowed up in its slide across the ground.  It was still heavily damaged, but nowhere nearly as bad as the cart Xandrith had been riding on.  The occupants seemed to be in somewhat better condition as well.  
Xan's ever-present shadow spoke from beside him.  "The trolls will be here soon.  We need to get these people moving as fast as we can.  The fact that they haven't sounded that head-splitting horn again isn't a good sign.  My guess is that they only used it to create havoc amongst us.  It probably has the same effect on their people, so now that their own army is drawing nearer they won't use it again. We have little time left."
Real Xan gave a nod of agreement.  That made a lot of sense.  "Gather your survivors together.  I need some people to help me get this cart turned back on its wheels.  Who can help?"  The assassin called to the people of the second cart.  They'd already begun to gather together.  There were people who were obviously seriously injured, and Xan spotted more than a few dead, but they seemed to have weathered the crash far better than those of Xan's cart.  A few men separated from the ground and took up positions around the cart. 
"Is anyone in good enough condition to run to the other carts?"  Xandrith asked as he took up place next to the toppled cart as well.  A young woman who’d positioned herself to help lift the cart raised her hand. 
"I can do it, sir."  She said in a weak, shaking voice.  
Xandrith looked her over.  She was maybe sixteen years old and covered in bruises and scrapes, but apparently in passable condition.  She looked scared, but there was a determination in her eyes that Xandrith recognized as a deep pool of strength.  If she lived to adulthood, this kid would be someone to reckon with.  
"What's your name?" Xandrith asked.
"Raina, Mister Trast."  She replied. For a moment Xan saw Haley in the girl, they were so different the comparison wasn’t really fitting, but she had that sort of determination about her. She shivered as a chill breeze swept the mountain pass and it broke the spell that had settled over the assasin. No, this wasn’t Haley. He couldn’t afford to start making new friends now.
"Raina, I want you to run to each of the carts and gather the survivors together. They need to come up to this cart as soon as possible. You need to move as fast as your legs will take you. We’re out of time. Trolls will be upon us any moment now."
Raina nodded her head once, looking out over the landscape at the other fallen carts.  
"Go!"  Xandrith snapped, and with a start she jumped into motion.  She moved like a scared rabbit, skittering across the snow top with surprising agility.  Xan only watched her for a few moments before turning back to the issue at hand.  
"Everyone get under this side of the cart." Xandrith called. "I'll give a count of four and then we'll all lift as one. It's important you don't give in once the cart starts to lift. If you let go or fall back, the cart will come crashing down on those who've held their place and there will be even more dead to deal with. Are we understood?"
A general note of agreement swept through those who'd come to help.  There weren't a lot of them.  Xandrith wasn't sure how heavy the cart was, but he would have liked at least another five or six able bodies lifting just to be safe.  There wasn't time to waste, though.  They needed to get the cart righted and ready for travel.   
"Alright, all hands to positions." He called. "Are we ready?" Nods and words of affirmation came back to him. Xandrith started the count. "One." He braced his own grip at the center of the wagon, his powerful claws clasping the wooded frame. At his side his illusionary alter-ego had taken a grip as well. "Two. Three." He prepared the muscles in his legs and tensed the muscles in his arms. "Four, go!" They lifted. The grunts and groans of straining men and women filled the frosty air. There was a brief moment when Xandrith wasn't sure they had enough strength to move the heavy cart, but the desperation fueled effort began to lift the cart from its side. The first half of the lift was the hardest. It was as though the vehicle wanted to stay dead in the snow where it might never have to face the rigors of the road again. Xandrith poured his all into the lift though, and the cart began to lift. Once they gained momentum it lifted into place with surprising ease, and once they were past the apex of the lift the cart’s own weight pulled it back to its wheels. It creaked and groaned as it settled back on all four wheels.
Xandrith put aside his elation and set about the next important task.  "Who knows how to operate this thing?  I need a driver." Xandrith expected to find a volunteer quickly enough.  He'd even allowed himself to hope that the original driver had survived the crash, but it became apparent quite quickly that they were in trouble.  None of the men and women at the cart knew how to operate the mechanna transport.  
Other people began to poor in, sent by Raina from the other carts.  Xandrith questioned them as they arrived, trying to find someone who could aid their cause.  He received naught but blank stares in reply to his questions.  They'd gone through all the effort of righting the cart, but now they had no one trained in its operation.  Far in the distance from the direction they'd traveled, a war horn sounded. Its chilling call echoing through the still mountain pass.  The trolls were coming.  
"That doesn't sound good."  His younger version remarked.  
"Pile everyone aboard this wagon!"  Xandrith commanded.  He dashed for the seat normally occupied by the driver and hopped in.  There were a dozen different levers and buttons.  A deep blue light glowed at one end of the console.  "Shit, shit, shit."  He noted.  
"Press the blue thing."  Young Xan offered.  
Xandrith pressed the blue glowing button, but it didn't move.  More and more people were gathering around the cart, pushing themselves inside to the point that the entire contraption was stuffed well beyond full.  People hung from the top, clinging together to hold tight. All the eyes that weren't looking back down the road towards the coming troll horde were watching Xandrith as he tried to learn the mechanna controls with no prior experience.  
"They're coming!"  Someone shouted from behind the assassin.  A surge of panic passed through him.  
"That light should be purple."  A female voice said from beside Xan in the place where his illusionary friend should have been.  He looked to his side and Raina had crawled onto the bench seat next to him, sitting where his doppelganger had just been.  She was pointing to the blue light.  "Here." She said, and then her hands were sliding across the controls, moving the position of sliding switches and poking at the buttons.  The blue light blinked off and on three times, and then when it came back on it was purple.  
"You know how to drive this thing?"  Xan asked incredulously.  
Raina shrugged, looking down at her feet. "My father was the driver."
Xandrith moved to the side and pulled her to sit in front of the controls.  "Get us moving!"  The earth had begun to shake beneath their cart.  The trolls were nearly upon them.  
Raina didn't hesitate.  Her hands zoomed across the controls and in seconds the cart started forward, slowly at first, but it gained speed steadily.  Xandrith jumped from the driver's seat and moved to the roof.  He had to weave his way through the mass of people clinging to the cart for dear life.  When he reached the back of the cart he got his first look at the trouble they were in. Hundreds of trolls were surging down the mountain pass in their wake, gaining ground quickly as they came.  Some of them ran, and some rode upon strange creatures. The beasts were larger than a horse, but with the slim musculature of a feline and heads like one of the great lizards, long, narrow, and full of teeth.  Their bodies were slick, sparsely covered in what looked like orange feathers.  Xandrith had never seen their like before, but they were fast.  The trolls were closing the distance even as the cart crept up to its max speed.  
Xandrith worked his way back to the front and dropped down into the seat beside Raina. "Are we going as fast as we can?"
Raina tapped a gauge with a needle that was bouncing back and forth between two numbers that meant nothing to the assassin. She seemed to notice his blank look. "That measures the stress on the drive gears. If we push any further than 4000 on those gears they could start shredding themselves. At that point we won't be moving at all." She pointed to another gauge. "This is our power throughput from the energy coil. We aren't at maximum yet, but the added weight is making it more difficult to get up to speed. The best I can do is adjust our power output higher as we gain more speed and take the pressure off the gears, but if we have to stop in a hurry the entire cart is going to fly apart at the seams. The brakes aren't made to handle this kind of load."
Xandrith nodded, getting the general gist of what Raina was telling him.  The cart was doing all that it could.  "The trolls will be on us in a matter of minutes if we don't find some more speed, Raina.  If you know any tricks, now would be the time to put them to use."  
"Have people rip the furniture out and throw it behind us. Anything that's heavy that can go will help us get moving quicker." Raina suggested. "I'll push the limits a little harder, but it's a risk."
Xan put a hand on her shoulder.  "Do what you can.  I'll see to clearing out the cart."  With that, the assassin jumped back to the roof.  Everyone was trying their best to get a view of the approaching horde and it took Xandrith a moment to gather their attention.  
"Listen up!" He shouted several times before people seemed to be looking in his direction.  "If we want to get away from those trolls, we need to start throwing everything that isn't attached to the cart over the side.  We need to lower our weight or they're going to catch up to us, do you understand?"  
He didn't have to ask twice about it. In moments items began to fly off the side of the cart. He opened the hatch into the cart and told those inside the same thing. They were packed in so tightly that it took them a bit longer to get organized, but soon they were ripping up benches, cots, and anything else that they could get a hold of and throwing them out the doors and windows. Xandrith closed the hatch and stood back up.
A black shafted arrow slammed into the face of the man standing next to him, ripping through his eye to protrude out the back of his head.  His remaining eye blinked once and then he fell over dead as screams filled the air.  More arrows followed, at first just a couple, but soon they were falling all around the cart in a deadly rain.  Those trolls riding upon the quick footed mounts had closed to within arrow range and they weren't wasting any time.  Luckily their shots were mostly random fire.  Hits were pure luck at the speeds and distances they were dealing with.  
"Throw the dead over the side!"  Xandrith shouted.  It wasn't a nice thing to do, but this was survival.  The loss of the extra weight could only help.  To their credit, those around him immediately set about the grim business of throwing their dead friends and family from the cart.  Desperation was driving them, but panic was buried just beneath the surface.  Xan could see it ready to explode at any moment.  A scream sounded from behind Xandrith in the direction of the driver's seat and a cold chill passed down Xan's spine.  Raina.  Xan turned to go and check on the young woman who'd been forced to take her father's place and nearly tripped over a man pulling the hatchway into the cart open.  
"There isn't room in there."  Xandrith snapped at him, but it was no use.  With the arrows raining down around them, there would be no way to reason with the terrified.  The man pulled the door open and dropped down inside to escape the rain of arrows, falling on the heads of the people crowded in below.  Four more people were right on his heels, but Xan didn't have time to fight with them.  Chances were that there would be more injuries and deaths inside the cart, but how did you explain that to a group of people being targeted by bowmen?  An arrow flew past Xan's right ear, missing him by only a few inches.  He cursed under his breath and made his way back to the driver seat.  The crowd atop the wagon was thinning.  The dead and those foolish enough to cram themselves inside were clearing space.  
The assassin jumped down from the cart's roof and found Raina still working the controls, but there was an arrow pinning her left thigh to the seat.  The shaft had passed through the meat of her leg and was embedded deeply in the bench.  The shot had been a lucky one.  Her position in the driver's seat should have protected her from rear arrow fire, but it had happened anyway.  Tears were trickling down her face and her skin had gone a shade of ashen gray, but she clung to the controls with white knuckled determination.  Blood was pooling on the seat.  She was bleeding heavily, which probably indicated she had a nicked artery.  
"We're picking up speed."  She told Xan, not taking her eyes from path before her.  She was following in the tracks set by the wagons that had passed before.    She didn't look down, but her voice was shaking when she spoke next.  "I'm getting cold and I feel a little sick."  
Xandrith wasn't entirely certain what to say.  Raina was going to die if she didn't get some medical attention.  She needed a healer.  A healing mage would be even better, but they were still hours away from reaching the safety of Forge, and that was if they managed to outrun the trolls.  Xandrith peeked over the top of the wagon.  The trolls were slowly falling behind.  He sat back down heavily, pulling his cloak off and throwing it over Raina's shoulders.  She gave him a brief look of thanks before her eyes snapped back to the precarious road ahead. 
"I think we're losing them!"  Someone called from behind Xandrith, but the assassin didn't respond.  
"You've done well, Raina.  Because of you these people are going to survive." Xandrith told her, glancing at the arrow in her thigh.  
"lt's what pops would have done if he'd been here."  She answered quietly.  
Xan nodded. "He'd be proud of you."
Younger Xan appeared above them, sitting atop the cart roof with his legs dangling over the driver's area. "We can't just let her die. Can't we remove the arrow and sear the wound closed?"
Xandrith shook his head.  The arrow had likely sliced an artery as it passed through her leg.  Removing the arrow would make the bleeding worse, and without knowing exactly where that artery was there was no way to repair it.  If Xandrith had still had some of his magic he might have been able to do something, but he was helpless now.  
The other Xan slammed his insubstantial fist against the roof of the carriage.  "Damn it!  I hate this.  I hate these feelings.  When I was just a piece of metal I didn't have to feel these things.  I don't want to be like this anymore!"  He popped out of existence in much the same way he'd arrived, leaving Xandrith alone with Raina again.  
"I was shot with an arrow once."  Xan said, leaning back against the driver's bench. His mind flashed briefly to his first sighting of Kassa, wielding a bow she’d turned out to be terrible with.  "Hurts."
Raina laughed weakly. "It did at first, but not so much now. I guess I'm tougher than you are."
Xandrith chuckled, the laughter a difficult to maintain facade.  "You probably are.  I'm not nearly as tough as I look." The lack of pain was just another bad sign.  
They sat in silence for a time before Raina spoke again.  "I should show you how to work these controls.  I'm not sure how much longer I can do this."  
Xandrith slid closer across the seat.  "I would like that, Raina.  Show me how this thing works."  
"It's actually quite easy." She began. The lesson lasted nearly twenty minutes, and by the end of it Raina was slumped against Xandrith. "Do you think you've got it?" She asked.
"I do."  Xandrith answered.  Raina sighed into his shoulder and went still as the assassin began working the controls in her place.  
 
Hours passed with Xandrith at the controls and his eyes glued to the tracks in the snow ahead of him. Raina’s body sat stiffly against him.   There were screams and arguments in the cart behind him, but Xan didn't have the time or the patience to think about that knot of humanity.  All that mattered to him was reaching Forge, and at long last his destination was coming into view.  At first glance it appeared to be nothing more than a jagged cliff face backed against the side of a mountain the stretched high into the frozen sky, but as the carts bore down upon the cliff it soon became apparent that some spectacular architects had been at work.  
Two massive steel doors opened into the cliff face, each as tall as any thirty men standing one atop another's shoulders.  The doors themselves weren't open all the way, but had they been swung wide an army could have passed through a hundred men abreast.  Xan slowed the cart as he drew near.  Armed men stood near the entrance.  They waved Xan down as the cart drew near.  
"Are there any others?" They asked, obviously expecting more.
"No." Xandrith replied. The men were looking at the slumped figure of the girl at his side, and the black shaft of the arrow protruding from her leg. "The other carts were too damaged to move. There is a large horde of trolls not far behind us."
The man's eyes went wide. "And you led them right to us?"
"They were already watching this pass.  Either they knew you were here, or they would have followed the cart tracks here just as I did.  I recommend you let us inside and get these gates closed.  They'll be coming soon."  Xandrith wasn't in a mood to argue.  
The man speaking to Xan looked back over his shoulder at another guard who simply shrugged.  Getting no help from that companion, he looked to another who made a point of not meeting the first guard's eyes.  No one wanted to be responsible for making the call to let them in and close the gates.  
"We have injured and dead.  We're tired, beaten, and death is on our heels.  You can debate what to do with us all you want, but let us do it from inside the safety of these gates before we have a thousand hungry trolls making the decisions for us, alright?"  Xandrith was done with being patient.  If the man didn't let them in soon, the assassin had every intention of driving the cart over the top of him and his companions.  This last effort seemed to do the trick though.  The guard ordered his companions to stand down and Xandrith pulled the cart inside the gates.  
The massive steel doors began to draw together in the cart’s wake.  They moved with an eerie silence.  There was no churning of chain wenches or grunts of men manning a mechanism to pull them together.  They drifted together as though swept into place by a gentle, unseen current.  Once closed, the metal seemed to fit together seamlessly.  They didn't meet flush in the center, that would have created a flat surface that would be easy assailed by battering rams. Instead they formed an outward, arrow-like point that would be far more difficult to break with traditional siege equipment.  It was clear that Forge Haven had been built by men of tremendous vision.  
The gates towered overhead, easily as tall as any fifteen men standing top to bottom on each other’s shoulders.  The steel had been intentionally dulled so as not to reflect light, but it was clear that no forge had shaped those doors.  Whatever had been used must have been a marvel of its own for the steel was seamless and smooth, as though it had formed naturally in the shape it now held.  Guard posts of equally spectacular steel were set along the sides of the doors, and a walkway ran over the top that would give a defending force a dangerous vantage over anyone foolish enough to cross the threshold.  
Inside the gates the lighting was provided by torches that seemed to burn with their own, strange white light. The flames didn’t flicker or shift at all behind the glass windows containing it so that Xan wondered if they were made of fire at all. Xan  imagined that the light was radiating cold like a chunk of ice brought in from a frozen lake.  This pale light was unnatural and seemed to cast everything in an otherworldly aura.  
"Are you Trast Gleamsteel?" A voice startled Xandrith from his consideration of the gate as he sat in the cart’s front seat, not yet able to relax into the safer environment of the Forge. He looked down at an unfamiliar armed man.  This hadn't been one of the men standing outside the gate.  The fellow had drawn his sword, and there were three equally equipped armed men standing with him.  This didn't settle well with the assassin.  
Xandrith wanted to stand up and put himself in a more defensible position, but Raina's body still lay against him. He wouldn't do her the injustice of letting her fall over.  Even in death she deserved more than that.   
"I am the man these people know as Trast Gleamsteel."  Xandrith admitted.  
"Gleamsteel, we, with the authority of Forge Haven's law enforcement division, have been ordered to take you into custody.  You are charged with conspiracy to infiltrate the Forge, and conspiracy to murder the good men and women of Forge Haven."  His words were spoken calmly and coldly.  Xandrith wondered how long it had taken them to decide he was the evil party.  The men and women on the other carts must have gone immediately to the authorities when they arrived.  They needed someone to blame for all the bad things that had befallen them, and Trast was perfect.  Certainly it couldn't be a coincidence that the trolls had found them on the road after they'd decided to take Trast with them?  They'd already been suspicious of him.  
Xan took a deep and steadying breath.  He had nowhere else to go.  The gates were sealed and he was surrounded by armed men.  "Fine, if that's the way it has to be. However, I will not leave this bench until I know that this woman, Raina, will be given the proper services she deserves. If it wasn't for her this wagon would have been left to the trolls."
The man in charge seemed confused.  He either hadn't expected to be met with demands, or he had expected to be met with greater resistance, Xandrith couldn't be certain.  He took a step forward, raising his sword in a threatening manner.  
"You will step down from the cart now, or we will drag you from where you sit. This is a serious matter." Xandrith read confidence in his words and the ease of his sword stance. He was ready to back up his threat, maybe even eager to do so.
Xandrith stood slowly, easing Raina's body to the bench as he did so.  He drew the cloak he'd lent her over her face. He did his best to lay her down respectfully.  She was still pinned to the seat by the arrow that had killed her.  The men at his back shuffled and bristled aggressively as Xan went about his work, but he wasn't leaving the poor girl slumped over and undignified at the end of her brave course.  Even in death she deserved better than that.  The assassin was just finishing up when a heavy hand reached up and grabbed him by the arm.  Xan's patience snapped like a dry twig bent too far.  
The hand on his arm made for a perfect fulcrum point to pivot on as Xandrith launched himself from the bench of the wagon in a flying arc that landed him behind the guard who'd laid a hand on him.  He broke the hold as he landed and shifted his own grip to the man's wrist, shoving the guard's arm hard against his own back.  Xandrith kicked out at the back of the guard’s knee and there was a terrible pop as bones and joints broke from their normal range of positioning.  The assassin drove his free hand into the base of the guard's skull, knocking him unconscious.  His body toppled to the ground as the other guards looked on in horror.  Xandrith straightened his spine and stood up to his full height, knowing that his horns would give him an even greater appearance of size.  His face split in a grim smile that invited anyone to challenge him.  
A guardsmen to his left attacked, charging in with his sword in the lead.  The attack was timed well and positioned expertly.  His stance was flawless, but he clearly wasn't trained to fight a man of Xan's particular skill set.  The assassin stepped into the thrusting sword, turning his body with the motion of the incoming blade.  The weapon's edges were running horizontal, so Xan gave himself an extra inch of distance. As the blade slipped past his body, Xan drove his knee upward against the flat edge of the sword.  This caused the point to fly upward, carrying the guard who'd already committed his momentum with it.  Xandrith shifted his own spin and countered the guard's force with his fist, driving it into his skull with blinding force.  The cartilage in the man's nose fractured and Xandrith didn't doubt that the bone behind it had been fractured as well.  Xan's attacker crumpled.  
Xandrith flicked his hand a few times, the blood coating his knuckles sprinkling to the ground at his side.  The other guards were approaching cautiously, their weapons readied.  They shared looks back and forth between them, acknowledging that they intended to attack as one.  Xan readied himself for the attack.  Had he held his temper in check, the situation wouldn't have gotten so far out of hand, but he was committed now. It seemed he could get himself into plenty of trouble even without troll aggression ripping apart his patience.  Regardless, Xan didn't intend to go down without a fight.  
He drew the fighting knife from his hip and the bone dagger from its scabbard along his side.  Normally that blade would remain hidden, but he'd need the extra weapon if he hoped to survive the coming assault.  Somewhere in his peripheral vision he noted that the people from the wagon were spilling from the cramped interior, dragging bodies and injured out with them.  A line of onlookers stood behind the assassin, none willing to take sides in the spectacle about to unfold.  It was as though they hadn't seen enough death and destruction yet that day.  They needed more.  Xandrith pushed them from his mind and focused on the moment.  
The dam of tension broke and the guards charged in, swords leading the way.  Steel rang against steel as Xan turned and twisted through their attack, spinning their blades away from him and back against their own ranks.  He could have killed them.  There were openings in their attack patterns that could have been exploited to brutal endings, but Xandrith restrained himself. Maybe that was the real difference between himself and the troll, restraint. Instead of striking with the point of his dagger he wrapped a helmeted head with the hilt and the full force of his spinning arm.  One guard went down, and then another. They fell like leaves in autumn until Xandrith was left with one scared man holding a shaking sword and looking fearfully at his fallen comrades.  The assassin towered above them with his chest heaving, his blades held at the ready, and his eyes flashing dangerously.  
Another man approached, running down the metal roadway with a strange device in his hands.  It looked somewhat like a cross bow and he raised to his shoulder as he ran.  It didn't have the arms of a crossbow, and Xandrith couldn't see a string on it.  It looked as though it had a small version of the energy-storing devices that the mechanna used attached to its bottom.  Xan didn't know what to expect, so he readied himself to dodge a projectile at the first sign of danger. A flash of light exploded in front of Xan, and before he even had time to shut his eyes the world vanished into nothingness.  
 



Chapter 4
The Many Imprisonings of Xan
 
Xandrith leapt awake, coming to his feet and falling into a combat stance even before he'd had the time to take a look at his surroundings.  He reached for his knives and found that they were missing.  Bright white light blasted Xan's eyes and forced him to squint.  He forced himself to relax and take in his surroundings.  He was in a metal room about five paces by six, with a ceiling too high to reach.  The white light was emitting from strange domes in the corners of the room, as bright as the sun at noon, but the wrong color for natural light.  It was far too white, sterile.  There was a single door to the room and it was constructed of heavy iron bars as big around as Xan's wrist.  There was no lock on the door itself that he could see.  
Though the room was unfamiliar to Xandrith, he knew a prison cell when he saw one.  He'd been in enough to understand them quite well.  A terrible pain in his shoulder brought him out of his contemplation.  He looked down to see that there was a massive scorched hole in his shirt just over his mechanna-repaired shoulder.  Through the hole he could see flesh that was blackened like meat that had been left on the fire too long.  The skin was splitting and bleeding in places.   He stretched his hand on that arm and lifted the arm carefully.  The skin pulled and tore on his shoulder, and inside his arm there was an uncomfortable grinding sound from his artificial shoulder.  It sent a wave of pain through his body as he ran it through its motions.  
"Good morning, Trast."  A voice called from beyond Xandrith's door.  He looked up to see a man of middling years standing beyond the bars.  He was dressed in a soldier's uniform, though he wasn't wearing armor.  He had long dark hair with streaks running through it like thin silvery rivers, and blue eyes that were unusually piercing.  Xan recognized him as the man who'd come running at him with the armless-bow thing.  
"What did you hit me with?" Xan wasn't in the mood for niceties just yet.
"We call it a stun bow, but it's still being worked on. Sometimes it stuns, sometimes it kills, but it's getting better all the time." The man explained with a smile. "It didn't kill you after all, so I'd say that was a successful test."
Xandrith walked closer to the bars. "I don't know. You probably would have been better off if it had killed me because when I get out of here I'm going to cut your balls off and feed them to you."
The man laughed, a big throaty sound that filled the air of the prison. "I don't doubt for a second that you'd try, but you won't be leaving here any time soon, Trast." His face grew serious. "We have questions that you're going to answer. Your friends are hammering at our front door now thanks to you, and we want to know why they're here, and what we can do to make them go away. I'm afraid that you're going to have to tell us whether you want to or not."
Xandrith shrugged.  It was a painful thing to do, but he ignored the shooting agony that swept through his body.  "I'm not responsible for the trolls being here.  They're in these mountains for the same reason I am, but they would have come with or without me.  You can do what you want to me, but that is the only answer you're going to get." The memory of Xan's recent torture sent a shiver of terror coursing down his spine.  He wouldn't let them do to him what the mages had done.  He would die first, and he would take as many of them with him as possible.  
"Excuse me if I can't afford to believe you.  There is a very large horde of trolls laying siege to this city and everyone is scared.  We need answers.  We need hope, and right now you're the closest thing we have to either of those.  Listen, you're probably not going to get out of this alive.  The best you can hope for is a quick death for what you've done.  Just tell us what you know."  
Xandrith walked over to the bars.  He stood nearly a head taller than the other man.  He'd always been tall, but it seemed to Xan he'd gained some height since he'd become part troll, and the horns certainly helped make him seem even larger.  "What is your name?"  Xandrith asked.  
"I'm Captain Rand Fortsmith, but that's hardly important.  We're not going to be friends."  Xandrith's jailer introduced himself.  
"Rand, my name is Xandrith Dalt.  I'm not with the trolls.  I am directly responsible for saving the lives of everyone who made it here on that caravan.  If threats are the way you repay such a favor, then I don't give a damn if the trolls devour your whole city.  I have more important concerns at the moment.  I recommend you let me out of this cell and allow me to continue on my way."  He was doubtful that Rand had any intention of letting him go, but at that moment Xan only had his voice for a weapon.  
Rand seemed to be trying to remember something.  "Xandrith. That isn't the name you gave the men and women of the caravan.  It's familiar though.  Where have I heard it before?"  
Xan shrugged. "If you've been in law enforcement long, you've probably seen it on an Order's wanted poster. They don't much care for me."
"Ahhh," Rand's eyes widened as if pleasantly surprised. "Shade, the assassin! Well, what a surprise. I didn't expect to have a celebrity in my prison." He laughed again, with the same room filling burst of apparent joy he'd displayed before. "I don't suppose there’s any chance of collecting your bounty anymore? There aren't many mages left. Not many people left."
"It's only going to get worse."  Xandrith noted dryly.  
Any semblance of humor fled Rand's face.  "I know, but do you?  Humanity has become a species on the fringe, Xandrith.  Reports from the south say that the trolls have beaten back the Fae armies and are hunting down surviving humans and orcs and executing them.  Running from the cities isn't helping.  The trolls are slaughtering every man, woman and child that they find.  Every week less and less reports come in from my sources.  Last week I received four.  A month ago I was getting two hundred separate messages from our intelligence division.  We are dying. Forge Haven is the last human stronghold.  We have nearly twenty thousand lives within this fortress and now, because of you, the trolls know that we're here."
Xandrith had to check his temper so as not to yell. "I did not bring the trolls. They came here looking for something that is hidden high in these mountains. When they find it, it won't matter where anyone’s trying to survive. We’ll all be dead. If I don't find what they're looking for before they do, the world as we know it is forfeit."
"I'm supposed to believe that you're out to save the world from the evil trolls?" Rand didn't look impressed. "You look like a troll yourself. I'd guess that you are one of them. A spy, just close enough to human to make us second guess ourselves. You're probably not even Xandrith Dalt. I've seen the wanted posters. You don't look like him."
"If I was a spy, why would I go through so much trouble to save the people of the caravan after the carts flipped in the mountain pass? I could have left those people to die and rejoined the trolls if I'd been so inclined. Coming here and shutting myself inside this place with thousands of hostile people doesn't seem like a very smart thing to do, does it?"
Rand's reply was quick. He'd obviously been building his grand conspiracy for some time. "It would be quite the smart thing to do if you intended to gain our trust and then open the gates from inside the Forge. Beyond the wall it's impossible to open the gates, but from inside you would have access to the controls."
Xandrith sighed and shrugged. 
Rand's face split in a confident smile. "No defense for that accusation, I see."
"There really isn't any point in defending myself.  You've already decided that I'm a spy.  No amount of reason is going to convince you otherwise now."  Xandrith let himself look defeated, worn, ready to give in.  He would conserve his energy, and when the proper time came he would do what he had to in order to free himself.  
"You should give up the pretense of innocence and talk, whoever you are. You're not getting out of here alive. You might as well make death as easy as it can be. Tell me what you know about the force outside the gate. What are their weaknesses? Can they be reasoned with? How can they be defeated? You have to know something."
Xandrith wasn't sure what to tell Rand.  The man wanted to pry some form of hope out of Xandrith, but there wasn't any for him to give.  Their situation was beyond hope.  Forge Haven was doomed, and the more time Rand wasted trying to get information out of Xan, the less time they would have to try and get people out alive.  
"The only thing I can tell you that will help you now, is that you and your people should run.  Abandon the Forge and get as far from here as you can before the trolls break the gate, and they will break the gate.  No matter how well it's built, they will come through that wall.  They're not stupid creatures, though they may seem monstrous. They are every bit as clever as you or I, and they are driven by a hate so powerful that it consumes every moment of their lives. Hate of that degree cannot be dissuaded or turned away. They will cleanse in the fire of their anger, or they will die trying."
Rand slammed his fist against the wall next to Xan's cell. It only made a dull thump. The structure was too well built to allow for any more than that. "I will not accept that. Forge Haven is our home, our hope, and we will not run away."
"Then there is nothing left to be done.  The trolls will break your walls and devour your people, and that’s only if they don't find what they're looking for in the mountains first."  Xandrith answered. 
Rand shook his head, obviously trying to regain composure.  "So, what is it they're looking for in these mountains?  Snow and rock?  There is a great deal of that."  He reached into his coat and drew Xandrith's hard-won bone dagger from a scabbard at his hip.  "Why do you have a knife made of bone?  I tried to break it, but it wouldn't snap.  What is this thing?"  He held it up in his hand as though it might turn on him and bite.  
Xandrith ignored the blade.  He wasn't going to talk about that with Rand.  "They're looking for the source of all magic, Rand.  When they find it, they're going to fully awaken a god-like being who wants to see our world destroyed.  The trolls believe that this god-thing will grant them dominance over the world as a reward for their service. It might, or it might obliterate them along with everything else we know.  It doesn't care about us, and there is nothing left to oppose its power.  The one hope we had, a creature of equal power that might have taken our side, is dead.  I was going to try and find the god-thing before it ascended to full power and kill it, but you've decided to lock me in here and torture me."  Xandrith found it quite cathartic to speak his mind.  He didn't actually hope to accomplish anything by doing so, but saying it all out loud was refreshing.  
The captain returned the knife to his coat.  "You're a liar. Not even a good one."  Rand's expression turned to a look of disgust as he spoke.  "You've wasted my time, but when I come back later, I'll have the answers I want."  He turned his back on Xandrith and walked away until he was out of sight of the assassin.  
Xandrith was left to the silent company of his metal walls and alien lights, though it wasn't all silence.  The lights emitted a strange sound, a buzzing like angry insects. The longer he sat alone in the cell, the more that buzzing seemed to swallow up the room.  At first it had been barely noticeable, but slowly it seemed to consume Xandrith, filling his head until it numbed his thoughts and made it difficult to think.  The light wasn't helping either.  It seemed to cut into his mind, sharpened needles of energy that pierced his skull with ease. He couldn't hide from them.  Closing his eyes didn't block out the light.  Placing his arm over his face helped, but the buzzing could still be heard.  Even if he covered his ears and buried his face in his arm he couldn't shake that terrible buzzing.  
"This is worse than death." Xandrith's younger self spoke, the first voice to break the silence in what felt like hours. "I wish they would just come and kill us."
Xandrith shook his head. "Maybe this is part of the torture. They'll keep us in this void of buzzing light until we go mad, and then we'll tell them whatever they want to hear just to make it stop. They'll get their answers, even if their answers are only the fabrications they want to hear."
Young Xan paced the cell. "We've been awake in here for about 13 hours so far. Maybe longer. I think they've been increasing the volume of the buzzing the entire time."
"How can you tell any of that?"  Xandrith asked, truly bewildered.  He had thought the increase in volume was his mind playing tricks on him.  
"I'm not sure, but I seem to have a really acute sense of the passing of time.  The buzzing is simple.  When we first woke up in here I couldn't hear it at all, and then for a while I couldn't hear it when we covered our ears, but now I can hear it even when we cover our ears.  It is definitely getting louder."  Young Xandrith seemed quite confident in his convictions.  
"We're probably both crazy." Xandrith noted morosely. "You're not even real."
"If you're so certain of that, why do you keep talking to me?"  His doppelganger shot back.  
Xandrith chuckled.  "You're the only one who’ll listen."  
The buzzing sound stopped.  The abrupt quietness happened so suddenly that Xandrith thought for a moment he'd lost his hearing.  
"Hello?"  He said, mostly to hear his own voice.  He was relieved when he could.  
"Well, this can't be good."  His younger self noted.  
"I guess you were right about …" Xan started.
"Who are you talking to?"  Rand's voice appeared just before he came back into view in front of Xandrith's cell.  
"Tell him you're talking to the trolls."  Young Xan suggested.  
"I'm talking to myself."  Xandrith said honestly.  "Have you been watching me?  Are you responsible for that terrible buzzing sound?"  
"I don't believe you!" Rand snapped, his composure slipping to reveal a terrible rage beneath the surface. "Who were you talking to?"
"You should have told him you were talking to trolls, he would have believed that."  Young Xandrith walked up to the bars as he spoke.  He spit on the ground at Rand's feet.  
Xandrith couldn't help himself. He laughed. "I have done nothing but tell you the truth since I arrived, and you've done nothing but accuse me of lying. I believe I'm done talking to you, Rand. Go ahead and bring on the torture. Anything would be preferable to our little conversations."
The assassin wasn't prepared for the explosion of rage that erupted from Rand.  Rand charged forward and grabbed the bars of Xan’s cage, shaking them so hard that they actually rattled ever so slightly in their firm foundation.  "You piece of shit!  You murdering piece of shit!  I will be laughing on the day that you die, do you fucking hear me?!"  
Even imaginary Xan was taken aback at this explosion of rage.  He stepped back from the cell door looking a bit uneasy.  "This man is dangerous."  
Xandrith just gave a single nod, but didn't say anything.  After a few moments of awkward silence while Rand glared at Xan with murder in his eyes, the guard captain turned and left. Xandrith was left in the silence of his cell again.  The assassin waited for the buzzing to resume, but it didn't. After about ten minutes the lights in his cell went out as well.  Absolute darkness devoured the world, but somehow Xandrith could still see the younger image of himself hovering in the void.  
"Do you think this is some new type of torture?"  Young Xan asked, seemingly as confused as Xandrith was himself.  
"If it is, I'll take this over the other."  He answered, closing his eyes and enjoying the peaceful emptiness.  "It's comfortable."  
"You could almost forget we're going to die."  
"Almost."  With that last word, Xandrith drifted to sleep.  
 
When Xandrith awoke the next morning he found that someone had turned the lights back on in his cell, though they seemed much less intense than they had the day before. He also found a small block of bread and a glass of water just inside his cell door. He wasn't sure when they'd been left, or who had left them, but he was glad to see some form of sustenance. His hunger had been nagging, but his thirst was terrible. He drank the water slowly, enjoying the moisture as it coated his aching mouth and throat.
He had briefly considered the possibility that the food was poisoned, but if his jailers had wanted to kill him there would have been many easier ways to do it. The food tasted as it should. The water would have been easy to identify as poisoned, but it tasted neutral and inoffensive. The bread was a bit stale, and had obviously not been of artisan quality when fresh, but it was palatable. Xandrith finished his meager meal and sat down with his back against the wall opposite the caged opening of his cell. There was nothing to see or do. His mind drifted over the events of the last few months.
In such a short time he'd gone from being an assassin with a mountain of wealth at his disposal to a wanted criminal with nothing more than the ragged clothing on his back.  Now, trapped in a cell and awaiting his own torture and death, Xandrith found himself questioning the wisdom of his choices.  He should have never taken the job that had sent him after Leahn.  Had he not killed his childhood friend and accepted her task to uncover the truth of the Order of Mages, he would never have gotten involved in any of the trouble in which he now found himself.   
Of course, if he hadn't killed Leahn and taken up her quest, he never would have met Kassa or Haley. Would it be worse to have lost them as he had, or to never have known them? Probably it would have been better for them if he’d gone on as usual. Kassa for certain. He wouldn’t have known what he was missing now either, but the thought of not even having their memory with him was startlingly painful. He was a better person for having known them, wasn’t he? Was it what they’d made him into that he didn’t want to lose?
If he hadn’t been on this quest, he would probably have been in one of those cities destroyed when the trolls had attacked. Would he have survived that onslaught? Did it really matter?  Agonizing over the question of what of might have been didn't accomplish anything.  Many dark events had occurred since Leahn's death, but Xandrith had grown as a person as well.  He'd found friends and lost them.  He'd done selfless things, acts of heroism that he wouldn't have even considered when he was still Shade.  
"I am not a good person, but at least I can say I have done some good things."  Xandrith said the words aloud.  There was no reply, not that he'd really expected one.  What would Kassa say if she was around?  Xandrith would have given a great deal at that moment to hear her wry words of wisdom.  She'd always been too good for him, and look where that had landed her?  
"Down that road, madness." Xandrith heard the words spoken, and he looked around for a moment, expecting to see his young-shadow sitting in the cell with him. It was empty though, which made him question whether or not he'd said those words himself. He shook his head. Madness indeed. The sound of footsteps in the hall roused the assassin from his dark brooding. He stood up and took a step away from the wall. He counted three distinct sets of steps. The time had come.
Xan expected to see Rand amongst the men that approached, but as they drew within the assassin's line of sight he quickly determined that the captain wasn't amongst these three.  They all looked like students of the mechanna, dressed in sensible work clothes with strange devices and tools hanging from their belts.  Two of them sported glass eyes, and one wore a set of goggles with strange colored lenses on spring-loaded arms.  The woman was missing a right arm and had replaced it with an articulate hand of metal that made a quiet whirring sound as it moved.  These weren't the sort of folks Xandrith had expected to come torture him.  None of them looked particularly intimidating. 
"Trast Gleamsteal, we've come to apologize for your imprisonment, and to set you free."  The female spoke for the group.  She was tall, heavily built, with a surprisingly square jaw line.  Her right eye was a glowing pane of glass encircled by bronze. "I'm Ulina Wolcraft, my companions are Harkavol Bint," She indicated the shorter of the two men, one with a long red beard and a friendly, easy smile.  He had two eyes of glass that radiated a blue glow.  "And Milt Shooven."  The other fellow was clean shaven with a heavily scarred face. He was wearing the goggles, having seemingly managed to keep both of his natural eyes.  He seemed nervous, and despite being taller, he hunched behind the others as though trying to avoid attention.  He gave a single nod in greeting. 
Xandrith was taken aback. "You're letting me go?" He asked, confused. "Captain Fortsmith said I was to be tortured and then executed."
Harkavol's eyes flashed from blue to purple and then back to blue as his brows raised. "He said what? Captain Fortsmith wasn't to have any communication with you at all. He was only tasked with seeing to your care while you were being held and your appearance was investigated."
Apparently there wasn't quite a consensus on Xandrith's status in Forge Haven. "He’s been questioning me since I arrived." Xan stated.
Ulina looked apologetic. "I'm sorry Trast. We should have considered that possibility, but we thought Rand would put his duty before his own personal feelings. You see, before you arrived the first part of the caravan showed up in a panic. A few of the members of the caravan, one of them related to Rand, came forward with a claim that you had been responsible for drawing the trolls to the Forge. We couldn't ignore such a claim, so we set about further investigating the situation. We also ordered that, should you arrive, you would be secured and held until we could determine the truth. Rand was given that task, as he is the head of our enforcement division."
Milt spoke up quietly from the back.  "We specifically forbade him from harming you until the truth of your guilt was discovered." 
Ulina nodded. "Yes, you were to be held without harm until we could speak to the others from the caravan. We questioned everyone, and soon it became clear to us that you had never posed a threat. Lottan spoke highly of you, and many others in the caravan credited you with saving their lives. Those who distrusted you were a very small portion, and none of them could provide any proof for their stances. I hope you will accept our sincere apologies on this matter."
The amount of relief flowing through Xandrith at that moment made him almost feel giddy. He still wanted to stab Rand in the face, but he felt much better than he had. "Your apology is accepted." Xandrith said easily. "I suppose Rand hasn't told you anything that I've told him?"
Ulina waved to someone Xandrith couldn't see and the bars to the cell slid open soundlessly. "No, I haven't spoken to the Captain since giving the order for you to be held."
"Then I should tell you, you need to evacuate the Forge."  Xandrith spoke plainly.  A general look of shock spread from face to face.  
"The trolls won't be able to gain entrance here." Harkavol said confidently. "They could lay siege for years and never penetrate this fortress. We’ve been ready for such an eventuality."
Xandrith shook his head. "They're going to get inside. They have resources beyond the normal. It's easy to forget, but they're every bit as intelligent as we are, and they’re masters of their own brand of magic. They will get inside before long." Xandrith stepped from his prison and found himself in an open hall. There were cells much like his lining both sides of the hallway. They all appeared to be empty. "Can I get my things back?" Xandrith asked, eager to have his bone dagger back on hand.
"Of course."  Ulina answered, nodding to a guard who was only a few feet down the hall.  He immediately took off for wherever such items were stored.  "But I think you are underestimating the work that went into building Forge Haven. From beyond the wall, there is no way to force themselves inside. The walls, roof, and floor are all impenetrable. Even with the tools we used to build them, they were constructed in such a way that tearing them apart would be nearly impossible. The ducting and water works are built with hundreds of redundancies, and they are secure beyond any one person's understanding. The trolls haven't a hope of getting inside."
Xandrith didn't feel nearly as confident about that.  He didn't doubt that Forge Haven was amazing, and that any normal invader would never find their way inside, but the trolls were different.  They had resources that couldn't be planned against.  The bonesteel wielders had powers beyond even what the trolls could bring to bear. Then there was the god-thing, which could prove to be powerful as well as unpredictable. Xan also wasn’t sure where their lizard mounts had come from, or what else they might have picked up when they’d acquired them.  If the trolls couldn't breach the walls, they would find another way in using one of their allies.  
Xandrith was about to speak these thoughts when the guard returned with his things.  It didn't take the assassin long to notice that something was missing.  "My bone dagger isn't here."  Xandrith said quietly, his elation at release drifting away as though caught on a cold breeze.  
"Was this everything in the storage chest?"  Ulina asked. 
The guard nodded. "I checked twice to be certain I didn't miss anything, Miss."
"I'm sure it will turn up."  Harkavol said, obviously trying to ease the look of worry that had fallen across Xandrith's face.  
"The Captain had it yesterday." Xandrith said as the memory came back. "He was asking me what it was."
"Why would Rand be interested in your dagger?" Harkavol seemed confused.  
"It's not just a dagger carved from bone, it's a magical item." Xandrith tried to explain without going into too much detail. "It is part of the reason I needed to come to these mountains to begin with, and if we don't find it the trolls will be the least of our trouble."
"I'm afraid I don't understand." Ulina looked confused. "What magical properties does it possess?"
Xandrith opened and closed his mouth a few times, trying to find the correct words to describe the situation. "I will tell you, but it's not going to be easy to believe, and the story may take some time. Please, can we send someone to find Rand and that knife while I explain?"
Ulina looked to her fellows who all looked equally puzzled. "Alright." She said after a time. "That can be done. Let us adjourn to a more comfortable location, and you can tell us your story."
Xandrith nodded, a sense of impending doom hanging over him, There was a storm ready to sunder the peace of Forge Haven at any moment and Rand was connected to it somehow, he could feel the clouds swelling.
Retelling his story took Xandrith longer than he would have thought.  So much had happened since he'd left Rewolla and his life as an assassin behind.  He could feel time slipping away from him.  Somewhere beyond the gates of Forge the god-thing was drawing closer to the source of magic that would rouse it fully from its sleep, and the trolls pressed in on the walls of the hidden city.  Xandrith could feel the press of time upon his shoulders as he spoke.  It made taking his time with the tale difficult, but he forced himself to be meticulous in his recounting.  
"When I finally came upon the caravan I was nearly starving to death. I was just trying to make my way north as quickly as possible." Xandrith finished. He'd left out a few details, mostly the ones that would make him seem insane. He wasn't going to tell anyone about the younger version of himself that popped up for conversations. Somehow he didn’t think he’d inspire any confidence by admitting he had a mirror image that might either be a sign of his insanity, or some haunting remnant of the intelligence he'd splintered from the bonesteel weapon. There had been many questions throughout his retelling, but once he’d finished there was only a heavy silence as the three mechanna considered what they'd been told.
"You believe that you can kill this god, then?"  Surprisingly, it was Milt who spoke up first.  He'd been quiet through the entire recounting.  
Xandrith shrugged. "I have to try. I've seen too much, and I know too much not to do anything. Just because I was a killer, doesn't mean I want to see the world die."
"We can send help with you, armed men.  We also have equipment that might help you find what you're looking for.  Magic gives off a certain radiation that we can detect and track.  It might take a day or so to get things organized, but - and I believe I speak for all of us here - we are ready to aid this cause."  Milt said and the others nodded their agreement.  Xandrith was shocked to be taken at his word so readily.  
"You believe me?"  He asked incredulously.  
Milt nodded, tapping the glasses he'd been wearing through the story. "Deception causes certain changes in the anatomy, and we've been watching you closely through your retelling. I haven't detected any attempt at deceit, and your story fits very well with the events that have been occurring recently. Besides, the risk of spending some of our resources to aid you is negligible when compared to the risk of ignoring your warning."
Xandrith wasn't quite sure what to say. "Thanks, I guess." He said with a half grin. "I'm not sure we can afford to wait a full day for things to be sorted, though. The sooner we get moving, the better the chances that we will find the god-thing before it ascends. Also, you should be concerned with getting your people out of Forge Haven. The trolls will get in. It's only a matter of time."
Harkavol spoke, his words hesitant. "I don't want to admit, I don't think any of us do, but I believe your concerns are justified."
Ulina's voice broke in.  "We have prepared for such an eventuality, but we'd hoped never to have need of the escape routes.  Beyond these mountains there is a great sea.  We have built ships that can be launched through tunnels out into the ocean, but beyond that we don’t know where to go. We have never found the time to properly explore beyond the mountains. It was our belief that this fortress would stand forever."
"This has been a wondrous home for us, Xandrith.  The mechanna have always had great difficulty finding places where we can be accepted.  It will be hard to leave this haven behind."  Harkavol's voice was low and heavy with notes of regret.  
"I will find someone who can accompany you."  Milt spoke again.  "Even if we don't have the time to organize an entire expedition we can send someone with you who will know how to use our equipment.  You will be better served if you have some idea about which direction you should be traveling in."  
A knock sounded on the door.  
"Enter."  Ulina called, and a moment a later a guardsmen entered.   
"Ma'am, we have been unable to locate Rand, but he apparently went to his home and gathered belongings in a pack. Since then he was spotted headed in the direction of the air exchange system." The guard reported.
Xandrith's entire body twitched.  He'd gathered his belongings?  What was he doing?  Why had he taken Xan's knife?  Something wasn't right.  The Captain's actions didn't make any sense, and that was worrisome.  
"Is he trying to leave the Forge?" Harkavol asked. "Why would he do that?"
"There are escape tunnels out into the mountains in the air exchange system." Milt explained. "I don't understand why Rand would be trying to get out of the Forge with that knife. That doesn't sound like something he would do. Rand is known to be hot headed, but this is above and beyond anything he's done before."
He wasn't sure how he knew, but Xandrith was suddenly positive that Rand's behavior had something to do with the trolls and the bonesteel wielders.  He had no way of knowing exactly what powers each of the cursed men and women possessed, but it wasn't a stretch to imagine that one of them might be able to distort the reasoning of other people.  It was quite possible that Rand wasn't in his right mind.  That would explain the strange outbursts in the prison, and Rand's inability to even attempt to see Xandrith's side of events.  
"Was he traveling alone?"  Xan asked.  
"We didn't specifically ask, but one of our witnesses, a worker who replaces air filters, did say he thought he'd seen a woman arrive with Rand. When he went to investigate further, the woman was gone and Rand quickly chased him away and left." The guard looked embarrassed. "We didn't pursue that line of questioning any further because we thought it was likely just another worker."
"What is it, Xandrith?"  Ulina asked.  "What do you suspect?"  
"The trolls might already be inside your city."  Xandrith said quietly.  "That woman might be another bonesteel wielder using her powers to manipulate Rand.  If Rand can get out through those passage ways, couldn't others be led back through them?"   
Looks of worry turned to looks of shock and horror.  If Xandrith's guess was right, the trolls could be upon them at any moment.  
"How long ago did he leave?" Ulina asked.
"About five hours ago." The guard answered.  
Xandrith could see the three mechanna running numbers in their minds, calculating how long it would take for someone to get out through the secret paths and then bring others in.  
"Sound the evacuation alarms!"  Milt was to his feet.  "I have to see to the ships.  We need to move the families and Planners immediately!"  An alarm sounded as he finished his words, and another look of terror swept through the room.  
"We're too late."  Harkavol muttered the words with a sick expression on his face.  Xandrith didn't need to be told that the alarm was one to be used in the event of a breach of security.  Someone had already spotted trolls in the Forge.  
Ulina stood from the table, pushing her chair back to clatter over. "We must save the families! Sound the evacuation now, and order the guardsmen to the top levels. We need to seal the working levels before the trolls get further down through the structure." She turned to Xandrith with a look of sorrow on her face. "I'm sorry but we won't be able to send help with you after all. We must do what we can for our own."
Xandrith just nodded numbly.  He needed to find out where Rand had gone.  If he didn't get that knife back all hope was lost.  
Harkavol turned to the guard who'd come to inform them of Rand's disappearance.  "Yivlin, take Xandrith to any of the exits he'd like.  See that he has a few emergency supplies, and then report to the evacuation deck."  
The guard nodded his compliance and then turned to Xandrith. "Where would you like to exit?"
"I need to be as close to where Rand would have exited as I can be without wading through trolls."  Xandrith answered quickly.  
Yivlin gave a sharp nod of his head.  "Follow me, sir."  He began to jog at a quick pace, and Xandrith fell in behind him.  The sense of impending doom was still building up inside of him.  Forge Haven was lost and many, many people were going to die.  Xandrith felt a surge of guilt well up within him.  It wasn't his fault, the trolls had already found the Forge. Still Xan felt somehow responsible.  He should have been able to do something to help all these people. In the end, even his warning had been too little, too late.  
Also of concern, the trolls were now aware that he was alive again.  The advantage he'd won by being dead was gone, and Xandrith had told the Captain all of his plans.  They knew what he intended to do, and they had the knife.  He needed to get the knife back, and now it’d probably be well guarded. He quietly cursed himself for his lose tongue.  He'd been a fool, even more so than usual.  
A disembodied voice boomed through the air, startling Xandrith from his thoughts.  "Sections one through five of the Elite Guard are ordered to Level 10.  Trolls have breached the upper levels.  This is not a drill, trolls have breached the upper levels."   The message repeated once more, seeming to radiate from the walls of the structure.  "Full evacuation has been initiated.  Everyone report to your designated evacuation ports immediately.  Guardsmen, and Elite Guard section six report to the evacuation ports.  This is not a drill."  That message repeated again, and then both messages started to repeat from the beginning.  
Xandrith was far too concerned with his own escape to question how that voice had been projected.  His instinct told him magic, but he knew that the mechanna had their own methods.  It didn't really matter either way.  He had his own tasks to be concerned with.  He followed close behind Yivlin as they wound their way through an increasing flow of foot traffic. Mostly they had to dodge people running in panic to get to the evacuation ports.  
Even as rushed as he was, Xandrith couldn’t help but take in the magnificent splendor of the mechanna city. The buildings rose up from the ground as though the entire place had been one solid piece of steel and the buildings had been shaped from the block by some magical means. All made of the same base metal, the buildings could have been repetitive and dull, but the designs had clearly been seen to by someone with an artistic flare. Each building was organic to the environment, and though they all fit into the greater scheme of the city, each was unique in its own way. They rose up into the great darkness of the cave above, pillars in the darkness, their tops lit by the strange white glow of the lights that had been built into the stone ceiling to hang over the entirety of the city. The lights looked like stars, each surrounded with a halo of jagged stone.
The scope of the city, and the amount of work that must have been put into just clearing the space to start building was difficult to imagine.  Forge Haven might have been constructed in secret, but it was quite probably one of the most impressive things built by men.  It even rivaled the Reach and it’s magically built wall.  
It wasn't long before Yivlin and Xandrith were the only people still traveling upwards.  The winding staircase they took was woven into a massive steel wall, the entire surface of which was etched with strange diagrams and detailed schematic drawings that Xandrith couldn’t read, but that clearly meant something to the mechanna.  It might have looked chaotic to some, but Xan could see a strange order amidst the chaos.  These weren’t just random designs etched into the wall, they were important plans and concepts, piece of mechanna knowledge. In the right hands, these etchings would unlock magnificent secrets.  Unlike the mages, the mechanna didn’t hide this information.  They placed it where anyone who was willing to take the time could look at it and discover the truth.  
Xan and his guide briefly stopped in a few places to gather supplies.  The guardsmen dutifully filled a pack with food and traveling items at stations that looked as though they'd been specifically set up to provide people traveling top side with gear to survive.  By the time they were done supplying, Xandrith had a new pack with a week's worth of food and water, some medical supplies, and some gear that would make climbing the mountains easier.   
Yivlin barely paused as he gathered gear. He didn’t even seem to notice the wonder of the world he lived in on a daily basis. The spectacle of the steel city was lost to him. He led their two man caravan to what appeared to be a blank wall before he finally slowed his pace and came to a halt. He pulled what looked like a strange key from around his neck and inserted it into a small hole in the wall that Xan hadn't even noticed. There was a click and then a piece of the wall popped forward and slid to one side revealing a small empty room with no windows or doors. Yivlin gestured for Xandrith to step inside.
"This carrier will take you to an exit tunnel.  The tunnel will run up hill for about a mile. Take the right hand path twice, and the left hand path the next three times.  You'll reach a door with a wheel on it.  Turn the wheel all the way to the right.  That will disengage the locks and let you outside.  Normally someone would go with you to seal the door behind you, but that hardly matters anymore.  Repeat the directions back to me."  Yivlin spoke quickly.  It was obvious to Xandrith that he just wanted to be gone.  
Xandrith quickly restated the directions he'd been given, locking them into his memory.  Yivlin nodded and Xandrith stepped into the chamber.  The guard reached into the chamber and did something with a panel along one side of the wall.  He stepped back, and Xandrith had just enough time to see him turning his back to flee before the metal door of the wall swung closed in front of him, trapping him in the small metal box.  
A moment of fear pulsed through Xandrith as he realized he had no apparent way to get out. He didn’t have time to fully react to this first wave of fear however, his stomach lurched suddenly. It was as though he’d begun to fall.  Was the metal box falling?  He couldn't tell for sure, but he was certain that he was moving.  Xandrith pressed himself into a corner, one hand on the knife at his hip.  This wasn’t how Xandrith had imagined he’d die, killed by a strange mechanna contraption. 
As quickly as it had begun, the box stopped moving.  A nearly silent hiss of air sounded behind Xan, and a moment later the wall he'd been pressing himself against slid away and opened up like a door. It nearly caused the half-panicked assassin to fall over backwards. He gathered his footing and what little bit of his dignity he could retain and stepped out of the strange metal box with haste. He wanted nothing more than to be under the power of his own mode of conveyance again.  Legs were reliable, or at least more familiar.  
Now all he had to do was survive getting free of the Forge.  That seemed easy enough.  
 



Chapter 5
Lofty Heights, Lofty Goals
Xandrith found himself in a small tunnel that was just tall enough for him to stand in without needing to hunch over to avoid scraping his horns on the meal ceiling.  The tunnel was the same width the box had been, wide enough for two or maybe three people to walk abreast.  He began walking down the corridor, moving as quickly as he could without making too much noise on the metal floor.  Even while attempting to move quietly his every footfall seemed to echo off down the corridor before him.  The mechanna may have designed for security and structural stability, but they hadn't taken into account the fact that someone may want to travel unheard down their halls.  
The lighting in the tunnels was dim, provided by glowing spheres along the sides of the pathways.  The light was barely bright enough to see by. It also had a strange blue tint to it that made the world of tunnels seem dreamlike and surreal.  Xan reached the first branch in the path and turned right, though his eyes did linger down the left hand route for a time.  He wondered what would happen if he went that way.  The scope of the mechanna crafted city was truly breathtaking.  How far did their tunnels run, and how many years had they spent building it all?  
The assassin took another right at the next branch and immediately slowed his pace.  He could hear movement in the tunnel ahead of him.  It was faint, almost impossible to detect at first, but as he stilled himself and strained his hearing he picked up the sound of heavy footfalls moving down the metal corridors.  Unshod, clawed feet with a distinctly inhuman pacing.  It wasn't difficult to guess what the source of the noise was.  Xandrith immediately began to back track until he reached the previous branch in the corridor.  There was nowhere to hide in the main hallway, so he ducked quickly down the side path and tucked himself into the smallest point of darkness between two lights that he could manage to occupy. The mechanna had also neglected to put nice little hiding places in their tunnels. Altogether, Xan was starting to miss the complicated and intricate designs of the Order.
The other footsteps in the hallway grew louder as they drew nearer, and soon Xandrith could make out voices. The sounds were low, hoarse, and inhuman. It was also soon apparent that the creatures were speaking in a dialect that might have once been an offshoot of the human language, but was nothing much like it now. Two hulking shapes came into view, filling the tunnel at the branching of the two paths. The first was easily a head taller than Xan, hunched over so that it could move down the tunnels.  It had two spiraling horns on either side of its head that curled down and forward, jutting out in front of its jaw.  Its eyes gave off a feint red glow, from their two dark pits in its misshapen face.  
The second troll was even more horrifying than the first.  It was twice as big and walked on all fours to get through the relatively small tunnel.  Its head bristled with horns, each as long as Xandrith's hand.  They sprouted from all around the crown of its head, and down along the prominent bones of its cheeks.  Its body was lean and bulging with muscle. Its skin was a dark, mottled green that looked stretched nearly to bursting.  Both creatures stopped at the fork in the road.  
The larger troll spoke, its voice rumbled like thunder in a terrible storm. The other creature's head nodded as it listened, and then it replied in a quieter but no less disturbing voice.  Xandrith kept his hand firmly on the hilt of his knife.  If they saw him, he wouldn't have much time to react.   The smaller one lifted its head to the air, taking deep breaths through its nose.  Xandrith was keenly aware that he wasn't exactly at his cleanest.  He hadn't had time to freshen up. 
“Maybe trolls like their food nice and ripe.” Young Xandrith said in a conspiratory whisper, having just appeared besides the real Xan. “You probably smell delicious to them. Nothing to be ashamed about.”
Xan frowned at his ghost, holding his tongue.
“Do you really want to be fresh and clean smelling just so you taste better when you get eaten by those guys?”  The ghost pointed down the hall.  
Xandrith ignored the other version of himself. It seemed the best way to deal with him. The ghost made a rude gesture and then vanished again.  
The smaller creature spoke again, the alien speech highlighted by a guttural laugh that held no real mirth. The larger creature replied, its own joyless laughter joining the other. Xandrith could feel the tension in the air above him. It was a weight that pressed down upon him until it felt almost impossible to draw an easy breath.
The trolls began to move again.  They proceeded down the path through which Xandrith had originally passed, and Xan let out a heavy, shuddering breath as their footsteps diminished into the distance.  That had been far too close.  He uncoiled himself and started off down the metal halls again, moving more quickly this time and with less worry about going quietly.  He'd lost even more time because of those two trolls, and there was no telling how far ahead of him Rand had gotten with the knife.  
Xandrith followed the directions he'd been given carefully, and eventually he reached the end of the underground tunnels.  The door, the seal that had been made to hide the entrance to the tunnels, was torn and twisted on the ground beside the portal.  The trolls had torn it from its solid hinges, ripping pieces of the mountainside out of the solid rock in the process.  Cold air and snow blew in through the opening.  The assassin approached cautiously.  He had no intention of charging out the door into the waiting arms of a massive troll.  Being torn apart didn't appeal to him.  
He could hear nothing over the howling of the wind as it whipped past the opening to the tunnels below.  Even though his skin wasn't as sensitive to the cold as it had once been, he could feet the bitter nip of the frosty air as it cut its way through the relative warmth of the tunnel's air.  Xandrith hadn't really thought about it before, but the ambient temperature within the forge had been much more comfortable than the outside temperature. He couldn't begin to guess how they'd regulated the temperature of such a large space, but that was just one of hundreds of questions he could have raised over the marvels created by the mechanna.  If he survived the end of the world, he'd have to make a point of asking some of those questions in the future.  
Xandrith reached the end of the passage and looked out onto the snowy slopes.  There were freshly cut paths of trampled snow leading out in multiple directions, but as far as Xandrith could see there were no trolls in the immediate vicinity.  Apparently they weren't worried about people escaping, and Xandrith suspected they had little reason to be concerned.  Even if some stragglers did manage to get past the two brutes Xandrith had snuck by, they would be out in the elements with only the supplies that they could carry with them.  The chances weren't good that they would survive.  A fleeting concern for the people of Forge Haven passed over Xandrith, but he chased it away with his own concerns.  He had to find Rand and the missing knife of bone.  The people of Forge would have to fend for themselves.  
Xandrith stepped out into the trodden snow. The snow was easily knee high where it hadn't been packed down by the feet of the passing troll horde.  The trolls had done him a favor by passing through ahead of him, he wouldn't need to fight the terrain and the snow.  He just needed to decide which direction to go.  He looked closely at the tracks.  
Only the two who'd entered the tunnel had come all the way down, but about ten feet up the slope there were clear signs of many more trolls passing.  Xandrith couldn't get a clear count, but he guessed there were at least a couple dozen, if not more.  The majority of the tracks were walking down the mountain from somewhere up higher, but some few were headed back upwards. It was a confusing mess of tracks. 
"We probably want to go up the mountain. Rand was headed for an exit near the top of the Forge." Xandrith's double crouched down and investigated the tracks, running his insubstantial finger along the inside of one of the tracks. "That's a big guy."
"We don't know that the exit tunnels continued to run upwards, though.  The trolls might have come down from the top."  Xandrith suggested.  
The other Xandrith pointed to the widest area of tracks. "They were moving down from above. It seems to me that the largest group started higher up. Wouldn't they have started from where they met with Rand and that female? Those two would have told the trolls where to find the other hidden entrances."
"That's a good point." Xandrith agreed begrudgingly. "I suppose that's as good a place as any to get started regardless. They’re clearly not here. Unless they wanted to try and find their way down through the tunnels by nose, they’d need to have pretty good directions to navigate the tunnels. They might be following Rand’s scent down, but who knows how many of them are wondering around in there lost."
"Look at the positive side, all of those tracks were going down the mountain." Fake Xandrith pointed at the larger portion of downtrodden snow. "You probably won't have to fight those trolls."
Xandrith began his hike up the mountain. "I don't want to fight any trolls. They're harder to kill than orcs, and meaner. If we're careful, we can get in and out of this mess before we're caught."
Young Xan chuckled dryly. "Yes, caution has served us well so far."
The assassin frowned. "Your droll sense of humor is getting on my last nerve, ghost."
"You can't really blame me for your personality."  
He had a point.  Xandrith snapped his jaw closed and refused to talk to him anymore.  He was busy anyway.  He didn't need to be dividing his concentration between his work and his imaginary best friend.  Being crazy made everything more difficult.  
Xan crested a rise in the mountain, still following the trail left by the passing of the orcs traveling the opposite direction.  The jagged line of rock overlooked a dip in the mountain.  Xandrith dropped low as he spotted a single troll standing near a large opening in the mountain.  It wasn't looking in his direction, but the assassin wasn't going to take any chances.  The troll's attention was fixed on something in the snow at his side.  He was carrying a sword that he was using to poke at something that Xandrith couldn't see.  The assassin moved closer cautiously, shadowed by his doppelganger.  
"This is troubling." The phantom said from beside Xan. "The rest of his fellows must be inside right now. What would keep this one away from that fun?"
Xandrith didn't reply.  Unlike the ghost, his voice would carry on the wind, and he didn't need to make the situation any more difficult than it already was.  
The troll that remained behind was one of the smaller creatures.  It was just a bit shorter than Xandrith, with skin that shone bright orange beneath the harsh white light of the mountain.  As Xan drew closer to it, he could hear it laughing quietly to itself as it remained fixated on whatever it was poking at with its sword.  Xan drew his knife as he approached.  He would get one chance to take control of the situation.  The troll might have been small, but that didn't mean it wasn't powerful and dangerous.  Unfortunately he couldn't simply strike to kill the beast outright.  He needed information.  He needed to find Rand and the knife.  
Xan crept closer, moving so slowly that he felt like he was barely progressing at all. The snow was his enemy.  Even as packed down as it was, it crunched beneath his feet as he stepped down.  Only the horrible laughter of the troll and the wail of the wind as it tore past rock was there to hide the sound of Xan's advancement.  Patience and practice kept Xandrith from just sprinting the last few feet towards the troll.  The beast would be fast.  It would only need a fraction of a second to react.  Xan wasn't going to give it that.  He drew to within a single step of the creature's back and shifted his grip on his knife.  He'd need to be precise.  His eyes passed over the knots of muscle that comprised the troll's back, looking for the weaknesses in its physical design that were present in all living things.  Anything that needed to move had flaws in its armor.  
Xandrith spotted his moment and struck.   His first blow was directly to the troll’s soft underarm, just beneath the shoulder joint on the arm holding the sword.  Its thick skin resisted the point of Xandrith's knife, but he'd put everything he had into the thrust.  The troll's thick skin gave and Xandrith drove his blade deep into the joint of beast's shoulder.  It roared in anguish and tried to turn on Xan, but the assassin had been prepared for that.  He used the force of the troll's turn and his own forward momentum to twist his knife through sinew and muscle and into the fulcrum of the creatures shoulder joint.  He twisted his knife and leaned all of his weight against the blade.  
There was a dull pop and sickening rending sound as Xandrith's carefully planned move did exactly what he'd intended it to.  The troll's sword clattered to the ground, his arm hanging uselessly by some strands of flesh and a few bits of torn muscle.  Xan pulled his knife free and slammed the hilt into the creatures face again and again as it scrambled to get away from the source of its pain.  It fell backwards and Xandrith fell atop it, twisting so that they landed on the troll’s good arm with the elbow joint facing the wrong way.  A human's arm would have splintered at that joint, but the troll wasn't as easily broken.  Tendons pulled and snapped, but the arm held as the creature shrieked and tried to free its last functional arm.  Xan pinned it down with his knee and leaned into it.  The arm still refused to break, but he now had the troll pinned.  
"Where is the human, Rand?  Where is the bone knife?"  Xandrith asked his questions quickly and quietly.  His knife was resting at the troll’s throat.  His time was limited.  Trolls healed very quickly.  The arm he'd disabled with his knife would be working again in minutes, if not faster.  The longer his questioning took, the less likely it was to succeed.  
Even through its pain, the troll laughed.  Its eyes flicked over towards the place in the snow where it had been playing with its sword until recently.  Xandrith allowed his eyes to wander there for a second.  He didn't need to see all of the mess to know what he was looking at.  Pieces of Rand were strewn through the snow.  His dead, horrified eyes were open and starring out at Xandrith from a face that was mostly pure wreckage.  He hadn't died well.  
"Where is the knife?"  Xandrith restated his second question, feigning indifference.  No man deserved a death like that, but the assassin didn't have time for compassion.  It was wasted on the dead.  
The troll's body surged as it tried to throw Xandrith free and escape.  Xandrith spun his blade and drove the point into the troll's left eye, flipping the deflated orb out of its head and onto the ground.  The troll roared and thrashed about again.  It was all Xandrith could do to hold his place on top of it.  
"Where is my knife, troll?!" Xandrith demanded again. "You may heal well, but I can make sure that it's the most painful process you've ever undergone."
"The knife is gone, gone with the High Knight.  Gone to you forever, halfling."  The troll laughed as it spoke, a strange sound that oozed out of it between whimpers of pain. 
"Where did this High Knight go?" Xandrith pressed.
A loud pop sounded.  It was the only warning Xandrith had that the troll's destroyed arm was working again.  Claws flashed in the assassin's direction and he didn't have time to clear the way.  The razor like instruments at the end of the trolls arm tore through the fabric of his clothing and into the flesh beneath with ease.  Xan didn't hesitate.  The assassin leaned onto his knife and drove it into the troll's throat.  This only caused it to thrash about more violently.  Xandrith did his best to mitigate the damage being thrown out at him, but without letting the creature go he couldn't get entirely out of the way of its claws.  He fought with his knife, ripping the troll’s head from its body as it fought him for every inch of flesh he tore away.  
He wasn't sure how long it took, but eventually he found himself in a mess of troll blood, covered in deep wounds, sitting next to the severed head of the beast.  Its face was locked in a grim smile.  Xandrith stood up and kicked the severed head away.  It rolled across the snow and landed next to the captain's body.  That hadn't gone at all well.  
Xandrith barely had any information to go on.  Who was the High Knight?  Xandrith could guess, but he couldn't be certain.  The woman that had manipulated Rand wasn't dead with him.  Could she be who the troll was talking about?  Perhaps the bonesteel wielders were referred to as High Knights amongst the trolls?  It was a distinct possibility.  She would be easier to track than a troll would.  Her footprints would stick out amidst the horde of troll prints.  That was, of course, if Xandrith could find hers.  Even if she wasn't the High Knight, she might be easier to question than the trolls.  
Xandrith began walking around the area, watching the tracks on the ground for any sign of human prints.  He stopped after a time to attempt to bind some of his wounds.  He couldn't get all of them, but he worked on the ones that were bleeding the most.  If anyone cared to track him later, it would be easy enough.  He was leaving a great deal of blood in his wake.  Patched up, he resumed his search for prints.  
It took him far longer than he would have liked, and he had to extend his search circle by a wide area, but he eventually found a single set of human prints setting out across the snow.  The prints were aimed down the mountain, though not the same path blazed by the trolls.  Xandrith set off in pursuit.    He didn't waste time pursuing the tracks slowly, they were clear and easy to follow through the snow. He ran down the mountain at a reckless pace, occasionally stumbling and rolling through the heavy snow.  Had he still been entirely human, he would have been freezing to death in a matter of minutes.  Even his half-troll body was uncomfortably cold.  
"Do you feel that?"  Xandrith pulled to a stop at the sound of his own voice.  He turned to his side to see the younger version of himself wading through the snow, not leaving any footprints in his wake.  
"Feel what?"  Xandrith asked, his words coming out between heavy breaths. He hadn't realized just how exhausting it was to run through deep snow.  
"That rumbling.  It's been steadily increasing for the last few minutes."  He answered himself.  
Xandrith went quiet, listening.  The sound of the wind tearing its way over the mountain pass seemed all encompassing, but there was something beneath that.  It wasn't just a sound.  Xandrith could feel a subtle vibration in his feet.  He knelt down and began to shovel away snow until he reached the layer of rock beneath it all.  He placed his head against the bare stone, and sure enough, he could feel a deep rumbling coming up from below.  
"What would be causing that?"  He asked, looking at the younger version of himself who simply shrugged in reply.  
"What worries me is that it's getting more intense." His ghost replied.
The ground jerked sharply beneath Xandrith's feet, a heavy jolt that caused him to momentarily lose his balance. He steadied himself and stood up cautiously. "That can't be a good sign."
"I've heard it said that in some places of the world the ground will shutter from time to time.  It is occasionally so violent that buildings are knocked over and rivers are thrown from their beds.  Perhaps this is that?"  The younger Xan suggested.  
"Perhaps."  Xandrith agreed, nodding.  At that exact moment the ground beneath Xandrith's feet groaned, a screaming of rock suddenly under tremendous stress.  The assassin had just enough time to notice a crack forming through the snow before he was launched into the air as the ground beneath his feet heaved upwards, launching him high into the air.  
The world seemed to move in slow motion as Xan sailed through the sky.  He spun, trying to prepare himself for a rough landing, and as he did he could see even more of the mountainside rising up as if trying to shake off its blanket of snow. Perhaps the ground was tired of being cold. Juts of shooting rock protruded in all different directions, and what appeared to be jets of steam shot out from the opening cracks.  Xandrith braced as he came tumbling out of the sky.  He hit a slowly rising tower of rock and almost went cascading off the side of it and down into the steaming ground beneath.  He was dangling by the arm with his mechanna shoulder.  The damaged metal shoulder rubbed against the inside of his muscle, a dull knife being dragged against raw nerve.  Xan spun himself around and clawed his way to the top of the new tower of rock even as it began to slowly sink back down.  The entire world seemed to be surging in chaos.  
He got to his feet and almost immediately the tower of rock he'd landed on began to topple forward.  At first it was only a slight motion, the level ground began to tilt in the direction he was facing, but soon Xandrith was sliding down towards the edge he'd just managed to climb up.  He ran for the opposite side of the rock tower.  The first few steps went well enough, but by the third the slant of the ground was such that he couldn’t find purchase with his feet.  He attempted to jump for the edge, but he wasn't nearly close enough.  He slammed into the ground as it rose up to meet him, and then he was falling downward through a jet of searing steam.  Above him he saw the tower of rock he'd been standing on slam into another shard of rock.  They crumbled as they struck each other, raining rocks down upon Xandrith as he plummeted into darkness.  
Xan reached out, trying to grab a hold of anything that might slow his fall.  His fingers grazed a rock wall, but there was nothing substantial to grab a hold of.  The effort left Xan spinning head over heels as he sank further into the dark, steaming pit. Xandrith couldn't even make out where he was falling to.  He struck something hard with his good shoulder, felt the bone crack and dislodge as he was thrown away from whatever ledge he'd struck, spinning so fast that he felt like his senses were being torn away from him.  His legs struck something, again changing the momentum of his plummet. Then, before he could even begin to assess the damage of that hit, he struck water.  At first he thought it was solid ground.  The impact rippled through his body and he thought he was dead, but then the surface gave way and he slipped down into a pocket of water so warm that it almost hurt.  His momentum carried him down, down deep into a dark abyss. 
He couldn't tell which way was up or down, but he knew he couldn't stay under water.  He hadn't taken a breath before going under.  His lungs were already burning in desperation.  A rock struck him as it sunk past him, a sign of which direction was up.  He swam in the direction it had hit him, clawing at the water and trying to find his way towards the surface.  More rubble from the crumbling ground above him rained down, striking Xan in the face and shoulders, attempting to drag him down further into the depthless deep.  Stubborn determination kept him reaching for the top.  
One arm broke the surface, and suddenly Xan found himself free of the water.  He gasped for air.  The humidity was so high that it still seemed difficult to gather air, but slowly Xandrith began to draw deep, steadying breaths of warm air.  He forced himself to calm down and take in his situation, but there wasn't anything to take in.  He was floating in hot water, surrounded by a darkness so profound that his eyes couldn't adjust.  He blinked time and again, trying to clear the water and adjust his eyes to the void, but it didn't help.  There was no light. 
The only sounds that surrounded Xan were of water.  He could hear water running, trickling, and the sound of things falling into the water.  The water he was in was moving.  It was difficult to tell without being able to see, but there was a distinct sensation of movement, and the sounds around him were changing.  Distantly there was a loud crashing of water, like a waterfall, and that seemed to be getting louder.  Xandrith adjusted his angle and tried to swim in the opposite direction of the crashing water, but his body was broken.  His good shoulder was dislocated at best.  His left leg was broken.  He wasn't sure how bad it was, but the entire leg throbbed at every jostling of the water.  The current dragged him closer and closer to the roaring sound of rushing water and Xandrith could do little other than struggle to stay at the surface and let the rush of unnaturally hot water take him away.    
The roar grew louder and the assassin was certain that he was picking up speed.  Ahead of him there seemed to be a very dull glow of light that flickered on and off. It was so feint that he wasn't certain he was really seeing it at all.  The complete darkness of his surroundings made it difficult to tell if he was actually seeing things, or if his eyes were just creating phantoms to fill in the emptiness.  The world dropped out beneath Xan suddenly.  
He was falling, water pushing him downward as it fell with him.  He tumbled through the sky, trying to figure out which direction was up and which was down, and then he saw the light again.  This time he was certain it was real.  It was the bright glow of the strange lamps that had filled the mechanna city.  The lights flickered beneath him as he fell towards them.  He was falling down into Forge, he realized.  The structure was blown open and he was tumbling from some kind of water reservoir above the city down into the damaged city itself.  Xandrith barely had time to register this before he hit the bottom of his fall. 
The waterfall pushed him beneath the surface, driving him down until he struck the metal floor of the Forge.  He struggled along the bottom, trying to get out from under the downward pressure of the water. For a time the pain of his injuries were completely negated by this horrible struggle just to breathe. Finally, as his lungs burned and he nearly took a fatal gasp of water, he began to rise to the surface.  For the second time in minutes he found himself clawing back up through the dark to reach the life giving air.  He broke the surface and sucked in air as fast as he could, gasping and choking on the drops of water that tried to sneak their way into his lungs as he fought for breath.  For a time he simply floated, his head spinning from the lack of oxygen and his body throbbing in agony from its many injuries.  Lights blinked on and off around him, sometimes enwrapping him in complete darkness, and sometimes dully illuminating the wreckage. The waterfall from the reservoir still poured down behind Xandrith, seemingly endlessly supplied.  
Xandrith half expected that the water levels would rise as the water poured in, but Forge must have been designed to drain excess water in the event of a flood. These thoughts were passing to Xandrith as he floated on the surface, trying to recapture his sense of place. He was in trouble. The knife was gone, and he was trapped deep down inside another ruined city. For all he knew there could be a horde of trolls tracking him down at that very moment. How had they managed to destroy Forge Haven so completely?
He gathered his resolve.  The lights flickered on and Xandrith took the opportunity to get a better sense of his surroundings.  He was floating down the center of a street, metal structures surrounding him on either side.  The lights flickering around him were lamps that had been running along the street.  Only their tops stood above the level of the water.  Some of them were completely destroyed, all of them were blackened with soot which was why they were producing such dim light.  Xandrith was slowly drifting down the road, pulled by a slow but steady current towards an intersection that split around a building that had once stood like a pillar in the middle of a fork in the road.  It had toppled over and what remained of it was blackened and burnt out.  Xandrith wasn't sure what had exploded, but it was clear that the force of the blast had been devastating.  Nothing was left undamaged.  
As Xandrith drifted closer to the massive toppled building, he began to make out the mutilated shapes of corpses floating in the water.  Most had drifted into the face of the building and become caught up in the debris.  It didn't take the assassin long to tell that they had once been trolls.  Their shapes and sizes varied, but it was clear that the heat of the explosion had been enough to burn away their tough skin and expose the flammable blood beneath the surface.  The bodies and pieces of bodies were completely blackened husks, burned out and empty.  Nothing moved beyond the push of the water.  For the first time Xandrith considered the possibility that it hadn't been the trolls who'd blown up Forge Haven.  The mechanna were clever.  Maybe they had loaded onto their ships and then set the city to explode as they fled.  If the trolls had caused all the damage it had certainly been at their own expense.  Xandrith didn't see any human corpses amidst the dead.  
Xandrith steered himself away from the dead trolls and kept his feet pointed in the direction of his travel.  He didn't know where the water would take him, but he didn't see any benefit in fighting the flow.  He was too beaten and too tired to put up a fight.  Once out of the water he'd have to contend with his dislocated arm and his broken leg.  Even with his fast healing, that would take time to repair and the leg wasn't going to set itself.  He wasn't even sure he had the expertise to do it himself.  He was only guessing, but it seemed to be broken in multiple places.  Setting a single break was easy enough, but his leg was a mess.  
Time passed slowly, and the water began to get colder and colder as Xandrith drifted to some unknown corner of the Forge.  The air began to grow increasingly chilly as well.  Eventually Xandrith came aground on a street corner, the water depositing him there alongside debris from Forge's fall, and the blackened remains of unidentifiable bodies.  Xandrith clawed his way onto dry land and then struggled up onto his good leg.  He scavenged the debris for a bit and eventually located a scrap of metal that came to nearly his shoulder. He could lean on it to help himself walk without putting weight on his broken leg.  His shoulder he wedged into a door frame and popped back into socket.  The pain was awful, but he regained use of the limb almost immediately, which was the best he could hope for.  
Other than his leg and his hastily repaired shoulder, he had a dozen bruised ribs, several deep cuts and gouges, and he was feeling light headed and weak.  This was probably due to the large amount of blood he'd been losing for some time. He did some hasty patching work, but he didn't have a source of fire to sear the wounds, and he didn't have a needle or sinew to sew the wounds closed.  
"Doesn't matter, I'm good at bleeding." He noted to himself.  He looked around for a moment, expecting his younger self to reply. Only the sound of water moving and metal groaning in protest echoed through the empty Forge.  Xandrith sighed in resignation and began walking.  He wasn't sure where he was within the Forge, but he knew the direction he'd been traveling in the water and continuing in that direction had to bring him to a wall at some point.  If he found a wall, he might be able to find an exit.  
Xandrith was already several blocks away when something large, blackened, and terrible crawled out of the water not far from where he'd emerged. Its skin was cracked and oozing thick, black blood in hundreds of places. It was alive though, and healing quickly. It raised its nose to the air and took a deep breath. The scent of human blood was mixed with the nearly overpowering smell of burnt flesh that rose from its own body. It didn't take the troll long to find Xandrith's trail.
Chapter 5
Loft Heights, Lofty Goals
Crow set up with a groan of agony, clutching at his stomach and looking incredibly pale and weak. Haley was with him in a second, placing her hand on his shoulder to gently urge him back to the bed, an expression of deep concern on her face.  
“It’s not time to get up yet, Merrick.” She said softly. “I know being in bed is getting to you, but you’re still recovering from your wounds. If you force yourself up and around too quickly you’ll just undo all the healing you’ve managed to this point.”
The young swordsman looked as though he might protest, but the words faltered on his lips as he looked at Haley. “I’ve already been here too long. I’m feeling fine.”
“You don’t look or sound fine, and Tilda says you should rest for another day before you get up.”  Haley told him, placing her hand on his forehead.  His flesh was warm to the touch, and he flinched away slightly at the press of Haley’s fingers.  A slight blush rose to his cheeks, and Haley couldn’t help but smile at him. “You’re still running a slight fever, but I think you’re going to be alright if you can just manage to stay off your feet for another day or so.”
Crow shrugged and frowned. “I don’t want to stay here anymore. We should get going.” He looked across the room at where his sword sat against the wall. Haley had broken the binding on the weapon. It still allowed him to channel his magic, but he no longer felt any tie to the blade. There was no compulsion to have it close to him. Without that draw, Merrick felt somewhat empty. It was the first time he’d felt truly alone in a long time.
Haley’s smile fled her face and her expression darkened. “Where would we go, Merrick? Xan is ... he’s missing.” Tears threatened to sting her eyes and she blinked them away. “There isn’t much time left for any of us. We don’t have anywhere to go. All of our plans are destroyed.”
“We don’t have to give up, Haley.” Crow said. He reached a hand out and took one of Haley’s in his. His touch was warm on her skin, and she found herself blushing as he had moments before. “We could go someplace together and start a home. Now that the weapons aren’t cursed we could find some place where the trolls can’t get to us and just try and live out our lives.”
“A home?”  Haley asked, not sure what Crow meant by that exactly.  Was he implying that he wanted to marry her, or was he just talking in the general sense of the word?  Haley found herself blushing again and wished she had her mask on to hide the expression, though the mask would have reflected it to some degree anyway.  
Crow looked a little surprised at himself. He cleared his throat. “We could share a place, together. If you wanted. I mean, you could have your own place if you don’t want to live with me.”
Tilda laughed as she entered the room.  “That was one of the more awkward conversations I’ve ever had the privilege of breaking up.”  
Crow released Haley’s hand and she took a step back from the bed, her fingers moving to cover the burned side of her face without meaning to.  What was she even thinking?  Crow was a good looking young man who could have any girl he wanted.  He couldn’t really be interested in her.  She was just a burnt, damaged girl, and only one person had ever not thought of her that way.  Xandrith.  
“We’re just trying to decide what we do next.”  Haley said quietly, looking for where she’d left her mask.  She saw it sitting on a table a few feet away and she recovered it, sliding it quickly over her face.  Beneath the magic wood façade she felt safe.  She felt like no one was judging her.  
“You are welcome to stay here as long as you need to.” Tilda said with a shrug. “I don’t think this place will be safe much longer, though. The mechanna creatures were dangerous, but I’d learned how to avoid them. There’s something else out there in those woods now though. Trolls, if I’m guessing correctly. Trolls are mean bastards, and they’ll come looking for us if they find any sign that we’re around.”
“Won’t the mechanna things take care of the trolls?” Crow asked.
Tilda nodded.  “Sure, they would, if they were still out there.  I haven’t seen one of them since the day you two arrived on my stoop.  I don’t know where they went, but it doesn’t bode well that they’re gone and the trolls are moving in.”  
Haley tried not to let her voice hold as much desperation as she felt.  “What do we do then?  If even this place isn’t safe, where do we go?”  Xandrith would have known what to do.  No matter how bad things had gotten, the assassin always knew what he was going to do next.  Haley wished that some of his decisive nature had been passed on to her.  She desperately wanted to know what she should do next.  A part of her wanted nothing more than to head out and search for the assassin again.  She couldn’t make herself believe that he was gone.  She wouldn’t believe that he was dead.  She’d fought with him.  They’d parted on terrible terms, and it couldn’t end like that.  Xandrith couldn’t be gone thinking that she hated him.  
The guilt of that thought burned through her like a terrible fire and she felt a wave of nausea rise up strongly for a second.  The damned cursed weapon had ruined her last moments with the assassin.  No, she forced herself to stop thinking like that.  He couldn’t be dead.  
Tilda sighed. “I know a place that we could probably go. I’ve never been there myself, but I have friends, contacts, who reside in a fortress far to the north of here. They’ve told me time and again that if the entire world fell, that fortress would keep standing. If I’m to leave this place, then that’s where I would go next.” She looked sadly at her hut. It was clear that the place was as much a part of her as any place could be a part of someone. “I know it’s not much, but I am not eager to leave this place behind.”
“Do you think if Xandrith got out of the Gray Ways, maybe he found the fortress?”  Haley asked, wanting something to hope for.  
It was Crow who spoke though, and it surprised Haley.  “Xandrith is dead, Haley.”  He said, his voice firm, not mean, but spoken strongly.  “We can’t keep making our plans in hopes that we’re going to find him again.  You need to think past that.”  
Haley’s face tightened beneath her mask, a wave of anger flooding through her. “He’s not dead, Crow! Just because he didn’t come out of the Gray Ways before we had to leave doesn’t mean he’s dead. We can’t just forget about him!” Her words were hot and angry, far fiercer than she’d meant them to be.
Crow flinched as if struck. “Haley, I’m not trying to hurt you.”
“Just shut up, Crow.” Haley snapped, and she walked from the bedroom out into the main room, leaving the young swordsman and Tilda in her wake. What right did he have to say that Xan was dead? What did he expect to accomplish by saying things like that? What did he even want from her? He pretended to be so nice all the time, and that had to mean he wanted something.
A hand touched her shoulder, and Haley rounded on the hand’s owner ready to lay into them with a burning fury, but it was Tilda and not Crow, as she should have known.  Crow couldn’t really leave the bed.  Haley’s mouth worked soundlessly a few times, and then she just shook her head.  
“Child, I know you’re sad.  I know you cared deeply for Xandrith, but you can’t keep living every day like he will walk back into your life at any moment.  You need to live and be happy.  Wouldn’t he have wanted that for you?  That’s what your friend in there wants for you.”  She pointed towards the room where Crow lay.  
Haley wanted to snap back in anger, but the anger was being consumed and washed away by a deep, overwhelming sadness.  “I loved him.”  She said softly.  
Tilda put a hand on the side of her face. “It’s okay to love someone, even if they’re gone, but don’t let the ghost of a love lost haunt you to the point that you too become a phantom. Why don’t you and Crow join me at Forge Haven? It’s a long trip, but that place should prove safer than this one. If nothing else, it might give you some more time to think.”
A tear streaked down Haley’s mask, but she refused to acknowledge that it was there. “Yeah, let’s go to Forge Haven.”
 
 
 
The silence of the forsaken city was intimidating.  It was difficult for Xan to believe that it was the same place he’d left not long ago.  All signs of civilization had been burned away, leaving an impressive metal skeleton of what had once been a marvelous city and a testament to the ingenuity of the mechanna.  Xandrith wanted nothing more than to find his way out.  His surroundings were depressing enough without the growing concern of the time that was slipping away from him.  
Xandrith stopped suddenly in his tracks, his churning internal dialogue put on hold by an alarm from his ever keen senses.  He turned his head to the side and listened carefully.  The quiet of the Forge was punctuated only by the sounds from the broken reservoir.  Xandrith kept listening.  He’d heard something else.  A steady clicking sound.  It came again, growing slightly louder with the passing of the seconds.  It was the sound of claws on metal.  Something in the city was moving besides the assassin, and it was coming in his direction.  
Xandrith scanned his surroundings quickly, looking for a place to tuck himself away.  He was far too injured to run, and confronting whatever was behind him didn’t seem like a better alternative.  If he could find a place to hide and let his pursuer slip by him, he might have a chance.  Xan ducked into the burnt remains of a home, passing through the open door without touching it so as not to make a sound.  His motion was slowed by his broken leg and his reliance on his makeshift cane, but he still moved with practiced silence.  
The inside of the home was just as burnt as the outside.  Whatever explosion had consumed the Forge, it had been thorough.  Xandrith was beginning to suspect that it had indeed been the mechanna who had burned their own city as a final blow against the trolls.  The totality of the damage spoke of a planned maneuver, not the result of a hastily thought up action. Xan couldn’t help but wonder and hope about the damage they might have inflicted with their massive sacrifice.
The assassin made his way deep into the home and then tucked himself under the remains of a kitchen table.  It was far from an ideal hiding place, but it would have to suffice with his current level of limited mobility.  With any luck he wouldn’t need to hide there for long.  He forced himself to relax and listen.  The clicking sound was more difficult to hear from inside, but Xandrith quickly picked it up again.  It had drawn closer yet and was accompanied by the dull thud of something heavy walking down the metal road.  It was a troll, and a large one by the sound of the steps.  
Xandrith wasn’t sure how the creature had survived the explosion.  All the other trolls he’d seen had been nothing but ash and bone floating in the flood waters.  He supposed it would have been too much good fortune for them all to be dead.  His day hadn’t been going particularly well to that point, and it made sense that it wasn’t going to get better.  
“That’s some negative thinking.”  Young Xan spoke up.  He was sitting atop the table Xandrith was hiding under.  
Xandrith placed a finger across his lips and swatted at a leg that wasn’t really dangling in front of him.  
Young Xan lowered his voice.  “Does this make you feel better?”  He asked with a grin.  “I don’t think it’s going to hear me anyway.”  
The assassin glared from his spot beneath the table. Imaginary Xan hopped down from the table and crouched down so he could make eye contact with the real him. “We’re in trouble again.”
Xan nodded.
Young Xan’s face grew serious. “No, I mean we’re in real trouble, Xandrith. You’re hiding under this table thinking that big guy is going to just walk right on by but he’s not going to do that. Trolls have a keener sense of smell than we do, and you’re bleeding all over the place. He’s coming for you, and you aren’t going to be able to hide.”
Xandrith opened his mouth to reply, and then closed it again.  Of course younger-him was right.  That was why this troll seemed to be following the exact same path he’d taken.  It was following the scent of his blood.  
Imaginary Xan nodded. “We need to get out of here as fast as we can. This place isn’t secure enough. We need some place where we can shut that thing out or it’s going to kill us.”
Crawling back out from under the table wasn’t easy, but Xandrith did it quickly.  He moved through the house looking for a second way out.  The footsteps outside were close now, just beyond the front door.  A window opened out onto a small open area behind the house.  Xandrith scrambled through the window, making the best of it with his broken leg.  He landed on shattered glass, making a huge amount of noise.  
“This game could be amusing, little human.” A deep, rumbling voice called through the house. “How far and how fast can you run with all those injuries?”
Xandrith forced himself to move.  He had to fight back the panic that told him to throw his cane away and just run on his broken leg.  He wouldn’t get far like that.  He crossed the small open area and looked back over his shoulder just in time to see the troll emerge from around the house.  It was a massive creature, easily twice as tall he was.  Its flesh was blackened and split in multiple places, though Xan could see in the light spilling down from the shattered ceiling above that it was healing its wounds quickly.  It had four horns rising from its crown, two spiraling horns on the side, and two longer and straighter horns rising up from the front of its skull.  Its eyes burned red as though they were the heart of a blacksmith’s forge.  Even if Xan had been in perfect health with all of his weapons this wouldn’t have been a fight he’d have wanted to take on.  
“Oh, what are you?” The troll asked mockingly. “I thought your blood smelled strange, but I didn’t think I’d find myself a halfling.” It began to cross the courtyard, walking slowly, taking its time. “I’ve only seen one of you before. Tell me, did you kill your mother when you hatched from her womb? I hear that’s what happens when a halfling is born. Human flesh isn’t strong enough to survive all that clawing and ripping. Of course, usually they don’t even survive the breeding. Human women are so flimsy. They rip and tear so easily.”
Xandrith ignored the teasing.  It didn’t apply to him anyway.  He forced himself to move as quickly as possible, past the block of housing and out into the street beyond.  He needed to find some place to lock himself away from the troll before it stopped playing with him and came in for the kill.  He wouldn’t last long once it became serious about its pursuit.  He glanced quickly from home to home, looking for one that might provide some measure of protection, but they were all the same.  Ahead he could see the end of the block of houses, and beyond that lay an open area that might have been used as some kind of underground park before the city’s residence had fled.  There was nowhere left to hide.  He hobbled towards the park.  
There were artificial trees covered in handholds and crawlspaces that had been crafted of wood and metal.  They looked like they’d been built for children to climb, but Xandrith hoped they would serve to keep the monster behind him at bay.  He approached the nearest structure and ducked into it, wriggling his way between bars of steel and beams of rugged but charred oak. The spaces weren’t really made for an adult to fit through, but Xandrith forced himself inside anyway, abandoning his crutch quickly as he realized it just wasn’t going to make the journey with him.  His leg screamed in agony with every twist and bump, but he couldn’t let the pain slow him down.  He was halfway into the structure when the troll spoke from behind him again.  It was closer than it had been before.
“This is a feeble attempt at escape, halfling.  I thought we would enjoy the chase for longer than this.”  It stepped into the park, looking even more horrifying and gigantic amidst the skeletal remains of the children’s playthings.  
Xandrith stopped in his tracks and curled himself as small as he could in the middle of the puzzle of twisting metal bars and wood beams.  The troll wouldn’t be able to fit through the openings, and he was far enough in that it couldn’t just reach in and grab him.  
“It has been a rough day, troll.  Go find sport somewhere else.”  Xandrith called out at his tormentor.  “Surely someone with two working legs would give you more sport than this?”  To his own surprise, his voice didn’t waver as he spoke.  
The troll chuckled, a booming, grating sound like hollow bones being dragged over a metal washboard.  “Perhaps I would find better sport elsewhere, but you and I are here already and you seem lively enough.  You can tide me over until I find my next little human.  Besides, I think I want your puny little horns.  They’ll make an excellent necklace.”  He stepped forward and reached towards the structure in which Xandrith was taking refuge.  His massive hand encircled one of the steel bars and he pulled at it with a grunt.  Wood screamed as it splintered and the bar came free, bending beneath the troll’s grip.  He tossed it aside and reached for another.  
“I could just crawl out of the other side of this while you try to get to me from that side.” Xandrith said, not because it was a great strategy, but because if he could stall for time he might come up with a better one.
“Go ahead.  I can run around this thing faster than I can pull it apart, meat.  There is nowhere left for you to go.”  Another bar ripped away as he finished this statement and the troll grabbed a hold of one of the support beams, its claws sinking into the wood as though it were slightly packed snow.  
“I should warn you, I’m armed.”  Xandrith threatened, his mind racing for an escape.  
“I’ll have those off soon enough.” The troll answered smoothly. He gave a roar and tore the first support beam from the ground, causing the part of the structure closest to him to fall apart. “Humans, you think you own this world.” The troll growled. “You’re so smart, beautiful, strong, but you are nothing! Your kind chased ours into the darkness, away from the sun and the light, and you thought we’d never come back. We would have killed you all last time if not for the orcs, but this time the world will be ours. We will have the sun back, and you will be exterminated like vermin.”
“You think your god will spare you when he comes to power?”  Xandrith snapped, the question springing from somewhere between anger and fear.  
The troll stopped his destruction and considered Xandrith more carefully. “What do humans know of our god?” Then his fiery eyes opened a bit wider. “Oh, you’re not just any halfling, are you? You’re the assassin. Xandrith. Our god told us of you.” A black, vile tongue rolled across its split lips on a mouth that stretched from one of its ears to another. “Devouring you will be a distinct pleasure.”
“I’ll ask again, what makes you think your god is going to spare you once you get him to his source of power?”  Xandrith pressed, seeing an opening to at least buy himself some time.  
The troll rolled its shoulders in indifference. “Whether the god spares the trolls or not, he will at least deliver upon his promise wipe humanity from this world. That’s all that matters.”
Xandrith slowly slid his knife from its scabbard, hiding it along the inside of his arm. “You hate humanity so much that you’d destroy your own people, and this world, just to be rid of us? I don’t believe that.”
The troll tossed back its head and roared, a deafening screech of inhuman pain and rage. “You can’t begin to understand how much we hate you, meat! You will never know the breadth of our fury. We despise everything about your pathetic weakness. We were stronger! We were right! We chose the course of power and embraced our destiny, and you cast us into darkness for that! You were us! You had the chance to be great, but you not only turned your back on our people, you shunned us and scoured us from beneath the sun! We would die to the last number just to destroy you all.”
Rage radiated from the beast like heat.  Xandrith found himself leaning as far from the monster as he could, the steel bars at his back pushing right against his spine.  The assassin could feel himself shaking and he forced himself to keep it in check.  
“And you will because that‘s all your god wants.  He wants everything destroyed so that he can start it all over again.  I am not content to be so casually destroyed.”  Xandrith forced himself to his feet as he spoke.  
“Existence is chaos, human.  Our god is the incarnation of that chaos and his time has come.  I don’t expect you to understand that.  You don’t need to.  You need only die.”  The troll reached into the mess of fallen bars and beams and began pulling them apart again, digging his way towards Xan.  His attention was fixed forward and Xandrith knew that he wouldn’t be able to distract the monster again.  He stepped into the available space in the middle of the steel and wood construction and prepared himself for what he knew would be his last battle.  The troll was coming for him, and he had nothing left to do but fight until he died.  He prepared himself to spring forward using his good leg, ready to attack the beast as soon as it felled the last barrier between them, but it didn’t wait for that.  As soon as it was within arm reach, its giant arm surged between the bars and reached for the assassin.  Xandrith barely ducked back in time. 
Claws, each as long as his palm, passed within inches of his head.  Xandrith struck out with his knife, ripping a narrow gash along the back of the troll’s arm and hand.  He’d struck hard, but trolls, especially the large ones, had particularly thick hides.  Unfortunately a knife was the worst possible edged weapon to wield against such a creature.  Another claw reached in for Xan, raking at the air in attempt to rip him apart. The assassin ducked easily out of the way, he was still too far from the beast for its attacks to be effective.  That didn’t last long.  The troll tore down another beam leaving only a single set of bars between them.  The horrible expression on its face told Xandrith that it knew he was just about done.  
“I’ll eat your guts while you’re still alive, meat. I once ate nearly half a man before he finally died. I bet you will hold up even better.” The troll stepped forward and reached through the bars with both arms.
Xan managed to duck the first arm, but the second hand grabbed him by the torso and pinned his left arm to his side.  With his right, Xandrith dove his knife into the creature’s forearm repeatedly.  The first two strikes didn’t even penetrate through its skin, but the third drew a small line of blood, and each subsequent strike drew a bit more.  The troll squeezed him hard as it pulled him out of his small hole, smashing his broken leg against the bars roughly as it did so.  Xandrith screamed and dropped his knife, hot white pain consuming all the world for a moment. 
As soon as his mind came back into focus, the assassin launched a vicious attack at the wounded arm holding him.  He gave every ounce of strength he had to hammering away at the point of blood he’d drawn with his knife, hoping that he could shock the creature enough to get it to drop him.  He had no idea what he’d do once released, but that hardly mattered.  Just getting out of the troll’s claws seemed to be all that was important.  The troll tightened its grip.  Xandrith could feel its claws slip into his stomach, ripping through the flesh like a sharp knife through thin fabric.  A scream of pain ripped between his lips as he thrashed in the monster’s grip.  
“Is that the most fight all of your fury can summon?”  The troll laughed.  “I expected more from you, Xandrith.  Our god told us that you were dangerous.  Here I find that you are barely stronger than a common man.”  The troll gave Xandrith a vicious shake that sent a new wave of pain rolling through his broken leg.  
Xan fought to remain above the pain.  It threatened to consume his thoughts, but he pushed it away.  With a roar of determination he slammed his fist into the damaged spot on the troll’s arm.  He focused every bit of his energy and strength into the blow, and it seemed to work.  His fist struck harder.  He could feel the difference in the hit.  He did it again, letting his rage and terror drive his blows.  He was reminded of the moment he’d broken the door of the burning tower when he’d been recovering the scrap metal for caravan.  
The troll’s laughter died off, and he considered Xandrith with a critical eye.  “What’s this?  Maybe you have more fight left in you than I thought.  I felt that last hit.”  
Xandrith ignored the taunting and kept attacking.  The wound was getting wider as he bloodied his fists in the troll’s thick black blood.  “I’m not ready to die!”  He yelled as he drove a fist forward with an inhuman force. 
The troll grunted in pain and suddenly Xandrith was being released.  The claws slipped out of his flesh and his left arm came free.  For just a moment he thought he was going to make an escape, but the monstrous troll was only shifting its grip.  Xan found himself suspended in the air by his horns.  He swung himself, trying to kick at his captor. He was being held at arm’s length however, and the huge troll had long arms.  
“These will make a good trophy of this event.”  The troll said as he began to twist the horns on Xan’s head. 
The pain was excruciating.  It felt to Xandrith as though his skull was being torn in half, and for a moment he wondered if that was exactly what was happening.  There was a loud crack and Xan found himself dangling by only one horn.  The other had broken off in the troll’s hand.  The monster considered his new prize, his glowing red eyes analyzing the fixture that had only recently been a part of Xan’s head.  
“Yes, this is quite nice halfling.  It is small, but the ringing is intricate.”  He held it up in front of Xan.  “Do you see the pattern on the spiral?  It is uncommon.”  He dropped the horn at his side and his terrible gaze focused on the assassin again.  “Now, let’s see if we can get the other one off without breaking it too badly.”  
Xandrith twisted his body, swinging his good leg as well as he could to try and create some momentum and break the troll’s grip on him, but he might as well have been trying to fell a tree by throwing himself against its trunk.  The troll seemed to barely notice his struggles.  He grabbed Xandrith by the face, his fetid palm smothering the assassin and blocking out all light.  The claws wrapped around the back of his skull and the terrible twisting sensation on his skull started again.  Xan screamed into the suffocating hand around his face, kicking and fighting with all of his might.  A loud crack sounded, followed by a terrible shooting pain through the top of Xan’s head.  Even with his ears covered by the troll’s hand he’d heard the crack echoing through his own bones and into his ears.  
Xandrith clawed at the hand holding his head, trying to break free.  He was running out of air.  His claws tore at the flesh of the massive creature, raking lines in the skin but not penetrating all the thick layers.  Each attempt he made grew weaker as he spent his vital oxygen on the effort to break away.  The troll shook him, snapping his body like a whip with his head being used as the handle.  Had Xan been entirely human, he was certain that his neck would have snapped.  As he was, he felt the last of his fight fleeing him.  The pain and the lack of air was too much.  He couldn’t muster the strength to keep at it.  
He reached up and dug his claws into the hand holding him one more time, unwilling to give in entirely while he could still force himself to move.  To his surprise the hand around his head convulsed and suddenly Xan was falling to the ground.  He hit hard, landing on both feet and jarring his broken leg so badly that bright white lights exploded in front of his eyes.  He barely noticed.  He was far too busy dragging air into his lungs as quickly as he could.  All around him was confusion.  The troll was thrashing around, roaring into the air, and there was movement all around.  Xandrith tried to focus on what was happening, but he was still gasping for air.  
It took him nearly ten seconds to gather his wits enough again to see what was happening. There were people fighting the troll. Two quick forms darted in and out of his line of sight, and they appeared to be winning. How was that even possible? What kind of people could fight a troll of that size and win? He tried to stand, to go to the aid of the people who’d come to his, but a firm hand rested on his shoulder, stopping him from getting up. Xandrith looked up into a set of warm brown eyes set in the face of an elderly woman.
“Sit still, Xandrith. You’re far too injured to join this fight. Haley and Crow will take care of it.” Her voice was calm and soothing, but her words were a jarring shock.
“Haley?”  Xandrith asked, alarmed.  “She’s alive?”  The surge of relief that swept through Xandrith was so vast that for just a moment he was taken completely by surprise.  He hadn’t allowed himself to hope that she was still alive.  When he’d found the knife that Kassa had used to stab him and seen that it had been Haley’s blade, he’d believed that she was dead.  He might have tried to tell himself that it wasn’t true, but in his heart he’d already accepted her death.  To find out she was alive was a complete shock.  
“Yes, she’s alive.  Now be calm, relax.  Your friends will be finished with the troll shortly.”  These words brought Xandrith back into the moment and he turned his head to look at the struggle taking place between his apprentice and the troll.  The fight was already over.  The troll was slumping to the ground, its head missing from its shoulders.  Crow jumped from its back as it toppled, and Xan saw Haley walking around it from the side. Her black axe was in her right hand, dripping thick black blood.  They’d killed the beast faster than Xandrith could have done even on his best of days.  
Haley came running in his direction when she spotted him on the ground.  “Xan!”  She called out, and hearing her voice instantly put a smile on the old assassin’s face.  He’d never thought to hear her speak again.  
“Be careful girl.  Your friend is badly injured.”  The older woman spoke, slowing Haley in her tracks.  
Crow cleaned off his weapon before returning it to its scabbard, then he too approached Xan, though somewhat more hesitantly.  The young girl was still wearing her fox mask, though her expression of surprised relief was evident through the magical device.  
“We thought you died in the gray halls!”  She exclaimed, kneeling down next to where Xandrith lay.  
“And I thought you’d both been killed by Kassa when she turned.”  Xan replied.  
Haley seemed anxious. “She attacked us. Crow and I were talking, passing the time, and I started talking about my magic and how I thought I might be able to use it to break the bonds of the bonesteel weapons. I guess Kassa was possessed again. She came at us, her eyes all black. Crow saved us. He has a gift that allows him to move himself and whoever he’s physically in contact with to a place he’s been in the last day. He took us outside the wall, but Kassa stabbed him first. How did you get out of the halls?”
Xandrith shrugged and immediately regretted doing so. “I thought I had escaped by my own wits, but I doubt that now. I think I was freed so that I could finish my mission. That god-thing wanted me to find its brother and to see what had come of him. When I exited the halls, Kassa was waiting for me. She told me that you two had attacked her and run off. We hadn’t been on the best of terms at that time so I didn’t doubt her until it was too late. In fact, I didn’t doubt her until the moment she tried to kill me.”
Haley leaned forward and touched the edge of the broken horn on Xandrith’s head. The second horn had ripped out at skull level, but there was still a partial piece on Xan’s right side. “What happened to you?”
“It took a lot of magic to open the great vault.  Too much.  I burned the ability out of myself, but not before it changed me even more.  I’m almost as much troll as I am human, but with the magic gone the rage that it brought with it seems to have subsided.” Xandrith explained. He didn’t bother to add that he now had an imaginary version of himself that he held long conversations with.
The older woman was investigating Xandrith’s wounds as he lay on the ground, bleeding everywhere. “You’re in terrible condition.” She said when there was a break in the conversation. “Your leg, as far as I can tell, is fractured in five different places. You have several broken ribs, and your stomach has been punctured in multiple places. You’re probably going to die without some magical healing.”
Xan let out a sigh. “Well, that’s good to know. Who are you?”
“I’m Tilda.  I was a healer for the Order before they cut me and cast me out.”  She held up her hands, and something about seeing that she was Eight, just like Xandrith, made him feel at ease.  
“She saved Crow’s life.” Haley explained. “She found us in the woods after Crow had gotten us free from the Reach.”
Tilda ignored the praise.  “I hadn’t seen other people in a long while.  It was nice to have the company, and when I realized that they were friends of yours Xandrith, I felt they were owed as much help as I could offer.  I was an acquaintance of Johndin Shawl.  We’d never met in person, but we had shared many letters via bird over the years. The children thought you were dead, and after Haley discovered that she had a knack for breaking complicated spells like the one I’d had etched on my back for most of my life, I felt I owed them even more.  I decided to take them here, to Forge Haven.  I had friends here.  They had assured me that even if the entire world fell down, the Forge would stand.  It appears that they wrong.”  
Xandrith was shocked at everything he was learning.  Haley had broken the spell of binding the mages placed on the backs of all their initiates?  That was incredible.  He nodded weakly.  “The trolls had someone inside the city.  They were let inside by the head of security.  Did you say Haley broke the spell of binding?”  
Haley nodded eagerly. “I did, and that’s not all.” She held up her gore covered axe. “I broke the connection on our bonesteel weapons. They’re safe to use now. The evil that possessed them is gone.”
“I don’t understand how that’s possible.”
“And now isn’t the best time to talk about it.  We’ll have to finish catching up later, Xandrith.  If we don’t get to work on your wounds, you’re going to bleed out here.”  Tilda interrupted the millions of questions that Xan wanted to ask at that moment.  “Crow, come over here.”  She waved to the young man to come closer.  He did, uneasily.  Xandrith and Crow hadn’t been on the best of terms last time they’d seen one another.  
“I’ve been teaching this young one some healing techniques.  It’s not easy without magic of my own, but I was a great healer in my time.  I tried teaching Haley, but her powers don’t work anything like those I’ve dealt with before.  I dare say that no mage before her has ever had quite the same skill set that she does.  That though, is a problem for another day.  Crow, I need you to align the healing glyphs with Xan’s body, you can use me as the source of energy.”  Tilda spoke calmly, though Crow looked nervous.  
“I’ve never actually done this before.  I don’t really understand all of the anatomy I’ll be working with.”  The young rogue definitely seemed uncertain.  
The older woman nodded confidently. “That’s why you’re not going to do any shaping. I just want you to align the healing glyphs and poor magic into them. That will allow Xandrith’s body to heal itself without you needing to know how to do anything.” She turned to Xandrith. “I’m going to have to set your leg as well as I can, otherwise it will heal completely twisted and broken. It’s never going to be as good as it was before. In fact, you’re probably going to be in pain for the rest of your life. There is too much damage here for a novice to repair, but you’ll survive. If we do nothing you’re going to die here. Do you understand?”
“I don’t want to steal your life just to save myself.” Xandrith told the old woman. “I’ll recover on my own. I heal quickly.”
“You don’t heal quickly enough, young man. These wounds will kill you, and if they don’t kill you, they’ll keep you from doing what you need to do. Healing magic doesn’t take much life force, especially with someone as powerful as Crow manipulating the glyphs. I may lose a few days, but I have them to spare. Crow will probably be worse off than I am when we finish. Now be quiet and let us work.”
Xandrith gave a hesitant nod. “Do what you have to.”
Tilda smiled and placed a hand on Xan’s forehead, a motherly gesture. “Good, brave boy.” She got up and moved down to the bottom of Xan’s leg. “Let me know when the glyphs are aligned. I’ll set the bones as soon as you’re ready and then I’ll tell you when to start pouring in the magic.”
A look of concentration settled on Crow’s face as he began the process of aligning the glyphs to join his healing magic with Xan.  He was quiet for a few moments and then he shook his head. 
“His body isn’t normal, Tilda.  I can’t get the glyphs to line up properly with the magic channels.  Everything is broken and twisted.”  
Tilda just smiled. “No doubt that has a lot to do with him being part troll, but that doesn’t make a difference. Trolls were human once. Don’t line up the fine channels, just the major points. You won’t be doing any detail work anyway. We just want to start the flow of power into his body.”
Crow nodded and the look of concentration returned to his face.  Xandrith couldn’t feel anything other than the pain of his broken body.  For some reason he felt like he should have been able to tell what Crow was doing, but there was nothing.  For all that Xan could tell, the boy was just standing over him with his arms raised.  
“I think he has two hearts.” Crow said after a moment, a look of puzzlement crossing his face.
“Yeah, I found that out the hard way.”  Xandrith commented with a half grin.  
“Just connect the glyph to his human heart, don’t worry about the other.”  Tilda noted, still looking nonplussed.  
Crow nodded once, and then a moment later spoke again. “I’m finished. I think.”
“Alright, this is going to hurt Xan. Are you …” She pulled hard on his leg, white light exploded in front of Xan’s vision, and then large black spots. “Ready?” She added after the deed was done.
Xandrith let out a long, stuttering breath.  “No.”  
“Let the power flow, Crow.”
He couldn’t feel the magic itself as it entered his body, but the effect on his flesh was unmistakable.  His wounds immediately began to close up, scabbing over and then healing as though weeks had passed.  His leg tingled and then itched madly as the bone grew back together and the damaged muscle and flesh repaired itself.  It wasn’t painful, but it was an unsettling feeling.  Places Xandrith didn’t even know he was injured were tingling and shifting as unseen wounds healed themselves.  
The agony of his injuries diminished, and Xandrith felt a fog clear from his mind.  He felt alert and awake, better than he had in a long while.  He looked over at Crow.  The young man was listing heavily to one side.  His head had dropped and his hands, still held up in front of him, were shaking.  He was obviously using more magic than he was use to handling.  Tilda may have been the one losing her life, but the toll of making magic a useable force was rough on the inexperienced.  Xandrith was about to say something on Crow’s behalf, but Tilda spoke first.  
“That’s enough.  Sit down a moment.  You’re going to need some time to recover.”  She instructed the young rogue.  Crow didn’t need to be told twice.  He nearly collapsed as he released the magic.  His brow was covered in sweat, exhaustion evident on his face.  
“Thank you, Crow.  Thank you, Tilda.”  Xandrith said, pushing himself up to a sitting position.  
“Be careful, Xandrith.” Tilda cautioned. “You might be feeling better, but the magic hasn’t completely done its work yet. You will need a few hours of rest, both you and Crow, if you want to be back to your best. We will take a few minutes now to rest, and then we will go somewhere away from this troll corpse and set up a camp for the night. We have much to discuss, and we might as well do it somewhere that doesn’t smell like rot and death. The front doors of the forge aren’t far from here. We should get close enough to at least have access to some fresh air. Though let’s not get too close, it’s rather cold outside.”
Tilda’s suggestion seemed fine to Xandrith.  He enjoyed that he wasn’t having to decide things at that moment.  He crossed his legs and relaxed as well as he could with a giant troll corpse sitting a few feet away.  They didn’t talk much as they waited for Crow to recover enough to move, though it was clear there was a lot to be said between them.  
Xandrith was happy to get up when it was time to move.  He stepped gingerly on his healed leg at first.  It ached dully up and down its full length, but it seemed steady and solid.  The muscles protested as he moved on them.  Some of that would work itself out as the healing magic finished its work, but some of it would be permanent.  His leg was going to hurt for the rest of his life.  It wouldn’t be the first such wound he’d taken over the years, but it would certainly be the most substantial.  He was getting old.  
Assassins didn’t have the luxury of growing old and comfortable.  Some of them retired early, got out of the business as soon as they could.  Some of them died young.  Those who lived to grow old almost certainly died in the course of work.  Xandrith was getting there himself.  How many close calls had he had recently?  He wasn’t getting any better either.  His injuries were stacking up.  Even with the added strength and durability of his troll side he was fighting a losing battle.  
Was he even still an assassin?  Since he’d killed his friend, Leahn, he hadn’t precisely been taking money for lives anymore.  What did that make him?  
“You’re still an assassin.” The younger version of himself had appeared at some point and was walking with him and his friends, just another part of the group. “You have one more target to kill.”
“The god-thing.”  Xandrith said aloud.  Haley and the others looked at him.  
“Yes?”  Haley asked.  
Xandrith felt like a fool.  “Sorry, I was just thinking out loud.”  He shot an angry glance at his doppelganger.  
The younger version of him grinned and shrugged. “You can’t hope to keep me a secret forever. The others are going to find out that your mind is broken eventually.”
Xandrith didn’t reply.  He would keep that secret for as long as he could manage it.  It wasn’t that the other him was a threat, but there was a certain shame involved in letting his friends know that he couldn’t always tell reality from illusions created by his own mind.  So far the other him hadn’t created any trouble.  In fact, he had helped Xandrith out of a few tough spots in the past.  It was less like a separate entity and more like a door into Xandrith’s own inner awareness.  It knew only what he knew, but sometimes it had a different perspective on matters, or it caught things that he was maybe only aware of in a peripheral way.  
They didn’t have to walk long before the air began to smell less burnt, and more like the fresh mountain winds that blew across the icy peaks.  Tilda called a halt and they set up a small camp, laying out their few supplies and taking what comfort they could amidst the shattered remains of the Forge.  They had gathered some wood scraps from the debris as they walked, and Tilda set to work on building a fire as soon as they’d stopped.  The wood took a flame quickly since most of it was already dried and scorched from the explosion.  
For a time they sat in silence, watching the small fire crackle and sputter.  Tilda spoke first, and then the questions and curiosity that they’d all held at bay flowed free.  Xandrith quickly realized that he’d need to recount all the events that had occurred since he’d lost the others in the gray halls, and began his story earnest.   
 
After Xandrith had finished catching the others up on his own journey to the Forge, Haley set about retelling the path followed by herself and Crow.  
“After Tilda found us in the woods we spent the next few days tending to Crow, and I spent the time working on my magic. I broke Tilda’s silence curse, and then set to work on breaking the hold the bonesteel weapons held over us. I knew that it needed to be done. I was afraid of what I was becoming. When Kassa attacked us, and I realized that she’d lost herself like she had back when I’d first met her, I decided I didn’t want to be like her. I’d already been looking at the magical ties my weapon had. I think that’s what triggered Kassa’s attack to begin with.”
Haley held her axe up in front of her. “The spells around the weapons are really complex. They’re tied to the weapon, to the wielder, and to something distant. I could trace all the lines of energy from the weapons, but I wasn’t certain what they all did. The symbols were far beyond anything I’d been taught. That single strand that flowed off into nowhere, though, was suspicious. I couldn’t think of any good reason for the weapons to be connected to anything far away. I wasn’t certain, but I guessed that was the part of the spell that attached the intelligence to the weapon.”
Xandrith raised an eyebrow. “It could have been attached to the source of the weapon’s power.”
Haley chuckled nervously. “I hadn’t thought of that at the time. I was angry about what had happened to Crow, and I just went and broke that strand of magic. The first few times I did that, the magic unbalanced and exploded. It was like breaking the leg off a table. Without the support the whole thing just fell apart, but I was more cautious this time. I severed the line of power and then grounded the spill of magic, letting the energy flow back into neutral paths.”
“Neutral paths?” Xandrith was more than a little bewildered.
Haley nodded. “Yeah, the world is full of neutral magic paths. I don’t know how they got here, or what they do, but I can feel them reaching up through the soil, hungry, like they’re looking to reclaim lost magic. When I send the energy back into the neutral paths, there isn’t an explosion. The spell just falls apart. The first time I used that technique was on Tilda’s binding. There were several different strands of that spell that I had to direct out. I could tell immediately that it was dangerous work. The whole thing looked like it had been designed to break violently.
“Using the same system on the weapons was much easier. Whoever had weaved the spell on those had done so with the assumption that the magic could not be tampered with. The spell that connected the intelligence to the weapon wasn’t even bound in with the other parts of the weapon’s magic. Severing the intelligence had no effect on the weapons abilities! The only difference is that the powers don’t activate automatically. The intelligence can’t trigger the abilities so we have to do it ourselves, but once you learn how it’s really easy.”
Crow was nodding his agreement. “When I woke up after Haley had broken the intelligence from my weapon my head felt clearer than it had in ages. I didn’t realize just how wound up in the will of the blade I’d become.” His expression turned grim. “It tried to make me kill Haley. If Kassa hadn’t injured me so badly, I would have tried to take her life after we arrived back in the woods. The compulsion was so strong. In a way, Kassa’s attack saved Haley’s life.”
Haley picked up there, definitely trying to move the conversation away from that line of thinking.  “After Crow woke up Tilda began to teach him how to use his magic abilities as well as she could.  He needed to learn healing to aid his own recovery.  He’d lost a lot of blood and suffered some internal injuries that would have killed most men.  We spent the next week waiting for him to recover and discussing what our next move would be. At the time we feared that you were dead. Tilda told us there was a place she could take us that would be safe, and so we left for Forge Haven.”
Tilda spoke up, taking up the story. “I had friends who’d helped build this place. If we’d had to travel by foot all the way here it would have taken forever, but I knew a better way. The mechanna built a system of underground tunnels that they call Fast Paths. These tunnels have small carriages in them that travel up and down the lengths of these paths at incredible speed. The carriages only carry a half dozen people, and access is generally prohibited to the average person even if you know where to find the tunnels. With the state of the world however, I didn’t think we’d have trouble with security. I was unfortunately correct.
“We had to travel up near Yillan Reach to get on the Fast Paths. That’s when we first discovered that the possessed creatures were gone. The trolls had moved in, however. We had to be careful, but luckily the Fast Paths don’t run all the way into the city proper. It would have made them too easy to find. They connect to the sewers beneath the city, but only from a distance beyond the walls.
“The Fast Paths were designed by the mechanna as a hidden road to move small cargo and information at incredible speeds across the country. They’re more secure than sending a bird, and often times faster. To get to the Forge from Yillan wasn’t easy. We had to transfer Paths many times, and some of the tunnels had been damaged by trolls. That forced us to walk legs of the journey. Without maintenance and care the system is falling apart quickly. We made it here though. We never encountered any trolls, but we ran close to where they’d recently passed many times.”
Tilda pointed in the direction of the entrance to the Forge. “When we got to the front gates the Forge was already blown open. We scouted the entrance for a bit and then came down to investigate, and that’s when we heard you and the troll inside. We didn’t know it was you at the time, but Haley and Crow were intent upon going to the rescue of whoever it was.” Tilda shrugged. “Call me a coward, but I probably wouldn’t run towards the sound of a troll murdering someone if I’d been on my own.”
Xandrith replied with a dry chuckle.  “I’m not sure I would have either, especially if I’d had any idea just how big that particular troll was.”  There was a short silence as Tilda and the kids finished their story, but it didn’t last long.  
“Well, what do we do now?  Are we going to go after that knife?”  Haley voiced the same set of questions that were probably being mulled over in all of their heads.  
Xandrith wasn’t sure what to do next.  When he was alone it had been easy.  He was going to hunt down and kill the god-thing no matter what the cost to himself.  What did he have to live for?  Now though, he had other lives to consider.  Chasing after a god wasn’t conducive to living a long life.  Crow and Haley didn’t deserve to be tied up in that kind of mess.  It wasn’t difficult to guess that they wouldn’t take well to being told they should stay behind.  Still, he had to try.  
“I have to go further into the mountains and try and get the knife back from the saboteur who brought down the Forge.  I don’t think there’s any hope of me reaching her before she reaches the troll god, but I need to make the attempt anyway.  I don’t think it would be wise for the rest of you to go with me.”  Xandrith saw the protest jumping to Haley’s lips and went on quickly to keep her from getting a word in. 
“I’m not trying to sound like an ingrate here, but there is a good chance that I won’t be coming back down this mountain. I would prefer not to drag my friends with me to my grave. I have enough resting on my conscience already.” Xandrith tried to explain.
“I’m not just going to let you go up and there and die by yourself.” Haley said, her gaze unblinking as she met Xan’s eyes. She reached up and pulled off the mask, revealing the wicked scars that she often strove to keep hidden. “You may be a jerk and a murderer, but you’re my jerk. My murderer. Short of killing me, you’re not going to stop me from following you up that mountain.”
Crow stepped to Haley’s side and nodded. “I’m going where Haley goes. If she’s following you to kill a god, then so am I.”
Xandrith felt a keen pain in his chest and his eyes burned. He closed them and looked away from the others, afraid to show them how much that foolish sentiment actually meant to him. “You lot are almost as stupid as I am. Maybe more so, since you’re following me.”
Tilda spoke up. “Not that anyone asked, but I’m going along as well. I’m old and I’ll be dead soon anyway. The prospect of dying of old age pales in comparison to that of being smote by an angry god. If we’ll be going further into the mountains, then I think it’s time we consider making contact with the Unth.”
“The Unth?  I’ve heard them mentioned before.”  Xandrith remembered his conversation with Gryn before the poor man had died in the caravan attack.  “They’re a territorial people who live in the upper reaches of the Ragged.  I had considered trying to seek their help when I was on my way here to begin with, but now I’m not so certain.  If they’re territorial they might just cause us more trouble if we run into them.” 
Tilda was already shaking her head.  “We will run into them if we go any further up into the mountains.  The Unth are very protective of these peeks.  It would be better for us to approach them on open ground and with the intent to travel peacefully.  If we’re caught sneaking up the mountain they’ll likely react with hostility, and the Unth are a dangerous people when angered. Forge wasn’t the first settlement to try and build in these mountains.”
The old woman gestured at the ceiling, though Xan knew she was really pointing towards the high-peaks.  “There once was a proud group of mountain men who lived in these valleys, and on the lower slopes.  They were too proud, though, and they sought higher ground.  They believed the mountains belonged to them.  An Unth representative came to them and warned them away from the high peaks, but these men didn’t believe the Unth were a serious threat.  After all, they’d sent only one person to speak on their behalf, and the men of the lower mountain had never heard or seen the Unth before.  
“The tribesmen were fools. They sent out a hunting party to find the Unth that had visited them, and when they did, they captured him and brought him back to their camp. Their intent was to get information from him so that they could attack the Unth home village and claim the mountains for themselves. Their Unth prisoner refused to talk, and so the men of the village decided to give him one more night to speak before killing him in the morning. They told him that if he gave them the location of the Unth village, they’d let him leave the next day. They had no intention of doing any such thing, but that is what they told him.
“They left the Unth under guard to consider his options for the night. When morning came, the Unth was gone. More, all the children of the low mountain men villages had vanished, and with them the men too. Only the women remained. Their families had disappeared into the night without leaving so much as a single footprint or trace of where they’d gone. Some of the women formed search groups and went up into the mountains to find their missing families, but those groups vanished as well. The remaining women fled the mountains to tell their story, though few believed it. Some further expeditions went up into the mountains, and none of those that passed into the high peaks ever returned. That’s part of the reason the Ragged are considered impassable.”
Xandrith just shook his head, his normal half-smirk on his face. “That’s a good ghost story, but I doubt the Unth are that dangerous. That sounds like a story that’s grown out of proportion over the years.”
Tilda just shrugged. “And yet the Unth are still the only ones living in the high peaks, and no one is willing to cross into their territory.”
“I’d say the trolls are willing.”  Xandrith noted dryly.  
“That, my young friend, might be why we still have a chance of getting your knife back.” Tilda noted with a smile. “With any luck the Unth will be keeping the trolls busy, and they might actually be happy to see us. If nothing else, they should be able to tell us where the trolls are headed, and that is more than we know right now.”
Xandrith sighed. “It’s depressing when someone besides me is right.”
“Oh, poor dear.  You must be depressed quite often.”  Tilda chided.  
Xandrith’s grin faltered, and then sprang back to life.  “I think I might be in love with you, Tilda.”  
“Aren’t I the lucky girl?”  Tilda said with a surprisingly youthful titter.  
They spent a short while longer in idle chatter before deciding that it was time to rest for a few hours before resuming their journey further into the mountains.  Xandrith’s wounds needed time to finish their healing, and the others were tired from their time on the road to reach Forge.  In short order they had all fallen asleep in the ruins of the city of steel.  
 
Xandrith’s freshly healed leg was stiff in the cold mountain air.  The muscles pinched with each full extension and it felt like the bone at the center was constantly throbbing, sending waves of discomfort up into his body with each step.  That aside, Xandrith was feeling surprisingly good.  His aches and pains were nothing compared to how he’d felt the previous day, and it felt great to be traveling with companions again.  Even with the bleak prospects for the future ahead, he felt refocused and refreshed.  
“It’s a shame the Fast Paths don’t go any further up the mountain pass.” Crow noted sadly as they set about their second mile up the steep mountain trails.
“The Unth allowed the mechanna to build their mountain fortress under the condition that it didn’t travel any higher up into the mountains. The Fast Paths were built later, and the mechanna didn’t want to take any chance of offending their northern neighbors.” Tilda noted, before adding. “With the number of trolls that have been through here recently it probably wouldn’t be safe for us to go any further on the Paths anyway.”
“Do you know where the Unth’s village is?”  Haley asked, her eyes focused on the white expanse ahead of them.  
Tilda shrugged. “I’ve never seen an Unth village, or heard of anyone else having encountered one. If we keep heading north though, the Unth will come to us. I expect them to be here rather soon.”
Xandrith reflexively wrapped his hand around the hilt of the knife at his side.  It was Haley’s weapon.  She’d told him to keep it for the time being since he didn’t have a good blade of his own.  She was relying on her axe for fighting more often than not, and with good reason.  It enhanced her strength and used her magical resources to give her an edge in battle.  She’d used it to excellent effect against the giant troll.  Even if she hadn’t been formally trained in axe fighting, she was very effective with that sharp wedge of black metal.  
“You say they won’t attack us outright?”  Xandrith asked, not for the first time.  His paranoia told him that walking into enemy territory unprepared was a dangerous thing to do.  
“The Unth are territorial, but they’ve always been civil enough to give a warning before attacking. The mechanna have been on good terms with them for years. They’re not exactly social, but they aren’t outwardly hostile either.” Tilda answered. “We should be fine.”
Xandrith nodded uneasily. “If we could look back through history, I think we would find those are probably the last words of many a fool.”
Tilda just raised an eyebrow and snorted.  
They walked for another hour before a dark spot appeared up the trail from them. Tilda put a hand up. “Stop.” She said quietly. “That would be the Unth. I recommend we wait here and let him come to us. Let us not do anything to provoke him.” She looked pointedly at Xan. “Please try and keep your knife in its sheath.”
Xandrith held up his hands and wiggled his eight figures.  “I promise to be good.”  
As the Unth approached, Xandrith was able to get his first good look at one of the peculiar mountain dwellers.  It was human in shape, the size of a small man.  Its skin was a brilliant white color where it could be seen at all, the pale color blended in nicely with the snow covered mountain side.  The only aspect that made it stand out was what Xan took to be a strange set of armor.  As it drew nearer, though, he realized that the Unth wasn’t dressed in armor.  It was covered in a dark blue layer of crystal that seemed to grow out of its own flesh and enwrap it.  The patterns of the growing crystals were irregular and seemed random, but for the fact that they didn’t impair the Unth’s movement in any way.  The random appearance of the crystals had a strange order about it.  The crystal layer looked like a set of strange, grown plate mail.  The Unth had blue eyes with a slightly darker blue iris and its gaze was intense.  
“You are on Unth land.  We give you this one warning.  Turn back the way you’ve come and never return to these mountains again.”  Xan was surprised at how feminine the voice was when the Unth spoke.  He’d assumed masculinity, and the creature’s body or movement hadn’t given him any reason to doubt that assumption.  
It had been agreed earlier that Tilda would speak on their behalf since she knew the most about the Unth, and Xandrith was just as happy to let her do so. He didn’t respond well to ultimatums anyway. Without a doubt his mouth would have gotten them all into more trouble.
“My friend, we’ve come here with the intention to speak with you about a grave problem that concerns both of our people. Will you hear us?” Tilda began.
The Unth responded quickly. “The Unth do not share the problems of men.”
“This is a problem that is shared by all peaceful creatures of this land.  The trolls have risen from their holes and they seek the power to wake a god of chaos, a power that exists somewhere in these mountains.”  Tilda pressed.  
At the mention of the power in the mountains, the Unth seemed to tense.  Xandrith could sense it the way an animal senses that a situation has just turned dangerous.  He felt himself tense up as well, his hand creeping slowly towards the knife at his hip.  He’d let Tilda talk as long as she could, but if communication faltered, he had no intention of being the last one to attack.  
“We are dealing with the trolls on our own.”  Again, the Unth replied so quickly that it seemed to Xan that it had already prepared everything it was going to say to them.  
“The trolls have taken a tool from us that could be used to kill their god before he can come to power and destroy us all. We need to recover that tool. Perhaps you have seen it, it is a dagger made of bone. It would have been carried by a female human.” Tilda kept pressing their cause. Xandrith was impressed. He wasn’t sure he would have been so patient.
“We will deal with this trouble on our own. Leave, now.” The Unth responded promptly once more.
Xandrith stepped forward, his anger getting the better of him. “Are you winning?”
The Unth didn’t respond to him, but it blue eyes did settle heavily on him. It seemed to be noticing him for the first time. Judging by the look on its face, it wasn’t happy with what it was seeing.
“You are barely human.”  It said, stepping in Xandrith’s direction.  “You come here claiming to be peaceful, but you’ve brought one of the cursed men with you.”  
Xan didn’t even see the attack that hit him before it landed. A massive pressure exploded against his chest, knocking him to the ground, and then he was gasping for air and trying to get back to his feet.
“Please, no!”  Tilda was shouting, and Haley and Crow were moving.  Negotiations had taken a turn for the worse.  There was a loud and reverberating crack, like the sound of lightening splitting a tree in half, and then the chaos settled.  Xandrith pushed himself to his feet, still gasping for breath.  He wasn’t injured that he could tell, but the blow had hurt.  He’d probably have a bruise.  
Haley was standing over the Unth who had collapsed in the snow. Its eyes were closed, and it was spread eagle.  
“What happened?”  Xandrith asked as he approached.  
Haley looked a bit guilty. “She tried to use her magic again and I didn’t have time to siphon the power away. It happened too fast, so I just snapped the connection to the spell. All the force exploded back on her.”
Tilda sighed as she bent down over the Unth. “I didn’t want it to happen like this.”
“We didn’t have a many options.” Xan noted dryly. “Good work, Haley. You probably saved my life. Again.”
After going over the Unth carefully, Tilda let out a relieved breath. “She’s not dead, just unconscious. I’m surprised. She took a lot of energy. If Haley hadn’t done what she did, we might all have died. Perhaps this is for the better.”
“She didn’t form any glyphs with her hands when she cast.” Xan pointed out the obvious in case the others had missed that fact. “I had no warning before that first spell went off.”
Haley nodded at Xan. “She was spinning glyphs with her mind, the way you used to, but they weren’t anything I was familiar with. They looked strange. They interacted with the flow of magic the same as I’ve seen in the past, but it was like she wasn’t speaking the same language that humans use for magic.”
“What are we going to do now?” Crow asked, eyeing their unconscious foe.
Xandrith partially drew his knife.  “I can take care of this.”  
Tilda raised a hand. “No, that would be foolish. If we kill this one, the Unth will have even less reason to be cooperative. We should wake her. She may be more cooperative now that she’s seen we are capable of defending ourselves and are not interested in taking her life.”
The assassin returned his weapon to its sheath. “I hope you’re right this time.”
“We can’t rush forward killing everything that gets in our way, Xan.  We want to be better than the trolls.”  Tilda’s insistence was charming, but Xandrith thought it also surprisingly naïve for a woman of her age.  
“I assure you, we can get much worse and still be better than the trolls.” Xandrith replied. “However, let us try your peaceful approach and see what comes of it. I’d rather the Unth help us too you know.”
Tilda knelt near the Unth’s head and reached into her own travel pack. After a moment she pulled out a small wood box and opened it, removing something stored inside. Xandrith couldn’t make out exactly what this item was, but she held in front of the Unth’s face and a moment later the strange, pale woman was waking from her trauma induced slumber. Her eyes fluttered open, her dark blue pupils slowly coming back into focus. She jumped as the situation she was in became clear, clawing at the snow and attempting to push herself away.
“Be calm, Unth. We mean you no harm.” Tilda spoke. “We only responded to your attack to defend ourselves. We are well defended from magic, so please don’t try and attack us again with that.”
The Unth’s eyes fell on Xandrith again, and a look of disgust crossed her face. “If you mean no harm, why have you brought troll kin with you? It isn’t a lostling. Is it a halfling instead? Whatever it is, it wears its corruption on its flesh.”
“This is our friend, Xandrith. He is very human, though he was once corrupted by red magic. He is as much against the trolls as any of us. He is the one who recovered the weapon that can be used to slay the troll god.  He has given much to this fight.”  Tilda spoke calmly and with a reassuring tone, but Xandrith could tell the Unth was unconvinced.  
“Look, you don’t have to like me.” Xandrith said. “I don’t like you. You’re creepy, and you tried to kill me. We’re not going to be friends. I’m not here for friends. I’m here to try and stop our world from being destroyed. The trolls are terrible, but they’re the least of our worries. If they wake their god, we will all be wiped from existence. If I can recover the knife that was taken from me, I believe I can use it to end their god.”
“We are dealing with the trolls already. They will not find what they are looking for. None but the Unth are permitted onto those peeks.” The Unth insisted.
“We’re not interested in finding what the trolls are searching for.” Tilda interjected before Xandrith could say anything else. “We want to be taken to the troll horde. That is where our fight lies.”
“We know what is up there.” Xandrith said in the following silence. “We know about the spring of power, and I don’t care about it one bit.  I just want to kill some trolls and go home.”
The Unth stood up, the snow falling away from her crystalline armor. She hadn’t liked when Xan had mentioned the Wellspring. “The trolls are near my people. I cannot take you to the trolls without taking you near the Wellspring. That is not permissible. Anyone who approaches the Wellspring is an enemy to the Unth.”
“There must be some way that we can get to the trolls without becoming an enemy to your people?”  Tilda pressed.  
“If you believe this knife to be such a powerful weapon, describe it to me and I will seek it out amidst the trolls.  The Unth will use this weapon to slay the enemy.  We are more capable of performing this task than you.”  The Unth was unwavering in its conviction.  
“It is a dagger carved of bone. I don’t know who will be carrying it, but it was last seen with a human female, a dangerous warrior with the ability to twist minds to her whim. I would guess there won’t be many of those amidst the troll horde.” Xan felt like he was fighting a losing battle. Why was he so insistent about doing this task himself anyway? Maybe the Unth really could do things better than he could. Could it really be so easy to shed the responsibility he’d carried for so long?
The Unth nodded, almost as if answering that very question.  “Then I shall inform my people to watch for this weapon.  Now you may leave Unth lands.  We will know if you come any further into our territory, and next time we will come prepared to destroy all of you.”  She turned away and began to walk back up the mountain.  
Uncertain looks passed around the group, all of them coming to rest on Xandrith as though he should know what to do next.  He didn’t.  He didn’t have a clue what was expected of him.  This was the kind of decision a hero in a story would make.  That wasn’t Xan.  His mind spun through all that had happened to him recently, and then he thought of Kassa.  What would she do?  Would she walk away from this kind of responsibility?  What would she think of Xan for turning his back on the world?  Certainly he was leaving the task with the Unth, but what did he really know about them?  They were a cold and angry people.  
“Shit.” Xandrith whispered under his breath. “Wait!” He called out, and the Unth stopped and turned back to face him. Her eyes were hard, an unforgiving anger hiding behind their blue surface. “We can’t just leave this task unfinished. I have chased this problem from one end of this land to the other, and I’m not leaving until the troll god is dead. I wish to speak with the Unth.”
The female cocked her head to one side. “You are speaking with the Unth. I speak for our people.”
“Are you the leader?” Xan wasn’t giving in so easily.
“We do not have a leader.” She answered.
“Then I wish to speak to more of your people.” Xan insisted. “You protect this Wellspring, and that to you is important above all else. Well, I need to see this troll god destroyed. That, to me, is important above all else. I have lost friends and loved ones to come this far, and I cannot quit until this war is finished. I don’t wish to make an enemy of the Unth, but I cannot turn back here. Please, let me speak to your people.”
The Unth was silent for a moment.  Her normally quick responses seemed to have faltered.  Xandrith could feel the tension in the air between them.  
She was making some decisions, weighing some variables that Xandrith wasn’t aware of.  “I will speak to the others, but you must remain here.  If you come further into Unth lands then we will consider you enemies.  Stay.  Wait.”  With those words she turned and walked back up into the mountains.  
“That was surprisingly eloquent, Xandrith.”  Tilda noted with a smile.  
Xandrith offered up his lopsided grin. “Let’s not get the wrong idea. I would have preferred to fight my way to the top of the mountain amidst a flurry of spells and arrows, but I’d hate to see Crow get killed.”
Haley laughed and Crow frowned.  
“Have you considered what you’ll do if they try to turn us away again?”  The older woman asked, her expression serious.  
Xan’s smile fell away, departing his face as though carried away by the wind. “That would be a mistake on their part. I don’t believe the Unth can handle the trolls by themselves. I’m not leaving these mountains until what I set out to do is done. This is too important.”
Tilda nodded. Crow and Haley watched Xan with dour expressions.  
“None of you have to stay with me if matters turn violent.  I wouldn’t fault you for leaving.”  Xandrith added after a moment of silence.  
“No,” Haley spoke up quickly. “This is what we’ve all come for. If we have to fight the Unth before we fight the trolls, then that’s what we’ll do.”
Crow nodded his agreement before adding. “You can only die once. I’m not sure being killed by the Unth would be any worse than being killed by the trolls.”
“I’m hoping we won’t be killed by anyone.”  Tilda pointed out.  
“That’s a lofty goal.”  Xan replied dryly.  
 



Chapter 6
Treacherous Paths
The mountain air was bitter and cold, dry and angry as it bristled across Xan’s face. He sat starring out from the small cave in which he and his companions had taken shelter for the night. It had been several hours since the Unth had departed. The dark had come and gone, and the sun was climbing into the sky again, a barely visible spot of light behind a sky that was gray and sullen with the swelling of its snow filled belly. Xandrith didn’t need to be a scholar of storms to know that something big was coming. The already inhospitable mountain top was on the verge of becoming even more dangerous, and he and the others were still wasting time waiting for the return of the Unth.
They’d already been forced to retreat nearly a mile down the mountain before they found a place to take cover.  Tilda and Crow weren’t blessed with any special resistance to the terrible cold, and they were suffering because of that.  Xandrith’s part troll blood kept him from feeling the full bite of the weather, and Haley was protected by the nature of her axe.  They’d gone out together and gathered just enough wood to keep a small fire burning for a few hours, but that was fading quickly.  Very little was growing on the mountain, and so there wasn’t more fuel for the fire to be found.  The sun would warm them a bit, but if they didn’t get moving and find some real shelter Tilda and Crow wouldn’t survive another night out in the wilds.  
“Are you alright, Xan?”  Haley’s voice startled the assassin from his dark thoughts.  
He forced a smile.  “I’m fine, just wondering where our Unth friend has gone.”  He looked back over his shoulder.  Crow and Tilda were gathered close around the last embers of the fire.  The cave was warm for the time being, but it was too shallow to stay warm long once the fire was gone.  The heat would be pulled out by the whipping wind.  
“Do you think she’ll really come back?”  The question Haley asked was one that Xan had been asking himself the last few hours.  The Unth could easily solve the problem of their unwanted guests by simply not returning.  Xandrith hoped they would have more honor than that, but he wasn’t willing to bet any of their lives on such a flimsy hope.  
“I’m not sure.  If she’s not back soon we’ll be moving on with or without the Unth’s permission.  Crow and Tilda aren’t going to get any warmer waiting around here.  At least if we’re moving they’ll maintain some body heat, and perhaps we can find more wood, or a better place to camp.”  Xandrith laid out the complete skeleton of his plans.  Plan may have been too strong a word. 
“If the Unth attack, I’ll be ready for them.”  Haley said confidently. 
Movement in the distance caught Xan’s attention.  “I think that might be them now.”  He pointed.  “I guess we won’t have to wait to see how this is going to play out.  Go get Tilda and Crow, and be ready to react quickly in case they decide to attack. Let’s not be caught by surprise again.”  
Haley nodded once and then was rushing off to the back of the cave to get Tilda and Crow. Before the Unth had even gotten close enough to fully take shape the four companions were standing in the cave opening, ready and waiting for their strange visitors.
Xandrith counted heads as they approached.  There were three of them.  One of them, Xandrith thought, was the woman they’d encountered earlier.  The other two seemed more masculine, though it was difficult to tell with their carapace covering and alien features.  Xandrith stepped out into the cold wind as they approached, leaving the others back in the relative shelter of the cave.  
“I see you had no trouble finding us.”  He said, displaying his hands palms up in a sign of peaceful greeting.  
The shortest of the Unth stepped forward before the group. He ignored Xan’s comment. “The Ranger says you are possessed of a beneficial compulsion to slay the troll menace. The Unth do not allow strangers to their peeks. We have been isolated for thousands of years and have never welcomed company.”
Xandrith opened his mouth to speak, but the Unth went on before he could. “The trolls have laid siege to our home. They push upon our front gate and seek to steal what we protect. Though we have never allowed it in the past, we will make an exception now. We will escort you to the wall, and you may make use of our camps along that line. You will not be allowed near the city. If any of you attempt to enter our city, you will be killed.”
Xandrith looked back at his friends, then at the Unth. Those weren’t exactly friendly terms, but he hadn’t exactly anticipated the Unth would be even that friendly. Xandrith nodded. “That will be fine. Our business is with the trolls and their god.”
“Follow us.” The Unth said, gesturing back up the mountain. “Stay close. The paths grow dangerous the higher up the mountain we go.”
The companions fell in behind the Unth and started their journey back up the mountain. For a time they kept to the path, traveling much the same way that Xandrith would have gone had he been making the journey alone. After nearly a mile and a half of walking on the relatively easy winding path up the mountain, the Unth changed directions and led the party to a narrow cave hidden behind an outcropping of fallen debris.
The entrance to the cave was narrow enough that Xandrith had to walk sideways, and low enough that he had to also crouch to move forward. He was almost thankful that the troll attack had broken his horns off earlier. Passing through the entrance into the hidden paths beyond would have been almost impossible otherwise. When Xandrith finally made his way all the way through the narrow channel, he exited into a wide open cave with a narrow ribbon of rock leading across a vast abyss. There were no handholds on the walkway, and the path was just wide enough for a person to stand with their feet shoulder width apart.
“This is the best way up the mountain?”  Xandrith asked, eyeing the path with a speculative glare.  
Two of the Unth had already started up the path, and the third following behind Xan and his friends spoke. “This is the only way up the mountain that leads to the wall and circumvents the trolls. Any other path wouldn’t bring us to our destination, or would bring us directly into the midst of the horde.”
Xandrith grunted. “Well, I guess we go this way then.” He took his first step onto the narrow path, keeping his eyes focused ahead. The footing was clear and the path seemed sturdy despite its narrow nature. Xandrith had run along narrower walkways and he wasn’t particularly worried for himself or even Haley. Crow he figured could manage the walk as well, but Tilda wasn’t exactly in the prime of her youth.
The others fell in behind him and he chanced a glance back at Tilda. The old woman had stepped onto the path easy enough and seemed calm. Xandrith gave an internal shrug and began following the Unth. They weren’t moving as quickly anymore, and as long as they took their time and were careful there shouldn’t be any problems. Xandrith looked ahead at the trail. It twirled away into the darkness and he couldn’t tell exactly how far it went.
They walked in silence, their concentration fixed on the narrow road ahead.  Strangely enough, no matter how far into the cave they seemed to go darkness never fully enveloped the travelers.  Xandrith wasn’t certain where the light was coming from, but a feint gray light kept their immediate vicinity glowing faintly.  It was far from bright, but it was enough to see by.  
“The Unth make me nervous.”  Xandrith’s own voice startled him from his focus on the path for a second and he almost misplaced a foot.  
“Are you alright?” Haley asked from behind him.
“Yes, just became distracted for a second.” Xan replied.
“Well, don’t do that anymore.  I don’t think I can grab you if you fall.”  She sounded angry.  
“Noted.”  Xan answered, looking angrily over his shoulder at his doppelganger for the barest moment.  
Fake-Xan was walking on Xandrith’s right side, stepping through the abyss as though it were just more walkway.  If he was bothered by the agitated look Xan gave him, he didn’t show it.  
“I am surprised they’re allowing us further up the mountain, but their eagerness to protect the Wellspring puts me ill at ease.”  Young Xan pressed on as though he hadn’t almost gotten his older, realer self killed.
 Xan replied with a noncommittal grunt.  
Young Xan went on.  “What if they’re just using us to an end?  They allow us to take care of their troll problem, and then what use do they have for us?  We know how to get into their territory.  They’ve shown us this path.  I’m not sure they’re going to let us leave this place.”  
Xandrith thought about that for a moment.  He hadn’t really thought that far ahead.  There was still much to do before they would need to worry about leaving the mountain top, and the odds were not in their favor.  Would the Unth pose a problem if they succeeded?  
“I’m not saying we should make a scene now, or treat them with any undue hostility, but it might be worth keeping in mind that it isn’t in the Unth’s best interest to let us go when we succeed.”  
“If we succeed.”  Xandrith said aloud.  He winced as he said it, realizing he was speaking to his imaginary friend again.  
“We’ll be fine.”  Haley said and placed a hand on Xan’s shoulder.  
“Of course.”  Xan replied, shooting another angry look at his younger self.  
Young Xan offered a lopsided grin in return. “You know better than to talk to me. I mean, I can hear your thoughts. You don’t have to say anything.”
Xandrith focused his attention forward again, ignoring the nonexistent him.  
“Fine, I’ll go away for a while, but keep your eyes on the Unth.  They’re a threat.”  With those words, young Xan vanished form existence again.  
For all that Xandrith found his younger self annoying and troublesome, the illusion was right.  The Unth weren’t to be trusted.  They had agreed to allow him and his companions into their territory with little real effort.  Xandrith would gladly swear to never share the secret of the tunnels with anyone if he succeeded in facing the troll god, but would the Unth take him at his word?  That didn’t seem likely.  They were not a trusting people.  Xandrith would need to find a time to express his worries to the others in his group.  Though, he realized, they might have already come to the same conclusions on their own.  Still, it would be a good idea to make sure they were all prepared if trouble arose.  
 The path they were following soon became steeper. The narrow ribbon of rock was rising higher into the mountains, and as it did so, it became more difficult to traverse.  Xandrith watched Tilda carefully as they went.  She was a mage without magic, an elderly human with no special gifts or abilities, and the path they were taking wasn’t an easy one.  Xan could see the toll the road was taking having an effect on her.  Her feet weren’t rising as high with every step, and her look of concentration was slipping away as exhaustion warred with focus.  
They reached a point in the road where the elevation jumped suddenly.  There was a ledge nearly five feet high that had to be climbed.  The Unth jumped up the ledge with perfect balance, but Xandrith stopped.  
“Wait!” He called out. The Unth stopped and looked back at him. “We’ll need a moment to climb this. We are not accustomed to traveling such precarious roads.” He was speaking for Tilda, but he didn’t call her out.
The Unth looked back and forth between the three of them, and then stopped and waited. Xandrith walked to the edge of the wall and leaned his back against it.
“Haley, could you go up and help Crow and Tilda reach the top?”  He gestured up the wall.  Haley nodded her reply and stepped forward.  She stepped on Xan’s knee, then on his shoulder, and hopped up the ledge.  They both knew she could have scaled that gap without any difficulty, but Haley was perceptive.  She could tell that Xandrith wasn’t doing this for her benefit and she played along without complaining.  Crow was next.  He seemed less certain of what they were doing, but he followed Haley’s example except that he used Haley’s offered hand to pull himself up the last bit of the ledge.  
Tilda came next.  She smiled at Xan and squeezed his shoulder as he helped her get up to his knee, and then to his shoulder.  He stood up once she was securely on his shoulder and lifted her easily into the waiting hands of Crow who had taken Haley’s place atop the wall.  Xandrith turned back to the wall and climbed quickly to the top of the ledge, falling in behind Tilda.  The last of the Unth came up behind him in short order.  Xandrith slowed his pace a bit and let the others move forward.  
“Is that the worst of the road?”  Xandrith asked the Unth behind him once the others had traveled a bit further ahead.  
“No, it gets far worse once this tunnel leads back out into the snow.”  
“I’m not sure we can all make that climb.”  Xandrith didn’t look at Tilda.  
“There is no other way up the mountain, and we will not be turning back.”  The Unth’s reply was cold and direct.  
“Have the Unth no compassion?”  Xandrith asked, finding it difficult to hide the anger in his voice.  
The Unth did not reply.  Xandrith picked up his pace and rejoined the rest of the group, his mind troubled.  What would they do when they reached the more difficult stretch of road ahead?  They might find a place that Tilda wouldn’t be able to cross.  There was only so much they could do without proper climbing equipment, and what little Xan had in his pack had been damaged during the plummet into the Forge earlier.  He had a half a set of climbing cleats, and his rope was gone.  That wouldn’t help anyone. 
An hour later the ribbon through the darkness opened up into a wide flat area that had a pit for a fire and some rudimentary walls at its edges.  It looked like it had been built as a campsite.  Xandrith found himself convinced that the whole area, the winding ribbon of rock and the campsite, had been crafted by the Unth.  It seemed unlikely that such a long and narrow pathway would remain so neatly intact on its own.  
The Unth stopped without warning and immediately went to work on lighting a fire.  Tilda nearly collapsed by the fireside, and Crow joined her quickly.  Haley fell in with them, opening her pack to draw out rations.   Xandrith stood away from the others however, keeping near the short wall of the apparent campsite.  He was deeply troubled.  Even with a break, and Xandrith had no idea how long the Unth intended to rest, Tilda wasn’t going to make it once they were back outside in the weather.  Xan could only guess how much further up the mountain they’d come, but he knew it would be getting colder and more difficult to breathe with every inch of progress they made towards the sky shrouded peaks.  
 
“This must have been difficult to build.”  Xandrith commented as he let his mind gnaw over the problem at hand.  
The Unth didn’t reply.  They had gathered into a group and seemed to be preparing some sort of food over the fire.  Xandrith guessed that they had no intention of sharing whatever it was.  None of them so much as looked at him.  
“How much further does this trail go?”  Xandrith asked, looking for some way of opening a dialogue with the Unth.  
“Another hour and we will be on the outward trail.”  The male that had led the way so far spoke, though he didn’t make eye contact with Xan.  
That meant they had one more hour until Tilda’s life was going to become much more difficult. “And this is the only way to get to the wall?” Xan asked again.
“Yes, we have told you that before.”  The Unth Xan had talked to while walking answered.  This one did meet Xan’s gaze, and the assassin could feel the hostility as their glances crossed.  
“How often do your people travel these roads?”  Xandrith pressed, still looking for a path into a less hostile conversation.  
There was no reply from the Unth.
“In our lands it’s considered friendly to converse over the sharing of food.”  The assassin wasn’t giving up so easily.  
“We are not your friends, and we are not sharing food.”  The female Unth spoke, no eye contact.  
“You guys probably don’t have many friends.”  Xan commented idly.  This didn’t receive a response.  He gave up with a sigh and sat down amongst his companions.  He gestured for them all to lean in close.  
“Don’t trust the Unth.  They may be taking us where we want to go, I hope, but I don’t believe they intend to let us leave.”  Xandrith told the others in as low a voice as he could manage.  He waited until they had all nodded acknowledgement that they’d heard him before going on.  
“The path ahead is worse than what we’ve already passed.  We’re going to have to work together to make sure we all get to where we’re going.  In about an hour we’ll be passing back to the outside of the mountain, and from there on we can expect to have to do a lot more climbing.”  Xan warned.  
Tilda looked calm as she spoke. “I’m not sure I can make the climb, my friends. I can walk for days, but the cold and my age are getting to me. I’m not sure I could have made it up that ledge without your help.
“The Unth refuse to let us go back, and they won’t take us to an easier path.  I don’t believe that this is the only way to get where we’re going, but it’s the only way they’re willing to take us.  I’m sorry Tilda, but we’re going to have to keep going.  We will do what we can to help you up the mountain.”  Xandrith wasn’t happy to have to say those words.  
Tilda just shrugged. “I knew things would be rough when I agreed to go up the mountain with you. I will give it everything I have.”
Crow put an arm around the old woman’s shoulders.  “I’ll make sure you get to the top.”  He said confidently.  
“You’re a good man, Crow.” Xandrith said with a grin. “Sorry I tried to kill you before.”
Crow shrugged. “It’s a hazard of my line of work.”
Xan nodded. “Mine too.”
It was difficult to ascertain exactly how long they rested, but Xandrith would have guessed it wasn’t a full hour. The Unth packed up their few supplies and started moving again without any warning, leaving Xandrith and his crew to hastily ready themselves for travel. Xan considered protesting, but decided against it when he came to the all too obvious realization that their guides wouldn’t care.
The camping site narrowed back out into the same ribbon of rock that it had been before and continued to rise upwards towards the mountain peak.  They walked for some time before a circle of natural light opened up ahead of them, accompanied by the howling of mountain wind.  They were finally approaching the cave exit, and the more difficult stretch of the road ahead.  
Xandrith had intentionally taken up a position directly ahead Tilda.  Crow was behind her, and Haley was following him.  The assassin hoped that between him and the very confident Crow they’d be able to help the older woman past any rough spots ahead.  The Unth didn’t have any climbing equipment with them, and Xan took that as a good sign.  If there was any climbing to be done, at least it wouldn’t entail the need for rope.  
It wasn’t long before Xandrith was stepping through the cave exit and into the howling winds of the mountain top.  The wind had picked up, or at least was stronger higher up the mountain.  It tore across the rocky ground carrying a pounding flurry of white, icy shrapnel with it.  The visibility was poor, but it was good enough for Xan to see that their cave had opened up onto a narrow walkway set against a jagged wall of gray stone.  There were juts in the stone that pushed out almost the whole length of the path. 
The Unth had already started their way up the path, leaning into the wall as they crawled around the jutting sections of stone.  Xandrith stepped out after them and immediately noticed that the path was covered in ice and lose stone.  Treacherous may have been too kind a word.  
“The footing is bad here.  Be mindful of where you step.”  Xandrith warned the others as he began to move along the rock wall.  The path was wide enough to walk facing forward, but narrow enough that Xandrith didn’t feel safe doing so.  He walked partially facing the wall, leaning towards it slightly so that if he should lose balance he’d hopefully fall forward.  His left hand he offered to Tilda.  
“Keep your hand in mine.  If you slip, I’ll make sure you don’t go far.”  He told her, though part of that was bravado.  He wasn’t exactly certain he could keep her from falling if she went backwards off the cliff, there was very little to get a solid grip on.  It would be difficult to catch himself, let alone himself and another falling person. 
Tilda nodded, but she didn’t speak.  The wind was pelting her skin, turning her cheeks a chapped red color even with her hood up and pulled into place.  Crow looked only a little better.  Xandrith shot an angry look further up the path in the direction the Unth had gone.  He could barely see them.  They didn’t appear to care whether or not Xan and his companions fell behind.  This might have worried the assassin if the third of the Unth party wasn’t at the back of the line.  
Xandrith double checked to be certain he was still there, and he was, trailing behind Haley with a disinterested look on his face.  If the cold was bothering him at all, he wasn’t showing it.  For some reason this made Xandrith angry.  He ran a litany of curses under his breath as he made his cautious way up the mountain with Tilda’s hand held firmly in his own.  Cursing wasn’t exactly making things easier, but it did raise his spirits a bit.  
“That’s a colorful vocabulary.”  Tilda noted, a tired smile on her face.  
Xan returned the smile.  “Thank you.  I’ve had many occasions to practice.”  
They lapsed back into semi silence, though Xandrith kept up his mantra of swearing.  It distracted him from thinking too much about how shitty their situation had become.  He was just managing to piece together a brand new way to imply someone’s mother would sleep with horses when Tilda gave a sharp yelp of alarm.  
Xan impulsively tightened his grip, but it took him only a second to realize that she wasn’t falling.  Why had she screamed, then?  Xandrith’s eyes whipped back over her, looking for the source of her distress.  A streak of blood was trickling down her face.  
He was about to open his mouth and ask what had happened when a massive weight slammed into his right shoulder and staggered him.  He fell into the wall, and so didn’t lose his balance, but the moment of shock disoriented him.  He looked up just in time to see a shower of rocks falling down from above.  
“Rockslide!”  He called out, and leaned into the mountain side, holding tight to Tilda’s hand.  The rain of rock from above hit hard as the main mass of the slide came down.  A rock slammed into his head, and for a moment he thought he might be dead.  His senses fled and bright lights flashed before his eyes.  When his senses began to clear up again he found himself toppling backwards towards the side of the ledge.  He staggered forward trying to recoup his balance, and it was at that moment he realized that the hand that had been holding Tilda was empty.  The rest of reality came back to him and he could hear screaming.  Tilda was screaming.  He turned and looked down to see the old woman hanging from the edge of the ledge, her fingertips bleeding as she struggled to claw her way back up.  
Xandrith twisted and fell to his knees, reaching for her, but it was too late.  Tilda’s grip slipped and she began to plummet.  The assassin reached out as far as he dared and snagged the cloth of her cloak, his troll-like claws hooking into the fabric with a grip that could sunder flesh.  For a moment, a brief moment, Xan managed to stop Tilda’s plummet to the ground that was so far away they couldn’t even see it.  His right hand was latched into solid rock, his claws digging into the mountain side.  He hung suspended between the two points, staring into the old woman’s face as the look of terror filled her eyes.  
“I’ve got you.”  Xandrith told her, and then she slipped out of her cloak.  Suddenly Xandrith was staring at an empty piece of cloth and Tilda was falling away from him.  That moment froze in time.  Her look of horror etched itself into his mind as she tumbled away beyond his grip.  He had failed her.  
A dark streak swept past him and Haley screamed from above him.  “No!”  
Xandrith caught a momentary glimpse of Crow as the young man fell past him and vanished into the swirling chaos of snow and wind below, following Tilda into the darkness.  It had all happened so fast.  In a span of time shorter than a few breaths both of them were gone forever, swallowed by the vast hunger of the jagged mountain peaks. It didn’t seem fair, he hadn’t even noticed Crow was in trouble and now he was gone too.
Xan was stunned.  He stared after them, his eyes trying to make some sense of the chaos of snow and darkness. There was no pattern to be found.  They were gone.  
 



Chapter 7
Where is My Mind
“No!”  Haley screamed again, falling to her knees on the narrow ledge of rock.  Xandrith worried for a moment that she might give in to her despair and topple after her friends into the abyss, but she leaned into the mountainside instead.  
Xandrith looked up into the expressionless features of the Unth that had been behind Haley.  He was watching the tragedy unfold before him, curious, but apparently oblivious to the pain of those under his care.  The assassin stood, locking eyes with the passionless mask that met his own grief stricken features.  
“Their deaths are on your people. We both know this path wasn’t the only one that would have taken us to the wall, but your damned Wellspring was more important than the lives of our friends.”  The words slipped from between Xan’s lips unchecked.  He had to let something out, and it was either speak his mind or shove his knife into the Unth’s emotionless face over and over again until the loss of his companions was paid for in full.  He’d never owned a knife that would hold an edge for that long.
The Unth’s reply was cold, lacking any empathy.  “Rockslides are common when the winds are this strong.  Keep moving.”  
Xandrith clenched his jaw.  He turned away from the Unth and looked to his remaining friend.  Haley was still on her knees, leaning back against the icy stone wall and peering out over the vast darkness beyond the ledge.  Tears leaked from the eyes of the fox mask and froze along its wooden surface.  Somehow the animal features, the set of the ears, the lines along the snout, expressed the emotional turmoil of the girl behind the mask perfectly.  Xan reached a hand down to Haley, taking her arm in his hand.  
“We must keep moving, Haley.  We do them a disservice if we die out here as well.”  Xandrith’s words felt hollow, but he had to say something.  He couldn’t let her give up because he wasn’t sure if he could go on without her.  
Haley let herself be helped back to her feet, but she wouldn’t look at Xan, and she didn’t speak.  The loss of her friends had blown out the tiny flame she’d managed to kindle since the loss of her family.  Xan understood exactly how she felt.  Despair and loss were emotions he was only too familiar with. To Haley, Kassa had started out lost, so that she’d ended up that way again wasn’t nearly as terrible to her as actually watching Crow and Tilda die. She hadn’t experienced this kind of loss since her family had been killed. What they both needed was time to heal their wounds, but they were afforded none.  
They began walking again, moving further up the mountain along the ragged wall of rock.  Xan’s left hand felt shockingly empty, and his footsteps felt heavier than ever before.  He divided his attention between the path and Haley.  The young woman moved with a sure footed grace that matched his own, but Xandrith could tell she was functioning on instinct alone.  Her mind was no doubt churning over the loss of Crow and Tilda, playing the events over and over again.  Xandrith had been doing the same thing.  If he hadn’t lost his hold on Tilda, she would still be there with them.  Why hadn’t he held on tighter?  
Xandrith looked over his shoulder to check on Haley again and nearly jumped out of his skin.  His illusionary-self had appeared at some point, hanging over his shoulder just off the lip of the ledge, floating silently above the death drop.  His eyes were cast down, his face buried in shadow.  He didn’t move or talk like he normally did, but instead he hung like a corpse stuck trapped in a plummet towards the ground.  
Don’t do that.  Xan thought angrily at the specter.  It didn’t respond, and it didn’t vanish.  Xan turned away from it and kept his pace along the mountain trail.  With everything else on his mind, that was one more issue he didn’t want to deal with.  
Time was difficult to judge after that. It seemed that they walked along the mountain ledge for most of the day, but Xan thought it was probably closer to a few hours. The sky was impossible to see because of the thick black clouds and swirling snow, and the assassin just couldn’t bring himself to bother with keeping track of time any other way. Eventually they caught up with the other two Unth who stood waiting just inside an obviously carved tunnel entrance.
The Unth didn’t comment on the now smaller group of travelers as Xan and Haley approached.  It seemed to Xan as if they’d expected to lose a few on the ledges.  He had to stifle the rage that threatened to consume him at the impassive Unth.  As much as he wanted to scream and murder them, he knew it wouldn’t accomplish anything other than maybe a small amount of personal satisfaction.  He had to keep the greater goal in mind.  
“This cave leads directly to the wall.”  The female Unth said.   “It isn’t far from here.”  
Xandrith nodded in reply, unwilling to speak to the alien woman without possibly saying something that could get him and Haley in trouble.   It would have been a shame to come so far only to ruin things by being unable to control his darker impulses.  
They entered this new cave and Xan was pleasantly surprised to see that the path through this cave seemed of normal width and possessed of actual walls so that there was nowhere to fall.  That was one less thing to worry about.  He was a little weary of being just a few inches from death.  After losing Crow and Tilda, his nerves were frayed almost to the point of breaking.  He hadn’t been worried about himself, but Haley had been a constant concern.  One part of him knew that she was probably more agile than he was after his recent injuries, but another part of him was protectively afraid anyway.  Worrying about others was hard work.  
Xan gave a quick glance to his doppelganger.  It was still hanging in the air just behind him, eyes cast downward, face lost in the shadows that never changed despite the lighting in any given situation.  It was unsettling, to say the least.  The loss of Crow and Tilda seemed to have broken it, and what did that say about Xandrith himself?  That thing was a part of his mind, and now it was just a frightening shell of what it had been.  
“Are you alright?” Haley’s voice was soft, concerned.
Xandrith tore his attention away from the ghost. “Yeah, just thought I saw something for a moment.”
“You’ve been looking back there for a long time, even while we were out on the ledge.” Haley had apparently been watching Xandrith almost as much as he was watching her. “What are you seeing?”
Xandrith shrugged.  “It’s difficult to explain, and this isn’t the best place for it.”  He also didn’t want to explain things, but he wasn’t going to say that.  
Haley nodded once.  She seemed a bit hurt that Xandrith was keeping a secret from her, but the assassin couldn’t bring himself to tell her that he was going insane.  He certainly didn’t want to tell her that he was even more concerned because his normal insanity was getting stranger.  
Xan could see that Haley needed some form of support, something to cling to in a time of chaotic events.  “When we have some time to ourselves, we’ll talk.”  This won a small, half-hearted smile, but Xan felt better about leaving matters at that.  With any luck she wouldn’t remember Xan’s strange behavior later and they’d never actually need to have that conversation.  If the time came though, and they actually survived this whole mess, Xan would tell Haley all she wanted to know.  No matter what she thought of him afterwards, he owed her that much for sticking by him through so much.  The girl’s life had been terrible, and she deserved the trust and confidence of at least one person.  
The assassin was running pointless scenarios in his head about how that particularly strange conversation might go when suddenly his doppelganger appeared directly in front of him.  It happened quickly and without any form of warning.  Xandrith stopped in his tracks and nearly toppled forward into the shade.  Before he even knew he was doing it his knife was ready in front of him and he’d taken a low crouching position.  His guides had stopped and were looking back at him with roiling levels of hostility. Haley had her hand on her axe and was looking around, startled, searching for danger.  
“There is something very wrong.  Very wrong.”  Xan’s doppelganger spoke, its voice a frightened whisper.  It was still in the same pose it had been since they’d left the cliff ledge, eyes downcast, hair hanging limply over its face.  “There is something very wrong.  Very wrong.”  It repeated the words in the exact same way.  
What’s wrong? What’s going on?  Xandrith asked silently, returning his knife to its scabbard hesitantly.  Every hair on the back of his neck was standing straight up and his sense of impending danger was hammering away in his chest.  He wanted to run, but he didn’t know what he would be running from, or where he should be running to.  
“Xandrith, what’s wrong?” Haley asked, echoing his own sentiment from just a moment before.
The assassin chuckled uneasily. “I’m not sure. I just had this sudden feeling of ...”
“There is something very wrong.  Very wrong.”  Young Xan’s words cut his off.  Dark blotches began to appear on his skin, like festering wounds working themselves up through his flesh from the inside.  They split open at the surface spewing vile black and green fluid that ate away at the illusion’s flesh.  It began to scream.  
Xandrith took an involuntary step back as he watched the younger version of himself get swallowed up by the creeping putridity.  It slumped to the ground, white, glistening bone tearing through deteriorating flesh as its face poured off of its skull like a thick liquid mush.  The scream turned to a gargle and then finally went silent.  Soon there was nothing left but bone and muck.  
Haley’s hand was on his arm. “Xan, you’re really scaring me.” She said. “I think you’re scaring our guides as well.”
Xandrith forced a grin back on to his face, but he could feel a layer of cold sweat on his face and knew that he must look terrible.  “I’m alright, I just had a feeling that everything was about to go wrong.  It hit me really hard.  I’ll be fine.  Let’s keep moving.”  
Haley didn’t look reassured, and the Unth were glaring at him as though he were a sick beast that might need to be put down at any moment.  Xandrith made a concerted effort to calm himself.  His hands were shaking and his legs felt weak.  He needed to get his wits in order.  What he’d just seen wasn’t real.  It wasn’t an indicator of anything other than the fact that his mind was a mess.  That other version of him had never actually existed.  Maybe it was better that it was gone?  
Xandrith placed a hand on Haley’s shoulder and gave it a firm squeeze.  “I’m fine, really.  Crow and Tilda are weighing heavily on my mind.”  It was as good an excuse as any.  The words were true, and for all Xandrith knew about his own mental state it might be the entire truth.  Maybe the loss of Crow and Tilda had finally pushed his insanity to its limits.  He didn’t feel insane, but did insane people ever feel insane?  
Haley seemed to accept this excuse.  She nodded, the ghost of her sadness drifting across her face before Xandrith saw her pull her expression into a neutral one with a strong application of personal will.  She was a strong young woman, far stronger than Xandrith had been at her age.  
“Your behavior is strange. We are trusting you a great deal more than we would generally trust one who is not Unth. Do not push that trust too far. If you draw your weapon without cause again, we will not be responsible for any injury that comes to you or yours.” The female Unth was agitated. It seemed to be the only emotion she could muster.
Xan was about to speak, but Haley beat him to it.  “Our friends are dead!  They just died!  We had to watch it happen.  I don’t know why your people don’t understand how much that hurts, but we still feel pain when we lose friends.  We don’t need your threats on top of everything else!”  Her words bristled with a barely contained rage. 
Xandrith chuckled and grinned, a wicked expression by any standards. “You’re learning too much from me. Diplomacy isn’t going to be your strong suit.”
“People died and they just don’t care!” Haley snapped at Xan, not finding his grim humor appropriate at that moment. “I don’t understand how they can be so heartless.”
“They’re not human, Haley.  I don’t think they feel the way we do.”  Xandrith tried to explain, though he didn’t understand it himself.  The Unth were a mystery to him.  
Surprisingly one of the Unth males spoke.  “We once held bonds as you do, but that was in a time long passed.  We gave up some things so that we might better serve the Wellspring. Compassion is something many of us remember, but we do not have any connection to the emotion. If we had continued being slaves to our emotional ties, we would have failed in our task long ago.”
“Your ties to your friends weaken you when you should be strong. The irrational reactions of that one,” The female spoke, pointing at Xan. “Prove that point. We don’t have friends. We are driven by one purpose only, the protection of the Wellspring.”
They began to walk again, but Haley wasn’t ready to give up this line of conversation. “What about family? Don’t you have siblings, parents? Certainly you must care about them?”
The male behind them spoke. “We don’t have bonds with our families. Not anymore.”
“Me neither.” Xandrith added to the rather bleak conversation. “Not by choice, though.”
“Do your children have bonds?  Is it something you grow out of when you become an adult?”  Haley’s curiosity was like a flood gate now that the lines of conversation were open.  
The female Unth looked back over her shoulder at the young girl. “We don’t have children.”
Haley’s look of confusion deepened, and Xandrith had to join her on that one. “Wait, if you don’t have children how to you produce more of you? I mean, I’m not an expert on the matter, but it seems like the Unth wouldn’t last long if they never had offspring. Are you born fully grown?”
“We don’t have children because we don’t die.” The female explained. “The Wellspring grants us eternal life in exchange for our service as its protectors.”
“You’re immortal?” Xandrith was shocked. “I didn’t think that was possible.”
“Not immortal, but we will never die of old age.”  The lead male spoke.  
“How old are you?”  Haley asked, her voice full of wonder.  
“Years stop having meaning after a certain time. We are ancient by human standards.” The male from behind answered. “We have been together, guardians of the Wellspring, since we discovered it thousands of years ago. We will still be its guardians after humanity has come and gone, thousands of years from now.”
“All those thousands of years and you have no bonds, no friends, and your life is all about servitude to the Wellspring?  That sounds terrible.”  Haley’s response summed up what Xan was thinking himself pretty well. He considered himself a loner, but his life was nothing compared to what the Unth had done to themselves.
“All of your people decided this was what they wanted to do with their lives?” Xandrith asked. “None of you wanted to be what you were before?”
“When we first settled these mountains the Unth were much like you are now.” The lead male spoke. “We came here to find a home for our people that would be secure and free of raids from the warring kingdoms of our time. We built a city among these peeks, and we lived well despite the harsh climate. We mastered our environment, but then we discovered the Wellspring. We were magically gifted, though not greatly so, and we recognized the potential the Wellspring contained.  We knew it was important, possibly dangerous if controlled by the wrong entity.  In time we learned how to use a small portion of the spring’s power, and with that power came clarity.
“We had to protect the Wellspring.  Many of our people agreed, but some did not.  Some of those who did not agree left, but others lived out their lives in the city and eventually succumbed to time.  Those of that remain are from those early days, the people who chose to serve and protect the Wellspring.  The rest of our people vanished into the turning of the years.  Those who did not accept the Wellspring, and who did not choose to leave, were poisoned by the power given off by the spring.”
The female spoke up quickly.  “The Wellspring does not kill out of malice, but those who do not properly join with its power grow sick over time.  Years of exposure destroyed the old Unth’s ability to breed, and eventually killed the elderly.”
“That sounds terrible.” Haley’s voice was low.
“This history has allowed us to become what we are now.  We are the guardians of the Wellspring.  That is our purpose.”  The male from behind spoke.  None of them seemed distraught or disturbed by their history, though Xandrith felt a little of both himself.   The Unth had given up their society to become servants of an ancient magic and it had so warped them that they didn’t even understand what they had given up.  They had gained immortality, but he couldn’t imagine living forever in such a dreary existence. 
The Wellspring wasn’t only a source of magic.  It was also dangerous.  Xandrith didn’t understand exactly what the Wellspring was, or how it worked for those who could use its power, but it was clear that the power it imparted came with a steep price.  Had the god-like creatures that shaped the world also succumbed to the emotional degradation of the Wellspring?  It seemed possible.  They hadn’t ever encountered so much power before, and their obsession with that power had eventually led to the death of one and the partial imprisonment of the other.  
“Have you ever considered what the Unth would have become without the Wellspring?”  Xandrith asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.  
“Not in countless years.”  The leading male answered quietly.   If there was any sign of regret in his voice, Xandrith couldn’t identify it.  
This rare conversation lapsed into silence in the wake of such a bleak answer.  Xandrith looked over to Haley and found the girl looking back at him, an expression on her face that spoke volumes about her feelings regarding the story the Unth had told.  She was as troubled by it as the assassin was, maybe more so.  The Unth were prisoners of their own making, and they had been so for such a time that they couldn’t really remember what it meant to be free.  
The Wellspring was a threat.  A growing conviction was building up inside the assassin.  If the opportunity arose he would destroy the Wellspring, or bury it so deep that no one ever found it again. It wouldn’t be enough to just kill the god-thing.  The Wellspring was the true source of their trouble.  It might well be the source for all magic in the world, but where there was magic there was corruption.  The Order of Mages had been a testament to that fact before Xan had even heard of the god-things.  Of course he was getting ahead of himself.  
He already had one impossible goal before him. He had to kill a god, and he assumed that doing so was going to be difficult. Even once they reached this wall that the Unth were taking them to, Xandrith had to figure out how he was going to wade through a horde of trolls to find the bone dagger, which seemed impossible too. Then he’d have to kill the god-thing.  He’d been avoiding thinking about it all with fervid passion.  
At one point, before they’d met the Unth, he’d imagined that the mountain people would help him make his final stand against the troll god.  In his head it had been an epic battle with the Unth willingly sacrificing down their lives to hold off the trolls while Xandrith plunged the bone dagger into the heart the god and freed the world from its awful tyranny.  Then he had actually met the Unth, and that whole idea had been abandoned quickly.  The Unth were barely willing to take him to the trolls, let alone help him fight them back.  How could two people pierce an entire horde of trolls, recover an ancient relic, and then kill a god while amidst its followers?  
Well, at least Xandrith was an assassin. These were the kind of things he was supposed to be good at. He was a bit out of practice, but this was the way one got to be the best in their profession. Challenges. Haley was just an apprentice, but she was very skilled. It would be a great learning experience. Xan wasn’t even certain that anyone had ever assassinated a god before. If they succeeded Haley would have credibility as an assassin very quickly.
Xandrith chanced a quick glance at his young companion.  Her fox face was still locked in a somewhat neutral expression, but the assassin could spot the emotions she was trying to hide beneath the surface.  He was so experienced at hiding those emotions himself that they were evident to him on his young companion.  He was happy she was with him, but at the same time he would have given a great deal for her to be anywhere else at that moment.  False bravado aside, Xan was fairly certain they were going to die horribly.  
Distant voices drifted down the cave towards Xan, distracting him from his contemplation of the future. He focused his attention forward and spotted what was clearly light from the outside world spilling into the tunnel ahead of them. They were finally arriving at their destination. They had reached the wall.
 
Xandrith squinted into the dull light of the outside world as they emerged into the open for the first time in hours.  The snow had cleared, or wasn’t falling this far up the mountain, but the sky was still gray and the wind was still violent.  Xandrith’s tattered cloak whipped around his body, flapping in the breeze like the wings of some giant bat.  He didn’t particularly have time to notice however, as his attention was fixed on the Unth’s ‘wall.’  It sprawled above, a twisted, twining nest of jagged crystal like that which the Unth themselves were encased in.  It was impossible to tell how thick it was, but the crystal itself was thick enough that though partially clear in places, it was still impossible to see through.  It had a vague pink tinge to it that was only visible in areas that were particularly clear and deep.  
At first glance Xan thought the wall would be jokingly easy to climb.  It was covered in ridges and angles that any fool could easily use as a handhold, but upon closer inspection Xandrith realized that the edges of the crystal were as sharp as any knife he’d ever owned.  One wrong handhold and a person could slice all their fingers off or carve off a foot.  The Unth wall was horrifying in the deceptive simplicity of its nature.  The assassin had never seen anything like it, and he was glad of that fact.  This was a wall that might well keep him out, or at least make him seriously rethink his normal strategy of entrance.  
From the ground at the base of the wall it was difficult to tell just how tall the structure was, but Xandrith guessed it was twenty times as high as he was tall, if not more.  It stretched as far as he could see both to his left and right, though he could detect a curvature that meant it probably came back around on itself.  
The female Unth, the one they’d originally met, and the male who had been following them took this opportunity to depart.  They didn’t bother to mention where they were going, or what business they were about. They simply departed wordlessly, heading back down into the cave through which they’d just exited.  Xandrith noted their departure, but his attention was still fixated on the wall.  
“This is remarkable.”  He finally managed to say.  
“We grew it in the early years after joining the Wellspring.  It goes all the way around and under our city.  The crystal, once set, is nearly unbreakable.”  Xandrith almost thought he heard pride in the Unth’s voice, but it might have just been his imagination.  
“Can we get on top?” Haley asked, a spark of excitement in her voice. Despite everything, she still had some of her childish exuberance left.
The Unth nodded.  “The forward camp is near the top.  That is where you will be staying while you are with us.” 
“Wait, the camp is on the wall?” Xandrith asked, shocked. “How wide is the wall?”
“The camp is in the wall.  It keeps our forces near where they must defend.”  The Unth explained as he led them towards a particular place in the wall.  
“How did you carve space out of the crystal?”  Xandrith’s curiosity was getting the better of him.  For all that he didn’t much like the Unth, they had managed some incredible achievements.    
The Unth’s answer surprised Xandrith. “The walls were grown, and the rooms inside the walls were shaped during the growing.”
The staircase that had been grown into the side of the wall was a practice in design elegance at the cost of artistry.  The steps were perfect and stable, but there was no aesthetic grace to the design.  Xandrith was hardly a discriminating art critic and he could tell that the stairs were as plain as they could possibly be while being grown from magic crystals.  
“There are sculptors who would kill to work with this material.” He said, touching the smooth wall that ran next to the stairs. “Those same sculptors would probably kill themselves if they saw how dull this staircase is.”
“Function is more important than appearance.”  Their Unth guide commented.  
Xan nodded. “I don’t disagree. I’ve always been taken by the elegance of functional simplicity, but it is surprising to see something so carefully crafted also be so unadorned. Human designers always decorate what they work on, especially when it’s something that’s such a massive undertaking. I believe it’s a mark of pride in their work.”
“You mistake our dedication to function as a lack of pride.” The Unth’s words surprised Xan. “We are not without emotion. We are indeed proud of what we have achieved. This wall will stand as long as the Unth live, and maybe beyond that. We are proud of that, but our pride never interferes with our purpose.”
“You say you don’t lack emotion, but you don’t seem to possess empathy.” Xandrith pointed out. “You speak of the loss of your families as though you’re indifferent, and the loss of our friends didn’t trouble you at all.”
“I understand that the loss of your friends is deeply upsetting for you.”  The Unth said.  “We do not feel attachment to people or things, but we did once.  Everything we feel is in relation to our goal to protect the Wellspring.  If something threatens the Wellspring we are enraged.  If we achieve something that makes the Wellspring safer, that fills us with a sense of pride and accomplishment.”
Xandrith cringed inwardly.  The Unth really were slaves to the Wellspring.  They even seemed to understand their servitude but it didn’t bother them.  The assassin found this unsettling.  He could think of nothing to answer the Unth’s statement with so he let the conversation pass into silence, killed by the revelation that their hosts were little more than mindless minions.  If the Unth were minions, did that mean that the Wellspring was sentient?  That was a troubling thought.  
Their Unth guide led them to a room high above the mountain floor.  The room had a fireplace that was already burning and a single large bed.  Other than that there was a desk and a small box for storing items.  The room had no other decoration in it at all.  
“You may stay here for a few hours.  We will come and get you later and take you to the top of the wall.  Do not leave this room without an escort or you will be killed.”  The male Unth droned off his directions before turning and leaving Xan and Haley alone in the strange crystal room.  He pulled the door shut behind him, and Xandrith heard the distinct sound of a lock engaging.  They weren’t taking any chances.  
“It’s awful rude of them to make us share a room.”  Xandrith grumbled.  
“I don’t really want to be alone here anyway.” Haley commented, unhooking her belt so that her axe fell to the ground before she jumped into the bed. “Oof!” She groaned as she hit the surface of the bed. “Great, it’s almost as hard as the ground.”
Xandrith let out a plaintive groan.  “Well, it makes sense that the Unth wouldn’t particularly worry about comfort.”  With no one around to judge him other than Haley, who he was pretty comfortable with, Xandrith limped his way to the bed.  His recently broken leg hurt so much that he felt he might never be able to walk on it again.  He’d spent a great deal of energy pretending it was fine.  He fell onto the nearly rock solid bed at her side.  “Oh, you weren’t exaggerating.”  
Haley rolled over on the bed so she was facing Xan.  She reached up to her mask and pulled it off, tossing it on the ground near her axe.  Her eyes were glassy, and her face was strained with the effort not to cry.  Xandrith put an arm around the girl and pulled her close to him.  
“It’s alright.”  He told her.  It wasn’t alright, of course.  It might never be alright again.  Haley began to cry, her body shaking against his side as she wept nearly silently.  Xandrith couldn’t find his own tears, though he wished that he might so that he could stop the pain that was building up inside of him.  The pressure in his chest was unbearable.  He felt as though he might die at any moment.  
“It’s alright.”  He repeated the empty words again.  
 
Xandrith’s sleep was broken by a gentle shaking of his shoulder.  He started awake despite the gentleness, unaccustomed to being woken by someone else.  Haley was kneeling over him, her eyes turned to face the doorway.  Xandrith turned to see what she was staring at and was startled to see one of the Unth standing a few feet away, just inside the door of their room.  They were difficult to tell apart since they lacked hair and didn’t wear regular clothing, but Xan still thought this one was different than the ones that had accompanied them to the wall.  
He pushed himself up from the bed and to his feet, uncertain how long he’d been resting or how long the Unth had been waiting for him to wake.  Haley was putting her fox mask back in place over her face and refastening her weapon belt.  She kept her eyes on the Unth the entire time.  
“You should have woken me when you arrived.”  Xandrith told the Unth.  
“I was to let you sleep as long as you needed before showing you to the wall.”  A female voice.  
“It didn’t occur to you that we might find it strange to wake up and have someone staring at us?”  Xan asked out of curiosity more than any true resentment.  
“This was the best way to insure that I was available for you when you were ready to go.”  She explained calmly.  
“What if we had been making love when you came in?”  Haley demanded angrily.  
A slight flush rose in Xan’s cheeks and he laughed nervously. “Well, no, that wouldn’t have happened. We’re not like that. I mean, we don’t ... I don’t. Not Daisy, damn it, I’m too old to be ...”
Haley laughed, a sincere, warm sound that made Xandrith feel like a fool. “I’m only joking, Xan.”
“I wouldn’t have stayed if my presence would have interfered with your intimacy.” The Unth, who didn’t seem to fully grasp the situation, replied to Haley’s question a bit late.
“It wouldn’t have!” Xan snapped, then seemed to realize what his hasty answer meant and quickly added. “…because we wouldn’t have been intimate because we are not romantically involved.”
The Unth didn’t seem to care.  “Are you ready to see the top of the wall?”  She asked.  
“Yes, the wall.  That would be good.”  Xandrith said quickly, flustered and eager to get out of that conversation.  
“Follow me.”  She turned as she spoke and opened the door, leading the way back out onto the landing in front of the living area.  Xandrith followed Haley out the door, giving her a wide clearing so as not to create any further misunderstandings.  
The Unth walked quickly up a flight of stairs that opened onto another landing of living space, and then up another set of stairs. The stairs made Xandrith’s leg start to ache again. Xan gave an audible sigh as they cleared the last of the steps and walked across the top of the wide open walkway along the top of the wall. It was impressively massive, and from on high Xandrith could hear the sound of thousands of troll voices floating through the air. He feared what he would see when he reached the outside edge of the wall.
His fear was well warranted.  Before the Unth wall stretched a horde of trolls beyond Xandrith’s imagining.  It blackened the mountainside stretching as far down the slope as the eye could see, filling every crevice and every fissure in the landscape with a mass of tents, siege weapons, supplies and trolls of a vast array of sizes and shapes.  Xandrith looked down the wall and could see piles of dead bodies at the base of the wall, and a few dead on the wall itself that appeared to have failed while attempting to climb the Unth barrier.  A field of crystal spikes spread from the base of the wall all the way down to the very front line of the troll forces, and more dead were hanging from that grim field of macabre trees.   
“How long have they been here?”  Xandrith asked in a small voice.  
“A week.” The Unth female replied. “They have made multiple attempts at the wall every day except today, but none have been anywhere near successful. We have killed hundreds of them already.”
The assassin’s eyes rolled over the horde, looking for some sign of where he might start searching for the knife and the troll god.  “Do you know where their leader is?”  
“Our Farseers have spotted several generals amongst the horde, but our magic is obscured the further out we try to look.  The trolls have magic of their own, though it has proven ineffective so far.”  The Unth reported like a well-informed tactician.  
“I didn’t think there would be this many.”  Haley noted, looking out over the edge of the wall with an overwhelmed expression on her face.  
“What do you intend to do?”  The Unth asked Xan, as though he would have been able to formulate some plan in the minute he’d had to take in the gravity of the troll problem.  
Xandrith shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I’m going to need some supplies, weapons, gear, and I need some time to think about this. I didn’t suspect that trolls would be so numerous. I had no idea.”
The Unth didn’t seem impressed. “You may return to your room if you’d like. I can send for some supplies, but you should be aware that there are many common items that the Unth do not need, and therefore do not have.”
“I’m not ready to go back just yet. I need to see more of this if I can. Do you have a spy glass?” Xandrith asked hopefully.
“No.”  The Unth replied.  
“Alright, then I’ll just have to take in as much as I can without one.  Can I walk this wall?”  Xan pointed in one direction and then the other.  
The Unth nodded.  “Yes, but I will accompany you.” 
Xandrith returned the nod with one of his own, and then began to walk. He watched the horde as he moved along the length of the wall. Haley walked beside him, also scanning the crowd of trolls below. He was glad to have her eyes on the problem as well. She might see something that he didn’t. There was too much for one person to take in. How was he ever going to find the knife in that mess?
The assassin made mental notes of locations that looked particularly important along the troll line.  There were encampments of better quality than others, as in any army, and those he set to the forefront of his mind.  If they didn’t have what he was looking for, they would probably house officers or superiors who might have information that he could use to narrow down his search.  Information traveled fast in armies that marched together.  What one person knew, they all knew.  He just had to find the right trolls to talk to, and find a way to talk to them without alarming the entire horde.  
Xandrith was excellent at killing, but not so excellent that he was going to charge blade first into a group of thousands of trolls.  He imagined he might get all of two of them before he was ripped into small, easily digestible pieces. This was a daunting task.  
Xandrith walked a mile in one direction, and then turned around and walked two miles back the other direction before returning to where he’d started.  He’d seen as much as he cared to see.  There was no one point that looked better than any other.  If there was a main camp, something more formal than the officer’s camps he’d seen, it was too far back in the horde for him to spot from the wall.  He’d have to rely on intelligence he gathered once he was down amidst the trolls, but before he could do that he’d have to get better equipped and find a way to disguise himself so that he wasn’t killed on sight.  
Being part troll himself did give him some small advantage, but he clearly didn’t have enough of the troll look to avoid being singled out as an outsider. The big troll that had gotten him in the Forge had said he smelled like a human, particularly his blood. He’d have to be sure not to bleed. That was one of his favorite goals anyway, so it was a good thing to have on his list of no-nos. Bleeding would ruin everything.
“Alright, I’ve seen enough.” He told the Unth. “I need to gather some supplies, and work out a disguise that will work well enough to allow me to go down amongst those trolls. There’s nothing more that can be done from here.”
The Unth gave a sharp nod. “I will return you to your room then. You may tell me what it is you need and I’ll see if it can be acquired for you.”
Xandrith wasn’t certain he liked the idea of being returned to his room.  He’d spent enough time in various prisons that the idea of being in another didn’t strike him as particularly enticing.  Still, he didn’t exactly have another option.  
“I’ve only got one good knife on me. I’d like another set of fighting knives. A pair of daggers with edges the length of my forearm. Narrow, strong blades. The sharper they are, the better. In an emergency they’ll need to cut through troll skin. I’m also going to need some troll attire. I’ve seen some of them dressed in cloaks made of strange animal skins. The most covering thing you can find would be best. If it has a particularly strong troll odor about it, even better. I’ll also need something to darken my skin temporarily. Nothing that will give off a magical radiance. That would attract too much notice.” Xandrith thought for a minute and made an addition to his list. “I need a heavy sword, troll made. If I go out there without a visible weapon they’ll know I don’t belong, and it wouldn’t hurt to have something that could potentially separate one of those bastards from its head.”
“I need a disguise too.”  Haley chipped in, but Xandrith held up a hand.  
“No, it doesn’t make sense for both of to go amongst the trolls just to gather information, Haley. You should stay here.” Xandrith kept his voice level and firm.
Haley shot a pointed look at the Unth. “I don’t feel comfortable staying here on my own. I’d be more use to you out there.”
Xandrith could understand her desire to accompany him, and if it didn’t put both of them at greater risk he would have gladly taken her with him.  As much as Xandrith didn’t want to endanger the girl, she was a reliable and powerful ally to have in a tough situation.  She’d also proven herself against trolls, even a giant one, which was a huge point in her favor.  
“I’m not leaving you behind because I’m afraid you can’t handle yourself out there, Haley.” He could see the protest already forming on her lips so he jumped ahead to speak before she did. “It is going to be difficult for me to remain hidden on my own, but one person is going to be easier to disguise than two moving together. If trolls are anything like humans, than a single new body amidst a crowd isn’t going to attract much attention. If we’re in there together that just gives them more of a chance of noticing something amiss.”
Haley’s protest faltered, but she didn’t look happy.  “What if you get into trouble out there?”  
“Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. If I get into trouble, one more person isn’t going to make a difference amidst that horde of trolls. We would just die together. I don’t plan on getting in trouble.” Xan tried to sound as confident as he didn’t feel.
“You never plan on getting in trouble, but you always do.”  Haley noted with more than a hint of worry touching at her fox-covered features.  
Haley’s assessment was painfully accurate. “Well, I’m planning extra hard this time. I’m sure things will work themselves out.”
The Unth, who had been silent until that moment, spoke up to clarify. “Then you will only be needing the items you mentioned before?”
Xandrith looked once more at Haley, who let out a soft sigh and looked away. 
“Yes, that should do.  Could you provide some food for my friend, and see that no harms comes to her while I’m away?”  Xandrith was a little worried about leaving Haley alone with the Unth.  They were difficult to read as a people.  So long as he and Haley did not come between the Unth and the Wellspring, there shouldn’t be any direct conflict, at least not until Xan’s business was finished and they were ready to leave.  That was a problem for another time.  
“If that is all, I will see you back to your room while I gather the necessary gear for you.  It will not take long.”  The Unth didn’t wait for a reply.  He turned and began walking back towards the stairs that would lead down to their room.  
Xandrith and Haley fell in behind him quickly.  The assassin wasn’t excited to be locked up again, but he also wasn’t ready to antagonize his hosts any further by trying to secure some more free time to walk around.  Besides, he’d seen most of what he needed to see for the time being.  What still remained to be seen was how he was going to get down into the troll population without being seen, and that raised another question.  He’d asked for troll supplies because he needed them, but he’d expected some protest from the Unth about actually locating what he needed.  It seemed they had a way to get in physical contact with the trolls at least enough to secure the items Xan needed.  The Unth had even said that it wouldn’t take long.  
If the Unth could get outside their wall and into the troll horde to gather items, did that mean that there was some secret path that trolls might discover and use to get inside?  That was a frightening prospect.  Xandrith wanted to ask about it, but at the same time he didn’t think he’d get a satisfactory answer, and he didn’t want to raise suspicion by asking about the Unth security.  If they suspected that he was a spy, things would not end well for him and Haley.  He would learn the truth soon enough.  The Unth would have to give him a way to get out amidst the trolls without it being obvious that he’d just come from inside the walls.  He could assess the situation more closely when that time came.  
The door closed behind him and Haley and he heard the sound of the lock engaging almost immediately.  Xandrith sighed and walked back to the bed to sit down.  His leg was aching and his mind was spinning with the details of the task that lay just ahead.  The task felt insurmountable.  
“I’m afraid to be alone.”  Haley’s voice was soft when she spoke, a whisper that somehow shattered the silence.  
Xandrith looked up at his young companion. She was slowly pacing the room, looking every bit like a young vixen caught in a hunter’s live trap. “You’re not alone Haley, and you won’t be when I’m out there either.”
Haley half-smiled, an expression a little too close to Xan’s own false smile. “I think I’ll be pretty alone when you leave. I don’t think the Unth are going to keep me company.”
Xandrith was about to speak but the words slipped away from him as a strange darkness settled in the room.  At first it seemed as though the glow of the fire had been covered by a nearly opaque curtain, but a moment later curling strands of darkness began to leak out of the new and alien shadows.  Xandrith jumped up from the bed and grabbed his knife.  
“Xan?”  Haley’s voice was full of concern, he turned to tell her what he was seeing, but as his eyes fell on her the darkness transformed her as well.  Black ichor poured from the corners of the eyes of her mask, burning black streaks down the wooden surface and transforming the familiar fox features into a skeletal, horrifying grimace.  The bottom jaw unhinged and opened, dropping wide and expanding into a hungry maw.  A terrible, low keening exploded from the thing that had been Haley.  The sound was a mix of a dying animal’s scream and the fearsome roar of a predator.  
A weight settled on Xandrith’s shoulder and he spun around to face something he sensed behind him.  When he turned he found himself face to face with Tilda, or something that wore Tilda like a poorly fitting suit of armor.  The old woman’s body was shattered, twisted and broken, bone protruding through flesh at unnatural angles, face smashed and torn.  She smiled as Xandrith took a step back in horror, and her smile exposed a mouth full of broken teeth that split unnaturally in the center as though the lower mandible had been split in two.  
“Crow sends his regards, Xandrith.” Tilda spoke, her voice was exactly as Xan remembered it, but her words were a slur of barely recognizable sounds because of the wreckage of her mouth. “He wants you to know that we’re going to kill you for doing this to us. We’re going to kill you and everything you love because you brought us out here to die. Your whole life is a curse, Xandrith Dalt. You destroy everything and everyone who gets close to you, and soon we’re going destroy you.”
“I did everything I could!”  Xandrith pleaded with the vile remains of the old woman.  “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.  I’m just trying to do what’s right!”  
“How could someone like you ever know what’s right?” Tilda laughed. The sound was terrible coming from her broken mouth.
A pressure on Xandrith’s back made him jump and turn back around.  He’d forgotten entirely about the thing Haley had become.  He turned around hesitantly.  He didn’t want to show his back to the risen Tilda creature, but he couldn’t leave another threat at his back either.  
“Xandrith?”  It was Haley’s voice.  He looked at her and for a minute he could still see the twisted version of the fox mask, but it seemed to melt away before his eyes.  As it vanished, the light returned to the room. It peeled away the darkness until everything was back to the way it had been when they’d first arrived.  “What’s wrong, Xan?”  Haley asked, her concern was evident.  
Xandrith stepped away from her and returned to the bed.  It had all seemed so real.  He’d even been able to smell the rot coming from the phantom Tilda, and the chill of the darkness had settled into his skin.  What was happening to him?  
“Please talk to me!”  Haley was pleading now.  Her voice was on the edge of panic, near the point of hysteria.  Xandrith really did need to tell her what was going on. 
He gestured at the bed. “Come sit down. I’ll try and explain as much as I can, but I don’t understand it all.”
Haley quickly sat down.  She had an expectant expression on her face, as though Xandrith might be able to tell her something that would make her feel better.  He wasn’t sure she was going to like what he had to say.  
“I’m going insane.” He began.
 



Chapter 8
Beyond the Wall
“Maybe it’s some sort of troll magic?”  Haley posed the possibility after Xandrith had finished his exhaustive explanation of what was happening to him.  She’d gone through a wide range of emotions during his retelling, but had finally settled on a heavy concern.  
“You’re the one who can sense that kind of thing, do I appear to have any magic tied to me?”  He asked, somewhat hopefully.  It would be nice to know that he wasn’t actually losing what was left of his mind.  
Haley looked crestfallen, answering Xandrith’s question before she even spoken. “No, I don’t see any magic on you.”
“That doesn’t leave a lot of alternatives.” The assassin noted morosely. “This is my own fault. I abused the powers I had, and I intentionally shattered my own mind to give Kassa a second chance. I would do it all again, though. I just need to hold it all together long enough to finish what we’re doing here. Since I know that some of the things I’m seeing are not real, I can make an effort to act accordingly when things start to get strange. My imagination can’t kill me. I think.”
Haley frowned. “That sounds like you’ve already given up on yourself. You’re not in this thing just to die. You’re going to survive, and you’re going to get better.”
Xan shrugged helplessly. “I don’t want to die, or to go insane, but I’m already doing the latter. I don’t know if it’s reversible. I’ve never heard of anyone going uninsane.”
Haley was still hopeful. “You’ve told me yourself that there are healers who can work wonders, Xan. When this is all done we can find one together. I can get my burns fixed, and you can have your poor brain repaired.”
“Maybe.”  Xandrith pretended to smile.  If Haley wanted him to hold onto hope, he would pretend to do so for her sake.  He’d never heard of anyone having a mental breakdown healed by a mage, and there were very few mages left in the world.  For Haley’s sake, Xandrith hoped she would find someone to work on her burns.  He was aware that she was in constant pain.  Some of the burns still tore and bled when she was being particularly physical.  She never complained about the pain, or let it interfere with what she needed to do, but Xan knew it wasn’t easy.  
The door to their small room and prison cell opened and a group of Unth stepped in carrying several pieces of equipment.  Xandrith felt something close to relief as a distraction from his mental problems presented itself so neatly before him.  
“We have acquired the things you requested.”  One of the Unth men spoke.  He wasn’t the same one from earlier.  Xandrith found it strange that they never gave names and seemed to work interchangeably without ever drawing attention to the fact that the individual you were working with at one moment wasn’t the same one who came around next time.  It was like they were on some kind of work schedule and when one was off duty the next stepped up and took over seamlessly.  It was a little disconcerting, but so were a lot of things about their people.  
Xandrith stood up and walked over to the Unth. One of them held up a set of knives the likes of which Xan had never seen. They were in scabbards on a brown leather belt, but even in the scabbard they were strange. The scabbards were made of the same material that the wall was made of, and the knife appeared to be made of the same crystal, though the hilt was wrapped in leather. Xandrith reached out to accept the blades, but the Unth pulled them back out of his reach.
“These knives are not like typical blades.  Watch closely.”  He nodded to one of his companions who pulled out a wood block and set it on the small table in the room.  The Unth with knives approached the block and drew one of the daggers, which was made of crystal so refined and thin that it was like a shard of glass.  It was edged on both sides of the blade with a tip that was just slightly flared.  There was a black stone set in the middle of the knife’s crosspiece.  The Unth slid his thumb across this and then pressed the knife blade against the block of wood.  
Xandrith didn’t have to wait long to see what made this Unth-built knife different. The blade sunk into the wood block like a hot knife through warm butter. He pulled the knife from the block as easily as it had gone in, and then just set the blade against the wood, holding the hilt in his hand loosely. The blade sunk through the wood, slicing into it as though it was possessed of its own will. The Unth returned the blade to the scabbard.
The Assassin had never seen anything like it before.  That was a knife that would cut down a troll.  How had the Unth made it?  It looked so fragile.  
“Once drawn, run your thumb across the gem to activate the cutting blade.  However, once activated the blade will cut almost anything it touches.  If you need to store the blade in a leather sheath, or hide it beneath your clothing, be sure to draw your thumb across the control gem again to put the blade to sleep.  The gem will pulse when you’ve activated it, and when you’ve deactivated it.  Putting the blade back in the scabbard that we’re giving you will also deactivate the blade.  With this, you may fight the trolls if you need to.”  The Unth explained before handing the belt and knives to Xandrith. 
The assassin fastened the belt at his hips and slid the scabbards to his back so that they wouldn’t show from the front.  He wouldn’t fit in amidst the trolls very well if he was wearing Unth weapons visible at his hips.  Still, it felt good to have a complete set of knives again.  It was a foolish notion, but Xandrith felt somehow immortal with a good pair of blades at his disposal.  
Another of the Unth came forward, this one carrying a large piece of strange black leather.  Xandrith could recognize it as a piece of troll attire before he could even smell the particularly foul smell given off by the creatures.  It wasn’t exactly like rot, or the stink of being unclean, but more the smell of something long in the damp and dark.  It was the stench of life deep below the surface of the world.  Xandrith took the cloak and unfolded it, wrapping it around his shoulders.  He pulled the hood up and threaded the remaining stub of his single horn through one of the holes that had been designed just for that purpose.  He’d seen trolls with horns broken off before, so he didn’t think that would make him stand out.  
The cloak was clearly made for someone larger than him, even though he was not a small human.  Luckily he was tall enough that he could keep it from dragging on the ground, even if it did wrap around him almost twice.  
The next Unth came forward holding two items. In one hand he held a small bowl with a red substance staining the bottom of it, and over his opposite shoulder was strapped a sword of immense proportion. The blade, if Xandrith had stood it next to him, would have gone from the ground to his hip. It had a wide tip at one end, and a curved edge. The scabbard was designed so that the blade swung free from the side and not up and out, which would have been difficult to achieve even with a troll’s long arms. It looked like a mean weapon. It wasn’t crude by any stretch of the imagination, but it looked like it had been built for unspeakable acts. Of course, were not all swords built for unspeakable acts?
Xan’s eyes returned to the bowl of red dye.  “This isn’t what I asked for.”  He stated, since the red dye obviously wasn’t the dark color he’d asked for.  
The Unth nodded. “This will disguise your flesh more effectively than something black. Smaller trolls have brighter skin than larger trolls. If we had darkened your skin like you wanted, you would have stood out amongst the horde.”
Xandrith hadn’t noticed that fact himself, though when he thought back on the trolls he’d encountered that did seem to make sense.  It wasn’t exactly something he’d spent much time thinking about.  He’d asked for a dark dye because the color changes to his own skin had all been dark, but if the Unth were correct, this would indeed work much more effectively.  
The assassin took the dye and the sword.  He put the sword over his shoulder on top of the cloak, and used its strap to tie back some of the excess.  This left one of his arms exposed, so he took the red dye and used it to cover his exposed arm, and then rubbed it carefully into both of his hands.  The thick red paste absorbed into his skin readily, and it wasn’t long before he’d covered all of his visible skin, and some of it that was less visible just to be safe.  
“You will need to wipe off the access after a few minutes, or else the dye will rub off on anything you touch.”  One of the Unth commented, watching him with something close to curiosity.  
They stood waiting for the dye to dry, and then when the Unth said it was alright, Xandrith rubbed down his flesh with a treated cloth they’d also brought with them.  It was somewhat alarming to see so much red coming off of him, yet his skin remained a deep, partially-dried-blood red.  He handed the cloth back to the Unth and turned Haley.  
“How do I look?”  He asked with a grin.  
“Awful.”  She replied, grimacing at the new red Xan.  “Don’t smile when you’re around the trolls.  Your teeth don’t look exactly like theirs.”  
“Ah, that’ll be good to remember.”  He replied.  
“If you’re ready, we’ll take you beyond the wall now.”  One of the Unth said, impassive as ever.  
Xandrith looked over at Haley.  She looked worried, and with good reason.  Xandrith was worried as well, but more for her than for himself.  Now that he was dressed in his disguise and ready to embark upon this information gathering task, he found himself falling into old habits.  He’d never infiltrated trolls before, of course, but he’d worn many disguises over the years.  Instinct and practice were taking over.  He felt eerily calm about the whole endeavor.  
“I’m ready.”  He told the Unth.  
“Follow me.”  The man told him, and together they stepped out of the room.  Xandrith didn’t look back over his shoulder to see Haley again.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see her again, but that expression of fear and anxiety she wore ate away at his confidence.  His own concern for the girl would chip into the façade he needed to put in place if he was going to be successful.  
The Unth led the way at a fast march, covering ground quickly with a surprisingly wide stride considering his short stature.  Xandrith didn’t have any difficulty keeping pace with his own long, lanky body, but Haley would have probably been at a near jog to keep up.  Instead of heading back for the stairs that would have taken them to the top of the wall, the Unth took Xan back down to the ground level and then along the base of the wall until they reached a small opening that was cut into the ground running parallel with the wall.  
The small cave went down until they could no longer see the opening through which they’d entered, and then turned abruptly in the direction of the wall.  Xandrith expected there to be a tunnel passing through the crystal structure, but instead they came to a stop when the passage intersected the underground portion of the barrier.  There was a solid crystal wall blocking their passage.  Xandrith was confused.  
“Stay close.  If you fall behind, you die.”  The Unth said, and with that he stepped into the crystal.  It rippled like the surface of water as he passed into it and Xandrith stood, mouth agape, for nearly a full second before the words spoken by the Unth echoed back through is mind.  He took a quick, deep breath, and then jumped into the crystal wall behind his guide.  
It felt like jumping into thin water.  He could feel the press of the liquid crystal on his skin all over him, pushing against his clothes and dragging against the sword on his back.  It was cold to the touch, like ice.  The chill instantly made him panic.  Instinct told him he should try and swim up and out, but the Unth was moving away from him, walking in a straight line.  Xandrith could feel a pressure at his back, as though the crystal-liquid there was growing thicker, solidifying.  He stifled his instinct and dashed forward after the Unth.  The crystal became thinner as he drew closer.  The Unth was creating a bubble in which one could pass through the wall, but it wasn’t a large area.  
They moved quickly and within a minute they emerged into another underground passage.  Xandrith staggered as he stepped back into normal air.  He took in a huge lungful, realizing he’d been holding his breath the entire time he’d been in the wall.  Could he have taken a breath in there?  He wasn’t sure, but his body had assumed that was a bad risk.  He straightened himself up and gathered his resolve.  That had been terrifying, but he’d survived.  
His Unth guide was waiting patiently for Xandrith to recover from his ordeal, and the assassin was thankful for that.  He needed a moment.  He decided to fill the moment with some conversation.  
“Why are the Unth helping me do this?”  Xandrith asked, not really expecting any kind of answer.  
“Our Ranger believed you were telling the truth about your goal.  She also believed you were not an immediate threat to the Wellspring.  Your goal is aligned with our own.  If you achieve what you want to achieve, it will aid our defense here.  If you fail, it will have cost us very little.”  The Unth explained.  
That was a grim answer.  They had basically allowed Xandrith to do what he intended because it would help their cause if he succeeded, and if he and all of his friends died in the process the Unth wouldn’t have lost anything of value.  He’d become an expendable resource.  
“What will you do if we succeed?”  Xandrith asked, already sure he knew the answer.  He was curious to see what the Unth would say.  
“If you succeed, the troll army will likely break apart.  We will destroy those few that remain a threat.”  The Unth ignored the real intent of the question.  Xandrith guessed that he’d done so intentionally.  
“What will you do with Haley and me if we succeed?”  He pressed, this time leaving no room for interpretation in the question.  
The Unth met Xan’s eyes, but he didn’t respond.  His silence was damning in and of itself.  Xandrith could choose to believe that he didn’t know and therefore wasn’t talking, but it was much more likely that he knew exactly what the Unth intended to do.  The assassin grinned, remembering not to open his mouth to expose his teeth as he did so.  It was good to get into practice.  
“Fair enough.” Xan chuckled grimly. “Show me to the horde. I have work to do. I’m assuming you’ll be here to let me back in when I’m finished?”
“Return to this entrance.  We will know when you’ve arrived and we will send someone for you.”  True to Unth style, the man didn’t bother to explain exactly how they would know when Xandrith had gotten back, or how long he would have to wait.  
The assassin didn’t bother to hide the frustration as it settled heavily upon him.  Perhaps the anger would add to his troll disguise.  They seemed to be perpetually in a bad mood.  They must be acquainted with the Unth.  
The Unth gestured in the only direction that didn’t lead back towards the crystal wall.  “The exit opens on the side of a low hill with a heavy bed of rocks around it.  There is a boulder that sits right above the hole, and only a narrow opening allows access in and out of the cave.  The trolls have set up their camp all around the hill. They have stacks of supplies near the rocks. If you are careful you should be able to exit the cave without drawing attention.”
Xandrith nodded once.  “Alright, then I’ll be going.  Don’t wait for me.”  
“I had no intention of doing so.” His guide replied without a trace of sarcasm.
Xandrith just shook his head and walked away, out into the darkness of the cave ahead of him.  It might actually be a relief to be away from the Unth for a while.  The trolls at least had some emotions, even if those emotions were all negative and terrifying.  They even had a sense of humor.  It might have been a bit dark by Xan’s taste, well, by any human’s taste, but at least they laughed.  The Unth were so dour it was like someone had just killed all their puppies, and then fed them those puppies with a side of bitter greens, and then pissed in their pudding before throwing a handful of nails in their bedding.  The point was that they were not particularly cheery.  
He only walked for a few minutes before the cave began to grow increasingly narrow, and increasingly short. Before long Xandrith was crawling forward on his hands and knees, his giant sword dragging on the low ceiling as he progressed. He wasn’t sure how far he crawled like that before the tunnel took an abrupt upward slant, but he soon found himself climbing up a narrow channel towards a small beam of light shining down from above. The light brought with it a bitter cold breeze and the smell of thousands of trolls mixed with what should have been fresh air, but wasn’t. If one troll was unpleasant, the horde was something else entirely. The smell burned his nose and eyes and Xandrith made himself take a few minutes to adapt to the stench. It wasn’t easy, and even once he had the impulse to rub his eyes and suppress a gag.
“Damn trolls.”  He whispered to himself as he climbed the last few feet towards the exit.  The gap he had to squeeze through was indeed very narrow.  There was no way he was going to get through it with his sword still strapped to his back.  He peeked out the opening to be certain that no eyes were watching, and then he pushed his sword out onto the ground in front of him.  He left it there for a moment, hoping that if anyone had seen it appear there would be an immediate response and he could retreat.  Nothing happened.  
He took a deep breath, sucking in his stomach as much as he could, and then he pulled himself up through the hole.  Even without the sword it was a tight fit.  His knives caught on the rocks and he had to manually move them so that he could slide through, all the while the fear of discovery was clutching tightly at him, making every second stretch on for hours, and every sound he made echo like the call of a cities warning horn.  Finally he pulled himself all the way free of the hole and picked up his sword.  It took him a moment to resituate himself and to straighten his cloak, but once he was done and safely free of the cave, his confidence returned.  He was in his element.  He was disguised, and he just needed to blend in and listen.  
The area he was in was entirely surrounded by wooden boxes of supplies.  They were stacked tall in surprisingly organized piles, and he actually had to do some maneuvering to get himself out from behind them all.  The trolls had done a great job of hiding the Unth’s little escape hole.  Xandrith took mental stock of the entire area, memorizing exactly where his boulder was and what boxes he would need to maneuver around to get back to his way out.  He might need to leave in a rush, and the route was already difficult without him being unable to find it in a hurry.  With his immediate situation well in hand, Xandrith moved out into the horde.  
The trolls were everywhere.  None of them even looked in Xan’s direction as he stepped out from the crates and into the organized chaos of the war camp.  The assassin had been among armies before.  He knew the ins and outs of how their camps worked, and this one was familiar for all that it was alien.  There was a tension of violence that radiated from all the men and women warriors, and there were members of both sexes represented in the combatants.  Troll women were not unlike their men in that they varied greatly from one individual to the next.  The characteristics that marked them as female were what one would expect, breasts, smaller horns, slighter builds than the men, but none of these things made them seem weak by any standard. 
Some of the warriors gambled with dice, some were maintaining equipment and running errands.  Those ones could have been members of any army that Xandrith had ever seen.  Others were fighting, and Xan had seen that amidst human armies as well, but never to the level that these monsters battled.  Two large males were throwing each other around as other, smaller trolls watched and cheered them on.  Black blood poured onto the ground as one troll ripped the other open, spilling blood and guts to the ground to the joyous uproar of those nearby.  No one seemed distressed about the fighting, the blood, or the injuries.  This was troll social behavior.  
A few feet away just beyond the combat circle, a massive female troll was rutting with a male who she’d pinned to the ground by the neck. The male looked terrified, but he was still performing admirably. Other males were nearby, obviously excited by what they were witnessing.
All of this Xandrith spotted in his first few moments out into the horde.  The enormity of the task he’d just undertaken struck him at that moment.  He had to navigate this mess of violence and horror and find some very particular information without being killed.  He thought of the male pinned to the ground by the female and added ‘and raped’ to the end of that thought.  
Xandrith pushed his way out into the mass of trolls, listening for any information that might be of use.  The trolls spoke a common human tongue, but they had a heavy accent that made some of what they said difficult to understand. Parts of the language were entirely foreign, but Xan did his best to decipher what he heard without looking like he was listening too closely to anything in particular.  He could only guess that being caught eavesdropping would be taken badly.  
“The last troop called to the front was slaughtered to the last troll.”  Xandrith overheard one troll talking over a spit of roasting meat to another group of trolls.  “At least we haven’t had a shortage of meat yet.”  The creature laughed and his fellows joined it.  Xandrith’s stomach recoiled in horror.  He’d have to remember not to eat while he was here, not that he thought that would be a problem.  
He walked further into the troll camp, avoiding large groups whenever possible, and sticking to the least densely occupied pockets of space.  He tried to walk as though he had some purpose, and no one seemed to notice his progress.  For a time Xandrith progressed without hearing a single useful piece of information, but then something interesting caught his ear.  
“…general’s meeting with Krotek and the human knights.” the troll chewed over the last two words as though he found them distasteful. “Later tonight. They say there are new orders coming down the chain.” A very large, dark green skinned troll was talking to a female creature almost as large as he was but with yellow tinged flesh.
“Maybe they’ve come up with a way to stop us from grinding the mud-grunts into that shiny wall.” The female chuckled. “I’ll miss watching them die. They’re an amusingly pathetic bunch.”
The male answered her laugh with one of his own. “Whatever the new plan might be, I hope it works. I’m tired of sitting back here waiting. I want to get inside those walls and rip those strange little humans apart with my hands. I want to feel their insides between my fingers, and rub their thin blood against my skin.”
The female reached out the upper set of her four arms and stroked the male’s chest.  “I’d like to see that.”  She said, her voice deepening.  Her second set of arms reached behind her back and began unlacing the heavy leather wrapping around her torso.  Xandrith looked away before that scene could go any further towards damaging his already broken mind. 
Whoever General Krotek was, he was meeting with some humans.  That was an important bit of information.  The humans might be bonesteel blade wielders.  One of them might be the woman who’d taken the knife, and the other people might be important allies if Xandrith could get Haley to free them from their curse the way she’d freed Crow and herself.  He doubted they were serving the troll cause willingly.  What human would willingly serve a race bent on their destruction?
That wasn’t all the information Xandrith was looking for, but it was without a doubt important. He needed to try and discover where this meeting between Krotek and the humans was going to take place. Finding a general would get him closer to finding the head of the horde, and he had no doubt that the god-thing would be at the head of the army.  He left the two grunting trolls to their sport and moved on.  
He was focused so intently on listening to the conversations going on around him, that he didn’t even notice he’d caught someone’s attention until a powerful hand grabbed his shoulder and turned him around.  
“I’m talking to you, runt!”  A barking troll voice yelled in his face.  The troll was head and shoulders taller than Xan with skin a similar shade of red to the one he’d died his skin.  “I said, you’re going to give me that sword of yours.  It belongs with someone who can actually lift it.”  He reached for Xan’s troll blade and Xandrith stepped deftly back out of grabbing range.  
The larger troll’s eyes narrowed.  “Give it here and I won’t use it to cut off both your arms.”  His voice was a growl.  Xandrith needed to respond, but talking might give him away.  He could try to fake the accent, but he doubted he could do it convincingly for any length of time.  
“Mine.”  He said, growling on the word fiercely and placing his hand on the hilt of the giant sword.  
The other’s eyes lit up with a terrible glee and Xandrith realized in that moment that he’d done exactly what the troll had wanted him to do.  This wasn’t about the sword at all.  The sword the Unth had provided him wasn’t a bad weapon, but it wasn’t worth fighting over either.  This troll had picked a fight with him because he was smaller and looked easy to win a fight with.  He was here to kill Xandrith to soothe his own lust for blood and to make himself look more powerful to the others of his brigade.  A crowd was already starting to gather around.  
“I guess I’ll just have to take it from your corpse.”  The troll licked his lips as he drew a wicked looking mace from where it hung at his hip.  The weapon was crude steel with several protruding, twisted spikes rising from its surface.  Again, like the sword, it looked like a mean weapon.  The trolls designed everything to look as angry as they were inside.  Xandrith drew his sword and the crowd around them began to cheer and jeer in expectancy.  The assassin could hear the call for bets taken in rations and rights to loot and slaughter once the walls were down.  Death was hanging above like a dark cloud, and the trolls were thriving in its shadow.  
The troll with the mace advanced on Xandrith immediately.  He had a confident stride that told Xandrith he didn’t consider loss a possibility.  The first swing of the mace swept well wide of its mark, which was Xan’s head.  Xandrith barely had to move out of the way.  The troll was toying with him for the joy of the spectators.  A terrible laugh began to rise up in Xan’s throat.  It exploded from between his lips as he easily ducked a third attack, and then a fourth.  
“What are you laughing about?”  The other troll asked, a hint of burning rage touching his orange eyes.  His next swing was much harder, and much faster than the others.  Xandrith actually had to move with intent to get out of the way.  “Do you find the idea of picking your brains out of the mud funny?”  A triumphant light lit behind his eyes as he suddenly sprung forward in a shocking surge of speed.  Xandrith had read the move in every twitch of his body.  The troll was powerful and fast, but he communicated his intent clearly through his large frame.  Moving that much mass took the use of a considerable amount of muscle, and the assassin was an expert at reading the telltale signs of an incoming attack.   
The troll was expecting him to retreat, but Xan stepped forward, bring up the point of his sword as he did so.  The creature’s momentum drove it onto the assassin’s sword point and his muscles tensed as the full weight of the beast slammed into him.  Xandrith slid backwards across the muddy, snowy ground, propelled by the weight of the troll but still stable on his own feet.  His opponent looked shocked, but the fight wasn’t fleeing his eyes.  Had he been a human Xan’s sword would have passed through a lung and the heart, but this was a troll.  Instead of killing it, he’d just made it much angrier.  
The troll reached for him with its free hand, trying to push Xan far enough back that he could get the mace up between them.  Xandrith switched his own momentum and used the push of the troll to rip his sword free.  Instead of retreating and waiting for another clash with the brute, Xan swung the heavy metal sword around his body, from his right hand to his left, and used its weight to swing himself back at the troll.  He swung all of his weight behind the new attack.  His opponent had just enough time to realize that the tide of battle had turned against him.  He tried to bring his mace up to block, and he almost made it.  Xan’s sword, which had been aimed at the creature’s neck, skipped off the top of the mace and slammed into the top of the troll’s head with explosive force.  The troll forged steel tore into the troll’s head, burying itself halfway through its skull before the impossibly thick bone stopped the weapon’s momentum.  The vibration of the strike rolled down Xan’s arm and into his bad shoulder.  
Xan roared in pain and jerked back on the sword hilt, ripping it out of his enemy’s head.  For a moment the troll kept standing, its orange eyes wide in confusion.  It raised its mace, a snarl coming to its lip, exposing a set of terrible, ragged teeth.  It picked up a foot and stepped forward, and then it fell.  A roar of mixed emotions arose around Xandrith.  Those few who’d bet on him had just hit big, but for the most part the audience seemed disappointed that Xan had won.  Xandrith bent down and wiped the blood from his sword on the dead troll’s clothing.  He replaced the blade in his scabbard and set about moving as far out of the area as possible.  He’d attracted far too much notice.  Aggressive trolls who’d lost money on him were staring daggers at him, and Xan suspected if he stayed too long it wouldn’t be their eyes with the daggers he’d need to worry about.  Females were looking on in a perverse kind of interest that Xandrith wasn’t eager to deal with either.  
He’d nearly gotten clear of the group of trolls when one of them yelled at his back. “You’re not going to take his horns? You’re not carrying any on you, think you’re too good for trophies? Think you’re better than us, or you just ashamed ‘cause someone broke yours off?”
Xandrith hesitated for a second, but then kept walking. It would only make him look weak to turn back.
“Runt, I’m talking to you!”  The voice came again, and this time it was approaching quickly behind him.  He didn’t need to look around to know that this troll was bigger than the last one.  He could tell by the boom of its voice, and the height from which is voice was emanating.  The cheers of the other trolls were already starting up again.  Another fight was coming and Xan could hear the trolls starting bets once more.  He was faring a little better this time, but only a little.  
Xan drew his sword and rounded on the new comer.  He wasn’t going to get out of this fight either.  He wondered how many more of these he’d have to do.  This new troll had dark green flesh and Xan only stood up to just above his stomach.  The beast towered above him.  It had one axe that would have been a two handed weapon for a man in each of its fists.  
“You’re barely even wroth killing. What am I supposed to do with those little nubs of yours after I lop off your head?”
You could shove them up your ass, Xan thought, but he avoided speaking.  It wasn’t that he thought his insult was lacking, only that he was already starting to seem suspicious.  He wasn’t making great progress towards his goal, and if the trolls kept getting bigger as he killed them he was in for an increasingly difficult set of battles.  Worse, if he kept winning he might get laid.  
He didn’t wait for the new troll to spring an attack on him.  Xandrith had fought powerful men with axes before. Though those others hadn’t been quite so large, or possessed of axes that were quite the same devastating size.  The basic mechanics of the weapons were the same, though.  They were designed to deliver powerful, rending damage, but between attacks they were relatively slow to recover.  Xan needed to get the troll moving into an attack pattern so that he could locate openings in which to slide his sword.  His hand was still sore from smashing the last troll in the head.  He really wasn’t a particularly good swordsman, but drawing his Unth daggers would obviously single him out.  
Xan’s first attack was a diving plunge right for the troll’s chest.  It was an insane attack pattern that no right headed individual would ever try, and that was exactly why the troll was shocked enough to almost let it through.  He managed to pull an axe into place to block at the last instant which deflected the sword up and over his left shoulder.  The blade skidded across his skin, leaving a small but harmless cut.  The massive troll ignored the damage and rolled into a quick counter attack, slashing with both of his axes in parallel, one high and one low.  Xan jumped and spun between the two blades, clearing the space between with barely enough space to not get wound up in them as he went.  He landed hard on his bad leg and had to expend a good deal of effort not to fall.  He converted the spin into an attack, slicing at the larger troll’s knee. 
It wasn’t a great angle to do extensive damage, but Xan’s sword struck and sliced through flesh and cartilage.  The massive troll roared in rage and brought an axe crashing down into the place Xandrith had only moments before been occupying.  Xan danced back out of the way, and the troll stopped his own advance a moment to more carefully consider his new opponent.  
“You’re an agile little thing.  I think I’ll keep your whole head as a trophy.”  He advanced slowly, carefully, his terrible red eyes watching Xan’s every movement.  
The assassin stilled himself, calming his nerves and putting his aches and pains to the back of his mind.  He needed focus.  This troll was larger and stronger than him, and it wasn’t just some untrained brute.  It was using well-honed attack patterns.  Xandrith was barely better than average with a sword, and he’d never used one like the one he was carrying now.  This fight had more than a little potential to end badly for him.  It would only take the smallest mistake to give his enemy the trophy he wanted.  
Xan dodged out of the way of one axe, and used his sword to turn aside another.  He didn’t dare outright block an attack from his massive opponent.  The shock might shatter his bones, and at the very least would knock the feeling from his arms.  As he twisted and turned between another set of carefully planned attacks Xan began to realize he’d need to come up with a new strategy.  His opponent was too fast and too strong for Xan to fight with an unfamiliar weapon.  He was going to need to use a knife, but he was going to have to do it quickly, and while drawing as little attention to what he was doing as he could.  
The assassin dove backwards, moving in the direction of a large fire burning near one of the tents.  The troll was right on his heels.  Xandrith kicked a pile of wet looking wood into the fire and then jumped over the flames as billows of white smoke began to fill the air.  There were complaints from the horde of trolls as their view of the battle grew dim, but Xandrith felt a wave a relief waft over him with the wave of invisibility.  Of course he couldn’t see well through the smoke either, but this gave him the chance he needed to draw a knife.  He pulled out one of the blades given to him by the Unth and slid his finger over the jewel on the hilt.  The knife throbbed once in response to his touch, and then began to vibrate in his hand.  It wasn’t a huge motion, barely perceptible really, but Xandrith had held a lot of knives over the years.  
“You can try and hide if you want, runt, but I can still see enough of you to hit with my axe.”  The monster on the other side of the first laughed, and it was true enough.  Even though there were no details, Xan could make out the hulking form of the troll across from him.  The giant shadow moved in his direction.  Xandrith didn’t need to see the axes to know they were coming.  He moved himself out of range and waited for the sound of them passing.  It came, and as soon as Xandrith heard the second weapon cleave through the smoke sending some of the white vapor spinning in a trail, he jumped for the troll. Xan led not with his sword, but with the reassuringly familiar length of his new knife.  
His first cut ran across the front of the troll’s chest, along his pectoral muscles, and the second cut was higher still.  Xan had hoped the Unth weapons would be effective, but he hadn’t been prepared for just how effective his attack was.  The troll’s flesh opened wide at the press of the blade, splitting open like the overly ripe skin of a rotting fruit.   The second cut tore the creature’s jugular wide, spilling black blood out across the ground.  The troll began to choke on its own fluids.  Xandrith sheathed his knife and took his sword in both hands.  He swung at the creature’s already split neck with everything he could muster.  The blade made a solid thunk as it tore into the troll, ripping through its spine, and stopping in the sinew just next to the shattered bone.  Xandrith drew back the blade and swung again, this time finishing the job.  The troll collapsed, dead, just as the smoke began to clear.  
Xan walked over to the severed head, put his foot on it, and clove off both of the horns before picking them and putting them in his cloak pockets. The trolls looked on in grim respect. A few of the females moved in his general direction, flexing their muscles and showcasing their cleavage. Xan pointedly ignored them and walked away. None of the others seemed interested in challenging him at that moment, and he was just as happy to be away. He had no idea what he was going to do with troll horns, but he didn’t intend to make the same mistake he’d made the first time. They wanted him to take a trophy, well he’d taken a damn trophy that time.
Xandrith walked on, more aware of his surroundings, and more closely watching whose line of sight he crossed.  He didn’t need to get into any more fights.  Two had been more than enough, and he couldn’t count on his luck holding out indefinitely.  The next fight could either kill him or expose him as a fraud, which would also get him killed.  He stopped next to the side of a tent that had a large group of trolls inside eating and drinking, laughing and gambling.  They were talking boisterously, so Xandrith decided he’d see if they had anything of importance to discuss.  He lifted the edge of the tent and peered inside cautiously.
Time slipped away as he listened to them discuss murder and sex in equal parts, graphically detailing both with equal fervor, but finally something useful came up.  
“…should just kill all the humans, whether they’re temple knights or not.  I don’t trust them.”  One of the trolls complained. 
“Thems with the black knives are slaves to The God, Tiebeld.  They might look delicious, but they are His and He is the only one I would never dare cross.”  Another of the creatures spoke.  
“Spies,” Another troll barked. “For us allegedly, but I agree with Tiebeld. They can’t be trusted. One of them already turned on us, and the others will too.”
“The God knows what He is doing.” Yet another of the group replied. “He has led us this far towards our goals already. The human empire is destroyed. This country is ours, and now He is on the verge of bringing about the Great Sundering. Once the Sundering begins He will quell the last of the humans and give the world into our hands. He has promised us this.”
Many of the trolls nodded in agreement, looks of hunger and lust burning in their angry, glowing eyes. 
“Do you really think He will kill His human servants? Already he gives them greater honor than us. He keeps them in those fancy black tents at the edge of his pavilion. He calls them ‘knights,’ ‘Templar.’” He pointed further south, and though the tents weren’t in sight, Xandrith now had a direction to travel.  “Why should they be so honored?  They were not the ones who struggled beneath the rock for millennia to grow powerful for Him.  They are not the ones who have fought and died to bring Him to this forsaken, frozen shithole!”  The first troll who’d complained spoke again.  
The much larger troll sitting directly next to him raised a fist and slammed it into his face without warning.  The blow shattered the other creature’s skull and crumpled him to the ground.  He wasn’t dead, but blood and flecks of teeth flew from his crushed mouth as he gasped for breath on the ground.  Xandrith knew enough about trolls to know he’d recover, but it had still been a terrifying blow.  
“Shut up.”  The troll who’d struck him replied in a dull rumble.  “The God has saved our people.  He may use whatever tools He wishes to reach His ends.  The God’s success will only benefit us all.”  
The argument died down after that, and Xandrith didn’t stick around to see what the trolls would do next.  He had a direction of travel, and that was enough for the time being.  He began walking south, further into the heart of the troll horde.  He looked back over his shoulder at the way he’d come and he could no longer see the wall clearly.  It had grown small in the distance, and was obscured by smoke from troll fires.  Xan turned back to continue on and stopped in his tracks.  
A rotting version of Crow was standing in his path, sword drawn.  His body was broken, his arms and legs were shattered and split with bones protruding through the flesh in several places.  Despite his decrepit nature, he stood firmly in place.  “I’m not going to let you kill Haley like you killed everyone else.”  He said, pointing the weapon at Xan.  
Xan took a deep breath.  He wasn’t really there.  Crow was dead, and there was no way he would be up and about in the middle of the troll army.  It looked real, and Xandrith could smell the fetid rot coming off his flesh, but it wasn’t real.  Even if it might have been some risen version of Crow, there is no way he would already be so far decayed.  Of course, it was easy to tell himself all of this, but it was much more difficult to make himself accept it as true.  The assassin took a step forward, towards the point of the sword that wasn’t there.  
He felt the point touch his chest. It was solid, sharp, and cold. He shouldn’t have been able to feel it. It had no way of being real. He took another step forward and felt the tip of the metal weapon pierce his flesh. He recoiled in shock and reached up to his chest. There was blood on his hand. How was that possible?
Crow laughed. “They’ll get you now, Xandrith.” He vanished, twisting away as though dissipated by the wind. Xan looked down at himself. He was holding one of his knives in one hand, and there was blood on the tip. He looked around in a panic, making sure no one had seen what he’d just done. There were no other trolls immediately around him. He was behind a set of tents, but the damage was done. He was bleeding now, and they’d be able to smell that. He wiped the blade of his knife in the dirt and returned it to his scabbard before examining his cut more closely.
The wound was two inches long and deep.  He hadn’t turned on the cutting edge of the knife, luckily, but it was still as sharp as any weapon he’d ever carried.  He needed to stop the bleeding and find something with a strong scent to cover up the blood.  He looked around in a panic, searching for anything that might do the trick and save him from discovery by the trolls.  The wound was in a place that he couldn’t easily cover it, and it was deep enough that he couldn’t leave it untreated.  Blood was soaking into his shirt at an alarming rate.  
The wound should be stitched closed, but he didn’t have the equipment with him to do that, nor did he have a place private enough to perform such a procedure.  If the smell of his blood didn’t give him away, the fact that he had a wound that wasn’t sealing shut certainly would.  For a human his wound wasn’t grave, but it wasn’t anything to ignore.  For a troll it would have been little more than a scratch.  Within a minute they would have healed it and gone on about their day unaffected.  
“Magic, Xandrith.  Why don’t you use your magic?”  The assassin jumped when the voice spoke just inches from his hear.  He spun and lashed out with a fist that swiped through the image of the person standing next to him without connecting.  It was him.  Or rather, it was an illusion of him, but this wasn’t the younger version of himself he’d carried along for so much time.  This one was older, bleaker.  His eyes were too far sunken into his skull, pits with a glossy black shine in the center, and his cheeks were sunken as though he’d been dead and left in the sun for weeks.  His skin was taunt, wrapped over his body like paper over the wooden frame of a hand fan.  “Steal some life force from the trolls and patch yourself up.”  It said in a dry, cracking voice.  
Xandrith turned his head away from the image.  It wasn’t real, and it wouldn’t do any good to listen to it.  He needed to get his head clear.  He had to solve the problem of his wound, and he had to do it quickly.  He needed a source of heat, something to sear the wound shut.  It would hurt, and it wouldn’t be pretty, but it would stop the bleeding, and then he could worry about covering up the smell.  
“You can’t though, can you? You burned that right out of you. No magic. No real hope at all. How do you think you can accomplish anything like you are now?” The illusionary thing kept talking. “Leahn would be disappointed in you. She had so much faith in you, even up to the point that you shoved a dagger right into her heart. She never thought you’d really do that, you know. She thought you loved her, and then you killed her. You’re a monster, Xandrith.”
“Shut up!”  Xandrith snapped a wave of anger rolling through him.  He snapped his mouth closed, looking over his shoulder to be certain no one had heard him.  The closest trolls were still moving about their business, blissfully unaware that he was even there.  
“That’s alright though, Leahn was the lucky one. You only killed her. What about Kassa, Xandrith? Do you know what happens to a person’s spirit when darkness inhabits their body? She probably wishes she would die by now. If you think the Drayid had it bad in their void, Kassa’s punishment is much worse, and her only crime was loving you. She loved you, Xan. Love.”
“Shut the fuck up.” Xandrith whispered under his breath. His hands were shaking and his heart was beating like an anvil in his chest. “I never meant for that to happen to her. I never...”
“Do you even understand love, Xan?” The shadow version of him spat, anger in his words. “You don’t, do you? If you did Leahn would be alive, and Kassa would be living in a cottage somewhere, raising your brats. All you know is hate and murder, and that is all you’ll ever reap in this world. Everything you try to achieve will end in chaos, and everyone you dare to touch will die horribly. You are a plague.”
The words hit Xandrith worse than any weapon ever could.  He staggered and fell to his knees.  “I ... am ... a plague.”  The words slipped between his lips.  They were true.  He’d destroyed so many lives.  The only person left was Haley, and he’d left her alone amidst a group of people who might mean her harm.  
“Are you thinking about Haley?” The dark-Xan chuckled. “She’s all that’s left now, but you can’t do anything to save her. You’ve already set her demise in motion, and all she wanted from you was love. What did you give her love in return? Nothing but pain. You rejected her, and that rejection will eat away at her forever. You just couldn’t bring yourself to love the poor little burned girl. Did the thought of kissing her twisted lips bother you that much? You were so sickened by the thought of putting yourself inside her burned up cunt that you wouldn’t dare allow yourself to even pretend to feel for her?”
“She’s just a little girl.” I whispered the words, shaking my head. “She ...”
“Quit your excuses, monster.  The truth of the matter is that you can’t love anyone.  You can’t fight for anything just and right because you are, and always will be, a thing of darkness and evil.  Look at me, Xandrith!”  The dark thing called, and Xan couldn’t help but look up into its black eyes.  
“This is you.  This is the real us.  When we come in the night with our blade drawn and death clinging to our hands, this is what our victims see before we snap the light from their eyes forever.”  The dark Xandrith straightened up, pushing back his shoulders, and he seemed to double in size, radiating shadows that spun and clung to him to him like living things.  “We are death!  We are hate!  We are chaos!  We are the sum of all the darkness that our childhood breathed into us, all the loneliness and the sorrow we swallowed just to wake and open our eyes every morning.  We are the wretched thing that crawled over the dead and feasted on their spoiling and rot in order to grow up and become more powerful.  That, my friend, is what we are! And you thought we could become something good?!  We have nothing left in us that is good.”  His laughter boomed, then his face sobered, and his voice was quiet.  “We have nothing left in us.”  The dark Xan faded with these last words, turning more and more transparent until he was simply gone, faded back into the unreality from which he’d come.  The only thing that remained of him was the weight of his words on Xandrith’s shoulders.  
Xan knelt upon the ground, his hands balled in the dirt and his forehead pressed against the earth as tears burned his eyes.  He felt broken.  His will to go on was staggered, his indomitable spirit shattered into a million pieces.  He looked towards where he knew the troll camp would be more populated, out from behind his partial shelter in the shadows. Xan blinked away the tears that filled his eyes and tried to gather his wits.  Was there any point in going on?  He’d already failed everyone at every turn, what was the point of going any further?  
Perhaps the best thing he could do for the world at this point was to cast off his troll disguise, walk back into the midst of the trolls, and just kill as many of them as he could before they destroyed him.  Murder was all he was good for anyway.  Death was all he was equipped to give out.  He forced himself up from the ground and reached for the clasp on his cloak.  His fingers were still trembling as he worked it open and dropped the leather to the ground.  Death was all that was left for him.  
Xandrith turned and looked at the trolls.  He took a step in their direction, and then another.  The next one was even easier.  Then he stopped.  He took a massive breath and let it out in a stuttering sigh.  What was he doing?  Haley was still alive, and she was waiting for him back at the Unth wall.  What the fuck was he doing?  He walked back to his cloak and fastened it in place around his neck again.  
“I can’t quit.  I have to see this through as far as my body will take me.  This isn’t for me, this is for Haley, for all my friends who I’ve failed getting here.  I can’t quit.”  He said the words aloud, biting back the bitterness he felt about his own shortcomings.  Xandrith Dalt had one job left to do.  He had one more life to take, and he was a professional.  Assassins did their damn job or died trying, they didn’t just quit in the middle.  
 



Chapter 9
That Was Heavy
Xandrith’s wound was closed and the hole in his shirt roughly patched with string taken from the fabric of his pants.  It had taken him an hour of skirting the very edges of the troll camps to find a source of fire to close his wound.  He’d eventually managed to steal a firebrand and sear the wound closed.  Apparently the smell produced no longer raised suspicious, it just made the trolls hungry.  More than once after the searing he’d heard a troll comment on the delicious smell of roasting meat.  Well, he’d rather smell like he got too close to a piece of roasting flesh than like he was a piece of meat waiting to be cooked.  
He’d come a long way since then.  The horde seemed to go on forever, but he’d kept his direction of travel the same.  Now, as he looked out over the heads of the troll mass, he could see a set of black tents that rose higher than all those around them.  This was what Xandrith had come for.  These were the tents of the human knights that the trolls had been talking about.  It had taken the better part of the day to find them, but finally he was within sight of, if not his final objective, then the place where he would find the way to his final objective.  He approached cautiously, circling the area.  
The trolls had set guards around this section of the camp.  Beyond the line of impressive looking troll security, there was a quiet, open space.  Xandrith could see people, human people, walking between the tents.  Each of them bore a bonesteel weapon of some variety.  The assassin had never seen so many wielders in one place.  They would all have a unique set of skills and abilities that made them highly dangerous.
If he was going to find out anything more he needed to get closer.  He’d need to find his way through the line of guards, and he’d have to remain unseen.  The same disguise that had worked so well to get him through the horde would be a hindrance amidst the black tents.  He couldn’t exactly wash off the red dye on his skin and walk in there like one of the knights.  Xan was only guessing, but they probably would know him by his face, even if it had changed some recently.  
No, disguise and fitting in one was out of the question.  That only left him with stealth, and for stealth to be effective he needed to create a distraction to loosen up the wall of guards he planned on slipping by.  The problem was that trolls weren’t particularly easy to distract.  Normally Xandrith would just kill someone and lay their body out somewhere near the security guards.  A body would normally bring authority figures from all over, but the trolls probably wouldn’t even care that another one of them was dead.  They were possibly killing and maiming more of each other every day than the Unth were.  It was shocking they’d even made it so far with any army left.  It must have been true that they were prolific breeders, though that came as little surprise with what Xandrith had seen of them so far.  It was almost impossible to remember that they’d once been human.  
Xandrith was going to have to get creative if he wanted to ignite a big enough scene to distract the guards.  He walked the circumference of the line, looking for something that would give him the opportunity he needed.  As he passed a low burning fire with a group of trolls sleeping nearby an idea occurred to him. He reached behind his back and unlashed one of his Unth blades from his belt. He gave the weapon a forlorn look. He’d only gotten to use it once, but now it would need to serve a better purpose. Xandrith snuck between the sleeping trolls, his footsteps so light they made not a sound as he wove between the snoring forms.
He reached his target quickly, the smallest of the group with blue tinged skin. From his own experience Xandrith was aware that the trolls were not exactly fond of their smaller brethren. The bigger the troll, the more respect he was given. Xandrith’s next moves were made with practiced caution. The troll was dressed in a cloak similar to the one that Xan wore. He pulled one side of the cloak open and then carefully tied his second knife to the troll’s belt. The troll momentarily swatted at him, his sharp claws swinging within inches of Xan’s arms as he tied the final knot to secure the Unth weapon.
With the weapon secured he drew the cloak back down in place so it was covering most of the weapon and then made a hasty escape, being certain that no one saw him about his business.  Once he was clear of the little camp, he made a straight line for the line of guards around the tents.  He caught the attention of one and dashed quickly towards him, waving urgently.  
“A spy!” Xandrith growled as he drew close. “I’ve found a spy.”
The guard snorted and spat. “What?”
“In my camp, just there.”  Xandrith pointed.  “He has crystal weapons, like the men behind the wall.  I think he’s an informant.  He has it hidden under his cloak.”  
The guard looked dubious.
“Where do I get the reward for finding him?”  Xandrith pressed, seeing he needed to sweeten things a little.  He was sure to speak loudly enough so the guards to either side of the first could hear as well. 
“Reward?”  The guard’s attention was peeked.  “I will investigate this.  Where was this spy?”  He boomed, now eagerly looking in the direction Xan had pointed.  
Xan pointed again. “The one on the north side. He’s sleeping, but you can see the weapon on his belt. He tried to hide it, but I found him. I want the reward!”
“Wait here.”  The troll said, and started off towards the camp, the other two guards at his side looked at each other, and then followed after.  They weren’t letting their friend get the reward without them.  Xandrith smiled and waited until they had walked away before he turned and slid in amidst the black tents.  
Xandrith exercised every bit of stealth he’d ever put into practice.  A mistake now could cost him everything, and when he was so close to his final goal the thought was terrifying.  For a time he sat and watched the coming and going of the knights.  He needed to know where they were gathering, and where he could pick up the most useful information.  After a while he began to spot a pattern in their movement.  
There were six tents in this part of the camp.  Five of them formed a circle around a center tent that seemed to be a meeting area.  The other five tents, from what Xandrith could tell, were shared by four or five of the bonesteel wielders each.  That meant there were at least twenty of them, and that was a frightening number considering how much power each one had at their disposal.
The assassin crept along the edges of the outer tents until he found a clear line to get to the center pavilion. There was no guard detail within the ring of trolls that circled the tents, but anymore security would have been unnecessary. The Templar were incredibly dangerous. This meant that Xandrith only had less eyes to avoid on his final run to the meeting tent, but that didn’t make him any less cautious. As he approached he could already hear voices spilling out through the fabric of the tent walls. Hearing normal human voices again was a bit of relief, though the content of their talk had the opposite effect.
“...siege will be done by dawn tomorrow.” A female voice said. “I, for one, will be happy to be done with this mess. These trolls reek, and the damn leash has been too tight recently for my liking.”
“Power always has a cost, and the cost of our servitude has been slight for the power it’s granted us.”  A male voice responded. 
Xandrith placed a few fingers below the edge of the tent and gave it a slight lift to see how securely the walls were down.  They didn’t lift far, but laying down gave him a view inside the tent.  The room inside was dark, lit by a handful of candles.  He counted fifteen individuals sitting around a table in the center of the room.  
“Your cause is nearly at its end, Templar.”  Another female voice spoke and Xandrith’s heart jumped in his chest.  He recognized the voice.  He carefully adjusted his position to get a better view of who was talking.  He had to be certain.  “Once we have captured the Wellspring your service will be done and you may disperse as you see fit.”  
He saw her then, standing at one end of the table, her palms flat on the surface as she leaned over and spoke to the knights.  She looked different, but Xandrith would have known Kassa’s face anywhere.  Her cheeks were gaunt, her eyes like black coals set into sockets darkened by what looked like exhaustion.  Her skin was as pale as death, and the expression on her face was hollow and emotionless. It sent both a thrill and a horrible pain through him to see her again. Even with all the changes for the worse, she still looked like something of the woman he’d loved. It was as though she were sick, for all that he could see the changes he still had trouble accepting she was beyond him.
“Do you even need us to capture the spring?”  Another one of them asked.  “The troll shamans are bringing down the wall, and after that it’s just a matter of marching into the city and taking what is yours.”  
Kassa shifted her stance and Xandrith caught sight of a peculiar white dagger at her hip.  She was wearing the bone knife that Xandrith had gotten from the other god-thing.  A realization struck Xan then.  It had been Kassa who’d infiltrated the Forge.  She’d been the one to break Captain Fortsmith’s mind.  He’d been chasing Kassa this entire time, and now he’d found her, but she wasn’t his Kassa anymore.  The knights talked to her like she was their leader, like she was the god-thing he’d come to kill.  It was using her body as a puppet to directly influence the world.  
A shiver of horror ran through Xandrith.  Was Kassa still inside that thing?  Did she know what it had made her do?  What kind of agony would that put her in?  A psychotic impulse to jump into the room and run for Kassa swept through Xan.  She had the knife and he needed to get that back.  He could take her with him when he escaped.  Could any of that happen? 
Those knights would bring the full force of their power down on him if he broke into that room, and Kassa, the thing that was wearing Kassa, wasn’t just going to go with him when he came for her.  It had already tried to kill him once.  Xandrith didn’t doubt that it would be more thorough next time.  What hope did that leave him?  Seeing her again, knowing that she was so close, was worse than having a dagger plunged into his chest.  
What was more, he’d just learned that the trolls had a plan to break through the wall.  The Unth needed to know, and Haley was at risk since she was probably imprisoned in the wall.  If Xandrith did something stupid now the attack would come upon them unprepared and everything would be lost.  He had to get back beneath the wall and warn the Unth what was coming.  He had to abandon Kassa to the darkness, again.  He closed his eyes, fighting back the turmoil that burned within him.  
Whispering voices swirled around Xandrith, a chorus of the dead taunting him from beyond the grave.  
“You won’t even try to save her when she gave everything for you?” Leahn.
“Do you care about anyone at all?” Crow.
“You’re trying to save everyone, but you can’t even save one girl. You’re pathetic.” Tilda.
“She’s right there, but you aren’t going to do anything.  It’s just like how you didn’t do anything for me.”  Raina, the girl from the carriage on the way to the Forge.  
“You’re a murderer, Xandrith.  That’s all you’ll ever be.  You kill everything you touch.”  Tibsenth, the keeper of the secret library.  
“Give up.  You might as well give up.  You can’t save anyone.”  Johndin. 
Those voices were joined by others, hundreds from Xan’s past, victims he’d taken the lives of, and people he’d watched die during the course of his life.  Xandrith’s entire legacy of death and murder had come to pay him a visit.  He closed his eyes and tried to ignore the wave of abuse, but it was coming from inside his head.  He had nowhere to run from the demons that haunted him. 
He wasn’t sure how long he lay in the dirt with hands gripped to the sides of his head, trying to block out the horrors of his past. When they finally faded he had rolled out into the open, a long way from the tent where he’d been listening.  Panic set in fast, and he immediately leapt to his feet and dove for cover.  No one had seen him, or if they had they hadn’t raised an alarm.  His heart was hammering in his chest, and he felt defeated, beaten worse than he’d ever been in his life.  Still, he had to go on.  He had to return to the Unth, to Haley.  He needed to warn them.  
He couldn’t risk running through the horde of trolls.  Most of them were sleeping the remaining daylight hours away, and if he went charging through the crowd he would draw attention immediately.  He moved at a quick clip with long strides, sticking to the places where the crowds were least oppressive.  Even though he did his best to remain unnoticed, eyes followed his progress.  No one had challenged him to that point, but many had seen his passing.  Maybe they would assume he was delivering a message or running an errand for those in charge.  
By the time Xandrith was halfway back to the cave, night was climbing into the sky and vanquishing the sun. The trolls were stirring, and Xan could tell something was set to happen. Platoons were starting to form up. The trolls were coming to order, and there was something more frightening about that than the normal chaos with which they existed. It was a testament to the power of their god that he could bring order to the chaos that was troll society. It was clear that without their god, the trolls would have remained beneath the surface of the world until the end of time. Their ambition and hate was tempered by their own self destructive nature, but the god-thing had changed that. It had focused the troll hate into a terrible weapon, and it was winning.
A massive hand snagged Xan by the shoulder, stopping him in his tracks and nearly sending him tumbling to the ground.  “You, what are you doing?  All troops to their places.”  The troll snarled at Xandrith. 
Xandrith didn’t dare struggle to break the grip holding him in place.  He didn’t want to agitate his captor any further.  “Order, I’ve a message to deliver.”  Xandrith growled.  The troll was looking at him closely, trying to peer into his hood.  Xan kept his head down.  
“Let me see the message.”  The troll demanded and held out a hand, others were now watching the spectacle, eager to see if it would result in violence.  
“For command only.” Xandrith answered quickly.
“Who do you think I am?!”  The troll shouted, and Xandrith looked up enough to see that this troll was wearing a set of arm with dark blue stripes on his breastplate.  Xandrith didn’t know what that meant exactly, but it wasn’t what most of the others were wearing.  “Give me the message!”  He squeezed tighter and Xandrith winced.  It was his bad shoulder.  He could feel the damaged artificial pieces cutting the inside of his shoulder muscle as the pressure increased. 
“Shamans!”  Xandrith shouted, remembering what he’d overheard, and immediately his shoulder was released.  The assassin staggered as he tried to regain his footing.  Pain rocketed through his body.  
“If you had orders for the Shamans you should have said so immediately!  Get out of here!”  The commander yelled, raising a fist in threat.  
Xan turned and this time he ran.  Activity in the camp was picking up, and Xan wasn’t taking any more chances.  Some few watched him go, but none attempted to stop him this time.  His leg was throbbing almost worse than his shoulder.  By the time he reached the rock below which his cave was hidden he was limping with every step.  The trolls weren’t watching him anymore.  They were forming, commanders taking charge and organizing platoons.  The entire army was mobilizing.  Xandrith ducked behind the supplies, checking to make sure no one could see him.  
At that point he could have been screaming at the top of his lungs and on fire and the trolls wouldn’t have been paying attention.  Xan ducked through the opening under the rock again, squeezing just barely through.  He made it into the tunnel and worked his way back to the crystal wall.  It was sealed and there was no one there.  
Xandrith hammered a fist against the barrier.  He wasn’t going to call out.  He didn’t want to bring any outside attention to the cave, but he did want to catch the attention of whoever was supposed to be waiting for him.  Time was running out.  He paced the small space of the cave, each step a practice in agony, but he couldn’t make himself sit still.  He felt like he was being chased, like he should be running for his life.  
The walls shifted and Xandrith could see a figure moving through the glass-like surface.  In a moment one of the Unth emerged, looking as calm and indifferent as ever.  His impassive stare fueled a surge of anger in Xan that he had to bite back with an incredible effort.  
“The trolls are coming. They’ve come up with a way to bring down the wall.” Xandrith explained quickly. “We need to get back and warn your people.”
The Unth didn’t respond, but he turned back to the wall.  “Follow closely.”  He commanded, and then stepped into the crystal.   Xandrith took a deep breath and dove in after him.  The experience was no more pleasant than it had been the first time he’d passed through the crystal, but on this trip he made sure to stay as close to the back of the Unth in front of him as possible.  He had no desire to get stuck in the wall.  
In short order they emerged from the wall.  “I need to talk to your people.  They need to know what’s happening.”  
The Unth nodded once. “I will show you to your room, and then we will come to speak with you shortly.”
“There isn’t time for that! The trolls are already forming up for an assault. Surely you can see that for yourself. We need to act quickly. We need to figure out what we’re going to do when the wall comes down!” Xandrith was almost shouting.
“I will show you to your room, and then we will come to speak with you shortly.”  The Unth repeated himself and gestured for Xan to follow him.  
“Damn it, are you even listening?!”  Xandrith was yelling now.  “The trolls are coming.  Their shamans have a way to take down the wall, and their entire army is about to march!”  
The Unth started walking, heading back for Xan’s room.  Xandrith let out a long line of curses and followed him.  He needed to find Haley anyway.  The wall was going to fall, and he wanted to be sure she was with him when things got exciting.  Maybe they could run.  How far could they get before the trolls arrived?  
They reached the room that Xan and Haley were being kept in quickly enough, and the Unth opened the door.  Haley was on her feet as soon as the door opened, running towards Xandrith with outstretched arms.  She grabbed a hold of him and squeezed tightly as he stepped into the door.  The assassin put an arm around her and was turning to tell the guard not to shut the door when the door shut at his back and locked in place.  
“Shit!”  Xan cursed.  
“What’s wrong?”  Haley asked, concern in her voice.  
Xandrith sighed in frustration and limped to the bed to sit down. “The trolls have found a way to break the wall. Their shamans have some sort of magic that’s going to take down these defenses. We need to get out of here as soon as we can.”
Haley put a hand on Xan’s face.  “You’re feverish, and you’re limping badly.  Did they hurt you?”  Her voice got sharp, angry as she finished her question.  
Xandrith shook his head. “I had to run back. My leg isn’t what it used to be.”
“Did you find the knife and the god-thing?”  Haley asked, eager for information.  
“I found the knife.” Xandrith said, his voice heavy with emotion. “Haley, Kassa has the knife. She’s with the army.”
“Kassa ...” Haley sounded shocked. “It makes sense, but I never thought about it.”
“Neither did I.  I didn’t get the knife from her, but I know she has it now.  There wasn’t any chance for me to steal it.  The security was surprisingly well organized.  I didn’t see the god-thing, but it was near where I was.  It’s using Kassa as a vessel.  It’s commanding the other bonesteel wielders with her.”  Xandrith shook his head, trying to dispel the heartache he felt.  
“Are you alright?”  Haley asked, apparently noticing that Xan had gone pale.  
Xan shook his head. “No, I’m not. I’m having trouble keeping it together. I almost lost myself twice out there.” He waved in the direction of the horde. “I’m not sure I can do everything I need to do.”
Xan grabbed Haley tightly by her arm and pulled off her fox mask. “Haley, you have to promise me that if I lose it, and I can’t keep myself in check, you’ll get yourself as far away from this place as you can. You have to just run and get away from all of this mess.”
Haley was shaking her head even before he’d finished. “No, Xandrith, I can’t do that. I can’t leave you behind.”
“You can!” Xandrith’s voice rose, and he could see the fright he triggered in Haley. He forced himself to speak more calmly. “You have to. I can’t lose anyone else I care about. They all hate me, Haley ... the ones I killed, the ones I failed, they all hate me.”
Concern flooded Haley’s face. “The dead don’t hold grudges. They don’t hate you, and you haven’t failed anyone. You’ve fought with everything you had this entire time. I don’t know anyone who could do what you’ve done and survive. You’re amazing, Xan.”
Xandrith shook his head. “Whether they hold grudges or not, I need you to promise me that you’ll run if things start to go bad. Promise me, Haley, that you’ll run and you won’t even think of turning back.”
Haley shook her head, tears coming to her eyes. “I won’t promise you that. I can’t.”
Xandrith squeezed Haley’s arm.  “You will, or I’ll ask the Unth to take you away from here and lock you someplace safe until this is all over.” 
“You wouldn’t do that to me.” Haley replied, shocked that Xan would make such a threat. Apparently she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.
“I will.” He told her. “I will and I won’t regret it for a moment. It will be the nicest thing I’ve done for anyone in a long time.”
Haley’s bottom lip quivered.  “I ... promise.”  
Xan sighed and laid back on the mattress. “Thank you.” He said, and then again quietly. “Thank you.”
The door to their room unlocked and opened.  Xandrith pushed himself up from the bed and got back to his feet despite the pain that caused him.  He wasn’t going to talk to the Unth from a sitting position.  They already barely listened to him.  
“The trolls are coming.  They’re going to breach this wall and we need to decide what we’re going to do when that happens.”  Xandrith stated quickly, eager to get to the point.  
“The trolls have made multiple attempts to breach the wall, and none of them have been effective yet.” One of the Unth answered quickly. “Did you locate the weapon you were searching for?”
“I’ve discovered where it is, but I wasn’t able to retrieve it.” Xan answered, but he wasn’t done with the wall conversation. “This next attempt at the wall is going to be successful. That wall will come down, and the trolls will march through here killing everyone in their way. They are mobilizing their entire army this time, not just a few platoons to test your defenses.”
“We have seen the trolls gathering their numbers, but it is unlikely that they will do any better than they have up to this point.”  Again, the Unth didn’t seem the least bit concerned.  Xandrith wished he could share their confidence.  
“They are assembling their shamans. They plan on bringing a great deal of magic to bear against the wall, and I think they know how to take down the crystal. Remember, their god-thing knows about this source of magic. He has used it before. If anyone knows how to break this fortresses’ back, it’s him.”
The Unth exchanged looks. One of them stepped forward. “From outside the wall, there is no way to break the crystal. It is impenetrable.”
“You’re willing to gamble everything you have here on that fact?” Xandrith pressed.
“Even were the wall to break, we will hold the trolls at this line.”  Another of the Unth spoke.  
“I believe that your people are incredibly powerful.” Xan was already shaking his head.  “But there are a hundred thousand trolls beyond that wall, and they are being led by a thing with unbelievable power.  It’s not even at a fraction of the power it will have if it gets to the Wellspring, but it’s already dangerous. We are not going to be able to hold them off when the wall falls.”
“Should the wall fall, there will be no other options.” The Unth insisted.
Xandrith thought for a moment, his mind racing through the possibilities.  He couldn’t see one that ended with any of them surviving this mess.  If they all ran the world was doomed to destruction, and if they stayed and fought they’d be destroyed when the trolls fell upon them.  Running at least gave them a chance to survive for a time.  They didn’t know how the god-thing would end the world.  Maybe the process would take enough time that Xandrith and Haley could live out what remained of their lives.  They could find a place somewhere far away and ignore the fact that the world was ending around them.  
“Fine,” Xandrith said with a weary shrug. “You can do what you will, but I want you to let Haley and I leave this place. We’re not staying to die with the rest of you.”
The Unth began to move back towards the entrance to the room.  They didn’t reply.  When the final member of their small group stepped through, he pulled the door shut with audible click of the lock.  Xandrith stared at the closed door, anger burning up in the pit of his stomach.  
“That could have gone better.”  He said quietly, his normal sharp wit dampened by his sense of impending doom.  He was finding it increasingly difficult to keep his false smile plastered on his face.  
“Would you really have left if they let us?  We don’t have the knife.  We can’t kill the god-thing without it.”  Haley sounded disappointed in Xandrith.  He could hear it in her words.  
“If it meant that I could get you out of here alive and give you a chance at living out the rest of your life, yes, I would walk out of here without the knife.” Xandrith spoke the words with confidence, though he knew that Haley didn’t want to hear them. She wanted to hear that he would fight to his last breath, no matter what the cost. She wanted him to be a hero, but Xan had always thought that the most precious thing a person had was their life, even when he’d been taking lives for a living. Heroes believed there were more important things than a few lives either way. She wanted him to be the man she’d created in her mind when he’d saved her from the cold, lonely world she’d found herself in after the death of her family, but Xandrith wasn’t that man.  Heroes were for stories.  Xandrith was just a man who was good at killing people, and he was reaching the end of his abilities.  
“What about Kassa?”  Haley’s voice had a note of anger behind it.  
Xandrith shook his head. “She isn’t Kassa anymore. She looks like her, but she’s empty. I hope for her sake that Kassa isn’t in that shell anymore, stuck with whatever darkness has consumed her. I hope she isn’t suffering.” There was a quiver in Xan’s voice as he spoke. “She didn’t deserve to suffer.”
“What about Crow and Tilda?” Haley’s voice had taken on an even harder edge. “They are dead because they believed we could save the world. They believed in the cause, Xan, we can’t just give up on it now because things are difficult.”
“Haley,” Xan wanted to plead with her to stop arguing with him, but the fight was fleeing him. “I can’t do it anymore. I can’t put you at risk to keep this fight going. The trolls will be upon us before long, and the Unth don’t intend to let us leave here alive. We are two very small people in the midst of two armies and standing in opposition of a thing with the powers of a god. It is time to accept that this can’t be done. It is time to pick up what we have left and get out of this place.”
“You’re a fucking ass, Xandrith!” Haley snapped, her anger boiling over as tears began to stream down her cheeks. “You dragged us from one end of the world to the other, fighting the entire damned way. I followed you through terrifying places, and put my axe against nightmares! Each and every time we came out ahead. Each and every time you kept fighting and no one could stand against you. Now, when we’re at the damn end, now you’re going to quit?!”
“Haley, it’s ...” Xandrith began, but his apprentice wasn’t done yet.  
“No, you shut you damned mouth!” She took two steps in his direction, bringing her face to face with him. Her eyes were stormy, her face, never beautiful with the horrible scarring, was even more terrible when knotted in anger. “You showed me that it was alright to live!” She shouted. “You fucking showed me that I could still have a life after ...” She stopped for a second and took a few deep breaths. “After that monster killed my family, raped me, and disfigured my body.” Her fist flashed so fast that Xandrith didn’t even see it coming before it collided with the side of his face. Haley was strong, but her strength was further enhanced by the axe she was wearing so that the blow staggered the assassin and sent him sprawling to the ground. “You showed me that it was alright to keep hope even when the entire world felt like it was at an end, and now you’re just going to run away? Well, fuck you!”
Xandrith looked up at the young woman standing above him, her fists balled in rage, tears streaming down her face.  He just shook his head and turned his eyes away.  He couldn’t meet her intense gaze.  “I can’t lose you too.”  He whispered, feeling like a knife was being twisted in his heart again.  
“Well, Xandrith Dalt, if you turn your back on the world and run away, you will have already lost me too.”  Haley replied coldly.  “I’m not going to stay with you and watch you choke to death on your own self-pity, and I’m not going to run away from this mess with you. If you won’t do what needs to be done, I will.”
Silence fell between them, and Xandrith couldn’t remember a time when a silence had ever been so terrible and empty.  Haley had recovered her mask and slid it over her face, though it did nothing to hide the mix of disappointment and hurt on her features.  She pulled her hood up and sat on the bed, refusing to look in Xan’s direction.  
Xandrith looked down at his hands, dyed red as though coated in the blood he could never wash away.  His disguise had been great, out there with the trolls.  That was how inhuman he’d become, and now he was contemplating taking that final step towards turning his back on his people.  He was going to abandon them to their fate to eke out a few years of life for himself and someone who might hate him for the rest of those remaining days.  He would have to drag her kicking and screaming from the mountains.  She wasn’t going to go with him willingly.  
The assassin had almost never doubted himself.  Even at his bleakest he’d always carried on, unwilling to put down his blade until someone forced him to do so.   Yet here he was, when it mattered most, doing exactly what he’d never let himself do.  He looked across the room at the girl on the bed.  Haley was strong, and she was wise beyond her years.  She was also right.  It wasn’t time to give in.  
Xandrith stood up and crossed the distance to the bed. 
“I’m sorry, Haley.”  The words were difficult.  “I was wrong.  We’ll keep going.”  Those three statements bore a heavy toll, but speaking them almost immediately lifted a weight from his shoulders.  They lifted the last of his doubt from him.  Until death, he would fight.  
Haley didn’t look his way immediately. “I’m not keeping my promise about running if you’re in trouble either.” She stated sharply.
Xandrith winced, but he realized the strength of her conviction. He couldn’t keep her from doing what she needed to do, and if he tried he’d only risk hurting her. “I release you from that promise.” Those words were even more difficult than admitting he was wrong. They were probably both going to die.
Haley sprung from the bed, her mask falling to the floor as she jumped on Xandrith and wrapped herself around him.  Xandrith staggered backwards and only barely managed to keep himself from falling onto the floor.  He landed on the bed with Haley on top of him.  She leaned forward and pressed her lips against Xan’s.  They were soft, warm, welcoming.  Their bodies were closer than they’d ever been before, or at least it felt that way even if in sparing they might have gotten more tangled. This was just so different. Warmth was rolling up through the assassin, embarrassment or something else? Haley’s tongue slipped between her lips and lightly touched the assassin’s.  Xandrith spun, shifting his weight and tossing Haley to the side, though she attempted to counter his throw and keep herself on top of him.  He stood up from the bed and took a few steps away.  
“I’m glad we’re alright again.” Xan said quietly. “It can’t be like you want it, though.”
Haley was kneeling on the bed, her expression hurt.  “I’m not innocent, Xan.  I’ve never been with someone who loved me, you know about my past.  Please, I love you.  Won’t you be with me?  We don’t have much time left.”  She started to unbuckle the straps on her assassin’s outfit, undoing the straps that kept her top tight against her skin, but Xandrith closed the gap between them and stopped her hand from undoing anymore of the clasps.  He bent forward and kissed her forehead.  
“I would be no better than the one who hurt you if we did this.” Xandrith told her.
Haley leaned herself forward into Xan, laying her head on his chest.  “It’s because I’m burned, isn’t it?”  She asked him, her voice trembling.  
“Never that, Haley.” Xandrith said, sitting on the bed at her side. He put an arm around the girls shoulder’s and pulled her close. “It’s because you’re too special to be with someone like me. You think you love me, and I believe that you do in a way, but you are still so young. Your emotions are like fire in a dry wood. They kindle quickly and flare hot, but when the fires burn out, will you still feel the same? Love, the kind you want to feel for me, is about when the fires are cool. If you still love someone once the passion is burned out, then you really love them.”
Haley put her arms around Xan and pulled him into a tight embrace. “I like that you think you understand my feelings, Xan, but you’ll never know how deeply I really love you.”
Xandrith didn’t know what to say, but he returned the hug, certain not to give any indication that they would go any further.  Haley wiped a few tears onto Xan’s tunic and then finally released him.  She walked over and picked up her mask, sliding it back onto her face.  Their eyes stayed locked for a time, but finally Haley sighed and sat back down the on the bed.  They waited together.  
 
 



Chapter 10
The Place of Endings
The door opened and a single Unth entered the room.  She shut the door behind herself and with a gesture locked it in her wake.  Apparently they didn’t trust that Haley and Xandrith wouldn’t make a run for it if given the chance.  Probably if Xandrith and Haley hadn’t had their earlier heart to heart, Xandrith would have been trying to do exactly that.  The Unth were too clever.  
The assassin stood and crossed his arms but he didn’t move any closer to the Unth.  “I’m assuming you’re here to tell us what’s happening, and what you plan to do with us.”  
“The trolls have launched an assault of some type. Their Shamans have formed into ranks near the wall. We’ve been killing them if they get too close, but so far there have been not actions of consequence.” The Unth stated blandly. “It has been determined that you will stay here as our prisoners until this conflict with the trolls is ended and we can better judge what amount of threat you pose.”
“Prisoners?” Xan raised an eyebrow. “Well, at least you’re being honest.”
“We have no intention of making you uncomfortable, but you can’t be allowed to leave with knowledge of how to enter our lands.”  Her reply was as impassive as the rest of her statements, but it held a key piece of information.  
“When the trolls are gone we’re still going to know how to get in and out of this place.  You don’t ever plan on letting us leave, do you?”  Xandrith pressed.  
She responded quickly, sharply.  “The final decision about what to do with you has not been made.”  
Xandrith nodded his head slowly and sighed.  “I suppose it wouldn’t make any difference if I told you that I couldn’t care less about your Wellspring?”
The Unth didn’t reply, but her expression hinted at agitation with the mention of the Wellspring.
“Are you planning on keeping us locked in this wall?” Xandrith asked. “It’s not safe for us here.”
“This is the safest place for you.”  The Unth replied quickly.  “We will send food and supplies later.”  She backed towards the door as she said this, never taking her eyes off of Xan and Haley.  Xandrith’s body tensed.  He still had one of the knives he’d been given.  He could get himself and Haley free if he had to.  
The ground beneath his feet shook, and Xandrith’s thoughts of escape fled.  “What was that?”  He asked, his situational awareness screaming a warning.  
A wave of blackness swam through the crystal that composed the structure of the room they were in, tainting the pinkish color of the wall and leaving a gray residue in its wake.  The entire wall seemed to groan and shake.  It was happening.  The trolls were coming.  
The Unth was stunned.  She’d grabbed on to the door’s frame as the floor began to heave, and hadn’t moved since.  The expression on her face told Xandrith that she was far more surprised by the shaking than he was.  
“I told you this wall was coming down.” Xandrith barked at her. “We need to get out of here now!”
Her eyes fell back on the two captives and she seemed to remember what she was doing.  She backed out of the door quickly and started to pull it closed in her wake.  Xandrith sprang forward with every bit of speed he could muster.  He drew his knife and wedged it in the gap as the door was about to snap closed.  The Unth woman on the other side drew the door closed again, trying desperately to close the opening before Xan could escape.  Haley was on his heels.  She grabbed the handle and pulled back, placing her weight in opposition to the Unth.  Xandrith got his fingers in the opening and added his own pull and the door swung open, dragging their captor with it even as another terrible vibration shook the wall.  Xandrith looked up and saw that the top of the wall, the great rising spikes of crystal, were starting to split and crumble.  
An explosion sounded in the room behind Xandrith and he snapped his head around in time to see the Unth woman flying backwards to slam into the crystal wall.  He looked at Haley who gave a simple shrug. 
“She was trying to use her magic. I had to work quickly.” She explained.
“Fair enough.”  Xan replied.  
The ground heaved violently upward at his feet, throwing both him and Haley high into the air.  The assassin tumbled to a landing, ending up on his knees. Haley fared much better, coming back to her feet smoothly as a giant shard of crystal fell not ten feet from where they stood and wedged deep into the walkway.  
“We should get off this wall.”  Xandrith noted, already turning towards the stairs.  
Haley nodded and fell in behind the assassin as they raced for the base of the wall.  The Unth defenders atop the wall hadn’t come down.  Xandrith could only guess what was going through their heads, but they seemed too dumbfounded by what was happening to react appropriately.  A nicer version of the assassin might have run up the stairs to try and save them, but he just couldn’t bring himself to risk his life for them.  If they’d had their way he’d be locked inside their crumbling structure waiting for death.  
He and Haley were halfway down the stairs when the entire wall began to crumple.  It started at the top, the crystals shattering and splitting into a million tiny knives that rained down from the sky and ripped anything that got in their way apart.  Xandrith jumped from the side of the stairs, tumbling the last six feet to the ground roughly and Haley landed just ahead of him, again showing that she was far more graceful than he was these days.  She held a hand out to him and helped him back to his feet.  
His recently repaired leg ached, and the muscles protested further as he put his full weight on them.  Xandrith shook off the crystal fragments that had hit him.  He’d managed to pick up at least a dozen small cuts that trickled blood.  He looked over at Haley and saw that she’d gotten about the same treatment.  There were no serious injuries, but they were both a little worse for wear.  
“What do we do now?”  Haley asked, looking at the wall that was still crumbling.  
“We run that way.”  Xandrith pointed in the direction that he thought would lead them to the Unth city.  He wasn’t exactly sure where the Wellspring was, but he thought he could feel something calling him in that general direction.  
“Towards the magic?”  Haley asked, obviously more aware of the Wellspring than he was himself.  He hadn’t thought of that.
“Yes, towards the magic.”  Xandrith nodded.  
“What about the Unth?” She asked.
“They have bigger worries than us.  The trolls are coming, and we need to reach the Wellspring before they do.”  With that, he turned in the direction of the gentle pull he was feeling and began to run.  Haley matched his pace, though it was clear she could have easily gotten ahead of him.  Xandrith was limping despite his best efforts to hide his injury.  He’d put too much strain on that leg recently and it wasn’t going to give him anymore slack.  If he was going to run on it, it was going to cause him agony the entire way.  
Xandrith spotted the first signs of the city on the horizon and felt a small amount of relief wash over him.  If he’d had to run too far he might not have made it.  The cold was numbing his leg to some extent, but it was also making it more difficult to run.  The slope of the mountain wasn’t helping matters either.  It took them another twenty minutes at a hard pace before they found themselves on a paved and managed road.  The road was made of the same crystal as everything else that the Unth crafted, though a texture had been applied to it to make the whole thing less slick.  
As Xandrith and Haley approached the Unth on the streets stopped and stared.  Instead of being impassive, their expressions were haunted by clear agitation.  They were not happy to have strangers approaching their city.  Unfortunately for them, Haley and Xandrith were the best of the company coming their way that day.  
“The trolls have taken your wall.  They will be here in less than an hour.  If you have defenses you should ready them now.”  Xandrith said, speaking between his gasps for breath.  He looked at Haley to see if she was as worn as he was. While she was breathing heavy, she didn’t look quite as worn out.  The assassin missed his youth.  
None of the Unth made any effort to reply to him. “Listen, someone had better take this warning seriously. The trolls aren’t going to warn you themselves before they start slaughtering you in the street.”
One of the Unth spoke. “The wall can’t fall.”
Xandrith sighed in exasperation.  “It can, and it has.  How do you think we got here?  The trolls are coming for the Wellspring. They will be here soon. If you want to fight for what is yours, you need to prepare yourselves now.”
At the mention of the Wellspring all of the Unth became visibly agitated.  
“They would have sent word.” One of the Unth said, still doubting.
“They are dead.  They refused to leave the wall when it fell because they didn’t believe it would happen.  We are all the warning you’re going to get.  What does it cost you to prepare for the worst?  Time, a little effort?  You have all lived for ages, what could a little bit of time really mean to you?”  Xandrith pressed, desperate to get his point through to this strange, aggravating people.  
The Unth in the area gathered into a small group and began talking while Xandrith and Haley stood watching, astounded that it took so much deliberation to work on saving their own lives. After a few minutes one of the group split off and headed urgently down a side street. Another of the Unth stepped from the group and walked towards Haley and Xandrith.
“We will sound the city alarm.  You will wait here until we see that this threat is legitimate.”  He ordered calmly.  
Xandrith sighed.  “Fine, but I’m going to sit down.”  He hobbled to the side of a building and crumpled to the ground.  Haley came up quickly beside him and joined him.  
“Are you going to be alright?”  She asked, her fox-masked features looking concerned.  
“Yeah.” Xan replied quietly. “Just a little sore. My body is reminding me that I’m getting old.”
“You’re not that old.” Haley was quick to say.
Xandrith chuckled. “In assassin years I’m well over a hundred.”
A strange roaring sound echoed through the air, like a cross between a horn and the sound some giant monster might make before consuming a horde of townsfolk.  The sound lasted for four or five seconds, went silent for a time, and then rang out again.  It was a haunting, unnerving siren.  
“That is an unsettling alarm they have.”  Xandrith noted after the last of the waves of sound went off.  
“Worse than the sound of the horde.”  Haley commented, and Xan nodded.  She was right.  
The Unth began to appear from within the city, first only a few of them, then gradually more began taking to the street and heading for the city limits.  It struck Xan as strange that there were no gates around the city itself, but then the Unth had seemed so certain their wall was never going to fall.  
They moved quickly, running as they came from side streets to join the others, but none of them looked particularly distressed.  It seemed that they were following some sort of well-rehearsed drill.  Xandrith noted that some of them carried weapons, but most came empty handed.  He guessed that most preferred to use magic as their primary form of defense.  They seemed quick to resort to spells, and the assassin was glad he had Haley with him.  She’d already saved him multiple times from that magic.  
Watching the Unth crawl from their city was somehow eerie.  The city was actually only marginally larger than some bigger towns Xandrith had encountered on the road, though it looked like it had been intended to be much larger at some point in the past.  The buildings were complex, crafted in an artistic style unlike the wall beyond.  They’d built the city before the Wellspring had enslaved them and removed their personalities.  The wall had come later, maybe hundreds of years, when their paranoia had over shadowed any artistic qualities that remained in them as a people.  It was the lack of people populating a city of its size that made their coalition so strange.  
Everything was well kept and neat, but as the Unth gathered it soon became apparent that there were not that many of them living in the city itself. Even as more of them came together, Xandrith guessed that maybe less than one in a hundred of the buildings actually had anyone living inside. The Unth city was a well preserved husk of what it had been built to be. When it was built, it had was built to house future generations of child bearing families, a civilization of creative and intelligent people etching out a living on the fringes of existence.  At some point that dream had died, and they’d stopped building the city and just left it as it was.  It was enough for them to live in, and that was all that mattered.  This was what servitude to the Wellspring meant for a creature that wasn’t a god. 
It had been a half hour since they’d arrived at the city. Xandrith looked out at the road which faltered abruptly just beyond the city, and then further. There was a dark blotch on the edge of his vision, an as of yet unidentifiable anomaly.
“They’re coming.”  Xandrith whispered to Haley, inclining his head in the direction they’d come.  She squinted into the distance, a look of worry falling across her masked face like a shadow.  It was one thing to know trolls were on their way, and quite another to actually see them coming.  They didn’t have much time left.  
The assassin glanced at the Unth.  The entire huge group of men and women were talking in hushed tones so that only a dull, incomprehensible whisper floated through the air.  It was surreal to see so many people in one place and hear so little noise.  If it wasn’t for the wind whipping through the city, the entire place would have seemed dead. Maybe it was dead.  If it wasn’t, then it might be before too much longer.  
Some of the Unth broke off from the main group and ran towards the edges of the city, out by the road.  They stood out there for a time, looking out onto the snowy slopes beyond.  One of them came running back, and shortly after another.  Moments later the entire group of Unth were moving silently towards the outskirts of their city.  They were taking up defensive positions.  Finally they were ready to take some kind of action.  
Xandrith tried to guess how many of them there were.  He guessed thousands, maybe three or four thousand.  That wasn’t nearly enough.  The trolls outnumbered them by nearly a hundred to one.  Maybe an Unth with their magic could account for a good portion of that number, but there was no way they could kill the trolls fast enough to keep them from the city.  
The Unth numbers began to thin out as they spread themselves around the edge of their city, and the further apart they got, the more pathetic their effort to defend the whole thing seemed.  There weren’t enough of them.  If they surrounded the entire city, they would be too thin everywhere.  They would be too thin even if they even tried to surround half of their city, or a quarter.  They began to weave magic, ripping shards of crystal from the ground into fields of dangerous spikes and deadfalls.  They were building defensive structures, but they were shaping them out of the crystals that Xandrith had already told them had failed.  He shook his head sadly.  The Unth were doomed.  They didn’t know how to adapt to this new threat, and they were unwilling to listen.  
The only plus side was that Haley and Xandrith had been left completely unnoticed as soon as the troll threat was verified.  For the Unth that seemed like a rather large oversight, but it was one that Xan planned on taking advantage of. He stood up, still incredibly sore and stiff, but feeling better than he had when he’d first sat down.  
“Come on.”  He said to Haley, and then he started to walk towards the center of the Unth city.  Somewhere ahead of him the pull of the Wellspring was calling.  
“What if we run into more Unth?” Haley asked.
Xandrith shrugged. “We’ll avoid those that we can, and kill those that get in our way. It’s time for us to act like everything depends on our success. It does. Everything depends on our success. We don’t get to be nice any longer.”
Haley gave a sharp nod of her head.  Even through the mask he could see the tension settling on her shoulders.  “How are we going to stop them at the Wellspring?”
“I don’t’ know yet. I have an idea, but it’s only a rough frame work.” Xandrith admitted. “I believe the god-thing keeps his knights close to him, and he uses Kassa to control them. When they arrive to take the power, we’ll take the knife from Kassa, and I’ll put the pointy part in the troll god. I’ll probably do that part multiple times. Just to be safe.”
Haley looked at Xandrith incredulously.  “That’s your full plan?”  
“This is the first time I’ve ever stopped the end of the world.” Xandrith replied dryly. “If you have a better idea though, I am open to new possibilities.”
Haley scrunched up her face.  “Well, Kassa isn’t just going to hand you the knife.” 
Xandrith winced internally. That had already occurred to him. “We’ll have to take the knife from her. It doesn’t matter if she won’t give it up. We need that blade, and we can’t let Kassa keep it from us.”
The young woman’s expression soured immediately. “You’re going to kill Kassa?! Xandrith, you can’t. I know how you ...”
“I don’t want to!  If I can avoid killing her then I absolutely will, but if it becomes a question of killing her or not recovering the knife, we both have to do what we’ve come here to do.”  Xandrith’s voice had turned rough.  He had to fight to stifle the emotions that were burning through him.  She wasn’t Kassa anymore, and he just had to keep reminding himself of that. 
Haley put her hand in Xandrith’s and squeezed tightly.  “Alright.  We’ll do what we’ve come here to do.” 
Xandrith nodded once, sharply.  He cleared his throat and, after giving Haley’s hand a return squeeze, released her grip.  “I’ll need you to protect me from magic while I work.  The god-thing is going to be protected, but he’ll have to come out to access the Wellspring. If he could access it without touching it he’d probably have done so already. I’m going to do everything in my power to slip that knife into his ribs, and I need you to make sure I live long enough to do that.”
“I’ll make sure nothing hurts you.”  Haley said, her voice firm with conviction.  
“Don’t push yourself too far. I only need to get the knife and get to the god-thing. Beyond that it doesn’t matter what happens. Anything that stands in our way dies. Don’t hesitate, and don’t ever use just enough force. I know I trained you to not over exert yourself and always maintain an avenue of escape, but this isn’t a typical assassination mission, Haley. We give everything. Anything that tries to stop us gets our full wrath, and then we move on to the next obstacle quickly and violently. If we have to leave enemies behind us to go forward, we’ll do that.”
When she replied, her words were heavy and firm.  “I understand.” 
Xandrith hesitated, but there was one more thing he wanted to tell her before they reached the Wellspring.  He stopped, and a few steps later Haley stopped as well, looking back at Xandrith with a curious expression.  
“Haley, I love you.  Not the way you want me to, maybe, but I love you so much that thinking about what is ahead of us is killing me inside.”  The words were difficult, and Xandrith felt like a fool as he said them, but he wanted her to know.  He needed her to know that someone cared about her deeply.  
“Xan ...” Haley replied, a blush coming to the fox mask. “I love you too. Thank you.”
Xandrith dipped his head and then started walking again. “Come on. The end is just ahead.”
 
The road ended abruptly at a downward spiraling walkway that encircled a deep hole in the ground that was thirty wide paces around.  Xandrith looked over the edge as they approached.  There was a blue-white light glowing at the bottom of the hole.  He could feel a tug on his mind as he peered downward at the spiraling crystal walkway.  
“I think that’s it.”  He said to Haley.  They hadn’t seen any Unth in the city on their way, but Xandrith thought he could see figures moving around at the bottom of the spiral.  
“That’s definitely it.” Haley answered quickly. “I feel like it’s pulling me down there.”
“Be careful.  Look at what that thing did to the Unth.  I don’t’ think we want to end up like them.  I don’t think they’re really capable of doing what is necessary anymore.  They’re obsessed with this damn thing.”  He gestured at the hole.  “I guess we’d better get down there.  We need to find some place to hide until the troll god gets here.”  
“What if Kassa doesn’t follow him into the hole?”  Haley asked, and it was a valid concern.  
“I think he’ll bring her with him, and possibly some of the other knights.  If you can, I want you to snap their bindings to the bone weapons.”  He intentionally ignored answering the question. It was a complication that he didn’t have a solution to at that point.  “Can you do that at a range?”  Xandrith asked.
Haley thought about it for a moment before nodding. “Yes. It was difficult the first time I did it, but I think I have it down now. Once I figured out what to look for and how to do it safely it went much easier.”
“Good. I want you to do that as soon as they get close enough for you to do so. That will add to the confusion and help us get through this.” Xandrith paused for a second before adding. “If you get time, after you’ve broken the knights free, see if you can help Kassa. I know she’s not the same as them, but your magic is different.  Maybe you can do what I couldn’t.”
“I’ll try, Xan.  I was going to try before you asked.”  Haley answered sheepishly.  
Xan smiled. “You’re a good person, Haley. Sorry you had to meet me.”
Haley’s face grew stern. “Never be sorry about that. You gave me back my life, and if it ends here, fighting for this cause, then it will still have been the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Xandrith didn’t know how to reply to that, so instead he started down the spiraling walkway.  It was narrow enough that he leaned in towards the wall to be certain he didn’t misstep off the edge.  At least the pit was built in such a way that the trolls couldn’t pour into it.  Things would be hard enough already without having to fight what was left of the horde after the Unth finished with them.  
As they circled lower in the pit Xandrith was able to make out more details.  At the center of the perfectly round hole was a pillar of crystal, blue-white instead of pink, which stood about four feet tall and was wide enough around that it would have taken two people joining hands to encircle it.  It glowed bright enough to light the entire pit, but other than that it didn’t look spectacular in any way.  Its looks belittled its power, though.  Xandrith could feel the cursed thing calling to him like a siren, beckoning him to touch it, to be close to it, and he’d seen Haley shooting it glances as well.  
The assassin wondered if it affected all people the same, or if an affinity for magic made it more compelling.  It wasn't a power that any human could ever completely make use of.  The volume of energy would burn anyone who was foolish enough to try to a cinder, and that was if they could figure out how to tap the Wellspring at all.  Xandrith wasn’t sure how the Unth did it, nor did he really care to find out.  
The Unth were, however, going to be a problem.  As Haley and Xandrith got closer to the ground, the Unth noticed them and formed a half circle facing the descending strangers at all times.  They didn’t look remotely friendly.  There were ten of them, and Xan knew a military formation when he saw one.  They were readying an attack.  
“Be ready.” Xandrith warned Haley.
“I am.”  She replied quietly.  
The attack came suddenly, and with an explosion as Haley countered the first person to cast a spell.  The explosion blew the man off his feet and slammed him to the ground several feet from where he’d been standing, but Xandrith found himself suddenly lifted into the air and dragged out over the pit.  One of the damn magic users had gotten a hold on him.  A second later he was dropping.  The fall to the ground wasn’t fatal, but it was far enough that he hit and the breath was knocked out of him.  He struggled to get up, trying to draw air into his lungs.  
There was another explosion, and then a streak of dark as Haley flew down the rest of the spiral walkway and charged at the Unth. Xandrith couldn’t get himself moving again, but he reached to his hip and grabbed the knife he’d bought for Haley, the one he’d been carrying for so long now. He flipped it in his hand and sent it flying at one of the Unth. Even staggered his aim was true, and the man fell to the ground, blood pouring from his neck as he died. There was another explosion and then Xandrith heard Haley scream. He roared and got to his feet, pushing forward through the black flecks that filled his eyes.
He drew his Unth blade and pressed the gem on the side.  A moment later one of their attackers was falling separately from his head.  His breath was finally returning to him.  
A rumbling under Xandrith’s feet gave him all the notice he was going to get that something was amiss.  He dove to the side as a crystal spike tore up from the ground and filled the place where he’d just been.  Xandrith rolled across the floor to the first Unth he’d killed and grabbed his knife from the dead man’s neck.  He sprang backwards as the ground trembled beneath his feet, narrowly avoiding another spike as his arm snaked out and released his dagger again.  This shot wasn’t as well placed.  It tore into the side of one of their attacker’s faces, staggering her, but not putting her down.  
Xandrith dove after his knife.  A bolt of energy surged through the air in front of him, and the assassin had to take drastic measures not to run into it face first.  He dropped flat to the ground as it surged overhead, and then pushed up hard with his arms to get back to his feet.  His leg protested, but he forced it to work as he sprang the last few feet to the female Unth and tore her apart with his knife.  
He spun to face his next attacker, but there weren’t anymore.  Only he and Haley still stood amidst a pile of dead bodies.  Haley was walking from body to body, planting her axe in the head of any that weren’t clearly dead.  They had the time.  She was doing what was necessary.  Don’t leave an enemy at your back if you don’t have to.  
Xandrith walked stiffly in her direction.  “Are you alright?”  He asked.  
“I’m fine.” Haley replied, but she looked shaken.
“Haley.”  Xandrith spoke her name with a firm authority driven by his concern.  
The girl frowned and shrugged.  She stood up straight and moved her left arm that was covering her lower abdomen.  There was deep hole running into the side of her abs.  Xandrith couldn’t’ tell if it had torn her stomach or not, but there was no doubt it had done some serious damage.  
“One of those damn crystals.” Haley said quietly. “I felt the ground shake but I didn’t know what it was.”
Xandrith looked around and saw that one of the spikes protruding from the floor was tipped in blood.  He could tell by looking at it that the point had gone nearly all the way through Haley.  Xan tried not to let his worry show on his face, but he must have failed.  
“I’ll be alright.  Barely hurts.”  Haley told him.  
Xandrith stepped closer to Haley and bent down to look at the hole.  There wasn’t any stomach acid visible, but the spike had clearly done some damage.  He didn’t know enough medicine to understand the extent of Haley’s injuries.  He knew it was good that her stomach wasn’t opened, and that as an assassin he wouldn’t leave a man for dead with that wound, but he also knew she was badly injured.  
“We should bandage this and you should rest for as long as you can.”  Xandrith finally said.  He reached for his pack and shuffled around it looking for something he could use to treat her.  He had a shirt which he tore a large section from, and then he cut a strip from the bottom of his cloak.  
Haley stood still, but Xandrith knew the posture of someone who was hiding pain.  Haley’s axe took away some of her pain, so the fact that she was clearly hurting made Xandrith nervous.  
“This is going to hurt a bit.”  He told her as he shoved the shreds of shirt into the hole in her abdomen.  He needed to stop all the bleeding he could.  Haley made a sound that was close to a whimper and shrunk back from Xan.  She reached out and steadied herself with his shoulder.  
“This isn’t how I wanted you inside me.”  She said in a shaky voice.  
Xandrith couldn’t help himself. He gave a dry laugh and sighed. “You’ve spent too much time with me, Haley. Your sense of humor is awful.”
“Hah,” she replied.  “Other people just don’t get it.”  
Xandrith drew the band of troll leather from his procured cloak around Haley’s injury.  It wrapped twice, and he pulled it tight enough that he knew it was uncomfortable for the girl.  It had to be done though.  Haley groaned as the makeshift patch was tied into place.  Xandrith looked at his work with a frown.  It wasn’t great.  
“Sit down, relax for as long as you can.  I’m going to find some place to hide these bodies.”  Xandrith gestured at the corpses. 
Haley was shaking her head as Xandrith spoke. “I should help. We don’t have a lot of time.”
“No.” Xandrith insisted. He stepped over to the girl and picked her up. She gave a groan of pain, but didn’t resist as he carefully lowered her to the floor and placed his pack under her head. “Rest. You won’t have much time. I’ll find a place for us to hide.”
With that done, he set immediately to work on scanning the area.  The circular chamber was almost completely barren, but he did manage to find two separate offshoots on the side that opened into small rooms that had benches carved into the walls.  One of the rooms was on an open wall with no cover, but the other exited right below the spiraling path and was barely visible from the central room.  Xandrith wasn’t sure what purpose they served, but he was happy they were there.   He could stash the bodies in the one on the far side, and he and Haley could hide in the one in the shadow of the stairs with some cover.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best plan he could come up with.  
He began his task quickly.  The Unth bodies were heavier than normal human ones.  He guessed it had to do with their strange crystal growths, but whatever the cause he spent a huge amount of effort getting the bodies moved.  That left the blood.  There was a lot of blood.  He had part of a shirt to try and clean it up with.  Damn the Unth for not wearing clothing.  
Haley must have been watching him because she spoke up from the ground. “I have some spare clothes in my pack. You can use them too.”
“Thank you.”  Xandrith said, running over to Haley.  He had to partially lift her to get her pack off.  She winced a bit, but she didn’t look like she was going to die in the immediate future.  Xandrith took the spare cloth and set to work on cleaning up the blood.  It didn’t take him long, though he wasn’t positive he’d got it all.  Trolls would be able to smell it, and the crystal spikes were still protruding from the ground. He’d done the best he could do, though.  The sounds of an army on the move were beginning to echo down from above.  The Unth defense had failed, and the troll army was on its way.  
The assassin crossed quickly to Haley. He bent down and scooped her up in his arms. She wrapped an arm around his neck and laid her head on his shoulder. “My white knight.” She said softly.
Xandrith chuckled.  “No one has ever called me that before.”  He carried her into the more hidden of the two passages and laid her on the bench before sitting next to her.  
“I should get up.” Haley said, but Xan put a hand on her shoulder to hold her in place. “I’ll help you up before it’s time. Take a moment. We have to wait for them to get down here, this is probably the last peaceful moment we’ll ever have. Try to enjoy it.”
Haley sighed. “It would be easier to enjoy if I didn’t have a hole in my stomach.”
Xandrith gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Unfortunately we don’t get to have our say in how we spend our last moments. The most we can do is make the best of what death comes to deliver.”
Haley was quiet for a moment before answering. “We’re really going to die, aren’t we?”
Xandrith swallowed a lump in his throat.  “Yeah, probably.”  
“I’m scared.” Haley confessed.
“Me too.” Xandrith admitted. The sound of the army above echoed down the pit, louder still. The trolls had arrived.
 



 
Chapter 11
The Fall of Shadows
Voices drifted into the small room where Xandrith and Haley lay in wait.  The assassin had taken up a position at the edge of the doorway where the shadows were deepest, and he peered out into the pit beyond.  The light glowing from the Wellspring clearly highlighted the first of those to exit the walkway out into the open area.  He was dressed in a dark outfit with a stubby, wide sword strapped sideways across the small of his back.  Xandrith knew enough about the bonesteel blades to recognize the make of the weapon.  He was one of the Templar.
Haley crouched at his side, sweat running down her brow as she fought her pain. She looked at the first man down, and then at Xandrith questioningly.  She wanted to know if she should break the binding on his weapon.  Xan held up his hand and shook his head no.  It wasn’t time yet.  If they started too soon the other Templar might not come down into view, and then they would have a problem.  
The next person down the flight of stairs was Kassa. Xandrith didn’t even need to see her face to recognize her. Her silhouette was enough to immediately send a shock of despair through the assassin. She was still wearing the dagger on her hip. The weapon was there. That was one less thing they had to worry about, though her presence had an undeniable effect on the assassin’s state of mind. He found it difficult to keep his mind focused on the task at hand, but he forced himself to concentrate.
Two more Templar followed Kassa down, and then came someone that Xandrith had done his best to forget about.  Elder Shidsane walked quickly away from the stairs and across to the Wellspring, his eyes seeing nothing but the source of power before him.  The trolls had brought him along to unlock the Wellspring. Killing him might be another way Xandrith could stop the god-thing from obtaining the locked away power, or to at least slow down the process.
Xandrith drew his Unth blade from his back scabbard and waited for the rest of those coming down the walkway into the pit to arrive. He wanted to know exactly what he and Haley had to deal with before he made a commitment to action. He knew there would be no second chances. Death loomed over them all, filling the skyline of the future for as far as Xandrith could see. He’d long since given up hope that he might find a way to escape from this situation alive. He only hoped that he would succeed in his quest to end the troll god, and possibly leave Haley alive when it was all done. He knew that was asking a lot under the circumstances.  
A shadow of motion distracted the assassin from his dark thoughts.  Another figure walked down the stairs, this one dressed in black robes that covered it from head to toe. Xan was immediately aware that this thing was different despite its plain attire.  This wasn’t a troll, or a knight, this was the god-thing.  It radiated power, and as it stepped within the light of the Wellspring it seemed to swell and become larger. It was already feeding on the magic in the air. 
Two more Templars followed it down the stairs, and that was it.  There were no other steps from the walkway.  The trolls had been left above.  Xandrith breathed a sigh of relief.  They’d probably feared the trolls might interfere with the proceedings that were supposed to take place.  Trolls were rather untrustworthy, destructive creatures.  
“Open the Wellspring.”  Kassa’s voice snapped with an unearthly authority.  She was talking to Shidsane.  The old mage jumped at the words, shaking in his robes.  Apparently his time with the trolls had shaken his resolve to a degree.  Xandrith found himself a little pleased at the man’s obvious discomfort.  He really hated that old bastard.  
“Of course, My Lord.” Shidsane’s voice was full of fear. “It will take me just a moment. The magic of the lock is human, but it’s in a dialect I’ve never seen. It’s old, but I will be through it soon.” It was clear he was terrified of what might happen to him if he failed. Xandrith almost wanted to watch and see if that would happen. Almost.
“Hurry.” Kassa issued the order in that voice that both was and wasn’t hers. It soured Xandrith’s mood at seeing Shidsane in misery. Seeing her worn like a costume turned his stomach and brought a painful pressure to his chest. It was time to do what they’d come for.
He turned to Haley and placed a hand on her arm.  When she looked over at him he mouthed word “now.” She nodded once.  Xandrith stood up and set off into the pit.  Whatever would come to follow, the time for hesitation had passed.  
Two of the Templar were talking on the far side of the hole, their voices carrying across the echoing chamber. Xandrith only half listened as he slunk from the shadows and began to creep across the open space towards Shidsane. He was out in the open, but no one was looking at him yet.
“I’m surprised none of the Unth stayed behind to defend this place.  It looks like they’ve fought for it before.”  The knight commented, gingerly touching the crystal that had penetrated Haley’s abdomen.  
“That is curious.”  Another said.  “They fought hard enough at the city limits.  I thought we were going to run out of trolls before we got through them.”  The man joked, chuckling.  “Not that I would mind running out of trolls.”  The man’s laughter suddenly stopped, his eyes going wide.  He snapped his mouth shut, confusion spreading across his features.  
Haley had just freed him.
Kassa’s head snapped in the man’s direction, her black eyes wide and terrible.  “Kill him!”  She yelled, pointing at the knight who’d just been freed.  Somehow she’d known, and she’d known quickly.  Chaos exploded in the pit as the Templar still under the command of the troll god sprung to the attack.  
Xandrith flipped his knife in his hand with the intent of throwing it, but as everyone started to move he realized the situation was too volatile.  Once the knife left his hand it would be out of his control.  Instead, he charged at Shidsane.  The man was just turning to look and see what the disturbance on the other side of the room was about when Xan reached him.  He didn’t even see the assassin until it was too late.  Xandrith slid his finger across the black gem on the Unth weapon and the blade hummed to life in his palm.  He reversed his grip and slammed it into Shidsane’s throat as the man looked at him with eyes wide and full of terror.  
“I’m not going to lie.”  Xandrith whispered in his ear.  “This feels really good.”  He wrenched the knife across the man’s neck and pulled back on his head, ripping it from his body.  It was perhaps excessive, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. 
A heavy footfall just behind him was the only warning he got that he was about to be attacked.  Xandrith dropped the severed head and rolled to the ground, spinning back up to his feet. His injured leg protested the abuse with a generous dose of pain.  Kassa was standing where he’d been just a moment before.  She had the bone knife Xandrith needed in one hand and she was standing at the ready, just as he would have been in her place.  
“Kassa, please.  I don’t want to fight you.  Just give me the knife and ...” His words trailed off as she sprung towards him.  

She closed the space between them in less than a second, leading with the bone knife and using Xandrith’s own style of combat.  She was fast, and unnaturally powerful.  The assassin countered the attacks as they came in, blocking some, turning others aside.  Kassa’s style was so similar to his own that it felt like sparring with the masters that had taught him the techniques.  Of course, the difference was that Kassa knew all the small nuances he’d added to the combat styles, and she was working them to full effect.  
Across the pit a huge battle had broken out between the Templar still bound to their weapons, and the ones Haley was freeing.  She seemed to be slowing down as she went, probably from the effort involved in breaking the spells.  Xandrith barely had time to notice as Kassa was demanding nearly all of his attention.  Fighting her was like fighting a mirror of himself, but one that was somehow a clearer and faster image.  The assassin was worn out.  He’d been through too much, had too little rest, and taken too many injuries. Kassa was fighting at the top of her game and possibly even beyond that, fueled by the god-thing that watched over them, seemingly indifferent to their struggles.    
“Killing Shidsane has only delayed the inevitable.”  Kassa said as she launched into another flurry of attacks.  Xandrith parried and countered what came his way, but he was reaching his limits.  Each counter with his bad leg sent a shiver of pain through his body that threatened to cripple him.  “The Wellspring will give up its power in time.”
Xandrith blocked a direct thrust from the knife and attempted to use the momentum from the blow to turn Kassa’s arm out wide. She surprised him and fell into the motion, using her own body weight and Xan’s attack to drive him hard into the ground.  It was a superbly executed maneuver, and one that took a subtle alteration of Xan’s style to achieve.  He couldn’t break the fall, and he was in no position to turn it to his advantage.  
She bore down on the bone knife with all of her weight as they landed.  Xandrith’s right wrist dislocated trying to keep the blade from his chest, but there was nothing he could do.  He felt the knife clatter against his ribs as it slid upward between them and tore deep into his right lung.  The pain was horrible, and the shock was equally devastating.  Xandrith kicked at Kassa, trying to break her hold on him, but she refused to move.  She was adjusting her grip on the knife, getting ready to pull it out, but Xandrith punched her in the face with his good hand as hard as he could.  The hit knocked her back and gave him just enough room to build momentum and get to his feet, the bone knife hanging from his chest.  He took a breath and felt blood trickling into his lung.  That wasn’t good.  He staggered backwards into the Wellspring, his legs barely holding strong enough for him to keep standing.  
Suddenly Haley was in front of him, her axe in one hand.  She was standing between Xandrith and the puppet Kassa.  
“Don’t hurt him!”  She yelled, a fierce edge in her voice.  
“Haley, you can’t interfere with this.  I have the knife now.  I’ll be alright.”  Xandrith told her.  
“The knife is in your chest, Xan!”  Haley snapped, not turning back to him.  “That isn’t helping us.”  
A surge of cold swept through Xan and with it came a steady pulse of peculiar energy.  The area around the knife in his chest was beginning to tingle.  Xandrith wasn’t sure what was going on, but his legs felt stronger so he pushed himself to his feet.  As his hand lay flat against the Wellspring, another wave of power flowed into him, and with it came a sudden surge of profound knowledge. 
The bone knife.   It had never been meant to be used to kill the troll god.  In fact, it probably couldn’t even do the job.  The knife was a conduit.  The other god-thing had known it would never be able to kill its own brother, but it had created a way that someone else might.  When Kassa had plunged the knife into Xan’s chest, she’d inadvertently connected him to the Wellspring the dead god had created.  He had locked the power away so his brother would have difficulty getting to it. Now that Shidsane was dead and unable to break the seals, Xandrith was open to the power and the troll god was not.  
Xandrith put a hand on Haley’s shoulder as more and more power began to flood through him.  A pulse of light flared around Xandrith. The Wellspring was making him increasingly powerful, and flooding his mind with knowledge and the terrifying prospects of what could be done with this new power.  
“Haley, go back to the room we were hiding in.”  Xandrith told her.  
She looked up at him in confusion, and then her mouth dropped open in shock. “Xan, your eyes are glowing.”
“It’s going to be alright.”  He told her and gave her a little press in the right direction.  He touched her mind with a small amount of the magic, just the lightest caress of reassurance. 
Haley nodded, her eyes slackening.  She marched back to the side room, and Xandrith turned his attention on Kassa.  He could see the corruption riding in her, and the pool of existence that was once the woman he loved.  What was left of her mind was broken and fragile.  He didn’t have enough power or enough time to fix that yet, but he did have enough to set her free.  
Xandrith walked towards her and she drew a knife, ready to fight him again. He froze her in place with a single thought.  He stepped close to her and placed his hand on her head.  A pulse of power rippled through him and then through Kassa, and the darkness dispelled.  Her black eyes cleared up, fluttered, and then she collapsed to the ground. She breathed steadily, but was almost completely empty.  It pained Xandrith to see her that way, but he wasn’t finished.  
With a wave of his hand Xandrith dispelled the still fighting Templar across the pit, breaking their enchantments and rendering them unconscious.  That left only him and the god-thing.  It dropped the hood from its robes as he approached it.  

The god-thing was a four armed Cyclops, with a strangely wide mouth that seemed to take up far too much of its face. The assassin had seen its like before in the faces of the stone figures that had once guarded this creature’s long deceased brother. Apparently those things had been based on the gods that had created them, or at least based on the form the god-things had chosen to take in this world. Did they really have any definitive form? It had skin that was crystalline in nature and almost translucent, yet it was also textured like scales. Its eye was vast and red, streaked with a thousand subtle shades of the color that seemed to faintly glow as it observed the world. It was distinctly alien in every aspect. Even the way its limbs moved seemed strangely disjoined and unnatural, as though it had some form of musculature never meant for a real living thing. It was this obscene disregard for normal physicality that aided in the horror of its existence. By living it seemed to deny nature itself.
“You have stolen my power.” Its voice was deep and gravely, but emotionless. “I must set right what the other has broken. That which begins must end.”
Xandrith shook his head. “It isn’t our time.”
“It has been your time for millennia.  Only the interference of the other has kept this world whole.”  It heard Xandrith’s words, but it existed in a different place from Xandrith and humanity.  It couldn’t see the damage it had wrought, or that it intended to unleash, but only the unending cycle of creation and destruction.  There was a certain harmony to that process.  Xandrith could feel the pull on him to continue that cycle.  The magic of the Wellspring almost seemed to want to destroy as much as it wanted to create.  It was powerful and intoxicating.  The assassin could understand why the god-things had done all that they had done.   He knew that if he didn’t work quickly, he too would lose himself to the magnitude of this vast power and its strange will.  
“Now it is your time.”  Xandrith said quietly.  He held up a hand and placed it on the god-thing’s chest.  
“I am beyond time.”  It replied.  
Xandrith killed it the only way that it could be killed by something other than itself.  He unmade it.  He tore every piece of it from the fabric of reality, obliterating it so thoroughly that not even a residue of its existence would ever be found.  The power this took would have been enough to make and unmake the world several times over, and Xandrith spent it all in a matter of seconds.  In the end he stood alone, just himself, hand raised against nothing.  
The power was still strong within him.  He had two more things to do before he could let it go.  Two more things he had to do before he needed to give up the Wellspring before he became something worse than the troll god could have ever been.  He knew the darkness within himself, and it held far greater potential for evil than the troll god could have even dreamed of.  He worked quickly.  
A pulse of his will burned the trolls from the world.  He sent the fire after them to the very depths of the deepest hives and back to the surface.  Not a single one could be allowed to survive.  Their kind were poison, and humanity would never be safe as long as they lived.  The lack of effort that task took was terrifying to Xandrith, and yet it made his desire to hold onto the power grow even stronger.  With the Wellspring inside of him he could create a world of perfection and happiness that would fulfill every wish he’d ever held.  He could right the wrongs he’d committed and set all existence into harmony.
“No.”  Xandrith said the word aloud.  He had to stop himself.  Down that path lay the darkness he’d seen within himself.  One more task, and this one was harder.  He walked to Kassa and placed a hand on her brow.  
“I can’t return to myself without you.”  He said, and then he set his power to work.  She was broken, crushed, the parts of her mind that remained were damaged to the point that Xandrith wasn’t sure how he could repair it.  His power was vast, but the complexities of what had made her Kassa was far more so.  He pieced her back together, and wiped away the darkness that stained her mind. It had to include the things she’d done while she wasn’t Kassa.  When he was finished, he had something that might be her, but he wasn’t sure.  He wouldn’t know until she took control of her body again, and he couldn’t will that to happen.  
If he kept the Wellspring power longer, and something went wrong, he could try again. Xandrith cut that thought off immediately.  No.  He trickled a small amount of magic into himself to help him heal his chest wound, then he sat down next to Kassa’s body and tore the bone knife from his chest. 
The pain of removing the knife was nothing compared to the pain of cutting himself off from the Wellspring. His hand shook on the hilt for a moment as he seriously contemplated shoving it back into his ribs. He took a few gasping breaths and then tossed the blade away from himself. He’d have to recover it later and dispose of it, but he couldn’t be around it yet. With it gone from his hand he let out a stuttering sigh and sank to the ground. He hurt everywhere, and he wondered if he could have given himself more power to heal his wounds faster. No, it was stupid to think about that. It was just another temptation of the power. He was suddenly too tired to care. He ran his fingers through Kassa’s hair, and waited for something to happen. She had to wake up. She had to.
Everything he’d done while under the influence of the Wellspring was slipping away from him.  He could remember the nature of his actions, but how he’d done it was vanishing from his mind. It was as though he’d opened his own memories only to find his thoughts in another language at the time.  He hoped whatever he’d done for Kassa had worked, that she’d be who she had been so long ago.
 



Epilogue: Shadows
Xandrith slipped quietly through the shadows, a ghost about an important task. The hallway he traveled down was so different in the dark, seething with the possibility of hidden menace. The silence of the night made it seem all the worse. After the sun fled the world for the night, everything became more sinister, even the quiet that he so enjoyed in the sunlight. As he wound his way through this strange world of shadow the assassin’s years of training took a firm hold.
A strange sound from ahead froze him in place for a moment.  Xandrith paused, counting to ten slowly in his head and waiting for it to repeat, but it didn’t.  He took a steadying breath and then proceeded again, this time more quickly but even more cautiously.  His feet made no noise as they passed over the floorboards.  He couldn’t risk making a sound.  He reached his destination and passed through the open doorway before him, scanning the shadows of the corners by instinct as he entered the new room.  
He stalked across the floor to the small cradle in the center of the room and peered down inside at the baby girl wrapped in a soft white blanket.  She lightly smacked her lips and stretched her small arms, but she didn’t stir any more than that.  
The tired father sighed in relief.  Since the baby had come home from the midwife’s house the night before, Xan had been unable to stop himself from checking on her constantly.  This was his fourth trip down the hall that night.  She was so small, and so breakable.  How was he ever going to get through her childhood?  It just wasn’t reasonable that children should be born so damned fragile.  
Xandrith slipped back out of the room as quietly as he’d come and returned to the bedroom. His movements were still soft and stealthy, but less consciously so.  He slid beneath the sheets and sank back on his pillow, staring up at the ceiling.  
“How was Lena?” Kassa asked from the other side of the bed, sounding tired but amused.
“She’s beautiful. Sleeping soundly.” Xandrith replied. “Too soundly. She should cry more so I don’t have to worry so much.”
Kassa chuckled.  “If she cried more you’d just worry about that too, Xand.  This is what being a father is about.  You’ll get used to it.” Xan smiled at the nickname. Kassa had come up with it on her own without any prompting from him, but it was still nice to hear her say it. It reminded him of the better parts of his childhood, and of Leahn Orthis, his first and only friend from his youth. He could remember that time now without all the pain, though he did feel a poignant heartache at knowing how she’d met her end.
“I don’t think I will.”  Xand replied bleakly.  
“You will.”  Kassa stated more firmly.  
“Hmmm.” Xandrith answered with a noncommittal grunt.
Kassa reached over from her side of the bed and gave Xan’s leg a firm squeeze. “Get some sleep while you can, love. The baby will be up and hungry soon, and tomorrow Haley, Merrick, and Tilda are coming over to meet her.”
“I’ll try.”  Xandrith replied, placing his hand over Kassa’s and giving it a squeeze.  In a matter of minutes Kassa had passed out again.  She’d been busy with Lena for the past several weeks since the baby’s birth.  The exhaustion was still weighing heavily upon her.  Xan was happy to have them both home, despite his constant state of worry.  He’d only wished he’d finished work on their home in time for the birth, but now that everything was done it was nice for them to have a place to call their own.  
He worried about Kassa a great deal. Most of the time she was fine, a wonderful and loving woman with bright eyes and an endless ability to love. Sometimes she was different. Occasionally she would go dark, her eyes slacken, and her expression becoming vacant and empty. Xandrith knew this was his fault. He’d wiped the blackness of the god-thing from her, but he’d failed in some small way to put her back together correctly. Most of the time she was the woman he loved, but sometimes she was broken and cold.  She never did anything harmful to herself or others when she got like this, though at times she would neglect to eat and take care of herself.  Xandrith wasn’t worried she would become dangerous, but he couldn’t get over the fact that she was like this because of him.  
Often times after an episode of darkness she would be morose for days, and was never able to explain it.  No matter what he did, he couldn’t help her out of those dark spells.  He knew that was a guilt he would live with for the rest of his life.  He only hoped that Lena wouldn’t be negatively affected by it as she grew up.  She deserved to have the Kassa that should have been, the mother that Kassa would normally be.  Xandrith put a hand on his wife’s shoulder.  She was alive.  She was mostly happy.  He couldn’t do any more.  Even as a god he hadn’t been able to get everything right, and it was really pointless to dwell on the dark times. He had a lot to be happy about, and he was looking forward to seeing the kids.  
Haley had pretty much promised Xandrith she was moving in once he was finished with construction of his home, so maybe it wasn’t only going to be Kassa and Xandrith’s home, but Xan was fine with that. Haley was sixteen years old and had grown into a compassionate and intelligent young lady. She’d been spending a good deal of time with Merrick as they grew up together. They hadn’t officially become anything more than good friends, Xandrith could see the affection in the young man’s eyes when he looked at Haley. He was in love, and Xan suspected Haley felt something for the mischievous Crow as well. He had turned out to be a better man than Xandrith could have hoped for, and he’d helped with much of the construction of the new house.
Tilda was as warm hearted as ever, and she was still working in the healing line.  Crow had saved her when he’d dived from the mountaintop after her. He’d caught her and used his blade’s ability to blink them back somewhere on their trail up the mountain. Tilda had lost a few of her fingers to frostbite in the mountains, but that hadn’t dampened her spirit.  As she was fond of putting it, “I’d already lost two, what’s a couple more?”  All three of them were the best of people, and Xandrith was happy to have them in his life.  
The ships with the people from Forge Haven had returned not long after the fall of the trolls, and together with the mechanna Xandrith had spent the interim two years rebuilding what was left of human society.  The ghosts of the short and vicious war were everywhere, but it was getting easier to forget.  Time healed all wounds eventually, even those that cut to the very soul of a person. Xandrith’s mind looped back around to Kassa on that point, wondering if he dared hope she’d get better, or if she’d just get worse with age.
At times Xandrith was still haunted by the faces of those who’d died beneath his knife. Sometimes too the Wellspring would call to him from its buried pit up in the mountains, but he had other priorities now.  He had his wife, and his new daughter, and his life amidst the village he’d helped build.  He hadn’t even worn his knives in over a year. 
In a way it was like the troll god had won the war.  Everything was new.  The world of old was all but forgotten, and the world of the future seemed brighter to Xandrith.  Finally, when he thought of himself, he didn’t think of Shade the Assassin. He only thought of Xan the husband and now the father.  That, he realized, was the best fate he could have ever hoped for.  
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