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    Chapter One


    “Salvation”


    
       
    


    In those days, the first chosen among the lost will seek revenge and in their anger begin a path to saving others, but only if they can keep from destroying themselves along the way. Abandoning the path or finding their own death before they have done all they must will ensure death for millions. Far more will die in this one war than in all the lands I have conquered, even if this person does everything I could hope for.


    Never in history have so many lives been dependent on so few, who have no force pushing them to help others. Doom awaits the wrong decision, the first mistake, or a selfish choice. Sadly, even with the gifts given me on my deathbed, I can offer no advice for what must be done.


    May history have mercy on these few.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    “Put the man down. Preferably in one piece, Raeln,” warned On’esquin, standing off to one side of the clearing. He had come running out of the woods and was still out of breath as he waited to see what Raeln would do next.


    Snarling angrily, Raeln continued to hold the emaciated human against a tree, his face close to the man’s. The human shook violently and pleaded as he tried not to look at Raeln’s face. Each time he cried for mercy, Raeln tightened his grip on the man’s throat, silencing him. Soon, his claws dug into the soft flesh of the human, and his fangs were close enough to the man’s throat that he could practically taste the man’s sweat.


    The human had done the unthinkable, at least as Raeln saw it. He had stolen food, the one thing that mattered to the struggling survivors who had escaped the destruction of Lantonne months earlier. Belongings had little more than sentimental value, clothing could be remade, even weapons were replicable in a fashion. Food was life, and taking it, murder. It had been the one law Raeln had insisted upon when the refugees had abandoned anything else resembling order.


    The people of their camp had fled Lantonne only weeks before winter had come to the mountains, giving them no appreciable time to find food and stockpile it. All they had brought with them was long gone. Even the wildlife of the region seemed to know of their desperation, becoming sparser with each week. They had gotten through the winter, the spring that followed it, and early summer, but it could be weeks before fruits, vegetables, and other resources began to appear in any quantity. Far longer before there was enough to collect in abundance. Many would not live that long.


    “Why would I put him down?” Raeln demanded, squeezing the man’s throat until his eyes began to bulge and blood wetted Raeln’s claws. “I warned him before the thaw. I won’t warn him twice. We’ve lost almost thirty people since we settled here. Who knows how many could have been saved if people like him were gone? His share of the rations will keep others alive.”


    Raeln growled and brought his face close to the man’s again, eliciting tears and choked attempts at an apology. The puny human was insignificant to Raeln, another foe to be broken and cast aside. People who mattered might live if he could convince himself to finish the job. His muscles fought against the attempt to kill the man, but Raeln wanted to…he needed to do this. Years of training to protect the weak raced through his mind, making it difficult to decide what he had to do. On one hand, this man was weak and unable to defend himself. On the other, the man had hurt those weaker than himself.


    Something large and heavy crashed into Raeln’s side, knocking him off-balance and forcing him to release the human in order to catch himself as he fell. He staggered and grabbed at the tree to keep himself upright, but the human he had held was already running, gasping as he fled into the trees.


    “What was that about?” Raeln shouted as he came around on the orc who had slammed into him, shoulder first. “I’ll have to hunt him for hours now, On’esquin. These humans are like roaches, fleeing into the brush at a glance.”


    The orc stood his ground near Raeln, his thick leather boots sunk almost above the ankle in the mud that filled the woods after a recent storm. Hardened and cracked ancient black leather armor covered a robe of a similar color. Contrasting his clothing, the orc’s skin was dark green where it was visible, marred only by the white of the tusks protruding from his bottom jaw and the black lines of tattoos around his eyes. All in all, he was an imposing figure most would not even consider challenging, but Raeln hardly even noticed his appearance anymore.


    “You will relent this moment, Raeln,” warned On’esquin in his usual deep, raspy voice. The man put himself between Raeln and the fleeing human, spreading his arms wide to force Raeln to either go through him or circle around a large section of trees. “Killing that man will not change anything that has already happened. He was an idiot, but that does not warrant death. If it did, half the people who have survived should have been executed. If we are going by my people’s standards, every last one of them would be considered idiots and be worthy of death. The whole reason I sought you out is because you are better than my people.”


    “Then maybe they should die!” shouted Raeln, rising to his full height in a subconscious attempt to intimidate On’esquin. At nearly seven feet tall, even the orc had to look up at him. “Move!”


    On’esquin shook his head and remained planted where he was, calmly saying, “Less than a year after the cities have fallen and you’ve already lost your way. I had higher hopes for you, Raeln. You were to be my anchor against all that anger. I can hardly think straight anymore, and I am willing to bet that my thoughts pale in comparison with yours.”


    Roaring, Raeln charged at the man, intending to bowl him over. Once, Raeln had been among the most skilled of anyone in the camp. He had trained for twenty years to be the best martial combatant in his part of the region, and many in the camp still treated him that way. His size only helped further that fear of him.


    A lot had changed in the months since Lantonne had fallen.


    A few steps into his charge, Raeln realized he had fallen for the ruse of a prepared warrior. The orc leaned abruptly, using his leg like a tripwire across Raeln’s path. Raeln had run at him without thinking and doubted he could stop in time to keep from getting tripped. As he tried to stop, On’esquin’s large hand came down like a hammer on his side and knocked him off his feet.


    Raeln came crashing to a halt in the mud and water that covered much of the area. When he wiped the mud from his face, the human he had been pursuing had disappeared from sight. Raeln could have followed the man’s trail, but as his anger faded, he realized how pointless it would have been. The man had learned his lesson for now, and killing him would not really make Raeln feel any better.


    Rolling over and sitting up, Raeln looked down at himself in dismay. Eyeing his claws and torn clothing, he wondered when he had become this…creature…he knew others probably saw in him. He had just tried to kill a man who was struggling to survive, the same as everyone else. That was not something he would have done before the long winter. It was certainly not who he had been raised to be.


    Raeln had been a calm and patient man, trained to fight only when necessary and only until a foe relented. He had been taught to always keep his emotions in check when it came to violence or the potential for it, and given his size, he had tended toward caution for fear of hurting anyone, including his family members. Even those who came into his village with the intent of raiding and killing were shown mercy, lest he cross a line he did not know how to come back across. Now, mercy was the last thing he thought of. Wherever that line had been, he had crossed it long ago.


    Lifting his hands, Raeln stared at the vaguely human digits with their long claws. He had once kept his nails short to better fit in with the elves who predominantly occupied the village he grew up in, but now they looked more like a monster’s talons. He had used them that way more than once over the winter and was ashamed to think of those moments. Even with summer having mostly passed, he had not bothered to scrub away the filth. Once, his claws had been a brown-grey, but now they were stained black from tearing open animals to feed the camp—and sometimes from killing other humanoids to remind them who was in charge, if the need arose.


    Raeln’s clothes were in shambles, as were those of most other members of the camp. Skinning deer or sewing fresh clothing from materials brought from the city only went so far, and Raeln had kept himself at the end of a long line of people who needed things. It made him look even wilder, with bits of his fur exposed where the old Lantonnian clothing had worn thin or shredded. He desperately needed new clothing and a bath, but there were so very many things he wanted to put first.


    His feet—shoeless, as was the way for his people—were caked so thickly with mud that even the deep puddles of the woods barely cleaned them anymore. If he had to guess, he suspected his tail was little better. Looking at it would likely only further sully his mood, so he refrained.


    Leaning over, Raeln peered at himself in the water at his side and saw his hands and feet were hardly the worst of it. He had once kept himself immaculately groomed out of pride and habit, but his wolflike face was matted and he could see dried spatters of blood around his muzzle from rabbits he had caught on the run in recent days, while hunting for larger prey to feed the camp. He could not imagine what the people of the camp—once civilized city-folk, the same as he had been—must think of him. To those from Lantonne, he was likely seen the same way On’esquin saw him: a man lost to anger and revenge for no good reason. To those from Altis, the refugees from foreign lands, he was a wildling savage and worthy of little more than slavery, even if none felt safe enough to say that around him. Likely, all of them saw him as little better than the wolf he resembled.


    “What happened to me, On’esquin?” he asked, letting his shoulders sag. Weakly, he slapped at the puddle to force himself to stop seeing his own reflection.


    The orc crouched down, carefully smoothing his robe to keep it out of the mud. Somehow, while others looked like orphaned wretches, On’esquin hardly changed. His clothing and armor was impossibly old…likely as old as the man himself, which was a topic Raeln tried to avoid, as it made his head hurt whenever On’esquin spoke of his younger days.


    “I can hear the calm returning in your mind,” On’esquin said, clasping Raeln’s wrist in a gesture of a warrior friendship rather than an aid to stand. “It has been far too long since I’ve seen that in you. A small step, but a step nonetheless. We will both fare better if you can make peace with yourself and all that you’ve seen.”


    Clinging to the man’s wrist in turn, Raeln lowered his head until his brow touched On’esquin’s wrist. He steadied his breathing and forced himself to relax, something he had not done in months. Once, meditation and calm were habit; now they were forgotten memories and a struggle.


    “Can we save these people?” he asked, squeezing his eyes shut to hold back tears brought forth by memories best left buried. Like everyone else there, he had lost people, both family and loved ones. His own actions shamed him, thinking of those people who once would have been the first to chide him.


    “No,” replied the orc, surprising Raeln. When he looked up, the orc smiled sadly down at him. “That is not our duty anymore. Our time to go is long past. Staying here only furthers your pain and anger. If I do not get us moving soon, I doubt we would be able to fulfill the most basic suggestions of the prophecies. We both need to be at our best if we intend to survive in the new world we face outside these lands.”


    Raeln looked around, barely aware of where he was anymore and what month it might be. The days were a blur of anger and duty that sometimes mingled. He would hunt and he would kill. That was what he had become, losing much of himself in the process. It was his job and his purpose for living. Packing up and leaving had become a terrifying concept, separating him from the tasks he used to fill his mind and keep him from thinking about the last days of Lantonne.


    The city’s fall still weighed heavily on Raeln, even so many months later. He had watched as the greatest city in the realm, Lantonne, had fallen before the armies of Turessi—a land hundreds of miles to the north. The Turessians or their agents had used dark magic to raise every corpse they could find between their land and Lantonne as undead, marching hundreds of thousands of corpses across the plains to overrun the city, as they had in dozens of other lands along the way. Lantonne had only been the latest, not the main target of the army.


    Unlike the other lands, Lantonne had fought back with powers the other cities could never have hoped to wield. Dragons—once forgotten to history as old gods—had come back and attempted to save the city. With them, Raeln’s elven “sister,” Ilarra, had died fighting against a hole in the world, through which magic had begun to flow dangerously. Her sacrifice had saved every living being on Eldvar, but it had broken Raeln’s will to go on when she had fallen.


    No, that was not right, he reminded himself. Ilarra’s death had been one of two blows to his spirit in the same night. The second was the death of the person he loved…something he had been unable to put to words for some time. He had not even accepted he was in love until the night they had both died. Now, every day was a reminder that he had not told either of them how he felt and how much he loved them. It was too late, and that was central to most of his anger.


    Raeln was alone, aside for the somewhat odd companionship of On’esquin. His loved ones were dead, his parents dead even longer, and even his home town overrun by the undead. No one he had ever known still lived, making each day a struggle to convince himself there was merit in getting up from his half-frozen bedroll. Anger warmed him most days.


    “I can’t do it, On’esquin,” he admitted at last, hanging his head again. “I asked you when we would go and when I would get my revenge. That feels like a lifetime ago. Now, I…I don’t think I can find the strength. I don’t want revenge. I just want to lay down and die.”


    On’esquin smirked crookedly and yanked Raeln’s arm hard enough to throw Raeln headlong into the mud.


    Sputtering and splashing as he tried to get out of the warm water, Raeln shook his whole body to shed as much water as he could. He had long ago forgotten that doing so made him look like an actual wolf, rather than a wildling, but he had also stopped caring about the same time.


    “Pitying yourself is a sure way to get me to beat on you, if that’s what you’re after,” warned On’esquin, straightening himself. “I will not stand by and let you mope, Raeln. You have no place complaining after what I’ve been through.”


    Raeln sat up and glared at the orc, saying, “I know nothing about you. You’ve hinted at all kinds of crazy things, starting with that prophecy that you seem to believe in.”


    “I’ll tell you more when I think you’re fit to hear it. I’d say fifty miles from this camp is the minimum before I will talk. Perhaps longer if you continue to pout.”


    Spitting some of the mud from his mouth, Raeln got up and walked away, having had enough of the orc’s attempts at mystery for a lifetime. He had tried asking questions during their first weeks in the wilds, but he had long since stopped caring without getting answers. Watching people freeze and starve to death all winter had seemed far more important than prying answers out of the man and by the time the weather had warmed, he no longer cared about anyone’s background.


    Raeln marched roughly toward the camp, though he was guessing at its location. He could have stopped at any time and sniffed his way back or searched for landmarks, but he wanted to get away from On’esquin quickly. Plus, with the amount of mud in his nose, he had doubts about whether he could smell himself if he tried. Thankfully, he soon saw a thin stream of smoke rising above the trees ahead of him, letting him know he had picked the correct direction…and infuriating him to know that yet another fool had ignored his directions about how to keep their campfires from being spotted. He would have to wring someone’s neck and pray the armies of the dead did not see that smoke. The fear of having him kill someone seemed the only way to make these people listen.


    Coming up over a rise, Raeln stopped and looked down at the vast camp below. The whole place had been built in a gulley where travelers in the mountains would be unable to see them from nearby peaks, unless they were far above them. From where he was, he could see nearly sixty tents spread out across the area, all of them packed with people who had fled Lantonne or other nearby lands. They had picked up a few more stragglers after the rough winter, but most had been with them from the moment they had fled into the wilderness.


    Raeln could not make himself begin walking again once he stopped. He stood there, staring down at the people going about the tasks that would allow them and their neighbors to eke out the barest survival in the wilds. They were all haggard, many more so than even Raeln. These were city-folk, and the better part of a year spent starving and freezing had pushed them to their limits, but not taught them how to actually survive in the wilds.


    Several elves spotted Raeln at the tree line and hurried their pace, trying not to draw any extra attention from him. Another who had been coming to meet that group actually turned and went back the way she had come.


    He kept watching and saw several young dwarven children at play. The group stopped and looked toward Raeln and then hid, their expressions telling of fear. He had become the threat, not the undead. Somewhere along the way he had gone from helping these people to scaring them.


    Sniffing, Raeln realized On’esquin was near him, though he had not heard the man. Unlike every person down in the camp, On’esquin had no scent of his own, but his clothing had the smell of age and decay, as well as the aroma of some oils he had used on the armor recently, giving Raeln something.


    “What happens if I stay here?” he asked, hoping On’esquin was close enough to hear.


    “There is nothing in the prophecies, aside from the usual foreboding belief that if we do not act, the world suffers. Any one of us who dies or fails will doom or hinder the whole, I would dare say. If I were to judge based on experience with people, your time here will eventually lead to more and more reckless attempts to defend them, until you foolishly attack the Turessian army in hopes that it will put an end to your misery. Your suicide will end your suffering but wipe your name from history…and likely take away any chance of meeting the ones you wish in the next life, should there be one. My people did not believe in afterlife, but I know yours do. To my people, such a pointless death would merely make your life forgotten.”


    Raeln sighed and let his ears and shoulders droop. Deep down, he knew On’esquin was right. He had already begun routinely hunting without weapons and had attacked creatures larger than himself without calling for help. There was a certain thrill in it, a sense of being alive again for a moment. It would not be hard to imagine craving that rush, needing it to go on. That would easily get him killed in time, and that time was probably not too far off.


    “Where are we going and when?” he finally asked.


    On’esquin patted Raeln’s shoulder as he came up alongside him. “There were clues placed throughout the prophecies as to where each of you would be found,” On’esquin explained. “They are difficult to interpret by intent—Turess did not want anyone else to find them. Only a few were revealed to me before his death. Thankfully, I think I know where to find the next person we need and it is not even a long walk. It is my belief that each companion we find will point us in the direction of the next and eventually guide us to a way to stop the Turessians. We had to wait a space of time and I think that time is over.”


    “And if you’re wrong?”


    “Then we have found something else to spend our time doing and we die feeling like we tried. I cannot say that is a worse fate than remaining here. You, I imagine, would appreciate a fight that did not involve helpless commoners. I don’t recall you being overly fond of kicking orphans or taking candy from small children, which I believe will be your next course of action around here.”


    Raeln gave the camp one more sweep with his eyes and then turned to face his companion. “Do you have anything back there that you need?” he asked. “I’m ready when you are.”


    “We should bring food, Raeln. It may not be a long walk, but it will still take a week or more. I cannot starve to death, but you can.”


    “There’s no food to pack,” Raeln admitted, turning to walk into the woods. “We’ll find food along the way. Promise me that you’ll explain why you can’t starve before we arrive.”


    “I can’t promise that. I might need far longer than a week.”


    Raeln looked over his shoulder at On’esquin, who gave him a small smile in return. The man could have been joking, but Raeln could never be sure. Shaking his head in frustration, he picked a direction and started walking, knowing, when the time was right, On’esquin would say something to guide him.


    He had barely made it fifty feet when a distant horn brought him to a complete stop. He waited where he was, his ears twisting back and forth, trying to locate the source of the call while debating whether to continue on. That call should have only been used to indicate an attack, which was something the camp had not seen in almost three months. The last time, it had only been a bear that had wandered into one of the outer tents looking for food.


    “Go and help them one last time,” On’esquin said, holding out his sheathed sword toward Raeln. “Give them a good memory of you.”


    Raeln stared at the sword’s hilt a long time, trying to remember the last time he had held an actual weapon. His thoughts were cut short as another call from the horn echoed through the woods, giving him a more clear direction to look. A second scout had spotted the threat and they were trying to triangulate it for the hunters who would come running.


    Far off to the southeast of the village, Raeln could still see a thin line of smoke over the trees. That had been the same direction the warning call of the horn had come from. To Raeln’s knowledge, no one had tents set up so far from the center of the village. If it was not someone from the village, then that black smoke meant something completely different.


    “Elementals,” Raeln grumbled, taking the hilt of On’esquin’s sword and yanking it from its sheath. “Bloody lovely time for them to show up.”


    On’esquin squinted at the smoke rising over the trees and nodded, saying, “Flame elementals would have been nice a few months ago, when the snow was still on the ground. Right now, I think most of the people here would wish for something with more meat on it. Unless there is such a thing as a steak elemental, I believe this is a real danger with no benefit.”


    Raeln ignored On’esquin’s half-hearted attempt at humor and began running straight toward a spot halfway between the village and the smoke. Judging by the rate of the smoke’s movement, he should be close to meeting it. He wanted to make sure whatever was out there got stopped before it could see the camp, lest anything report back to something even more dangerous.


    He ran hard, ducking often to avoid low-hanging branches rather than go around. Distantly, he heard the shouts of the village’s other defenders, hurrying to intercept whatever was coming. Raeln believed he would reach the elementals a few seconds before the others, which suited him just fine.


    Soon, the woods ahead of Raeln grew darker as heavy smoke filled the area under the heavy tree-cover. That black fogginess soon gave way to increasing warmth and light ahead as he approached what sounded like a bonfire. Another few weeks and the mountains would have been into their dry season and he would have been dealing with far more than smoke.


    Raeln slowed and continued at a slow walk, trying not to alert whatever was in the trees before he had to. A series of loud pops made him wince, thinking at first that he had been seen, but he soon realized the sound was a tree’s bark splitting and branches breaking and falling. A second after that, he could see the elementals.


    To someone casually glimpsing the creatures, they might have appeared to be a line of wildfires spreading across the otherwise wet ground—the source of much of the smoke. Having met these creatures more than once in the wilderness, Raeln knew better. He could see the distinct vaguely manlike shapes of each elemental, made entirely of dancing flame. Unlike a real flame, these would never go out on their own. They would move aimlessly, burning everything they could find, making them as mindless as any zombie Raeln had fought.


    The elementals had not sought out the village, that much Raeln knew. They had gotten lucky and happened to be wandering in that direction. Intent or malice was unimportant though—the elementals would easily burn the whole village to the ground if they were not stopped well away from the first of the cloth tents.


    Raeln searched around for any water. There was plenty of mud, but far too little water to make his life easier. Given that he was already soaked to the skin by rains from that morning, he had to hope that would be enough.


    Running at the lead elemental, Raeln slashed his sword through it, continuing past in hopes he could escape its flames before it had a chance to react. The sword passed through without any real resistance—something he had found distinctly creepy the first time he had fought an elemental—but seemed to do enough “damage” to the creature to kill it. With a pop and hiss, the elemental exploded outward, making its fellows glow all the more brightly and causing Raeln’s clothing to smolder.


    Kicking up a pool of standing water the elementals had yet to reach, Raeln splashed two of the others, dimming their flames considerably. He went after them as fast as he could, trying not to think about the others that had all turned as a group toward him. They might be mindless, but they did understand a threat. Lacking anything else to attack, he would be their sole focus.


    Cleaving one elemental after another, Raeln soon had trouble holding the sword—its hilt burned his hand. His whole body sizzled, reminding him of a time years past when he had spent too much time on the plains hiding from his mother and wound up burned head to paw by the summer sun. Each exploding elemental pushed his limits further, and soon he felt as though he had leapt into a campfire.


    “Charge!” called out a woman somewhere behind Raeln. “Don’t let him show you all up, you slow sacks of shit! He’s one man, you’re twenty! Prove you’re better!”


    Partially armored men and women came racing in around Raeln, cutting him off from the remaining elementals. He backed away quickly, panting as he dropped the sword into the mud, where it steamed angrily. His legs felt soft, making him stumble and nearly fall.


    “Easy there, wildling,” chided the woman who had shouted a moment earlier, stepping close enough to help Raeln stay upright. The elven woman winced as she saw his hand and quickly wrapped some ragged cloth over it. “Get back to camp and get some water before you pass out. Even these infants can handle what’s left.”


    Raeln nodded, dazed, barely aware of where he was anymore. He looked around at the group of soldiers and new trainees charging in to fight the elementals. They had wisely soaked themselves in water before coming, giving them an advantage against the heat. Making it even easier on them, out of the thirty or more elementals that had been there when Raeln arrived, he saw less than fifteen left. With luck, no one would die this time.


    “Raeln?” asked the woman at Raeln’s side. She was practically holding him up. “You okay, big boy?”


    Looking down as his head spun, Raeln thought for a moment that he saw his sister Ilarra. The woman was elven, but in reality, that was the extent of the similarity. When he blinked, his sister’s face disappeared and the face of one of the military officers from Lantonne appeared, staring at him with concern.


    “Fine. Thanks for asking,” Raeln answered, smiling.


    Then he fell face-first into the mud.


     


    *


     


    Coughing instinctively against the burning in his lungs, Raeln woke on his back, staring up at the ceiling of one of the village’s tents. Smoke from a nearby fire rose out through a small hole at the top, keeping the air inside fairly clear.


    “Where am I?” asked Raeln…or he meant to. What came out sounded more like wheezing and mumbles.


    Somewhere off to his left, a man chuckled and patted Raeln’s arm. Even that simple touch stung like knives scraping his skin—the burns there far worse than he would have thought.


    “Don’t try to talk yet,” the man insisted. “You took a beating out there. It’ll take some time to heal. You sucked down a lot of smoke.”


    Raeln looked over and saw the man was Finnias, an elderly human from one of Lantonne’s outlying villages. The man had come with them to the camp and tended to serve as their doctor, despite having little or no training. At best he could splint arms and offer advice for illnesses. More than once, Raeln had seen Finnias hack off a patient’s leg or arm to stop the progress of infection, far more readily than Raeln was comfortable with.


    After seeing the wonders of healing magic in places long gone, Raeln could not help but feel this was the last person he wanted tending to him. Sadly, the village had no one with any appreciable skill in that art, leaving Finnias the closest thing they had to a healer.


    “How long will he need to rest?” asked On’esquin, surprising Raeln. He had not realized the man was seated on his other side and certainly could not smell him over the scent of charred fur and skin. “We wanted to scout the area and look for other hunting grounds.”


    “Two days, maybe three,” the man replied, poking at a particularly painful patch of Raeln’s skin. “The military wanted to have a small ceremony to honor what he did out there, putting himself at risk to save the camp. Nothing major, but they insisted.”


    “When?” On’esquin asked.


    “Three days, to be sure he was looking himself again and not covered in ointments.”


    “Thank you,” said On’esquin, motioning toward the flap of the tent. “Excuse us a moment.”


    Finnias nodded and, using a cane, got up and headed out of the tent. Seconds later, Raeln could hear him talking with others, mostly about the weather.


    “You worried about how they saw you,” whispered On’esquin once the tent flap had settled into place. “We leave in two days, if I have to carry you. Let them remember this and not the beating of simpletons that crossed you.”


    Nodding, Raeln closed his eyes and tried desperately not to scratch at his itchy skin.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “The Other Four”


     


    I lay here, feeling my heart racing in its efforts to keep me alive. I hear the servants outside speaking of my death being moments away. I watch the shadows grow and retreat as each new day is a surprise to me. Each day I assume is my last, and when another comes, it gives me hope and wonder I have not felt since childhood.


    Still, I am a young man who feels old before his time, thanks to the gift the dragon gave me. Mortality is its own curse, but knowing your death is waiting for your next breath or the one after it will destroy one’s focus on what must be said and done.


    This time, my own ending has distracted me from what I have seen in the night. I nearly forgot, and in doing so, I believe I would have been to blame for the deaths of many thousands. Every lapse extinguishes lives of those not yet born and not even imagined.


    How did I get on this topic? Oh…completion of what is set before us.


    The betrayer must find the others well after the snows end and the days become longer. He will travel, not for the first time, hoping to find the other four who he must have at his side to change the fates I have predicted. The clues for where to find them I leave to wiser minds than mine. He will know them when he finds despair and sees the fruits of our failures, recognizing them by the lives extended past fate’s intention. The misty shroud can unveil what has survived to that day.


    Lacking any of these four, the betrayer will watch as all he has waited to save dies around him. Why these people are important, even I do not know. They may matter not at all or the world may depend on them. I would hope that the betrayer does not tell them this or it may destroy them.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Ten days and nights of walking later, Raeln was near collapse. Food was the least of his concerns as they pushed farther into the southern mountain range, moving ever deeper into the peaks. The air had thinned enough that Raeln struggled to catch his breath and his tongue felt thick from dehydration. The last clean water they had found that was not falling from the sky was a runoff river, but that had been days before. Making matters worse, his skin had not fully healed and coughs racked him every so often as his lungs—irritated by the combination of thin air and the inhalation of smoke—would tighten painfully.


    Raeln stumbled to a stop, putting a hand to a tree to steady himself. He had gotten steadily dizzier with each day of walking. He knew he could not go much farther, but he fully intended to push himself until he fell. Somehow, On’esquin looked as steady as he had the day they had left, continuing to walk with purpose no matter how long or hard they had marched.


    “Are we close?” Raeln asked in hopes of distracting On’esquin from his own weakness.


    The orc stopped alongside Raeln, looking first over the woods and slope of the mountainside ahead of them. Then he eyed Raeln the same way, evaluating him. “I wouldn’t know,” admitted On’esquin, shrugging. “I can only follow the clues and hope that they lead me to something that fits the description. Failing that…I simply guess and try to pretend I know where I’m going. We walk this way because I hope it is correct.”


    “You said what we were looking for was a week out. Where did that estimate come from?”


    On’esquin grinned. “I made it up. Longer would have discouraged you. Shorter and you would have questioned why we had not seen it in our regular patrols.”


    “Then what are we looking for?”


    On’esquin opened his mouth to answer and froze.


    Looking around, Raeln tried to find the source of the man’s unease, but he could see nothing in the woods. He could smell nothing specific beyond the scent of something burning, though he could not be sure of what type of wood might make that particular odor. Whatever it was, it was far enough off that the smell was still faint. Deep down, he hoped it was not more elementals.


    That was when it hit Raeln, his hand resting on the bark of the tree wet from a rain shower the night before and his feet soaked to the bone. Nothing out there should be burning at all, and even elementals would be hard-pressed to survive the dampness. For miles in any direction, nothing should have been remotely dry enough to burn—unless someone had worked very hard to start that fire. Elementals would mean smoke but likely not fire. Only a camp or home of some sort would justify the scent of burning wood.


    “We must be close,” whispered On’esquin, pointing toward a narrower patch of trees ahead. He then pointed up at the sky, where black smoke rose over the peaks. It was not the smoke of wet things trying to burn, but the smoke that came from long-smoldering fires.


    Raeln tried to follow On’esquin’s initial gesture, but all he could see were more trees, leading right up to the nearly sheer face of a mountainside. For all he could tell, the smoke was on the far side of the mountain. He stared at the area for several seconds and then realized the mountain wall appeared to part slightly, as though there might be a narrow valley, hidden by the woods themselves. Likely, the path, if it even existed, was no wider than twenty feet, making it extremely difficult to see so close to the mountains with the dense woods. They were no more than a mile out, and even that close, Raeln had to really look at the place to be sure he was not imagining it. Were it not for the smoke, he doubted they would have even noticed it.


    “A pass deeper into the mountains,” the orc added, still eyeing the gap in the mountains. “If I were hiding from an undead army, that place would be quite appealing.”


    Raeln started walking, not feeling well enough to wait for On’esquin. Where there was a campfire, there had to be water and food. Whoever it was out there, he had to hope they were not averse to guests. Even if they were, he might be able to put up one brief fight if it meant a sip of water that had not been collected from leaves that caught the rain.


    The day seemed to drag on far longer than any since they had begun traveling, the gap in the mountains becoming only slightly more visible as they neared it. Raeln had nearly reached his limit, his legs trembling and his head spinning, before he could make out anything more about the pass and whether they had detoured for good reason. Still, the smoke continued to rise, hinting at something beyond the pass, however far that might be.


    With the sun nearly behind the mountains, Raeln heard the rumbling of water coming down off the steep rocks. He searched around and felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders when he spotted the small stream coming off part of the mountain wall near the pass, winding its way eastward past them through the woods.


    Raeln stumbled toward the stream in a hurry, barely mindful of On’esquin following him at a distance. He very nearly collapsed at the edge of the water when he arrived, and plunged his face into the stream to practically inhale water in hopes of catching up on days of drinking far less than he should have. There was something distinctly off about the water, but he was too tired and thirsty to care.


    “We may wish to stop here for the evening,” On’esquin said, leaning up against a tree as he stared off toward the pass, making notes with a piece of charcoal on parchment. “It might be another hour or two before we get through the pass, and there’s no way of knowing how far past that we must go. I would rather we travel during daylight on unfamiliar ground.”


    Raeln pulled his muzzle out of the stream, panting for breath as he nodded in agreement. He could have traveled through the night, once he no longer felt as though he would die of thirst, but On’esquin was the one with the plans and the poor eyesight. Raeln could wait until…


    A disembodied leg floated past Raeln in the stream. Seconds later, as he continued to stare at the water in horror, the flailing remains of a zombie that had been hacked apart floated by, trying to reach for him in passing.


    On’esquin seemed to have seen none of it, still staring off toward the pass. “The trees over there will make it difficult for anyone to find us by accident,” On’esquin continued, tapping his chin with the charcoal he had been writing with.


    “We’re too late,” Raeln said softly, but On’esquin was still talking to himself, saying something about the altitude. He traced the stream back toward the pass they were heading toward. “On’esquin…bodies.”


    Finally, On’esquin looked over at the stream as Raeln saw the bloodied remains of a wildling—a ferret, from what Raeln could see—float past, facedown in the water. Debris came past every few seconds, racing by and disappearing downstream.


    “We can’t go on…it’ll be dark soon,” groused On’esquin, looking around nervously. “If we lose these four, though…”


    “Follow me,” Raeln said, hopping to his feet. His legs begged him to stop, but he knew On’esquin would prattle on for hours if they did not continue. He needed action, not planning on eventualities that might have no bearing on reality.


    They made their way up the slowly rising hillside, with Raeln keeping the stream on his right. Several more times as they walked, he saw bodies or parts of bodies rush past, though he did his best not to look at them. It was a horrible sight and one he knew would tell them little about what they wanted to find out there. He doubted he could even be sure whether the bodies were all from the Turessian army or whether they had been locals to the area. Thus, it was better in his mind to ignore them completely until he had more to go on.


    Between heading toward the mountains and the time that passed, the sun soon disappeared behind the peaks completely, casting the woods into darkness. The change meant little to Raeln, as he could see nearly as well in the night as he could during the day, but he knew On’esquin would be at a disadvantage. On’esquin would not say anything about it, though.  He would simply slow down and wind up walking into something, as he had on previous nights. Raeln slowed his pace, letting the other man keep up.


    Soon they reached the spot where the stream came down off the mountains, nestled into the opening of the pass they were walking toward, creating a misty spray in all directions and a rumble that covered any possible sounds in the area. At the foot of it, Raeln first thought he saw stones that had fallen from higher up, but then motioned for On’esquin to stop when he made out more detail.


    Raeln advanced slowly, lowering himself closer to the ground as he went to minimize the chances of being seen. Whatever was at the base of the stream was not moving, but the water in the air made it difficult to see, even from twenty feet away. He slunk as best he could, trying to keep his feet from making sucking noises as he walked through the mud.


    Lying at the foot of the stream, Raeln found dozens of bodies, most having been mangled beyond recognition. There were plenty of fallen stones, but most of the shapes had been people, and they had died recently, judging by their lack of decay. The first few he passed were halflings, short human-looking people that had an almost childish appearance. Soon after those, he passed several bodies far more severely decomposed. From what he could make out, part of the cliff’s side had collapsed, crushing many of the people and closing off part of the path into the mountains. Dozens of the fallen stones lay atop wriggling corpses, their broken hands reaching out blindly to try and grab at whatever might be near.


    “A last stand,” On’esquin said softly, coming up beside Raeln. “They attempted to collapse the pass. A good plan, but it appears to have failed them. Their weapons were set too low for the shape of the cliff. They set it in a hurry.”


    Kneeling beside one of the halflings—a woman probably no older than thirty—Raeln gently closed her eyes to keep her from staring at him accusingly. From what he could see of her wounds, it was not the stones or the explosion that killed her. The woman’s body bore clear signs of claws ripping at her and teeth biting and tearing at her flesh. Most of the bites looked like human teeth from what he could make out.


    “The army already came through. This wasn’t just a couple zombies out for a walk,” he noted, pointing at the bites. Turning in place, he pointed at hundreds of footprints in the mud around them.


    “Raeln, if we lose the four people here, we have already failed,” On’esquin reminded him, drawing a sword he had brought. “I may not know much of what I’m looking for, but we need those four according to the texts. Lead the way and hurry.”


    Drawing his own sword, Raeln pushed on toward the pass. The going was slow for the first twenty minutes, mostly because of to the deep mud from the stream and fallen stones blocking much of the pass. Eventually, the path cleared, his sight limited only by the trees that filled much of the narrow gap between sheer cliffs.


    The farther they went, the more corpses lay among the trees. Most were dead in the conventional sense, hacked or torn apart and left to rot where they fell, while a handful appeared to have been dead a long time. The regular corpses varied greatly, ranging from humans, wildlings, elves, dwarves, and even an orcish woman, whose axe was still lodged in the forehead of a human zombie that lay as still as she did.


    The moon had already come up by the time the pass began to widen, opening up into sparse trees on the far side. What Raeln saw beyond brought him to an abrupt halt and nearly caused him to drop his weapon.


    Hundreds of bodies were everywhere in a large, flat area between the mountains, illuminated by moonlight. For as far as he could see, corpses lay among smashed tents and hovels that appeared to have been trampled flat. Though the bodies filled the valley, the vast majority lay in a tight circle around the broken remains of one larger tent to one side. That single location held at least a hundred corpses, most of which were facing in toward the tent, as though a group had held off the undead for hours. It was also that tent that smoked endlessly, the canvas apparently having collapsed onto a fire.


    At the south end of the valley, a low mist hung in the air ominously, obscuring Raeln’s view of that area. As he watched it, the mist moved in odd lurches, sparkling and almost glowing faintly in the moonlight. Something about it made his skin itch and he instinctively scratched at the skin near his silver bracelet. “What is that?” he asked, pointing at the mists. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    On’esquin followed his finger and then backed away a step. “That is why we first began following the prophecy’s suggestions. Your sister died to keep that from getting stronger than it is. We will need to avoid it at all costs.”


    Raeln eyed the cloud a little longer and realized it reminded him of something he had seen once before. During the fall of Lantonne, a massive hole in the air had lingered north of the town, created by the foolish use of magic. That hole had attacked and killed a dragon—once thought immortal—using black tendrils that sprang from within it. Ilarra had died with one of the dragons attempting to close it.


    What stood out to Raeln was the sparkling glow. He had seen that same thing on the edges of the black hole when it began scooping up magic from the world around it. It had glowed almost exactly the same when it had torn the first dragon apart and consumed it. This was somehow an extension of what he had seen there.


    “Why is that here?” he asked, trying to figure things out. The cloud was dangerous, that he understood, but he could not fathom why it was so far from Lantonne. “Does it have anything to do with the people here or the undead armies?”


    On’esquin thought on that a moment. “No, I believe it doesn’t. The last time we had clouds like that slip through the veil, they followed sources of powerful magic in an attempt to consume them and grow. It likely came after something that is, or was, here. A strong source of magic.”


    “So it’ll kill us if we get too close?”


    On’esquin shrugged and began looking around again. “It might. Likely it will kill you, but there is a chance I might survive. Walking through one of those was how I arrived in Lantonne. Saved me months of travel…though it could have as easily torn my body and spirit apart and cast my remains across the world. Our best researchers never fully understood them and I had no time to further their efforts.”


    “If you’ve seen them before and know what they can do, why did you touch it?”


    “I had little choice if I were going to reach my destination in time,” answered On’esquin with a chuckle that faded quickly when he looked down at a broken man’s corpse near his feet. “Turess prophesied that I would need to risk my life to arrive before the city fell and that, if that gamble failed, you and all the others we need would die. ‘He will pass through the heart of magic to arrive at the beginning or not at all.’”


    “So you got lucky?” Raeln asked incredulously.


    “Yes, and we need to get lucky again if you wish to see fewer scenes like this,” he replied, gesturing widely at the gruesome battle’s remains.


    Raeln squinted and scanned the valley as far as he could see, but nothing out there moved. “Where are your four saviors?” Raeln inquired eventually, at a loss for which way to go. They would be practically walking atop bodies no matter there they went.


    “I wouldn’t know. I was actually hoping you did. Your nose is one of the reasons I brought you along.”


    Raeln turned to glare at On’esquin, who gave him a toothy grin in return. “That’s not how my nose works,” he answered testily. “I can’t sniff out ‘important people,’ unless I know the person I’m tracking. At best I might be able to find someone of a specific race here and there, but I’m guessing you don’t know that either.”


    “No, I don’t. In truth, I half expected the bracelet you’re wearing to guide us, as Turess wanted those items found as much as he wanted the six brought together. Sadly, no glowing arrow or beacon. Turess is making us work for this.”


    Raeln scratched at the bracelet without thinking. He dearly wished he had stayed behind in the camp, but it was far too late for that. Much more of this nonsense and it would be difficult to keep from throttling the orc. Raeln needed concrete direction, a goal of some sort, maybe a map. Wandering aimlessly while claiming they were running out of time was beyond absurd.


    Deciding to just go and hope something appeared that told him whether to continue on, Raeln walked toward the eastern end of the valley, where the most bodies lay. He walked carefully, stepping between and around corpses that lay in grotesque positions, having fallen with grievous wounds. Many appeared to have bled to death or been ripped open by the undead. Those that he recognized as having been zombies had been hacked to pieces to ensure they did not rise again. Some of the undead appeared to have been ripped apart bodily, often in long lines, as though something huge had crashed through their ranks.


    What struck Raeln first about the scene was that these people wore no single identifying attire. Even so long into living in the wilds with his camp of survivors, most could be recognized as having come from Altis or Lantonne. These people nearly all wore hand-made clothing, as though they had lived in the wilds far longer, possibly their whole lives.


    The next thing that occurred to Raeln was that these people did not belong together. He saw people with the tattoos of Altisian slaves running down their lower arms, lying beside a man who wore a golden necklace in a style Raeln recognized as those worn by Altisian slave-masters. Near them were dwarves, still wearing armor that marked them as royal guard in the deep cities. There were nobles of different lands and races, dead beside the lower castes of their societies. They were not facing one another, but fighting shoulder-to-shoulder and sometimes back-to-back. Had he seen this kind of cooperation in the months leading up to Lantonne’s fall, the city might have held against the undead.


    The most common people among the dead were wildlings. Raeln had never seen so many in his whole life, even back in his hometown of Hyeth, where wolves were nearly half the population. Young and old of a dozen different breeds were scattered through the dead. Some he recognized as breeds that might be expected to reside in the mountains—cougars, bears, wolves, and many fox wildlings. Others were more obscure or appeared to be from far-distant lands.


    Approaching the fallen pavilion tent, Raeln was stunned at the sheer numbers of dead there. Most appeared to be former undead, broken and ripped apart by something far larger and stronger than he was. Those dead were interspersed with the fallen defenders, often with trails of blood to tell him they were dragged from the tent alive and killed outside.


    “Anything?” On’esquin asked, hanging back about twenty feet as Raeln moved.


    “Maybe,” he replied, gingerly stepping onto the canvas of the tent.


    The scents were so numerous that Raeln had trouble identifying most of them. He could smell humans, elves, dwarves, halflings, fox wildlings, and…something or someone familiar.


    Dropping to his knees, Raeln sniffed at the tent, picking up the shredded cloth to look around as he searched. A singular scent tugged at his memories, making him wonder where he had smelled it before. It was a person, and a wildling at that. Not a breed he recognized.


    “The healer from the slave camp,” he murmured, looking around for the man’s body. “There was a wildling back near Lantonne that was held at the slave camp. I met him briefly and wanted to come back for him. When we returned, he was gone. He was here…I can smell him faintly.”


    “Find me that man. He may be one we’re looking for. There are no coincidences, Raeln.”


    Raeln searched around under the tent, finding a half-dozen bodies of those who had tried to defend the place. None of them were the wildling he was searching for, but in looking, he uncovered the edge of a curved line of stones. Tossing aside the canvas, he exposed an intricately designed circle, complete with symbols drawn into the dirt around it. Most had been trampled flat, but a few still remained. The smoke from the smoldering campfire beneath the tent scattered as he moved the canvas away.


    “A healing circle,” On’esquin said quickly, before Raeln could ask. “Used for the resurrection of the very recently dead by a powerful healer. They were trying to keep their people going long after they had lost the battle. Before you ask, the circle is powerless. That is likely why these people are all dead. Either they built the circle wrong or it was destroyed somehow.”


    Snarling in frustration, Raeln threw the tent back over the ring of stones—though he kept it away from the fire pit. Once such a circle would have raised his hopes, but those he wanted to save were already as dead as these people. He knew little about magic, but he did know he needed their bodies present, a capable healer, and a working circle…all within minutes of their hearts stopping. Having none of those, the circle did no one any good.


    “He isn’t here,” Raeln announced, sitting on his haunches. “His scent disappeared out into the mob. Likely, his body is out there somewhere or the Turessians took him and raised him as a zombie.”


    “Unlikely. They abandoned the dead here and fled. I would hazard to guess that the mists are why. All of the Turessians know what those mists are and why they should avoid them.”


    Raeln snorted, stood, and began walking again, making his way through the dead toward the west end of the valley. He very nearly gave up looking when he noticed a single body entirely out of place. It was not the healer he was searching for, but it still caught his eye.


    Lying flat on his back, a dwarf had been arranged peacefully. The man was bloodied, his skin burned in places, and dried blood covered his lips and the skin near his nose and ears. Someone had arranged him with his arms crossed over his chest and twin knives lying under his fingers. Even his hair and beard had been somewhat brushed smooth. Around him, Raeln picked out tracks from a barefoot human and a small animal, both fresher than the others around him. A single spot of mud or dirt had been touched to his forehead, a mark Raeln recognized.


    “There was at least one survivor,” Raeln told the orc behind him, pointing at the body. “Turessians wouldn’t have cared to give him Lantonnian funeral rights. This man meant something to someone who lived.”


    On’esquin said nothing, waiting patiently for Raeln to lead him, his sword still ready in case whatever survived was less than friendly.


    Raeln looked around, trying to find anything else that might indicate survivors that had fled the battle. Each time, his eyes went back to the dimly glowing mists, spread across the southern end of the valley and wrapping over toward the west. From what he could see, they were coming from the west, moving steadily southward.


    “Anything out that way will have to wait until the mists move away,” he said over his shoulder. “Looks like they’re just now coming out of the mountains and heading away. Whatever they were searching for must be gone.”


    The orc frowned at that and bent over one of the bodies. Touching it for a moment, his brows crinkled. “The mists passed over these dead in a hurry, seeking something they wanted more than they wanted anything out here. If the mists are coming back, whatever was here went into the mountains and the mists followed. We need to know what happened. Those mists could easily ruin the prophecy and hand the battle for Eldvar to the Turessians…or destroy both sides of that war, ourselves included.”


    Sighing, Raeln headed westward, straight toward the trailing edge of the mists. If he was lucky, by the time they reached the end of the valley, the mists would have moved on. It was wishful thinking, but he had learned when around On’esquin he had to take a great deal on faith.


    The valley was larger than Raeln had expected, continuing well past sparse trees that filled the west end, where still more bodies could be found. The area where he thought it would have ended, it narrowed beyond the trees toward what appeared to be another gap in the steep walls and continued up into the mountains. If he were being attacked, that would be where he would flee, hoping the enemy was unaware of its existence or in a hurry and overlooked it.


    They reached the first of the trees and Raeln immediately abandoned his hope that the survivors had gone that way after all. Scents of death grew stronger instead of fainter, coming from somewhere back in the trees.


    “Why are we stopping?” On’esquin asked, eyeing the woods with suspicion. “We can go much farther before we are in danger of the mists.”


    That was something Raeln had put out of his mind, and he looked up toward the path into the mountains, seeing the mists were partially blocking the way, flowing like water down into the valley from wherever that path went.


    “Death nearby,” he warned, kneeling to sniff at the edge of the woods. The scent of death still dominated, but he could pick out many other scents of individuals. Among them, he picked out the wildling healer’s scent. He had survived the attack at the tent and come this way. Raeln was almost certain the scent was fresher here. Maybe a couple hours old, at most. “A group went this way. They may already be dead, though.”


    Scowling, On’esquin pushed past Raeln and headed into the woods, hurrying now. Raeln followed him at a loping run, cringing as the light of the moon and mists faded once they entered the trees, leaving even him nearly blind. He slowed, following On’esquin’s trail while waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dark. It took longer than he would have liked, and he began to wonder if the orc was running blind through the woods.


    Raeln paused near a copse of thin trees to catch his breath and reevaluate the direction they were going. He put a hand to the smooth tree, but it felt strange under the pads of his hands. Looking more carefully at it, he realized it was not a tree at all, but a pole shoved into the ground.


    Glancing upward, Raeln felt his stomach lurch and his fur bristle as he saw a half-dozen children impaled on the poles all around him. They were dead, hanging limply on the makeshift spears, well above his reach and backlit by the moon. The scent of death he had noticed earlier was coming from them.


    “Nothing out here,” came On’esquin’s voice ahead of Raeln as the man came back into view. “No more bodies that I can find. The way is clear.”


    Raeln forced himself to only look at On’esquin, struggling to keep from looking back up at the children’s remains. If the man had not seen them and could not smell them—no surprise for an orc—Raeln had no desire to point them out. He would much rather move on and spend weeks trying to forget what he had seen.


    “Follow,” ordered On’esquin, waving Raeln on.


    The orc led the way out the back of the small wooded area, emerging at the base of a nearly invisible path that went sharply up into the mountains. Had there not been a trail of many peoples’ scents going that way, he would not have even considered it a path at all.


    At the bottom of the path, where the walls created by the mountains forced any approach to be single-file, a large pool of blood marked the death of something. Looking around, Raeln saw the broken remains of a dozen or more zombies, some embedded in nearby trees as though they had been thrown with great force.


    “What was here?” asked On’esquin, looking to Raeln. “I would like to know what we are up against before we go any farther.”


    Raeln knew the scent around that area far better than he would have liked. “Bear.”


    Brows lowering in confusion, On’esquin continued to stare at Raeln as he asked, “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, I know what a bear smells like all too well. This was a wildling, though. He…no, she…fell here after destroying all of these.”


    “Are you certain she’s dead?”


    Raeln eyed the huge pool of drying blood and gave On’esquin a skeptical look. The man seemed to recognize what he was implying and shook his head sadly. There were few animals that could lose that much blood and survive, and far fewer humanoids.


    “You are not reassuring me, Raeln,” On’esquin noted, looking up the path. “The mists have cleared enough that I believe we can go on. Be wary.”


    Rolling his eyes at that, Raeln tried not to laugh bitterly. Hundreds of dead, the remains of zombies everywhere, and some kind of magical glowing mist that On’esquin made sound like it would eat them…as though he was not being careful. If On’esquin wanted them to be careful, he would turn them around and run, not that Raeln cared much either way. Dying here or dying back at the camp meant little to him, though he would certainly prefer facing death head-on in battle than be eaten by a cloud.


    They continued up into the mountains, winding around steadily upward until they emerged from the narrow pass practically atop one of the peaks. The odd shaping of the mountains there created a sort of narrow path heading west, weaving in and out of several peaks until it disappeared several miles out.


    Below them, the mists roiled in the valleys, sweeping across a gravel descent not far from where they stood. Raeln could have thrown a rock down into it if he wished, and he wondered for the first time just how fast the mists could move. He realized those mists were going uphill and decided not to find out if he could outrun it.


    “I guess we follow it to its end,” said On’esquin, staring at the path ahead of them.


    A faint scent caught Raeln’s nose and he looked about, trying to determine the origin. He could smell the passing of many people on the path, but he also picked out about five people having gone down the slope toward where the mists remained. Slowly, he began to pick out the individual scents, but they were getting too old for him to make them out clearly. Recent rainfall had washed much of the smell away.


    “The main group stayed up here,” he announced. “Several wildlings and at least one human went down that way.”


    “Those that went down are lost, Raeln.”


    Ignoring the man, Raeln began down the slope, inching toward the mist in hope of seeing something down there that might tell him what had happened. As he continued, the mists gradually drifted away, parting and spreading more thinly. Soon, they had fully moved on, leaving the valley below empty and passable.


    The once-high grass of the region was burned and huge craters marred the landscape. From what he could see, a great battle had occurred down there with at least one spellcaster among the combatants. Wherever they had gone, there were no bodies, which either meant they had walked away or the undead had turned them into walking corpses.


    “The healer was down here,” Raeln announced as soon as he caught the scent clearly enough to be sure. “I can smell his children too. We’re close. They can’t have been gone more than an hour or two. I think they went back up the slope. There were at least four of them. These are the ones you’re looking for…I’m sure of it.”


    Still at the top of the slope, On’esquin nodded and motioned for Raeln to return.


    Raeln picked his way back up, having difficulty with the uneven and shifting stones. Slipping, he dropped to his knees to keep from tumbling backward. As he did, he caught the smell of blood…the wildling healer’s blood. The man had been wounded badly on that slope. Many of the stones appeared to have blood on them, now that he was looking closely. He chose not to relay that to On’esquin as he stood, digging his paws into the loose stones to get a better footing as he made his way to the top.


    “There’s nothing down there anymore,” Raeln said as he reached the flatter path where On’esquin waited, standing rigidly. “If we hurry…”


    Raeln froze and put a hand to his sheathed sword as he spotted the gleam of a knife blade along On’esquin’s throat, held by someone hiding behind him. On’esquin gave him an apologetic smirk and held his hands out to his sides, glancing down at his sword on the ground.


    “You,” came a man’s voice from behind On’esquin. “You travel with the enemy, so you are enemy too, yes? Explain why I find you with them and not dead with my friends.”


    Raeln started to draw his weapon, hoping whoever was behind On’esquin could not see the movement, but the knife tightened against On’esquin’s throat. Releasing his grip on his sword, Raeln raised his hands and stepped up fully onto the path so he would not slip if he had to move quickly.


    “He’s not one of them,” Raeln tried as he walked, but the hidden man pulled On’esquin to keep him between them. “We’re trying to find survivors.”


    “We all look for friends still alive, but you come with a marked man, yes? Is poor greeting to have the enemy at your side. I think maybe I kill you both if I am able and then I look for survivors alone. Is much easier to search alone.”


    The man’s thick accent reminded Raeln of a girl he had met back in Lantonne. She had been one of the Turessians and she had murdered the only person he had ever loved, but he knew that accent was not Turessian in origin. This man was a gypsy, one of the nomadic folk that often traded with the cities, from Lantonne all the way north to Turessi itself and everything in between.


    “He’s helping us find a way to fight them,” offered Raeln, keeping his hands up. On a whim, he reached down and released the knot that held his belt and sheath on, letting the weapon fall to the ground. He hardly needed it to kill a living person. He simply needed to get closer. If he could get within arm’s reach, he could cripple or kill him as needed, but the man did not need to know that.


    “Forgive if I do not believe,” the man replied, peeking over On’esquin’s shoulder armor. All Raeln could see was a dark-skinned human with greying hair, but he could make out little more of his features before he disappeared again. “I fought one of my own clan already this last night. Strangers who look the part of an enemy are no more trustworthy than my own blood, no? We let ancestors decide if it was unwise to kill you.”


    On’esquin shifted, and in doing so, Raeln caught a glimpse of the man’s clothing. Even in the dark, he recognized the way silk caught the light, and he was certain the dark attire was blue. That attire was nearly identical to that worn by the girl he had fought.


    “She was the one that killed my friend,” Raeln tried, hoping he was right. “A girl from your clan. Maybe fourteen years old. She was with the Turessians.”


    The man peeked out again, giving Raeln more to see as he evaluated Raeln in turn. The man was middle-aged with hints of white at the temples of his otherwise black hair. He seemed to be having difficulty focusing on Raeln, as though his eyes refused to work properly.


    “Yes, is probably so,” the man answered, pulling On’esquin back toward the westward path. “This does not make us allies, fuzzy man. It…it…has been long day.”


    The man stumbled and nearly fell without any reason Raeln could see. He was not sure how to react, wondering if perhaps it was a ruse to get him to reveal whether he intended to attack.


    On’esquin was less cautious. Spinning in place, he attempted to grab the human. Despite the human being off-balance, he reacted with blinding speed, the knife darting around On’esquin’s attempt to shield himself and plunging deep into his ribs, finding a gap in his thick armor. The human twisted the knife sharply, opening the wound.


    Raeln ran to them, praying On’esquin had managed to take the weapon somewhere that might not be fatal, but as he came up alongside the two, he found the human was staring in shock at the weapon protruding from On’esquin’s ribs over his heart. On’esquin, for his part, stared back at the man impatiently.


    “You say you are not one of them,” the human gypsy said, yanking the weapon free and backing away. “Die, if you do not lie. My own kin survived the same injury and worse. You are one of them.”


    Now that Raeln could see more clearly, he realized the human was gravely wounded. He kept one hand to his side, where blood had soaked through his clothing and ran down his leg. Deep gashes in his forehead and neck, as well as dozens of smaller cuts, spoke of a rough fight he had barely survived. The man’s eyes were unfocused, hinting at a concussion or severe blood-loss, possibly both.


    “Are you alone or do you have other survivors with you?” asked Raeln while On’esquin poked at the hole in his armor. “We’re trying to find four survivors.”


    “I do not need friends,” the gypsy replied angrily, stumbling away. “Two on one, I have advantage…”


    On’esquin responded with a sharp punch to the man’s forehead, snapping his head back. Blinking twice, the human’s eyes rolled back and he fell limply, dropping his weapon and flopping onto his back.


    “Doubtful he is part of this,” On’esquin answered, smiling at Raeln. “The gypsies were not even a people in the days when the prophecy was written. Turess would have had no way to know of them. He is a survivor and little else. If this man mattered, Turess would have made note of him in great detail, as he would have seemed an anomaly to Turess.”


    Raeln came up to On’esquin, eyeing the human sprawled out on the ground. He looked over the orc until he spotted the hole in the man’s armor where intact green skin covered the spot where the knife had been moments before. “You swore to me that you aren’t like them,” Raeln growled, debating whether to go back for his sword or strike with claws. “You are…aren’t you? He’s right.”


    “Not exactly, though he did puncture one of my hearts, which is unpleasant no matter what magic is used to keep you alive. We can talk about it once we find our missing people. This man is clearly not one of them, so there must be more survivors. Leave him and we’ll continue on. You said they hadn’t been gone long. I would rather not delay.”


    Raeln went and picked up his sword and belt. He held them a moment, strongly debating whether to draw the weapon and demand answers from On’esquin. The man had been evasive since they had met, but he had done nothing Raeln could think of to act against himself or the other survivors in Lantonne. In fact, he had helped them escape and worked harder than most to aid in surviving the winter. Finally, he tied the belt around his waist and marched over to On’esquin, keeping his hand off his weapon.


    He stopped a few feet from On’esquin, searching the ground for the gypsy. The man was gone, leaving no footprints and barely any scent to say where he had gone. Raeln would have to spend a great deal of time hunting for him, but with the glowing mists moving through the mountains, he had no desire to do so.


    “I have no idea,” On’esquin said, looking around furtively. “I turned to watch you, and when I turned back, he was gone. Slippery man, that one.”


    “He won’t get far with his wounds,” admitted Raeln, heading down the path in pursuit of the other scents. It was already getting hard for him to pick them out, the night’s rain gradually covering their passing. “We need to hurry or they’ll lose us in the mountains. There are four scents that came through after the others.”


    Raeln pushed on, jogging across the wider sections of the path and slowing to a cautious walk on the narrower. Soon the scents became stronger, but they mingled with the stench of the long-dead. Zombies had come through within minutes of those he was seeking. Not a large force, but enough to make the whole place stink of death.


    Stopping on one of the narrower sections of the path, where the stones dropped off nearly a hundred feet to the woods below, Raeln scanned the area for any movement. He could smell zombies close, but he could not see anything in either direction. Looking down, he saw movement in the trees. There were bodies hanging in the upper branches, as though they had been thrown off the ledge.


    “We’re close,” Raeln noted, pointing out the zombies. “Someone must have pushed them. That someone is who we want, I’m betting.”


    Despite his desire to hurry, Raeln slowed to a crawl, trying to deal with the narrow ledge. Once, he had thought himself fine with heights, but nearly falling off a mountainside had shaken that belief. He managed to cross the path slowly by keeping his thoughts on the healer, though it took nearly a half hour, putting them far behind whoever had passed through before them.


    At the far side of the path, Raeln started down a trail that went down toward the bottom of the mountain, but then stopped and sniffed at a second trail that went up. Both had lingering scents of the wildlings he had been following. He could not be certain which way was correct. Both were recent—possibly only a few minutes—but his ability to pick out smells was not as refined as he would need to be sure of his choice.


    “We should split up and hurry,” he announced, pointing at the lower path. “Go that way and meet me back here in a half hour. They aren’t more than a couple minutes ahead of us, so we should find them fast, before someone else does.”


    Taking the high trail as On’esquin jogged down the descending one, Raeln headed up a winding path that kept sharply turning through the trees. He could see little of what was coming, making him nervous that he might be walking into a trap. The scents were definitely getting clearer, and he soon could pick out the healer’s scent, as well as his children and one other. He could not be certain, but he thought the fourth was a fox who smelled remarkably similar to the children.


    Raeln rounded another curve and slid to a stop, facing a nearby wall of mists that cut off the path. The dimly glowing cloud swirled around a cave entrance, pouring into the cave as though it were seeking something the same place he was. Other tendrils wrapped around the peak of the mountain, covering it as though searching for more ways inside.


    The scent was strong now, telling Raeln he had gone the right way. That was little reassurance when facing the glowing cloud On’esquin had warned him about. The other wildlings had come through less than five minutes before. He probably could have thrown a stone and hit them if he could see through the mists. They needed him.


    “He doesn’t know for sure that it’ll kill me,” Raeln told himself aloud, walking up to the edge of the mists. The wildlings were in that cave—he was certain of it. He could clearly smell them now. “Please be alive when I get there.”


    Closing his eyes, Raeln ran into the cave, charging straight through the mists. Pain flared across his skin as though hot ashes had been thrown onto his fur, but the feeling soon passed and cooler air washed over him. When he looked around again, he was inside the cave, where the light of the mist was all that gave him any illumination. The flowing tendrils clearly lit the path ahead, though they mostly filled the passage. He would have to walk through them repeatedly if he were to get to the wildlings.


    “Hold on, I’m coming!” he shouted and plunged into the mists again.


    This time the sensation of falling into snow or being battered with ice assailed his body, making Raeln shiver and slow his pace as his muscles trembled. The cold rapidly turned back to heat, varying every few feet within the glowing cloud. Through it, he attempted to use his nose more than his eyes to find the path.


    The scent came to an abrupt halt, and Raeln looked around in confusion, wondering where the wildlings were. He should have been atop them, but he stood waist-deep in the mists that flowed through the tiny passage in the mountain. The scent around him indicated they had been there seconds before, but no trail led away.


    Slowly, the mists that came up to his waist began to make his legs ache, the pain spreading through the rest of his body. It felt as though his bones were on fire, but Raeln had nowhere he could go to escape.


    A rumbling crash around Raeln gave him only a second to shield his face as the cave collapsed. He fell to the ground, curling into a ball to attempt to minimize how badly crushed he would be, assuming the collapse did not entirely fill the cave. Then the sounds were gone, replaced by a creaking that seemed very out of place.


    Opening one eye tentatively, Raeln found he was not in the cave anymore and the mists were rapidly receding. Around him were the walls of a small unlit home, covered with artwork and sculptures in a style he had never seen before. Lying near his feet, two men in loose cotton clothing lay staring at the ceiling, the pale look of their skin telling him they were long dead.


    Raeln slowly uncurled and tried to grasp what he was seeing. At first he believed the mists had somehow snatched him, taking him somewhere else, but then he looked out the open front door and saw the hillside leading up to the cave he had entered. All of the scents he had followed were gone, swept away with the arrival of the house, complete with its own scents.


    Stumbling out of the house, Raeln stared in complete confusion at the mountainside he had climbed to get there, then turned around and regarded the house that now sat where the peak of the mountain should have been. Nearly fifty vertical feet of stone was gone, creating a flat plateau atop the mountain, occupied only by the slightly leaning home and the mists that were rapidly retreating down the back side of the mountain.


    “Did you find them?” called out On’esquin as he came up the path, but Raeln could not find words to answer.


    The orc lumbered up to the door of the house and looked at it suspiciously. He gave Raeln a queer look and then marched into the house, glared at the contents, and soon came back outside. “Mists?” he asked.


    “Yeah,” Raeln answered, barely hearing himself speak as he stared at the home. Even the construction style was foreign to him. The men inside wore armor with insignias he had never seen before. After years of military training, he had thought he knew all the insignias used in the region.


    On’esquin reached back and closed the door of the home and then smiled at Raeln. “You surprise me yet again,” he noted, patting Raeln’s shoulder. “You got lucky that it didn’t touch you. The mists connect different times and places, but they destroy anything that does not have the power to resist them. No mortal being can touch the mists and not be torn apart. Even the Turessians, myself included, risk being destroyed if the mists catch us.”


    Raeln looked around until he saw the mists far below on the mountainside, sweeping away toward the south to rejoin with the main cloud. He rubbed the bracelet he wore nervously—which was hot to the touch for some reason—wondering what had just happened and where the wildlings he needed to find had gone.


    “The man…his children…” Raeln managed, staring in dismay at the house that did not belong. “Where did this come from? Where are they? I had them…I was right there.”


    “Judging by the sand and style of structure, I would guess the Corraithian desert. The people you sought might be there, though they will likely be in worse shape than the bodies I saw inside. Most mortals are torn to pieces and scattered across the area in a fine red mist where the cloud chooses to spit them out. No matter what we might wish, they are gone, Raeln. There is nothing we can do. Pray these were not the ones we needed.”


    Memories coming to him in a rush of the mere minutes he had spent with the kind wildling man and watched his children suffering through their stay at the slave camp, Raeln felt as though he had lost another person in his life. The plaintive eyes of those children came to mind, making his chest hurt. He did not even know their names, but he had dearly hoped those people would be unharmed and he could be the one to save them. Now, the man and his children were as dead as those down in the valley, despite their struggle to escape. He had failed them twice.


    “Your search is over, On’esquin,” spat Raeln, his sadness immediately replaced with anger. “There are no other people here, and the four that survived the battle are gone. Your prophecy failed us. We’re going back to the camp.”


    “It’s never that simple with prophecy,” countered the orc, setting off down the way they had come. “Prophecy is not what most would tell you. It is a glimpse of one possible solution to a problem, complete with one or more ways it can be resolved. If our four companions are dead, we might be able to replace them. Failing that, we try without them. The prophecy only tells us the most likely way for us to succeed, not the only way. In truth, Turess may have known that we would likely die without their help, but that does not mean we cannot find a way. More importantly, six of us were not going to stop the Turessian army without an army of our own…there may still be time and ways to remedy this.”


    Grabbing the man by the back of his armor, Raeln spun him around and jabbed one of his long claws into On’esquin’s ribs where the gypsy had cut him. On’esquin did not as much as wince, meeting Raeln’s glare calmly. “You owe me answers,” Raeln growled. “I’ve followed you from Lantonne. I’ve followed your search for people that are already dead. Everywhere I go, I see more death and destruction, but I never get answers.”


    “Do you honestly believe the best place to discuss our plans is in the middle of the mist clouds, surrounded by the dead? I will answer now if you wish, but from a tactical mindset, I would assume finding shelter where we will not be found might be prudent.”


    Half-snarling, half-sighing, Raeln nodded and motioned toward the path. They set off immediately, their travels silent and brooding as they made their way down into the valley where the battle had raged hours earlier.


    As they passed, Raeln could not help but look up at the dead children again, wishing he could so something to make everything right. Even giving them proper burials would change nothing, and taking the time to cut them down could put himself and On’esquin in danger of being caught by whatever had done it in the first place. Reluctantly, he continued on without saying anything, knowing he would regret it later.


    It was dawn, the sky lightening to a deep purple, when they reached the path out of the valley toward the stream and the first bodies they had seen. On’esquin pushed on silently, steering them well clear of the dead and guiding them along the mountains as they left the pass, heading farther south and away from the way they had come. He paused several times, looking around and picking the route that took them deeper into the woods rather than out of it. Then, with the sky brightening quickly, he stopped and grunted at Raeln before unfastening his weapon belt and tossing it to the base of a tree.


    “We should be far enough away to speak freely,” he said, unbuckling the second of his three belts that held all of his supply pouches and setting them down near his sword. The third Raeln had rarely seen him take off, as it held his heavy armor in place. “You have questions and I will answer them. Think carefully, as I do not make this offer lightly, nor do I intend to offer it again soon.”


    Raeln thought on all the questions he could have asked while staring at the man’s belts lying on the ground. Both were as worn and cracked as his armor, and from the look of the pouches, he carried a month’s supplies or more at all times. He was always prepared, but for what, Raeln had no idea.


    “How old are you?” he asked instead, drawing an amused smirk from the orc. “I probably don’t want to know the answer, but I’ll ask anyway.”


    “A fair question.” On’esquin sat down and propped his back against the tree. “I will answer another question to answer this one.


    “I have been waiting to hunt the Turessians and their leader, Dorralt, for a bit more than two thousand years. A hundred years before that, I served my lord Turess as his friend, and later his apprentice after my own master betrayed our trust. Likely, I was not much older than you when I began my service, chasing down Dorralt’s original generals.”


    Raeln pointed at the gash in On’esquin’s armor. “That is what you mean by service? Are you one of them or not? You’ve claimed you aren’t, but you’ve referred to ‘mortals’ and you don’t bleed. Orcs don’t live any longer than humans.”


    The orc touched his side and nodded. “That is part of my service and is also the mistake I made serving my original master. He sought powers that we were not meant to have. In doing so, I was his first experiment. In a sense, I was the first of the Turessians you fear, though I am not like them in many ways. And yes, I can bleed, but I choose not to.”


    “You’re undead.”


    “No,” On’esquin snapped quickly. “I am something else, though I don’t know what words describe it, either in my language or yours. I will not die, but I do not hear the voices of the dead like Dorralt and the others. My curse takes me a different direction.”


    “You live forever and don’t feel wounds that would kill others,” Raeln argued, pacing around the shadowed woods as he spoke. “Tell me how that’s a curse.”


    “A curse is a burden put on you that you cannot cast off and is a weight on your shoulders,” On’esquin explained, closing his eyes. “I offered to help my master, Dorralt, before I knew what that entailed. I did not choose what I am and I did not ask for the burden of this insane prophecy. Most importantly, I did not ask to outlive my own children, the grandchildren of my friends, even my whole clan. I have listened as generations died and nations fell, bound by only two tasks until I find a way to die.”


    “What tasks?”


    On’esquin shook his head. “That is a topic for another time and place.”


    “No, please, tell us these tasks,” came a new voice, making both On’esquin and Raeln straighten and look around. “Is long walk you made to get here, so I hope to hear full story, yes? You make this old man tired.”


    Sitting against a nearby tree was the dark-skinned gypsy that had attacked On’esquin back in the mountains. The man had On’esquin’s weapon on his lap and the contents of several of his pouches already spread out on the ground, though Raeln had not seen him arrive or touch the bags.


    The man eyed a tin container, sniffing at it, then shook his head. “You bring no good supplies, either,” the man went on, dropping the tin to the ground with a clang. “How you live so long with such poor food, I wonder? Is a magic thing, no? I have never liked magic, even when my kin learned. Give this man a knife and some kind words, and he will do much more than most wizards, yes? Wizard with knife in his throat is not better than any other man.”


    Raeln dropped his hand to his sword, ready to attack the man, but On’esquin raised a palm, warning him to stop.


    “Do let your friend attack if he desires,” the gypsy told them, smiling broadly. “My wounds no longer bleed, so is good time for some exercise, no? My second wife often says I need to teach more young men their place. My third say I need to exercise more to keep my boyish figure.”


    Looking the man over, Raeln saw the dried blood that coated the side of his shirt where the wound had been visible earlier in the night. Now he could make out what appeared to be mud, packed with leaves. The man had made some kind of poultice to keep himself from bleeding out.


    “Why are you here, human?” Raeln demanded, tightening his grip on his sword’s hilt. He cared little for On’esquin’s warning glare. This man had already proven himself dangerous and a nuisance. “Explain yourself.”


    The gypsy held up the rolled parchments On’esquin always carried that bore the full text of Turess’ prophecies. It had been tied to the orc’s remaining belt and he never allowed it to leave his side. “A little thing I found earlier,” the human said, eyeing the parchments. “Like the green man’s face, these have old words of the northern people on them. These people declared war on all lands and people, killing many of my family and friends. I follow you both to see why enemy of these lands walks around without his army. First, I think I kill you both and figure it out later. Then I hear green man say he hunts crazy dead men, and I think maybe we talk this out like the city-folk always wish. Is good plan, yes?”


    “And if we say it’s none of your business?” Raeln asked.


    “Then I kill you and see if I can kill the green man. Is good challenge and practice for when I find more like him. Will be epic battle, or I convince the bards that it was.”


    Growling, Raeln drew his sword, but before he had brought it to bear on the man, the gypsy had drawn two long knives of his own and lay them along his thighs. The man was still seated, but he seemed more than ready for Raeln to rush at him.


    “Enough!” shouted On’esquin, getting to his feet and marching over to stand between them. “Raeln, lower your weapon.”


    Raeln kept his sword ready, not lowering it an inch.


    “You,” On’esquin continued, looking at the human, “put yours away so we can talk.”


    The human smiled even more broadly, but he did not put his weapons away, either.


    “We are trying to find ways to fight the leaders of the Turessian army,” On’esquin said to the man, softening his tone. “You’ve fought them and know what they are capable of. Would you be willing to do it again?”


    “I have terms of my own before I would help,” the man noted, the knives disappearing into his sleeves with a flick of his hands.


    “Name them. You’ve already survived a battle I doubt many could. You may not be who we were looking for, but we need the help.”


    Grinning, the gypsy pulled a copper cup onto his lap that appeared to be tied to his belt with a short leather thong. “You find better drinks and share. I already search your bags and neither of you brings anything but water. How do you think you face down an army of dead men with nothing but water? My people know the cowardice of city-folk and you will need stronger drink to stand and not run.”


    “Is that all?” Raeln demanded, sheathing his weapon. “We give you booze and you help us fight a war? On’esquin, this is insane. Send this old man away.”


    “Is not wise to insult honored guest,” the man said, unrolling the parchments and shaking his head. “Your people need to learn to write. Is all scratching and pictures, but no words. So many bad habits, yes? Why are your people able to conquer these lands when you cannot write and cannot greet guests like civilized folk? Is old tongue and you wrote it badly.”


    On’esquin’s eyes narrowed and he gave Raeln a meaningful glance. “What can you read of these?” the orc asked and reached for the parchments, but the human kept them out of reach.


    “Here,” the gypsy said, tapping part of the flowing text. “Is flowery style, like turning letters into art, but is the name of my clan. See?” The gypsy held up the copper cup and pointed out a nearly identical symbol embossed in the stained old metal. Setting it back at his side, he glared at the parchments as though they were difficult for him to make out. “Were it not for all the sharp pointy bits in your writing, I would think you steal from my people,” the man noted. “My clan’s motto even is written here. ‘Seek companionship in all that you find.’ Is good saying, yes?”


    Sitting down hard, On’esquin chuckled, shaking his head. He looked to Raeln and said, “I still don’t believe in coincidence. The words he is reading literally translate to ‘Seek out your companions where you may find them’ in ancient Turessian. This man has to be one of the ones we were meant to find.”


    “Do I have any say in the matter?” asked Raeln, resheathing his weapon. “I have enough problems traveling with you, but him?”


    “I listen in…by accident, I assure you,” the gypsy told them, tossing the parchments back to On’esquin. “Grumpy wolf is Raeln. I did not hear big green man’s name.”


    “On’esquin,” replied On’esquin, offering a hand in greeting.


    “Bandoleer Yoska, though not so much bandoleer with many of my kin dead,” the gypsy said, ignoring the hand. “Where is our army if we intend to fight the dead men? Three foolish people will not go far, no? I have already done this once with small group and they end up—” Yoska’s joking manner faded abruptly and sorrow crossed his face for a moment. “—they did not win against greater army. Many good people die, as always happens in war. I have done this too many times and I wish to not watch more people die.”


    “You will have your army before we face the enemy directly,” offered On’esquin, flipping through the parchments and then smiling to himself as he tapped a page. “Help us and we’ll find a way to make this work out.”


    “Very good,” Yoska said, leaning back against the tree. “You two should sleep next shift. You keep me up very late, so I take first shift sleeping. I know, I know, Yoska is very interesting, but you must give him some time to rest as he has been stabbed very badly. Tomorrow we will talk about how I will win war for you, yes? Go to sleep and trust friendly gypsy to watch over you when you are defenseless.”


    Without another word, Yoska closed his eyes and began snoring, though Raeln was certain he was feigning sleep. The man reminded him of his deceased sister, pretending to sleep so she could sneak out after the rest of the family settled in…though unlike her, he was a mystery and incredibly dangerous if ignored.


    Three men against a hundred thousand undead and immortal Turessian leaders, Raeln thought as he sat down to rest. This had all the makings of a lost cause. Raeln wanted to object, to argue about even continuing this farce, but he really did not care. Getting himself killed trying to accomplish the impossible was a fine ending for him. He only hoped the others understood he had no expectation of living to see another winter and they would die with him if they continued with their plans.


     


    *


     


    Raeln had rested fitfully, unable to sleep and unable to relax and meditate as he once had during times when readiness had been required. Upon hearing On’esquin get to his feet, Raeln blinked wearily, his vision blurred and eyes stinging. Every morning seemed to be a struggle anymore.


    Yoska was already standing over Raeln, tapping his foot impatiently as Raeln looked up at him. The man’s side had been freshly coated with the mud mixture and he winced when he moved, but he handled himself well considering the wound Raeln had seen before it was covered. Most men would have been curled in a ball, waiting to die.


    Nearby, On’esquin had already gathered his belongings to begin traveling again. They had little among them, so it took Raeln only a few seconds to finish collecting things and stand up.


    “We don’t have enough food for the trip back to camp,” Raeln announced as he rubbed his eyes, trying to wake up. “I can probably find enough for a few days if we spend the rest of today hunting.”


    Walking over to kneel between Raeln and Yoska, On’esquin spread out a worn sheet of parchment covered with maps of nearby lands. The sheepskin was old, cracking and crumbling to dust in spots as he applied pressure to it, attempting to flatten it.


    “We are not going back to the camp, Raeln. We lost our other companions, so we will go on without them,” the orc explained, searching the mountains on the map with the tip of a large finger. He finally tapped a spot and kept his finger there. “I suggest a direct route, taking us north through Altisian lands and past, into the foothills and plains. That region is uninhabited, so once we get beyond the forces in Altis, we should make good time toward the city of Urlenna.”


    “Is no city by that name,” interjected Yoska, though he did not look at the map. Instead, he rubbed a torn scrap of blue silk between his thumb and first finger, glaring at it. “You know nothing of these lands, do you, old man?”


    On’esquin frowned, his tusks giving him a furious look despite Raeln knowing he was likely confused or disappointed instead. “Where would you have me go, gypsy?” he asked, motioning broadly at the map. “I’m guessing you have traveled more than either of us.”


    Taking a knee beside On’esquin, Yoska looked over the map and drew one of his knives. He tapped a spot a little north of where they stood. “We are here, not there,” he noted. “Map is wrong, yes? You wish to go north, but here and here are lands controlled by the dead. Here, we lost old camp and many good people. The clouds that consume things roam near there now. We will not go there.”


    Leaning forward, Raeln studied the locations the man was pointing out and added, “He’s right. I’ve been to their old camp. That area is heavily patrolled, and where it isn’t, a large black cloud like the one near Lantonne was drifting around.”


    “All right,” On’esquin said, sounding frustrated. He put one finger on the city he had called Urlenna. “Even if the city has fallen, it had good walls. The ruins will be a usable location—”


    Yoska made a loud click with his tongue and reached out with his knife, slicing away a section of the map containing the city before On’esquin could stop him.


    “City was ripped down and stones used for homes and shrines of tribal peoples,” he explained, swatting On’esquin’s hand when the man reached for his weapon. “My people sold some of the wall stones to Altis nobles as holy relics. City-folk do not know where old things come from, but my people do.”


    “Then show me where we can go and what of these cities still stand,” the orc asked, gesturing broadly at the map.


    Raeln grabbed a muddy stone near his feet and used it to cross off Hyeth and the surrounding area. “My home,” he explained, sitting back. “The Turessians turned our leader…my father…into one of them. He controls that area from what I was told. Everyone there is dead.”


    “Is much worse than one city,” Yoska told them, tapping one city after another on the map with his knife. “None of these exist anymore. Map is too old.” Tapping a few more locations, Yoska added, “These spots are cities that were once good for stopping when no one was upset about trades gone bad. All are now held by dead men or those who are likely controlled by them. These over here I think are controlled, but I do not see with my own eyes.”


    On’esquin stuck his finger in the mud and drew a thick line across the map. “What you are telling me is that the Turessians have cut off the entire northern approach without going around to the east,” he said. “We cannot go through the mountains or it will take us a year or two to get anywhere. Dorralt knows the prophecies and is trying to ensure I cannot go home. He is likely trying to find his old generals and free them before I can get to him. This will become a race between him and us if we cannot find a direct route.”


    “Will he be able to find them?” asked Raeln.


    “Not for quite some time, I believe. The generals are in no condition to travel, and what is left of them has been hidden away where he will never find them. The last one to find them was the man who warned me to the Turessian war’s beginning. I have since hidden the remains again.”


    Yoska reached past On’esquin and traced a line through the mountains. “We go here, yes?” he asked the two other men, smiling. “Is easiest way and dead men would not dedicate large army there.”


    “In the mountains?” asked Raeln, shaking his head. “That’s months of travel before we’re even past Altis. They wouldn’t bother setting up patrols that far out. The mountains themselves will kill us.”


    “No, no, no,” the man told him quickly, tapping the line again. “Not in mountains. We go through old dwarf and elf halls. We go under mountains, yes? Many doors and walls that the dead will use to stop us, so few dead will be needed to keep watch. A smart man can go through in a few weeks, once he reaches the entrance, yes? I am smart man, and handful of undead not keep me out. Even if we cannot take halls all the way to far north, we can use them to get past Altis.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to object, having never even heard the dwarves maintained tunnels that long, but Yoska pointed his knife at him.


    “I say smart man, do not argue or you look to be exception, yes?” Yoska told Raeln, smirking. “Trust me. Closed doors not keep my family out when we wished to trade. I give us ways around closed doors and we go through with dead men none the wiser, yes? This will get us to northern plains…after that, I can help less as my kin did not travel that far. Other families, yes, but not mine.”


    “How far to the entrance?” On’esquin asked, picking up the map and staring at it as though intending to crush it. Sighing, he folded it and slid it into his pouch. “Your knowledge is of more value than my maps, it would seem.”


    “Two days at most. We will need food and drink if we are to go so far below dirt,” the gypsy said, pointing with his knife roughly southwest. “Raeln offered to find food, which was very kind. I will go get water and proper drinks from whatever is left in village, as undead were so kind as to leave food and drink behind in our tents. Magic green man, you collect weapons. Should be easy trip, but I am not fool to have lived this long. We all bring what we can carry.”


    “Then we collect today, rest, and leave in the morning,” Raeln said, pulling himself up using the tree he had been leaning against. His whole body hurt from traveling and he was not looking forward to doing it again so soon.


    “No, we collect during day and we leave at night,” countered Yoska. “Dead do not care about light or dark. At night, the animals come out and the dead get very confused. They attack everything. We use that and they do not find us so easily, no?”


    “Assuming we make it through the tunnels, how much farther is it from the northern exit onto the plains before we get to Turessi?” Raeln asked On’esquin. “I assume that’s where we’re going?”


    “Yes, it is. Dorralt has gone there and will have taken anything of importance to the prophecy that he has found. We will have to go there to confront him if there is any hope of breaking his control over the armies.”


    Raeln continued to stare at On’esquin and Yoska turned and gave him an equally expectant look.


    “Fine,” the orc blurted out a moment later. “Two months by horse if we can travel almost to the border underground. If Yoska’s plan works, we can be there before the first lowlands snow. In Turessi it never stops snowing.”


    “Then we need to get moving,” Raeln acknowledged, heading off toward the trees. “I’ll be back before dark with as much food as I can find.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “The Deep Dark”


     


    The land will be cast over with the shadow of destruction that takes its root in good intention. The monsters the world will face will believe themselves heroes who must commit atrocities to save the world in the long-run. My people revered their dead for generations, bringing them along as memories of those they had lost in their endless journeys. The very act of preserving our ancestors will be perverted and used against the nations and will create the nightmares that they will soon face.


    Through shadow, hope will travel toward light. The six will stand against the darkness and will redeem those who still remain. I watch them, scurrying like mice about the world, trying not to be seen, yet watched by me. These six will find strength in mere survival and through living from one day to the next, give hope to the world.


    To be honest, my friend, I do not understand these visions any more than you do. I speak nonsense and hope that it will change the outcome of what I have seen. Please let these words be enough of a guide that we can escape the worst of what these dying eyes were shown.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    “You have got to be kidding me,” Raeln muttered, crossing his arms and stopping at the head of the trail that snaked down into a cave-like crack in the mountainside. Days of hiking and all he wanted to do now was turn around and go back.


    Raeln had always heard the dwarves lived beneath the ground, but Yoska had cleared up that belief as they approached the entrance to the dwarven lands—at great length, regardless of Raeln’s attempts to put an end to his prattling. He had explained that the dwarves spent a great deal of their time below ground, working on their crafts and mining minerals for them, but their actual cities were always above ground. They had passed one such village earlier that day, smelling of death and seemingly empty. Yoska had steered them wide around it and no one had objected.


    Now they stood before the entrance to the dwarven tunnels, used both for mining and transportation through the mountains. Yoska had told them the dwarves had built vast fortresses underground as precautions against invasion by humans, with the belief that they could fall back from any of their above-ground cities to the closest tunnel network and hide out forever, if needed.


    Judging by what Raeln saw ahead of them, that is exactly what the dwarves had tried to do, not that he blamed them. If he had a hole in the ground available to him during the attack on Lantonne, it would have been very appealing.


    The path the three of them stood on was well-worn from the passing of many wagons and feet over decades. Having lived in a trading village for most of his life, Raeln knew the dwarven people were frequent traders, perhaps more so than Yoska’s family. They would send out wagons on a daily basis to the human and elven cities around the region. Now dried blood marred the path and weeds had begun to fill in the tracks from the wagons. Nothing had come down that path in at least a week, though with the recent rains, the weed and grass growth made estimating difficult.


    The road ran from the village at their backs down to a massive pair of stone doors set into the mountainside, made from the same stones as the mountain itself. Dwarven text covered those doors, telling Raeln all he needed to know. His dwarven was sketchy at best, but two words he could make out roughly translated to “We’re closed, go away.”


    To add emphasis to the blunt statement carved into stone, a pair of twelve-foot polished steel statues stood with one on each side of the doors. At their feet lay the pulverized remains of either people who had tried to get into the tunnels too late or undead…there was too little of them remaining for Raeln to be sure. When the three travelers began toward the doors, both statues had turned their bearded faces toward them and watched them approach.


    “Golems,” On’esquin said, sighing. “Mindless constructs that will perform their given tasks forever. Do you think they will let us pass?”


    “Is only way to know, yes?” noted Yoska, dropping the heavy knapsack he had carried through the foothills with a loud sloshing sound. He put on his best grin and began walking confidently down the path toward the metal men.


    “Yes, I would rather like to see him die,” On’esquin said softly, once Yoska was out of earshot. “I believe he will stop talking after dying.”


    After two days of following the human through the wilderness and on to the roads the dwarves used, Raeln was still not certain he should interfere if the man got himself killed. The first task they had tried entrusting Yoska with was simply to collect and carry water for their journey. Instead, they had learned by halfway through the first night that Yoska had dumped out any water they already had with them and replaced every waterskin with wine and stronger alcohol scavenged from the destroyed village. As one who did not drink anything but water, Raeln had railed against the man’s foolishness, but On’esquin had simply shrugged it off and laughed. Having no appreciable recourse, Raeln had been forced to detour to find a stream when he was thirsty, something that had slowed them down half a day over the journey. In the end, he had stolen a canteen from Yoska and refused to let the man near it after filling it from a creek.


    Raeln followed Yoska down the path, keeping a short distance behind him. They had not even gotten halfway when the two golems lurched into motion, blocking the whole path and putting the bulk of their stocky bodies in front of the door. With a grinding screech of metal, both raised rusted swords.


    “Is not most friendly greeting I have ever seen,” noted Yoska, stopping and putting a hand toward Raeln to signal for him to stay. “We try different tactic, yes?”


    Stepping forward, Yoska brought up his hands in a supplicating gesture of surrender. The golems shifted and readied themselves as though he might attack them. “I am dwarf-friend,” the gypsy said, sounding as though he were trying to negotiate with the mindless golems. “I will simply walk past you and there will be no need for smashing my head, no? I sell dwarves nice shiny things that maybe get turned into big metal girl golem…is good reason to let me through, yes?”


    When Yoska took his next step, coming within reach of the golems, both metal men attacked, swinging wildly at him, trying to crush him against the ground. Each time they swung, a metallic voice boomed from each, shouting, “Go away!” The golem on Raeln’s left shouted in dwarven while the one on the right spoke in the common trade tongue.


    To Raeln’s amazement, Yoska deftly avoided each swing, weaving and ducking his way past the golems until he reached the door. Raeln could not even fathom what he could do to help, finding himself standing helplessly as the man narrowly avoided a metal fist that slammed into the mountain wall, sending shards of stone flying in all directions. The golems’ weapons were soon bent beyond use and both dropped them.


    Yoska stopped in front of the doors, continuing to evade the golems’ fists, forcing them to strike at the doors instead as they tried to hit him. With each blow, the doors shook and leaned a little more, cracking deeply after several solid strikes. He avoided one more punch from the golem on the left and its fist split the door wide open. Grinning, Yoska flopped to the ground dramatically, landing on his stomach with an almost comical groan.


    The golems straightened up, staring down at the man. Slowly, they lowered their arms to their sides and went still.


    “My friend tells me golems have orders to crush intruders to death,” Yoska called to Raeln, keeping an arm over his face as he spoke to hide the movement. “Magic is not so smart. Stupid golems think I am dead, yes? Now they do not see you come in until it is too late. Run through and they cannot follow in small tunnel.”


    Raeln turned to look back at On’esquin, who shrugged and began marching down the path, carrying a pile of weapons on his back and picking up the pack Yoska had dropped as he came. He stopped once he reached Raeln. “The man is insane, but he seems to know what he is doing,” On’esquin whispered to Raeln, grinning wickedly. “I will follow him for now. Sooner or later, he will get himself killed. Try not to get yourself killed with him, Raeln. We will do this together, but we must be careful. He will not be.”


    Taking a steadying breath, Raeln held up three fingers toward On’esquin. The orc braced himself and nodded.


    “You take the lead,” Raeln told him. “I will be right behind you. Keep going until the tunnel narrows. No matter what happens to me, keep running.”


    Raeln counted down and dropped his hand. As soon as the last finger came down, On’esquin began running hard, putting a good amount of distance between himself and Raeln. With his longer legs, Raeln quickly caught up, maintaining a few feet between himself and the orc as they approached the golems and the dark tunnel beyond, with Yoska still lying on the ground, playing dead.


    The golems seemed entirely unaware of the two men running at them, facing the wall of the mountain where they had stopped after Yoska turned them. They did not react at all until On’esquin was directly between them, his legs pumping hard to get past.


    With surprising speed, the golems turned and tried to strike at On’esquin. The first missed, its arm passing harmlessly over him as he ducked. The second golem swung low, catching On’esquin in the shoulder and flinging him into the wall with a pained grunt. Blood sprayed across the wall as the orc collapsed.


    Raeln dropped to his knees and slid under the arm of the first golem and then hopped up and over the second, the bottoms of his feet brushing the cool metal. As he did, Yoska rolled aside, getting himself clear of the doorway.


    On’esquin was not faring nearly as well as the others. He crawled to his knees after the battering he had taken. A deep gash across his brow exposed bone. Wincing in agony, On’esquin slid the undamaged weapons and packs across the floor toward Raeln. Before Raeln could reach him, the golem that had struck him once already reared back and delivered a killing strike, flattening the man against the wall. He had barely begun to slump before it struck again, nearly crushing Raeln in the process but also driving On’esquin flat to the ground with the resounding crack of bone. The golem quickly attacked again with its sword, driving the wide blade through On’esquin and into the wall, before pulling it out and punching the man again. The second golem shifted almost constantly, trying to get a clear swing at On’esquin.


    Grabbing Yoska, Raeln dove in to the narrower part of the tunnel to avoid the golems, hoping he could go back for On’esquin and pull his body to safety. Thankfully, once the two were out of reach, the golems relented and moved to their defensive positions outside the shattered doors, leaving On’esquin in a broken heap just inside the hall, covered with rubble.


    Raeln inched back toward the entrance, not taking his eyes off the golems as he reached slowly for On’esquin. He had nearly lain himself flat to touch the man’s broken arm when On’esquin’s head popped up and he looked around in confusion, blood and exposed bone visible across much of his jaw.


    “Get back before they hit you,” the orc warned around what sounded like a swollen tongue, his arm snapping back to a more normal shape. He pulled himself partway up and then winced as his spine crackled and straightened. Getting himself onto his knees, his legs seemed to right themselves and he crawled out of range of the golems.


    “Is much more than living through knife in the chest,” Yoska said reverently as On’esquin came over to them, rubbing his face. “Where were you when we fought the ones marked like you?”


    The orc chuckled and stood up, popping his back as he replied. “I was still guarding the remains of the last group of Turessians who tried to start this war, keeping them from joining that battle. You can thank me another day. For now, we need to keep moving.”


    “Are you sure you’re all right?” Raeln asked softly, getting a grunt in reply from On’esquin. The orc stretched his jaw, and Raeln swore he saw several sharp teeth filling back in.


    “He is fine,” declared Yoska, patting dust off of On’esquin’s armor. “He is also going first from now on, yes? You…how you say…do not pay me enough to be in front. I tell you the way and you get hit first. Is fair trade to spare squishy gypsy from messy death, yes?”


    On’esquin nodded, muttering, “Yes,” and tried to draw his sword but could not free it from his sheath. Looking down, he groaned as he showed the others the bent scabbard where the golem’s fist had crushed the weapon. “I might survive nearly anything, but it’s rough on my gear,” he said, casting the broken weapon aside. “My armor was made to mend itself over time, but anything else tends to not last long. The two of you have already lasted longer than most companions.”


    “Is why you do not carry the drinks anymore,” Yoska explained, patting the backpack he had taken back from On’esquin. “Valuable goods go with the more fragile of us. Now, we move on before more things try to stop us, yes?”


    “Yes, that would be wise,” agreed On’esquin.


    Raeln eyed the hall ahead of them that fell into darkness too deep for his eyes to penetrate after no more than twenty feet. He looked to Yoska, whose eyes were already wide in an attempt to see, and then over to On’esquin, who might have been entirely blind already. On’esquin appeared to be staring at a wall rather than the passage.


    “I can’t see down there and you two can’t see yourselves,” Raeln noted, waving a hand in front of On’esquin’s face and getting no reaction.


    “We need light only for first part,” said Yoska, slapping aside Raeln’s hand when he tried the same test. “Dwarves light most tunnels, but not where invaders might come. Makes invaders think dwarves can see in the dark and give up, when truth is dwarves can see little better than you. Does not work so well on undead. If our magic green man can light the way, we can hurry…”


    On’esquin put a hand to the wall and slowly inched down the tunnel, as blind as a man with a bucket on his head.


    “Magic orc, you will magic us a light, yes?”


    Stopping after no more than five feet, On’esquin grumbled and said over his shoulder, “I cannot use magic, Yoska. I lost the ability to do that when I gained the powers you’ve seen. You likely have more capability than I do. I know Raeln does.”


    “He says that as though I should believe him,” muttered the gypsy, giving Raeln a sidelong glance. “I think we do not hear the full story. For now, I humor him.”


    Digging through the small containers along his belt, Yoska produced a bit of flint and steel. He reached past Raeln and pulled an old torch from the wall and set to lighting it, creating far more smoke than light throughout the minute of tapping the steel and cursing that it took to finally light the torch. When it did burst into flame, the old rags that covered the end flared and faded to produce a dim light that created long shadows around them.


    “Dwarves do see well in the dark,” Yoska noted, holding up the torch. “They use less light than we do. Will be hard to see, but not impossible. Is better than nothing, no?”


    Still a short distance ahead of them, On’esquin turned and said, “Yes, it is better. Am I misunderstanding something about the language spoken in these lands? I do not understand the need to confirm to refute your statements.”


    “I think you do, yes,” Yoska proclaimed, grinning.


    Raeln smiled, not really wanting to engage the two as they struggled to understand each other. He, at least, was able to see clearly well down the hallway so long as the torch was behind him. He opted to keep that from the others. There was no sense in rubbing in that he was far more capable than them at something so mundane. They had their talents—whatever they might be—and he had his.


    “From here, is only few hours to the main fortress they would have holed themselves up in,” Yoska told them, heading down the tunnel and pushing On’esquin ahead of him. “If dwarves are happy to see us, we make very good time through mountains. If not so happy…we test how many axes green man can take without falling down. Is traveling game. My personal best is none. I keep count for you, yes?”


    “I would prefer ‘no’ on that,” On’esquin said, but Yoska pushed him onward.


    Letting the gypsy push On’esquin ahead of the group, Raeln followed, keeping watch around them in case anything like the golems remained active. He could see the tunnel behind them clearly, but attempting to look past the torch was difficult.


    The tunnels they went down were a little more than ten feet wide, with reinforcement beams every few feet to ensure the stability of the already-hard stone of the mountains. Aside from the support beams, the tunnels were smooth and empty, not a sound coming from ahead of them other than echoes of their own footsteps. There were not even any side passages for the first few hours, making Raeln wonder if perhaps this passage was abandoned or led somewhere the dwarves had forgotten about.


    Twice along the way, they stopped briefly for Yoska to light another torch as the old began to sputter. Thankfully, torches were not hard to come by, with sconces every twenty feet or so and spare torches in racks beneath each. As they had been in Raeln’s few meetings above-ground, the dwarves seemed overly prepared for anything that might come along. Prior to the war, he had considered them paranoid, though judging by how things had turned out, they were wiser than most. His village would have fared better had they been so paranoid.


    After about four hours—an approximation Raeln had to make, given the lack of sunlight or other indications of time’s passage—they reached a split in the tunnel that joined a much-older section with the one they stood in. The tunnel they had been going down ended abruptly at a barred set of doors, the wooden beam that locked them shut bent as though pounded nearly to breaking. The older-looking section descended off to his left, the shadows revealing nothing.


    “Old tunnels belong to other people that live beneath the dwarves,” Yoska explained, nodding toward the unlit hall that descended away from them. “Elves with bad tempers live down there and will not trade with my people. Something about thieves and liars. Is long-time misunderstanding. We do not go down there, I think. Last visit, they say they wrap my intestines in pretty box and send it back to surface if I return.”


    “My people said the same thing about yours when they weren’t around. The liars and thieves part, not the intestines,” Raeln admitted, approaching the door cautiously. He touched the beam, hoping he would not need to break through it to open the doors, but it was wedged tightly. “I doubt we ever came out ahead in any trade with your people.”


    Yoska glowered and looked genuinely hurt. “Is not our fault you are terrible at negotiations. You should practice more. Besides, is not my family you speak of. Is another clan that may not have such upstanding pride in being kind to the other peoples, yes?”


    “And if I said I had no way of knowing which clan we dealt with?” Raeln asked.


    “Then I say wolves are racists and you should apologize for calling my people liars and thieves. Is only fair, yes?”


    Rolling his eyes, Raeln returned his attention to the doors. The beam was cracked and warped badly from sustained pressure against the other side of the doors. If he released that bar, the doors would burst open, bringing with them anything pushed up against them. It would not budge when he pressed against it, giving him no way to ease the doors open.


    “Are you sure this is the only way through?” he asked Yoska, who shrugged and then nodded. “Do we have any idea what’s on the other side?”


    On’esquin shook his head and took a spare weapon from Raeln. Yoska kept his expression neutral, telling Raeln that he had an idea about what they would find but wished to say nothing. From what Raeln had gathered of him, Yoska would have spoken up if it were something they could avoid or do something about.


    “Allow me,” On’esquin offered, patting Raeln’s arm. “The crazy old man is right. My gifts do provide a good reason to have me go first.”


    Agreeing reluctantly, Raeln backed toward Yoska as On’esquin set his sword to one side of the tunnel and knelt, bracing his shoulder against the bent beam. The orc waited until Raeln was several feet away and then grunted loudly, straining against the beam until his legs trembled. Despite muscles that made his arms thicker than Raeln’s legs, On’esquin barely budged the beam. The warping of the doors and beam had likewise bent the brackets that held it, practically locking the beam into its frame.


    “Move. We don’t want to sit here forever,” Raeln told On’esquin, pushing him aside.


    “Are you sure about trying that?” asked On’esquin as he moved away.


    “I see stubbornness in the wolf,” said Yoska, standing back. “And a future with sore back.”


    Raeln centered himself in front of the door, staring down at the hard and dry wood that the beam was made of. He slid the pads of one hand over the rough surface, searching its few cracks and imperfections for weaknesses.


    “Wolf is big, is true,” Yoska continued chattering at On’esquin, lowering his voice enough that Raeln had to turn his ears to make out his words. “Is limit to all men. Size is one thing, but you are much stronger, no? Wolf will hurt himself and whine great deal. I wager a drink on this. I also do not wish to be one to carry him.”


    “I’ll take that wager,” replied On’esquin a little louder.


    When Raeln glanced back at him, the orc was smirking, his tusks giving him a challenging and somewhat sinister appearance. To Raeln it appeared On’esquin was happy to win or lose. If he had to guess, On’esquin was using this to size Raeln up.


    Returning his attention to the door, Raeln stopped his hand over one part of the beam, then moved it back an inch. What he had thought might be a poor job sanding the wood turned out to be a bulge where the beam had bowed badly. Scratching at it with his claw, pieces flaked away, exposing a thin crack. The wood was still strong and would have been best dealt with using an axe, but they had swords and knives that would shatter or dull long before getting through the wood.


    Raeln closed his eyes and relaxed his body, resting his hand atop the crack. He let his mind go blank in preparation, as he once had before any battle. It had been months since he had found the calm needed to control his body in this way, but he needed it now or he would hurt himself…to the amusement of the others.


    The calm took far longer than Raeln remembered to fully relax his arm and hand, but once it had come, he hoped he still had the skill necessary to do what he intended. Years had passed since his training, and this had hardly been part of his routine practices. The soldiers from Lantonne that had taught him as a child had given him extensive lessons on dealing with armor or weapons, but he remembered those lessons clearly. What he wanted to do here had been taught by only one man, an old drunk that Raeln had been ashamed to call one of his teachers. That man had shown him how to meditate, to predict the movements of his enemies, and overall to become far more lethal, especially when dealing with wizards.  Now, he had to remember those lessons after months of ignoring his practice.


    Rearing back, Raeln came down as hard as he could with his palm, aiming the end of his swing below the beam. The pad that ran across his palm just below the base of his fingers flared with pain and went numb as he connected with the beam, but the wood’s resistance disappeared after a moment’s hesitation and snapped with a deafening crack. His hand went through, splinters driving themselves painfully through his hand’s fur and into his skin.


    Raeln panted and steadied himself, kneeling in front of the door with its broken beam. The doors themselves creaked open slowly as he knelt there, revealing more darkened tunnels beyond. He quickly slid away from the opening, hugging his throbbing hand to his chest.


    Without a word, Yoska passed a sloshing flask to On’esquin and walked around Raeln, holding the torch high. For his part, On’esquin beamed at Raeln, patting him on the back as they went on.


    Beyond the doors, the tunnels looked little different in design. It was not the architecture that changed, but the details. Where Raeln lay, the halls were as clean as an underground tunnel could be. Even the stones under his feet felt smooth and free of anything more than a thin layer of dust.


    After the doors, blood covered the walls and deep scratches had been dug into the doors themselves. Even the stones nearby had been worn in spots, as though something had clawed at them until its fingers bled. There were no bodies, but easily enough blood for a dozen grown men to have died at that spot.


    “Thoughts?” asked On’esquin, eyeing the bloody hallway as he fastened the skin of wine to his belt.


    Raeln rolled onto his feet and eased one of the doors the rest of the way open. Flexing his aching hand, he tapped the metal brackets for a beam on the inner-side of the doors with his other. Unlike the brackets on the outside, these were unused.


    “Something locked them in, not out,” he noted and sniffed. “It was dwarves who died here. They were massacred. Torn apart, judging by the smell of entrails.”


    “Inside their own fortress?” asked the orc, getting a confused shrug from Yoska.


    “I know not what happened inside,” admitted the gypsy, and this time Raeln believed he was telling all he knew. “My friend got inside to visit family, but said that they were ready for war. Dwarven fortresses do not fall unless they upset the elves that live below. If that were so, would be far cleaner kills.”


    “We don’t have time to figure it out from here,” Raeln said, yanking the torch from Yoska’s hand and walking into the next section of the tunnel. The blood beneath his bare feet was long dry, but he could still feel it crackle with each step. Someday, he wanted to go somewhere that did not cover his feet with filth. “If the dwarves are dead, there will be little chance for food or water down here. We push on quickly to the next exit and get out of here. No more stops until we see daylight, even if it means I’m dragging you two through this place.”


    When neither man objected, Raeln continued a little farther and then stopped as a clattering noise echoed from the halls behind them. He motioned for the others to be quiet and listened, hearing a faint tapping as something came closer. Then the noise stopped. His first thought was that it was claws on stone, but it almost sounded like hooves.


    “Yes, we are followed,” Yoska said softly, getting an annoyed glare from On’esquin. “Has been following for hours. I had hoped golems would stop it, but is sneaky like us, yes? Have not seen it yet, but have heard it crunching through woods like clumsy ox.”


    “We’ll try to lose it underground,” suggested Raeln, walking down the tunnel again, though faster than he would have liked. He preferred to watch for dangers at a decent pace, but with something known to be behind them, he had little choice. He would have to listen and be mindful of scents that did not belong if they were to avoid being ambushed.


    The next section of tunnel continued somewhat downhill, though not nearly as steeply as the last portion. The farther they went, the wider the halls became and fewer signs of bloodshed marred the walls. Soon Raeln could not even smell death over the natural dank aroma of the underground passage.


    With the tunnel nearing twenty feet wide, Raeln caught a glimpse of something at the edge of the light. He stopped midstride and backed up, staring ahead to try and make out what stood in their way. His first thought was that the object had moved, but the shadows from their torch made it impossible to be certain.


    Slowly Raeln’s vision adjusted to the wavering light of the torch enough to make out the shadowed shapes in the tunnel ahead. It was a barricade, spread all the way across from wall to wall, built from stone and wood. Pikes, axes, spears, and swords lay scattered around the makeshift wall, abandoned or cast aside. There were no bodies or defenders, but he could smell blood and death again. There had been a battle here and more dwarves had died.


    “Is edge of the fortress,” explained Yoska, pointing not at the barricade but at an ornate stone archway directly over it. “Less doors, but lots of walls now. Dwarven king built this place to stand against armies that don’t know better. Outer courtyard is big trap for invading army.”


    Raeln nodded in understanding and advanced more slowly, his ears snapping back as he heard the clattering farther back in the tunnel. They had gained some distance on their pursuer, but it had not given up. This time, he swore it sounded like claws—similar to how his would sound if he were less careful about walking on the stone floor. It might just be an animal, but he had no way to be certain without letting it catch up.


    The area past the barricade did not look like any trap Raeln had ever seen. At first he thought they were entering a cavern, the walls widening to well beyond the reach of their feeble torch. His eyes searched the dark for several seconds before he realized he could faintly make out walls somewhere ahead and above them. A dim light illuminated the walls—not much brighter than candlelight, but even and unflickering like moonlight. From what he could see, the lights were coming from small recessed sections of the walls about twenty feet over their heads.


    The walls stretched off to either side, curving away from their position and giving him the impression of walking into a hollow stone cylinder. He had to pass the torch back to Yoska to allow his eyes to further adjust before he made out a thin staircase on the far side of the round room that went up the walls, zigzagging until it reached an open gate set high into the cavern wall. Off to his left, a ramp went up to another gate, allowing access for carts and other creatures that might not handle the stairs so well.


    “The king, he has people carve the fortress from the solid stone of the mountain,” explained Yoska, passing the torch to On’esquin. “It takes many generations to finish and I think they never call it done. Is impressive for such a large tomb, no? Out here, dwarves can drop huge stones on enemy and clean up mess later. Is very secure when one is planning to fight off living army.”


    Raeln looked straight up and saw three large slabs of stone that seemed to hover at the edge of the light, a similar dim glow as that on the walls somewhere above them. They were suspended in some fashion, telling him a single dwarf with an axe could probably have sent them crashing down on anything that came through the open area. There were few things in the world that would survive a fifty-foot-wide stone slab coming down on them. For whatever reason, those had not saved the dwarven city from whatever happened.


    “They were attacked from another entrance or from within,” Raeln noted, shaking his head and trying not to look at the stones. He wondered if they had ever fallen by accident, killing visitors to the fortress. “How many ways are there into this place?”


    “Four. Two if you are not dwarf and you ask a dwarf. The other two are hidden inside their surface cities to let their people come down here in a hurry.”


    “How do you know that?” Raeln asked as they walked.


    Yoska shrugged. “One I find by looking. Other a friend told me of and I think is way he came back here to visit without king finding out he is around. Might be more ways in. Friend was very sneaky.”


    The faint clattering on the stone floor behind them reminded Raeln that standing still allowed their pursuer to get closer. Not wanting to say anything that might tip off whoever was coming, he pointed at the stairs. Whatever was behind them sounded as though it had gotten closer. He began walking, with the others following close behind.


    The stairs were clearly not built for anything larger than a dwarf, and Raeln realized it would be a difficult climb with his stride, though his paws were smaller than most humanoids’ boots. Yoska nimbly began up the steps, with On’esquin lumbering up them, his boots barely fitting halfway onto each step.


    With one more glance toward the tunnel they had come through, Raeln started climbing. He kept one hand against the wall to steady himself. Several steps into the long climb, he thought he saw white eyes gleaming near the entrance to the open area, but they vanished before he could be sure. The thing following them was close. On the surface, he would have attempted to guess at the type of creature, given what little he had seen and heard…below ground, it could be almost anything.


    They had gone little more than a quarter of the way up when Raeln realized the switchbacks in the staircase curved over top of the previous section, allowing defenders to fire down on the stairs directly beneath them. They likely could even use rolled stones to clear the area where approaching forces would need to turn around to continue up. Those thoughts made his fur stand on end, and he looked up to see if there were people above them that might be planning that very attack. Though the walls were faintly visible, the design of the stairs allowed him to see down easily but not up past the section they were on until he was close to the next switchback. There could have been thousands of dwarves glaring at him and he would have no way of knowing. Adding his mild fear of heights to the mix, Raeln was afraid to look up or down. The only safe direction to look was at the steps directly in front of him.


    On the third switchback, On’esquin slipped on the narrow steps, nearly falling. He came down hard on his knees, catching himself before tumbling backward into Raeln and pulling them both off the end of the section of steps. Softly muttering something in a language Raeln did not know, On’esquin steadied himself before moving.


    “Brilliant design,” On’esquin muttered, trying to stand back up without anything to grab hold of. Giving Raeln and Yoska an apologetic look, he added, “Terrifying and infuriating, but brilliant.”


    The clattering down below warned Raeln that whatever had followed them was well into the courtyard. Despite his own reservations about looking down, Raeln pressed himself against the wall and began slowly searching the courtyard. He could see nothing down there, but he could feel its eyes on them. Judging by its pace, whatever was down there might reach the steps in another few minutes. Once, he thought he saw movement, but if he had, it was fast and darted into the next set of shadows before he could see any details.


    The last two switchbacks passed with more tension but no more mistakes by the climbers. At the top Yoska waited inside a large open gate for the others to pass him before he came through the walls with them. Almost as an afterthought, Yoska pulled shut the heavy wooden doors and brought down a bar to block them. If nothing else, it would slow whatever was pursuing them. Raeln knew it could likely come in the other entrance to the fortress, but it would need to backtrack to the ground and back up, costing it easily an hour in trying to reach them.


    The dwarven fortress certainly lived up to the title in Raeln’s mind as he cleared a low portcullis that forced him to stoop his head in passing, several feet inside the outer doors. Streets that appeared more like tunnels carved from smoothed stone ran in all directions, with doors set into walls here and there that reminded him of shops or homes. Unlike a surface city, he could not look up to see past the buildings around him, but if he kept his eyes down, he could have forgotten he was underground and thought it was merely nighttime. The whole place was beautiful in its own way.


    “Where is the light coming from?” On’esquin asked as he squinted and put a hand to the wall, as though he had to reassure himself that he knew where anything was in the dark. “I expected to be even more blind in here than I am.”


    “Is magic of some sort,” said Yoska, giving On’esquin’s armor a tug to guide him. “My friend believed they would put out the light when attackers came and wait ’til they were close before making it light again to scare or blind them. Dwarves would be blind too, but they know their way. Attackers might not. Is one of few kinds of magic dwarves let their wizards use underground for fear of using up air or collapsing tunnels. Much babble I mostly ignored.”


    Touching one of the doors nearby, Raeln was surprised that it swung inward slowly, unbarred or locked, creaking softly. “This doesn’t look like preparations for war,” he said, frowning at the dark interior of the building, where a faint scent of death emanated. Raeln had no desire to go any farther in and see what was making the smell.


    “You rather we find army of the dead waiting for us, no?” asked Yoska, giving Raeln a disgusted look. “We will not stop because of scary dark house, I think. Go right at next street and left two after that. I know several abandoned buildings where we can rest. In morning…or when we guess is morning…we walk straight through center of city. We use central garden to skip much of fortress and go on to far side. Is faster, but if they fight war, we find doors closed and go long way. Either half day to far side, or many days, depending on which doors are open. Either still saves us weeks of travel in mountains and tell us if dwarves come help us.”


    Raeln took the man’s directions, heading down the right-hand hallway. They passed dozens of doors that mostly stood partway open as he searched for the streets Yoska had mentioned. The only sounds he could make out anywhere for some time were their footsteps and breathing, until a loud boom behind them echoed through the fortress.


    “Barred door is open now,” noted Yoska nervously, pushing On’esquin to hurry him along.


    Seconds after the sound behind them, Raeln could again hear the occasional tap of their pursuer’s feet on the stone floor. Now he was certain they were claws. He could hear the individual tips striking the stone if he listened carefully enough. Claws generally meant predator, and that was the last thing they needed on unfamiliar terrain and in limited visibility. Anything that would follow for this long was probably not friendly.


    They ran on for what felt to be nearly an hour, until Raeln’s feet had gone numb to the incessant pounding against the stone street. His mind had begun to wander when Yoska grabbed his arm, yanking him to a stop. For a moment, Raeln thought that the man had seen something and it was time to fight, but he calmed quickly as Yoska led the three of them into a building that looked like it might have been a warehouse.


    Ducking inside with them, Raeln had to squint to make out anything, even with the torch once Yoska closed the door behind them. For several long minutes, Yoska kept a hand up to silence them while he pressed his ear to the door, but then he eventually relaxed and sat down with his back to the wood.


    “Has been nearly a day,” the gypsy told them, surprising Raeln as he had lost track in the endless night of the dwarven tunnels. “Is easy to keep going until you make yourself sick or too weak to go on first time down here. This is good place to rest and let whoever follows lose our trail.”


    As On’esquin sat down with Yoska, Raeln began moving out into the edges of the dark, trying to determine the sort of place they were in. Slowly, shapes solidified as his eyes adjusted, letting him see that they were in a massive open space, with long rows of crates on either side. He sniffed, finding so many scents that he had trouble picking them out. When he closed his eyes, the chamber’s smell reminded him of the first time he had gone to the markets outside Lantonne.


    Seemingly noticing his confusion, Yoska said, “Is food stores for southern part of fortress. King’s guards keep people out, so figured would be empty now, no matter what happen outside. Is also fine place to replace our few bits of food with some that will last longer.”


    While the others settled in to rest, Raeln moved slowly through the warehouse, peeking inside one crate after another. Most were filled with vegetables, wheats, and gains, packed tightly with a scrub grass that he knew slowed their decay immensely. In the steady temperatures of the caves with that grass, he was willing to bet most of the food would last for weeks if not months.


    Raeln filled his pack as he went, finding that the farther back he got within the warehouse, the hardier the goods. By the time he reached the limit of his vision, most of the crates were filled with spices and other items that would be of little use on the road. Circling back, he double-checked the crates closest to the light and found several with salted meats and fish, which he carried by hand, hoping to provide a meal that did not come from a dingy pack.


    Coming back to the others, Raeln sat down and lay out the fresher meats and some fruit he had found on top of his bedroll, smiling broadly at the other two men. On’esquin smiled back and reached for the fruit, only to have Yoska slap his hand and glower.


    “You trust too much for these times,” Yoska warned, picking up an apple and sniffing at it. Scowling at it, he turned it over several times before he held it out to Raeln. “You did sniff these, yes?”


    “They’re just apples,” answered Raeln, in no mood for the man’s oddities. He bent to pick up a piece of salted beef, but Yoska kicked aside the entire bedroll with his boot and held up the apple again. “What is wrong with you?”


    Yoska’s expression hardened further. “You do not know how they kill those in the cities?”


    Raeln’s chest tightened as he remembered that his own sister had been taken by the Turessians through the use of poison. It had been so long in the wilds that he had not even considered the risk.


    “I do, but I don’t know what I’d be hunting for,” Raeln admitted, taking the apple.


    “My dear friend once say he finds the poison in Altis,” said Yoska, relaxing somewhat. “Was in water and anything cooked in it. Most of this is likely safe, but he say that the poison is bitter to his nose. Was not something a human could smell. I think many times this is why crazy dead people work so hard to kill those with fur. Always better to finish off enemy that can ruin plans before you go after rest of enemy, no?”


    “Yes, in fact it would be,” offered On’esquin, eyeing the food skeptically. “It would not hurt me…not anymore. This was not how he turned us in times past. Things have changed.”


    Lifting the apple to his nose, Raeln felt foolish as he sniffed it under tense watch by the others. It honestly smelled like an apple and little else. Shrugging, he put that aside and picked up a piece of meat and sniffed that, finding little there that he would not have expected. He was ready to tell Yoska to stop worrying when he picked up the fish and almost immediately gagged as a bitter aroma rose off it. Now that he was paying attention, the scent was definitely unmistakable and would have hinted at meat going bad if it were a little more rank. In the fish, it seemed to linger as though it was not the fish itself, but something on or in it.


    “The beef is safe,” Raeln told them, hurling the fish and several others that had come from the same crate into the darkness. “Anything from the front rows of crates might be tainted. Stick to the older supplies.”


    Yoska nodded grimly and picked up some of the meat, eyeing it with suspicion until Raeln took a bite of his own. “Was probably last shipment they brought down before whatever happened. Does make sense.”


    The three ate quietly for a while, gingerly nibbling at the various foods until they were surer of themselves. Once they were done, On’esquin had offered to take the first watch, as he admitted that he did not require sleep often. Neither Raeln nor Yoska had argued that and within the hour they had bedded down to rest.


    When Raeln did wake, he felt far better than he had in a long time. The consistent temperature of the caves lended itself to sleeping soundly, which had been something eluding him for months in the wilderness. His muscles still hurt from hiking so long, but the aches had faded considerably.


    Looking around without getting up, Raeln took a minute to get an idea of where he was, as he had grown accustomed to pre-dawn light overhead when he woke. The near-dark of the warehouse with its faint magical lights high overhead made him initially think he had woken too early, but his mind finally caught up and he remembered the long walk through the underground passages. Sitting up quickly as he also remembered the creature following them, he found that On’esquin was reclining against a wall while Yoska had his ear pressed to the door of the warehouse.


    “Is safe,” the gypsy told him without looking over. “Something small ran past maybe hour ago. It did not stop, so I think we have lost it. We will need to start moving again soon, before it circles back.”


    Nudging On’esquin to wake him, Raeln began packing up his bedroll and the food they had determined to be safest. Within minutes, all three men were ready to travel again, though Raeln distinctly did not feel any desire to march for another day or longer. The underground traveling made him sleepy and more than ready to return to the surface.


    They set out after briefly watching the street outside the door, letting Yoska lead the way, as he had the best idea of the layout of the city. During longer stretches of traveling where there were few turns, On’esquin or Raeln took the lead. The path they took eventually came to a staircase down after leaving the main street. At the bottom, another set of large doors were barred shut, though these appeared undamaged and far stronger than the ones at the entrance to the city.


    “Go on or go back?” asked Raeln, pointing at the door.


    “Go on,” Yoska insisted. “Bar is on outside, so is still good sign. This is place where defenders would hide out if they lose battle outside. If that were so, they put bar on inside. Bar here is precaution and little else, yes?”


    “How would we know? I cannot answer that question.” On’esquin said, sounding somewhat agitated.


    Raeln could detect a bit of nervousness in Yoska’s voice, but he seemed sure enough of himself. From what he could tell, Yoska was afraid in general, not of this room or the strange silence of the city hinting at secrets they might not want to know the details of. For all Yoska’s bravado, he was not immune to fear. He simply chose to hide it behind his foppish behavior.


    Going down the narrow steps as fast as he could, Raeln smelled death again, though far more clearly than he had anywhere else in the fortress. Blood was somewhere nearby, reeking of bodies left out until they had begun to decay and burst. It was a scent he had smelled all too often in the last year, but one he kept hoping he would never encounter again. Each time he encountered it, his heart felt as though it sank into his stomach.


    Raeln lifted the heavy bar on the door and held his position briefly, waiting for something to charge through the doors at him and his companions. When nothing came, he set the beam aside, propping it against the wall. Gingerly, he placed his ear against the door, hearing nothing.


    Walking down the steps, Yoska eyed the beam Raeln had just moved. He pushed at it without budging it. “Is heavier than I am. Did not see you even strain. Can I get wolf to promise to never hit me? I think you break me if you did.”


    “No,” Raeln growled as he continued trying to listen.


    After a minute of silence, Raeln pulled the doors open. A sickly gasp of air being sucked into the room beyond shifted much of his fur. Immediately after the air stopped moving, the stench of death wafting out of the room became so strong Raeln collapsed and vomited.


    Spread through the massive open space before him, Raeln could see fly-covered bodies of dwarves. They were piled everywhere, lying two or three deep in most places. Blood stained the smooth walls of the oval room in long, thin streaks, telling him these people had clawed at the walls until their fingers were torn open or something had caught them. There had to be at least a thousand dwarves in that large room, all of them staring blankly at the floor or ceiling—those that still had eyes at all.


    On’esquin seemed to be faring little better, somehow managing to look more grey than green for once. He held one hand to his mouth, staring at the piles of corpses with more sadness than nausea as he attempted to step between the torn bodies on his way into the room.


    Behind On’esquin, Yoska looked horrified but managed to keep from getting sick. He followed the orc into the large room, his wide eyes darting from one corpse to the next nervously. “This is garden,” he noted softly, coming back and offering Raeln a hand to help him off the ground. “Many simple plants to keep air fresh and make horrible food for dwarves stuck down here. Holes high in roof let in more air from outside. Large well in middle keeps defenders alive for months or years. No one should be dead here. This was to be safe place. No matter what, was to be safe.”


    “How far to the other side of the city?” Raeln managed to choke out.


    Yoska hesitated, almost as though he had not heard Raeln. “We have walked maybe twenty hours already since we were in daylight, forgetting rest time. If we can get through short way, is about half day more to mountain rivers that we can follow north, where we hopefully find boat. Long way…two to three days and then we still must follow river, maybe with no boat.”


    Swallowing hard as he stood outside the door trying to calm his lurching stomach, Raeln said, “There’s no way we’ve been down here that long.”


    “Is true,” Yoska insisted. “Dwarves make fun of gypsies during first visit. They say we do not know how to tell time. Is point of pride to not have to be mocked twice. I would wager on time being right or very close to it.”


    Raeln’s stomach continued to clench and unclench, forcing him to clamp his jaw closed to prevent himself from vomiting more. He eased into the room, trying not to use his nose at all and rely instead on his less-refined senses. For once he thought he might have a clue about what it was like to be anything but a wildling without his sense of smell…it was something he did not want to repeat.


    The room had few features Raeln could make out past the bodies, though in a few spots he did manage to see the trampled and rotting remains of some sort of plant. The center of the room held a huge pond that might once have been spring-fed, but now sported three floating bodies of its own.


    Raeln looked around the walls and saw the room was roughly domed, the stones above them lined with heavy steel or iron beams to support the weight of the mountain above them. Four doors came into the room, two of which were closed, with vast numbers of bodies piled in front of them. Far overhead, he could see holes in the dome that he guessed were for the air vents Yoska had mentioned, though none let in any light, as though they were blocked or it was nighttime.


    The fourth door stood open like the one that they had come through. There, only a handful of bodies lay, but those were torn open rather than rotted. The farther the bodies got from the door, the fewer visible injuries Raeln could see, but when he stared long enough, he could pick out clawlike wounds on all of the bodies, no matter where they lay.


    “Raeln,” whispered On’esquin, pointing toward a pile of dwarven remains.


    Raeln stared where the orc had pointed and saw a small amount of movement in the dim light. He thought at first it might be a rat, but it was much bigger, knocking aside several of the bodies as it flailed.


    “Close us in,” Raeln ordered, walking toward the movement. “I don’t want whatever’s behind us getting in here too. We can handle one.” He moved slowly over to the pile of corpses, hearing the door being barred behind him, likely by On’esquin, given the weight of the beam. Raeln eased himself to a crouch as he got close to the moving shape, trying to keep out of its reach as he figured out what it was.


    Lying beneath a pile of dwarves that had climbed each other in an attempt to get to the door in that part of the room, a single human corpse moved about, groaning softly as it tried to reach for Raeln with blackened and decayed fingers. The white of bone poking through the tips of the fingers allowed Raeln to easily see how far it could reach and stay out of that range.


    The zombie was trapped by the weight of the dead dwarves, weakly biting at the air and flailing the only arm it had free. At Raeln’s approach its white eyes turned his way and the hand slapped at the floor, desperately trying to grab him.


    Raeln stepped on the zombie’s outstretched hand, ignoring the sickly squish under his toes and the way his claws sank into its flesh. Keeping it held down that way, he leaned closer to examine the body.


    Though it continued to try to bite at him, Raeln poked and pulled at the human corpse’s clothing, trying to find any that was still intact. He finally found a section not covered with blood and not too badly decayed and eyed the fabric in what little light emanated from the magical globes that lined the upper walls of the room. “Altisian,” he noted, hanging his head. Drawing his dagger, Raeln plunged it into the zombie’s forehead, ending its thrashing.


    “Fortress is lost if Altis has been here already,” Yoska replied nearby, standing beside the pool at the middle of the room. “Water smells not good for drinking, either. We should try to get out with what we already have, though will be small meals until we get out of the mountains.”


    “We have bigger issues,” warned On’esquin, facing the far end of the room. “I hear snarling. Does anyone else hear snarling?”


    Perking his ears, Raeln immediately caught the sounds On’esquin spoke of. Something—rather, several somethings—were running down the passage opposite the one they had entered through, where the door was propped open. All three other entrances were closed—now that they had closed the one behind them—but that one stood open and whatever was hissing and running their way did not sound far off.


    “Get the left!” Raeln shouted, jumping to his feet and running for the twin doors on the north end of the room.


    On’esquin reached the doorway at the same time Raeln did, each of them slamming into one of the heavy doors. They strained and grunted, pushing the heavy stone barriers slowly shut.


    At the last moment, as On’esquin’s side had nearly shut, a pale-skinned arm reached through and clawed at the air, snagging Raeln’s shirt briefly. Twisting, the arm tore at On’esquin’s sleeve and the skin beneath, leaving long, ragged scratches that faded almost immediately to bruises and then disappeared into the green of the rest of his skin.


    Raeln knew the creature that arm belonged to. He had seen them in and around Lantonne during its last days. The thing lunging for them was a ghoul—a kind of zombie that had become like a feral beast, trying to consume the living at any risk to itself. They were disgusting diseased monsters and whether they could handle the creature or not, Raeln wanted nothing to do with it.


    Keeping his weight against his door, Raeln caught the ghoul’s wrist and yanked the arm backward, breaking its elbow against the lip of the door. A bloodcurdling scream from the other side preceded the creature pulling its arm back into the darkness and the door slamming shut. With a thankful whistle, On’esquin dropped the bar across the door, locking it.


    “That was closer than I would have liked,” the orc said, nodding at the rips in Raeln’s shirt. “They cannot kill me, but they certainly would be one of the more efficient ways of torturing me for eternity. Have you ever been touched by a ghoul before?”


    “I have and I know you should be losing feeling in your arm about now,” Raeln noted, eliciting a smirk from On’esquin. “That doesn’t work either?”


    “Many things do not work on me, but it still hurts the same. Given enough of the ghoul’s poison, I believe I would eventually slow down. See to it that the gypsy hasn’t gotten us in more trouble. We need to come up with a plan to get through the rest of the city.”


    Raeln left On’esquin at the northern door and headed over to where Yoska stood, just inside the door they had entered from originally. The old human rubbed at the stubble on his cheek, staring off into the dark hall beyond though the tiny gap between the doors.


    “Thinking of another way out?” asked Raeln as he came over.


    “No,” Yoska told him, smiling nervously. “I am listening to them coming around through the halls. We are being trapped. Is no other way out that I know of. We face ghouls no matter which exit we take…as well as whatever has been following us, which is likely another ghoul.”


    Raeln cocked his head and tilted his ears forward, listening to the creak of the stones and occasional echoes of water falling from the damp roof of the cavern to the floor or into the well at the middle of the room. He could not hear anything out there at first, but then slowly he began to pick up soft echoes of bare feet running. The ghouls were approaching swiftly, circling the room.


    Raeln’s tail sank nervously and his skin prickled with a chill as he looked around at the corpses that filled the room. He leaned against the doors and tried not to think about how long they might be stuck in there. The answer might depend largely on how much food and water they had left of their own and how much air the room held.


    Moving away from the doors, Yoska started to sit down, but then grunted and came down hard, clutching at his side. Before Raeln could ask, the man held up a blood-covered hand for him to see. “Poultice is good, but is not magic,” the man explained, sighing and tapping the back of his head against the stone door. “Wound was very deep. Deep enough that she thought I would die within hours. She intended for me to suffer. Now, she gets her wish before I have gotten my revenge on the creature that uses her body, no? Had hoped to find supplies to stop bleeding while down here.”


    A scratching from the far side of the thick doors let Raeln know the ghouls had found their way blocked.


    Looking around, Raeln tried to think of a way to run, even if he had to carry Yoska, but nothing seemed to present itself. The walls were smooth and joined in a gentle arc with the curved roof of the room. Only the doors would have allowed them out, but with all four sets barred and ghouls circling the large chamber, there was no chance of going through any of them. They would have to wait and hope the ghouls found something else to chase.


    After a little while, Raeln sat down with his back to the door, while Yoska tried to slow his bleeding unsuccessfully. The whole time, On’esquin paced around the room, muttering to himself as he continued to study the walls, clearly looking for anything they had missed.


    The room remained quiet for what felt like hours. Eventually, Raeln tapped at the door and heard an immediate hiss and scratching. The ghoul or ghouls were still waiting.


    “I have grown very tired of being locked away in tombs for my own safety,” growled On’esquin. With a huff, he turned and kicked one of the corpses, knocking it into a larger pile of dead.


    Before Raeln could chide the man for his callous treatment of the dead, a groan from within the room sent a chill down Raeln’s spine and clenched his guts. Apparently the ghouls were only part of the trap that had been set for anyone coming down into the fortress city.


    Off to his left near the body On’esquin had kicked, several of the corpses were sitting up, their eyes slowly sweeping the room. One by one, the bodies began to move, as though they had been merely asleep. Dozens were soon moaning as they pushed against one another, trying to get up.


    “On’esquin?” Raeln called out, grabbing Yoska’s arm. “Can you do anything?”


    “Not that would help us, unless you are secretly a wizard,” the man shouted back, running around the pond at the center of the room to join Raeln and Yoska. By the time he reached them, nearly fifty zombies had gotten to their feet and were watching him move with hungry expressions.


    Raeln pulled Yoska onto his back, immediately feeling warm blood against his shoulder. They would have to go through the ghouls or they were as good as dead anyway. Thankfully, Yoska did not argue with his attempts to get them moving.


    Searching the room one more time as On’esquin did the same, Raeln’s eyes kept coming back to the pool at the middle, meant to provide fresh water to anyone hiding in there. The dwarves floating face down in that pool were not moving, unlike all the others.


    “Those ones drowned,” Raeln said aloud, walking past On’esquin toward the pool. Before he reached it, one of the first zombies began lumbering his way. With a straight kick to its chest, Raeln sent the creature tumbling into a pile of corpses, which then began moving too. While it might have slowed the one coming after him, fighting back had compounded their problems.


    “Who cares how those three died?” On’esquin argued, coming up beside him and grabbing Raeln’s sword from its sheath. “We’re trapped. I don’t know that I can drown, if that was your plan.”


    “They thought they knew a way out,” Raeln explained, side-stepping a zombie’s clumsy grab. Many more were coming and he knew he could not avoid them long while carrying Yoska. They would simply circle him and keep pushing until he was theirs. “Start swimming. We’ll follow your lead after a minute. You can explore and show us the right way.”


    With a miserable whine, the orc shoved Raeln’s sword back in its sheath, clearly having preferred the idea of fighting. “I hate water,” On’esquin said, even as he stepped into the shallow lip of the pool. “Never learned to swim.”


    “Time to learn right now. There’s no time for lessons. Go!”


    Saying nothing further, On’esquin took another step into the pool and sank like a stone.


    “Behind!” warned Yoska near Raeln’s ear.


    Raeln spun and barely had time to react as three zombies rushed at him. He used his free hand to tear the face off one—which only staggered it—then kicked one away and tripped the other. Dozens more were coming and Raeln was already surrounded. There were at least a hundred zombies on their feet, most walking slowly toward him, reminding him they could wait an eternity until he was too tired to fight.


    Backing away, Raeln felt around with his foot until his toes slid down the steep stone slope into the pool of icy water. He moved again until the water came up past his upper ankles and the back of his foot’s pad rested on the edge of a drop-off. “Can you hold your breath?” asked Raeln, taking slow, deep breaths of his own to ready his lungs.


    “Yes, but will make me bleed faster,” Yoska warned. “If you cannot get to air quickly, leave me. I am stubborn man and will try to find a way to you.”


    “I’m not leaving anyone.”


    “Is noble gesture, but is not practical,” the man argued.


    “Get ready.”


    Yoska began slowing his own breathing the way Raeln had been and then lurched to one side. When Raeln looked over, a zombie was stumbling away with a huge gash in its throat and Yoska was settling back on Raeln’s shoulders.


    “Now!” Raeln said, taking a deep breath and stepping backward.


    Falling straight down into the icy water, Raeln very nearly lost his breath as the cold shocked his body and numbed his skin. Even after much of the summer having passed, the mountain spring that fed this pool was bitter cold. Air might not be their biggest concern if they had to swim for long.


    Raeln ducked under the water, holding Yoska as close to himself as he could. Dark shapes moved overhead, hands slapping at the water ineffectually in an attempt to reach them, but instead leaving blood trails in the water.


    Rolling underwater, Raeln put his feet to the side of the angled shaft they were in and kicked off hard to get them moving in the right direction. With only one way to go—down and northward—he did not even have to think about whether it was the right choice. Anywhere that took him away from the undead dwarves was correct, even if they drowned. He would be fine with losing days or weeks of progress in their travels if it got him somewhere warm.


    Raeln pulled himself through the water to the best of his ability with only one arm and his legs to propel him. He knew it was far too slow, the water quickly darkening to the point that he could see nothing farther. At their rate, he would be out of air in a minute or two. He had learned how to swim with someone in tow at a young age—one more thing he could blame on Ilarra during her failed attempts to prove she was a better swimmer—but it was still slower than swimming by himself.


    For his part, Yoska was helping considerably, struggling with one of his arms and both of his legs to contribute to Raeln’s efforts rather than hinder them. Injured or not, the man had a determination Raeln envied.


    Suddenly Raeln felt the water shift and begin flowing away from the pool as he descended toward the bottom of the stone shaft. Dim light from plants that grew at the bottom of the spring showed him vague shapes, hinting at a larger space below. He swam toward that area, praying it might have an exit somewhere nearby.


    Once he had cleared the shaft completely, a current snagged Raeln and seemed to hurl him northward. He lost his grip on Yoska immediately and tumbled out of control as he careened off of stone outcroppings he could not see in time to avoid or defend against. Pain flared through his shoulder, his knee, the side of his head, and then a hard impact against his chest knocked all of his breath out.


    Dizziness began to overtake Raeln as he tried desperately to keep from gasping for air. He knew that was the surest way to drown, and for all his thoughts of finding the right place and time to die, this was not how he wanted to go, a mile below ground in a nearly frozen river. To his surprise Yoska swept past him, and Raeln grabbed the man and pulled him close with one arm to ensure they were not separated again.


    Flailing, Raeln felt cold air on his hand before the water closed over it again. His lungs burning, he kicked as hard as he could and pulled himself and Yoska to the surface. The gap between the water and the roof of the smooth tunnel it flowed through was narrow, but contained a small space Raeln shoved his face into. He gasped for a quick breath of stale air as his body was raked across the uneven stones painfully. In his arm Yoska did the same, choking and wheezing during that second above water.


    Then the river swept them down again, the icy water crashing over their heads and filling Raeln’s mouth before he could close it. He pulled Yoska close, trying not to lose his grip on the man as they slammed into the wall of the underground river when it turned abruptly. They spun about and Raeln quickly lost any sense of which direction was up.


    With one last swirling rush, the bottom of the river came up at Raeln suddenly. He slid along it, sharp stones tearing into his back and arms as it washed him up onto some sort of beach, his face feeling as though it would freeze when the cold air hit his wet fur. Almost immediately the current began pulling him along the shallow muddy shore and back toward the depths.


    Raeln flung his arm out and dug his long fingers and claws into the muck in an effort to prevent them from being washed back into the river. He could not get a good grip on anything, but it slowed them enough that he could roll over in the shallow water and drive his feet into the mud beneath them, halting all forward motion.


    “Can you stand?” Raeln asked, but got no reply. The man was limp in his arm.


    Swearing, Raeln shook his head in an effort to clear the mud and water from his eyes. He was nearly blind between the dark and the burning of silt, but he could vaguely make out a cavernous room around them, lit by what appeared to be daylight off to his right somewhere. He knelt in a waist-deep section of the rapidly moving river with Yoska hanging over his arm.


    On’esquin was nowhere to be found.


    Giving the room one more look around, Raeln saw the silt had built up an island of sorts in the middle of the chamber, on which he was kneeling. The river parted around this mound and flowed past him, foaming and crashing against the water-smoothed walls of the cave until it reached a large crack on the back end of the cavern, where it fell away in a sun-lit waterfall. He could not see sky in that direction, but he could recognize the glow of sunlight and that meant there was an entrance somewhere…and that they had been underground far longer than he had thought. Yoska’s estimates appeared to be more accurate than he had expected.


    Raeln grunted as he pulled Yoska’s dead weight to his chest and stood in the strong current, trudging over to the small island carefully to keep from losing his balance. Soon the water covered only his feet. He finally stepped free of the water and muck and eased Yoska onto the relatively dry ground.


    Shivering, Raeln shook his whole body to get rid of as much water as he could. He pulled the torn remnants of his bedroll from the shredded pack on his back and threw that over Yoska, knowing the man was likely freezing without a proper fur coat. Even a wet blanket would help a little against the steady wind that came through the cavern.


    Raeln rubbed a little warmth into the gypsy’s arms and legs and then checked his breathing, finding it shallow but steady. Next, he checked the wound on the man’s side, finding that it bled slowly, the skin around it a dangerous purple. He would live for the moment, assuming Raeln could keep him from freezing. And, of course, assuming they were not trapped or about to be attacked by undead.


    That last thought worried Raeln and he began looking around the cavern more carefully. He could make out shapes near the walls that had snagged on uneven outcroppings, though they could have been corpses or debris for all he could tell. Thankfully, none were moving that he could see.


    Splashes from the south startled Raeln and he looked around, expecting an army of zombies to be floating toward him, but he saw nothing at first. Then the top of a bald green head, ears, and finally flattish face and tusks emerged from the water as On’esquin marched up the edge of the island as though he had walked the whole way on the bottom of the river.


    “Now we know I cannot drown for sure,” the orc said, sitting down hard in the mud beside Yoska. Pulling various items from his pouches, including the rolled prophecies, he began wringing them out, one at a time. “We also know that age alone does not give me any newfound ability to swim. I will never understand how others stay on top of the water, instead of sinking.”


    Reaching down, On’esquin touched Yoska’s forehead and frowned. “We will wait until he wakes,” On’esquin said, climbing back to his feet but leaving the parchments and other items that had been damaged by the water on the ground to dry. “Watch him. I will explore the rest of the cavern and see if I can determine how we can leave.”


    Raeln nodded and On’esquin set off toward the lighted end of the cavern, walking right back into the water. Within seconds, the top of his head had disappeared below the foaming water, leaving no trace of his passing.


    Returning his attention to Yoska, Raeln kept himself busy by checking the man’s fingers for signs that he was freezing and watching for any sudden increase in bleeding from his side. To Raeln’s surprise Yoska continued to improve, until nearly an hour later when he groaned loudly. The man was hardier than anyone Raeln had ever met to recover so easily from such a beating. Leaning over him, Raeln opened one of Yoska’s eyes to see if he was conscious.


    “Is not the face I wished to wake and find,” muttered Yoska, pushing Raeln’s head away gently. “Dog breath is not good thing to wake up to, no? I had hoped to find one of my wives tending to me at best, or maybe my ancestors waiting to chide me for getting dead before my time. At worst, I had thought I would find Estin and his family worrying as they always did about their friends. I do not object to you helping…is just not what I’d expected.”


    Sitting back as Yoska pulled himself to a seated position, Raeln struggled to remember where he had heard that name before. It was familiar, but he could not quite place it. He asked, “Who is Estin? Is that one of your family members?”


    “No, no,” the man said, chuckling despite a grimace as he held his side. “Estin is…was…one of your kind. Was a good man with good family. Was shame to lose him to the dead men, but we all go in our time. We lost many there and he was just one. Still, many friends died in hope that he, his wife, and their children might live.”


    The name finally leapt to the forefront of Raeln’s memories. He had heard it before, mentioned by Greth, his friend who had died trying to save Lantonne. That had been the name of the man Greth had been determined to find before he could return to his people. They had spent months searching for Estin and eventually left the wilds empty-handed. Perhaps if they had stayed there, Greth would still be alive.


    A small world, thought Raeln, closing his eyes sadly. At least Greth’s last task had been completed somehow and Estin had gotten home, even if it was only to die with the people he loved. Having been at Greth’s side when he had passed, Raeln could understand the merits of being with your loved ones to the very end, even if the scars of that night hurt him more than any he had suffered in battle.


    Yoska quieted and checked his side again, his hand covered with blood when he pulled it away from the wound. Sighing, he pressed his palm to it again.


    “Your family—wives, kin—if it’s within my power, I’ll get you back to them,” Raeln blurted out without thinking. “It’s the least I can do for your help. You could have left us, or worse.”


    Laughing, Yoska patted Raeln’s hand and shook his head. “You mean well, but you threaten me without knowing it,” Yoska replied, grinning broadly. “I have not told others, but there is no one to go home to. Most of my kin died many months ago, before I came to live with the wilder folk. The few of us who had survived died before you arrived. Only my daughter and I remain of the clan, though we fight on opposite sides now. Is a cruel irony the ancestors watch, no?”


    Lowering his head, Yoska pulled the battered copper cup into his lap and traced the symbols on it with his fingertip. “Do not talk of this with the magic green man,” he added a moment later, setting aside the cup and looking sincerely embarrassed. “Is a weakness among my people to mourn those who go before us. We avenge and we celebrate the lives they had, but we do not mourn. Those gone are waiting for our coming and is shameful to weep for them. Still, we are built to be with crowds….alone is not our way and is very difficult.”


    Smiling and nodding his agreement, Raeln said, “We’ve all lost people, Yoska. Anyone surviving this war is haunted more than their fair share.”


    “You have lost family too. I see it in your eyes, yes?”


    “My mother, father, sister, and the person I loved.”


    Yoska tapped his chin thoughtfully, studying Raeln. His eyes fell on the bracelet Raeln could not remove and smiled. “The northern lands use such things as a marking of marriage and once was our way too. Such a gift marks one who has been wed,” he noted and held up his hand before Raeln could reply. “I apologize. Is not my business who has been lost. As you say, we all are haunted by the ancestors’ spirits. Even now, I hear them prattling about revenge and what I must do to make them happy again. Will be many long nights of hearing my mama telling me how I have let her down, not that this is new thing.”


    “You hear your dead speaking?”


    “Is not so clear as that, but yes. My people are sometimes born with the gift to hear their ancestors boss them about. When we get back to daylight, mayhaps we ask your lost ones to speak to you, yes? Will be suitable reward for dragging these old bones through the water, I think. You may need to drink with me to learn, but I think I can teach with enough time, and time is not so much something we lack if we continue following green man, yes?”


    “I would like that,” Raeln admitted, though he felt foolish for even going along with the man’s ramblings. Still, he had seen the dead walk, old gods rise to battle beside mankind, and an orc walk the bottom of a river. Who was he to question whether a nomad could call forth the words of the dead? It would be good to say good-bye to Greth properly, instead of watching his body go cold.


    Lying down on his back, Yoska appeared to be forcing himself to relax and slow his breathing, applying firm pressure to his side. He soon closed his eyes to wait, though Raeln could see his chest rise and fall, reassuring him Yoska was not dying from his wounds—at least not yet.


    The time passed very slowly and Raeln eventually settled into the mud, staring toward the faint light that he hoped would lead them out. That light faded gradually, but On’esquin did not show himself. As the daylight began to disappear, Raeln grew more worried, wondering if On’esquin had abandoned them. He had no desire to wait for the cavern to become completely dark, giving him precious little remaining time.


    “Big green man will be fine,” noted Yoska, his eyes still closed. “Worrying does not bring him back sooner.”


    “It’s what I do, Yoska.”


    “You worry about others, but I see in your eyes that you wish the harm would come to you instead. Is noble to those who do not pay attention, but is quite disappointing to those of us who wish us all to survive healthy and happy. Saving others is noble thing, but doing it in hopes of losing one’s life is not so smart, no?”


    “I don’t…I haven’t…” Raeln stammered, but he could not bring himself to speak any of the lies he had been telling himself and On’esquin for months.


    “Yes, yes, we lie to the crazy old gypsy who does not know us well enough to say we are lying,” replied Yoska, smiling up at the ceiling of the cavern. “Yet, this gypsy says you are lying. I see how you look at golems and search woods for danger. You are hopeful, yet show fear when green man and I are to face same threat. I have seen same behavior in my kin, usually when they have lost their families and lack the strength to go on. Are you as weak as them?”


    Raeln clenched his jaw and said nothing. He had the distinct impression he really did not need to speak. Yoska could see through anything he might say.


    The light from the end of the cavern faded to black gradually and soon Yoska slept quietly. Raeln could not join him, both out of concern that something might happen upon them and also because sleep was difficult for him anymore. He rarely slept, and when he did, it wore him down, making him feel more tired than if he had not slept at all. He was happier keeping watch.


    Eventually morning broke, heralded by the faint glow at the end of the cavern that slowly grew brighter, warming the water-filled room. With it, warmth returned, gradually restoring feeling to Raeln’s half-frozen fingers, toes, tail, and ears. Raeln continued to watch that light for any movement or sign that On’esquin was returning, but nothing stirred.


    “He will return if he is able,” muttered Yoska, rubbing at his eyes. He sat up slowly and looked over Raeln before checking his side again.


    Raeln could see the wound had crusted over and the bleeding had stopped for the moment. “I have no idea how you survived that once, let alone each time it breaks open,” Raeln said, staring at the wound. “Out here in the wilds, I would expect a wound like that to be fatal in days from infection.”


    Yoska laughed and nodded, adjusting his silk shirt to cover the cut. “I would expect the same,” he admitted. “Are many good theories why I still breathe. One is that I am hardy man, too tough for little cut to kill. Better theory is that one of my wives is happier being dead while I am alive, so she keeps me from joining her. She had eyes on my brother and I think he may have hand in this, if she keeps me here.”


    Yoska then dug around in the torn and battered remains of his pack and produced a few scraps of dried fruit and meats, which he split with Raeln. They said nothing as they ate the tiny meal, with Yoska apparently lost in thought and Raeln staring off toward the light that had grown bright.


    “If you worry so, go find our magic green man so we can leave,” the gypsy said suddenly. “Is more helpful than staring at cave wall, yes?”


    Raeln agreed with him, checking again on the man’s blanket. The cloth had mostly dried and Yoska appeared to be far more comfortable than he had been when they had arrived earlier. He would likely be fine for some time if Raeln could not return right away. Assuming Yoska did not stress his wound too badly, he would probably recover quickly.


    Hurrying toward the dim daylight, Raeln went as far as he could on the little island, inching out until his toe-claws were lapped by the water. From there he could see that the river deepened rapidly toward the drop-off at the end of the cavern. The falls there could have been anywhere from a foot tall to a thousand feet, but from the island, he had no way of knowing.


    “On’esquin!” he called out, his voice echoing back at him several times. No reply came.


    Reluctantly, Raeln stepped into the water and shivered. If anything the water seemed colder than before, if that were possible. Still, he had few options left if he was going to ever leave the cave. On’esquin had gone that direction and so Raeln would too.


    Raeln plunged ahead, clenching his shivering jaw to keep his teeth from clattering as he sank up to his waist in the rapidly moving water. He did what he could to maintain his balance and not slide as he continued up to his chest, the waters shoving at him steadily, trying to tug him into the flow and on to whatever destination lay at the end of the drop-off.


    Turning, Raeln went toward the edge of the cavern, reaching the stone wall just as his feet were swept out from under him. He caught himself against the wall, clinging to the rough stones to ensure he could control his movement.


    Raeln leaned out over the edge of the steep slope, finding the river had long ago bored a hole down through the rock and into what appeared to be another chamber. The round passage between where he stood and whatever was below was filled with crashing water. He could not see much, but he could make out stones far below and brighter light. Lying in the little bit of daylight, On’esquin was beside the rocks at the edge of the water and looked as though he were dead. It did not appear that he had fallen on them, but rather collapsed beside them. Perhaps he had fallen and then crawled a short distance.


    “A knife and drowning can’t kill him, but a fall can?” muttered Raeln, barely recognizing his own words around a nearly numb tongue and the roar of the water. “I can’t find one normal person to travel with, can I? Greth, this is on you for leaving me alone with these people.”


    Looking over his shoulder, Raeln could just barely see Yoska, sitting up on the little island. The man had opened up the small backpack he wore and appeared to be drinking from a flask. Upon seeing Raeln watching him, Yoska held up the flask in a salute better suited to a tavern than the cave they were in.


    “He’s fallen!” Raeln shouted, getting a nod in response. He could not be sure Yoska actually knew what he had said over the pounding water. “I’m going down! I won’t be able to get back up!”


    Nodding, Yoska held up a finger to indicate Raeln should wait a moment. The man pulled a spool of rope from his pack and pointed at it. Before Raeln could reply, Yoska hurled it into the water, letting it race toward Raeln.


    Raeln swore and tried to reach out toward where the rope appeared to be headed, but he knew it was too far out. He would miss it by a foot or more in the swift waters.


    Kicking away from the wall, Raeln snagged the rope before it went over the edge and then tried to catch himself on the stones he could see beneath the surface of the water. They tore into his legs and hands, but he managed to stop his movement, if only temporarily. All the force of the water draining from the room pressed against him, threatening to dislodge him at any moment.


    Ducking under the water, Raeln looped the rope over one of the larger stones, hoping it would hold. He came up once it was knotted, taking a deep breath as the current continued to batter him against the rocks. Once he was sure he had a good grip on the rope and it likely would not slip, he slid himself up and over the stones, letting the current take him.


    Raeln tumbled through the water, pulled rapidly down the steep slope until the rope snapped taught. Dangling from it mere feet over the sharp stones that lay at the bottom of the falls, Raeln searched for anywhere he could safely let himself down. The only spot he could see was near On’esquin, where the rocks were more worn and smooth, giving him some chance of not being torn apart by the current. However, if he fell there, he was not certain he could get back to the rope.


    One thing at a time, he told himself, then kicked off the bottom of the river, letting go of the rope as he did. The falls grabbed hold of him immediately, hurling him over the edge and down toward the stones more swiftly than he had expected. Halfway down, he knew that he had missed the gap between the rocks that would have been the only safe place to land. With a cry of pain, he crashed into the stones with his right hip, flinging his arms out to grab hold of anything he could reach before he could be dragged any farther away from On’esquin.


    Looking up through his tears as his leg throbbed, Raeln could see On’esquin only a foot away at the edge of the water. Raeln’s aim had been good, despite the rough landing. Using only his arms, Raeln pulled himself over to On’esquin and then hoisted himself mostly out of the water onto the stones, though he continued to be pummeled by the endless spray from the falling water. “On’esquin,” Raeln said, though he could barely hear himself. “On’esquin!”


    The orc’s lids fluttered and he groaned and took a breath. Opening his eyes, he looked at Raeln with surprise. “Where am I?” he shouted, turning his head about to survey his location. “I…the tunnel. I came back out and slipped.”


    Raeln had no desire to discuss things while they both lay at the bottom of the deafening waterfall, so he grabbed On’esquin’s arm to help him up. As he did, he realized nearly black blood flowed freely from gashes in the orc’s arm. His eyes widened in surprise and On’esquin’s sudden tensing told him the man was equally surprised.


    “We need to get out of here!” On’esquin shouted to be heard over the water. “Get the gypsy!”


    Raeln nodded and searched the falls for the rope. Wherever it might be, he could not find it in the crashing water. He looked up and saw Yoska was braced against the stones at the top of the falls, watching him with impatience. Making the gesture more broad than necessary to ensure he could be seen in the near-dark, Raeln shrugged and pointed at the falls, hoping Yoska would understand he had no idea how to get him down.


    Frowning deeply enough that Raeln could see it even from the bottom, Yoska crawled up onto one of the larger stones. He stared at the roof of the shaft the falling water had created and then squinted down at Raeln and On’esquin, letting his eyes drift over the stones in the water. Finally, he stood up on the rock at the edge, put his feet together as he straightened his back, and closed his eyes.


    “What is he doing?” On’esquin shouted, clutching his wounded arm to his chest. “He’ll kill himself! Find some way to stop that idiot!”


    Raeln knew there was nothing he could do. Instead, he closed his eyes and uttered a short prayer to the old gods—the dragons and elementals he had learned actually existed, even if he knew they were not truly gods. Before he opened his eyes again, he heard a soft splash nearby.


    Turning, Raeln saw Yoska surface as the current swept him away. Somehow the man had leapt off the falls and come into the water gracefully enough that he did not break every bone in his body on either the stones or the water’s surface. He appeared to only be using one arm to pull himself toward shore, which let Raeln know he had made his side ache again, if nothing else.


    “Start walking!” Raeln told On’esquin, pushing off of the stones himself. Almost immediately the rapids swept him downstream, following Yoska’s path.


    Unlike the first section of the river and the cavern above, this area was littered with rocks. Raeln bounced off several, feeling them cut into his clothing yet again, but surviving the river was far more important to him than injuries and pain. Those he could ignore if it got the three of them away from whatever had hurt On’esquin.


    As he was thrown about by the rapidly moving water, Raeln caught glimpses of the cave around them and then suddenly it was gone, replaced by open sky. They had been brought out of the tunnels, though where he could not possibly guess. They could figure that out once they were safely on land again.


    Soon the speed of the water slowed dramatically and Raeln managed to right himself and get his head above the surface. Blinking away the water that blinded him, he saw Yoska sitting on the shore of what appeared to be a large retaining pond they had come into, which then exited via another stream that continued on through the mountains. In all directions, he could see bright-blue sky and snow-tipped mountains.


    Raeln swam hurriedly to shore using his arms and his one good leg, coming up only a few feet from where Yoska was resting. It did not take him long to catch his breath, and once he had, he began looking for On’esquin.


    Whatever was happening to the orc had gotten even worse. He was floating facedown, and not moving as the current brought him past the shore. As he came out of the caves and into the light, Raeln watched helplessly as On’esquin slammed into a large stone and spun about. The orc did not even twitch as he struck the rocks.


    Hopping back into the water and nearly screaming with the pain of moving his wounded leg, Raeln caught On’esquin’s boot with one hand and pulled him to shore. It was slow going, maintaining his balance on one foot while dragging a man that was likely half again his own weight, but he eventually got them both onto dry land.


    As soon as Raeln reached the shore, Yoska went to On’esquin and checked him, giving Raeln the time he desperately needed to sit. He tried to ease himself down, but his leg would not move, and any time he tried, the pain from his hip was incredible. Finally, he resorted to getting as low as he could on his good leg and then fell over, catching himself with his arms and lowering himself the rest of the way.


    “He is not breathing,” warned Yoska, shaking his head as he pushed against On’esquin’s chest in an effort to clear any water left in his lungs. Each time he thumped the man’s armored chest, On’esquin would cough up a fresh mouthful of water. “Did he overstate his ability to stay alive?”


    Raeln pulled himself over to the other men, trying hard not to put any weight or pressure on his hip. Once he reached On’esquin, he pushed Yoska aside and began pumping the orc’s chest, getting far more water out with his greater weight and strength. After two hard pushes, On’esquin gagged and coughed and then breathed on his own, though he did not open his eyes.


    “We’ll wait here overnight. Neither he nor I are in any condition to travel,” Raeln told Yoska once he was sure On’esquin was not going to stop breathing again.


    The gypsy nodded and looked down at Raeln’s leg, but did not comment. After a minute, Yoska began rummaging through his pack, clearly taking inventory of their remaining supplies. The frown that gradually deepened across his face told Raeln all he needed to know about what he was finding.


    Raeln lay down on his back and tried to ignore the pounding pain in his hip with no success. Then, realizing he was able to lie flat, he fumbled for his own pack and found the bag was shredded and empty. “I have no food,” he noted aloud, groaning. “What do we have left?”


    Yoska made an annoyed click with his tongue and shook his head. “Maybe one day worth of booze. Plenty of water, but no way to carry it. Most of what I had is gone. Green man has few spare weapons and maybe a few bites of food. Was good thing we ate well yesterday.”


    “Then in the morning, we figure out where we are and hunt until we have enough supplies to go on. There have to be fish in the water.”


    Laying back down, Raeln tried to let sleep take him, but it would not come. Instead, he found himself staring over the small lake at the outlines of the mountains. In the deeper sections of woods that seemed always in shadow, he could feel eyes watching him or his companions. All he could think of was the endless clattering footsteps he had heard following them in the dwarven fortress as he longed to take turns patrolling with Greth.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “The Lost”


     


    If they have already failed, my predictions from this point forward mean little. I see disaster, I see death, and I see loss. A child’s death keeps coming to me, though I do not know its significance, beyond being a symbol of what will come. I feel the breaking of bones and gasps for breath, but what comes after is a blur.


    Not all of these things will come to pass…in fact, none of them might.


    Let them find what was lost and embrace it. Only through their understanding can progress be made. Then and only then will they find their way out of the hunting grounds created to trap them.


    The hunter has become the hunted, yet they do not know. Gather the prey and turn on the hunter quickly.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Raeln stood at the edge of the wide woods, which stretched in both directions as far as he could see, rising ahead of him as the foot of the mountains gave way to the steep slopes beyond. Among the trees he could see nothing, as though the shadows defied the sun that shone down on him. He could hear movement out there, but nothing caught his eye.


    Turning, he looked back at the city in the distance. Lantonne, in all its glory, stood waiting for him to return. On the plains between himself and the walls of the great city, he could see his mother, Asha, and his sister, Ilarra. They watched him, waiting for him to come back.


    “They will wait like that forever. You know that, right?” asked a familiar voice from the direction of the woods.


    Raeln turned to the woods and saw Greth standing near the closest tree. The wolven man stood casually, as though he had been there the whole time, his tail wagging with amusement as he watched Raeln. His clothing was as Raeln remembered when they had first met—a mismatched assortment of Altisian garments scavenged from merchants.


    He smirked at Raeln and crossed his arms. “Go, be with them if that’s what you want,” Greth went on, nodding toward the plains behind Raeln. “There will always be cities to go back to. Run as far from the wilds as you can. This is a dream. You can go where you want.”


    Walking toward Greth, Raeln touched his dark grey fur, having almost forgotten what it felt like and how he smelled. It was painful to look at him, knowing this could not be truth. As much as his mind shouted at him to wake up, he struggled to stay asleep, to have another fleeting chance to see Greth.


    “I miss you,” he said softly, ignoring Greth’s teasing eye-roll. “I can’t do this.”


    “You managed to go on just fine before you met me, idiot.”


    Chuckling at Greth’s confrontational demeanor that had taken him so long to understand, Raeln pressed his muzzle to the other man’s, wishing he could do that again in his waking life. It would never happen again, though. The final time he had been with Greth was as he drew his last breath, tortured and dying after facing a Turessian—judging by scents and the garb they wore, Yoska’s own daughter. He wanted to hate Yoska for that, but Raeln could not even bring himself to ask the question. It was probably better that way.


    “What will you do?” Greth asked him, making no attempt to pull away. Instead, he brushed at Raeln’s facial fur with his claws.


    “I…I don’t know what I can do,” Raeln admitted. “I’m hurt and struggling to find the strength to keep going.”


    Greth pushed Raeln away a few inches so he could look up into his eyes. “You know how this ends for us,” Greth said, showing Raeln a dagger he had produced from somewhere. “It’s how it always ends.”


    Raeln closed his eyes and shuddered, knowing exactly what Greth meant, then lurched as he woke. Any dream ended like that.


    “Raeln, you need to see this.”


    The heavily-accented voice jarred Raeln out of the brief nap, and it took him a moment to think who could have been talking. Memories of the last few days came back quickly, and he looked around, trying to get his bearings.


    The area where they had camped for the last two nights was still relatively dark, though a soft light had begun to illuminate it, hinting at sunrise at any moment. Yoska knelt in front of Raeln, still clutching his side but clearly feeling well enough to be up and about. He looked worried, which in turn worried Raeln.


    Looking past Yoska, he saw On’esquin was awake, though he appeared ill, propped against one of the beached pieces of stone with his hand to his face. Raeln could smell vomit and wondered idly whether On’esquin was still getting some of the water he had swallowed out of his body.


    “What’s going on?” Raeln asked, seeing nothing around them that might warrant the man’s obvious fear.


    “I patrolled while you slept and saw much that makes me think staying is unwise,” Yoska explained, motioning toward the far side of the lake, where the waters continued down the mountain as another river. “I help you walk so you can see. The green man has already looked and is quite unhappy, though that might be because he drank the whole river.”


    “That wasn’t what I said,” noted On’esquin, his deep voice sounding more hoarse than normal.


    “No, you babbled about prophecy and doom. I chose to ignore that and say you were unhappy. The rest is your worry, not mine.”


    On’esquin smiled and nodded.


    “Come. We go see what is happening, yes?” asked Yoska, offering Raeln an arm.


    “You’re more hurt than I am,” Raeln objected, getting his good leg under himself and pushing himself off the ground. With an unsteady hop, he got up and faced the gypsy.


    Yoska stared at him in confusion and checked his own side before saying, “Am I? I have small cut. You have broken leg. Your people are not so good at judging others’ injuries, no?”


    Raeln walked in the direction Yoska had indicated, trying to keep nearly all his weight on his left leg. With each step he had to at least let the toes of his right come down, but even that sent waves of agony through his hip. He hobbled along anyway, knowing there was little he could do about it and thus no reason to let it slow him down any more than necessary.


    It did not take Raeln long or much walking to see what was bothering Yoska. He had gone no more than twenty feet along the shore of the lake when he realized the moon was still high and daytime was at least two hours away. The dim light came from somewhere else, specifically the area past the lip of the plateau they were resting on. It was ominous getting predawn light from below the mountains rather than above.


    Coming to the edge where the mountainside dropped off toward a canyon below, Raeln could see a huge swath of the space between peaks was filled with the same glowing mists he had seen several days earlier at the destroyed camp. This time the mists seemed to be lingering, swirling about in place without going anywhere, as though attempting to work up the speed to create a whirlwind. If Raeln were to guess, he thought maybe they were trapped between the mountains, but then he remembered what the mists had done to the top of the last mountain and decided the mountains probably would not stop them.


    To compound the issue of having the mists so close, Raeln could see the only reasonable way down from the mountainside on which they stood was straight through part of the mists. Through the glowing cloud, he could make out faint animal paths that descended toward a huge lake in the valley below. If they could not take those paths, they would have to somehow climb down the sheer sides of the mountain, which he knew he would not survive with his leg so badly injured…and lacking any ropes or climbing tools.


    “Was not there when we stopped,” Yoska noted, coming up beside Raeln. He stared down at the vast cloud sadly. “We are in good place for trip, but is not so good if we are stuck, yes? From here, is no other way to go. We cannot get into dwarf tunnels or back to easier foothills east. River goes right through cloud.”


    “No, it’s not so good to be trapped between a mountainside and a man-eating cloud,” replied Raeln, turning toward On’esquin and hobbling toward that part of the smaller lake’s shore.


    On’esquin honestly looked awful. His arm had been wrapped with scraps of cloth to slow the steady bleeding from the cuts he had gotten falling over the waterfall. Dark-black rings under his eyes looked to be caused by profound exhaustion. Even one of his tusks was chipped badly. Judging by his sweating and shaking, On’esquin might even be suffering a fever.


    “What’s happened to you?” asked Raeln, trying to figure out how to sit down. Instead he chose to stay standing for the moment until he could get somewhere he would not be judged for showing pain when he collapsed. “You said you couldn’t die, but you look like you aren’t far off.”


    On’esquin nodded and looked up at Raeln wearily. “I honestly don’t know, Raeln. I made it down the falls without any problem, though I had started to feel faint. There were dark elven tunnels nearby, so I explored those, hoping to find help. They were no better off than the dwarves, I’m afraid. When I came back, I slipped on the rocks…that is all I remember.”


    “Have you ever felt like this before or come so close to dying?” Raeln asked, not sure how to really phrase such a question.


    “I’ve never encountered anything like this. The mists must have brought something with them or somehow changed the way my gifts work. Even that seems unlikely though, given that I have touched the mists before. Whatever has happened, I cannot even feel magic here. In two thousand years, I’ve never been so distant from it, even though I cannot use magic myself. It’s as though all the magic has been sucked out of the air…and me. The mists tend to do exactly the opposite. To be fair, I have never seen them linger in one place this long and that may be part of the reason.”


    Reaching down, Raeln touched the bandages on On’esquin’s lower arm. “How severe is this? I don’t have magic, but I don’t look like I’m going to fall apart,” noted Raeln, lowering his voice in hopes that Yoska could not hear.


    “Loss of magic would not kill me, if that’s your concern,” the orc replied, smiling weakly. “In that, I am quite different from the ones we keep referring to as Turessians. What it is doing is making me age normally and suffer all the ill effects of the last few days. For all I know, I could have caught a cold or other disease. There is no way of knowing what all the repercussions are for someone in my condition and extreme age. I’m the only one, so your guess is as good as mine. My eldest relative died at less than a hundred years, making me well over twenty times her age.”


    “Will this pass?”


    On’esquin shrugged helplessly. “No idea, I am afraid. Whatever is going on down the mountain from us is powerful. Until those mists move on, I’m at the mercy of this old body. Once they are gone, I am hoping I will recover.”


    “Then we wait it out. You told me the mists will keep moving. Sooner or later—”


    “You should continue on, Raeln. We don’t know how little time we have left.”


    “Or how much. We can’t go far with me not knowing why I’m traveling and Yoska barely able to read the prophecies. We have to wait for you to recover or we won’t make it far anyway.”


    Relenting, On’esquin agreed, though Raeln could tell he wanted to argue the point further.


    Limping away from On’esquin and past Yoska, who had emptied his pack onto the ground and was going through every item from it, Raeln made his way out to the edge of the plateau and looked around again. In the dim light of the mists far below, he could see several ways down the mountain, though they all led straight to the mists. He continued looking until he found one that appeared to pass through a dense section of woods, a likely location for animals to have fled toward when the mists came. Given the recent warm spell the mountains had been having, there was a good chance for berries or other foods.


    “I’m going hunting,” he announced and started down the path, trying his best to keep his gait from looking like he was entirely crippled. Thankfully, neither of the other men said anything or tried to follow him.


    Making his way down the path until he reached the first of the trees, Raeln checked over his shoulder one more time to be sure he had not been followed. He could not see anything up the hillside, giving him some assurance of privacy. Ahead of him, most of the forest appeared intact, though one wide swath had been stripped bare by the passing of the mists. He turned to avoid that area completely.


    Practically dragging his right foot as he headed into the trees, Raeln stopped and sniffed at the air, finding nothing that even hinted at any form of food. He was not entirely surprised, but he was disappointed. Given the way the last few days had gone thus far, he had actually expected a waiting undead force that would attack him on sight.


    Stopping in a densely wooded area, Raeln looked around at the barely visible mountain peaks that surrounded the woods. They were lovely, the sky lightening to a pure blue without a cloud in sight. If he could not find food, this place could serve another purpose. By the time the sun was up, it would be ideal.


    Raeln used one of the trees to ease himself down onto his good leg’s knee. Reaching into one of his belt pouches, he pulled out a tightly wrapped bundle of cloth that was the one thing he had prayed was not lost in the time in the river. Unwrapping it slowly, he stared at the dark-grey clump of wet fur he held.


    “I’m sorry, Greth,” he said to the fur of his dead lover, lowering his head as he placed the fur on the ground. Wiping a clump of moist dirt over it, he added, “I promised you revenge and a return to the mountains. I’m only going to be able to fulfill one of those promises. Forgive me…”


    Grief he had not allowed himself to embrace for months washed over him, and Raeln began weeping like a child, pressing his face to the muddy ground as he cried. He had been forced to be strong, to be a figure to look to for the survivors of Lantonne. It was the first time he had been truly alone since Greth’s death, and all the pain and horror of watching the only person he had ever loved die came back like a blow to the head.


    Raeln curled up on the ground, listening to the peaceful chirps of distant birds in the trees he had disturbed. If he were lucky, the mists would come and take him during the next few hours, before the others came looking for him. If not, he would lay there until starvation or his wounds finished him.


    It was how Greth had told him wolves were meant to die. Alone with their pain and in a manner of their choosing. He chose this place to escape his pain. It was as good as any.


     


    *


     


    A sharp cry of a bird woke Raeln, and he covered his face to hide it from the bright sunlight overhead. He had slept for hours it would seem, and his stomach rumbled painfully, warning him that he had better look for food before too much more time passed. That instinctual need was easy to ignore, so Raeln tried to roll over and go back to sleep in the hope that it might be the last time he woke.


    Agony burned through his leg as he tried to move, reminding Raeln of the injury to his hip. Looking down, he saw his whole leg was swollen, the skin pressed tightly into his tattered pants. Even his toes were puffed up and difficult to move. From what he could see, the whole hip was swollen and oddly shaped, hinting at a broken bone or dislocation. Either one was as good as fatal so far from a doctor or healer. The death he had been waiting for would come whether he wanted it or not eventually.


    Raeln pulled himself up to a sitting position, trying to keep his weight off the hip. Try as he might, the movement was enough to send agonizing flashes of pain through that entire side.


    Looking around, Raeln saw the mists he had seen during the night had moved, cutting off his return to the plateau where they others were resting. That made him a little happier, knowing they could not come after him anymore. He would face his end alone with his memories, not hounded by the others claiming necessity of prophetic nonsense or similar made up reasons to go on. He wished them well, but he had no desire to try to continue.


    With the mists having moved to partially clear the area, Raeln could see more easily down into the rest of the valley below through the trees. The second lake he could see was bright blue, surrounded by dense woods. A more beautiful place to die, he could not imagine. Were it not for the single strand of mist still hanging over the waters, the scene would have been perfect.


    A crack of thunder shook the entire mountainside despite clear skies, and Raeln covered his face in reaction. All around him the mists flared as though lit aflame. When he looked around again, the mists began rapidly retreating as the lake below roiled and bubbled. Whatever had happened, the entire area was disturbed, as birds fled into the sky and the distant rumbling of many hooved animals running echoed. He half-expected to see the undead armies march across the valley, but the whole place slowly calmed, giving no hint as to what had happened.


    Curiosity soon got the better of Raeln, and he clenched his teeth through his pain as he got up out of the mud. Learning what could “scare” a giant cloud of death would be worth delaying his mourning and eventual death a few more hours. If the answer was interesting enough, he might even pass it on to Yoska and On’esquin before leaving again.


    Raeln limped slowly through the woods, making his way down the flatter paths. It took him an hour or two with only one working leg, but well before sunset, he had reached the wetlands around the lake and stood there, trying to decide what to do next. The mists had partially gone, but a long tendril still hung near the water, making it dangerous to approach too closely, though even it was thinning and drifting away.


    Hobbling to the shore, Raeln sniffed the air and waited for any indication of what had happened, but he saw nothing at all out of place. Had he not seen the mists himself, he could have believed the place was entirely untouched. There were no new buildings, no missing parts of the terrain, nothing at all to hint at the destruction the mists had caused the last time he had seen them.


    Suddenly, large bubbles appeared far off in the lake, as though something were trying to come up or something big was sinking. Raeln watched that intently, wondering what might be coming next. After a minute or two, he heard a distant splash and gasp, though he had to search for the source. Soon he spotted a soaked figure near the far edge who was pulling something toward the shore. Whoever or whatever it was, Raeln could not make out details at such a distance, and the figure had clearly not seen him, as it was swimming almost directly away from him.


    Raeln eyed the distance around the lake and cringed at the thought of trying to walk that far with his hip so badly wounded. He would be better off lying back down and waiting for the end rather than trying to help whoever it was out there. He owed that person nothing, did not even care that much about finding out who or what it was, or why they were there. Still, a deep nagging in the back of his thoughts would not let him walk away. The person seemed to be in trouble.


    “You always worry about others too much,” Greth had told him once, chiding him for concerning himself so much with people he hardly knew while ignoring his own happiness. That concern had cost Greth his life while Raeln was away.


    Raeln started to turn and walk away, but realized the words Greth had used never criticized or hinted that he was upset. The man had been kind in that, only expressing some doubt about whether Raeln would ever be happy while he worried about others. Such a subtle thing, but one that made worlds of difference to Raeln. Greth had approved of his constant need to help others, even if it kept the two of them apart.


    Sighing, Raeln accepted that he did desire to help the person near the lake. Greth would have laughed at him for even thinking such a thing, but would have helped him. It was a quirk of his nature that Greth had accepted and embraced. Now he could not let it go out of a sense of debt to Greth’s memory. He would help one more person.


    “I’ll find and help whoever is out there,” Raeln said, looking back toward the woods where he had left the tuft of Greth’s fur. It was as close as he would get to a gravesite for the man. “Once I know they’re alive, I’m done. I will come join you. You can lecture me in the afterlife, but I refuse to feel guilty now.”


    Raeln made his way around the lake as quickly as he could manage, watching the person—people, he realized, as they reached the shore, though one was not moving. He had gotten more than halfway to them when they reached the shore, and he soon could make out enough about them to realize they were wildlings.


    Not just any wildlings—one wilding he knew. He would probably recognize him anywhere on Eldvar.


    Despite the pain, Raeln limped as fast as he could toward the wildlings, his eyes never leaving the man, who had dragged the other wildling onto the shore. Though his clothes had changed, Raeln could easily recognize him as the healer who had saved Raeln’s life a year earlier in Lantonne. The man’s ridiculously long black-and-white striped tail was so distinctive Raeln would not expect another man anywhere to have similar markings. He had never seen another wildling of that breed and he doubted today was the day he would.


    The second wildling was new to Raeln. He could not make out much detail at first, seeing only red fur from so far off. As he got closer, he saw the white patterning on her chest and the tip of her tail, realizing she was a red fox dressed in the hides of some kind of animal. His thoughts leapt to the children he had seen the healer tending to, and he worried one of them was injured. With the second child missing, that was a distinct possibility, and one that nagged at his desire to help. He pushed himself until tears ran down his cheeks, trying to get to them before it was too late, assuming he could help in any way. He owed that man his life and he had no intention of letting him down.


    Soon Raeln reached the section of shoreline where the wildling man knelt over the woman—he realized she was not the child he had seen earlier, but a grown woman. The woman was still not moving and the man was clearly trying to clear her lungs of water.


    “How can I help?” Raeln called out, but the man never looked up. He was frantic, trying desperately to save the woman. This was his wife, friend, or another loved one, of that Raeln had no doubt.


    The wildling man did not react to Raeln at all, continuing to apply pressure to the woman’s upper stomach and pushing on her chest to clear water from her lungs. He was desperate and appeared to be on the verge of bursting into tears.


    Then Raeln saw the blood that covered the woman’s side. She had been torn open, leaving a massive wound to her stomach that Raeln doubted could have been survived by anyone without magic. Still, the man weeping over her was a healer, a man strong in magic who should have been able to save her.


    Stepping up to the wildling man, Raeln looked over what he was doing. The man used no magic, made no attempt to use his powers. Instead, he was acting as though he were a common doctor and not one of the most skilled healers Raeln had ever met. He muddled through attempts to clear the water from the woman’s lungs and blow air into her mouth. Judging by the blood loss Raeln could see, breathing was the least of her concerns.


    “What happened?” he asked the man, slowly taking a knee beside him. The woman was not even bleeding anymore, making Raeln’s stomach clench and churn. She was likely beyond help without magic, and even then he could not be sure anything would save her anymore. “Can you heal her?”


    The man with the black-and-white tail continued trying to wake the woman, tears rolling down his face as he attempted to restart her breathing. Finally, he collapsed onto her, hugged her tightly as he sobbed, pulled her head to his neck, and clung. “I can’t use magic,” he admitted, gently lowering the woman to the ground and trying again to use pressure against her ribs to help her breathe. “Something’s keeping me from using magic at all. I have to keep trying…”


    Raeln watched helplessly as the man struggled with the corpse, trying desperately to wake her. The fox woman was already far gone and nothing seemed to do more than jar her body. Even the impacts of the man’s hands on her chest did not push any blood from her side, where Raeln could see muscle and bone through the ravaged flesh. She was dead and had been for some time. Even with a total lack of skill in helping the wounded, he could see that.


    “You need to let go,” Raeln pleaded, trying to grab the man’s arms. If he kept up, all he would do was continue to injure the body or possibly hurt himself.


    In reply the man lashed out at him, snarling like a wild animal and clawing at Raeln’s face, leaving painful scrapes across his neck and muzzle. The other man dropped to a low crouch like he was ready to attack Raeln, practically sitting atop the woman in an attempt to keep Raeln away. Raeln had seen similar behavior from actual animals, usually protecting their food or young. Any rational thought was gone, replaced by utter panic in the man’s eyes.


    Raeln rolled onto his foot and hopped away, holding up his hands defensively. The man he was looking at was entirely different from how he remembered him. The last time Raeln had seen him, the man had been sad and quiet, worried more about his children than himself. Aside from scars from months of wearing manacles as a slave, the man had looked unmarred, despite something about him being more comfortable in the wild than Raeln had ever been.


    Now, the man seemed to have changed dramatically, despite only a single year having passed since Raeln saw him last. Deep scars marred one side of his black muzzle, reaching back into the grey and white of his face. The black claws that blended into the black fur of his hands, once trimmed by the taskmasters at the slave camp where Raeln had met him, were fully grown and sharpened, made obvious by his apparent willingness to use them against Raeln. The black fur of his feet had been burned almost down to the skin from walking, making Raeln wonder if he had run nonstop for the last few days since his departure from the valley where Raeln had picked up his scent. The scars looked quite old, though Raeln knew they could not have been there too long.


    Whatever this man had been through in the months since Raeln had seen him last, much had changed, and he seemed not to recognize Raeln at all.


    “Calm down. We can find a way to help her, if it’s still possible,” Raeln pleaded, slapping aside a half-hearted attempt to claw at his muzzle. The man seemed out of his mind.


    Without a word, the healer backed away from Raeln and hunkered down over the fallen woman. His anger and attempts to hurt Raeln died away almost immediately as he looked at her, collapsing against her, tenderly brushing at her face with one hand. The man let out a cry of absolute anguish, as though his emotion alone might bring her back. “Wake up,” the man begged after his cry had ended, pressing his forehead against the fox woman’s. “Please, wake up. I can’t do this alone, Feanne. Please don’t die…”


    Raeln had no idea what to do or say. He sat down slowly, trying to hide his pain, and lowered his eyes, letting the man grieve. Dearly he wanted to help, but knew his skills had never leaned toward healing the wounded. Even if they had, the other man was far more of a healer than he would ever be, and from what Raeln knew, no healer could save someone whose body had already gone cold. By the look of the fox woman, she was well past any help. Even with all the resources of the great city of Lantonne before its invasion, Raeln was unsure she could have been brought back with all of the magisters trying.


    Time passed slowly as Raeln waited for the man to even acknowledge his presence, but that acknowledgement never came. Instead the man continued to weep over his fallen love, softly mumbling requests for her to wake up, to come back to him. He whispered about going somewhere and about having to get back to “them” before dark. Raeln could not be certain, but he guessed the healer was speaking of his—perhaps their—children.


    “We should go,” offered Raeln, reaching for the man. “We’ll give her a proper burial…”


    Hissing like a cornered animal, the man bared his teeth to warn Raeln off. Once Raeln lowered his hand, the man relaxed again, ignoring him.


    Thinking back on his own losses, Raeln began to understand how the man felt. He had learned control over his emotions, fighting to hide how he felt from others as one relative after another had died on his watch. This man had no such control over himself and did not care to learn it, at least not yet. He was entirely lost to his grief, mourning the death of possibly the most important person in his life. Raeln had felt shame at mourning where others could see him, but this man was willing to let anyone and everyone see his pain.


    “Your wife,” said Raeln, sighing and looking toward the distant mists that had stopped retreating. At any moment they could drift back toward where they sat, giving them maybe twenty minutes to flee if that happened. “I’m so sorry. I will wait as long as you need. I will not leave you. I owe you that and more.”


    The man seemed not to hear him at all, focused entirely on the fox wildling in his arms. He slowly brushed at her fur with his claws, smoothing out the mattings and scraping dried blood from other spots. “We were supposed to die together,” said the man at length, still not taking his eyes off the woman. “Both of us took him through the mists. Our lives for our children’s. It seemed so simple. I wasn’t supposed to outlive her…”


    Raeln fought back tears of his own, thinking back on the worried looks the man’s children had given him the previous fall. Few parents would have given anything less than their lives for their young, but that did not make the man’s loss any less. With the children missing as well, Raeln had to wonder if they were at the bottom of the lake.


    Sniffling, the man slowly eased his wife to the grass near the muddy shore of the lake, taking a shuddering breath to steady himself. He looked up at Raeln as though for the first time, his orange eyes drifting over Raeln’s clothing and then up to his face. “I know you. A long time ago…” the man said, his brows furrowing.


    “Not so long,” admitted Raeln, unable to look away from the fox’s body. He remembered looking at his own love’s remains as still as hers. Even seeing a stranger’s remains was painful. “We both have been through much since then.”


    The man nodded grimly, clasping his wife’s hand to his chest. “It’s good to know others lived and fled those lands,” he said, smiling weakly. “And it’s good to see grass again.”


    “Not that we’ve fled far. If I were you, I would’ve covered a few hundred miles or more by now after what they put you through.”


    Looking up, the man gave Raeln a confused stare. “What lands are we in?”


    “You have no idea where you are, do you?” Raeln asked. “Honestly, I don’t either, though we’re somewhere northwest of Lantonne in the mountains. Thirty miles west of Altis at most, near the dwarven lands.”


    The man looked around at the mountains and then up at the sky. Sniffing, he blinked in clear confusion and tightened his grip on his wife’s hand. “We did flee,” he said, laughing, though there was no humor in it. “A thousand miles, they told us. We were supposed to be safe there. This was where the danger was. The desert was safe.”


    Raeln leaned forward, the sadness of the moment lost in his shock at the statement. “You’ve been gone not even a year. At most, you could have gone nearly that far, but you would never have made it back by now—”


    “I know where we went!” cried the man, baring his teeth again. Sweeping his tail around the woman, he seemed determined to cling to her any way he could, shielding her from Raeln. “The mists took us. We…a year? Are you an idiot? I watched my children grow up. They found mates of their own. It’s been more than two years since we left. I think closer to two and a half by now, though I can never tell when the weather doesn’t change.”


    Raeln’s mind raced with the memory of tracking this man just days earlier. He was sure he had the right scent. There was no way he could have been wrong. One of the other scents with him even matched the woman that lay dead between them. Still, he could see the differences in the man’s face. He had aged in the year since Raeln had seen him and his scent seemed to confirm other places Raeln could not name.


    “We will bury her and I’ll take you to my companions,” Raeln offered again, this time getting no reply from the man. “They’re up the mountain a little ways.”


    Nodding absently, the other man brought his wife’s hand to his cheek and brushed her sharp claws against his muzzle.


    “What did this?” asked Raeln.


    That seemed to cut through the man’s grief and he growled deep in his throat as he answered. “A Turessian named Arturis. He’s dead, though. I have all the revenge I’ll ever get. His kind will never find him at the bottom of a lake.”


    “You killed a Turessian?”


    The man nodded grimly and then went back to grooming the corpse. Each attempt to clean her fur seemed more desperate, more of an action borne of lack of anything else he could do. “I don’t remember if you ever gave me your name,” the healer said, his eyes still on his wife. “Back then, I was just another animal with a leash. I didn’t really think about names.”


    “Raeln.”


    “Good to meet you, Raeln,” the man replied softly, picking dirt out of the woman’s white fur. “I know I never gave you mine. I’m Estin, and this is…was…Feanne.”


    “Estin?” Raeln was stunned. This was the man Greth had sought to bring home. This was the man Yoska had spoken of being dead. No coincidences, On’esquin had told him many times, but this was too much of one for him to let it go. “I found your camp…”


    “Which one? They’ve all fallen. The first cost her family their lives. The second cost us our friends and sent us to that horrible place. What camp do you think you’ve found, Raeln?”


    “The one where Yoska fought to help you escape.”


    Estin’s tears came back in force and he hung his head still farther, clinging desperately to Feanne’s hand. “Dead…all my fault,” he said so softly that Raeln was not even sure he had spoken. “I was responsible for keeping them alive.”


    “He’s not dead,” offered Raeln, but Estin seemed not to hear him. “I brought him with me. He’s up on the hill.”


    “Yoska, Finth, Ulra, Atall, Feanne…so many others. They’re all dead because I couldn’t save them.”


    Raeln realized Estin was talking the same way Raeln accused himself. He had blamed himself for the deaths in Lantonne, his mother and father’s murder, the loss of his love, and the loss of his sister. This man was no different, carrying the weight of deaths he could not have done anything more to save. If anything, Estin had been far more capable of saving others than Raeln with his magic, but there was only so much a single person could do.


    “Come. We’ll go see Yoska. Anything we can do to help…”


     Raeln let that trail off, knowing how insignificant their help would be in light of the body in Estin’s arms. She was likely all he cared about now and was the one thing no one in Raeln’s party could help him with. Her death would be Estin’s to bear, the same way he alone dealt with Greth’s.


    Nodding and wiping away his tears, Estin slid his arms under Feanne’s body and picked her up. Once he had settled her weight, he looked to Raeln with an entirely blank expression, waiting. From the look of him, he would have followed Raeln off a cliff for all he cared.


    Struggling back onto his feet, Raeln led the man toward the mountain path that headed to where he had left the others. Estin followed silently, never looking at the path or even at Raeln, his attention only on Feanne as they picked their way up the trail, with Raeln having to stop often to catch his breath after the difficult climb with one usable leg.


    Eventually they reached the lip of the plateau near the smaller lake where Raeln had left his companions. As he came over the top of the path, he saw the two men sitting around a small campfire, roasting some form of animal over it. They looked to him impassively before their eyes widened in surprise as Estin came up the path behind him.


    “Estin!” called out Yoska, hopping to his feet and running past Raeln. Estin seemed not to notice even him, but Yoska went with him over to the fire, helping to carry part of Feanne’s weight. Gently they sat the body off to one side of the fire, where Estin then practically fell to the ground. Yoska sat down across the body from him, his attention drifting between the two.


    “Where did you find him?” asked On’esquin, coming over to Raeln. “Do you have any idea what this means?”


    “No coincidences…I’ve met him before. He saved my life,” Raeln replied quickly.


    On’esquin’s eyes narrowed and he cocked his head to look at Raeln. “This is the man of black and white that alerted me to the prophecy’s beginning,” he told Raeln. “I met him on the other side of the known world. How did he come to be here?”


    “Mists passed through and he swam out of the lake. Said he was traveling from somewhere a thousand miles away, but—”


    On’esquin cut him off. “He doesn’t lie, Raeln. I met him on the far side of the mountains, past most of the western deserts. Or rather, I will meet him there…that happens a while from now. Maybe a year or so.”


    “That makes no sense.”


    “Magic never does, especially when it’s broken this badly. I’ve had two thousand years to ready myself for this, and I am far from ready. That man has survived what immortals fear.”


    Raeln gazed over at Estin and saw the man had one hand held over Feanne’s wounds, concentrating hard enough that he was trembling. The wounds did not close or change in any way, but he continued trying, straining himself in an attempt to use the magic that had so easily healed Raeln months earlier.


    “This is caused by the same effect that weakens me,” admitted On’esquin to Raeln. “Nothing he does will work until we leave this area. It could potentially extend quite some distance. It is too late, anyway. He will hurt himself if he keeps trying here.”


    “Then let him,” Raeln snapped, more harshly than intended. “He’s lost his wife. He gets all the time he needs and wants. We’re going nowhere until he’s ready to move on.”


    On’esquin regarded Raeln coolly and then bowed his head in acceptance. “This is your choice, not mine. Let me know when we will travel. Be aware, though, that this man’s grieving will not bring you any closer to those you’ve lost.”


    Turning before Raeln could reply, On’esquin went back to the campfire and sat with his back to the others. He picked a piece of meat from the animal roasting there and held it in his large hands, as if he could not decide if he actually wanted to eat it.


    Looking back at the others, Raeln saw Yoska now knelt over Feanne’s remains, holding a hand over her forehead as Estin stared at the man with a distant look in his eyes. Yoska was saying something, but before Raeln could limp over, he finished and touched the woman’s neck reverently with his open hand and sat back.


    “What was that? Some kind of funeral rite?” Raeln asked, wincing as he sat with them.


    “Of a sort, yes,” Yoska replied, reaching out to squeeze Estin’s wrist reassuringly. “My people do not believe their dead ever truly leave us behind. So long as family and descendants still live, the ancestors are with them, guiding their path and teaching the next generation. Is small comfort in times like these, but knowing that she watches us is something to help, yes? I can think of no better person to watch my back than this woman. Even the Turessians will think twice before crossing her spirit.”


    Estin nodded grimly and Raeln noticed he had dug his claws into the palms of his hands, causing blood to drip down over his legs and the ground. Raeln knew that feeling all too well. He was trying to use pain to snap himself out of a grief that threatened to consume him. From Raeln’s experience, it would not help.


    Looking past Estin, Raeln spotted a pair of gleaming eyes farther down the hillside watching their party accusingly from the darker shade of the trees there.


    Raeln almost wished whatever was out there would attack. Then he would have a way to punish something for all the pain he had witnessed in himself and others. Whatever was out there following them would die if it came close enough.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Saying Good-bye”


     


    Darkness will embrace one to bring them together in those early days, while animals walk among them. The path will be unclear and broken. Anger will guide their direction and set their fates into stone.


    Nothing can fill the void that loss creates. Know this, betrayer, and you will know what your companions feel. You will know that loss in time.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    A week had passed before the last of the mists disappeared from the horizon, having turned farther east and drifting away through the mountains. Seeing the valley below free of threats had spurred a fresh enthusiasm in On’esquin, though it had done little to change the others.


    Raeln’s leg was entirely crippled and there was some fear he might lose his foot if circulation continued to worsen, though he had mostly ignored the warnings from Yoska. He had argued with On’esquin on and off for days about the pointlessness of them attempting to bring him along, but neither On’esquin nor Yoska were willing to even discuss the idea of leaving him behind. Instead, Yoska had fashioned a crutch for him from some of the dead trees in the area, giving him at least a little more mobility, though Raeln knew it would not get him across the mountains. More importantly to him, he was a warrior who could no longer walk. There were few uses for someone like him.


    On’esquin was doing only slightly better than Raeln. His wounds on his arm had become badly infected. The man was delirious with fever half the time and weakening with each day. The first few days he had been unable to eat, saying vaguely he had seen no need for centuries, but in his current condition, it soon became all too apparent he had no choice. Once he began eating and drinking, he had recovered somewhat, but the infection kept him from gaining much of his strength. When he allowed anyone to see his arm, they saw the deep puss-filled swelling that covered much of it.


    Yoska had spent much of the time in silence, watching Estin and caring for him when he seemed unable to care for himself. He had even helped Estin set up a funeral pyre, atop which Feanne’s remains still lay days later, covered by stones to keep animals away. More than once, Raeln had seen Estin near the pyre, whispering softly to the stones as though he were having a conversation with someone only he could see.


    For his part, Estin continued to get worse with each day. After returning to the camp with Raeln, he had said nothing and barely acknowledged anyone around him. He spent most of each day standing beside the unlit pyre, seemingly waiting for a miracle that would not come. If Yoska had not taken to practically forcing him to eat and drink, Raeln felt certain Estin would have stood by that pyre until he died. It was a reaction Raeln understood all too well, but he could not stand to see it in someone else.


    Each night Raeln had watched the woods for signs of the creature that had followed them. Sometimes he would see nothing out there in the dark, but most nights those same gleaming eyes watched them from the trees, always gone before anyone could investigate. It was chilling, knowing something had the determination to stalk them for so long. He had stopped bringing it to the attention of the others, and he sat alone a short distance out in the dark, hoping it would come for him. If it did, either it would die or Raeln would not have to worry about anything anymore.


    “We need to go soon,” said On’esquin, surprising Raeln. The man had snuck up on him while he was watching the trees. “The Turessian army continues to strengthen their grip the longer we take to get to Dorralt. One death cannot stop us here.”


    “One death drags down other lives with it,” Raeln replied without taking his eyes off the trees. There was something moving out there, he was sure of it. “None of us are in any shape to travel. We will wait.”


    “Raeln, do you honestly think we will get any better waiting here?”


    Raeln sighed and looked around at their meager camp. The small pile of animal and fish bones had grown larger with each day they delayed, and their campfire had the look of having been surrounded by a larger group than theirs after so long. Nodding, he silently agreed with On’esquin, even if he had no desire to try to walk.


    Looking down the hill to the woods, he saw the moving shape in the trees was gone.


    Giving up on his watch, Raeln steadied himself on his crutch and made the slow trip around the edge of the lake to where Estin stood by the pyre. Normally Yoska would have been at his side, talking to him more or less endlessly, but the older human was out hunting supplies in the woods. Not that Estin seemed to notice as he stared with wet eyes at the stones in front of him.


    Raeln approached slowly, coming up beside Estin to join him at the pyre stones. Dry pieces of wood poked out beneath the top layer of stones where they had been placed as a bed for the woman’s body. After so long, Raeln could hardly stand being so close to the pyre—the stench had grown so strong. He bit back his reflex to gag out of respect for the survivor beside him, though he had to swat away flies that had swarmed around the area.


    “You know it’s time, Estin,” he said after a minute, looking over at Estin. The man nodded vaguely, but might not have understood at all. “We need to go on. I’m willing to bet this is not what she would have wanted of you.”


    “I know. I can’t do it, though,” whispered Estin, his voice almost inaudible. “If my children were here, I could force myself for their sake. It’s too hard, Raeln…”


    It was then Raeln noticed the necklace Estin was wearing. The item was new, fashioned from lacing pulled from his sleeves. The necklace had been knotted around two claws that Raeln could easily recognize as Feanne’s—deadly sharp and appearing to be those of a lion, not a fox—with tufts of her bright-red fur fastened between. It looked like the start of one of the tribal necklaces Greth had once shown him, and he idly wondered whether those had also been made from lost loved ones, whereas he had originally thought them to be the bones of enemies. Keeping such mementos seemed barbaric, but Raeln was starting to understand it was a way of holding both memory and a piece of those who were missed close. He could not fault anyone for that.


    Raeln dug around in his pouch until he found the flint and steel he had borrowed from Yoska the night before to light their campfire. Holding them in the palm of his hand, he offered both to Estin. “You should be the one to do this,” he noted, but Estin merely nodded again. He really was not hearing Raeln at all. “Estin…please. Do this for her. She would not want to be left to rot.”


    The man stared blankly at the pyre, seemingly unaware of Raeln’s presence.


    Taking Estin’s hand, Raeln pressed the flint and steel onto the large central pad of Estin’s hand, where a deep scar ran. He closed the man’s fingers over the tools, hoping physical contact with them might get through to him. Instead, Estin looked down at his hand in confusion and let the two small items fall to the ground at his feet.


    “This is enough,” Raeln said, picking up the tools and stepping closer to the pyre. “Estin, we both know this has to be done. I don’t even know her and I know she deserves better than this.”


    Tears rolled down Estin’s face again, but he stared past Raeln.


    “I’m sorry,” offered Raeln one last time and turned to the pyre. “If you can’t do it, I will.”


    When the pyre had been built, handfuls of dry pine needles and grass had been stuffed into many of the gaps, touching the already-dry wood. The intent had been to make it easier to light it ablaze, but after days without rain, the wood was dry enough he likely did not need the kindling. Raeln tapped the stone and metal together, keeping them well away from the wood. As he had hoped, after the second tap, Estin grabbed his wrist and stopped him.


    “I need to do this,” Estin said, taking the flint and steel.


    Backing away, Raeln waited as Estin held the items, staring at them as though they were something he had never seen before. Just when Raeln thought he might drop them again, Estin reached out and struck them over the kindling, almost immediately sparking a fire that quickly spread through the kindling and across the wood, raising a cloud of dark smoke that spread through the stones.


    The steady crackle of the flames spreading was quickly overtaken by a throaty wail as Estin raised his face to the sky. The man’s mourning cry was eerie, sending chills down Raeln’s spine.


    “Let it go, Estin,” Raeln whispered, stepping alongside him to give Estin a reminder that there was someone else there who understood. As he did, Estin let his cry end and began growling, trying to warn Raeln off. “I understand. I really do. If you want to hurt me, I’ll let you do it. I don’t think that’s really what you want, though.”


    After a moment, Estin collapsed in front of the blazing pyre, weeping. With the help of his crutch, Raeln knelt beside Estin and wrapped his arms around him from the side. Estin flinched at first, baring his fangs, but then relaxed and accepted the kindness.


    “I couldn’t save her,” Estin murmured, lowering his face to rest his cheek on Raeln’s arm. “I should’ve been stronger…faster…”


    “I know, Estin. I know. We all blame ourselves. Sooner or later, we’re all left wondering what we could have done differently.”


    Slowly, Estin composed himself and straightened up, taking a shuddering breath as he patted Raeln’s arm. He gazed sadly toward the column of smoke and flame and then squeezed the necklace he wore with his other hand. “I’m fine now,” he lied, though Raeln could tell Estin was legitimately trying to control his anger and sadness. It would return soon enough, given any provocation.


    Raeln eased his grip and leaned back, half-expecting Estin to run away. Instead, Estin turned around and grabbed Raeln in a surprisingly strong hug, though the man’s arms barely could meet behind Raeln’s back.


    “Thank you,” Estin said and pulled away, got up, and walked toward where On’esquin and the campfire waited.


    Raeln watched Estin go and noticed Yoska off to one side of the plateau, watching from the shadows of a tree. The gypsy nodded grimly at Raeln before heading to join Estin. How long he had been watching, Raeln could not guess.


    Despite wanting to join the others, Raeln waited by the pyre, watching the flames rise. He had gone out of his way to avoid looking at the flames that consumed Greth, afraid he would never have been able to stop crying and certainly never would have been able to force himself to leave. He had walked away the same way Estin had.


    Now, seeing the same thing happening to the loved one of another, he came to grip with what he had lost. He would never fully accept the pain and the misery, but knew it gave him purpose and strength of a different kind. Like he had promised himself before in anger, he once again pledged he would find the Turessians’ leader and tear the man apart, if not for himself or Greth, then for Estin and his wife.


    There would be no more tears. Raeln wanted blood. He would avenge the thousands that had been where he and Estin now were.


     


    *


     


    “Do you have everything?” Raeln asked the group as he leaned on his crutch early the next morning. “We aren’t coming back here.”


    On’esquin nodded but looked as though he might fall over at any moment. His wounded arm hung limply in its sling, the skin around his bandages darkened almost to black. Raeln had come near him earlier at dawn and felt the heat of his fever a foot away. Without something, he would be dead within two or three days, judging by those Raeln had seen die in the past.


    Beside On’esquin, Estin sat quietly, holding a bag they had patched together from small animal hides. In that bag were the ashes and some smaller bone fragments of his dead wife, which Estin had said he intended to bring to his children when he found them. That had been the extent of Estin’s ability to converse with the group, but Raeln took it as an improvement.


    Unlike the others, Yoska seemed to be in genuinely good spirits…possibly a result of having drunk the remainder of their stockpile of alcohol. The man had made it sound like a noble sacrifice to minimize what they needed to carry, but Raeln got the impression he was truly thrilled to be moving on. From what Raeln knew of gypsies, they despised being stuck in one place too long, and Yoska clearly had been with them on the little plateau for too long.


    “What’s our best way out of here?” Raeln asked Yoska, motioning toward the valley spread out below them. “I’ve only seen about a quarter of the place and have no idea what’s past it.”


    Yoska got up and squinted at the valley, raising his eyes to the sky. He pointed vaguely, gesturing between two points among the mountains that Raeln was fairly certain he was choosing at random. “Ancestors say we go northwest,” he announced, smiling.


    “You don’t seriously expect me to believe that, do you?” Raeln asked, crossing his arms. “I’m pretty sure that’s northeast.”


    “No, is true that I make that up,” Yoska admitted, looking sheepish as he turned to meet the watchful eyes of On’esquin. “Ancestors actually say to go east, but that takes us into glorious battle against the enemy and closer to old brewery north of Altis. I think ancestors get priorities wrong sometimes, so we go north to live a little longer, yes? My great-mother think I should visit more and I think she is trying to get me dead sooner than later.”


    Raeln groaned, wondering why he had bothered to ask the man anything important. Still, he had no idea where they were and less than no idea of how to get to the vague destination On’esquin had set for them. He was not even sure there were a dozen people in the world beyond gypsies and Turessians who actually knew precisely where Turessi was on a map.


    “Where are we going?” asked Estin, blinking and looking around in confusion. He had been up the entire night, lost in thought. “I need to go to my children.”


    On’esquin spoke up quickly. “Estin, it would be unwise to go to Corraith. You are still there with your family. They are alive and well, as they were more than a year ago. If you traveled there and arrived before you left, do you have any idea what would happen to you or them?”


    “No.”


    “Neither do I,” On’esquin confessed. “Some things are best left untouched. We will go there after we have faced down those responsible for the deaths we have seen. This I promise to you on my clan and my blood.”


    “Atall might still be alive…”


    “Nothing can change that,” the orc said over top of Estin’s argument. “The gods themselves are unable to rewrite what has happened. We can only move forward. If we try to change what has happened, likely he will still die and more with him.”


    Estin seemed to think on that for some time, his hands gently stroking the bag of ash and bone. Finally, he nodded and got up, tying the sack to his belt. “Promise me one more thing,” he told On’esquin as he started down the slope toward the lake where he had first arrived. “Promise that you will find Oria and give her Feanne’s remains if I don’t survive. Bring mine too.”


    On’esquin agreed and grabbed Raeln’s arm to hold him back at the rear of the group. Once Estin was far enough away, he said softly, “I doubt any of us will live to see this through. I would not feel right having all of you ignorant of that fact.”


    “I figured that out already,” Raeln answered, pulling On’esquin’s hand off his arm. “I’m ready to die for revenge. I think all three of us are, whether we want to admit it or not. That’s why he asked you, not Yoska and not me. You’ll outlive us once you’re healed.”


    Setting off down the path, Raeln struggled to keep up with the healthier men at the front. He knew this would be a short journey for him. His leg would likely never heal, and without magic, he had his doubts about any of them living through a week with their injuries.


    He looked off toward the trees that lined the old animal path they walked and saw something shadowy out there, watching from the deeper brush. For a moment he thought to warn the others, but then decided there was no point. Instead, he waited until his companions were paying more attention to the path than to each other and turned toward the woods as he stopped. Tapping his chest with a closed fist, Raeln saluted whatever was out there in a traditional warrior’s greeting, usually meant to indicate the warrior knew he was outmatched but ready to die.


    The shadows moved and the creature darted away.


    Smiling to himself, Raeln wondered when it would come for him. He dearly hoped it would be soon, if only to give the rest of his companions better odds of traveling to safety without having to wait on him.


     


    *


     


    The journey through the valley took several days, surprising Raeln at how wide the place really was. He had never gotten a clear picture of it from the plateau where they had camped, but between the lake and the dense woods, the place would have made an ideal place to hide out for years, were it not for the mists that had been there when they had arrived.


    Those first few days were easier on Raeln, as Yoska had managed to find an offshoot of the river that left the mountains flowing steadily in more or less the direction they wanted to go. He had put together a simple raft and the four of them had floated downriver at a pace Raeln certainly could not have matched with his leg still growing worse by the day.


    Eventually, the river had turned west and south, forcing them to abandon their raft and the seemingly endless supply of fish that they had survived on. They had traveled easily a hundred miles while taking time to rest and recover as best they could, which seemed to have given them all a small degree of fresh hope.


    Once they were on foot again and well into the woods of the northern mountains, animals were abundant, as were berries and the occasional unripened fruit, allowing them to gather plenty of food as they went. For the first time in weeks, Raeln felt as though he had a fighting chance—his belly no longer told him he would die at any moment, though his leg continued to worsen. By the eighth day of travel, he had been forced to stop the group nearly every hour to rest and rub feeling back into his leg. They had been understanding, but Raeln wondered how long that would last. He could see no reason for them to endure the constant delays, and he kept hoping one morning he would wake to find they had left without him.


    At midday that day, he tripped on a hidden root and stumbled, unable to catch himself without both legs. Falling hard, he tried to roll with the landing, but had no way to do that with his crutch nearly under him. He came down hard, tasting blood and then biting down a scream as his leg shifted and the bone popped sharply at his hip.


    Raeln lay where he had fallen as On’esquin came running to him. Yoska was likely far enough ahead that he was unaware, but Estin did not turn. Instead, the man stopped and stared at his hands as though confused again.


    “Stop this foolishness,” Raeln told On’esquin, slapping away his hands as the man tried to help him up. “I can’t do this, On’esquin. Take them and go.”


    “Raeln,” offered the orc, trying to grab Raeln’s hand to pull him up, but Raeln snarled and shoved him away again. “We need each other…”


    Before Raeln could spit a rebuke at On’esquin, he realized the orc no longer wore his sling. The hand he had tried to use to pull Raeln upright was his wounded one, but he seemed to have regained his strength. Even the skin had taken on a more natural green color. “You healed,” Raeln observed out loud, and On’esquin seemed surprised too as he stared at his arm. He flexed it and smiled. “Does that mean…?”


    “We have our magic back,” called out Estin, turning to face them with a ball of glowing light in his hand. “Too late for Feanne, but not too late for you. Someone or something is watching out for you.” Taking a knee beside Raeln, Estin let the light vanish. He placed that hand on Raeln’s hip, clearly trying to be as gentle as he could. Still, the pain from even that touch was excruciating, though Raeln stifled his cry. “This will feel awful,” warned Estin, closing his eyes. “On three, I’ll put the bones back where they belong.”


    “One…” Raeln said aloud and then heat flared into his leg and hip. He felt the muscles strain as the bone lurched into its proper position, snapping loudly. He tried to keep quiet, but the pain was so intense he screamed for several seconds. When he managed to stop, the pain was rapidly fading away. Even the swelling diminished with each passing second as Estin sat back, smiling at Raeln.


    “Give it an hour or two,” Estin said, patting his chest. “You’ll be fine. It’ll hurt in cold or rainy weather for the rest of your life, but it’s healed.”


    Estin got up then and passed On’esquin on his way into the trees. No one stopped him, but Raeln wondered where he could possibly be going.


    “All is not lost yet,” said On’esquin, sitting down beside Raeln as Yoska came back into sight nearby. “Trust in your companions, Raeln. I have waited many lifetimes for them, and I believe they are all far more capable than either of us knows. This is why I did not panic when we could not find them at first.”


    Raeln looked off in the direction Estin had gone, noting that Yoska had followed. At least someone was watching out for Estin.


    “There were supposed to be six of us that joined you,” Raeln said, getting up gingerly in case his leg had not healed as quickly as he had thought. It had actually healed far more than expected and felt nearly as strong as the day he had hurt it, though tender. “Yoska and I make two.”


    “Estin makes three.”


    “He had a wife and two children,” noted Raeln. “That would have been six. No coincidence, you keep saying. You may wish to keep the details of the prophecy from the others until we figure out how much trouble we’re in without them. Search your prophecies for some way we don’t get these two killed pointlessly.”


    Raeln walked away from On’esquin, who had put a hand to the rolled prophecy parchments. He knew On’esquin would find a way to believe there was hope in those pages, as he always had. The words were vague enough that he could always convince himself there was another way. For now Raeln hoped he could find enough excuses to make it look like they were on anything but a suicide mission.


    Making his way through the trees, Raeln followed his nose to locate Estin, finding Yoska standing a short distance from where he had left On’esquin. The gypsy stood near some trees, staring at something not far away, his eyes wide. “What is…?” Raeln began, but Yoska reached out and grabbed at his muzzle, trying to hold his mouth shut.


    Taking the hint but baring his teeth to warn the man not to touch his face again, Raeln began looking around, trying to find what Yoska was so enraptured by. Then, he saw what Estin was doing.


    Seated on the ground with his tail wrapped over his legs like a blanket, Estin was faced away from them. In front of him was a moss-covered stone, taller than Raeln, though that was clearly not what he was looking at.


    Hovering in the air before Estin was a faint silhouette of a woman Raeln recognized as the woman they had laid to rest, Feanne. She was small in Raeln’s mind, a little shorter even than Estin and far thinner, though she had a lean strength he would have expected of a feline, rather than a fox. Her mouth moved as she spoke, but Raeln could hear nothing. Every so often, Estin would answer softly.


    “How did he do this?” Raeln whispered.


    Yoska shook his head in amazement. “Is not something he could do when I saw him last,” the man whispered back. “Is not something I thought could be done by anyone. She is happy, though. She tells him that it was not his fault and that she will wait for him. As I had hoped, she will be a spirit ancestor to watch and guide him, if he knows to listen. She protects us all out of loyalty to him.”


    “You can hear her?”


    Yoska smirked and nodded. “My people do not lie when we say we hear our ancestors,” he explained, still keeping his voice low. “The spirits of the dead speak to many of my people, though far fewer can speak back to them. We do not use magic as Estin is, but we also have less control over when and if our ancestors pay us a visit. Is mostly on their terms, not ours.”


    “How strong is he that he can do something like this?”


    “I will not tell him, but he is one of the strongest I’ve found across many lands,” admitted Yoska. “Is not through practice, but is something about him you will learn. This man, he will always push past any limit put on him when it is for those he loves. He was told he was too weak to be with this woman, but he married her anyway after beating down man who tried to kill her. He was told he could not be a good healer, but he has saved very many lives.


    “Do not think I do not hear what the magic green man says,” Yoska added before Raeln could reply. “We are not supposed to live through touching the mists, but Estin has done it twice. He is both unluckiest and luckiest man we have ever met, yes?”


    Raeln could not take his eyes off the ghostly image of Feanne. She seemed as alive as any of them, despite him being able to see through her. Her very presence left him with so many questions. Her smile at something Estin said warmed his heart, knowing the dead could be happy despite what had happened to them.


    “Raeln?” asked Estin, turning slightly. “My mate would like to speak with you. Come here, please.”


    Raeln’s stomach knotted up as the ghostly woman’s blue eyes lifted to stare at him. She was deadly, that much he could see by posture and expression. Something about her warned him that she would gladly kill him if he gave her a good reason. He had fought men and monsters for years and this slight fox woman—even if she had been flesh and blood—made him think he had met someone he would not willingly ever challenge.


    Stepping from the cover of the trees, Raeln approached somewhat nervously, the silvery glow of the woman’s form doing nothing to hide the predatory way she watched him, her clawed hands kept away from her sides as though she might attack at any moment. He recognized the stance of a warrior trying to look relaxed, something very familiar from his time with Greth.


    “Feanne,” said Estin, addressing the ghost, “this is Raeln. He found us after you passed. I owe him my life. If he had not found me, I doubt I would have been able to go on.”


    The ghost inclined her head slightly, a mild indication of thanks. To Raeln’s surprise, she then began walking around him, studying him as though sizing up a foe. He had not even considered a ghost might be able to roam freely when summoned.


    “She says that you will protect me, now that she cannot,” Estin explained as Feanne spoke silently. “That is not a request, she adds. If I die before it is the right time for me, she will find a way to cross over and kill you. I don’t think she’s exaggerating, either.”


    Raeln looked down at the ghostly fox, whose wicked smirk confirmed what Estin was saying. She met his eyes challengingly, waiting for some reply.


    “I promise that I will do what I can to keep him alive,” Raeln told her, even as he tried to convince himself. “That is all I can offer you.”


    The woman seemed to consider that and then bowed her head again in thanks. Turning back to Estin, she brushed her hands across his face and was gone, as though she had never been there, leaving no scent or prints in her passing.


    “She will hold you to that,” warned Estin, putting a hand to his head as though he were dizzy. “If anyone can claw her way back from death, I believe she can. I’m her mate and I wouldn’t dare break a promise made to her for fear of my life.”


    Raeln stared at the place where Feanne had been moments earlier, trying to piece together what had just happened. He gradually accepted he had truly spoken with someone who had died.


    “Estin, can you bring anyone back like that?” he asked, mind racing. “If I had someone who I wanted to say good-bye to…?”


    Estin shook his head and got up, nearly falling as he lost his balance. Once he was able to stand more easily, he replied, “Not just anyone. There has to be a connection…something that links the people physically. They have to want to come too. It helps if I knew them. I’ll be happy to try, but it’ll be a few days or weeks before I can again. That’s one of the hardest spells I’ve ever learned, and I’m not back to full strength anyway. It’s easier to shove a spirit back into their body than it is to do this.”


    Raeln nodded and let Estin walk away, trying to think whether he wanted him to even try to bring back Greth. It was not a guarantee and Raeln had no idea if Greth would even want him to do it. He decided to keep his thoughts to himself. Perhaps once Estin felt stronger, he could broach the topic, but until then it would remain a happy possibility. Even the faint chance of seeing Greth one last time was enticing, giving him a hope he had not felt in some time.


    “Is long road ahead,” Yoska called to Raeln, motioning for him to hurry up. “You may be feeling better, but you do not want to run the whole way, no?”


    Looking up at the sky, Raeln offered up a sincere prayer of thanks for finding Estin. If any gods were listening, he hoped they had as much faith in the small group as On’esquin seemed to. He whispered that prayer to the gods of the fields and sky that his village had worshipped, the dragons that had come and gone, and to anything else that might listen.


     


    *


     


    The next two weeks passed uneventfully for the most part, with any conversation mostly centered around the tasks at hand, such as finding shelter in the mountains, food, or water. The journey through the rest of the valley was done in near silence, with only Yoska seeming to want to talk, though that was generally to himself or the “ancestors” he claimed he heard. On’esquin had grown stronger with each passing day and he eventually took the lead with occasional prompting from Yoska with regard to directions.


    Estin had kept quiet as he traveled, generally only watching the ground as he walked, often trailing the group. The man showed no emotion, no indication of what he might be thinking. The only times Raeln saw any indication he was recovering from his loss was in the early mornings when Estin could generally be found sitting somewhere he could face the rising sun. During that quiet contemplation, he seemed to be at peace with the world, one hand always on his necklace as he sat there, eyes closed as he soaked up the sunlight. In a way those quiet moments seemed so like Raeln’s meditation, back when he could still do that without memories getting in the way.


    From what Raeln could make out as they moved through the mountains, they were definitively lost. The day before, they had come into a narrow pass between mountains that appeared to wind its way northwest until it disappeared beyond the limit of his sight. There seemed to be no end to the road ahead or the mountains around it. For all Raeln could tell, they could have been going in circles, were it not for the sun’s rise and set to mark direction. Without that, Raeln would have challenged Yoska’s claim that they were making progress long before. Even seeing the sun rising off to his right each morning, he had begun to wonder if they had any hope of making it out of the mountains anytime soon.


    To either side Raeln saw only the grey peaks with their white snowy tops for miles. A little below the path they walked, snaking from the side of one mountain to the next, were endless dense forests that could have concealed almost anything. Thoughts of the vast army of the dead that had destroyed the last city he had seen plagued him the whole way, wondering if and when thousands of corpses might come out of those woods and stumble up the steep slopes toward the paths above in an effort to get at the four living men.


    It was that fear of the armies finding them that kept Raeln watchful every night—and prevented him from sleeping more than a few minutes every so often when his body simply could not go on without it. He had not slept more than two hours at a time in weeks, maybe months, but he knew the odds were good of being found out eventually. He wanted to be ready, even if he were too tired to fight when it came.


    Then, there were the eyes in the dark.


    As they had back on the plateau, a pair of nearly white eyes reflected the dim light and watched them each night, usually starting an hour or two after the sun set. There seemed to be no malice in whatever the creature was; it certainly had plenty of opportunities to attack, both before and after the men had recovered from their wounds. Still, he could not shake the concern that whatever followed them might be tied to the undead armies, possibly even reporting back to their leader, Dorralt.


    “The light is fleeing from us again,” announced On’esquin, as he had most evenings. After so long traveling with him, Raeln hardly even noticed some of the odd phrases he used. Long ago, On’esquin had admitted that some things simply did not translate well from ancient Turessian to the common trade tongue used in the region. “We can camp by those rocks ahead of us. The winds should be mostly blocked there.”


    Raeln dropped to the back of the group, ensuring the others had heard On’esquin’s directions or would follow him if they had not. As it had been every evening, Estin nearly wandered past and had to be physically guided to where he should stop, as though too lost in thought to be bothered with what was happening around him. He mumbled his thanks as he followed Raeln’s direction.


    The routines of each of them were so ingrained that they were difficult to alter anymore. They came into the shelter and immediately began settling in, with Yoska hurriedly building a small area for a fire and ducking out into the nearby scrub brush to collect kindling, while On’esquin tossed aside his pack and weapons before leaving to grab wood for the campfire. Raeln’s duty was to find food, but he always waited until the others returned to ensure Estin was not left alone. Though Estin certainly seemed to be more functional than he had been when he first joined the group, he was so distracted and emotionless that Raeln refused to allow him to be left by himself for fear that whatever was in the woods might kill him without him so much as yelling for help.


    By the time Raeln reached the shelter of the high stones that appeared to have fallen from farther up the mountain—leading Estin by the arm the whole way—Yoska and On’esquin were already off searching for wood and kindling, hurrying to finish their tasks before the light had gone completely.


    Easing Estin into the back of the sheltered area, Raeln waited until the man sat down and looked ready to fall asleep, draping his tail over his face to block out the last light of the day. Raeln knew Estin would not intentionally go anywhere, but he always worried he might get confused and think they were still marching on and wander off if not watched. Soon the wildling was asleep, as he likely would be until they put food under his chin or everyone began walking again. He might not have seemed as grief-stricken as he had been when Raeln had found him, but Estin was certainly in no shape for the journey they were making, and Raeln wondered if he would ever fully recover.


    Raeln sat down beside Estin on a flat-topped stone, shaking his head at the ease with which the man fell asleep. He seemed to have no concerns in the world beyond walking, eating, and sleeping anymore. It seemed to be such an easy life compared with Raeln’s constant concerns for whether the others would be all right.


    His legs throbbing from the days of walking, Raeln picked up one of his feet and looked over the doglike pads there. They were torn and bleeding, swollen, and likely infected. He envied Yoska and On’esquin for being able to wear boots, but the pain in his feet of walking on rough terrain was something he had always accepted as the norm for his people. Now, after so long on sharp stones and gravel, he wondered how regular animals managed it. Hooves or boots, either would have been a far easier way to travel. If the cities ever recovered, he fully intended to commission a leatherworker to design boots for wildlings, even if he had to cut off his claws to make them fit.


    Raeln let his foot drop, trying not to wince as he put it back onto the nearly powdered gravel that filled the shelter. The small rocks bit into the already-deep wounds on his feet, making it hard to think of anything but…


    He blinked and stared at the entrance to the stone-surrounded shelter, where a bright-red fox—an animal, rather than a wildling—stood staring back at him, partially crouched. The animal appeared surprised to find itself as close as it was, but unwilling to run and thus draw attention to itself. Instead, it lowered itself a little closer to the ground, clearly hoping to slink away if Raeln did not make any sudden moves. The beast kept its tail low and eyes locked on him.


    “Just go,” Raeln told the animal, laughing a little as he relaxed. “I won’t hurt you. Run along.”


    The fox cocked its head as it watched him and slunk a little farther into the shelter, rather than running. After he did not attack it, the fox darted over to Estin and lay down near him, not taking its eyes off Raeln.


    “Strange little thing,” muttered Raeln, getting to his feet and trying to use his size to intimidate the fox. It bared its teeth briefly, but then hurriedly ran around Estin, keeping the man between them, its head poking up over Estin’s shoulder.


    Raeln tried to get closer to the animal, but it kept dodging behind Estin, who lifted his tail off his face to look around in confusion. With an angry yip, the fox dove over Estin’s legs, around to his side, and then peeked over his hip at Raeln, growling angrily. Out of instinct, Raeln growled back, and the fox ducked behind Estin’s shoulder and poked its long muzzle out from under his arm.


    “Hold still, Estin,” Raeln advised, picking up a small rock. “I’ll scare it off. I don’t want you getting bitten.”


    Estin blinked and quickly rolled onto his knees and spread his arms to put himself fully between Raeln and the fox. Looking up at Raeln with an anger that made Raeln hesitate, Estin slowly spread his fingers to make his claws more obvious. It was subtle, but Raeln understood the threat in that simple action.


    “What are you doing, Estin?” he asked, letting the stone fall from his hand. Raeln tried to circle around Estin to the right, but Estin moved with him and the fox shifted to stay hidden behind his legs. “That’s a wild animal. There’s something seriously wrong with it if it wants to be here with us.”


    When Raeln stopped circling, Estin eased into a ready crouch, his lengthy tail snaking behind and above him. He seemed reluctant to take his eyes off Raeln, but he turned slightly and looked back at the fox. Almost immediately the animal moved so it could look him in the face.


    “My mate was a druid,” Estin explained to Raeln, meeting the fox’s eyes. There was no challenge between them, no hostility, though Raeln could see Estin was puzzled by that as well. “Who’s to know what deal she made with the wildlife? Is it just chance that the animal that came was a fox?”


    Seemingly understanding, the fox yipped sharply, then ran to the pack Raeln had left near the entrance to the sheltered area, filled with the meager supplies that could be carried without going bad. The fox practically tore the bag apart, tossing everything about like it was trying to dig through the bag and into the ground, its thick tail wagging excitedly.


    “I’m going to sleep,” Estin explained, sitting back down. “If that animal comes to any harm, I will rip your throat out while you rest one night or another.”


    Raeln watched helplessly as Estin lay back down and the fox examined the remnants of their supplies. He wanted to chase off the animal, but he knew Estin was very likely to do something foolish and rash in his condition. Instead, Raeln sat down and watched the fox, which stopped what it was doing and watched him back, looking almost as though it were smiling at him.


    About an hour later, with Raeln still hunkered in his corner of the rocks and the fox sitting near Estin staring at him, the others returned, stopping at the entrance to the campsite.


    “Is this yours?” Yoska asked first, shifting his armload of dry wood and kindling to point at the fox. “Is in my spot, no? I tell you repeatedly, I wish to sit with back to a wall. Animal is in my spot, no?”


    On’esquin was no less amused, judging by his addition. “When I told you in confidence how many people we needed according to the prophecy, I did not expect you to try so hard to inflate our numbers. I refuse to count the fox.”


    Grumbling to himself, Raeln glowered at the fox, which yipped happily and then stared at him a little longer. He was now certain it was trying to smile at him. Whatever the story was with the animal, it had more personality than some of the elves he had grown up with, for better or worse.


    The campfire was soon built and blazing, warming the stones around them nicely. With that done, Raeln set off on his own to hunt, hoping the area had plenty of game. He had gotten no more than twenty feet out from the hidden camp before he realized he was being followed. Looking back, he saw the gleaming eyes of the fox as it padded along behind him in the dark woods. The animal’s eyes reflected the light the same way the eyes that had watched them every night had.


    “You’ve been following us since we left the caves, haven’t you?” he asked, frowning at the beast. The fox sat down and stared at him blankly. “If you’re going to go with me, you could at least help hunt.”


    The animal stared at him a little longer, then sniffed, looked around, and took off at a run toward nearby bushes. It emerged a second later, carrying a fat rabbit, which it dropped at Raeln’s feet. Sitting down again, it waited for him to indicate what he wanted next.


    “I’ll be damned,” Raeln muttered, laughing. “You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”


    The fox cocked its head, as if to ask, “What are you talking about?”


    “Fine. Keep playing that game. If you want to help, then show me where I can find something bigger. We’ve been living on rabbits and squirrels for weeks. Deer or elk would be a nice change. Maybe some apples?”


    Letting out an annoyed grumbly noise, the fox sniffed at the ground and set off farther into the woods.


    “Companion or not, I’ll take it,” Raeln told himself, smiling as he followed the fox into the woods, picking up the distant smell of a passing deer as he went. “Don’t tell Yoska you’re more helpful than he is or he’ll pout for days.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Urishaan”


     


    The world has changed twice in my eyes.


    Once, it has become a new place, unburdened by all that I have done and showed it, grown up like a child becoming an adult and forgetting the lessons of those who came before it. This is natural and I am overjoyed to see what those I once ruled over have become. These are my true legacy, the people made bettered by the knowledge our people spread to the world.


    When I next close my eyes, all that I have seen is destroyed. I see the cities fall to those who defied me during my lifetime. I see children weeping for the thousands they have watched die. I see starvation, thirst, plague, and a loss of all that has been wrought. I see blame laid at my feet and all that I have done cast aside by the actions of another.


    We are to blame, and only if my words are clear enough will we be able to set things right again. Failing to do so, we will either watch the world burn or we will condemn it to an eternity under the thumb of one who has become all that I sought to banish from the lands I conquered: hatred, ignorance, and blind willingness to destroy that which does not conform.


    The six will struggle. One in the darkness, one in another skin, and another through a path that will lead through both death and life.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    “I can see a way down from up here. It’s some kind of old path off to our right. Looks like a water run-off that’s dried out,” Estin called from his perch high above the others. He had scrambled up the nearly sheer cliff like a squirrel and hung easily there, staring off into the distance, giving him a better view of the area than the others. He had not climbed much of anything in months, and the feeling of hanging off the sheer stone was a sensation he had forgotten enjoying quite so much.


    Turning his head more toward the east, he spotted the billowing glow of the very mists that had brought him back to the region, drifting aimlessly. That cloud was death incarnate, tearing down cities and nations, and Estin had every intention of keeping a watch over it, lest it approach again.


    Looking back down at his companions, Estin saw them all looking in different directions. Even the fox—who, Estin kept reminding himself, he really needed to name—stared off randomly. All of them nodded knowingly, though not one was looking in the correct direction. It was infuriating to Estin that a simple climb of no more than twenty feet up the wall of the cliff would have shown them the right way, but they were satisfied with pretending they knew what he was talking about. People who lived entirely on the ground rarely had a good sense of what was really around them.From what he could see, they had been heading the wrong direction for almost two days. Only Yoska seemed to pay any attention to where Estin was looking, though he was watching the east, where the mists lay.


    “What is out there?” asked Yoska, not looking up.


    Estin called back, “One big ugly cloud.”


    Yoska’s smirk told Estin he knew what was there, but instead of telling the others, he announced, “I think we do not go to the eastern part of Urishaan. Cities beyond here are likely under Turessian control. We go north, not east. Is far from main road Turessians take to get to Altis.”


    Estin shook his head sadly at having to deal with these people, when he really wanted to be hiking westward in search of the desert where his children were waiting for his return. Had he seen a single path in that direction, he would have already left during the night and probably taken the little fox that had doggedly followed him for the last week. Given a lack of options, helping the whole group continue on their foolish trek northward was at least something to keep him from thinking about his own troubles for a while. If nothing else he reminded himself that he was helping Raeln, who was barely able to make it through a day without becoming lost in thought about his dead lover. After his own losses, Estin could not help feeling responsible for helping the man.


    Looking toward the north and the steep drop-off from the mountain where they stood, Estin traced the path he had seen back up as near to their location as he could. The trees that covered the mountain’s slope had hidden the path from view, but he could see it when looking beyond the foothills and green flatlands. The path was tiny and wound around aimlessly, but he could identify it as an animal trail, as it diverted to several small ponds and well away from open spaces. With the mountain range curving off toward the west, the whole of the plains opened up in the distance ahead of them.


    Wishing he could stay where he was rather than return to the others, Estin let the sun warm his fur a little longer. Once he knew they would realize he was stalling, he reluctantly picked his way down the stone wall. As he came down, he looked somewhat southeast, searching the mountain peaks for any sign of Altis, where he had grown up. From what he could see and what Yoska had muttered noncommittally, they were far north of Altis by leagues. The city had never quite come into sight, and Estin had only the others’ vague ideas of their location to go on. Deep down, he wished he could see it one last time to give him a sense of closure.


    Shortly after Estin reached the ground, On’esquin checked his torn and crumbling map, which looked as though half of it had already been lost. After a moment, he announced, “If memory serves, the city of Pholithia in Urishaan lies out past the hills. That city was one of our greatest gems, a hub of knowledge between lands.”


    Estin turned to look at Yoska, who shrugged.


    “Was nice place last visit, but no gem I would say. The green man is right, though. City should be day or so after we get out of mountains. Much as I do not like being trapped in walled city, will be nice to get off my feet, yes?”


    “What about Estin and I?” asked Raeln, surprising Estin and getting a confused look back from both Yoska and On’esquin. “Wildlings. Do they accept them here? I’ve heard the farther north we go, the worse it becomes for our kind. Altis is hardly the shining example of friendly welcomes. How do they treat our kind here?”


    That thought had not even occurred to Estin. He had been away from cities in this region long enough that he had not considered how badly his kind were viewed by many. The year and more he had spent in the desert lands, where wildlings could rise to title, had thankfully dimmed his memories of how Altis and Lantonne had treated him. Idly, he rubbed at the scars on his hands as he waited for someone to answer Raeln.


    “Ah, this,” Yoska answered, seemingly uncomfortable. “How you say…um…you do not want to know.”


    “Do we stay outside?” Estin asked. He had no desire to put himself in another city where he was not wanted. Horrible things always came out of those situations and he certainly had the scars to prove it.


    The gypsy shook his head. “Is not big deal. Keep mouth shut and you three follow me around like I am king. Is small leap, but we practice on the way into city, yes?”


    “Three?” demanded On’esquin, looking up from his map. “In answer to your question…no. There are only two wildlings. Your math is as bad as your accent, gypsy.”


    “You say you are very old man. Many things changed even in my lifetime. The two with fur will need to be leashed, but you can walk free…so long as you stay close to owner. We tell them you are bodyguard and no one will ask too many things. If you wander off, I have to have long talks with city guard that I do not relish.”


    Rage flared in Estin’s chest and he barely felt himself run at Yoska. Memories of his children leashed and whipped came unbidden as he slammed the old human up against a tree, digging his claws into the man’s shirt to hold him there. “I will not wear a leash again!” Estin snarled at Yoska, but eased his grip as On’esquin put his hand on his and Raeln tensed to strike at him. The two simply did not understand what he had seen over the last few years. “I owe you my life several times over, Yoska, but I won’t be a slave again! Once was enough. I rotted in that camp for more than a year before you and Finth found me. I can’t do it again.”


    “Think of it this way,” Yoska pleaded, raising his hands defensively, subtly waving away the others, “would you rather be found by bad angry humans and given real leash or have little old gypsy pretend to lead you around for day or two? I do not say it will be fun for you, but is not so bad as you think, no? I am merciful master, yes?”


    Estin pulled his arm back to strike at Yoska, but Raeln caught him by the wrist. Shame at what he had intended to do made Estin sick, but he could not bring himself to apologize when it came to slavery. Even a friend suggesting it in jest made thoughts of his children being whipped for stealing scraps at the camp come to mind, and he wanted someone to suffer for those memories.


    “Stop right there,” warned Raeln, tightening his grip when Estin struggled. The wolf’s strength was incredible and Estin fought to keep from crying out. Rather than show weakness, he chose to relax his posture and glare at the man, waiting until Raeln eased his hold on him. “He’s right and you know it, Estin. If you’re that opposed, you’ll have to skirt the city and avoid being caught. Better to go in with Yoska and hide in plain sight.”


    “I swore I’d never wear those chains again,” Estin snapped, his muscles trembling with the effort of not attacking someone. He knew it was irrational by the simple fact that he wanted to attack everyone, not one person for an affront. “You’ve never been there, Raeln. My child has scars from her time at that camp near Lantonne. Stopping by to visit for a day doesn’t make you understand what we went through. They kept me from her, even when other slaves tried to hurt her. My other child had scars all across his back for fighting to protect his sister. You don’t understand what it’s like. I’d rather die.”


    “That’s the problem, they won’t kill you, they’ll enslave you,” Raeln countered. “Your children…how will you get back to them if we don’t get past this city? Two or three days of acting versus a long trip around with barely enough food and good chances they’ll find us anyway is hardly a choice. We need to trust each other or this whole trip is pointless. We need the supplies, so we need to pretend. Tell me I’m wrong.”


    Baring his teeth briefly, Estin yanked his arm free, nodding angrily as he released Yoska.


    “What big wolf says is not full picture,” noted Yoska, carefully putting On’esquin between himself and Estin. “Animal people are illegal and killed on sight unless traveling with foreigner. They forgive many things my people do that are silly to them. I have worked with wildlings many times here, but will be bad for all of us if you are found without me. Going around only works if you truly are not caught.”


    “What about the fox?” asked Estin, pointing at the small animal that sat patiently at the edge of the trail, watching them. She had become a silent and often-forgotten member of the group, always staying a short distance from them.


    “Funny thing about animals,” Yoska replied. “Pholithia does not have rules about them. Talking animals are scary and killed, but little not-talking ones are fine. If fox stays close, no one even notice. If fox wanders off, then it may be made into pies for hungry people. Keep him close—”


    “Her,” corrected Estin. “The fox is a female.”


    “Yes, yes, she is not offended by my mistake. Keep her close and is no problem. Same rule for all of you, though I do not think they make wolf or orc pies, so is little bit safer. We do not test this, no? Is safe to travel as we are until we pass the hills, but after that we must be more careful.”


    Estin swore under his breath and headed toward where he had pointed out the path down to the foothills, with the fox bounding along behind him. On’esquin and Yoska followed, softly arguing as they walked. He was in no hurry to start yet another harebrained scheme that could get him killed, but the sooner they reached the city, the sooner they could leave it and he could be free again. His instincts screamed at him to avoid the place and run, but years with Feanne as his mate and friend had taught him to confront danger head-on. He would walk into this place and kill anyone who tried to chain him.


    At the far rear of the group, Raeln called out, hurrying to catch up. “We have a problem that I need a solution for.”


    “Is why I am here, yes?” Yoska asked, while Estin stopped walking and waited impatiently for them to finish with whatever Raeln thought was more important than the idea of having to be leashed like an animal.


    Holding up his arm, Raeln showed the group his bracelet. Estin had seen him wearing it, even during their first meeting years before. The item was unfitting to the man’s size and strength, but had little value to Estin. In his younger years, he might have eyed it for sale to a thieves’ guild, but these days he could care less about such a valuable item.


    Yoska’s eyes darted over the bracelet, and with a big grin he replied, “Take the pretty jewelry off. I handle it for you, yes? Will take good care of it for you.”


    “That’s the problem…I can’t take it off. Will that draw attention?”


    “Nonsense,” objected Yoska, pointing at the clasp on Raeln’s inner wrist. “Is not complex, even with claws. And yes, this will be big problem if seen.” Before Raeln could explain, Yoska began fidgeting with the clasp, trying to open it. He grabbed Raeln’s arm to brace it against his side as he struggled with the clasp. Soon, Yoska stopped and glared at the bracelet before turning away to spit on the ground, bringing a wry smile to Estin. “Is cheating to use magic to keep a man from removing jewelry,” Yoska explained angrily.


    That prompted Estin to look at the bracelet a little differently. He had heard of items that prevented their wearers from removing them—cursed items, often twisted by the influence of something dark. He had no desire to make the others worry, but such an item could be deadly if they were not careful. He wanted to know more before they got too far into their planning. Judging by how little Raeln had said thus far, Estin guessed he knew next to nothing about the item.


    Estin let his vision blur and go unfocused, giving him the ability to see some forms of ambient magic and the auras of items, generally in the form of a faint glow. The bracelet faded away in his sight, disappearing completely, while everything else magical and mundane remained in some way—everything except On’esquin. The man disappeared the same way the bracelet did.


    Straining to keep control over his abilities without letting on to the others that he was doing anything, Estin pushed himself to see a little more. He searched for visible life, a trick his master, Asrahn, had taught him for finding the dwindling life of a dying person, in the hope he could heal them before their spirit was too weak to be pulled back. Immediately, On’esquin reappeared. The bracelet slowly began to form in Estin’s sight, glowing faintly as its magic was revealed to be tied in some small way to life itself. He had seen something similar only once before, when Asrahn had sent him rings to give to his children. Those rings had glowed with a distinctly similar aura, though this one seemed stronger and far more elusive. Whatever Raeln had was designed to be difficult to understand, and the fact that its magic was vaguely similar to On’esquin’s concerned him.


    “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Raeln was saying. “It’s fused into my skin. I can’t take it off.”


    Estin then reached out and turned Raeln’s arm so the top of the bracelet was visible as he let his eyes return to seeing the normal world. Upon seeing the patterned lines on the top, he growled deep in his chest and stepped away. “Turessian runes,” Estin told the group. He looked over at On’esquin with barely restrained animosity. “I haven’t seen anything good come out of those lands. Tell me I’m wrong.”


    “That was not entirely unfair,” admitted On’esquin, clasping his hands behind his back. “Estin has seen more than his share of what my people have done to this world. I would not even try to defend them. I only wish to be an exception.”


    Turning back to the path, wanting to get away from any more Turessian magic, Estin called over his shoulder, “I’m not even convinced of that yet. You gave me power that couldn’t save my mate. I barely consider you an ally. An instigator maybe, but not an ally.” That seemed to cut through On’esquin’s defenses and Estin heard him sigh. Not caring, Estin pushed down the path, knowing the others would catch up eventually. The fox at his side ran on ahead, scouting for him.


    Estin’s anger was difficult to contain. He had met On’esquin months earlier in the desert, hidden far below the sands in a tomb. The man had been evasive about everything, but had been unwilling to harm Estin, his son Atall, or his other children who had been barely old enough to walk at the time. Estin had trusted him after they had talked and made the great mistake of accepting his gift of “power.”


    Stopping in the middle of the woods, Estin felt as though he could not catch his breath. He remembered that day clearly, having thought On’esquin had granted him the strength to save Feanne. She had been about to be executed, but the “gift” On’esquin had given him had taken over, changing him. He had lost control of himself to an anger he had never felt before that day and killed many of those who would have hurt Feanne. It had taken him hours to regain his senses after that. His lack of control had very nearly lost him both Feanne and their daughter, Oria.


    The gift had been powerful, that was something Estin would never argue. Wizards and soldiers had died alike around him, torn apart by his claws and magic. Had he seen On’esquin that day, he would have hugged the man and thanked him for helping. It had seemed a miracle at the time.


    The powers had resurfaced later, when Feanne and Estin had fought the Turessian who controlled the city of Corraith. The insane man had killed Atall and nearly killed Oria. Dozens had died around him, and it had been only a matter of time before he found a way to kill the rest of them. Feanne had used her own magic and Estin his, but they had been unable to so much as hurt the man. For all the power On’esquin had shoved into Estin, it had been nearly worthless against the Turessian, Arturis.


    Oria had been the one to figure it out. She had traveled through the mists with Feanne and Estin, and she knew the risks and pain that came with it. Estin had seen the look she gave the Turessian, the acceptance of her own death when she had decided she would sacrifice herself to try to push the man into the mists, hoping that he would be killed or sent far enough away to never be a threat again.


    Tears came unbidden and Estin leaned against a tree as he fought to keep himself calm, half-watching for the others to catch up.


    He had taken that choice from his daughter, throwing her aside and working with Feanne to drag the Turessian into the mists. The last memory his daughter had of him was him striking her to knock her away from the mists, trying to save her. It was not the way any father wanted his child to remember him. His last memory of her was a look of utter betrayal as he and Feanne had fallen into the mists.


    Feanne’s death was not the fault of the mists, nor even the Turessian. She had bled to death because Estin’s magic had failed him after they came through in the mountain lake. He was the reason she was dead. There was no one else to blame.


    Falling to his knees, Estin sobbed and put a hand to the bag that contained Feanne’s remains. If he had been stronger…if he could have found a way…


    The fox nosed at Estin, snapping him out of his thoughts. She sat down in front of him, giving him more of a sympathetic look than he had believed an animal could.


    “You’re right, girl,” he told the fox, rubbing at her face. “No time for tears now. We’ll go help these fools and then I’ll try to get back to the desert. Either I make it or I don’t. Oria won’t wait forever for me there, so I’ll probably spend my life tracking her and the kits down. I know what I have to do. No reason to feel bad about it.”


    The fox seemed to disagree, pushing aside his hand with her muzzle. She went to the bag that contained Feanne’s ashes and sniffed at it and then backed off and sat down to wait for him again, panting.


    “You have no idea how much I wish you could talk,” Estin admitted, smiling weakly. “I’d love to know why you’re here and have you tell me how foolish I’m being, like Feanne always used to.”


    The fox stopped panting and closed her mouth, smiling. The simple expression on an animal was startling to Estin, and he found himself at a loss for words as the animal resumed panting.


    “Now you’re just creeping me out.”


    Looking genuinely uncomfortable, the fox looked around, then yipped and aimed its nose toward the rest of Estin’s companions, who were hurrying to catch up.


    “Are you all right?” Raeln called out, running to Estin’s side.


    “I’m fine,” snapped Estin, standing back up and averting his face to ensure the tears had a chance to dry before Raeln saw them. The man already had enough worry in him for a lifetime. “Tripped on a root and stubbed my toe. Let’s go.”


    Estin began walking without checking to see if any of the others were following or whether they believed what he had said. He did notice the fox watching him from the corner of her eyes, visibly questioning his reasons for lying. Having a fox watching him with more concern and understanding than the three men behind him was worrisome, to say the least.


    Through his thoughts, he only barely noticed another line of glowing mists far to the west, hugging the mountain line. He would ignore those as long as he could. So long as they were following him, they would not be a threat to his children.


     


    *


     


    “That, my friends, is the heart of Urishaan,” announced Yoska, waving an arm across the horizon at the city that lay before them.


    Much like Lantonne before it was torn apart by undead and elemental beings, Pholithia was surrounded by high walls, though unlike the simple ones back in Altis, these were incredibly ornate as well as functional. The walls wrapped around a city they had seen from afar, filled with smaller houses than those back in Lantonne, while the city itself was far larger. Also unlike both Altis and Lantonne, Pholithia had no visible fortress or keep within it. There were several larger buildings that might have been fortified, but Estin could see no single military structure as they had come down out of the hills. Then again, there had been little visible military presence in Corraith, either, and it had been a hotbed of warfare.


    Before they had reached the plains, Yoska had insisted on beginning their deception, in case they were found by patrols from the city. He had produced a long rope from his pack, which smelled of mildew and a river or lake, that he tied around Raeln and Estin’s necks, giving the appearance of having them leashed, though the knots were loose and easily slipped.


    When the leash had been first offered, Estin had argued and then balked. He knew it was foolish. Yoska had never done anything to make Estin distrust him, but that leash brought back memories of pain and watching his family suffer. He had thought that life was far behind him, but seeing that simple piece of rope had triggered every animal instinct inside him, ranging from panic to seething anger. After much self-debate, he had reluctantly put the leash on, though it felt as though it were choking him despite how loose it was. All the weight of guilt from letting Feanne die was only slightly heavier than that leash.


    Raeln had watched Estin through the whole ordeal, looking very nearly as reluctant to put his own leash on. The man genuinely seemed to want to understand what Estin had been through, but was afraid to ask. Estin was fine with leaving it that way. As much as he wanted Raeln to understand how easy his life had been by comparison, Estin did on some level envy him.


    As though it had been trained to deal with the new rules, the fox that accompanied them fell in at Yoska’s heel rather than Estin’s, keeping her eyes on the ground obediently. The animal had really begun to make Estin wonder, but he decided he would wait until he could be away from the others before investigating how intelligent that fox really was. There was a good chance it had some kind of orders from Feanne, and he had no desire to expose that in front of the others. There were enough mysteries in the wilds that Feanne had explored long before he had come along that he was willing to believe the fox was more than she appeared.


    “Is only while we are near the city,” Yoska repeated for perhaps the thousandth time, somehow having noticed Estin’s scratching at the makeshift collar without looking back. “If I forget to remove it, you may put leash on me for next part of trip. Would make my third wife very happy to hear me say that, but is only fair…”


    Raeln groaned at the man’s constant attempts at humor, making Estin chuckle at his expense. Whether Raeln was a wildling or not, he had never lived around the wilder people of the world and certainly did not seem ready to deal with Yoska’s oddities. Deep down, Estin wished Finth had lived to meet Raeln. The bawdy little man would have horrified the uptight wolf and maybe taught him a thing or two about how others lived. In another lifetime he would have dragged Raeln to half the brothels and bars in the region if only to scare him.


    The small group crossed the wide-open fields between the last of the foothills and the city walls, making their way toward the nearest gate. Unlike Lantonne’s massive iron portcullises, Pholithia’s gates were all wooden and heavily reinforced with metal. They showed no sign of damage, making him wonder if the war had passed the region by. Estin had a feeling he knew better and let his vision shift again, immediately seeing the faint glow of magic on the gates.


    Blinking his sight back to normal, Estin noticed Raeln eyeing the gates in much the same way he probably had.


    “Magic,” said Estin, making Raeln jump. “You were staring at the gates. They’re magical. The doors could be as thin as parchment and hold back an army with the right spells. Lantonne was built the same way, but this city kept the magic fresher.”


    Raeln nodded, though Estin could see he really did not understand. He seemed to have only the vaguest understanding of magic and what it was capable of. One day, Estin thought, he would have to sit the man down and teach him so he was a little less ignorant. He might live longer that way, especially as they continued northward.


    “What is he?” Raeln asked quietly, nodding toward On’esquin. “I know it’s magic, but he won’t explain to me.”


    “He never told me, either,” Estin admitted. “My son threw enough fire at him to burn down a city this size, but he never even flinched. Even the Turessians I’ve fought were easier to hurt, though they didn’t stay down. I think we can trust him, but if he betrays us…”


    Raeln nodded grimly as On’esquin glanced back. Estin was fairly sure he had not heard the brief conversation. Yet another reason Estin was glad to be exactly what he was and not a human or an orc. They had awful hearing and senses of smell. Hiding things from them was simple.


    “Can we trust the other?” Raeln asked a minute later, once Yoska and On’esquin had begun talking quietly among themselves.


    “I would trust Yoska with my life,” replied Estin, knowing it was the truth. In truth he had more than once. “Him and I have an understanding and have saved each other more times than I care to admit. He might stab me in the back, but if he does, there’s a good reason. He does everything with good intentions. He was one of those that got me out of Lantonne’s slave camp.”


    A tug at Estin’s neck reminded him sharply that he was a leashed beast here. Yoska was not intentionally pulling on the two long ropes, but as always, he had a habit of gesturing grandly with both hands as he talked. That simple habit occasionally snapped the leashes taught. Each time it happened, Estin wanted to yank the leash away and hit him with it. Instead, he settled for growling, but Yoska seemed oblivious.


    They soon reached the large gates, which remained closed. Estin looked up at the wall and saw archers atop it, numbering nearly a hundred. There was no sign of undead, which he took as a good sign, even if the men up there appeared more than ready to rain death down on them. If he had to be killed, it was somehow better if another living being did it.


    As they came up on the wooden double doors, one slowly drifted open far enough for a human man to come out. Swarthy and dressed in heavy cottons despite the warm day, the middle-aged man walked out to meet them, holding a piece of parchment attached to a small wooden board. He carried no weapons, but held a piece of charcoal over the parchment like most would hold a sword.


    “Name and business,” the man said loudly, giving Raeln and Estin dark glances. He appeared truly uncomfortable, even twenty feet from them. A look like that made Estin want to tear the man’s face off, to show him he had reason to be afraid. In his place Feanne probably already would have.


    “Is same reason and name as last time, old friend!” Yoska exclaimed, but the man cocked an eyebrow at him, stifling his mood. “Fine, we play along. I am Bandoleer Yoska and I have come to trade on behalf of my family. Pholithia is still open to us, yes? No silly law against the gypsy people, no?”


    “After your last visit, there were discussions of such a law.”


    On’esquin’s head turned very slowly to give Yoska an accusatory stare. There would be uncomfortable discussions once they were safely away from the city, and Estin wanted to be sure he was close enough to hear it.


    “That…small thing? No, no, no, was taken care of, I am sure of it,” answered Yoska quickly, offering his best grin. “He is still mad about little card game?”


    “The prince wanted to gut you and put you on display for about a week,” the man warned. “He has since forgotten, but if he sees you here, I believe he will remember the loss of his daughter’s dowry in that ‘little card game.’ I doubt even you can find somewhere to hide from him if he decides to go after you again.”


    “Perhaps prince should not gamble what he is not willing to lose?”


    “You cheated.”


    Having played games of chance with him back at their old camp, Estin had to lower his head to hide his stifled laughs. The man prided himself on being good enough at cheating that it had become part of the game for him. Nearly every wildling in the camp had owed Yoska a favor by the time Feanne had banned games of chance.


    Yoska put a hand to his chest, as though offended. “You accuse one of the family of cheating?” gasped Yoska. “You have proof, yes?”


    The man glared a little longer and then began writing on the parchment. “One indigent bringing foreign goods. You do remember you can’t sell those two here, right?”


    “Of course,” the gypsy replied, giving the leash a little tug. “I take them elsewhere to sell. The big green one is hired hand. He makes sure others do not get themselves lost.”


    The man eyed On’esquin nervously and then made a few more marks on his parchment. Once he had finished that, he looked over Raeln and Estin, both of whom lowered their eyes, trying to play their parts, though Estin wondered if he was still fast enough to kill the man before the archers could fire down on them. He was willing to bet he could tear the man’s throat out and be halfway through the gates before a single arrow reached the ground.


    “I’ve documented your property,” the man told Yoska, tapping the parchment with a finger. “If they cause trouble or run free, they will be killed and you will be held responsible. That applies to all three, not only the animals. They hurt anyone, steal anything, or—gods forbid—kill someone, and you are to be treated as though you did it yourself. There will be no negotiation or argument or whining about ancestors. Are we clear on this?”


    “As it has been every time I have come,” offered Yoska, bowing deeply. “I will watch my slaves as I would a gold coin.”


    The man at the gate looked over Raeln and Estin again. “More like a copper coin, but the sentiment is accepted. Welcome to Pholithia. Get out as soon as your business is done.” With that, the man turned and walked back through the gate, leaving the way open for them to pass. High overhead, the archers remained watchful but made no move to attack, giving Estin a bit of relief. A glance over his shoulder at Raeln revealed much the same visible relief as he, too, watched the archers.


    “See?” said Yoska, keeping his voice low as he led the way to the partially open gates. “Is not so bad, yes? City has been one of my favorites for a long time. I tell you it would be perfectly…”


    They passed through the door single-file as Yoska was talking. Estin could not help but gawk at the enormous hinges the wooden doors swung on, seemingly weightless. Simply knowing magic was in use was not the same as seeing the results first-hand.


    Then he noticed the first of the citizens of the city and the reason Yoska’s words trailed off.


    Near the gates, soldiers waited at the ready, likely summoned at the first sign of strangers approaching from the mountains, rather than one of the roads from the west or east. The men were heavily armored, with pikes held vertically, their eyes fixed on the gates in a show of indifference to anything that came or went. There were two such groups, one on either side of the road in, though Estin could not see the faces of many. He could smell them easily.


    At the rear of each group of soldiers, badly decayed armored corpses turned to watch On’esquin with cloudy eyes. The undead wore finer armor than the living, marking them as officers or similar in Estin’s mind. The more he looked around, the more undead he saw among the soldiers. For every living man or woman, there were two more who had been dead a while. Up on the wall, several archers still had arrows or weapons sticking out of their bodies.


    “…safe,” Yoska finished, swallowing hard. “Please tell me to speak after looking next time, no? Speaking too soon makes me look like north side of south-facing horse.”


    With a low rumble, the doors shut behind them and a massive iron bar was slid across, locking the gate once again with a sense of finality that made Estin’s stomach feel as if it was rising into his throat. Still, the soldiers made no hostile movement toward the group as a whole, though their eyes never left On’esquin. Estin had fought his way out of worse with fewer allies, but he had no desire to do so again. Deep down, he knew he was too old to keep doing this.


    “Has this city always allowed necromancy?” asked On’esquin, keeping his head down as Yoska led them past the soldiers in a hurry. “They were absolute prudes about it when I last visited, but you keep telling me that things change.”


    “Never,” Yoska replied sharply, giving Raeln and Estin a tug to hurry them along. “Pholithia has many things wrong with it, but they never allow the dead to walk. Last time I was here, one of my brothers was accused of raising the dead and nearly hung. Took days to explain that he merely used cold water on a cousin that looked dead for how much he had drank the night before. Very uptight people, but not ones I have ever feared.”


    Their group came around the first turn in the road and Yoska slid to a stop and backpedalled, nearly crashing into Estin. Raeln was quicker at stopping than the others and avoided hitting anyone as he slipped past Yoska to peek around the corner of the building they were nearest.


    Following Raeln, Estin glanced around the corner, trying to see what the issue was.


    In the street beyond, undead manned many of the roadside carts and could be seen through the open doors of some of the larger shops. The living did not seem to directly avoid them, but Estin could see that given the chance, most of the living people simply chose to be farther away from the undead than from each other.


    “How did we not smell this before we came in?” asked Yoska, slapping Raeln’s arm. He made as though to do the same to Estin, but Estin glared at him and he let his hand drop. “Two good noses and no warnings?”


    Estin spoke first. “These people are heavily perfumed. I can barely smell the decay now and we’re almost on top of them. Cities stink anyway. It’s easy to hide the smell of corpses from far off. You put these corpses out in the woods and I’ll warn you early.”


    “I’ve been told that I can’t sniff my way out of a burlap sack,” Raeln added, not taking his eyes off the nearest corpses, which seemed to be trying to sell their wares to a group of living human women who avoided them. “I smell the perfume and not much else.”


    Yoska seemed beside himself as he looked from one street to another, apparently unsure where to go. He finally picked a narrow side street where there were no undead and few living. “We get supplies and we go,” he said once they were farther from other ears. “I had hoped to sleep in city bed for few days, but the hard ground sounds better than ever, yes?”


    “Yes, indeed,” agreed On’esquin, putting a hand to the hilt of his sword. “The way they’re watching me…they knew I was coming. Their masters are watching for an orc, and my markings cannot be helping. We could be reported at any time. If there are Turessians in the region, they will investigate.”


    “Always with the good news, this one,” muttered Yoska, turning them up another street and keeping close to the building walls, where there were fewer people. He continued up that street, stopping twice to check for undead before continuing on toward a smaller street that appeared somewhat abandoned. One particular group passed very close to them, and Yoska offered an overplayed bow to them before practically running once their backs were turned.


    “This part of city is where best shopping can be had,” Yoska explained once they had gone far enough up an alley that the hum of the city faded away behind them. “Can buy almost anything in cities when you know best place to go and who does not concern themselves with silly rules.”


    Yoska came to a sharp stop as a human man stepped into the alley ahead of them, blocking their way. The newcomer was dressed in the same heavy cottons as the others in the city, but unlike the short-trimmed hair of the others, this man wore his long and tied back. He carried no weapons, but Yoska shied back away from him anyway.


    Estin started to advance on the man in their path without thinking, but hesitated when he heard more movement behind them. Looking over his shoulder, he saw a second, burlier man with a club in one hand had closed off their escape. Raeln reacted immediately to the armed man, shifting to block him from approaching the rear of their group, relieving Estin of any concern for his own back.


    “I see you cannot take good advice when it is offered, Yoska,” the man in front of them said, crossing his arms. “I told you not to return unless you intended to fulfill your promises.”


    “Thomin, was not exactly a promise,” Yoska said, and Estin saw his hand touch the knives he kept concealed at his side. He did not draw them, which said he was likely trying to warn his companions they were in real danger this time. Whether the others noticed, Estin had no guess. “I said it would be nice if it happened, but did not promise anything.”


    Thomin took a step toward them and On’esquin moved between the man and Yoska, taking on such a hostile demeanor that Estin barely recognized him. Whereas the orcish man was normally very calm and generally pleasant, he had changed his posture to give the impression of a hulking brute, which was what most people expected of an orc. He even huffed with his bottom jaw stuck out, making his tusks appear even more menacing than normal. Were it not for his armor and tattoos, Estin could have mistaken him for any of the orc brutes he had dealt with as a youth living on the streets of Altis.


    “You resort to bodyguards?” Thomin asked, grinning at On’esquin. “Surely, you are not so foolish, Yoska?”


    The man tried to step around On’esquin, but the orc shoved him back with a grunt. As he did, Estin heard the man behind them move closer and Raeln let out a low growl.


    “Is hard to find good help these days, yes?” asked Yoska, holding up his hands as though he could not believe On’esquin’s actions, either. “Big green man does not like strangers touching me. Should I argue with him and say you wish to give me big hug?”


    Sneering, Thomin waved a hand across On’esquin’s face with a flourish. “You clearly are tired, orc. Lay down for a while.”


    On’esquin blinked and watched the man’s hand and then slowly began to grin wickedly, baring rows of sharp teeth. Estin thought back to his son trying attack On’esquin and knew this was going to get ugly quickly. On’esquin was all but immune to magic from what Estin understood.


    Again Thomin made the same gesture, getting a low chuckle from On’esquin as his only response.


    Turning abruptly, On’esquin pointed at the man behind the group, whose eyes rolled back as he collapsed to the alleyway. On’esquin then turned back to Thomin and mimicked the man’s hand gesture. “I believe you are the one who is tired,” On’esquin said, and laughed openly as Thomin fell sideways and landed hard on his side, snoring. “Amateur. Do they teach children nothing in these lands?”


    “That man is wizard,” warned Yoska, staring in surprise at the crumpled form before him, snoozing. “He taught my daughter all she knew. Is one of the best in Pholithia.”


    “Nonsense,” countered On’esquin, nudging Thomin with his boot. “Estin’s son was ten times the wizard and he was practically an infant.”


    Ignoring the mention of Atall, Estin yanked the leash off his neck while Raeln did the same nearby. On’esquin and Yoska continued to banter, with the orc casually looking around for anyone who might have seen what he did and Yoska staring in confusion at Thomin’s crumpled form.


    Not willing to waste any time, knowing they could be found out in seconds, Estin dove to Thomin’s side. He ripped through the man’s pouches and pockets, trying to find anything of use. Coins jingled as he shook the man’s pouches, and he dug them out and threw them into his own coin purse. Papers and even what appeared to be a journal or book of spells went into Estin’s bags too. A handful of some cakelike snacks wrapped in wax paper went into another pouch.


    At the far end of the alley, Raeln was dragging Thomin’s bodyguard back into the shadows, keeping low to the ground until he was well away from the street. He pulled the man by his ankles a little farther, then turned and called over his shoulder, “We need to get the bodies hidden before…” Raeln’s eyes fell on Estin and his expression hardened angrily. “What by the dragons do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, rolling the human he carried over toward the wall as he marched toward Estin with the purpose of one who was willing to fight, if needed. “We are not criminals, Estin! Put that back!”


    “You’re an idiot, Raeln,” Estin countered, putting a hand on Thomin’s face. “We were criminals the moment we came into these lands. Our kind are always criminals, whether we do something or not. I’d rather get the supplies we need, regardless of how…unless you have a secret stash of Urishaani currency? I’ve had to do this my whole life and I will not stop now simply because you feel dirty. This is survivor’s law.”


    “I will not stoop to theft,” snarled Raeln, but On’esquin stepped between him and Estin, putting a hand on his chest to stop him.


    Estin looked over at Yoska, finding he was beaming happily.


    Yoska clapped his hands. “Estin is like son I never had. Good upbringing, this one. My own son, not so clever. I blame his parents. Have you ever wanted to roam the lands with a large group of heavy-drinkers, Estin?”


    “No, but I’ve ended up doing it all too often anyway,” Estin admitted, falling in behind Yoska as he slipped the leash back in place. He pointed at Raeln’s. “Get that back on and stop pouting!”


    Raeln appeared ready to argue, but the sound of hard-soled shoes running in their direction came from the street. Raeln sneered and gave Estin a glare that told him their conversation was far from over before pulling his own leash back on. He had barely taken his hands off the rope when a woman in common clothing appeared at the entrance to the alley, giving each of them an annoyed glance, including the bodies on the ground. She turned sharply on her heel and hurried off, walking right past a passing group of soldiers, though she said nothing.


    “As I say, is wonderful city,” Yoska explained, flicking the leashes lightly. “Estin worries too much, but is right. Is not wise to stay in open. Luckily, I know where Thomin’s home is…visited many times. We go there and tie up my old friend, yes? Is better than staying out here, and he and I have big laugh someday about it.”


    “Yes,” replied On’esquin, nodding in agreement. “We can discuss this later.”


    Estin pulled Thomin upright and hooked his arm under the man’s shoulder to try to drag him. He was much taller than Estin, but Estin was certain he could manage for a while. Looking up at the others, he said, “Lead the way. I want to get out of here, quickly.”


    Yoska gave Thomin a sad look and walked down the alley again, letting the leashes drag on the ground.


    Scooping up the other human in his arms, Raeln tossed the man over his shoulder and followed, while Estin dragged Thomin, and On’esquin trailed behind, watching for pursuit. They moved as fast as Estin could pull the considerably larger human, rounding several turns where alleys met and continued toward other streets.


    Soon Yoska stopped at a thick-looking door set into one of the walls, raising a hand to stop the others. Once the whole group had settled and was silent, Yoska knocked several times in a very precise pattern. The seconds passed slowly before a clatter of the door being unlocked came to Estin’s ears.


    The door popped open and Yoska leapt into motion, drawing one of his knives and bringing it up to the throat of a long-haired, dark-skinned woman who stood in the doorway. She tried to close the door quickly, but Yoska put himself in the opening, grabbing her by the neck with his other hand to keep her from pulling away.


    “Hello again, Ira,” he said, grinning. “I have brought your husband home again, though this time he is not so drunk. You made me promise never to show up here with him reeking of drink, no? He does not reek more than normal, so do open the door and let us in. Is only polite.”


    The woman seemed unconcerned, glaring at Yoska as though he had merely tracked mud onto her floor. She looked over at Estin, then Raeln, and finally On’esquin with only her eyes, not moving her head at all, before returning her attention to Yoska. She did not so much as glance at Thomin or his thug. “Yoska, my friend,” Ira said gently, as if she were trying to talk down a child from a dangerous situation. “Do take your knife off of me. I would hate to demonstrate that I am still quicker than you.”


    Estin followed the woman’s arms and saw she had two gleaming knives pressed to Yoska’s lower stomach. He reached for his own weapons, but realized he was unarmed—a precaution required by the act of being a slave. On’esquin carried his and Raeln’s weapons, and he was farther away than Estin and appeared not to have noticed the exchange at the door yet.


    Yoska and Ira stared at each other a while, neither moving their weapons. Eventually Yoska smirked and twirled his knife away from Ira’s neck, and it disappeared into his belt. The moment he moved his blade away, both of Ira’s vanished into folds in her dress. They both showed their open hands and stepped away from one another.


    “Friends,” Yoska said to his companions, though he did not take his eyes off Ira, “this is Ira, a distant cousin. She did not heed advice to marry better man than Thomin, to my dismay.”


    “The thief continues to look down on me for marrying a thief,” the woman groused, opening the door the rest of the way and gesturing for them to come inside, without giving Thomin more than a glance. Estin realized Ira had no accent, though her appearance and even clothing-style seemed far closer to the gypsies Estin had met than to the people of this city. Her dark-green dress was a soft fabric—not silk, but certainly not the cottons of the area. “Get your urchins inside before you’re seen, cousin. I would feel some small degree of guilt to collect the bounty on your head. I would get over it eventually.”


    Grinning, Yoska bowed his head in thanks and stepped into the house. Estin followed him, dragging Thomin up the step with a thump that earned him a mildly annoyed scowl from Ira, though she said nothing. The others came in behind him, with Estin’s fox bounding past the woman last, and then Ira closed and barred the door, eyeing the animal warily.


    Once everyone was inside, Ira listened to the door for a moment, clearly checking for pursuit. She soon seemed satisfied and turned sharply from the door to Yoska. “I told you to stop bringing Thomin home drunk. This was not an invitation for you to bring him home dead. You were also not to show your face around here unless Varra came with you.”


    “You are still holding me to our little bargain?” Yoska asked, sitting down in a nearby chair and feigning shock. “Was a discussion, nothing more, yes? Besides, Thomin is not dead and he will surely remind you that we should not discuss such things in front of friends.”


    Going to an empty section of the entry room and letting Thomin flop limply, Estin curled up on the hard wooden floorboards to listen to the others. His stomach churned and he felt sick hearing the name they discussed like family. Varra had been the first human to treat him decently, and for that, she had died in front of him, killed by a Turessian. He had watched the life leave her—that had been the moment that pushed him out of Altis for good. Later she had returned as one of the undead and nearly killed him and Feanne, after butchering many of their friends. The girl was incredibly dangerous and had come very close to killing her father, Yoska. How he had survived, Estin had no idea, nor did he really want to ask.


    Ira finally gave each of the men in her home a hard look, her eyes pausing for an uncomfortably long time on On’esquin’s face. She seemed entirely uninterested in Raeln and Estin, though Estin did notice her lips curl in amusement as she studied the leashes they wore. Something in her expression told him she understood completely and likely had dealt with Yoska long enough that she did not have to ask.


    “You pledged the girl to our boy,” Ira went on, nudging Thomin in the side with her toe. The man snored loudly and Ira rolled her eyes. As she continued talking, Estin noticed a hint of gypsy accent begin to emerge. “It was a fit marriage that both children seemed happy about. We all agreed on it, and then you disappeared with the girl for…how long has it been?”


    “Three years, yes?” Yoska said with a shrug. “We would have come back sooner or later. You cannot tell a free spirit when and where it should travel. You, of all people, should know that.”


    “Don’t give me that, Yoska,” she snapped back. “You go where you want and apparently you wanted to go anywhere but here after we struck that deal. Do you intend to honor your pledge or is this Varra’s doing?”


    “Have I ever broken promise to you, cousin?”


    “Do you want me to answer that honestly?”


    Yoska’s grin explained it all, at least to Estin. As with anything else, Yoska would do what he thought was in everyone’s best interests, regardless of honesty or promises.


    “Very well,” he finally said, giving Ira a placating gesture. “When I can find my Varra, your son can have her if she is still willing. I will not object or stand in the way of our bargain. Our caravan has been scattered and I am afraid she is not with me at this time. Whatever happens, I will not oppose the two of them spending as much time together as they desire. By my blood I will let her do whatever she wishes these days.”


    Estin’s fur stood on end. The man had no intention of telling his own cousin what had happened. He wanted to object, to say something, but Yoska shot him a warning glare from the corner of his eye that he managed to hide before Ira noticed. Estin wanted to speak up, but not really understanding the weird relationship Yoska had with his cousin—who, Estin noted, did not smell as though she were really related—made him question his resolve. Reluctantly, he kept his mouth shut and nervously picked at some mud in his arm fur.


    Trying to look anywhere but Ira in hopes he could hide his discomfort, Estin noticed Raeln was doing the same thing. The wolf’s ears were back and he looked distinctly uncomfortable, almost ashamed. He knew something about Varra, and that made Estin wonder all the more at who this man really was. That Yoska accepted him was good enough for Estin to travel with him, but there were many unanswered questions. Estin mentally added that to the list of things he had to force the group to answer, once there was time.


    Yoska and Ira continued to bicker for much of the next hour, while Estin and Raeln waited quietly in a corner and On’esquin meandered around the home, examining the furnishings and decorations.


    It took nearly the full hour before Thomin and his guard woke with snorts. When they did, the guard began scrambling about, trying to find the weapon Raeln had taken from him, while Thomin looked around and groaned upon seeing his wife. Within seconds, Ira had grabbed a fistful of his hair and dragged him into another room, where she could faintly be heard lecturing him. The bodyguard gave up his search and got up from the floor, cleared his throat, and excused himself to another room, leaving the four men and one fox alone.


    “Yoska,” Estin said, breaking the silence in the room. “Why is no one here surprised to see you walking around with two wildlings on leashes?”


    The gypsy flinched at that. “We all do things we are not proud of in our lives, yes? There is much profit in selling servants from one land to another, and many of the clans have done so for generations. We tell ourselves, is not our place to question whether person sold to us should be sold or not…if it is against laws in one place, we move them somewhere else.”


    “You sold free wildlings into slavery.”


    Yoska nodded with a deep frown. “Was not good thing to do, but it paid well,” he admitted to Estin, but gave Raeln a sharp glance as the large man began growling. “I have not sold anyone in any land since we met, Estin. I do not plan to change that, either. This is my promise to you. I do not make it to save myself, but because is right thing to do.”


    Estin let it drop at that, though he wanted to wring details out of the man. He wanted to know if there were more of his breed out in the world. He wanted to know if there were more large wildling communities that had survived. Likely Yoska could have answered those questions, but given the war in recent years, the knowledge would be all but useless. Moreover, Estin had no doubt Yoska would have said something if he had seen more wildlings like Estin. For his own peace of mind, Estin would let the man answer in his own time, if he had anything to say.


    “Why doesn’t she travel with one of the clans, if she’s your cousin?” Raeln eventually asked, looking genuinely confused. “And why marry your daughter off to her son?”


    “Is not same thing you mean when you say cousin,” explained Yoska, sitting forward in the chair the way Estin would have expected an old man to when telling a child a story. Given that Yoska was in his sixties and Estin was ten—middle-aged for his people, but still young by human standards—he was willing to be Yoska saw them that way. “You have heard stories of gypsies stealing children from the cities, meant to scare children into being nice?”


    “Of course,” Raeln answered. “We were careful to keep all of ours hidden away when gypsies sold to us.”


    “Ira is same story, but for gypsy children. She was lost child, brought into the family for her safety. When she got older, she left the clans to come to city. Such stories scare our children, though I do not claim they behave any better for their fear of being sent to a city.”


    Estin ignored the rest of the conversation, turning his attention to On’esquin. The burly orc was poking around the room, examining sculptures and paintings in the corners. He stopped at a bookcase and pulled out one book after another, reading a few pages and then putting them back where he had found them. He seemed entirely fascinated by the simplest things now that they were somewhere relatively safe—a drastic change from the driven and confrontational demeanor Estin had seen in him when they first met. This somehow felt more natural for him, making Estin decide to wait until later to ask him the questions that lingered.


    Once he was sure they were not going to run again that day, Estin began to relax as the steady sound of Ira’s lecturing continued. He took off the leash again, and despite wanting to throw it as far from himself as he could manage, he coiled it up and lay it on the floor nearby, in case he had to grab it quickly for some reason.


    Estin decided to lay down, intending to sleep until there was reason to be ready to go again. He had barely sat when he saw the fox run off toward the side room where Thomin’s goon had gone and reappeared seconds later, prancing toward Estin, the end of a pile of blankets in her teeth. The bodyguard leaned into the room to watch the fox go, looked at On’esquin, then clamped his mouth shut and left again. Through it, the orc was oblivious, paging through a thick book.


    The fox padded over to Estin, dropped the blankets in front of him, and then stared at him with her bright-green eyes, as though waiting for him to say or do something. He had never noticed her eye color before and wondered what kind of fox had eyes colored like that. From what he had seen, most of the mountain foxes had brown or blue eyes.


    “Good girl?” he offered, honestly not sure what the animal wanted. She seemed satisfied with that and flopped on the wood flooring nearby with a huff.


    The others seemed less sure of what they wanted to do while they waited for Ira or Thomin to return. Yoska continued to relax in the chair where he had sat down upon entering the home, but had begun twirling a knife around in his hand, entertaining himself and passing time. On’esquin found one particular book Estin could not identify at a distance and sat on the floor near the bookshelves, reading.


    The one person who seemed entirely unable to find any way to relax was Raeln. The wolf paced one side of the room, making a point of not watching the others. He was so ill at ease that Estin felt more uncomfortable the longer he watched him. Estin tried to ignore him, but the man was simply too large to pace in the small room, making him impossible to truly put out of one’s thoughts.


    “Sit down before you make me tired,” Estin said, noticing Yoska smirk. “They could be a while.”


    “I’d rather stay on my feet,” countered Raeln, continuing his short path along the wall.


    Estin groaned and tried to lay down on his stolen blankets, but the fox shot him a nervous look. Following her gaze, Estin saw the floorboards along Raeln’s path were stained with occasional flecks of fresh blood from where his paws were bleeding. Estin had not even thought about the man having no way to tend his feet during their travels; he had gotten so used to using magic to fix minor inconveniences like that that he rarely gave it a thought anymore for others. “Raeln, sit.”


    The wolf stopped and turned toward Estin, giving him a strong-willed stare of one who intended to disobey for the sake of disobeying. Estin knew that look all too well from Oria. “Don’t give me orders, thief,” warned Raeln, clenching his hands into fists.


    “I’m giving you the chance to sit down and talk with me under your own power,” Estin insisted, sitting straight and meeting Raeln’s challenging stare. “I’ve kept my kits from mauling me when they disobey…you’re hardly a challenge.”


    “Is not exaggeration,” warned Yoska, his eyes still on the knife that danced across his knuckles. “I knew their mother, and both children took more after her than their father. Estin being alive to tell of it is testimony to him not being one you should argue with, no? Besides, they do not teach you to respect your elders?”


    Raeln snorted and looked back at Yoska. “I’m nearly twenty-eight. Estin’s a child compared to me.”


    “You misunderstand,” Yoska replied before Estin could argue at the absurdity of Raeln claiming he was that old. Wildlings rarely lived to fifteen, given the rough lives they lived, but he had never heard of one surviving past their midthirties, regardless of the method. Raeln should have been grey-furred and barely able to stand without a crutch. “You are child by virtue of how you act. Is not a bad thing. I am youngest of our group by my own reasoning. Estin is oldest, though green man will fight him for who is best father for us both.”


    Raeln came over to Estin reluctantly and bent at the waist. “Don’t tell me what to do, Estin. I’ll protect this group as I see fit. That’s my only job here. Let me do it. So long as you continue to behave like a thief, I will not take orders from you.”


    Estin smiled up at Raeln as sweetly as he could manage, a trick Feanne’s mother had taught him for keeping others from seeing when he had begun casting a spell that required little more than hand movement. By the time Raeln noticed Estin’s hand move, the spell was complete.


    Bands of air thickened to the strength of ropes around Raeln and slammed into his back and shoulders. At Estin’s direction the invisible chains pulled Raeln to the floor and held him there for several seconds before they dissipated, leaving him lying practically flat on his stomach, glaring angrily at Estin.


    “Thank you for sitting down,” Estin said, ignoring the man’s growl. “Now, what is the problem? You’ve been anxious since we met, but this is the first time you’ve snapped at me.”


    Raeln rose up onto his knees, towering over Estin without having to stand. “You stole from that man,” he growled at Estin, pointing toward where Thomin had gone. “He is not our enemy or we wouldn’t be in his home. We can find another way without becoming bandits.”


    Estin smiled at the man’s anger. He clearly had not grown up struggling to feed himself. More likely, he grew up where he could afford to hate those who had no choice but to steal. People like Estin. It was a life he had left mostly behind years before, but he could easily see Raeln’s judgment of him.


    “How many of your friends died of starvation growing up?” Estin asked, getting the expected blink of surprise and confusion. “Everyone I knew either got sold into slavery or died during the winter months in an alley. They usually weren’t found until spring and lay there rotting until then. Those who survived took what they needed from those who could spare it. We got lucky every so often and were given a meal by someone with a good heart, but more often than not, we had to take it by skill or force. I chose skill and never took anything that required me to hurt someone who didn’t deserve it. Never.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to reply, looking ashamed, but Estin chose not to let him off the hook so easily.


    “You’ve never gone without a meal when you truly needed it in your life before the war came to your lands,” Estin went on, Raeln’s sinking tail confirming his guess. “That’s not a bad thing, Raeln, but it is something that separates us. If you have a problem with things I do, say so and ask me about it. Don’t get angry.”


    Estin dug around in one of his belt pouches until he found Thomin’s coins, which he slapped onto the floor in front of Raeln. “Give them back to him. He will appreciate the gesture and trust you for it. I’m fine being the thief he despises.”


    “Estin…” Raeln began, but trailed off, apparently unsure what to say. After a moment, he scooped up the coins and stared at them in his palm, as though they were accusing him as openly as Estin had.


    “Don’t argue. Sit there and let me fix your feet before we have to run again.”


    “I’m fine,” Raeln told him, starting to stand up, but Estin reached out and caught him by the wrist. When Raeln tried to pull away, Estin dug in his claws until he saw Raeln’s muzzle twitch.


    “Sit down,” he said firmly, and to his surprise, Raeln did.


    Pointing at Raeln’s feet, Estin waited patiently until the man reluctantly slid both toward him. The pads were torn apart and so badly infected that Estin was amazed Raeln could walk.


    “In the future, I’ll let you decide how to protect the group,” Estin told Raeln, putting a hand on Raeln’s lower ankle and letting his mind drift to touch the magic that lingered in the air around him. The whispers of the disembodied spirits that came with it were difficult to hear over. “In return you will tell me when you need healing, regardless of how you think that makes you look weak.”


    “Agreed,” said Raeln, letting out a thankful sigh as his pads healed under Estin’s touch.


    “Relax and get some rest before something new happens,” Estin said, leaning back into his blankets. A strong scent caught his attention and he winced, realizing it was his own stench after so long in the wilds. On a whim he yanked his shirt off to get the stink away from himself, intending to get it washed or burned at the first opportunity. “If there’s anything I know for certain, it’s that trouble doesn’t stop until you’re dead.”


    Raeln nodded froze, staring intently at Estin’s side.


    Thinking the man was looking at the fox, Estin looked over, but the animal was far enough away that she was not his focus. The animal was stalking something under one of the chairs, far closer to Yoska than Estin.


    “Your arm,” Raeln said, apparently anticipating Estin’s question. “What happened to you? Is that from the slave camp?”


    Grinning, Estin realized the man meant the deep scars that ran in crisscrossed lines on his left shoulder and arm. The deep notches in his flesh had never healed properly and no fur would grow there, making them very obvious when he forgot to keep them covered. He had spent long enough wearing long shirts either because of winter weather or Corraith’s blazing sunlight that few had seen the scars to wonder at them.


    “Those are from my first meeting with Feanne,” he explained, trying not to look at the bag that contained her remains. The memory was bittersweet. “She was being tortured and would have been executed. We saved each other that day. Dogs tried to rip us apart.”


    Raeln’s ears drooped and he nodded, knowingly. “My friend…he showed me how it was in the wilds,” Raeln said a moment later, his eyes going distant. “I thought your kind were monsters…savages, even. Where I was raised was nothing like the wilderness. For a long time, I looked down on people like you and him. He eventually showed me my own ignorance and that those living away from the cities were strong in their own way. He showed me how to survive out there. If he hadn’t…when the undead came…” Raeln trailed off and hung his head, not needing to explain. Estin had seen enough of the war’s effects to know Raeln had seen his own mortality in all the deaths he had witnessed. His friend was dead, like so many others.


    Sitting back up, Estin reached out and brushed Raeln’s cheek, making him jump. “We all lost loved ones. You aren’t alone, Raeln. We’re all hurting and alone now. Use that anger and don’t let it consume you the way it almost did to me. All four of us are warriors in our own ways. We need to find strength within ourselves to keep fighting, or we may as well starve in an alley. Your friend would have wanted you to live.”


    Sniffling and covering his face, Raeln hurried away from Estin to the far corner, where he pulled his knees to his chin and hid himself from the others. Estin did not need exceptional hearing to pick up the man’s faint sobs. He would harbor some anger toward Estin for a day or two, until he understood Estin meant nothing cruel by his words. Whoever Raeln’s “friend” was, he meant as much to him as a family member.


    The door to the room where Thomin and Ira had gone popped open a moment later and the man came through first, then stepped aside to let Ira take the lead. Ignoring her husband completely, Ira went straight to Yoska, though she gave Raeln a concerned look in passing. “You, my cousin, are nothing but trouble,” she told the gypsy, standing over him as he spun his knife one more time and then made it vanish into his sleeve. “Do you even understand why Thomin attacked you?”


    “He is jealous of my dashing good looks?”


    Ira sighed and closed her eyes, while Estin stifled a snicker. Yoska’s knack for diffusing tension around him was remarkable. “No,” she went on. “I’m betting you didn’t miss the undead on our streets?”


    “I may have noticed something odd about a few people. Thought it was new fashion.”


    “They’re rounding up wizards,” Ira snapped, kicking Yoska’s chair. “Your orcish friend is in a great deal of danger, as are we. All the entrances to the city are watched. I told my idiot husband to keep his cover, but I would bet that someone has sold us out by now. For some reason that escapes me, he believed you were working with the enemy.”


    Thomin finally spoke up. “The orc! He has the same markings as the men that took Loph and Viris. Damn, woman, you’d think you don’t listen to a word that I…”


    Ira turned to look Thomin’s way and his voice trailed to a whisper and culminated with a nervous cough.


    “Can you get us out of the city?” Ira asked Yoska once Thomin was silent. “We will see to it that you have anything you need if it is within our power to give. Pholithia is not safe for either of us anymore.”


    “How bad are things?” asked Raeln, wiping at his nose and averting his eyes, even as he spoke. “What forces do they have here?”


    Ira shrugged. “The entire military is dead and under their control…a result of the invasion. They swept through the oracles’ chambers and turned them as well before coming for wizards like Thomin. I would guess four thousand undead at a minimum, but that does not include commoners they have murdered when they assume that no one will miss them. There are two tattooed people among the enemy, though the woman is new to the city. The man controls all of Pholithia and claims to be our ‘lord emperor,’ despite Urishaan having no such nobility.”


    From his place by the bookshelf, On’esquin stiffened but said nothing, his eyes still on his book. Estin could easily see his eyes were no longer moving. He was listening, not reading. Mention of the Turessians seemed to be enough to worry even him.


    “Can we take two of the strong dead men?” Yoska asked the group, skeptically. He looked pointedly at Estin, as the only person he knew had fought the Turessians. “There were four in the camp—”


    “And we lost more than a hundred warriors,” Estin reminded him. “Twice that many elderly and children. That was with a dozen spellcasters and two people who were as strong as small armies. I don’t think any of the Turessians were actually dead when we left.”


    Ira’s stern demeanor softened at that, but she continued to watch Yoska expectantly.


    “We will do what we can that will not get us dead,” Yoska finally offered.


    Nodding, Ira bent over and eyed Yoska’s midsection. “You already tried to get yourself dead, no?” asked Ira, a faint accent coming forward briefly, as though it crept out the longer she talked with Yoska. “I did not expect to see dried blood that was your own. Did you deserve it?”


    Yoska grinned impishly, though he put a hand over his side wound as he replied. “What gypsy man ever deserves to be stabbed by a woman? Was misunderstanding, no? If gypsy woman wanted a gypsy man dead, would I be here or would I be with the ancestors?”


    “She was sloppy, whoever she was,” Ira noted. “Clean yourself up…all of you. I can’t hide you if you look like you murdered your way into the city. We’ll travel tomorrow morning through the closed districts. Until then, rest. If you need running water, we have a water room through the door over there. Do not mind Geraine. He will bring you what you need and not argue out of fear of this simple woman and my reluctance to pay rude servants.”


    The bodyguard, Geraine, appeared at the door to the next room. Despite his muscle, he somehow managed to look the part of a servant. He waited there patiently for any request.


    “No gypsy woman is simple,” Yoska insisted, grinning even more broadly.


    “And no gypsy man is as innocent as he claims,” the woman countered, looking over the disheveled men in her front room. “Clean them up and look respectable by the morning, or I will blame you and get my own revenge for whatever finds us, even if I die first.”


    “You say you left the family,” replied Yoska, leaning back. “Only a gypsy considers revenge a good reason not to stay dead, no?”


    Smiling devilishly, Ira excused herself, patted Thomin’s arm gently in the first indication she had any concern for the man whatsoever, and left. That was something Estin understood all too well. Feanne’s pack of wildlings had been largely predatory breeds—like Raeln—more than happy to tear Estin apart if Feanne showed any weakness. It took him a long time to win enough respect among them through his own strengths to allow either himself or Feanne to ever show affection around them, and he guessed Ira viewed her life the same way.


    Thomin sat down with Yoska to talk, their former animosity all but vanished. They were old friends who had fought over something stupid again. Estin envied the ease with which they forgot their anger.


    Picking at his fur, Estin found clumps of mud and pine sap that had somehow made its way through his clothing, making it nearly impossible to smooth his fur. He quickly gave up, knowing there was little he could do with his claws to clean himself. Instead, he turned to the many pouches he had collected back in Corraith, attached around his worn old belt. Those, he dumped out one at a time, trying to figure out what he still had and what had been lost. It was something he had not taken the time—or had the inclination—to do since arriving back in the mountains.


    The first few pouches were the ones where Estin kept most of his belongings. There were bits of dry wood, a set of flint and steel he had taken from Raeln, and the crumbs from old meals he had shoved into those bags in a hurry. The next pouch spilled out a pile of the tiny coins the people of Corraith used—a fortune there, but nearly worthless in these lands. Idly he wondered if Oria had enough coin left with her to take care of the kits, but he pushed that thought aside, as it would only leave him needlessly worrying.


    At the soft jingling of coins, Yoska and Thomin both looked up, their conversation cut short. Ira even poked her head into the room briefly, spotted the foreign coin, and went back to what she had been doing. The men took a little longer to return their attentions to their conversation.


    Estin slid the pile of worthless coins aside and moved to the next pouch. From that one he extracted the small worn book where he kept his notes about magic, helping him remember the complicated patterns and thoughts required to use the healing spells he had learned. The book was worthless to someone without the talent, but essential to one who was trained. Without it, Estin would have forgotten the more difficult spells in a day or two, though many of the simpler ones he could cast without checking the book very often anymore.


    Remembering, Estin pulled Thomin’s similar book from another pouch, where he had shoved it when they were in the alley. He would have to return it to the man, but he intended to check it for anything he had not learned. Unfortunately, as he paged through the dog-eared book, he found the notes were gibberish to him. Thomin used a different style of magic, likely similar to Estin’s son, Atall. The book and its contents were worthless to Estin.


    Memories of Atall’s brutal death flashed across Estin’s thoughts, and he clamped his eyes shut as he put the book aside, trying to stifle the image of his son’s ribs being ripped open with Estin and Feanne unable to save him. When he managed to get control over his thoughts again, Estin realized he was panting rapidly and both the fox and Raeln were watching him with concern.


    Estin had no intention of talking about what went through his mind with anyone—not even an animal—and so ignored the others as he turned his belt to get to his remaining pouches. These were badly worn, often from being knocked down onto them or disuse in general.


    Those last three pouches held nothing as Estin searched them, so he turned them upside-down, dumping out a large pile of pale brown sand onto the floor. He chuckled at the thought that he had brought some of Corraith’s desert halfway across Eldvar by accident, but then stopped and looked over at the bag that contained Feanne’s remains. The last place they had been alive together was Corraith, giving it some significance to him. Sighing, he dug a small bag out of one of the other pouches and filled it with a handful of sand before returning it to his belt pouch.


    Satisfied he had little that could be cast aside, Estin pushed his belt and the pouches attached to it out of his way and smoothed out the blankets the fox had left at his side. His fur still felt itchy with the dirt stuck in it, but he had lived with far worse. Cleanliness was a luxury he rarely had an opportunity to enjoy.


    Estin closed his eyes to rest, but a sensation that he was being watched made him too uncomfortable to sleep. Peeking, he saw the fox stood over him. When he opened his eyes, she sniffed and gave a particularly muddy portion of the fur on his shoulder a glare. Making a grumbling noise, the fox pawed at his arm.


    “You’re as bad as she was,” he told the animal, smiling at it. “If I had any doubts that she sent you, that does away with them. I don’t need a mother.”


    The fox continued to stare at him until he got up and headed toward the waiting servant. At Estin’s approach, Geraine stood more straight, looking to him for a request.


    “Would you have hit me in the head with that club, given the chance?” he asked the human, looking up at him. Estin had found years earlier that the taller races and breeds seemed to expect anything shorter than them to act shy. As such, he insisted on meeting their eyes as often as possible to put them off-balance.


    “Without hesitation,” replied Geraine. “Now, he says you are friends and allies, so that is exactly what you are. You’re family until further notice.”


    “They pay you well to be so loyal?”


    Geraine smirked before replying, “Well enough.”


    “Good enough for me,” Estin admitted, looking past the man to the hall beyond. There were side rooms, one of which was open—the water room, judging by the pipes he could see. He had not been in many cities with running water, making him curious whether Pholithia’s was any better than the other lands. “Towels? Also, how good are your drains? I shed.”


    The man gave Estin a sharp look of disgust but hid it very quickly. He might not like the idea of letting wildlings bathe in the home, but he clearly knew better than to argue. Laws were one thing; obeying his master was quite another.


    Without question, Geraine showed Estin to a linen cabinet, and before Estin had even chosen a towel from it, the man had fetched a heavy brush for him that likely would make it through his matted fur.


    Estin thanked him and went into the next room, where he could see thick iron pipes that ran from the floor up to the ceiling. Stepping in and closing the door behind him, he looked around for the usual spigot or other apparatus to make the water flow into a basin…though there was no basin, either. Either he had entered the wrong room, or at the least, the residents used a different place to relieve themselves. The only indication other than the pipes that the room was used for anything water-related was that the floor was a heavy-iron grating and Estin could hear water down below.


    “How do I make it work?” he called out through the door.


    Geraine said, “Chain in the corner.”


    Estin looked around in confusion and then finally spotted the chain. Taking hold of a ring on the end, he gave one last look around the room, trying to figure out where the water would come from, and then pulled.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “In Another Skin”


     


    I am losing the sight as my strength continues to wane, On’esquin. There is not much time left and I see less than I once did.


    I have always heard the elderly speak of their eyes dimming as they approach death’s door, but now I truly understand. This is somewhat figurative, though in my case, it is somewhat more literal. I see the visions only as a haze, growing more difficult to see clearly with each hour. Soon struggling to live will be meaningless, as I know that until my wife returns with the cure, death is inevitable, and with no visions to narrate, I have nothing left to offer my people.


    This last hour, all I have seen is a concept, rather than a sight.


    I have seen revelation. I believe the companions—assuming any still live by the point they have made their way toward our lands—will finally see the truth in one another. There will always be more to show, but some of the more important secrets will come to light. They will know each other for what they are, even if they do not understand.


    Understanding each other will only be the first step to understanding how they can help us all when they come to this barren, snowy wasteland.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Raeln sat in the corner for a while, trying to calm himself. Each time thoughts of Greth hit him—or for that matter, any of the people he had lost in the last year, including his sister, mother, father, and friends—it became harder to think. He had not slept right in so very long and it was starting to make him addled. Knowing that did not make it any easier to fix, though. His head felt like it was swimming in emotions he had no desire to release.


    He looked around once he got his feelings under control again, realizing Estin had left the room at some point, leaving the fox behind to fuss with his blankets, claiming a corner for herself. Raeln wanted to ask Estin how he dealt with all the death he had seen. Though Estin had been far worse right after Feanne’s death than Raeln had after Greth’s, he had bounced back quickly. That was something Raeln desperately needed to learn from him.


    The woman, Ira, had also left while Raeln was lost to his thoughts, making him wonder how long he had struggled with himself. He normally was quite aware of the movement of others around him, and having two leave without him noticing was bothersome. The only ones left in the room were Yoska and Thomin, who were talking quietly to one side, and On’esquin, who was sitting on the floor near the fox, reading from a tattered little book. Of them, only the fox looked at him, her green eyes watching him accusingly.


    “Welcome back,” On’esquin said, turning to the next page and glancing up at Raeln briefly, the only indication of who he was speaking to.


    A nearby crash of water and choked yelp startled Raeln, but the abrupt laughter of Yoska and Thomin told him it was likely not serious. The two men strained to control their mirth long enough for Yoska to say to Raeln, “Is Estin we laugh at. First-time visitor to Urishaan water room always has big surprise. If you yell we laugh at you too. Is only warning we give, yes?”


    Raeln glanced toward the door to the other rooms of the home and saw Geraine standing in a hallway near a closed door with his jaw clenched to keep from laughing. Estin’s cries from the room beyond had died down to mere grumbling that carried through the door, along with splashing.


    Shaking his head, Raeln got up and rubbed his eyes, trying to stay awake. He went to Thomin, digging out the coins Estin had given him, and offered them back to Thomin. Lowering his head in visible apology, Raeln waited for the man to take the coins from him. Instead, Thomin gave him a questioning look and shrugged.


    “We took these,” Raeln confessed, not wanting to put any blame squarely on Estin, even if deserved. He would not throw Estin figuratively to the wolves, but he would address Estin directly about his concerns…maybe once he had gotten some sleep. “We didn’t know you were a friend. I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again.”


    Thomin did not reach for the coins, instead giving Yoska a confused stare. “Where did you find him? He’s adorable. We should have gotten one years ago to speak well of us to the law.”


    “You know me,” Yoska replied, grinning at Raeln. “Always finding strays.”


    “You…you aren’t angry?” asked Raeln, not understanding. He stared at the coins in his hand, trying to decide what he should do. He was tempted to set them in Thomin’s lap.


    “Why would I be mad?” Thomin asked in reply, shrugging. “I married a gypsy many years ago. I know the rules of the road. If I don’t—or can’t—protect something, I really can’t complain if someone else who needs it more takes it. Trust me, I intend to take those back in my own time, but I will not take them out of sympathy. If you seem to need it more, it wasn’t mine to keep in the first place.”


    “So…you want me to keep these?” Raeln was having no luck understanding this man. Yoska was difficult, but Thomin seemed impossible. “Theft is illegal here, correct?”


    “Yes and yes. Keep the coins and whatever else you took. Consider them my apology for trying to use magic on your group because of an old argument. My wife was kind enough to remind me that attacking her bandoleer is not the best way to live a long life, and the loss of a few coins is hardly a bad price to learn that. Besides, we’re at no lack for money after the disappearance of many of my wealthy friends. What we lack in this city are places to spend that money that doesn’t benefit the enemy or draw attention back to us.”


    Raeln finally closed his hand over the coins and pushed them back into his pouch. Kneeling beside the men, he asked, “How bad is it really? We saw the undead, but your walls are intact. There must be some resistance.”


    “The Turessians were allowed in as a bargain to save ourselves,” explained Thomin. “I was just telling Yoska that all of Urishaan is under their control now, though Pholithia is the only city that was not destroyed to my knowledge. We were the last to fall, so we were the quickest to offer our hospitality to the enemy when they showed up with an army that was larger than our population. The gates were opened…the executions began about an hour later.”


    “What did you give them to win that kind of trust?” Raeln asked, confused. “Lantonne was torn to the ground without any negotiation of any kind. I can’t imagine what would convince them to spare you.”


    “Not me…the city. I’m part of the price we paid, I’m afraid,” the man said, smiling wryly. “Everyone capable of prophecy or magic more complex than card tricks was to be turned over to the Turessians. There are a few of us left, but not many. I have a feeling that once they think they’ve found us all, the rest of the citizens will be killed off and turned into more soldiers. Other than that, there were a few things they demanded from the old museums, and I believe they took the researchers from there as well. Anything that dates back to the founding of the city left on a caravan months ago.”


    “What kind of things?” On’esquin demanded, though he kept reading from the book in his lap. “Specifics, please.”


    Thomin shook his head, as though he had been unable to make sense of what he was about to say and did not expect them to, either. “A tapestry and some old clothing, pottery bits, and jewelry that had never been identified.” He noticed Raeln’s curious look and added, “I used to work in the museum. It was a great place to steal jewelry for Ira or find things that people will buy for far more than it’s worth.”


    “Details are essential here. A symbol, a pattern, even a general style might mean everything or nothing,” warned On’esquin.


    Thomin stared right at On’esquin. “All of them had patterns like those on your face. An extinct tribe’s markings, they said, but unlike most of the others working there, I know Turessian when I see it. Spent most of my adult life trying to decipher some of their…your…old books. The jewelry was badly worn, so they gave us descriptions of the pieces they wanted. Your wildling is wearing one of the pieces I stole and sold to the dwarves before we were invaded.”


    Raeln looked down at the silver bracelet and slid his shirt down to cover it.


    “You tried taking it off yet?” Thomin asked, grinning. “Of course you have. Damn thing upset the researchers something fierce. They wanted it gone in a hurry and said nothing when I stole it. Had no idea the undead would want it a few months later.”


    “How do I get it off?” Raeln demanded, tugging at the clasp for emphasis.


    “You need an enchanter. Took ours weeks to unravel enough of the magic on that thing to pry it off our head of staff. Don’t bother looking around…Turessians took all the enchanters weeks ago. The more magic we threw at it, the tougher it was to remove.”


    On’esquin refused to let Thomin change directions at all. “I need to know every piece they wanted. I can guess, but that is counterproductive. Those books would be handy too.”


    “It was a pretty long list they asked about, but only a few that fit anything we’d seen. I can probably get the original demand letter from a colleague in the morning. The books they’re looking for are on the shelf over there,” Thomin explained, pointing to the top of one of the bookshelves.


    “Please do get the list. We will need that information,” On’esquin replied, standing up and straining to see the top of the shelf. Reaching up and feeling around, he pulled down two dust-covered old books Raeln thought looked like they had been thrown in the mud, driven over by carts, and maybe even kicked a few times.


    “What else?” Yoska asked, apparently not having covered that in their previous conversation. “I always could tell when you omitted things, Thomin. Is a tell in the way you rub at your chin.”


    “For starters, three of your companions are on the list,” replied Thomin, nodding toward On’esquin. “The guards are to let any wildlings or orcs into the city and never let them back out. Any orc or wildling with those tattoos…they want them tracked and confined. You were being followed, which was why we thought you were coming for us. Our man distracted the undead to make sure they didn’t follow you here.”


    On’esquin looked back down at the book he held, appearing anything but concerned. “It was expected, though I thought it would take longer for them to secure the cities they wanted to hold. I believed I had a year or two before they had this level of control over the populace of major cities,” the orc admitted. Turning a page, he added, “These are children’s books with old stories. Some appear to be based on actual events long past.”


    Nodding, Thomin said, “I don’t know what the four of you are doing, but Ira has a better head on her shoulders than I do. She thinks that the Turessians are scared of something and your little group fits the description perfectly. Anything that scares them is an ally in our opinions. Even if you aren’t the reason they made those declarations, I’m willing to put some hope in it.”


    Yoska raised a hand to announce something grandly, but as he opened his mouth, On’esquin quickly spoke. “We are not the ones they are looking for, of that I’m certain. No need to worry. We will gladly accept any help you offer and aid you as we are able, and then depart before anyone is aware of your involvement.”


    Raeln could see Yoska was crestfallen, having hoped to proudly proclaim they were following the ridiculous prophecy. If he had to guess, Yoska had been about to announce himself as some sort of savior. Still, the man let On’esquin have his way and did not argue.


    “The well-educated Turessian orc says it’s just random happenstance that you all fit the descriptions,” Thomin said to Yoska, smirking all the while. “You say I lie poorly.” Thomin then seemed to notice the book On’esquin had set aside to read the old Turessian ones and his humor faded. “That is my book of spells,” the human noted, frowning. “As with the coins, it is yours…”


    On’esquin shook his head and picked up the book. “You may have it back. It has been many years since I used magic and it was nice to see how things have changed in the schools. Your teachers would be proud of the skills at your disposal and the potential you show if you have mastered these. You will be a skilled spellcaster after you are finished with your training.”


    Taking the book, Thomin appeared genuinely hurt as he held it, finally saying softly, “I won awards from the king and prince for my skills. I was begged to become a teacher for the prince at one time. I’ve been done with training for almost two decades. It has been a few years…”


    “Oh, I am sorry for my rudeness,” On’esquin quickly corrected, looking scandalized. “As I said, times have changed, as have many aspects of magic. My apologies. Nothing I said was meant to insult.”


    “No, you’re fine,” the man replied, though he looked only slightly mollified in Raeln’s opinion. “Whatever I learned is meaningless the last few months. Half my spells either don’t work or don’t work the way they used to. If I weren’t in hiding, I’d have sought help a long time ago. Now, I wouldn’t know who to go to. I’m as likely to hurt myself as I am to get the spells right, and I don’t know why.”


    “That I can help you with. Where I cannot help, I can tell you why it is happening,” replied On’esquin, patting Thomin’s knee as if he were a child rather than an accomplished wizard. Raeln found the gesture incredibly emasculating and thought of the military teachers who had treated him similarly, right up until he could beat them in a fight. “If you would be so kind as to see to my friends’ needs, we can spend some time this evening going over your concerns. There are methods to work around many of the ways magic has been twisted in the last few months.”


    At that point Raeln heard a click behind him and saw Yoska look past him and stifle a snicker. Looking back, Raeln saw Estin marching into the room wearing only his pants, each step on the wood floor making a soggy splash. From the top of his ears to his toes and the full length of his tail, Estin was drenched to the bone, his fur lying flat and leaving a trail of water behind him. He held an equally drenched towel in one hand and a brush in the other.


    “Not a word,” Estin groused as he sat down on the floor with a wet squish. He began brushing at his fur, glowering the whole time. “I feel like I’ve had a lake dumped on me.”


    “That’s not entirely wrong,” admitted Thomin. “The water system here is fed by a portal the wizards maintain at the bottom of a lake up in the mountains. When you pull that chain, you’re letting the lake fall on you in a sense. We occasionally get small fish that come through, which tends to really scare travelers. With the wizards gone, the water is completely uncontrolled and falls a lot faster than it used to.”


    Geraine brought Estin a few more towels, which Estin grabbed and spread out around himself, trying to keep from flooding the floor. About all he managed to do was keep the water from spreading, and he soon gave up and went back to brushing the knots out of his arm fur.


    “Settle in and make yourselves at home,” Thomin told the group, clapping as he stood up. “You must be exhausted after traveling from…”


    “From nowhere that matters,” Yoska replied smoothly, grinning.


    “Regardless, most of you look like you’ll fall asleep if I stop talking. You know where everything is, Yoska. Please show the others. I’ll set out some clothing that should fit you, along with some clean cloth for that wound. Weapons have been moved to the coat cupboard since you were here last, but everything else is where it has always been. The only rooms are Geraine’s and mine, so I am afraid you will have to share this room. The cupboard with the weapons has spare blankets, cloaks, and other items that you are free to take.”


    “What style of weapons do you have available?” asked On’esquin as he picked up the other Turessian book and eyed its binding skeptically. “I have grown tired of the unsophisticated weaponry of the lands I have visited and would hope that you had access to a rhikath. I found mention in one of the books on similar weaponry here, so I had hope.”


    Thomin’s brows went down and he looked truly confused. “I have never heard of such a weapon,” he admitted, looking to Yoska for some clue. “Is that orcish?”


    “No, is badly spoken old gypsy tongue,” said Yoska, grinning. “The green man thinks he knows how to speak ancient gypsy, but he needs more lessons, no? He means a rhikash.”


    “I know how to speak the word for the weapon I learned to fight with,” On’esquin replied, sounding a little annoyed. “A rhikath is a spear with a wide blade on one end and a metal cap on the other to balance it.”


    Yoska laughed and shook his head. “Is a rhikash. Six-foot spear with blades and metal end. Rikash is gypsy for ‘wagon spear.’ Many clans put these on sides of their wagons as defensive weapon if wagons are attacked.”


    “A rhikath is a weapon created by the Rhik clan of Turessi, Yoska. I know my weapon. It was my mainstay until I had finished training in magic.”


    “Stop, both of you,” Thomin interjected, holding up his hands. “Ira has an old gypsy spear that some fool gave her as a wedding gift, telling her to use it on me if I didn’t meet expectations. If she will part with it, it is yours. I don’t honestly care what lands it came from or how to pronounce its name.”


    Yoska silently mouthed “rhikash” at On’esquin while Thomin’s back was turned, amusing Raeln, if not the orc. Estin simply shook his head as he continued picking at his clumped fur.


    “If there is nothing else?” Thomin asked the group, clearly wanting to be gone. When no one said anything quickly, he bowed deeply before Yoska and the excused himself to join Ira in the next room.


    Geraine remained behind only a minute as he brought in an armload of blankets and pillows for them, as well as fresh clothing for Yoska and a pile of mismatched pieces that might fit Raeln or the others. He made one more offer to help how he could. When no one took him up on it—and Estin glared at him again—the man went through the other door and down a hall toward what Raeln guessed was a guest room he occupied.


    Once the last sounds of others had faded and Estin seemed entirely engrossed in grooming, Raeln moved closer to Yoska and asked, “Can we trust him after what he did earlier?”


    “Oh, yes,” Yoska insisted. “Ira will have seen to it. She may speak ill of me, but she is loyal. I would not expect anything less from anyone we raised.”


    “How far will that loyalty stretch?”


    Yoska shrugged. “I am her bandoleer. Is not like your kings and other silly titles, but it bears a certain familial respect among our people. She might stab me herself, but she will not betray me. Ira will put her life on the line to save me, even if she intends to kill me when all is done.”


    Not satisfied but willing to accept that for the moment, Raeln grabbed a blanket and pillow off the pile that had been brought out. Taking his bedding to the area directly in front of the entry door, he curled and tried to make his mind relax. Minutes passed slowly as he stared at the floor, until well after Yoska had extinguished the last light and both him and On’esquin slept quietly. Estin soon joined them in slumber, curling up into a tight ball with his tail over his face and the fox near his feet.


    Raeln waited for sleep to come, but soon enough, he was flat on his back, staring at the ceiling with his mind racing over events of the last few months. He had to spend so much time avoiding one thought or another that he felt more exhausted the longer he tried to sleep. The sounds of Yoska and Estin’s soft snores only made matters worse, reminding him that others who had seen just as much were able to find rest when they needed it.


    “You should calm yourself the way you used to,” said On’esquin, though when Raeln looked his way, the orc still had his eyes closed. “Your mind creates as much noise as the entire city block around us. I was drawn to you because of the peace inside your head, but that has been gone a long time now. The gypsy is scarcely a replacement.”


    Sitting up, Raeln watched the burly man for a little while, though On’esquin appeared to be asleep for all the movement he made. Unlike most people, On’esquin seemed to be entirely immune to the discomfort that came from being watched.


    “Why am I here?” Raeln asked, nodding at the others, more out of habit than out of belief that On’esquin was watching. “Aside from having this chain on my wrist, what possible reason do you have for bringing me?”


    “You cannot go home, if that’s what you were thinking of saying next,” the orc replied, letting out a rumbling chuckle. “Your home is as far gone as mine now. We are the last of something that no one else concerns themselves with. Trust that you have a place here, Raeln. I did not bring you out of some sense of pity or desire for company. You have your part to play, though that time has not come yet. Until then you will do what you always wanted to…you will protect others.”


    “These two? They should be protecting me.”


    “For now, perhaps. They have their own duties to the prophecy, though they are not ready, either. Once you find your calm again, we will see what you must do next. That is your first task for us. I have seen the way you emptied your mind in the battle for Lantonne. Find that peace again.”


    “That was before—”


    “Before your lover died, yes, I was there,” On’esquin cut in. “Pitying yourself is unbecoming, Raeln. All five of us have lost people the same way you have. It is up to each to find a way to cope.”


    “Four of us. I refuse to count the fox.”


    On’esquin looked over toward Estin and the fox and smiled. “Even she suffers from loss and chooses to be with him, rather than out in the wilds where she belongs, Raeln. You have said yourself that no fox would willingly join our party.”


    Raeln watched the fox as it slept, kicking its legs every few seconds as it chased something in its dreams. The small animal growled and let out faint yips in its sleep. He could not help but smile and shake his head.


    “Who have you lost, Turessian?” he asked at length. “Enough evading our questions. Give me this one without mentioning a prophecy. Give me something true.”


    On’esquin’s smile faded immediately. Slowly, he sat up and unbuckled his armor and set it aside, smoothing his black robes once the weighty armor was lying in an even pile. Then, sliding his left shoulder out of the robe, he exposed the whole left half of his chest, showing a long black scar on his green skin, directly over his heart. To Raeln, it appeared he had somehow been cut open intentionally and yet lived to bear the scars.


    “I was executed as part of a ritual that was done to create the first of the creatures you have fought,” he explained, covering himself again. “Dorralt expected me to either rise as the first of their kind or remain dead as a failed experiment. Either way, he could claim victory over Turess’s wishes. When I rose but had none of the powers he had anticipated, he tried to have me killed permanently, lest I warn Turess of his actions. I chose to flee rather than face my enemy.”


    “You lived through your own death. That is not loss.”


    “No,” On’esquin replied, sounding as though he was having trouble keeping his voice steady. “I ran. I was a coward. By the time I returned, ready to face my enemies, they had found my family. My wife and my three children were executed as traitors to Turess, without the man’s knowledge. I came back to our clan’s hold to find their heads on spears outside the road leading toward our lands. Our servants told me of the days they had suffered, made to scream for me while chained in the wilderness, in hopes that I would hear and come back to face Dorralt.”


    Raeln stared at the man in a new light, not having given his past much thought. He seemed so entirely relaxed with who and what he was that Raeln had never thought of what had made him that way. The supposed prophecies had mentioned all of them were bound by loss…that phrase made so much more sense now.


    “How did you not go after them? Kill them? I’ve lost family and I want to hunt down and butcher every person from Turessi. I even look at you sometimes and wonder if you are somehow to blame. I can’t imagine how you can be this calm about revenge.”


    “You think I didn’t kill?” On’esquin asked, grinning wryly. “I hardly understood what they had turned me into, but I went after them with all the strength I had left in me. Dozens died…many simply because they were in the way. Now, I look back on those servants and realize the monster I had become to kill them without reason. I never got close to Dorralt, and he used my rampage as an excuse for turning the people against me and my kind. To this day the histories refer to me as the ‘betrayer’ or ‘traitor.’


    “He hated your people for another reason, Raeln, but mine were cast out because of me. I bear the burden of knowing that the deaths of my family, as well as hundreds or thousands more over the years, lies on my shoulders. Every orc slain to appease Dorralt, even indirectly, is my fault for not letting him kill me. Had I not had a few thousand years to seek my own calm beneath the sands, I doubt I would be very civil.”


    “I’m sorry,” was all Raeln could manage.


    “Don’t be. This is all part of why we are who we are now. This is why I will not allow myself to kill anything that has not been created by Dorralt or his kin. My choices are my own to bear, not yours. Do not attempt to take on my burden or those of our companions, or you will destroy yourself slowly. It will consume and crush you, Raeln. You have enough to face up to without trying to help us with our own losses. The pain you bear should be limited to that which you had a part in. Trust me when I say that anyone else’s burden must be left to them.”


    Snorting, Raeln closed his eyes and tried to at least look like he was attempting to meditate. He knew from experience it would not happen, his muscles rapidly becoming twitchy and demanding he pace or fight something. Still, he did not want to give On’esquin more to lecture him on, so he kept his eyes clamped shut and legs crossed under him, trying to find some small calm within himself to use to weather the long night.


    Instead, he found himself thinking on the brief time he had with Greth until his mind eventually shut down and let him rest for a short spell.


     


    *


     


    Blood filled Raeln’s nightmares during the brief sleep he got near dawn. He saw brief glimpses of the dead in Lantonne during his own escape that he had managed to ignore at the time, their accusing eyes telling him he should be among them. He fled the city in his dreams, trying to get out before the undead could overwhelm him desperately trying to ignore the horror of it all as he had the first time.


    Raeln realized he was no longer alone and looked back to see Greth behind him, easily keeping pace. The man gave him a reassuring smile despite the strain of running so hard, letting Raeln know they would both be okay soon enough. They merely needed to get outside the city, and for some reason, the Turessian army would leave them alone. They would be safe and they could be together, ignoring the war that would wash across the lands of Eldvar.


    As Raeln watched, undead came from the side streets, closing in on them before he could react. His limbs felt leaden, keeping him from getting to Greth before hundreds of corpses separated them. For a reason the dream alone understood, the undead never touched Raeln, instead descending on Greth as Raeln watched helplessly, trying to push them aside to get to his love.


    Again came the blood as Greth died in agony, just outside Raeln’s reach. It was something he had seen a hundred ways almost every single night, driving a knife into his chest each time.


    Screaming within the dream, Raeln collapsed and continued to scream and howl, trying to find sense in the bloodshed. When he looked up again, he lay in the foothills near Altis, surrounded by thousands of decaying corpses. Foremost among them, Greth stood over Raeln, his body torn and battered by the wounds that had killed him, inflicted by a Turessian in real life rather than the claws of the zombies.


    “You couldn’t even save me?” asked Greth, his white eyes narrowing as he stared at Raeln. “Why would you think Estin and Yoska will fare any better? They will die and it will be your fault. Ask your sister how well you protect others.”


    Sitting upright as the dream faded, Raeln gasped for breath, wiping away tears as he woke. In desperation he looked at each of his companions, praying each was still alive. Only then could he relax and slow his breathing.


    Sunlight peeked through the room’s shuttered windows, casting the place in long shadows, letting him know he had slept for an hour or two, a good night by his current standards. The others were not up yet and all lay more or less as he had left them. The exception was the fox, which lay on her back, legs splayed in the air as she slept, kicking every so often. On’esquin appeared to be only just barely asleep, sitting with his back to the wall and an open book in his lap.


    Shaking his head, Raeln took several deep breaths, struggling to make his heart stop pounding as though it was trying to push its way out of his chest. After several slow breaths, Raeln froze with his lungs full. He could hear boots outside the door to his right—lots of them. There was a crowd out there, which did not strike him as something normal.


    Looking around as he exhaled as quietly as he could, Raeln could not find a single person moving and knew the dry boards of the floor would have made it easy to identify whether Ira, Thomin, and Geraine were up in the house’s back rooms. The movement was isolated to outside the home’s front door.


    Raeln eased himself up, trying to keep silent. He put an ear to it in hopes that he could make more sense of all the nearby movement. Deep down, he hoped he would hear little more than the passing of urchins wandering past.


    “Hold back the ranged troops until we clear the door,” whispered a raspy man’s voice outside. “Give the other group one minute before we go in. I want this clean. No screams, no runners. Kill them all before they can alert anyone else. Understood?”


    Raeln’s ears shot straight up. They had been found somehow and the Turessian-controlled soldiers or corpses outside were going to attack at any moment. Sniffing, he confirmed there were at least a few undead among them. He did not have much time, and anything he did might alert them that he was awake and start the attack all that much sooner.


    Turning in place, keeping one hand on the door so he could feel if they tried to open it, Raeln’s eyes fell on the chair where Thomin had sat while talking with Yoska. Leaning to keep from having to leave the door, he grabbed the chair and hoisted it off the floor, bringing it over to the door and gently placing it back down. He angled the chair and slid it up against the door’s handle, hoping those on the other side did not hear the faint scuff of it settling into place. When nothing hit the door, he assumed he had been quiet enough. That would buy him a few extra seconds before they burst in.


    Raeln inched away from the door over to the small coat closet nearby, where Thomin had indicated there were weapons. The few shabby and rusted weapons they had brought with them would not get them far, so he knew they would need these if they were to make it through any kind of assault.


    The closet clicked softly as Raeln opened it and he hesitated again, listening for the people outside to react. Hearing nothing, he pulled the door the rest of the way open. Inside, weapons of all sizes and shapes had been stacked or hung from hooks on the sides of the closet. Nearly an entire wall was occupied with knives, while swords, axes, and even a crossbow were stacked against the back. The spear Yoska and On’esquin had argued about lay propped against the back wall, covered with a layer of dust. On a shelf at the top, stacks of cloaks and other traveling gear lay forgotten.


    Raeln grabbed weapons, tucking them under one arm. Once he had enough, he pulled the entire stack of clothing down and threw it toward the backpacks On’esquin and Yoska had discarded in the middle of the room.


    Taking a deep breath, Raeln readied himself for battle as he shouted at the top of his lungs, “Undead! To your feet!”


    On’esquin’s eyes snapped open first and he threw the book aside as he rolled sideways to grab his armor. He had the armor halfway on as he stood, before the others had even budged, and the clatter of Ira and Thomin from the back of the house let Raeln know they had heard too.


    Yoska and Estin were a little slower but hardly took a moment to get their senses about them. They both grabbed their things as quickly as they could manage, with the fox near Estin looking around in confusion as she shook off sleepiness more like a person than an animal. Once she seemed to understand, the fox grabbed the cloaks with her mouth and dragged them toward Estin.


    Outside, Raeln could hear an angry curse, followed by a wall-shaking kick to the door. Its hinges flexed and the wood buckled, but with the added support of the chair, the door held for the moment. One or two more kicks would shatter it.


    “More in back!” called out Ira, pushing Thomin into the room with her from the hall, both of them yanking on traveling clothes as they came out of the bedroom. She shoved the door shut behind her and threw the latch, closing them into the one room. “They got in before we could seal that entrance.”


    Stepping past Ira, Thomin touched the door to the back rooms and whispered something. A second later the door shimmered and Raeln thought he saw the narrow gap around it fade away, as though the door was a part of the wall. “They will not come in that way, but we have fewer ways to get out,” Thomin announced as a second blow to the front door knocked it slightly off its hinges. “Someone pick a direction and go!”


    Raeln tossed weapons to everyone who was not still gathering their things. The spear went to On’esquin, a bundle of knives to Yoska and a second to Ira, and he threw a pair of swords to land near Estin, who was gathering fruit from a bowl on one of the tables into his pouches.


    At the clatter of the swords on the floor, Estin looked over at Thomin and Ira. “Where’s your servant? Is he trapped in the back room?”


    Ira did a quick head count before stomping her foot. Angrily, she said, “He’s not in his room. I thought he would be here. The bastard sold us out, yes?”


    “Yes, indeed.” On’esquin told her, pulling the straps on his armor tight. He hefted the spear in one hand and went to stand near Thomin. “A fine weapon, Ira. Whoever forged it knew their art.”


    “That would be the drunk’s first wife, may the spirits be kind,” Ira told him, sticking a thumb toward Yoska. “That woman knew her smithing.”


    On’esquin sent the weapon through a blindingly fast spin, catching it in the same position where he had begun the motion. Smiling, he glanced at Raeln and nodded, signaling he was ready for battle.


    Hoping he was as ready, Raeln drew a sword he had held back for himself and kicked the chair away from the door. Without it to support the broken frame, the entire door collapsed inward, revealing an armored man whose face was partially decayed. This intelligent undead looked up at Raeln in surprise, clearly not having expected they would come at him rather than run away.


    Snarling, Raeln rushed out the door and cleaved the corpse’s face nearly in half. He spun as he cleared the door and reached the alley, backhanding another undead man in the forehead, bouncing him off the stone wall. Ducking at the sound of a blade whizzing through the air, he came completely around and kicked a second soldier in the shield once the man’s weapon had gone over his head. The kick took the man off his feet, sending him into several more behind him. They all reeked of death, but fought like the living…a liability Raeln fully intended to use.


    A crackle of flame warned Raeln that he had chosen his initial targets poorly. He looked back in time to see a man in black robes pointing his direction as red fire washed over a half dozen of the undead soldiers, filling the alley as it raced toward him.


    Raeln closed his eyes and waited for the fire to hit him. He knew he could have dived into the home in time, but he could not bring himself to do it. The air heated rapidly around him and then cooled as the flames passed without hitting him. When he opened his eyes, a faint glow faded around his body and Thomin stood in the doorway nearby, hands moving as he crafted another spell. The man had saved him at the last possible moment.


    “Deal with the others, I’ll take the wizard,” On’esquin shouted as he came out past Thomin to join Raeln in the alley.


    Raeln had no time to argue or help the orc as four more soldiers closed on him from the other end of the alley, having escaped the flames by virtue of distance. They all bore swords of fine make that were lighter and faster than the one Raeln carried, and judging by their movements, they knew how to fight in the armor they wore. He had gotten used to undead being clumsy and slow back in Lantonne, but whatever creature had animated these had taken far more care.


    Lowering his weapon, Raeln felt the calm of battle wash over him. There was no remorse or fear when he fought this way. He could see the way his foes could move—and how they could not—in attempting to avoid him. The whole world seemed to slow down when he was in the right mindset, and today he found that place within himself.


    Raeln stepped in on the men, anticipating their attacks based on their movements, knowing there were places they would not swing out of fear of hitting each other or risking their weapons on the stone walls. He used that against them, weaving through their initial swings and forcing them to fight him at close range, where he had an absolute advantage.


    He let the men surround him. It gave them false confidence and was the way he had always trained back in Hyeth. Three to six armed men against him, all intending to prove they were faster or stronger. As a child, it had been a game to prove he was worthy of the training his father had paid for. Now it was a resource he fully intended to use.


    When the first soldier attacked, Raeln leaned away from the blade, caught the man’s inner elbow with his hand, and pulled the soldier toward him as he brought his knee up into the weak spot of the man’s armor, below his armpit. The impact staggered the man and could well have broken his ribs, given how he collapsed and dropped his weapon, but Raeln no longer cared about him. There were three more to deal with. So long as these undead behaved like living men and fell like them, he would continue to push his attack.


    Spinning and using his forearm to catch the cross guard of the next man’s sword, Raeln bowed sharply into the man, slamming his forehead into the soldier’s helmet. With a grunt, the man fell in a heap. A blood spray let Raeln know he had been living.


    Dancing and moving, Raeln kept up his pace, tearing at the remaining two living soldiers with his off-hand’s claws as he tried to get an opportunity to cripple them. Gradually, they backed off as blood loss and fear diminished their willingness to continue. Putting them on the defensive only continued to aid Raeln, and he pushed his attack, catching one of the men by the throat and holding him, locking his claws into the unarmored flesh on either side of his neck.


    The other man tried to free his companion and Raeln kicked up and knocked the soldier’s weapon away. Before the man could recover, Raeln released the first man and punched the second in the face, shattering his nose and dropping him to his knees. With his other hand, he brought up his sword and skewered the man in the throat.


    “How do they know we’re here?” Raeln demanded as he grabbed the one standing man by the throat again, though he noted several of the zombies near his feet were starting to get back up, still steaming from the flames used on them. “Tell me and I’ll show you the same mercy they showed my family. You have my promise.”


    “Geraine,” the man gasped, his gloves sliding off Raeln’s hand as he struggled to free himself. “He sold you out. The whole guard is being dispatched. A thousand men.”


    “Thank you,” Raeln told the man and then clamped his fingers together, tearing deeply into the man’s arteries and throat. He released the soldier, letting him fall to the ground, wheezing and choking on his own blood. “Consider my promise upheld.”


    Raeln turned and saw the robed wizard had run, leaving On’esquin standing alone at the far end of the alley, holding the spear in the air challengingly. The weapon smoked like it had been through a fire, but On’esquin appeared unharmed.


    “Are we clear to go?” asked Estin, leaning out of the house’s doorway and looking both directions in the alley. “We have to grab supplies or we wouldn’t get far. Are you hurt?”


    “No,” Raeln told him gruffly and hid his blood-drenched hand. He idly noted that he had small cuts all around his shirt where he had gotten closer to the soldiers’ weapons than he had thought. He was slower than he liked from lack of practice, not something he really wanted others to know about. “Not really. I’ll check myself once we’re outside the city. Get them moving, Estin.”


    The group came out in a hurry. Estin led the way and Thomin, Ira, and then Yoska followed. They ran past Raeln, with Thomin giving Estin directions as they went. A second later, On’esquin seemed to notice they were leaving and turned and ran toward Raeln, waving him on.


    Raeln nodded to the orc and ran along the main group, trying to take the lead. As he neared Estin, the smaller man’s tail darted across the alley to stop him. Estin looked over at Raeln, giving him a firm stare that brooked no argument. “I can do this,” he warned without stopping. “Cover me, but stop trying to lead. I need this right now. Keep an eye out for the fox…I think we lost her.”


    Somewhat surprised at the change in the man as he took charge, Raeln fell back beside Ira and Thomin, trying to position himself within the alley to protect them if necessary. The tight confines of the back streets at least provided them with far fewer angles they needed to protect from, though Raeln occasionally glanced up at the rooftops above them, wondering how long before archers would arrive.


    “Take the next right,” Thomin told them as they ran toward the end of the alley and a well-lit street beyond. “Quarter mile down that and take a left. We’ll be at old oracle pavilion in no time. It’s been abandoned and might give us some time to breathe.”


    Estin continued running but took the sharp turn as indicated. He disappeared from Raeln’s sight for a second, and it was then that Raeln saw more soldiers coming down the alley toward them. They would reach the middle of his group before they had all reached the turn Estin had taken.


    Slowing his pace, Raeln let the three humans pass him and duck into the next alley behind Estin. The soldiers were getting close quickly and On’esquin was still far behind. Raeln knew dividing the group was risky, but he was not going to let On’esquin get cut off. Estin would have to protect the others.


    Farther back behind On’esquin, Raeln could see more soldiers, many of whom appeared to be undead. He and On’esquin were trapped if they lost access to the alley where the others had gone.


    “I’m good. Run!” On’esquin shouted as he got closer. Almost as an afterthought as he faced Raeln, On’esquin swept his spear around over his shoulder, skewering one of the undead in the face. “Run!”


    Raeln hesitated a little longer to ensure On’esquin would only be a few steps behind him, before turning to face the soldiers coming from the main street that were about to cut him and On’esquin off from the rest of their group. Rushing at them with a bellowing roar, Raeln brought the group to a halt, all of them hunkering down and raising their shields.


    With the charge of the soldiers broken, Raeln then turned and headed down the alley after the others. The group had been separated by almost thirty feet of open space, with the others visible far down near the next corner. Raeln motioned for them to go on, but they waited, watching him nervously.


    Metal on metal rang behind Raeln, and he turned to see On’esquin backing into the alley behind him with four soldiers shoulder-to-shoulder in front of him. They were attacking as fast as they could, trying to get around the man’s weapon, but On’esquin kept them from landing so much as a scratch on his armor, twirling the spear as elegantly as any elf Raeln had ever seen. Despite his bulky build and heavy armor, the man was agile beyond Raeln’s expectations, fighting in much the same way Raeln did, using speed and anticipation to overcome a foe, rather than pure strength. His spear darted and slashed even in the narrow alley, tearing at the soldiers’ armor and leaving trails of blood on their clothing as they tried to use their shields to keep On’esquin off them. When an undead soldier tried to push forward, On’esquin used the butt of his spear to drive the man back, using him to slow the others.


    “Keep going,” On’esquin insisted, spinning to give Raeln a grin before coming back around in time to block a soldier’s sword. “I can hold these whelps for hours if needed. Isn’t that right, boys? Put your backs in it or don’t bother trying. Bet you wished you covered your shoulder now, eh? I’ve been doing this longer than your masters.”


    Raeln tried to ignore the urge to laugh at the absurdity of their situation. They were within minutes of being overrun, while On’esquin was having fun playing with the soldiers. In another city and time, he would have loved to watch the man spar, but this was not the time or place for that. Here, Raeln wanted to disappear before they were found out by much larger forces.


    Turning to head up the alley in the hope that On’esquin would get the hint and follow, Raeln saw they had already taken too long. Four soldiers had diverted through a home and ran into the alley through a side door like the one that had led into Thomin and Ira’s home, filing into the space between Raeln and Yoska, who was trailing the lead group. Those soldiers took up defensive stances, clearly intending to hold their ground as long as they could until more troops could arrive. Unlike the previous group, these appeared to all be living men, though Raeln could see in their eyes that this was one of their first fights. They were terrified.


    Drafted soldiers…that, Raeln could deal with. Their morale would be easily broken.


    Raeln advanced on the nearest two soldiers, who dropped to one knee and raised their shields and swords. Their placement within the alley gave him little chance of getting past their defenses, but he could see fearful eyes watching him from the lip of their metal helms. The soldiers behind them leveled spears at him, apparently trying to convince him it would be too dangerous to keep coming.


    “I was the last man standing in Lantonne when it fell,” Raeln told them, coming up to the limit of the spears’ reach. “Do you think the four of you can stop me? Lower your weapons and run. You either die here or you die if you are found to be cowards by the undead that rule here…pick one. The latter gives you a chance to lie convincingly or flee the city.”


    Behind the soldiers, Raeln saw Yoska start heading his way to help.


    The men hunkered down farther, holding their position, though Raeln could tell they desperately wanted to run. Two more soldiers stepped out of the house, cutting off Yoska’s attempt to come back to Raeln. Those men looked back at Raeln nervously, letting him know they had heard as well.


    “Your general will execute you if he finds out you ran,” Raeln went on, listening to On’esquin’s approach behind him. He had a few more seconds before the alley needed to be clear. “I will break your arms and legs and throw you into the street to be spat upon by your fellow soldiers. In the end your general will still execute you and turn you into undead. Running now, you can keep your limbs and maybe get out of punishment if you are clever.”


    The nearest of the soldiers took a swing at Raeln with his sword, which Raeln had expected once they reached their breaking point. He grabbed the weapon near its hilt midswing and yanked it away, shoving it into his own belt. That gave him two weapons, which was somewhat comforting.


    The front row of soldiers gave each other nervous looks and then ran through the door beside them, leaving the other four behind—two spearmen and the two soldiers facing Yoska. Those men realized they were alone and shifted swiftly, putting their backs together so one faced Raeln and the other Yoska, while the spearmen pulled back their weapons to shorten them and get better maneuverability in the alley.


    “Enough of this. We have somewhere else to be,” Raeln told the spearman who stood before him. Pushing aside the spear as it was thrust at him, he lunged. Raeln feinted high before kicking the man’s knee, buckling it backward. He grabbed the man’s helmet and twisted sharply, breaking his neck, and let the man fall to the ground with a clatter. The second spearman immediately dropped his weapon and ran through the open door.


    Before Raeln could clear the body of the man he had just killed, the other two soldiers fell slowly to their knees and collapsed sideways. Both had wide gashes across their throats that poured out blood.


    Yoska quickly knelt beside them, wiping down his knife on one of the soldiers’ shirts. “Talking is only faster when you do not have a knife,” Yoska noted, grinning up at Raeln. “Get moving. I help magic green man embarrass the others. You keep Estin from being dead when I return, yes?”


    Nodding, Raeln stepped over the corpses and ran to catch up with Estin, Ira, and Thomin, who were still waiting at the corner, watching him.


    Estin stood ready, his swords drawn and tail flicking angrily back and forth over his head, while the humans with him looked around nervously. None of them had expected this kind of resistance from what Raeln could see.


    “I changed my mind,” Estin told him as he reached the group. “You can lead after what I’ve seen you do the last few minutes. You’re far better at this.”


    Raeln laughed and walked past Estin and straight up to Ira. “Which way out of here?” he asked her.


    Ira pointed toward a building at one end of the alley that rose far above many others in the area. “The oracles’ temple,” she explained, glancing past Raeln when the sound of weapons clattering echoed through the narrow alley. “They were taken weeks ago, so that building should be empty. It sits on three exits from the city walls. We go in, hide, and go out the far side. This has been our plan for a while, but with only three of us…”


    “Understood,” Raeln replied, heading up the alley.


    He ran north toward the temple, keeping his ears focused on the people behind him to be sure he did not get too far ahead. Soon they reached the edge of a street, with the high columns of the temple sitting on the far side. Splayed across the street, Raeln could see nearly a hundred undead soldiers, set up and ready to prevent entry. They had built up barricades in a hurry, which Raeln knew would not slow him, but the others would have to climb over. There was no way through that crowd without losing at least half of the people that followed him.


    “Geraine knew about your plans?” he asked over his shoulder. Ira’s mumbled curses let him know he probably had. “What’s the new plan?”


    “Side entrance,” Ira explained as Thomin and Estin came up beside her. “Cut around to the right side of the temple and there will be a door near the next alley. It will be locked but not barred. If you can kick it open…”


    “I can,” Raeln assured her.


    “…there’s a second door one room in that was meant to be a fallback point if the temple was invaded,” she said. “The oracles never trusted the politicians, which in hindsight seems to say something about situations like this one, yes? We need to get through that first door and bar the second. It will take them time to get someone with an axe to break it down. By then, we should be to or past the walls.”


    “We’ll have to go through the soldiers,” Raeln warned, getting nods of acknowledgement from Estin and Thomin. Ira seemed less sure, but she kept quiet. “What about Yoska and On’esquin?”


    “Have you met my bandoleer?” asked Ira, laughing nervously. “Lock the door and he will still get to us. This I promise on my ancestors’ blood. He could likely lead a full clan past these soldiers, though I have never learned how he does such things.”


    Nodding, Raeln studied the soldiers for some gap in their watch. He soon spotted a pattern in the way the soldiers farthest to the east swept their attention across the occasional living travelers on the street. If he could cut to their right, they would not be spotted until they reached that side of the road. By then only a handful of soldiers would be able to reach them before they could get into the alley.


    “Follow close,” Raeln warned the others, bracing himself. He had to time things perfectly or risk losing the one small advantage at their disposal. “We walk and then run. When I stop, stop with me.”


    Not waiting for them to acknowledge him, Raeln began walking into the street, keeping his eyes low to avoid undo attention. He walked quickly, moving past dozens of humans as he used them as shields against being spotted by the soldiers. Only a few more steps and they could begin running at the soldiers, and with luck, they would punch through the thin defenses near the far eastern edge of the temple.


    “Oh my gods!” shouted a woman somewhere off to Raeln’s left. “Animals! Guards! Wild animals!”


    Raeln had completely forgotten about his appearance, having spent his whole life accepted by his village of elves. He realized how stupid he was for expecting other lands to overlook him when he really knew better. Snarling in frustration, he launched himself toward the closest soldier, who had already noticed him.


    Pushing past terrified citizens, Raeln ran straight at the nearest undead, who raised his weapon without any hint of fear. Within seconds Raeln reached him, ducking a wild swing and coming up with his own sword to nearly sever the corpse’s head. Spinning as his sword connected, he backhanded the other soldier within reach, sending him sprawling as his helmet turned sharply. Undead or not, without eyes the soldier was no threat.


    Raeln looked back and saw Estin and Ira were holding their own against two more undead that had tried to circle in and trap them. Thomin stood between Raeln and them, his hands moving nervously, as though he were waiting for the right chance to strike with magic but unsure what to do until then.


    Unlike Thomin, Estin did not hesitate. He dropped a sword and flung his hand toward a group of undead, using some form of magic to cause them to instantly crumble to ash, their armor and weapons hitting the ground with the clatter. Snatching his sword before more could come, he ran to catch up with Raeln.


    “Keep going!” Raeln called out, grabbing the sword of the next undead with his off-hand and sweeping his own weapon across the man’s chest, tearing open his ribs and crippling his arms. “Push through!”


    With the undead line broken, Raeln held his position while the others caught up. Ira, Thomin, and Estin raced past him toward the wall of the temple, while On’esquin and Yoska ran across the street to catch up. Four undead moved from their line, trying to intercept the gypsy and orc, and Raeln could see they would reach the two men before he could.


    Raeln reached down to one of the corpses that continued to flail blindly around near his feet and grabbed a small axe at its side with his off-hand. Without aiming, he hurled the weapon at the lead zombie in the group headed for On’esquin and Yoska, taking it right off its feet. The others were several feet behind, giving Yoska and On’esquin time to reach him and run past toward the rest of their group.


    Swinging his sword wildly, Raeln kept the growing numbers of undead at bay as he backpedaled, moving into the hall-like alley that led to the side door into the temple. He could hear the telltale sounds of a lock being forced.


    A second later Ira spat, “Ancestors’ asses…this lock is tougher than I expected. Yoska?”


    “There is no time for this!” Raeln shouted, cleaving the shoulder and chest of the nearest zombie. Spinning and running toward the door where the others were all huddled, Raeln shoved them aside and kicked the door. The thick wood shuddered, the area near the hinges splintering. His next kick took the door out of its frame, while undead poured into the alley. He stepped away as the rest of the group piled into the temple, ready to stop the undead if they got to him before the others were safe. Thankfully, they were quick this time and Raeln backed into the temple with them as the undead closed on him. The doorway forced the undead to come in one at a time, but they fought one another to get through, slowing them considerably.


    “Keep coming straight back,” Estin called out to Raeln.


    Following the voice, Raeln backed through a supply room of some sort, though it appeared to have been largely ransacked before their arrival. He continued back and soon passed through another doorway as the first slack-jawed undead pushed through the outer door. He took two more steps and Estin threw a door shut and slid a bar across it, cutting off the undead.


    Almost immediately, claws scratched at the door and Raeln could hear the dull thumps of hands on the other side. They would break through it eventually, but it would hold for a time. So long as only mindless zombies were out there, it might delay them quite a while.


    “Get us out of here, humans,” Raeln snapped, hesitant to take his eyes off the door, even though he knew he had a while before the undead got through. “How far to the outer exit through the walls?”


    Ira spoke up, touching Thomin’s arm to keep him quiet. “We need to swing through the atrium to see if any oracles are still hiding in here,” she told him while the others moved out of Raeln’s field of vision. “Once we’re through that room, it’s no more than three rooms like this. The atrium is large, but will not take us long. Even if the undead come through the main doors, we should beat them to the wall.”


    “Go,” he told her, lowering his weapon. “Lead us and make this quick.”


    The woman ran past the others, taking the lead as they ran through winding halls and past several more rooms. Raeln soon lost track of where they were or how to get back, making him even more nervous about the closed spaces of the temple. He could easily have wandered for hours within the building and not found his way out.


    A distant boom somewhere behind them gave Raeln his first warning that the undead had gotten into the temple. Assuming they would have to traverse an area roughly as long as he had, that gave him mere minutes before the undead might arrive.


    Shortly after hearing the doors of the temple break open, Ira led the group into a large round room with no ceiling. The whole place was decorated with lavish sculptures, though they were abstract enough that Raeln could not guess at what they were meant to depict. Above those, a thin line of faded writing on the stones ringed the room. His only thought was for escape and that left him eyeing the five different doors along the walls, aside from the one they had entered through.


    “No one here, so we can go,” announced Thomin, running past the others toward the far end of the room, where only one door stood.


    On’esquin made no attempt to follow, instead wandering over to a bare section of wall, where Raeln could see faint patterning, as though the wall had been engraved and then worn down. It was this patterning On’esquin stared at, even going so far as to pull off his gloves and touch them.


    “Anyone want to be somewhere else?” Thomin asked, standing halfway across the room, giving them all impatient glares, including Ira, who was waiting for Raeln, Estin, and Yoska.


    Both Raeln and Estin sniffed almost in unison, and Raeln realized he smelled a new human scent. There was someone else in the room. However he did it, Yoska seemed equally aware, drawing his knives.


    “Visitors?” came a soft voice that cracked. Coming around one of the larger sculptures, an old woman in heavy grey robes and hood limped toward Ira. “I thought I was the last one here.”


    Raeln raised his weapon, but Ira put a hand up to stop him.


    “An oracle,” Ira warned him, gesturing for him to lower his weapon. “Her robes are old, but I can still see the pattern that marks her as an elder.”


    Raeln glanced over at Estin and saw Estin was watching him for an idea of what to do. The man appeared ready to attack the old woman and his eyes told Raeln that if given the cue, he would. Begrudgingly, Raeln brought his sword down and watched Estin pretend to relax. Yoska made no such effort.


    “My children,” the old woman whispered, coming up to Ira. “You come during troubling times. What would you ask of me before the enemy comes?”


    In the distance Raeln heard boots as a large group approached. The echo meant they could still be a ways off, but time was running out. Checking on Estin again, he saw the other wildling’s ears were tilted toward the same sounds.


    Ira leaned toward the oracle, but the old woman stayed out of reach. “Elder,” Ira said nervously, motioning for Thomin to stay back. “We want to know how to fight the Turessians and free the city. What can you see? Tell us how to save the city.”


    Chuckling, the oracle nodded her hood, approached Ira, and took her hand. With a sudden lunge, the old woman yanked Ira off her feet, pulled her close, and clamped a hand to her throat and used her as a shield.


    “You could start by running like craven beasts, but that much was evident by the company you keep,” the oracle snarled, and Raeln thought he saw red eyes under the hood, though he could not be sure. “My children, come and greet our guests.”


    Raeln looked around and saw one of the other doors had opened silently and a black-robed woman was approaching, with a similarly robed man following her. The two stopped once attention was drawn to them and the hood of the woman swiveled to look toward the oracle.


    “You will all drop your weapons and surrender yourselves,” the robed man announced, raising a hand toward Thomin. As he did so, Thomin threw a ball of flame toward him, but it hissed and faded away inches before hitting the robed man’s outstretched hand. “Continued resistance will ensure your deaths. You have thirty seconds and the woman dies. If you surrender, I can promise that you will live through this day.”


    Raeln’s hand ached as he tightened his grip on its hilt. He was much too far to help Ira, and with the hold the oracle had on her, there was no way he could run over and strike before she had been killed. Estin seemed to realize the same, immediately bending down and putting his swords on the ground. On’esquin remained near the wall, pulling his hood lower over his face to hide his tattoos. Yoska and Thomin did not lower their weapons, but both appeared to Raeln to be struggling with how to save Ira without directly causing her death.


    “Twenty seconds,” the Turessian man announced and the oracle’s grip on Ira tightened. “Do not tempt me. We have burned cities for far less. The oracle is under our control and will do as we say.”


    Ira closed her eyes and Raeln thought he saw a tear run down her cheek. When she opened her eyes again, she looked first to Thomin and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” Turning her attention to Yoska, Ira subtly drew a knife from her sleeve.


    “No, by our ancestors, don’t,” Yoska whispered, though Raeln knew Ira was too far away to hear. “Please…”


    Without any further hesitation, Ira brought the knife up…and plunged it into her own chest. She choked on her own blood and the oracle let go, allowing her to flop to the ground, coughing up blood.


    “She takes away their leverage!” Yoska hissed to Raeln, snapping his attention away from Ira. “Do not let her die for nothing! Run!”


    Raeln, Estin, On’esquin, and Yoska ran hard across the outer edge of the atrium, heading for the door where Thomin waited. By the time they had reached him, the Turessian woman had closed the distance and ran on through the flames Thomin summoned, screaming as he continued to call down more.


    With a nimble lunge, the Turessian caught Thomin by the neck with one hand and shoved her other into his chest. Thomin shook violently and collapsed at her feet.


    “I can save them!” Estin said, turning across Raeln’s path to head for Ira. “We need to go back!”


    Reacting more out of instinct than plan, Raeln punched Estin across the jaw, knocking him off-balance. A second strike with his elbow dazed Estin and dropped him to his knees. Raeln scooped him up and kept running, with Yoska covering their flank, putting himself between Raeln and the Turessian woman.


    They fled through the door, with On’esquin leading the way. Right behind Raeln, Yoska slammed the door shut and barred it, a second before an impact against it sounded like a battering ram. Wood splintered all across the door and Raeln wondered just how strong the Turessians were…and how anything could stop them.


    Raeln threw Estin’s limp body at On’esquin, who caught him and ran on, while Raeln fell to the rear to slow the Turessians when they broke through the door. He only had to wait a few seconds and the door burst open, the Turessian woman marching through.


    Rolling his shoulders to prepare for the losing battle he was about to wage, Raeln advanced on the Turessian, sheathing his sword as he went. He could not see her face under her hood, but he knew what to expect. There would be an amused grin, a dismissive shaking of her head at seeing a wildling trying to attack her, and those ever-present tattoos like the ones On’esquin wore. If nothing else Raeln intended to beat the smirk off her face before he died. He hoped he could buy enough time for the others to reach the wall.


    When Raeln got within ten feet, the woman moved her hands to start a spell that she likely thought would kill him. Raeln watched her movement for the telltale signs of a wizard nearing completion of their magic—he might not understand how the spells worked, but being raised around wizards, he knew how to spot the moment before a spell completed, based largely on subtle cues.


    That instant of finality in the casting came as Raeln got about four feet from her. Throwing himself sideways to avoid the blast of flame that roared down the hall past him, Raeln pushed right back off the wall to practically launch himself at the woman before she could begin again. Then he was on her, kicking, punching, and twisting at her elbows and wrists when he could reach them, doing everything he could to keep her from using more magic. If she could not gesture at him, she could not kill him that way.


    Raeln ducked under the clumsy swing of the woman, who might be far stronger in her undead condition, but she was clearly not trained to deal with a foe like him. Coming up at her side, Raeln slashed at her face with one hand’s claws, shredding her hood, while drawing his sword with the other. Before he could raise the weapon, the woman recovered enough to turn on him, catch his wrist, and use her incredible strength to shove him up against the wall and pin him there with one hand on his chest and the other his wrist.


    Long brown hair hung over the woman’s pale skin, and her dark eyes stared up at Raeln as she applied a little more pressure, squeezing his breath from his chest. Thin lines of tattoos ringed her eyes and ran down the sides of her neck, interrupted only by the deep, bloody wounds from Raeln’s claws, which were already closing as he watched.


    “Filthy beast,” she said, pushing against his chest until he strained to cry out, but without any breath, the sound was faint.  “Always the rodents return to the filth of the city. Could we possibly have done more to keep you out, or would that have drawn you all the more quickly? Will we never be free of you?”


    The Turessian woman’s fingers dug into Raeln’s chest, pushing through his shirt and cutting into his flesh through sheer force. Pain exploded from her touch as she added some form of magic to the already excruciating sensation of her fingers being driven into his chest. “The orc chose his companions poorly,” she added, slamming his sword-arm against the wall in an attempt to make him drop his weapon. “Killing you would be too kind. I will turn you and make you walk to the ocean and keep going until your body falls apart. Perhaps that will teach others like you not to challenge us.”


    Heat radiated off the woman’s hand, burning through Raeln’s chest. He could not find the strength to fight back or even resist. Slowly his heart’s incessant pounding eased and he began to feel a sleepy calm come over him. All the pain diminished and his anger at the woman faded with it as his head hung drowsily. He could feel sleep coming and no longer wanted to resist it. He was so very tired after the months of anxiety and anger.


    A bestial roar that felt entirely out of place preceded the Turessian falling sideways, losing her grip on Raeln. The moment her hand left him, the calmness that came with the pain vanished, but the agony of burns all across his chest remained. Raeln nearly fell, putting one hand to the bleeding wounds from the woman’s fingertips.


    On the ground in front of Raeln, the Turessian woman was curled into a ball, trying to shield her face as Estin sat atop her, raking at her head and shoulders with his claws. When the woman tried to raise a hand to cast a spell at him, the wildling’s tail snapped around her wrist, knocking her arm aside to allow him to keep hitting her. He was doing little real damage, but the surprise of having him attack her like a rabid beast seemed to have taken her off-guard.


    “Get moving!” Estin snarled, taking off part of the woman’s face. He was covered in blood, but the woman had nothing more than scratches by the time his hand came up to strike again. “I can’t hold her forever!”


    Raeln stumbled past Estin to Yoska, who was waiting with one hand out to help him. Raeln glanced over his shoulder, worrying more about Estin than about how they were going to get out of the city. The man had been willing to sacrifice himself for Raeln and the others. That was not something he easily let go of.


    On’esquin shouldered past the two of them, wielding the spear he had taken from Ira and Thomin’s place. With a roaring bellow, he ran past Estin and slammed shoulder-first into the second Turessian, who had tried to come through the door. Spinning, he skewered the Turessian Estin was fighting before pointing Estin back toward Raeln.


    Raeln and Yoska ran, with Estin joining them a moment later. He was bleeding badly from a wound to the side of his head and had cuts all across his chest, but he managed to keep up. As long as Estin was upright, they could all ignore their wounds until they had time to rest properly.


    On’esquin came running after them. “She’s called for her soldiers!” called out On’esquin as he got close. “Keep running! Do not stop until you can’t see the city anymore!”


    Raeln increased his pace, soon reaching a series of closed doors in one room after another like those when they had first entered the temple, which Yoska seemed to have at least some inclination how to navigate. Following him, they made their way toward the walls, with On’esquin not far behind. Every few minutes, Raeln heard combat in the distance behind them as On’esquin slowed more of the undead, but each time he looked back, the orc was running along behind them.


    They eventually came into a room nearly identical to the one they had entered the temple through. Here, a single iron-bound door on the far wall stood closed, and through it Raeln could smell fresh air. Between himself and that door stood four living men, one holding a crossbow aimed at Estin and the others holding swords in trembling hands.


    “Stand down!” the man with the crossbow warned them. “We have our orders!”


    Raising his head to the ceiling, Raeln howled, letting his voice echo through the temple. The time for stealth was long past. He howled until every person in the room—friend and foe—was staring at him, wondering what he would do.


    The moment his howling ended, Raeln charged, racing toward the door and leaving the others behind. Fear filled the eyes of the human soldiers and Raeln meant to use it. The crossbow went off as he made it halfway across the room, the bolt blowing cleanly through his shoulder, but he had no time to worry about pain or blood loss. Everyone he knew was about to die if he stopped.


    Raeln lost any awareness of what he was doing as he raised his sword. Everything blurred together into a dull red haze as he heard screams and felt pain. Nothing seemed to matter but the battle around him. When he finally could calm himself enough to see what he had done and look for more threats, the four soldiers had been torn almost to a fine paste. Blood covered him, reeking of fresh death. The men stared lifelessly up at the ceiling with much of their intestines splayed across the floor.


    Panting, Raeln hung his head and wondered how he had become such a brutal creature. He had been fighting for his village since he was old enough to walk, but such gruesome destruction of a foe was unheard of among his people. The faces of those men would haunt him a long time, but he felt no remorse, at least not yet. He only saw Ira, Thomin, and all the other faces of those he had failed. This brutality was hardly penance enough.


    A second later, On’esquin ran past Raeln and wrenched the door open.


    Raeln looked back to see if the others were all right and saw Yoska was helping Estin walk as blood ran freely down his face.


    Shaking his head at their losses, Raeln followed On’esquin out the door and onto open plains that spread as far as he could see. When he glanced to his right, he spotted the city’s northern gate about a quarter mile east of where they were. Once everyone was through, Raeln shut the gate and slammed his forearm into the lock repeatedly until it bent enough that he was sure the door would not open easily.


    On’esquin took the lead, running as hard as his legs would take him, with Yoska following close behind, keeping pace through determination, despite Estin’s additional weight on his shoulder. Neither of them was faster than Raeln, but he held the rear, ready in case the enemy managed to get horses in time to pursue.


    Arrows rained down among them shortly after they left the walls, nicking Raeln’s shoulder and narrowly missing Yoska more than once. Three arrows plunked into the back of On’esquin’s armor, but instead of trying to avoid them, he moved to put himself between the archers and Estin, who could not shield himself. Soon enough the arrows stopped as they got outside of their range.


    Yoska slowed first, with the others dropping to a fast walk beside him. They were all winded, having covered a tremendous amount of ground despite already being exhausted from battle.


    Raeln, in particular, was having a hard time continuing on as his head spun from the massive blood loss where the crossbow bolt had pierced his shoulder. He tried to tie some cloth around it to slow the bleeding, but his hands felt clumsy and heavy, unable to perform the simple task.


    Knowing he had better check behind them, Raeln reluctantly looked back, hoping he would see nothing more than the walls in the distance. As he turned, he realized that was a foolish hope as he watched nearly a hundred horses emerge from the gates. In his delirium Raeln’s first thought was not for survival, but how the undead could manage to train horses to let them ride. Then he saw several horses who appeared to be missing entire sections of their torso and understood all too well. Leading the massive group were two night-black steeds that bore tall flags that were white with black symbols on them…Turessian symbols.


    “No need to run,” Raeln told the others as he stopped walking. “They’ll be on us in minutes. Rest here and be ready to die fighting.”


    Yoska came up beside Raeln and shook his head as he drew his knives. “Will be fight of legend, yes?” Yoska laughed half-heartedly. “Live or die, we make them remember us.”


    Off to Raeln’s other side, he noticed On’esquin gently setting Estin down on the ground. Estin’s forehead had bled badly, covering the side of his face with matted blood, but he appeared to be breathing and the flow of blood had slowed. He would live, assuming any of them did, though unfortunately he was in no condition to help.


    On’esquin, rather than picking up a weapon and preparing for battle, knelt beside Estin and began patting his other cheek. He whispered something Raeln could not recognize, but it sounded as though he were nervously urging Estin to wake up.


    “There is no time. We have to fight without him,” Raeln told the orc, drawing his sword. The horses were close enough that Raeln could hear the pounding of their hooves and make out the armor the undead soldiers wore. Less than a minute.


    “Wha…where are we?” sputtered Estin, blinking as On’esquin smacked his cheek again. “How did we get out here?”


    “No time,” On’esquin insisted, pulling Estin to his feet. “Use the gift you were given, Estin. This is the time. Unleash the powers of life and death on them. This is one of the reasons I gave you that gift.”


    Bleary-eyed and unsteady, Estin turned until he saw the army approaching them. He then closed his eyes and concentrated, straining so hard his body trembled, but then opened his eyes again and shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t find the emotion, the need to do it. I’m so tired…”


    “What more need could there be?” demanded On’esquin, sounding genuinely angry. “There are two Turessians coming for us! They will be here in seconds and we will all die!”


    Estin looked toward the approaching force and shrugged, giving Raeln an apologetic look. “They didn’t kill my son or mate,” admitted Estin, sitting down on the ground and wrapping his arms around the pouch containing Feanne’s ashes. “Let them kill me. I’m tired of fighting, On’esquin. I can’t remember a day I wasn’t fighting. Run if you want, but I’m done. I can’t keep doing your work for you. Find someone else.”


    Grunting in frustration, On’esquin yanked the spear off his shoulder by the leather strap that ran down its length. He shot Estin another angry glare and then pushed past Yoska and Raeln, heading out to meet the army. “You all have asked me for answers,” On’esquin shouted so he could be heard without turning, as he planted the spear in the ground at his side. Spreading his arms, he let the wind catch his robe, flapping it about himself. “Watch and do not ask me again. We each have our gifts and our place…witness mine and never hesitate again.”


    A bolt of lightning flew past On’esquin and blackened the grass several feet behind Raeln with a crack and the smell of dry brush burning. He traced it back and saw the two Turessians were riding out ahead of the group and one had her hand pointed toward On’esquin, while the other appeared to still be finishing up a spell of his own.


    Strong winds rustled Raeln’s fur and he looked around, trying to find the source. He finally looked up and saw the previously clear sky had darkened and clouds rolled in as though being dragged there. A dark center around which the clouds had begun to turn high overhead warned of a tornado, though Raeln had never heard of magic being able to summon such a thing. He looked back to the Turessians and saw the man was pointing at that spot in the sky, washing away any doubt. The man intended to tear them apart with winds before the soldiers could even reach them, and there was nothing Raeln could do to stop it.


    Abruptly, the winds changed direction and Raeln felt as though instead of a great column of air rotating around their group, there were winds circling only On’esquin. Soon the speed of the winds raised enough dust from the ground that he could clearly see the column, even as lightning arced down from the sky along the lines of the tornado, hitting On’esquin in the shoulder and then his back.


    “Come on, come on,” the orc muttered loudly, picking up and holding his weapon at his side as though he were about to defend against a horse charge rather than a whirlwind. “Keep trying, you fool. Keep putting more into it. Do this the way your master taught you when dealing with a foe you fear…”


    A deafening peal of thunder knocked Raeln back a step as lightning struck On’esquin full-on, driving him to his knees.


    As the sound of it cleared, the plains echoed with On’esquin’s laughter as he got back to his feet and lifted his spear toward the sky. “That will do nicely, students,” announced On’esquin, bringing the spear up as high as he could, pointing it up at the heart of the storm above.


    Thunder rolled across the plains and the horses raced toward them, only seconds out from riding right over On’esquin. Raeln could see lances lowered all across the line of horsemen, ready to tear through their group, while the horses behind would trample whatever survived the initial strike.


    The winds picked up in intensity yet again, tightening their circular path around On’esquin’s weapon rather than his body. Lightning fell like rain, striking the weapon’s metal tip repeatedly until the whole spear glowed with radiated heat. Though this did not seem to daunt the rest of the soldiers, Raeln could see the two Turessians pull back on their reigns, trying to fall back but unable with so many other horses riding right behind them. One by one, the soldiers’ horses slammed into the Turessians as they struggled to flee.


    “Behold, the failed experiment,” On’esquin announced as the storm came to an abrupt halt around him, the silence nearly as deafening as the winds had been. He lowered the spear toward the Turessians and the rest of the army as he spoke. “Tell your master that the betrayer has come back for him. I will visit soon enough.”


    A tornado erupted from the tip of the spear, roaring into life between On’esquin and the army. Lightning raced the length of the wind storm, the cone of wind and light expanding until the entire arc of horses was hit full force by it. Horses and armored men flew away from their group, rising as high as fifty feet in the air before coming crashing down halfway back to the city in bloodied and broken heaps. Of the entire force, only one of the Turessians remained, having thrown herself off of her horse and falling back behind a gleaming wall of magic. As the winds faded, so did her shield and she raised her head, looking at them with undisguised horror.


    “Start running, puppet,” On’esquin told her and then spun his spear around in a grand flourish, finishing with its leather strap over his shoulder as he turned to leave. “We will see you in Turessi.”


    The group walked away from the carnage in silence as the Turessian woman fled back toward the city on foot, with Raeln barely able to fathom the magic that could destroy an army so completely, let alone turned and used against its creator the way he had seen. On’esquin had gone from quirky and out of touch to terrifying in that single minute.


    Looking at the others, Raeln saw similar confusion on their faces. No one would even glance at On’esquin, who led the way, hiking on ahead with a stupid grin splayed on his face. Behind them, small whorls of dust continued to tear at the vast army that lay on the ground, surrounded by their broken horses.


    For not the first time, Raeln wondered why On’esquin even bothered to bring the rest of them. While wondering, he saw a faint glow along the horizon and realized that staying in one place might not be wise. Even On’esquin had spoken of the mists as a threat.


     


    *


     


    It had neared midnight by the time any of them were confident enough in their distance from the city to stop again. They had crossed the first wide section of the plains north of Pholithia before turning somewhat northwest to head into the woods that lined the foothills. They hoped to avoid discovery there and get some extra distance from the mists Yoska had also spotted glowing along the horizon to the east. The trees ran north and south far beyond Raeln’s sight, giving him some confidence that, even if the Turessians sent troops to pursue, it would take days to even attempt to locate them.


    They had wandered for hours in the woods, trying to find somewhere sufficiently sheltered. It took them several hours after the moon had come up to locate the tightly wooded area near a creek that Raeln hoped might provide some fish, as well as much-needed water for their travels. The dense tree cover would help conceal them if the Turessians came looking.


    “What do we have left in our supplies?” Raeln asked once they had begun to settle in.


    Yoska and On’esquin shook their heads grimly and Yoska added that he had not found time to grab anything during their flight from the city. They all had a few items that Ira and Thomin had packed for them, but the vast majority of the supplies had been left behind. Estin held up a small sack he had managed to save, but it would not keep them going long.


    “We’re worse off than when we arrived in the city,” admitted Estin as he sat down and began emptying his pouches alongside the sack. He produced dried fruits, hardtack bread, and a few pastries he had managed to stuff into his bags before running—or, Raeln realized, he had stolen from the house’s pantry when no one was looking. Sighing, Estin moved to rub his head and winced as he touched the thickly dried blood on his brow.  “This won’t last us more than a day or two. Everything else was left behind.”


    Every member of the group began laying out everything they had taken with them, consisting largely of weaponry, which had been all they had thought about when the house was raided. They had many of the basic tools they would need, but little else. Raeln saw three swords, the spear On’esquin held, a dozen knives, and Estin’s book of magic. Raeln, Yoska, and Estin all had one spare change of clothing, packed the night before. They had the tattered remains of On’esquin’s map, and Yoska laid out a rolled piece of parchment Raeln guessed was the information Thomin had left them or another map. Other than those items, Yoska’s battered old cup, the bag of ashes Estin carried, and their own capabilities, they had nothing. They did not even have a single bedroll or blanket among them.


    Estin looked over their supplies and shrugged, sitting back and touching the gash in his forehead more gingerly. His eyes went distant for a moment as he covered the wound, and when he took his hand away, Raeln could see the cut was closed, though the skin still looked raw there. For him that injury would have taken days to close, let alone heal properly. He had plenty of scars that would have been far less trouble had he met someone like Estin earlier in life.


    “We’re alive,” Estin said, though he sounded as though he were trying to convince himself that it was enough. “Has anyone seen my fox?”


    Raeln shook his head, as did the others. “I saw her in the house but never outside,” he said. “She might have gotten caught inside or she may have hidden from the fight. I’m sorry…”


    Shaking his head, Estin dismissed Raeln and went to sit a little farther from the group. Though Raeln could tell he was not really angry about the loss of the animal so much as the loss of Thomin and Ira, Estin rubbed at his wife’s claws that still hung on the necklace he wore. Raeln could see in him a mirror for his own feelings: they were both sick of losing people, whether old friends and family or newly met strangers.


    “Get yourself cleaned up before something finds your stench. All that blood will attract attention we don’t want,” warned On’esquin, sticking a thumb in the direction of the river.


    Raeln agreed with him, trying not to look at the gruesome stains that covered the front of his clothing and fur. The hole in his shoulder ached fiercely, but he would trust in his tourniquet until Estin was ready to deal with more injuries. He could feel dried blood all through his coat, from his chin to the tips of his fingers and all the way down to the matted fur between his toes.


    Leaving behind most of his gear but taking the rolled-up single change of clothing he had brought with him, Raeln headed into the woods toward the stream. He moved cautiously, knowing the water was likely farther out than it sounded and not wanting to be the one to accidentally lead a raiding party back to the camp or tumble clumsily into the water.


    He soon reached the edge of the water—a narrow stream that raced downhill through jagged rocks. It was thankfully deep enough that he could wash himself without having to scoop water and splash himself—a small thing, but one that made him feel far more relaxed, as he could keep a watch while bathing.


    Stripping, Raeln stepped into the stream and waded until the water was up to the middle of his stomach. He checked the shores one more time for pursuit, but finding none, he settled in to scrub the filth from himself. Sinking to his knees, he took a deep breath and plunged his upper half into the cold water, rubbing his fur while he was underwater to get rid of as much blood as he could. When he came back up, he felt exhilarated, the chill water bringing back an alertness that had waned with each day he failed to sleep. Unfortunately, it made the pain in his shoulder that much worse, but he was willing to ignore that for the moment.


    Raeln let his exposed fur dry a little as he stood in the stream, trying not to shiver. Then he prepared to dunk himself again and stopped halfway bent, smelling something different. He moved his ears every which way, trying to identify anything moving. It took him a second before he heard quiet sounds on the beach behind him, as though something were padding toward him. His first thought was a mountain lion or perhaps a wolf.


    Spinning as best he could in the water, Raeln came around to face Estin’s fox, seated on the bank of the river. The animal sat atop three backpacks that appeared to be loaded with supplies…the very supplies they had left in Thomin and Ira’s home. Grinning like a self-satisfied child, the fox wagged its tail and waited for him to say something.


    “This is too much,” Raeln thought aloud, marching out of the river. As soon as he reached the shore, the fox backed away nervously, averting her eyes. “Any one of those packs is heavier than you are. How the hells could you bring three and almost beat us out here? What are you?”


    The fox slunk out of reach and sat down, giving him a grin he would have called cheesy on a humanoid. On an animal, it was eerie.


    “We’re going to have a long talk with Estin about you,” Raeln growled, picking up one of the backpacks. Through the edge of the flap, he could see metal cans, a bedroll, and more clothing. “I’m done pretending you’re just an animal. Whatever you are, we figure that out tonight.”


    The fox got up and walked over to stand in front of Raeln, carefully keeping her eyes above his waist as he stood there, dripping. She glanced at the other two backpacks and then said in a clear voice, “Very well, Raeln. You and I will stop pretending. Don’t expect me to carry those packs again. As you were so observant to notice, they are heavy for me. Be thankful that the Turessians weren’t looking for me, so that I had time to collect what you all left behind. That was careless and could have gotten us all killed in time.”


    Raeln took a step back from the fox, the chill from the water in his fur dwarfed by the shiver at having the animal speak. He tried to call for help, but words would not come. His voice came out as little more than a gasp.


    “And put on your pants. No one here wants to see that,” the fox added before turning and walking away, swishing her white-tipped tail as she disappeared into the woods. “If you tell on me, I’ll be sure to let Yoska know that you parade around in nothing but your fur for the woodland animals. Think how long he will be able to find humor in that.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Something Found”


     


    The cast-offs will be my true heirs. Not for power, not for wisdom, but for their suffering without merit. They will be the ones who understand what we have come from and why we must not be like those before us. They endure what we did, and unlike the others, they have not forgotten those pains.


    We were slaves to the ignorant, to those who viewed us as the savages. We fought to free ourselves against greater odds and we won in time. It was that struggle that made us who we were, a humble people trying to help our neighboring nations against similar injustice. We were once the animals, the whipped, and the chained. It was that origin that those like my brother most fear returning to and are willing to inflict on others to avoid.


    Those we discard as people will rise up through a few exceptional individuals. We place our hope on them, and it is from this fate that the man of black and white will come. It is through our own choices that we create our fate. All of them will make many sacrifices, but if they survive, it will be worth it all.


    A prophecy is only as good as the drive to crush it. We will cause much pain to create those who will save us from even greater.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Departing from Pholithia and Urishaan itself proved almost trivial, surprising Estin. He had expected the Turessians to return within hours, but they never showed themselves again as the group traveled the old roads through the woods ever northward. The paths were overgrown and abandoned, making them ideal for their purposes. Anyone with a wagon or other carriage would find the woodland trails nearly unusable. Even a week later, they Estin had seen no hint of pursuit.


    After their escape, Raeln had become unusually quiet, even for him. At first Estin had thought it was a reaction to his shoulder wound, which Estin had hurried to mend once he knew about it. That seemed to change little, though. The man openly avoided the fox that had managed to make her way back to them, which struck Estin as bizarre. When Estin had asked about it, Raeln had given the fox a nervous look and then walked away without explaining.


    Estin rolled over on the hard dirt, trying to find a position where he could get comfortable and possibly sleep another hour or two before the sun rose. The others had taken to a rotating watch during the night to allow them all to sleep in the dark, in hopes that any pursuers would have more difficulty finding them without the light. That had proven disastrous to Estin’s ability to sleep—from what he knew of himself, he was either a night-person or his breed was, making it difficult to sleep more than passingly at night.


    The fox came snuffling up alongside Estin as he adjusted again, checking on him to be sure he was all right. She was a sweet animal, constantly worried about him, but he hardly needed a cold nose poking him in the face when sleep was already elusive. Grumpily, he pushed the animal away and settled onto his tail, using it as a pillow.


    For a while Estin remained awake, though so tired he could not fathom why he was not asleep as soon as he closed his eyes. Then, gradually, sleep came over him and he drifted off, the cold and the hard ground fading away.


    Faces came to him as soon as his mind relaxed. He saw Feanne as she had looked the day they said their life-mating vows. She was stunning but nervous. It was one of the few times he had ever seen her truly shaken by anything other than fear for the lives of him or their children. She had faced armies without hesitation, but confessing her love of a male of a different breed in public had been almost more than she could manage. They had gone through so much to get to that simple statement of love.


    Feanne faded into the background and other faces moved to the forefront. These were his and Feanne’s children, though Estin knew two of them could have been another man’s. They were his children as far as he was concerned, despite all of them looking more like their mother than him. Oria, the older female, a strong-willed creature like her mother. Atall, the older male, an incredibly powerful wizard despite the lack of real training. Alyana, the mischievous little female who tormented her bothers. Rinam, somewhat of a coward, but more than willing to back up Alyana in anything she tried to do. Theldis, named for Estin’s own father, with his slightly orange eyes and calm acceptance of whatever came.


    Estin smiled at the memories of his family, but dread began to sneak in with the thoughts. He could feel something horrible coming and knew there was nothing he could do to prevent it. As was the way of dreams, his waking mind knew what pain accompanied the memories, but the dream was slower to remind him.


    The first change in the dreams came when a robed man stepped between Estin and his family. Estin was powerless to approach, the dream holding him back as the man grabbed Atall. With an amused laugh, the man drove his fist into Atall’s chest the same way the Turessian had to Thomin so recently, shattering bone and spraying blood in all directions. Through it all and until he fell limply, Atall stared pleadingly at Estin.


    Then the Turessian and Atall were gone. They were both lost to Estin. His son was dead and his body destroyed before Estin could have saved him and the Turessian—an insane man named Arturis—had died at Estin’s hand. There was nothing he could do to or for either of them anymore. His revenge was over and it left him empty. Revenge would not give him direction anymore.


    The other children tried to run to Estin and Feanne, but brightly glowing clouds of mist rolled between them and their parents. Estin screamed for his children and could hear Feanne doing the same, but with the cloud between them, there was nothing he could do. Helplessly, he watched as Oria hugged the younger kits to her and the mists closed around them. The last thing he heard were Oria’s screams as the mists washed over them.


    Estin knew what was coming next. His subconscious mind dreaded the next part of the dream, knowing it was all too final. The only member of his family who still lived was about to die. He had watched it each night in his mind, but it had grown no easier to bear. Instead of facing it, he clawed at the boundary of his sleeping mind, trying to wake himself, even as his actions in the dream went on.


    Turning to reach for Feanne, Estin felt all the motivation drain from him as he saw she was already holding her side. She shook her head sadly and pulled her hand away, revealing the large open wound that poured her lifeblood out.


    “I am sorry,” she whispered, stumbling as she grew weak. “No regrets, my love.”


    Estin screamed in the dream as Feanne collapsed and he found himself sitting upright and awake. His heart was racing and his limbs trembled with the painful memories. Pulling his knees up to bury his face against them and wrapping his tail around himself protectively, Estin sobbed softly, trying to let it pass before the others woke. To him this was a weakness he had no desire to share with anyone else. They all had seen enough death that those he had endured were his problem and not theirs.


    As Estin tried to contain his grief, he realized he felt something else. Deep within himself, he could feel the anger, the rage, and the power that came with the strange magical gift On’esquin had given him. That…creature…within himself longed to come forward, to destroy his enemies and punish those who had hurt him and his family. Such a desire was alien to Estin, making it easy to recognize, though not as easy to push back down.


    In an attempt to escape the desire to kill, Estin looked around the camp, hoping someone was awake to talk with. He could see Yoska and Raeln curled up and softly snoring, though Raeln shook and twitched in the throes of his own nightmares. On’esquin was nowhere to be found, as Estin had expected, given that the man was on watch.


    Estin lowered his eyes and saw the fox was sitting attentively, watching him with concern. When he met her eyes, the fox cocked her head and then gave a pointed look at the bag with Feanne’s remains and then back to Estin.


    “Yes, I was dreaming about her,” he admitted, having long-since stopped feeling foolish talking to the animal. He had taken to doing so only when Raeln was asleep, as he always looked nervous when Estin did so.


    A crack of a branch put Estin instantly on guard, but On’esquin emerged from the woods nearby, his spear slung over his back. The man lumbered in and sat down across from Estin, giving the fox a curious look, and then returned his attention to Estin.


    “We were followed,” the orc said softly, picking at burrs that were caught all over his robes. His armor seemed to be too thick for the prickly things to attach, but where it did not cover, he had hundreds of the small sharp bits. “I found thirty zombies. They’re trying to flush us out.”


    Estin reached for his pack, thinking they would be on their feet and running, but On’esquin shook his head and made no move to get up.


    “They’re crippled and broken. Someone found them before I did. That person did a truly fine job of trapping them indefinitely. I doubt they’ll work their way free in less than a day,” he explained. “Half the forest seemed to have been roused to attack.”


    Estin relaxed somewhat, idly petting the fox that had squirmed under his arm to watch On’esquin. The animal was usually not so eager to be close to any of the men besides Estin, but she seemed really interested for once and thus willing to brave being near the orc.


    “Who else could be out there?” asked Estin. “I’ve seen no tracks and we’ve kept a good watch. How could someone slip in and fight off a group of undead and disappear before we notice?”


    “You would have to ask her,” On’esquin replied, leaning forward to try to scratch the fox’s ears, but the animal backed away, hid behind Estin, and peeked over his shoulder.


    “The fox?”


    “The woman who attacked the undead,” the orc corrected, grinning. “I doubt a fox that size would be much of a threat. I found tracks, and from what I could tell, it was a barefoot woman. Human, most likely, judging by size. She might not be our ally, but she has no love of our enemies.”


    Slowly, the fox inched back out from behind Estin, sat down at his side, and watched On’esquin cautiously.


    “Then what do we do about it?” Estin asked a moment later.


    On’esquin did not take his eyes off the fox. “Nothing at all. We have a hundred miles to cover if we hope to put an end to the invasions from the north. Having someone watching out for us will be incredibly valuable, especially if our enemies don’t know she is helping us. I would gladly keep her hidden as long as I can. Given the chance to tell her, I would pledge on my honor that she will remain our secret as long as it is wise.”


    The sky overhead had begun to lighten faintly. Estin knew that meant they only had another hour before everyone was awake and the hike began again. Deep down, he wanted to get more sleep, but the odds of that were slim.


    “Where are we really going?” Estin asked at length, getting a wry grin from On’esquin in reply and drawing the man’s attention away from the fox. “I may not know the area, but I’ve watched over your shoulder when you and Yoska study the maps. If we were going straight to Turessi, we’d be heading northeast of here and shaving a week or two off the trip. You’ve continued taking us northwest. Avoiding pursuit is one thing, but avoiding most of a nation is quite another.”


    “Clever boy,” said On’esquin, chuckling. “Even the gypsy thinks we’re merely wandering a little to avoid detection. The other one could be led southward and he would not notice for days. He follows blindly. I’m glad that one of you is wise enough to question my decisions directly. In your place I would not follow someone I hardly know halfway across the known world without asking a lot of questions.”


    At that point Yoska coughed and rolled over in this sleep, hugging his pack tightly. The man mumbled something at the backpack before settling back to sleep.


    “That man believes he is more subtle than he is,” noted On’esquin, lowering his voice. “If he wishes to listen in, he could simply come over.”


    “It lets him claim ignorance later. He’s always done that…haven’t you, Yoska?” Estin called out.


    Between snores, Yoska muttered something and raised a hand to give him a rude gesture.


    On’esquin watched Yoska for a bit before turning back to Estin. “We are certainly deviating from our best route,” he admitted, laying out the map he always carried with him. It had developed fresh tears and stains of late but was still generally readable, other than where he or Yoska had ripped out sections that were either vastly changed since the map was made or were buried under mists. He removed his cracked old glove and pressed a green finger to a spot at the edge of the mountains. “We are here. The roads east of here are the most direct route, but I expect Dorralt has far more troops there watching for us. The path we take along here”—On’esquin traced his finger across a section of the foothills—“will allow us to rest and gather allies in the one place that I doubt Dorralt has any desire to go.”


    Leaning forward, Estin stared at the area On’esquin was indicating. The map was entirely devoid of any cities or other landmarks anywhere near the route they were on, with many tiny markers for hazardous terrain nearby. “You’re taking us where exactly? How many allies do you think there are in the middle of nowhere?”


    “Estin, where did your family go when things got dangerous in the cities?”


    “We fled as far into the wilderness as we could.”


    On’esquin tapped a spot on the map. “There,” he explained, “is the farthest point in this region from any city without crossing the mountains. In my time, that was a hidden village where slaves fled when they wanted to disappear. We all knew about it, but it had been tradition to turn a blind eye their way. Even Turess stayed away from the place, letting them keep to their own, which was why when I had to flee my home, that was where I went first. To be sure that it is still filling the same purpose, I confirmed that the nearest cities are as hostile to wildlings as Pholithia was and they rarely find those who get away.”


    “And you think that spot on a map is still the same village of escaped slaves it was two thousand years ago? Are you insane? Who in their right mind would brave that kind of terrain to build a village?”


    “Precisely,” On’esquin concluded, rolling up the map. “Who but the most desperate? If those we seek aren’t there, then I would expect to find no one. There is no loss in trying. Should I be correct, we may find a great number of people who would be more than happy to stand up to the invaders. Unless you learn to control the powers at your disposal, we will need their help…and even then I would not want to try without an army helping us.”


    “What about the prophecies you keep quoting?” asked Estin.


    Pulling the rolled and leather-wrapped parchments from his belt, On’esquin sat them on the ground in front of Estin. “Read them if you can. You’ll likely find as much in there to help as I can. Two thousand years of reading those and I admit that only a sentence here and there means anything useful. Most are either symbolic or badly phrased to the point of being useless to us. They are far more helpful after an event has passed than before. I prefer to use them as a loose guide and continue to make sure we take our own actions and make our own plans. It’s far safer than trusting the ramblings of a man who was dying and wouldn’t have to face the consequences of misspeaking. The only time these prophecies are truly helpful is when trying to convince someone like Raeln to do as I say.”


    “As one of the people here who can die, I appreciate that you recognize the risks,” Estin answered, grinning. “If we’re to fight the heart of the Turessian invasion head-on, you might need to teach us all how you stay alive.”


    “No,” replied On’esquin gruffly, grabbing the rolled parchment and shoving it back in his belt. “You do fine as you are from what I’ve seen. You’ve survived things no mortal should. I won’t wish this on anyone else, even in jest.” Clearly upset by Estin’s joking comment, On’esquin remained silent for some time as the sun slowly illuminated the sky.


    Not really wanting to sleep further, Estin finally asked, “What will you tell me about whatever you put in me back at Corraith?”


    On’esquin blinked and looked up at Estin as though he had forgotten he was not alone. Frowning deeply, he shook his head. “Accept its power and do not ask,” he snapped.


    “I refuse to let it come forward again until I know what I’m dealing with.”


    Snarling, On’esquin nodded and replied, “You do not want to know this, Estin. I need you to figure out how to control it on your own. Telling you will not aid us. It may even make matters worse.”


    “Control is one thing…I want to know what it is. When I feel it waking, it’s like something is alive inside me, trying to get out. I hear voices…not just the whispers of the dead. It’s something else. It’s angry.”


    “Of that I have no doubt,” admitted On’esquin, chuckling wryly. Sighing, he added, “As you wish, Estin. Ask your questions and I will answer to the best of my ability. If you cannot come up with the correct questions, I will keep my secrets for now.”


    “Why does it only work when I am angry to the point of wanting to kill everyone around me?” he asked quickly. “Pholithia was a wonderful example…no anger, no magic.”


    “You fear it because you cannot control the anger when it is active,” stated On’esquin, nodding. “This is clumsiness on your part. The magic will work regardless of emotion, but without the will to control it outside of the anger, it clings to the emotion it knows best, which is anger. How many times has it worked for you, Estin?”


    “Twice,” Estin replied, struggling to keep from stopping there. He did not really want to put words to what those times were. “Once when Feanne and I fought Arturis and threw him into the mists, and the other was when trying to save Feanne from execution. It wouldn’t even work to save Atall.”


    “The boy is dead?” On’esquin asked, his eyes widening in surprise. “I am sorry, Estin. I had no idea. The boy was remarkable. I would have given anything to have him with us during the tasks before us. I take it then that you watched him die?”


    “I did. I saw Arturis tear him apart and throw him into the mists.”


    “Fear was not enough. You needed the anger to break down the walls against what I gave you,” explained On’esquin. “Once you knew the stakes, your anger was greater than your fear of the powers. You must stop fearing it. Why would you fear magic that makes you far more than you were?”


    Estin shrugged and looked over toward the others, making sure they were not listening in. Yoska likely was, but he was far enough away that Estin doubted he heard much. “My mate had something similar…a gift of nature, she called it. If she wasn’t careful, she could kill all of us and not know until she returned to normal. Anytime she used that power, she feared she would come to her senses with the blood of her family on her hands. It was a long time before she trusted herself enough not to kill us. I’m already more than I was growing up…I don’t need to use something like that.”


    “You fear hurting those you love?”


    “Always,” Estin confessed. “Not that there’s much risk left. Yoska is a friend and I know he can fend for himself if things went badly. The two of you I would consider friends, and I’m guessing I’m not much threat to either of you.”


    On’esquin laughed at that and shrugged again. “Ask your questions, Estin.”


    Taking a slow breath to calm himself after dredging up the thoughts of Atall and Feanne, he finally asked, “What was in that coffin that I looked into?”


    On’esquin’s mirth faded instantly and he scowled. “Direct and a well-spoken question. I had hoped not to leap right to that. Perhaps you remember what I told you was in them at the time?”


    “You said they contained madness.”


    “Let us go a different direction to answer this. Think for a moment on what Dorralt’s curse does to his people,” On’esquin said. “He must break their will before they will follow blindly. The first three who he recruited became like him willingly. Two did it to punish those they felt had treated them poorly, and one did it for enlightenment. The two grew angrier with every passing year, unable to ever quench their need for vengeance. Dorralt has long since seen that as the perfect way to sculpt his new minions. Anger consumes them until their humanity is lost. Even if that anger is at themselves, it serves him.”


    “You were the third,” noted Estin, getting a nod from On’esquin.


    “Actually, the first, but if you meant the one who wanted enlightenment, you are correct,” he admitted. “He tried to turn me into a monster, to fight against Turess and help him conquer the empire. I refused and have sought out calmer minds to help soothe the pain in my own head. Left to my own, I would eventually become like them. After this long, I should be waging wars of my own, but that was why I hid myself away in those tombs.”


    “What do the Turessians have to do with what was in that box? There were no bodies, nothing Turessian there, other than the runes on the walls.”


    “Fifty generals fell in the first war,” On’esquin went on, tracing a Turessian rune into the dirt. “Among them were the first two to serve him. When I could not find Dorralt, I abandoned chasing him down and set to guarding those fifty. Those helping me believed he had fallen or fled the region.”


    “The coffin I opened did not have a body…”


    “Every coffin was full when I closed them,” On’esquin assured him. “We designed the coffins to contain their magic, holding even the strongest of them. Two millennia is long enough that even the Turessians grow tired of living and let their bodies fall apart, when facing an eternity of looking at stone walls. The energy in that coffin was all that remained.”


    His heart racing and skin itching, Estin leapt onto On’esquin and drove his claws into the man’s neck. Growling, he lowered his muzzle to within inches of On’esquin’s face even as he heard Yoska and Raeln shout for him to stop. “What did you put in me?” Estin demanded. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    “The spirit in you has lost its sense of self. It is no longer a threat, Estin.”


    “What is it?” he practically roared at On’esquin.


    “Oramain…strongest of Dorralt’s generals,” the orc admitted, looking away. “His magic was incredible. I felt that with his spirit pressed into a moral man’s body, we might stand a chance against Dorralt. We needed the power he held on our side in this war. I saw no other way. He could give us the power we lacked.”


    “You put one of those creatures in me?” Estin demanded, sounding to himself like he was on the verge of tears. Anger far outweighed fear, but he could feel both raging inside his chest. The tingle of magic rising in the back of his mind warned him the magic—the Turessian, he corrected—was trying to come forward. “Get it out!”


    “I cannot,” On’esquin said firmly. “I knew neither of us was strong enough to fight Dorralt’s armies. We needed help. It was the only thing I could offer you. I did not even know if I would be able to join you in this fight.”


    “Will I become like them? Am I to be a monster like they are?”


    “Not at all, Estin. You have some of Oramain’s power, but not anything of who he was. You said that the powers came forth when you were dealing with death. Your wife’s near-death. A fight against a Turessian, where I can assume many people died. These are triggers that allowed the spirit inside you to find common ground with the spirit of those who were dying. Like sought like and Oramain came forth to fight at your guidance.”


    “Then why did my son die?” Estin managed to eke out, though he felt weak and tired. He wanted to run, to hide, anything to get away from what he found out that he was. Faintly he heard Raeln approaching, but he could not make himself acknowledge the man. “Why couldn’t I save him?”


    “Had anyone just died or was anyone dying at the time?”


    “No. He was the first during that encounter. There were old bodies all around us, though.”


    “There is your answer. The spirits did not know to help. Oramain was a master of the dead, using their life-energy to create armies that served him. Without recent death around you or the absolute certainty that it was about to occur, Oramain had no interest in helping.”


    “Who was this person?” Estin asked, putting his face in his hands. “This Oramain. What am I dealing with?”


    “The spirit?” On’esquin inquired, sitting up. “He was once Turess’s childhood friend and the person who helped Turess escape from slavery as a youth. Oramain was also one of the first to turn on Turess when his brother began plotting to take control of the empire, though I do not know if that was Dorralt’s doing or Oramain’s choice.”


    “What was he…in the end?”


    “Once he died and was reborn, you mean? He was our most feared opponent. Like Dorralt and I, he gained powers far beyond the mere undead wizards that most Turessians seem to be. His talent was for trapping spirits of those he watched die. He claimed hundreds of spirits, forcing them to return to the world of the living over and over to fight for him against their own families and kin. It took us years to get past his soldiers and defeat him. He could only bring them back for a few hours, but once he had enough, that limitation hardly mattered.”


    “Will you have to kill me too?”


    On’esquin thought about that a moment. “Ask me that question about any person and my answer is the same. If you become a threat to good people…yes. I gave you this power because I believed you had the heart to control it.”


    “Don’t hesitate if it comes to that,” Estin said, falling off of On’esquin to lie on his back. “Leave me alone.”


    “I will say one thing more that you must know,” On’esquin said, propping himself up on an elbow to look down at Estin. “Oramain’s gift was a blessing in the early days. He saved hundreds of lives, bringing back the fallen to say good-bye to their families. He was a good man before Dorralt finished twisting him. It was that memory of him that prompted me to give this to you. Power is neither good nor evil, Estin. Find goodness in how you use this gift and you will be seen as a good man…use it for evil and you will be seen as Oramain was. Just be aware that you are not him and do not have the same vast control over it. Until you master the power, exerting yourself the way I have just described would kill you and possibly rip Oramain’s spirit from you. We need to temper this and teach you control or giving this to you will have been a waste for us both.”


    Estin nodded, only half-hearing On’esquin. “Let me be. I need time to think. I can’t…I don’t know what to do.”


    “The same can be said for the rest of us,” On’esquin told him, standing up and offering him a hand. “You will struggle on. We will find our way in time. Nothing comes quickly.”


    Feeling numb to the bone, Estin took On’esquin’s hand and used it to sit up. While On’esquin wandered back to the woods to patrol, Estin looked around numbly at the rest of the stone field, barely able to hold his head up as thoughts of all the tattooed Turessians he had fought came to mind. He kept thinking back to Arturis murdering his son and wondered if that was somehow what On’esquin had turned him into. Would he one day murder someone else’s child? The thought was unbearable, and Estin could not help feeling as though he were somehow complacent in Atall’s death, knowing he contained a creature like the one who had actually murdered Atall.


    The others made a point of not watching Estin or On’esquin, both men settling back down to feign sleep.


    “This is a horrible idea, girl,” Estin said to the fox, petting her once he was sure the others were likely asleep again. “I don’t know why yet…but I know a bad plan when I hear one. This is going to end badly for us.”


    Settling down beside him, the fox let out a throaty whine.


     


    *


     


    The journey across the foothills and into rockier and more heavily forested lands should have taken them about five days, according to Yoska, but as the ground became more uneven, their pace slowed considerably. Soon after the fifth day, even Yoska admitted he had made his estimate based on the assumption of paths of some sort. It was not until the sixteenth day that On’esquin stood atop one of the higher points and squinted into the distance, grinning broadly as he finally appeared to recognize the area.


    “Two thousand years and so little changes,” he noted, gesturing to a region that appeared entirely inaccessible in the hills ahead. “That little corner of the world is where we’re going. Every refugee in the region likely knows of that place and will be waiting for us. This will be a rough place to win friends, but we will certainly try. If we succeed, we may yet have an army at our backs. I never knew this place to have less than a hundred refugees at any time.”


    On’esquin climbed down among the others, giving them each a hopeful grin, but all three stared back at him boredly. “Why are we looking like Dorralt has found us?” On’esquin finally asked, his visible joy at finding the place fading rapidly.


    “Is not that we doubted,” said Yoska, gesticulating broadly. “Is that…we walk for weeks and you show us long walk ahead, over even worse land. I will be first to celebrate when we have wagon or place to rest for few years, but until then, I pout with the others, yes?”


    “Yes…I mean, no.” On’esquin gave them all hard looks before sighing. “I swear to you that when we find the village, I will buy us proper transportation. Most residents of this region abandon their carts and wagons long before entering the village, so I am certain this will not be an issue. We will offer them something in return for the location of intact wagons and some horses. If we can recruit heavily, they may bring their own.”


    That seemed to somewhat mollify the group and Raeln began walking without another word, heading toward the cracked stones that ran between their location and the dense trees a few hundred feet away. From what Estin could see, once they entered the woods—which were themselves slanted atop rapidly changing ground—they would have far fewer rocky sections to traverse. They would have shade, even if they were still constantly going up and down hills through heavy brush.


    Yoska and Raeln seemed entirely unhappy, marching on ahead with the fox a little behind them, while Estin and On’esquin trailed behind, picking their way over the difficult ground.


    Estin’s feet hurt even more than they had after weeks of travel as the sharp granite shards of the broken ground tore into his pads. He could see Raeln stumbling from similar wounds, but the man pushed on without complaint. The distance to the woods might not be far, but it would leave them in poor shape if they had to run before Estin could mend their injuries. Worse yet, he could only imagine what a fall on that stretch of ground would do to them, with all its broken and jagged pieces of sharp stone. On’esquin was likely to be the only one armored well enough to keep from being bloodied, and ironically he was the only one that had little to fear from such injuries.


    “Are you still angry with me for hiding what I gave you?” On’esquin asked suddenly, surprising Estin. “Or have you come to grips with it yet?”


    “Still angry and will be until I know I can control this,” admitted Estin, hurrying his pace in the hopes that he could put the man behind him. He had no desire to speak with him, especially not about the second life that occupied his body, along with all of its hidden risks.


    Huffing as he walked faster, trying to stay near Estin, On’esquin told him, “I have never lied to you, Estin.”


    “You also said we would never meet again.”


    On’esquin laughed at that. “Yes, I was wrong in many things, that being one of them. Misunderstanding the jumbled prophecies does not make my intentions any less pure.”


    “Then what do you think this will gain us, even if I learn to control everything that Oramain was?” he asked over his shoulder once he knew On’esquin would not let him walk in silence.


    “In no small part, I hoped that with the failing of your resurrection circles, you might be able to save a few more lives than your magic alone could,” admitted On’esquin. “It was wishful thinking, I am sure, but that was my belief. I saw the circles become unstable during the first war and this time is far worse. I cannot watch nations die again, with healers unable to keep up. Last time, Turess spared us, but he never shared how.”


    “I am no savior, On’esquin.”


    “Estin, there are no true saviors. We all just do what we can. I have to believe that there are hundreds more like us out there, attempting the same thing.”


    Estin was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he barely noticed as the trees closed in around them and the ground became easier to walk. He still found himself climbing over stones and around thorny brush, but without the constant sharp stones and drop-offs, it was far easier ground to cover without paying as much attention.


    “A little farther and we should start seeing outlying parts of the village,” On’esquin announced, and Estin realized the group was somewhat close together again in the tighter spacing between the trees. “I do hope they took my advice and built up the walls in the last two thousand years. All they would keep out or in were unmotivated cattle and…”


    The orc’s words trailed off and Estin looked up to see what had distracted him.


    The forest had parted somewhat into a slightly less wooded area filled with stone hovels, interspersed with trees that made it difficult to see the village from any distance. Much of the open space was overgrown badly, including several livestock pens Estin could see off to the edge of the village. Even the houses had plants growing out of their windows and open doors. Several had collapsed entirely. A low fence around part of the village had fallen long ago.


    “Abandoned,” said Yoska sadly, shaking his head. “Still, is good place to hide for a few days and rest, yes? Abandoned means dead people do not know of the place, either.”


    Estin looked around again, feeling dread taking hold of him. He wanted to run away as fast and as far as his legs would take him. He could not even be certain why, but the place terrified him. Try as he might, he could not see a reason in the old buildings. Normally places far from human intrusion were exactly where he wanted to be. Looking down, he saw his hands trembled and he could not make them stop. For a minute he could not make himself move, even as the others went on and his fox watched him in confusion. Finally, he forced his legs to start walking, if only to keep up with Raeln as he made his way down past the fallen fence.


    “They left for a reason,” noted Raeln gruffly, leaning into the first house’s broken window. “We find out why before we make any decisions. If something made it this far out, we’re safer outside the village than in.”


    “Do you smell anything that might indicate where the people are? This certainly has not been abandoned since my time. There were people here within the last few years,” On’esquin said. “I see no indication of mists, either.”


    Sniffing with his nose as high as he could put it, Estin tried to search for recognizable scents. Everything seemed entirely too familiar, but nothing stood out as a problem. He could not smell death, decay, or even people. All he smelled were the woods and some kind of flowers that tugged at his memories. Tears came to his eyes and he could not say why.


    “I know this place,” Estin said to himself as the others spread out and looked into the houses. “I’ve been here. When could I possibly have been here? This is almost a hundred miles from Altis…”


    He wandered like the others, though not as pointedly. While Raeln checked each house warily for threats and Yoska twirled a weapon in one hand while meandering down what had once been a small path or road, Estin made his way through the trees and homes toward a point farther into the village. He had no idea where he was going, but he made his way through vague remembrances, navigating past several homes and then back toward one near the far end of the village.


    “Estin?” asked Yoska, jogging over to follow him. “You are okay, yes?”


    Estin could not manage to reply, staring in confusion at a patch of weeds between homes. That place looked so familiar that he could practically envision sitting there, watching people pass by. It made no sense, having spent his whole life in Altis prior to the war. He had never traveled in his younger years, and this was much farther than he had traveled even after meeting Feanne, unless he counted the distance the mists had taken him.


    He stopped in the space between the homes for a while, numbly touching the wall of one as though it might yield answers to him. Taking a knee, he traced scratches in the clay wall of the house, recognizing it as a child’s attempt at drawing an adult. An adult with a tail. Yanking his hand away from the drawing, Estin continued on, making his way past several more homes. At last, he came to one particular overgrown house and stopped at the door.


    Deep weeds clogged the doorway, obscuring any sight of what was inside. Estin did not need to see though, having stared at that doorway and the room beyond thousands of times over the years in his nightmares. Until he had met Feanne, dreams of this place had haunted him every night. This place had been his own private nightmare.


    “It can’t be,” he mumbled, pushing at the weeds. They broke easily, crumbling away from the stones that made up the walls of the house. “This can’t be it!” Estin could hear the others gathering behind him, but he did not care. He had to be sure this was not the house he thought it was. Frantically, he ripped away the last of the weeds and ran inside, stopping once he was fully in the dark home.


    Estin’s eyes rapidly adjusted to the dark, giving him possibly a better view of the place than if it had been under daylight. The house was exactly as he had left it almost nine years earlier. The wooden table had collapsed, but the fireplace was the same as he remembered. A broken chair lay right where it had fallen. Even the dishes from an evening meal lay rusted near the table. On a whim he looked back at the fireplace and saw the missing stone where he had taken their hidden savings before fleeing.


    “No…no…” Estin said softly, gasping for breath. Turning to the only other room of the tiny home, Estin rushed inside, nearly clipping his ears on the low doorway. He came to a stop atop a pile of rotted and moldy blankets that had been partially shielded from the weather over the years by the windowless room.


    “Estin?” Yoska prodded, coming into the house behind him.


    On’esquin’s shadow fell across the doorway, along with the tiny shadow of Estin’s fox.


    “This was my home,” he said at last, falling into a seated position. “I was born here.”


    “Is long way from what you called home when we met,” admitted Yoska, coming over and sitting down beside Estin. “You are sure, no?”


    “Very sure,” said Estin. “Those blankets were where I hid while they killed my parents. The chair in the other room broke while my father fought the man who was taking my mother. Everything is how I left it when I ran.”


    Yoska reached out to comfort Estin, but Estin shrugged off the man’s attempts at sympathy and got back to his feet. Storming out of the house, he looked around at the abandoned village. He searched, nearing panic because he saw the village as the place that had been the backdrop of all of his nightmares. He remembered playing around those homes as a child. He remembered other wildling children laughing and running near the trees. He even remembered a few others that were not wildlings, but his memories were blurred, too far gone to recall more than that they were “different.” Estin had spent his whole life as the one who was different, but here, those who did not have fur were the odd ones.


    “I…I always thought…” Estin rubbed at his face, trying to form coherent thoughts. “I thought this was near Altis.”


    “This is a very long way from that city,” On’esquin interjected, giving Estin a worried look. “We are a full country away. A very long distance to forget traveling.”


    A sharp whistle from farther out near the old farm plots made both of the other men jerk to alert, but Estin could not snap himself out of his dazed staring at the old village. The men ran off, leaving him and the fox there in front of his childhood home with the ghosts of his memories, now visiting him during his waking hours.


    “This is where I lost my family the first time,” Estin said aloud, jumping a little as the fox poked at his hand. Looking around, Estin saw the others were not far away, looking at something near the wood line. He started off toward them, but Raeln quickly moved between him and them, putting up his hands to stop Estin.


    “No, this is not something you need to see,” Raeln tried, but Estin pushed past him. The wolf immediately leapt back in front of him. “Estin, please don’t. As your friend—”


    “I barely know you,” snapped Estin, punching Raeln as hard as he could in the stomach. Hitting Raeln’s muscles felt like hitting a wall, but Estin growled, trying to hide the pain in his hand.


    Raeln grunted but seemed relatively unharmed by the blow, though he did move aside.


    Estin went on toward the others, but he did not have to go far to see what they were looking at. A field of dirt and grass-covered bones lay strewn across the edge of the village. To him it looked as though a hundred people had been piled up and left to rot, with some of the remains having been dragged a short distance into the woods by scavengers. The bones were so old he could easily have walked right past the mound and not even noticed.


    “Estin, you don’t need to see it,” said Raeln, though he made no further attempt to stop Estin. “We can’t be sure they are anyone you knew. We should go. Let them rest.”


    Yoska immediately looked guilty, letting Estin know who had already managed to tell Raeln about his memories. Not a huge surprise.


    “Stand back and let me find my parents,” Estin told the large man, forcing himself to keep walking. Estin strode into the grisly open grave and could not restrain himself from trembling. These were people who had lived near him as a child, children he had played with, and possibly even his own parents. It was more than he was ready to cope with, but he saw no other way. Worse still, he would never know their names or faces to be able to piece together the glimpses in his dreams with these remains.


    Kneeling beside a large pile of old bones, Estin picked up a pair of skulls and examined them. The first was a squirrel wildling, of that he was certain from having tended to several back at Feanne’s father’s camp. It had been female and she was probably only about five or six when she died, if he had to guess. Still very young.


    The other skull Estin held was an orcish man, likely twenty or so years old.


    Looking around, he saw a pattern beginning to form. For every two wildling skeletons he could identify, there was one orc. Every so often he spotted a human-looking skeleton with one or two odd features—a fae-kin, he surmised. They might not be as hated as wildlings and orcs in the region, but they were looked upon superstitiously. He honestly could not be surprised to find one or two here.


    “None are my breed,” Estin said happily, though he felt more than a little guilty. There would be others like him out there, unaware that their family lay in the open grave. “There’s still a chance…” He let his words trail off as he noticed Raeln was not looking at the corpses, but rather, the woods. Estin followed the man’s gaze and saw what he thought were vines hanging from the trees. He knew of no vinelike plants that grew so close to the mountains.


    Getting up, Estin walked toward the trees, trying to make out what he was seeing. It took him until he reached the first tree with one of the vines to realize they were actually old ropes that had decayed and broken with age. There was one on each of several trees, making eight ropes in all that Estin could see. There might once have been more, though those were the only ones he could see.


    Something snapped under Estin’s toe-claw and he immediately knew it could not have been a twig. Walking through ancient tombs had familiarized him with that sound and feeling. He looked down and saw more bones, mostly piled under the broken ropes.


    “They were hung,” he said to himself, taking a knee by the remains he stood over.


    Sifting through the bones with his fingers, Estin pulled out a few that helped him recognize the victim had been a wildling. A raccoon. Estin moved to the next skeleton and found a wolf’s remains. The next two were raccoons again, followed by a skunk, and then a cow. The breeds were not ones he was overly familiar with, other than the wolf, forcing Estin to rely on having dealt with the regular animals enough times to recognize a wildling version.


    “Every one of them is a wildling,” he said, sitting back on his haunches. “What do wolves, skunks, cows, and raccoons have in common that they were hung separately from all the others? What about them would necessitate a different death?”


    Raeln spoke up first. “They all can be patterned with black and white. I only say that because the barbarian tribes near where I was raised viewed black and white animals as a bad omen that needed to be killed and eaten. At least that was the excuse they used for raiding our farms.”


    A groan from On’esquin made Estin’s skin itch.


    “What do you know?” Estin demanded, turning somewhat.


    “Some of Turess’s prophecies may have fallen into Dorralt’s hands over the years,” On’esquin explained, putting a hand to the bundle at his hip. “‘The harbinger of destruction across the world would be from our lands, but the one who let us know it was time to stand up and fight it would be a man draping himself in black and white.’ Another translation would be ‘of black and white.’ Those were Turess’s words. What was least helpful was that we conquered most of the known world, so telling us that the person was from our lands meant little. A purge of anyone that might be ‘of black and white’ would be a way to fight the prophecies.”


    Estin wanted to scream, to howl at the sky in anger. The idea that people like him had been hunted down like beasts for a stupid prophecy was too much. Murdered solely because of the color of their fur. Clenching his hands, he stood and went to the last two bodies.


    Like the others, these were torn apart by animals after their deaths. However, Estin did not need much of their remains to still be there to recognize the excess of tail bones and the shape of their skulls. These were other members of his breed. These were possibly the last two in all the world for all beyond himself and the female he had met in Corraith before her death.


    “Raeln,” Estin said over his shoulder, though his voice quavered as he tried to keep himself calm, “thank you for trying to protect me from this. I’m sorry I hit you. You were doing a good thing, but I had to see this for myself. These were my parents.” Turning, Estin marched up to On’esquin. “How many have died because of your prophecy?” he demanded, getting up as close to On’esquin as he could, considering their difference in height. “How many of my kind are lying in shallow graves because of something your master said on his deathbed? How much blood is enough, On’esquin?”


    “This is not Turess’s fault any more than it is yours,” answered On’esquin, though he lowered his eyes. He did not sound as though he believed his own words.


    Laughing, Estin replied, “This is my fault, though. Don’t you understand? I ran! I ran until I found a city where I thought I was far enough away to escape all this. I could have stayed…died with them…maybe saved them…”


    “You were a child, Estin,” snapped On’esquin, no longer looking ashamed but standing up to Estin’s anger. “Dying beside them would not have brought them back! You ran like any child would. In your case, your people are arboreal. You fled to the highest place you could find…Altis. Think about your own children and what would have happened if you had not run to those lands! Would they have lived? Would they even have been born?”


    Taking a deep breath, Estin nodded and looked over at Raeln and Yoska, who, unlike On’esquin, appeared genuinely concerned about Estin. Yoska in particular kept glancing toward the bodies of Estin’s parents and whispering what sounded like some kind of funeral rights in a language Estin did not know. From what he knew of Yoska, he was likely wishing them well in whatever lands they roamed.


    “You’re right, On’esquin,” Estin said at last, backing down. “I need to think about my children.”


    “I’m glad you understand—”


    “Right now, my children are on the far side of the mountains and the desert beyond, being protected by their big sister against an army of ghouls and a town that doesn’t know them. They are wondering where their parents are and when—or if—they will come home. I need to think about them, not your foolish war against the north. Go on without me…I’m done with this.”


    Estin turned and walked west toward the mountains. He did not look back once as he made his way into the deep woods and up the first rise of the foothills, the first leg of the journey back to Corraith, with the fox bounding along at his side.


    He had more than a thousand miles across mountain and desert to work through his anger. He hoped it would be enough and prayed the kits would be all right when he arrived.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “His Weakness”


     


    Those I see present themselves as invincible. I laugh at their posturing, their subtle cues to others that they cannot ever lose, the way even their foes view them as agents of a long-gone god. These are the true betrayers, those who placed blame on On’esquin during my final days.


    This is pure ignorance. A hero is not someone who wins because they cannot lose. Rather, a hero is made from weakness, sculpted and shaped…and then they get lucky enough to live long enough that anyone has heard of them. Thousands of heroes die every day, simply because they did not see an arrow coming or food was scarce one winter. Thousands more heroes die without their names being spread to the bards. Most heroes are known to none beyond their kin.


    That is what I have long believed a hero to be and is what I see of those in my visions. These are deeply flawed individuals who will die if they make a mistake. They can fail and often will. It is only the ending that matters, not how they get there. A hero is still a hero if they fail every step of the way but succeed when it matters most.


    They will learn this lesson through pain, regardless of having read what I say. They will give up everything to win even the smallest victory.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    “That could have gone better, no?”


    On’esquin shot an angry glare at Yoska for the comment, but Raeln could not fault the man for saying what they all were likely thinking. He had seen Estin’s anger growing since the moment he had come to his senses and honestly could not imagine not going after the children if he were in Estin’s place. Raeln would never fault the man for it, even if the group—or the prophecy—depended on him in some vague way. His place in the world was with those children, not here.


    “We will rest in one of the houses until morning,” Raeln told them, deciding to take charge before Yoska and On’esquin came to blows. “Maybe longer, if the place seems secure enough. These people have been dead a long time. No one is going to come looking for them. At worst, we might have to deal with animals searching through the remains.”


    “Or angry ghosts,” muttered Yoska, making a quick motion with his left hand. Raeln guessed it was some superstition meant to ward off spirits. “Is not great place to stop, but is better than the journey Estin intends to make.”


    “Forget about him! He’s made his choice! I made that clear the last hundred times you brought it up since he left,” On’esquin snarled, marching past them toward the heart of the village.


    Yoska was not about to stop, pushing past Raeln to follow On’esquin. “This is not about prophecy. Estin seeks his family…all the family he has left. I think any of us would do same, yes? We walk to snowy lands because we have no family to go back to. If one of my wives managed to show up, I would leave the same way Estin has. I will not be mad at him for doing so, and I take offense that you expect me to be!”


    “I said forget him!” snapped On’esquin, rounding on Yoska. Baring his deadly sharp teeth, he jabbed Yoska squarely in the chest with a thick finger. “Six was how many Turess saw making this march. Six! We had four. I doubt we could do this with an army, but we have to do this with three now!”


    Showing no hint of being intimidated in the slightest, Yoska grinned back at On’esquin. “Confidence is inspiring, no?”


    Raeln groaned as the men continued to bicker and he soon started walking away toward the more intact hovels with the two making enough noise behind him to let half the countryside know where they were. He guessed he could secure a safe place for them to rest long before they finished fighting. If nothing else it would give him a chance to get away from all the anger and possibly prepare what supplies they had to tend to the men’s wounds after they did come to blows.


    He rubbed at his stomach as he walked, wishing he knew how to make Estin understand he honestly wanted to help him get through these things. The man had been through so much—more even than Raeln, which made Raeln’s heart melt each time the world seemed to kick Estin again. It made his own anger at what had happened in Lantonne pale and become easier to bear when he could worry about someone else. Right now, he needed that.


    Raeln soon reached the second house in from the outside of the village. Most of the outer ones were badly damaged or outright collapsed, and those closest to the center would be too difficult to defend without a clear view of the approach into town. Checking the house he stood near, he found much of the interior was buried under collapsed wooden beams that had supported the roof. Given a strong wind, the remainder of the house would likely collapse.


    He moved on to the next house and the one after that, trying to find one in any kind of reasonable condition. At last he found one that looked sturdy enough to survive a night with people inside it. Picking up the broken door and setting it aside, Raeln leaned into the house, intending to look before stepping in, just in case there were animals or loose stones inside that might pose a threat.


    Raeln’s ankle touched something and he looked down to see a thin string run across the doorway, resting taut against his fur. Tracing it with his eyes, he followed it up the wall to his left on the inside of the house, all the way up to the roof, where it fed into the stones. The string looked fairly new, unlike everything else that showed signs of having endured many winters and rains.


    Easing back from the string, Raeln walked slowly around the house, searching the roof for some indication of the string’s purpose. It took him a minute, but he found a small box hidden among the tiles of the roof that looked far newer than anything else in the village. This he touched gingerly, feeling a slight trembling from it—a strong spring that was primed. If that had gone off with them inside…he looked around and saw that this was the only house that appeared intact. Someone had tried to coax visitors inside, where the trap would have been triggered.


    “We need to go!” Raeln shouted, backing away from the house. There was no telling how many more of the homes were trapped or what else might be waiting within the village. “We’ll find somewhere else!”


    A crack behind Raeln warned him he was too late.


    Running around the building that blocked his view of the others, Raeln saw On’esquin lying on the ground under a heavy net that had come down from a stable’s roof where he and Yoska had been standing. The netting had been attached to stone blocks, which kept On’esquin from being able to lift it off without help.


    Yoska had pulled out his weapons before Raeln could reach them, turning on the woods, where crashing noises had begun. In seconds a wall of corpses emerged from the trees somewhat east of the village, marching straight toward them.


    Drawing his sword, Raeln fell in beside Yoska as the undead came steadily over the low stone walls of the village and into the open space, while more continued to come from the trees. There were easily a hundred of them from what Raeln could see, and with On’esquin trapped, they had no chance of running. Only then did the wind shift enough that Raeln caught the scent of death. The attack had been planned carefully, hiding their approach from both of the wildlings that had been present.


    Raeln turned and slashed at the net, hoping On’esquin’s ability to rapidly heal would be enough to protect him from any careless swings. That became a nonissue when Raeln’s weapon glanced off the netting as though he had hit steel.


    “It’s been enchanted,” On’esquin explained, managing to pull himself up onto all fours. He strained against the weight of the stones but barely moved them. “I can get free with some effort. Hold them off!”


    Raeln needed no other prodding. He had waited a long time for another chance at the armies of the dead. Stepping out ahead of Yoska, he dug his foot-claws into the soft ground, preparing to charge them once they were closer. They vastly outnumbered him, but he intended to see how many he could bring down before they could stop him. Keeping them down would be another matter altogether.


    The zombies came like a tidal wave, stumbling in a tight-packed line toward the living, both ends of the mob moving around to circle them. Were it not for the small stable at their backs, Raeln would have had to worry about undead attacking him from all sides.


    Once the nearest corpse was close enough that Raeln could not only smell it, but see the deep crack in the side of her skull from an axe, Raeln launched himself at them. He ran hard and crashed into the lead zombie with his shoulder, taking it and three others off their feet as he slid to a stop in the middle of the front line. Whirling, Raeln cleaved through flesh and sometimes bone with his sword, while following up each strike with either his free hand’s claws or a kick. Soon he was entirely surrounded, but the undead only had eyes for him, which allowed Yoska to approach from the side and cut down one zombie at a time with his knives, making the attacks count.


    The zombies fell one and two at a time, but more often than not, they got back up. It made Raeln’s position difficult, as corpses he intended to step past or use as barriers to the approach of others would suddenly lurch and sit up, reaching for him once again. Raeln fought as hard as he could, tearing through the zombies while taking little in the way of injuries. He was hurting, but he knew he could fight on for some time. Whether it would be long enough was the real question, with more undead coming from the woods. He was fast enough that they most likely could not bring him down until he tired, but that would be long before the undead would.


    With a kick that cleared him a brief opening, Raeln tried to get back to the stable in hopes of using it as a shield against the undead. The zombies were mindless and would attack him at the door into the stable, rather than thinking to break down the walls. It would buy even more time for On’esquin to free himself so they could run.


    That plan died as Raeln realized he had been cut off from On’esquin. Standing in the small gap between the undead and the stable was the same black-robed human woman he had seen in Pholithia. She held Yoska with her gloved hand clamped on his throat, lifting him off the ground so only the tips of his boots touched, while her free hand held blue flames. Both of Yoska’s knives were already shoved to the hilt in the woman’s ribs.


    “Hello again, beast,” the Turessian said, glancing over her shoulder at On’esquin, who was still struggling with the net. “I honestly had hoped the four of you were smarter than this, but as always, savages disappoint. This trap was intended to be a precaution…I did not expect it to so easily catch most of you. I do have to admit I did not anticipate you being quite as deadly as you are…that was my error.”


    Raeln held his ground, trying not to panic as the undead stood all around him, their lifeless eyes staring hungrily. They would not attack without the woman’s cue, that much he knew. Why she would wait, he had no idea. What he could not do was risk Yoska so long as she had him at her mercy. Everyone’s life came before his own; it was his way and his training as a child.


    The Turessian backed away from Raeln, dragging Yoska as she went into the stable to stand beside On’esquin. With a flick of her free hand, the flames vanished. “Did you think I would not speak with Dorralt about you?” she asked the orc, laughing lightly. Had she been anything but the monster she was, Raeln would have considered her laugh pleasant. “All that power and what can you do to free yourself, traitor? Such a simple way to defeat our greatest enemy and the only person we consider a true obstacle to reclaiming the empire. You should be ashamed of yourself for making it this easy.”


    On’esquin roared and tried to leap to his feet, but the netting kept him from moving more than a few inches closer to the woman. He then tried to shove his hand through the gaps in the net to attack her, but his hands were too large to fit.


    “We’re missing one,” the woman mused, slamming Yoska hard against the wall of the stable when he tried to reach for his knife in her chest. “Where is your fourth? Tell me where he is and I’ll make this easier on all of you.” When none of them spoke up, the woman looked first to On’esquin. “Abandon your foolish mission and come back with me, traitor. Dorralt will show mercy…eventually. All you need do to redeem yourself is give up all of your companions.”


    On’esquin took a deep breath and sat down, closing his eyes in what Raeln thought resembled meditation. He was trying to calm himself.


    “Very well,” said the Turessian, looking over at Yoska, who continued to struggle against her grip. “What of you, wanderer? A pardon for your clan if you give me the location of the monkey. Your people have never been averse to trading with us in the past.”


    Smiling broadly, Yoska wheezed something, unable to form the words around the woman’s choking. She eased her grip, lowered him to the ground, and leaned closer, only to have him spit in her face.


    “My clan is already dead at your hands!” Yoska said as she shoved him against the wall again. “May their spirits never rest until you die at the hands of those you most despise!”


    The Turessian laughed again. “A gypsy’s dying curse. I do not believe in superstitions, let alone those created by the people who would benefit most from them. Your people foster delusions and encourage fear among those you meet. I will not play into your hands, wanderer.”


    Raeln inched closer as the woman spoke to Yoska, hoping she had forgotten him, if only for the moment. He had nearly reached the entrance of the stable when she looked up, smiling at him from under her hood, her dark eyes gleaming.


    “You,” she noted. “I see you have a fine pelt of black and white…a little grey too. Are you warm in the winter months? I have needed a new cloak as the one I made from Estin’s mother has become rather ragged. Do you believe your friends would miss you much if I tore that pelt off of you while you still draw breath?”


    The zombies closed in around Raeln, blocking any movement that did not bring him closer to the Turessian. He knew he could fight them, but they would tear him apart in seconds at such a close range. Without options he lowered his weapon.


    The woman grinned, telling him, “Good choice. Drop the sword and kneel as you should have the moment you saw me. You will not have to watch your companions die if you obey me like a proper house pet. Your dignity for their lives. I am being more than fair.”


    Reluctantly, Raeln let the sword slide out of his fingers and clatter to the ground.


    “Good dog,” said the Turessian. “I won’t ask you to betray your other furry friend, as I’ve found wildlings tend to group up against the rest of us like rapid beasts. I’ll insist on the others telling me. Take a knee, beast.”


    Raeln hesitated and saw the woman was slowly tightening her grip on Yoska’s throat. Lowering his head, Raeln dropped to his knees.


    “Lick my boots.”


    Staring at the woman’s dusty boots, Raeln tried to find any other way. She wanted to break him before she killed them all. Still, he had no options yet. Pride was certainly something he was willing to sacrifice. Leaning forward, he reluctantly licked at her boots, eliciting a merry laugh from the woman.


    Suddenly the undead descended on Raeln as a group, their hands grabbing and scratching at him. He tried to fight back, but unarmed and unable to get any room to maneuver, they quickly dragged him down and pinned him to the ground. Once he was held, they stopped, none of them trying to bite or claw at him.


    “Traitor,” the woman said, addressing On’esquin again. “Do these men mean anything to you?”


    Opening his eyes only briefly, On’esquin met Raeln’s stare and then closed his eyes again. “No,” he replied, though Raeln could see him clench his fists briefly. “The wolf means nothing to me or my mission. There was no mention of him in the prophecy. The wanderer’s kind did not exist in Turess’s time, so they have no bearing on his claims. I have yet to find the six.”


    The Turessian turned and punched Yoska, bloodying his face and breaking his nose. She then released him, letting him fall limply at her feet. “Good to know,” she said, making her way through the pack of corpses and around behind Raeln.


    Raeln could not see what the woman was doing him, laying as he was on his stomach with the undead atop him. He heard a jingle and then cold metal clamped down on his wrists. Manacles.


    “I won’t skin you alive, no matter what I might have said,” she explained, whispering near Raeln’s ear. “If they continue to hide things from me, they get to watch you die slowly. I can wait for my new cloak until after I’m done bleeding you for their amusement. Whether I get the information I want or not and whether they help me or not, I do intend to watch you die, beast. I will hear you scream for mercy before dawn. Trust that you will not get it.”


    Raeln opened his mouth to warn On’esquin, but the woman’s hand came down like a lead weight on his nose, slamming his mouth shut against the ground. She wrapped her fingers around his muzzle, holding his mouth closed as she tied a thick leather strap around it. As tight as the strap was, he could barely breathe, let alone speak.


    “Now we see how much it takes to break them and how much pain you can live through. I dearly hope you are as tough as you act,” she told Raeln, grabbing a fist full of skin and fur at the scruff of his neck.


    Using her grip on his neck, the woman pulled Raeln off the ground and onto his knees and held him there, unable to do anything with his hands chained and her incredible strength keeping him from standing. Only his legs were free, but there was nothing he could do with her holding him. Had she pulled him upright, he could have kicked at her, but on his knees, she would see the movement coming far too soon.


    The woman began walking and Raeln tried to scramble onto his feet, but she was moving too fast and holding his head down. He stumbled along, mostly on his knees, trying to keep from being dragged as she led him into the stable. Twice he fell, and she did drag him over the rough ground and stones until he could get at least his knees under him.


    Leading Raeln past Yoska and On’esquin, the Turessian stopped at one of the stalls and picked something up, though Raeln could not see what it was before she started walking again. This time she pulled him out of the stable and past all of the waiting zombies toward the woods, where Estin had found his parents’ remains.


    Raeln became more frantic as the woman led him past the collapsed village wall and he saw trees around them. She led him right across the piles of bones to the middle of the wooded area where they had found the old ropes hanging.


    “Seven or eight years ago, I got to do this to another batch of your kind,” the woman said, stopping beside a large tree’s trunk. As she did, she let one end of a coiled rope fall beside Raeln’s face—that was what she had taken from the stable. “They wouldn’t give up the location of those who had fled, either. We’ll see if your friends are as willing to watch you die without speaking as these villagers were.”


    Raeln tried to pull free, but the woman yanked on his neck, forcing him upright in a kneeling position. She continued to pull, bending him backward to keep him from being able to move at all or risk having her snap his spine.


    “I got through six of them before the others broke down and told me anything I wanted to hear. Today I only have you, so we need to make this last.”


    As Raeln tipped sideways to free his legs and take the strain off his back, the woman looped the thick rope around his neck and tied it snugly under his chin. The other end she threw up and over a branch of the tree, about twelve or fifteen feet up.


    Raeln kicked the woman in the knee, trying to injure her enough that he could slip free and run for the others. He knew she could heal through most anything he would do to her, but it was a desperate hope.


    She took the kick squarely in the kneecap and did not fall, even though Raeln felt the joint buckle. “None of that,” she warned, grabbing hold of Raeln’s whiskers with her free hand. “There are many ways I can punish you that will not kill you right away.”


    Yanking sharply, the woman ripped all of Raeln’s whiskers off one side of his muzzle. He screamed in pain—or tried to, with his mouth tied shut. Raeln could not see through the tears that came unbidden, but he felt the rope go tight as the Turessian pulled him off the ground by it, tugging him up by his throat until he stood straight.


    Stepping in front of Raeln to look up at him, the woman added, “Your claws will be next. The pain will feel like I have torn your fingers off, but they do not bleed badly enough that you will die. After that, the tail or ears. There are many options. I’ve had a lot of practice over the years and I can assure you that this will not be quick.”


    Backing away, the woman smiled at him, eyeing the rope. He realized she had handed off the rope to a nearby group of zombies, allowing her the freedom to move around without him being able to free himself. “You may wait here to see what your friends do,” the woman told him. The corpses held the rope deathly still and would forever if she told them to, just snug enough that Raeln had to stand very rigidly to ease the pull on his throat. “I will have my pets pull another inch every little while, until your friends give me the information I want or I get tired of their delays and begin carving away chunks of your flesh to motivate them. Should they give in early, I will kill you somewhat mercifully.”


    With that the woman walked away, heading back toward the stable, leaving Raeln alone with the five zombies that held the rope.


    Raeln turned in place carefully, unable to get enough slack in the rope to move from the spot, making the simple act of turning around difficult. Finally he managed to face the stable and the village, where he could see the Turessian woman sitting on an old stump with Yoska lying at her feet. From what he could see, she was eating lunch as she waited for the man to wake.


    Upon noticing Raeln watching her, the Turessian gave him a little wave. A second later, the zombies reacted to some kind of silent command she had given them and pulled the rope a fraction of an inch, making the line across his throat tighten painfully. He was forced up onto his toes to keep the rope from inhibiting his breathing.


    Unable to do anything else, Raeln watched the mountains west of the village, hoping to catch a glimpse of Estin escaping to find his family. He felt deep down that even a momentary sight of the man getting to freedom would somehow make enduring what was to come a little easier.


    He closed his eyes and thought of Estin’s children. They would never know this kind of pain, if Estin could get away. There was goodness in the world yet.


    Soon enough, the pain would all be over and he could join Greth.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Aid”


     


    I lose track of the visions now. The pain that I see unfold for the six that I watch and for all the others like them reminds me of so many moments in my short life that I find myself thinking of events already past, rather than those to come. History repeats itself brutally, recreating our roles in the lives of another.


    Loss shapes us all, so much more than gain. I can finally see that now that I have nothing left to lose, now that my wife has abandoned me and my heart struggles to beat.


    Hold your family close, On’esquin. They will be the only treasure that matters when your days near their end, one way or another.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Estin climbed the steep rise of the hills toward the mountains, making decent time, considering the difficult ground. He had long since dropped to all fours to maintain his balance and pace on the slope, something he normally tried to avoid doing, as it made him feel self-conscious with his tail up in the air. With no one else around—other than the fox—he had stopped caring about appearances and wanted to get on with finding his children as fast as he could. He knew that was a silly thought; given the distance, running or walking would make little difference in when he would arrive.


    Coming to the top of the hill he was on, which then descended a short distance before starting up the next, Estin stopped and stood, looking out over the mountains spread out in front of him. They went on for miles, their peaks fading into the grey cloud cover on the horizon. He had honestly not thought about how much of the thousand miles to Corraith might be mountains and how much desert.


    “Less than four hours and I’m already tired,” he mused, reaching down to rub the fox’s head. “This will take a lot longer than I thought.” Looking down at the animal, he asked, “How do you feel about sand in your paws and a lack of water?”


    The fox looked up at him with a horrified expression, her eyes wide. Almost immediately, she went back to watching him with the usual calm stare of an animal that had no idea what he was saying but wanted to listen anyway.


    “I swear, I’ll figure out what your story is before we reach Corraith,” Estin said as he unslung the skin of water from his pack. He turned back toward where he had come from as he sipped, trying to gauge how far he had traveled.


    Estin looked down the tree-lined slope to the dense woods below and past that to the village, where he had left the others. He had not come far—maybe three miles entirely uphill—but it was certainly a good start. By night he would be well into the mountains, and if he could keep up the pace until morning, there would be miles between him and that place. He would be far happier once he could not look back and see the village at all.


    Movement in the village caught Estin’s eye and he thought to watch what Raeln, Yoska, and On’esquin were up to. At such a distance, he knew he would see little more than specs, but in such a small village, he was willing to bet he could figure out what they were doing easily. It gave him something to do while he stretched his legs.


    It took Estin a moment of searching to spot the movement that had initially caught his attention, but he soon found the far edge of the village, where he had left the others. There he could see not three shapes, but hundreds of moving spots that came in from the woods. Standing straight in alarm, Estin searched the area, seeing on the far side of the woods, beyond the rough terrain that went on for several miles, a group of wagons had been stopped. Someone had unloaded something and it was marching on the others.


    “Dammit!” Estin swore, putting a hand to his head. “They’re going to get massacred!”


    Pacing back and forth, Estin argued with himself. He knew the men he had left behind were more than capable in war. Of anyone he had ever met that still lived, those three were the ones he would be most willing to bet on living through an ambush by undead. Still, he had abandoned them. If any harm came to them, he would never forgive himself.


    “Let’s go see how bad it is and get them out of there,” he finally said to the fox, who was pacing with him, watching him for an answer.


    Setting off down the hillside, Estin ran as hard as he could, covering twice the distance he had coming up in the same time. Halfway down, he stumbled and fell, rolling hard across the rocks but coming right back onto his feet and running on, having to ignore the sting of the deep scrapes that covered his arms and legs.


    Estin reached the woods by late afternoon, as the air began to cool. He plunged in, well aware he was making enough noise that a blind and deaf Turessian might know he was coming, but he had no choice. His friends were in trouble and more than an hour had already passed. They could already be dead, but he could not take the chance that delaying would mean their deaths.


    He did not slow until he reached the edge of the village, where the trees thinned. There Estin stopped and caught his breath, trying to listen for combat. He heard nothing, making him wonder if he was already too late. Creeping closer, he moved around the perimeter of the village, watching for anything that moved. He was only dimly aware that the fox had run off at some point while he was approaching the village, though that was hardly a major concern. She would return when she was ready.


    Coming up to the part of the village where Estin had found his parents and the rest of the villagers who had died when he was a child, he stopped and dropped low to the ground as he spotted a mob of silent and unmoving zombies ahead of him. They stood with their backs to him, gathered in a huge ring around a stable and part of the woods, as though they were watching something.


    Estin continued nearly flat on the ground, sliding along below the brush and rocks, trying to keep himself as difficult to see as possible, though deep down he knew that it would be impossible to hide his tail if someone was really looking. He slowed to a crawl, but he knew he was likely already too late to help anyone. Still, without knowing, he would never be able to leave.


    Near the edge of town, Estin found the zombies actually were set up in a huge oval, with the Turessian woman who had attacked them in Pholithia sitting at the middle on a log, looking like she were a queen presiding over her subjects as she nibbled at a sandwich. Behind her, near the stable, were Yoska and On’esquin, who appeared to have been brutally beaten and were tied to one of the thick vertical beams that supported the roof of the stable with what looked like a net. As Estin watched them, On’esquin’s bloodied face healed and a zombie alongside him began beating him again, likely a process that had been repeated many times already.


    Estin continued looking, trying to find Raeln. The huge wildling should have been an easy person to find, but Estin searched the whole edge of town without finding him. Then, lifting his head a little higher, Estin spotted Raeln at the far end of the mob of zombies in a section of the woods, gasping and choking with a noose around his neck. Bloody lines marred his clothing across his chest and back from a whip, which Estin then noticed lying beside the Turessian. Blood covered Raeln’s muzzle from lines that seemed to hint at him having worn a muzzle or taking the whip to the face. From the look of Raeln, he would not last long. He already appeared to be on the verge of passing out, his tongue lolling from his mouth.


    Backing out into the woods, Estin kept going until he reached an area he doubted could be seen by the Turessian or her troops. There he stood up and punched a tree, barely noticing the pain that flared through his knuckles or the blood he left behind on the bark.


    “I can’t do this,” he said, realizing his fox had returned and was watching him expectantly. “There are easily a hundred undead out there. I can take ten…maybe twenty if I get the drop on them with magic. Even if I could destroy a hundred, that Turessian will tear me apart. I can’t win this fight…I can’t even make a difference.”


    Estin buried his face in his hands and muffled a scream of frustration. His friends were going to die if he did not do something quickly, but there was nothing he was capable of doing that might help. Anything he thought of would involve adding his own death to theirs.


    “Okay, okay,” he continued, forcing himself to think it through. “On’esquin says I have power. I’ve used it before, I can do it again. Maybe thirty or forty of them if I can make it work…that’s still not going to work. Dammit…I need Feanne! She always was better at tactics! Even if she wasn’t, a were-fox would be able to take half the undead out there.”


    Estin’s hand fell instinctively to the bag with her ashes and pieces of bones. She was far beyond being able to help him anymore. That simple realization stung deeply every time he came back to it.


    “There’s got to be a way.” Estin looked down at the bag of ashes and realized he had people he could ask. People dead a lot longer than Feanne, who knew more about the very kind of magic he used. His own teacher might know some way he could to do far more than he thought possible. It was a desperate reach, but he had very few options left.


    Taking a deep breath, Estin called upon his magic, hearing the voices of the dead pour into his mind like a flood. They whispered and called to him and each other in a jumble that made him dizzy if he listened to it too long. Still, hearing them was the only way he could use his magic and had become a part of who he was over the years.


    Focusing, Estin directed his thoughts not to Feanne, but her mother. Asrahn had been the one who taught Estin everything he knew about magic and had always been a shrewd tactician, even in matters of family. She was the only person he could imagine asking for a plan he knew was likely to kill him, even if successful.


    “Asrahn,” he said softly as the voices faded away in his mind and the woods cooled abruptly. “Mother…are you here?”


    “I have been here longer than you, child” came the snippy reply, moving around him with the breeze. “I do appreciate the choice of familiar tone, though. A question for me or did you miss this old female? Where is my daughter, Estin? She was with you the last time you called.”


    “She’s gone, Asrahn. Killed by the Turessians.”


    The chill of the area grew so intense that Estin thought his fur had begun to frost over. This time, the voices returned with whispers of rage, though he could only hear three of them, rather than the huge throng of spirits speaking at once.


    Shivering, he forced himself to continue. “More are about to die if I can’t find a way to help,” he told the ghost, looking around at the trees, despite knowing she would not be visible unless she wanted to be. Given her breed, he had learned to expect her to appear at a time of her choosing and not a moment earlier. “Three of my friends are going to be killed by a Turessian.”


    “Turessians you have fought more than once, child. Why come to me for advice now? They did kill me, too, after all. I am not the best choice of guides.”


    “There are undead with the Turessian…more than I can handle.”


    “You have all the magic I could teach you and now far more than I knew,” admitted Asrahn, moving around Estin. He closed his eyes and it seemed like she was with him, walking in a circle nearby. It was only when he opened his eyes and saw no one that his mind would accept she was gone, like Feanne. “Use the magic or die like we did. Death comes to us all in time. Live until it is time to die and then join your mate on this side of death.”


    Estin swallowed hard, trying to think of how to proceed. He knew what he wanted to ask but dearly wanted to avoid the topic. With Asrahn he realized it would be better to simply come out with it, no matter how uncomfortable it made him.


    “Mother,” he said, the word sounding awkward, as she had died before he and Feanne had been life-mated, “you were one of the voices in my head when On’esquin offered me power, were you not?”


    The old lioness chuckled as she continued to circle Estin like a predator stalking prey. “I was, child,” Asrahn said. “Lihuan thought it foolish for us to play that game with you, but he was right there whispering with me when the time came. That old fox did always love talking.”


    “What do you know about the powers he gave me? I’ve been unable to control it and I’m terrified of what it will do to me. I need a way to truly control it…to use it to save my friends.”


    That seemed to surprise Asrahn. She stopped walking and came over to Estin’s side, though she was still not visible to him. “Estin, that power is yours only as long as you can drag it around like baggage to serve you,” she told him. “If we had seen any other way to save your family, we both would have shouted at you to stay away. You can either find that strength inside yourself or use the powers the way their original master intended…though that could be even more dangerous than letting it consume you. You might not know the way to control it, but Oramain does…we do not want him awakened. Once he wakes, his magic will return and there is no way to know what that man will try to do.”


    Estin looked right at the spot where Asrahn’s voice came from and she slowly appeared before him. As he remembered her, the fox-lioness hybrid was large and strong, built for battle. Despite her build, Asrahn was old, far older than most wildlings ever lived. Her yellow fur had an almost grey cast from age, but the red that ran up her muzzle and striped her trail was still vibrant. She watched him with a motherly concern she would never admit to.


    “What can I do with it if I learn to control his power?” Estin asked, unwilling to dodge the issue any longer.


    “You ask as one who already suspects,” the old wildling said, her feline eyes narrowing. “Tell me your understanding and thoughts, and I will tell you mine. Should they match, you might have your answer.”


    “On’esquin said that the spirit that is in me was a Turessian…a powerful one. One of the first.”


    “Yes. Those you face now do not even compare to the first few.”


    “He also said that this Turessian stole the spirits of those he watched die, using them in the war against his foes by raising them again to fight on for him. Raised long after their bodies were cold.”


    “Also true. You are dancing around a question, are you not?”


    “Mother, I need help,” he confessed. “My friends will die without an army coming to their aid. Even if the power comes from Turessi, I need it.”


    “This is not the question you wish to ask me,” Asrahn told him, lowering her face until her nose nearly touched Estin’s. The chill of the grave radiated off of her. “I will answer what you will not ask. Estin, this spirit is powerful, even torn apart and shoved into your body. It can bring the dead back, but doing so will likely awaken it to who and what it once was. When we decided to help you gain its power, we wanted to see you use it to augment yourself, not for what it once could do. If you do this, he will know who he is again. He will tear you apart and leave you to die.”


    “Can it bring my family back?”


    Asrahn slapped Estin instantly, her hand passing through the back of his skull with the same sensation as icy water splashing him. “You are a fool, Estin,” Asrahn insisted, walking away. “Do you not understand what dragging the dead back from their graves could entail? Do you have any understanding at all of what you are asking? Would Feanne or Atall want you to do this or are you doing this for yourself?”


    Estin’s ears flattened back and he lowered his head in shame. He knew she was right, but he also could see no other way, shy of walking away and letting the others die. “I will ask their permission and then try,” he told her, rather than ask. “Unless you have another way?”


    Asrahn snarled and paced, but then shook her head. “No, there are no other ways that I see, son,” she said, coming over to kneel in front of him. “You need the powers for yourself if you are to survive the orc’s plan. Using Oramain’s magic this way will cost you everything, Estin. You are not as strong as Oramain was, and this is far from a permanent solution. Are you willing to put your own life at risk to have nothing more than a chance to see them one more time?”


    “You know I am, Mother. I have been willing to die for them since before they were my family. If you could strike me down and bring them back, I would never hesitate.”


    Smiling and shaking her head, Asrahn replied, “This is why you were the male I’d always hoped Feanne would find. You were a better mate for her than any of the others, despite what was best for the pack. Do what you must, Estin, but do not call me again. Let me rest without knowing what has come of this. When I see you next, I wish it to be after you have lived long and found your end bravely.”


    Before Estin could reply, Asrahn faded away, leaving the woods empty and the invisible weight on his shoulders far heavier.


    “Time to see if Feanne and Atall are willing to live again for a time,” he said to himself, already missing his old mentor and his mate’s mother. He could not fault her for wanting to be left alone, but it was like losing her all over again. “Wish me luck…”


    Without prompting, the small fox that had cowered at Estin’s side through the meeting blurted out, “You can bring her back? I couldn’t hear Asrahn talking but I have to ask if this is wise…oh dear…” Estin’s attention snapped to the animal, who looked around nervously before sitting down and letting out an entirely fake, “Yip?”


    “Who are you?” Estin growled, grabbing the animal by the neck, ensuring she could not escape. “What are you? Answers…now.”


    The fox kicked and flailed, her claws raking Estin’s arm, but he would not release her. Finally, she relaxed and glared at him, nodding in acceptance. “We have met, Estin,” the animal told him. “Release me so I can prove it to you.”


    “No.”


    “Then we are at a stalemate and our allies are going to die. Let me go and I will help how I can.”


    Estin hesitated but released her, remaining tensed to strike if she tried to run.


    Stepping back, the fox lay down and closed her eyes. A second later, she winced as her limbs snapped in odd directions and her whole body began to contort and change. It was similar enough to Feanne’s changes as a lycanthrope that Estin hardly noticed or concerned himself, other than to wonder what this creature was that had followed him, scaring Raeln each night. As she changed, his mind raced through things he or the others had said around her, thinking through conversations for anything that could cause more problems for them.


    Soon the fox’s fur began to fall away and her muzzle shortened. Claws disappeared into fingers, and her body slowly took on the shape of a human woman. The transformation continued a little longer as vines grew from her body and wrapped around her, sprouting leaves. Looking up at Estin, the dryad-looking woman appeared truly ashamed. Long brown-green hair hung almost to the ground as she remained kneeling, watching Estin with bright green eyes that matched those of the fox.


    “Dalania,” he said, scowling at her. “Feanne’s friend from the pack. Why would you not just tell me who you were? Why deceive me? Why even follow in the first place?”


    Lowering her eyes as she got to her bare feet, Dalania stretched, her joints crackling like old wood. Once she had stretched enough, she sat beside him. “Feanne was my ward, Estin. That was her father’s last request. When you came back…I sought to move on, though her and I shared much about our magic. After the attack, like many there, I had lost those who were dear to me…”


    “You spent the whole time with the pack avoiding everyone. I don’t think I saw you more than a dozen times over those months, right up until the attack in the valley.”


    Smirking, Dalania said softly, “Like many there, I was learning how to be myself again. I found…I found a friend there who was helping teach me how to escape my past.”


    “I had no idea you were even involved with someone.”


    “I hardly approved of my own feelings,” she admitted. “Men have been cruel and harsh to me my whole life. He was…honest. I knew his thoughts because he could not keep his mouth shut about them. It was refreshing, but with him gone, I did not know where to go. You and Feanne had vanished.”


    “Finth?” Estin asked, remembering the dwarf’s nonstop pursuit of the dryad fae-kin woman. “He was creepy even to me when he spoke about women.”


    “He had a good heart. I intended to wander the world, but then Raeln and On’esquin came along. Yoska showed up soon after. I followed them as an elk for a while, intending to leave once I was sure that Yoska would not be hurt by them. When you appeared, I wanted to come and tell you who I was, though I was concerned about traveling with four men.”


    “You could have come to me separately and you know it,” Estin snapped, getting up. “There is no excuse for hiding it this long.”


    “I agree, but I could not speak or shape-change when we met. The same force that kept your magic from working at the lake kept me from using my abilities or overcoming the limitations of the form I had taken. By the time we left, I could not convince myself that you would be calm about my deception, so I kept waiting for the right time.”


    Estin took a deep breath and shrugged. “I really don’t care right now, Dalania. My friends may already be dead. I need to hurry.”


    “They are fine for the moment,” she countered, smiling slightly. “An entire herd of deer just ran through the village, and the undead are having a very hard time not chasing them. Do what you can and I will keep the enemy distracted for you. Your friends will live as long as you need to do this. I cannot win this fight, but I can stall for some time.”


    Estin laughed in spite of himself before bowing and thanking her as she backed to the edge of the clearing, putting a hand to one of the trees there.


    Turning back to the empty woods, Estin let his concentration take hold again, with the voice of the dead following. He could feel his whole body had been weakened as the magic he had just used drained his strength. Each time he used magic, it made him more tired, and calling forth spirits was about as hard a trick as he could manage. At this rate he worried that even if he managed to pull off the impossible and bring back his son and wife for a few hours, he would be too weak to help fight for his friends. Unfortunately, he had to summon spirits one more time before he could even try to use the magic Oramain’s spirit left within him.


    “Feanne, Atall,” he said aloud, narrowing the whispers of the spirits to those two and putting images of them in his mind. “Come to me, if you are willing.”


    Cool winds washed through the woods, letting him know at least one had come. He opened his eyes and saw both stood in front of him, smiling grimly. Both fox wildlings watched him with amused impatience.


    “Why are we here, my mate?” Feanne asked, and her eyes fell to the bag of her remains at Estin’s side and then went to the necklace he wore with her claws. “You should have moved on by now. We have been dead a long time.”


    Atall seemed less concerned, leaning against a tree, his attention drifting between Feanne and Estin. He noticed Dalania and bowed his head in greeting before looking back to Estin.


    “I need help,” Estin told them, seeing Feanne’s brows furrow. “My friends are about to die. Yoska is with them.”


    Feanne looked over at Atall, who shrugged and said nothing. “Estin,” Feanne said after a moment, “we are gone. Find your help among the living. Dalania can help you far more than I can.”


    “I can bring you back,” Estin blurted out and both spirits’ eyes widened. “Not like the Turessians do with the undead, but with your spirits intact. It would be temporary, but you would live again for a few hours.”


    Atall’s hands clenched and he shook his head. “Nothing that powerful comes without a price. Magic is one thing I know all too well, and that kind of magic is far beyond you, Father. I will have no part of it. I would love to help you, but I am happy here and will not put you at risk for an hour of life.”


    “I will not push the issue,” Estin told him, reaching out to touch the boy’s face. His hand passed through, but it was still soothing to see his son again. “You will not be forced. I wanted to ask for help, not demand it.”


    Atall touched Estin’s hand and smiled, nodding in understanding.


    “You may try with me,” Feanne said a moment later, surprising both Estin and Atall, judging by the boy’s expression. “If I return as anything less than a living being, you are to destroy me and banish my spirit forever, understood?”


    “Feanne, that’s more than—”


    “Dalania?” Feanne asked, turning to the fae-kin. “If my mate is unable to fulfill this request, you will destroy me and then him, lest he slip into the same madness as the Turessians.”


    Estin looked over at Dalania, who watched him for some idea of what was going on. Taking a deep breath, he passed along Feanne’s request.


    Bowing deeply, Dalania replied, “You have my promise, as your father did before you.”


    Feanne’s bright eyes turned on Estin and she smiled coyly. “Do this if you feel confident. I will help how I can for as much time as I have. I would always welcome another hour to fight at your side, my love.”


    Atall stepped toward Feanne and took her hand as though it were solid for him. “I will see you again someday,” he told her, clinging to her hand tightly. “When you have found peace for real, we will finally meet again, Mother.”


    Feanne pulled Atall close and pressed her cheek to his, squeezing her eyes tightly shut to prevent tears from escaping. A second later, Atall faded away and Feanne let her arms drop. “Do this before I question the sanity of your plans again, Estin,” she told him, wiping at her face.


    Estin closed his eyes, partially to concentrate and partially to keep from seeing his mate weep for their son. He sought within himself the feelings of immense power and rage that had come with the spirit’s awakening the last few times. Inside his own mind, he found fear and uncertainty, but there was no hint of the raging creature that On’esquin had placed there.


    “He knows anger and death,” Estin reminded himself, pushing down his growing frustration.


    Despite spending months trying to put aside thoughts that haunted him, Estin drew them to the surface. He thought about Atall’s death, focusing on wanting to kill Arturis, not the sadness he had initially felt. He slowly began to feel something that seemed to pulsate within his chest, making it hard to breathe. Taking that as a good sign for what he was trying to do, he redirected his thoughts to the vague memories of his parents dying, now horrifically connected to the Turessians.


    Slowly, he felt rage and the hum of energy grow within his chest, burning through his limbs. His senses became more clear and he could hear the undead moving about in the village, smell the decay on them and the blood of his friends, and feel even the slight tremors in the ground from the flock of deer running through the woods, circling back on the undead.


    Estin began to shape the magic, pleased that he had found some way to control the Turessian spirit inside him, when all of the energy seemed to abruptly pull away. Clinging to his anger, he tried to draw it back, but it fought him. His heart pounded as he struggled within his own mind and body to control an intangible force.


    “Come on,” he whispered to himself, his whole body trembling with the effort of keeping the magic from escaping. “Dammit. Stop fighting me, Oramain! Show me you can do this!”


    Warmth flared through Estin’s skin, making his fur feel as though had caught on fire. Magic then formed around Estin as a shield and a weapon, burning like fire across his claws and fangs as it sought to escape into whatever he had to fight. Dozens of distinct voices shouted in his mind, made more intense by the transformation his body went through. These were not the voices of the dead that lingered in the minds of every healer, but voices of those he—or rather, Oramain—had watched die. The number of those voices grew each second, making Estin wonder how many Oramain had at his disposal before he was defeated.


    This was the difficult part, Estin told himself, holding the anger and magic in check only barely. Every instinct told him to run for his friends, to kill everything in his way with the power flooding through his veins. He knew even with all the power he felt, a Turessian would likely defeat him, especially with an army at her side. He was not Oramain, nor did he have all the powers of a Turessian. He had barely survived fighting Arturis with this power and that time, Feanne had been beside him.


    Estin felt as though he were wrestling a cloud, straining to maintain control over the magic within himself. He dragged it forward, bringing it to his hands to form into a spell. Opening his eyes, he saw white flames covered his forearms, each flickering with faces of the dead. Their names and deaths lingered at the edge of his consciousness, making it even more difficult for him to concentrate. Memories of their deaths hinted that if he could calm himself, he could remember every one of them. That was not something he had felt in previous attempts to use Oramain’s powers.


    Just as he thought he was reaching the end of his own endurance, fresh strength flowed into him from the direction of Dalania. Somehow she was contributing her own power to his efforts. Even that only slowed the sensation of being torn apart, but another source of strength abruptly made the entire casting feel almost trivial. Rather than question good fortune, Estin pushed on.


    “Come back to me, Feanne,” he whispered, releasing the magic in a torrent at the spirit standing in front of him.


    The magic leapt of its own accord, trying to free itself of Estin’s control. He struggled with it, trying to shape the stream of white flames into the same pattern as the spells he would have used to bring life back into a fallen ally who had not yet gone cold. For all his effort, the magic seemed to do what it wanted before fading away, leaving the woods quiet and still. With its disappearance a burning and tearing sensation washed across Estin’s lungs and he struggled to catch his breath as the magic ended.


    Looking around, Estin saw only Dalania. Feanne’s spirit had vanished, as had the flames and magic within himself. He felt entirely empty and terrified that he had wasted his most powerful abilities for nothing. Every fiber of his being ached as though he had run for hours, leaving him exhausted to the point of collapse. Even his veins burned, his blood feeling hot within him.


    “Feanne?”


    Estin shifted his vision repeatedly, trying to spot anything magical or mundane that might be happening, but the entire woods seemed still. Beside him, Dalania let out a sad moan and put her face in her hands.


    He had used every ounce of his strength for nothing. In emotional agony at his mistake, Estin fell onto his back, staring up at the sky in dismay. It could be days or weeks before he could try again and no matter how many animals Dalania called, the Turessian would eventually kill Raeln, Yoska, and On’esquin.


    Without warning the bag at Estin’s side containing Feanne’s remains exploded, flipping him onto his side. Ashes flew away from him to where her spirit had been a moment earlier, swirling around like a whirlwind, gathering up more dirt as it spun, until the entire funnel of ash seemed to be thickening. Then, with a crack that sent a rumble through the air, all of the remaining dust and ash fell to the ground around Feanne, who lay on the ground naked and unmoving. Old scars covered her body in thin lines where fur would not grow, brought back as clearly as they had been when she had lived. Slowly she curled into a ball, pulling her knees to her muzzle as she lay on her side. Her whole body tensed as though in pain, tucking her tail and arms close to her torso and curling her toes against her paws, gasping for breath.


    Recovering first, Dalania rushed past Estin, grabbing the traveling cloak from his pack as she went by. She went straight to Feanne and threw the cloak over her, covering Feanne’s nakedness and hugging her tightly.


    Estin was beside himself with shock that it had worked at all. He sat there, staring at Feanne for several seconds before he shook off his surprise and scrambled across the ground to her and pulled her into his arms as Dalania sat back and watched, smiling happily.


    “Feanne?” he whispered, checking her pulse. It was weak, but steady and growing stronger the longer he kept his finger there. Her whole body trembled uncontrollably in his arms. “Wake up, Feanne.”


    Eventually Feanne’s eyes opened and she looked around in confusion. She stared up at Estin and then turned her head and gazed at Dalania. “Where am I?” she asked softly, sitting up and pulling free of Estin’s grip. When he tried to reach for her again, she shoved him away. “Who’re you?”


    That last question stabbed at Estin’s chest like a knife, making him want to scream at the sky. His mate, the only person he had ever loved and who his whole world revolved around, was staring at him like a stranger. He could think of nothing as painful and wished he had been wiser about making this choice. He had done something wrong. He had brought her back incomplete.


    “Can you fight?” Estin asked her, fighting the angry shaking in his body. Grief and sending her home could wait. The others needed help, regardless of how badly he had failed.


    Dalania seemed to pick up on his discomfort and stood up, her eyes on the ground. She looked around nervously as she wrung her hands, clearly at a loss for what to do.


    Raising her hands in front of her face, Feanne flexed her fingers and studied her long claws. She smiled grimly and nodded. “I believe I can. That, I remember. My instincts tell me how. I remember how to bite and claw at my enemy…whoever that is.”


    “Do you remember who you are?” asked Dalania, giving Estin a worried look.


    “I’m…Feanne, I think,” answered Feanne, though she seemed less than sure. “Is that right? I heard him call me that.”


    “Yes, and that will have to be enough for now,” said Estin, offering her a hand up. “There’s no more time to wait. We have to go save the others.”


    “Others? Are they people I care about?” replied Feanne, giving Estin an annoyed look.


    Dalania came up alongside them and motioned toward Estin. “Feanne, do you know who this is? He would never lie to you, let alone about us needing to go help someone.”


    That had been the question Estin did not want to ask after seeing the confused look in Feanne’s eyes. He could convince himself he had done this to save the others so long as he did not think on his relationship with her, but by asking that, Dalania brought it to the forefront.


    “No,” Feanne replied, studying Estin’s face while she continued to sit on the ground. “I do want to chase him up a tree, though. Should I know him or should I eat him?”


    Estin shot Dalania an angry glare, and she lowered her eyes sadly, trying to look anywhere but the two of them. “He is a friend, as am I, Feanne.”


    Feanne eyed Estin’s hand warily but finally took it and stood. Once on her feet, she seemed unsteady for a moment, shifting her weight to one paw and then the other. She gradually straightened up, spreading her toes as if to help maintain her balance, like a child learning how to walk. Looking back, she eyed her own tail with surprise. “I’m a fox?” she asked, turning around in a circle to try to see her tail clearly. “Why do I have claws like this? I don’t remember foxes having sharp claws. What am I? What are the two of you?”


    Estin’s throat tightened and he felt like he was drowning. Asrahn would come back from the dead to kill him if she found out her daughter was living like this, even for a few hours…and on some level, he hoped she would. Through his dismay, he managed to say, “We can worry about that later. We have to go.”


    Raising her nose, Feanne sniffed the air. “I smell death. Is that where we’re going? Is that where I will hunt?”


    “Yes,” Dalania told her, coming over to stand beside Estin. She put a hand on his arm, and through the touch, Estin could feel her own tension. Given how much Dalania had worked to avoid being around the males in Feanne’s old camp, he knew her touch was something significant to her. “We need to go destroy the undead that are attacking our friends.”


    Without another word, Feanne dropped to all fours and ran toward the village, never hesitating or waiting for the others. The cloak thrown hastily over her earlier fell aside, forgotten.


    “She will be fine in time,” Dalania said, turning and taking Estin’s face in her hands to force him to look her in the eyes. Despite her forcefulness, she sounded far less than confident. “Trust in her strength, Estin. If she is not strong enough to remember herself, we will deal with that then. This is temporary, either way. Once she is dead again, her spirit will return to normal.”


    Clenching his jaw, Estin nodded and pulled away, forcing himself to run after his mate. She had a good head start, but he was steadier on his feet and soon closed on her, though he could not quite catch her. She ran with wild abandon, racing through the last of the woods and leaping over the low wall into the village, landing on all fours, and continuing toward where Estin had last seen the others.


    Estin drew his swords, knowing his strength had been sapped nearly to the point of collapse by his use of magic. He would be almost entirely dependent on his blades, Dalania, and Feanne if he were going to survive the fight. It was a humbling feeling, but he had no time to rest. He could only hope the two females were strong enough to make up for his efforts to bolster their numbers.


    Across the village, the massive group of undead Estin had seen earlier was just returning from the woods—something he would have to thank Dalania for later, given that many appeared to be covered with fresh blood from the animals she had sent. From what he could see, Raeln still hung at the edge of the woods, though Estin could not be certain if he was alive. The others would not be visible until he came around the stable. His biggest immediate concern was not knowing where the Turessian was hiding.


    Feanne led the way toward the undead, leaping as she neared them, coming down with both feet and hands on the first zombie that turned. She tore into the creature with her claws, diving from one corpse to the next in a frenzy of violence that terrified Estin to watch. There was no finesse, no forethought, not even the simplest use of magic. Feanne was an animal, striking at other creatures she considered her enemies without consideration of her own safety. He had seen her reckless and wild, but this was something else entirely. She had no idea how to fight other than what her instincts told her to do.


    It took Estin a few extra seconds to reach the zombies, but he led with one of his swords, taking off part of the first corpse’s head. Reacting to movement in his peripheral vision, he turned and slashed across the neck of another with his other sword, nearly cleaving its head from its shoulders. He continued to dodge and strike, moving farther into the mass of rotting corpses. As his momentum slowed, his attacks became less effective, his muscles already too tired to put enough force behind the blades.


    So close to the mass of zombies, Estin managed to get a clearer glimpse of Raeln, who was still struggling against the rope. He appeared not to have had the noose pulled any tighter since Estin had last seen him, but his eyes were rolled back and he was barely moving. Had Estin taken much longer, the man would have been dead for sure. Again, something he would blame himself for later, if he survived that long. Any losses they suffered would be on him.


    Evading the zombies as they attempted to grab at him, Estin dove and ran, trying to get a clear path to Raeln. That seemingly simple task became more difficult with each of the undead that turned, groaning and stumbling toward him to block his path. At last a gap opened between Estin and Raeln. Dropping one of his swords, Estin pointed at the rope, summoned a small shred of magic, and wrapped tendrils of invisible energy around the rope. With a dismissive sweep of his hand, he snapped the energy taught and severed the rope, though in doing so, Estin pushed himself well past his limits after the earlier use of magic. Dizziness and nausea overtook him as the spell completed, and he only barely noticed Raeln fall to the ground as he himself collapsed, vomiting despite his empty stomach.


    Estin had barely hit the ground before the undead were on him, rotted hands grabbing at his clothing and fur, dragging him to the ground. Half a dozen bodies piled atop him as jagged teeth tore into his shoulder and leg. Within seconds his remaining weapon was pulled away, and he could not get his feet under him as agonizing wounds were torn into his flesh by the undead. Still the urge to keep vomiting made it difficult to even try to fight back.


    “Stop,” said a woman, and the undead mauling Estin stopped trying to kill him and instead held him in place as though frozen. He could not move and he could feel blood flowing from dozens of deep bites. One particular zombie still had its teeth deep in his shoulder, but he could not free himself.


    Booted feet came up in front of Estin, though he could not look up from where he lay, thanks to a corpse’s filthy hand planted on his head. A second later, the speaker sat down in front of him, bending over so she could look him in the face. Her deep hood cast a shadow over Estin, and he could easily see her tattoos and recognized her as the same Turessian woman from Pholithia.


    “You arrived before I had even begun to work,” she told him, slowly lying down so her face was even with his. Smiling childishly, she added, “Your wolf is going to die, but I had hoped to have his screams call you back. I believe I can make him linger for a full day yet. Won’t that be fun?”


    “Just kill us and call it a day,” Estin growled at her, trying to shift enough to see Feanne or Dalania. He could hear Feanne still fighting somewhere nearby, but the fae-kin woman was nowhere he could see.


    “Kill you? I suppose that will come in time. For now you will suffer and beg for mercy that I will not give you. Do you know why?”


    “Because you enjoy hearing yourself talk?”


    The zombies holding Estin tightened their grip until he could barely breathe under their weight.


    The woman smiled prettily. “No, that is something that comes with centuries talking to oneself. Your death was requested by my master, Dorralt, though he meant it for any of your kind. He truly despises your people…especially those with black and white fur. It’s irrational, I know, but what he wishes will happen, and I have a certain fondness for obeying in this.


    “As for why I will torture you,” she went on, her teeth gleaming in the setting sunlight. “You killed some friends of mine, out in that valley your people squatted in. Good fellows, really, plus the girl-child. My understanding is that they fell into one of those glowing clouds. Awful way to go, if you ask me. The least I can do is ensure you suffer more than they did. You are the only living mortal I know of to survive the mists, so I wish to disembowel you to ensure this does not become an easy way for others to escape our rule.”


    The Turessian made a curt gesture and the zombies yanked Estin upright, maintaining their vicelike grip on him to keep him from running. From that position, he could see Yoska and On’esquin, both tied to the stable’s beams with a net. From what Estin could see, the net had been knotted and padlocked behind them. Yoska appeared to be unconscious, but On’esquin watched him nervously.


    “You are getting quite the reputation,” the woman said. “You and the fox over there, who seems enthralled by tearing apart one of my creations. I recognize her from the memories of another member of my clan. How the two of you could have caused so much trouble locally, I will never understand, given how incompetent you have proved yourself to be and how uncontrolled she is.


    “But, before you start feeling special, I’ll have you know there are others all over the lands of Eldvar trying to do the same thing…though you are the first to have the traitor leading you. We have no choice but to hunt all of you down and kill you. Anyone exceptional is put down…wildlings and orcs first, for personal reasons, of course.”


    “Why chase us down if we’re so insignificant?” Estin asked, straining against the zombies but managing to move only slightly. “Go rule over your conquests.”


    The Turessian laughed again, shaking her head. “Dorralt gives us each lands to conquer and rule over, if we are able. He lets us do whatever we want with the people there, shaping the lands in our image. We could kill them all or spare every life. That is our choice.


    “I was not assigned a land, wildling. My duty is to cross all of those nations, hunting down your kind for my master. Each time I do, he reveals more to me that the others will never know. I will be the general of his armies into this next age because I do what he desires, rather than only what serves my own interests. The others fail because they only needed to know enough to rule over their chosen lands, but I was given access to enough of the whole family’s strength to fight as a champion of our master.”


    Becoming frantic, knowing his life could end at any second, Estin hooked his tail onto the legs of one of the zombies holding him. With a yank, he knocked that undead down, loosening the grip of several others that it fell onto. Before they could recover, Estin threw himself forward into a roll, breaking free of the rest, but as he tried to come up onto his feet, the Turessian’s boot connected with his side, knocked the air from his lungs, and hurled him into the side of the stable.


    With his ribs aching and making it difficult to breathe properly, Estin rolled onto his stomach and used the wall of the stable to pull himself upright. He had barely gotten onto his feet when the woman reached him, grabbed the scruff of his neck, and used that leverage to slam him face-first into the wall of the stable.


    Bursts of light swam in Estin’s vision, though he could tell he was moving, even if it was not under his own power. He struggled to right himself, trying to find where Feanne was and whether she had been able to flee to safety. It took him a few seconds to be able to see anything but the spinning of the world around him, but then he realized he was being dragged into the stable.


    Estin pulled at the hand holding him, trying to make the woman release him, but she would not budge. He kept struggling right up until she brought him to the stable wall opposite Yoska and On’esquin and raised her palm toward him. An invisible force slammed into Estin’s chest and pinned him to the wall as effectively as any rope ever could, as an endless stream of wind pressed against him. He could gasp for breath but do little else, so long as the Turessian kept her spell active.


    Yoska was still unconscious—or pretending to be, Estin reminded himself—and On’esquin gave Estin a look that said, “Sorry to see you here too,” but kept his mouth shut. Estin knew that mindset…the orc intended to watch him die to deny the Turessian even the smallest bit of information. In his place Estin hoped he could have done the same.


    From where he stood, Estin had a decent view of the open space between the stable and the woods where the bodies of his parents were. He and Feanne had done some serious damage, with nearly twenty zombies torn apart badly enough that they could no longer stand. For her part Feanne continued to fight, heedless of Estin having been caught. He occasionally saw her fur in the mass of zombies, trying to keep out of their reach while gleefully tearing at them.


    Farther up the rise into the woods, Raeln lay on the ground, struggling to stand with his hands still shackled behind his back. The man had been hurt worse than Estin had expected and would be no help in escaping. From what Estin could see, Raeln could not even manage to sit up, let alone run or fight. Taking aim at the noose had been a waste of Estin’s meager strength.


    “This is all you could muster for your army, traitor?” asked the Turessian, motioning toward Feanne and laughing. “One rabid fox, a large but frail wolf, whatever this one is, and an old gypsy? I truly am disappointed. Dorralt spoke of you like you were going to be trouble. I expected legions of soldiers, trained and ready to stand in our way. Even the cities put up more of a fight than you and yours. I have waited for generations to fight you and it all ends in less than a day?”


    A shadow passed overhead, making the Turessian woman pause and look around. A second later an enormous bird—larger than most cows Estin had ever seen—swooped low and snatched eight zombies from near Feanne before rising back into the sky. Once it was over the woods, it dropped the flailing undead far from the village.


    “That was…odd,” the woman said, blinking as she watched the bird flying fast toward the mountains. “I cannot say that has happened to me before.”


    The woman walked toward Feanne but did not make it to her before a large group of deer came stampeding out of the woods, racing straight through the group of undead. Dozens were trampled as they tried to grab at the fast-moving animals, with many more gored badly by the antlered males that led the group. Like the bird, they raced through and kept going on the far side, leaving many undead too broken to stand.


    Half-crouched and covering her face, the Turessian slowly stood again as the deer departed. She hesitated a long time, looking around for what might come next.


    Estin knew exactly what was happening and smiled grimly. He had seen Dalania use her magic during the attack on their camp and this had all the markings of her particular style, especially from what Dalania had said she was doing to stall earlier. The woman was afraid of direct confrontation and preferred to attack from afar, often calling woodland creatures to strike. Like Feanne, Dalania’s powers came from the woods and often took the form of something from there. Wherever the woman was, she was helping far more than Estin had initially thought. All was not quite lost, though he had his doubts about how much Dalania might be able to do to swing the tide.


    Straining against the magical winds that held him to the wall of the stable, Estin found he could move his head, arms, and legs, but any attempt to slide sideways or otherwise move his body met more resistance from the winds. If he had not exhausted himself mentally, he was certain he could have unraveled the spell in time, but each time he tried to reach out with his magic to fight it, he felt nauseous and could not pull anything together into usable magic.


    The Turessian surveyed her remaining undead—only about thirty were still standing, with another ten trying to get up. She shook her head and then moved toward Raeln, avoiding Feanne entirely. As focused as Feanne was on ripping apart the two zombies she was fighting, she never so much as looked at the Turessian.


    “Let’s get you back on your rope, shall we?” the woman asked loudly enough that Estin could hear, as she walked past Raeln and adjusted the end of the rope the undead held near the tree. She gave herself enough slack that she could tie a new noose and handed the trailing end back to the undead.


    Estin searched the wall around himself for anything that might help. His swords were far out of reach, over near the zombies. Nothing in his bags would help. He needed to get off that wall quickly or hope Dalania could find a way to save them all. Estin had never liked putting all of his faith in one person—other than Feanne—so he knew he had to find some way to get free.


    Looking around, Estin could find nothing at first that would help. He was effectively stuck to the outer wall of the stable, with the small human-sized entry door to his left and stalls to his right. He thought a moment and then glanced at the doorway again, realizing it was not large enough for horses.


    Hoping he had gotten lucky, Estin twisted his neck to look at the wall on which he hung and nearly shouted with joy when he saw the metal hinges and latch. By sheer chance the woman had pushed him up against a latched swinging door, rather than an actual wall. The constant battering by the winds of her spell rattled the metal clasps that held the door shut. Estin reached for the latch, coming up less than a hand’s width from it with his fingertips. Straining and pulling his body as far as he could, his claws only barely scraped the handle.


    Outside, Feanne had moved on to new targets as the zombies she had been fighting lay twitching on the ground. She was covered in gore, but seemed to be genuinely enjoying herself, completely ignorant of what was happening to Estin and the others. Dalania was nowhere to be found. Raeln lay groaning on the ground as the Turessian woman finished tying a loop into the end of the rope near him.


    Estin’s claws brushed at the latch, unable to quite catch it with enough force to move it. He finally gave up, searching around himself for a broom or something that might be long enough to let him reach the handle and move it. Near Estin’s feet lay a broken broom handle. Happily, he reached for it with his tail, intending to pull it up the wall to his hand…but then stopped as he brought his tail up to stare at it. Unlike his torso, his tail was not pinned by the Turessian’s spell.


    “You’re a fool, Estin,” he told himself, laughing. Estin could not turn the handle with his tail, which was far more of a fine movement than he could manage, but slapping at the handle to move it was viable. Three hits later the latch popped free and the door was thrown open by the winds hitting Estin, hurling him onto his back outside. The spell that had been holding him immediately fell apart without a solid surface to keep him up against.


    Scrambling on all fours across the space between the stable and his weapons, Estin barely made it before the first zombie turned and noticed him. By the time he came up with his swords in hand, six of the creatures had begun walking toward him, reaching for him as they came.


    Up the hill things had only gotten worse. The Turessian had finished tying her noose and was standing over Raeln, ready to string him up again. Feanne was trapped, facing off against nearly a dozen zombies but acting more like a cornered animal than the powerful warrior Estin remembered. Between him and either of them was the majority of the undead force.


    Reaching down to put the noose around Raeln’s neck, the Turessian hopped back as Raeln leapt onto his feet without warning. Jumping straight up, he hooked his arms under his feet, bringing them in front of himself with the manacles still on. He lunged, putting the woman on the defensive, and then kicked her in the stomach, knocking her off her feet before she could react.


    Estin returned his attention to the undead around him, satisfied he really only needed to worry about keeping them off Yoska and On’esquin, at least for as long as Raeln could keep the Turessian occupied. It was time to put some faith in his companions to see what Raeln could do.


    Vines suddenly exploded from the dry ground, wrapping around several of the undead in front of Estin and dragging them down onto their knees as they struggled to reach him. He did not have time for questions and hacked at their heads, “killing” several before he had to back away as more approached.


    Raeln was doing better than Estin could have imagined. The Turessian had recovered somewhat and was trying to alternately raise her hands to cast a spell and grab at Raeln, neither of which seemed to be working out for her. Raeln was simply too fast, evading her hands and punching at her sides once or twice each time he avoided her attacks. When she backpedaled and tried to bring her hands up for yet another spell, Raeln stepped in quickly and grabbed her wrist in one hand and punched at her elbow with the other, snapping her arm at an odd angle.


    Slashing with his weapons, Estin tried to keep some space between himself and the approaching undead, though with more and more joining them from the main group, he knew he would eventually run out of room. He continued to back up, gradually drawing the crowd of groaning corpses away from Raeln and Feanne, hoping if he could lead the mindless creatures toward the far edge of the town, he might be able to run into the woods and lead them away from his companions.


    To Estin’s amazement Raeln continued to stay ahead of the Turessian, brutally beating on her more quickly than she appeared able to heal herself. He danced around her, inflicting horrific wounds and breaking bones, which in turn allowed him to more easily keep ahead of her attempts to attack him. Soon Estin saw her fall under Raeln’s continued onslaught, though the large man never let up.


    As Estin backed slowly around the next house, parrying the zombies’ attempts to grab at him, he looked up as someone shouted on the far side of the group of undead. Standing between the undead and Raeln were On’esquin and Yoska, both shouting to get the attention of the walking corpses. Yoska was putting away a bag that Estin recognized as picks that had belonged to Finth, used for disabling locks and likely how they had escaped the lock on the net.


    Part of the group of zombies turned on the newcomers, while others seemed oblivious and kept after Estin. With the group separated, Estin made headway, having more time to aim his attacks to cripple the undead briefly. They would recover and stand back up, but he only needed them to stay down long enough for his friends to escape.


    Soon Estin broke through the group of undead and rushed over to Yoska’s side, while On’esquin used his spear to keep the undead from gaining ground on them.


    “Get the wolf and fox before angry dead lady realizes we cannot kill her,” Yoska said, pushing Estin in that direction. “We take care of these, but I ask that you not take long.”


    Running up the slope to the edge of the village, Estin thought to go after Raeln first, given that he was trying to fight a Turessian. Instead, upon seeing Raeln continuing to pound the smaller human woman into the ground, he changed direction to head toward Feanne.


    Unlike Raeln, Feanne was anything but in control of her situation. She slashed and hissed at the two zombies that had her backed near the trees, her claws doing little real damage to them. She had managed to disembowel one, though that did little to slow it. Clearly confused by their inability to stay dead, Feanne appeared to be fully panicked, trying to get away without taking her eyes off the creatures. Another few steps and she would be up against a tight group of trees that would keep her from retreating.


    Estin summoned a small bit of his magic—more than he should have, he realized as his stomach knotted up and nearly caused him to vomit again—and channeled the energy the spirits whispered into his mind through his hand and down into one of his swords. He did not even have to look down to know it glowed faintly with energies that would allow him to easily tear through undead. That had long been one of his favorite tricks Asrahn had taught him, one she had claimed had saved herself and Feanne’s father many times during their escape from slavery.


    Swinging as hard as he could with one hand, Estin ripped through one of the zombies with a burning hiss as the enchanted blade went through rotted flesh and bone, separating the creature’s head and one shoulder from the rest of its torso. Estin brought his weapon up and around, striking at the next zombie before it even realized he was there, tearing away a goodly portion of its chest. As the creature collapsed, Estin’s sword went cold, the magic already expended. He had never had that spell fail so quickly, which warned him just how far he had pushed himself past his limits. Anytime he had used it in the past, he had been able to fight until his arms were tired before the magic faded.


    “We need to go, Feanne,” Estin said, sheathing one sword and offering his hand. When she balked, staring at him wide-eyed like she had forgotten she had met him, he added, “I’ll take you away from them. Come with me.”


    Reluctantly, Feanne inched closer, raising a shaking and blood-soaked hand to his. At last she reached out and clasped his hand, standing and stepping close to him as if expecting him to protect her, a far cry from how she had been in life.


    “Raeln!” Estin shouted. “We’re leaving!”


    The wolf delivered another powerful punch to the fallen Turessian’s back and looked up. He planted a paw on the woman’s back to keep her down before pointing at Estin, then at Yoska and On’esquin, and finally at the woods. Estin did not need words to understand Raeln wanted them to get a head start before he would follow. That was probably for the best, as Estin watched the Turessian’s arm and one leg snap back into their proper shape. Raeln seemed to notice that as well and kicked her again.


    Partially dragging Feanne, Estin ran toward the others, tagging Yoska on the back with his tail as he ran by. The gypsy understood immediately and followed, whistling for On’esquin, who was nearly surrounded by undead. With a grunt On’esquin used his spear to drive the undead away and then charged straight through them to follow the others.


    Estin did not look back again, knowing if they lost anyone, there was little more he could do. His head pounded and his muscles ached, but they needed to get far away from the Turessian and her troops before he would be able to rest. He ran for the closest section of dense woods where he was certain the Turessian would not be able to see their departure, hoping they could outrun the zombies trailing them.


    As he neared the woods, Estin saw Dalania practically form from the trees, having somehow managed to blend in among them. She wrung her hands nervously, watching the group approaching and came out to meet him and Feanne.


    Estin stopped as Dalania took Feanne from him and looked her over for injuries. He took that brief respite to finally stop and check on the others, now that he had the woods as cover. They were not far behind, while the zombies—nearly fifty of them after many of the wounded ones had gotten back up—were running along behind them, losing ground steadily but not nearly quickly enough. Any hesitation or breaks to rest and the undead would overrun them.


    Somehow Raeln had not only caught up, but passed the zombies that pursued the rest of them. He was not far ahead of the corpses, but the gap between him and them was growing. Whatever Estin had thought of his strength had been greatly underestimated, given how badly wounded he appeared while still pushing on as strongly as the others.


    “Take them to shelter and I’ll find you,” Dalania told Estin, lifting her hands as though about to direct music. “I can slow the undead until they have forgotten what they were chasing.”


    The ground at the feet of the zombies suddenly flooded, turning into a wide swath of mud. The undead charged in heedless of what was happening, sinking immediately to their necks. Row after row plunged in, trying to climb over one another to get to their targets but only managing to push themselves farther into the deep mud.


    Knowing Dalania could likely fend for herself, Estin took Feanne’s hand again and followed the others into the woods, hurrying to put some real distance between themselves and the enemy.


    They ran and sometimes walked straight through until the moon had come up high overhead, though Estin had lost track of the time or miles that had passed. Every so often he would stop to look back at Feanne, who continued to follow along holding his hand, her face a mix of fear and confusion. The dark of the woods seemed to actually frighten her, a surprise to Estin, given how she had once reveled in the night. As long as he had known her, darkness had been when she was at her best.


    At length it was Raeln that stopped them, motioning for the group to come to a stop as he reached a remote part of the woods, miles from anything recognizable. He waited until the rest of them had settled down, trying to slow their breathing and fumbling for water, before he joined them, sitting down nearby and rubbing at his neck.


    “Are you all right?” Estin asked, offering his skin of water to Raeln, who took it readily.


    “Yes…barely,” he wheezed after a sip of water. He kept one hand to the bloody line across his throat where the rope had been. “Much longer…I wouldn’t…be. Thank you…for coming back. I can carry…my own weight on my…neck for only so long.”


    At that point Raeln stiffened and looked at Feanne, sitting next to Estin. Unlike the others, she seemed entirely fine with the long run and was far more interested in squinting up at the moon, cocking her head as she studied it.


    “Is that…who I think it is?” asked Raeln, stifling a cough.


    “Yes,” Estin replied, squeezing Feanne’s hand, though she did not seem to notice. “This is Feanne…or at least what’s left of her. The magic won’t last long…”


    Raeln shook his head and shoved Estin’s water back into his hand. “Thank you for saving me. If it ever again requires you doing what the Turessians have been doing to us, don’t bother. Let me die next time.”


    “Raeln…it’s not like that,” pleaded Estin, but the man stormed off.


    Looking about for some support, Estin found Yoska would not meet his eyes at all. When he turned to On’esquin, the orc got up and rushed at Estin with enough anger and forcefulness that Feanne squeaked and ducked behind Estin.


    “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” the orc demanded, pointing a meaty finger at Estin accusingly. “Do you realize how much this has cost us all?”


    “I needed help,” Estin offered meekly, though he knew having a bloodstained fox wildling hiding behind him was hardly convincing. “I didn’t think I could face them alone—”


    “This isn’t about living or dying or saving each and every one of us!” On’esquin shouted back. “Some of us will probably die! Accept that and stick to the plan. We go north and try to find a way to stop Dorralt before his armies crush everything. We do this while doing anything we can to keep the mists from spreading. This is the plan…the only plan. For that, we need more power than any of us has ever possessed. That is why you were given a gift, Estin. That is what you have squandered! Oramain is gone…likely fleeing straight back to Dorralt. I can feel the damage doing this has caused to your body and spirit, and I may as well forget you being any help as well. This was a waste, Estin. A complete waste. Your whole life’s training was thrown away for a few hours of memories.”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder at Feanne, finding she no longer appeared afraid of On’esquin. Instead, she had begun to regard him in a manner Estin recognized…she was looking at him as prey. He needed to diffuse things quickly or she would try to kill the man and that would not end well for anyone.


    “We’ll be fine in a few days,” Estin offered. “I’ll be back to full strength with some rest. Give me tonight to say good-bye again, and we move on tomorrow…after…”


    On’esquin rolled his eyes and muttered to himself in a language Estin did not know before walking away to sit down in a huff near one of the trees.


    “Should I tear his face off?” asked Feanne, her mouth near Estin’s ear. Had she said nearly anything else, he would have happily closed his eyes and listened to her forever, but the calm hostility was frightening from a female that had always been passionate in everything.


    “No, you should not,” he told her, turning around to face her. He had to ignore the stink of dried blood on her, coating her whole body, so he focused on her face, clinging to her hands for support. “He means well. He’s a friend who’s angry.”


    Feanne frowned and gave On’esquin a sidelong glance, but nodded acceptingly. “And you’re a friend too?” Feanne asked a moment later. “The tree-lady acted like I should know you. I’m so confused…”


    Estin swallowed hard and replied, “Yes. I’m a friend. We’ve been friends a long time, Feanne. Maybe we can talk about that another time. Are you tired?”


    She thought a moment and then nodded. Without warning she reached up and raked her claws across his chest, drawing blood and shredding his shirt.


    Clenching his jaw to keep from screaming, Estin nearly collapsed, clutching at the deep cuts. He heard the others hop to their feet and fan out around him and Feanne, likely intending to attack her.


    “You bleed the way the dead people should’ve,” Feanne said absently, touching one of her claws to her tongue as Estin waved off Yoska and On’esquin. She smiled slightly as she tasted the blood. “It hurts you…they didn’t feel pain. This makes so much more sense to me.”


    Estin pushed through the burning of his skin, fighting tears as he tugged his magic into the wounds to mend them. Even as the wounds closed, his muscles and joints hurt from the effort and he felt as though he had contracted a horrible disease. Fever blurred his vision, forcing him to stop trying to heal himself. The wounds were not quite closed, but it was all he could manage.


    “Why hurt me?” Estin asked, once he could think clearly again. “I’ve tried to help you.”


    Feanne cocked her head and then seemed to notice the others, still ready to strike. Lowering her head and ears meekly, she whispered, “I wasn’t sure how things should react when I hurt them. Now I know. I didn’t think it through.”


    To Estin she looked contrite to the point of tears. Despite his exhaustion and lingering pain, he could not stay angry with her. Whatever had wiped out her memories had taken much of who she was with it. She was a child in an adult’s body, trying to quickly figure out how the world worked.


    “Come here,” he said as he settled onto a patch of moss and softer dirt with fewer sharp stones, while the others slowly relaxed. “We both need some sleep. Please stay by me, just for tonight. It’s safer. I won’t hurt you and all I want is someone to be near me.”


    Estin chose to leave out that it was likely safer for her than for him.


    Giving him a confused look, Feanne hesitated but soon nestled into the crook of his arm, putting her head down on his chest. It was difficult to remain calm, knowing soon she would be gone. Still, it was all he was ever going to have again, so he was willing to accept it. In a few hours, she would return to ash. Bittersweet or not, he breathed in Feanne’s scent, something he had begun to forget in the long weeks since she had died. In his heart he dreaded forgetting again.


    Closing his eyes, Estin hugged Feanne close and tried to sleep, hoping he would be able to make it through the next morning when she was gone.


     


    *


     


    Estin woke late in the morning, when the sun had come up enough that it shone through the trees’ boughs on his face. Groaning at the intrusion on his dreams, he reached out to his side, trying to pull Feanne close again. When his hands found nothing but dirt, he opened his eyes and knew there would be no more sleep for some time. He half-expected to find her bones beside him, but there was nothing. There was little more than a matted section of ground where she had been lying.


    Sitting up, Estin saw Yoska had prepared a small fire he was tending to, trying to warm a tin of tea. The gypsy was watching it intently, staring at the lip of the tin, lost in thought until he noticed Estin was awake.


    Smiling consolingly, he gestured for Estin to join him. “Ah, you wake finally, yes?” the man said, poking the tin with his finger and wincing. He sucked his finger and sighed, giving Estin a little smirk. It was a welcome change from the night before, when Estin had thought Yoska would have stabbed him. “Green man is sulking in woods and complaining about his many-centuries plan, while others are out hunting for breakfast. I have gone too many days dry and thought some gypsy tea might help make headache go away.”


    Estin thanked Yoska and got up, trying not to wince as his legs—and specifically, his hip—throbbed. Too many years of fighting and running were starting to take their toll on him, as were the injuries that had never fully healed. He was only ten and feeling like thirty years old. The effort of using so much magic during the evening made it far worse, and despite the last spell he had attempted, his chest burned painfully where thin lines from Feanne’s claws still bled. Touching them, he found the skin hot with infection.


    “You look like I feel,” Yoska noted, tapping the tin with a cup. “Water refuses to boil. I blame this on the magic you used last night. Is gypsy legend that making zombies causes plague and seven years bad luck. I am not saying I am superstitious, but is good enough reason to blame my headache on you, yes?”


    Sitting down hard, Estin could not make himself meet Yoska’s eyes. “Please don’t keep bringing it up. On’esquin will have more than enough to yell at me about. She was not a zombie…though I know she wasn’t herself. I’m sorry if it bothered you.”


    “Yes, yes, the green man gets very grumpy about this. I think you need good news to have good day, yes? Would it be enough to know that angry dead woman did not find us?”


    “Would that be enough if one of your wives came back for only one night and didn’t know who you were? Would you be in any condition to be happy after seeing your memories of her destroyed by your own arrogance?” asked Estin, joining Yoska in staring at the water that had begun to steam lazily.


    “Fair point, this. We move on to more good news, I think. Raeln has returned with a lovely morsel…and breakfast.”


    Estin smiled in spite of himself, turning and expecting to see Dalania with Raeln. Instead, he watched in shock as Feanne strolled into their camp at Raeln’s side, wearing a somewhat patched outfit that appeared to have been badly stitched together from garments each of them had in their packs. Both she and Raeln carried several squirrels and rabbits, as well as what appeared to be fruit tucked into the knotted fronts of their shirts.


    “I apologize,” Raeln said to Estin as he came up beside the fire and sat down the animals and fruit. “You were still sleeping and On’esquin was in no mood for hunting. She wanted to get out and see more of the woods. She also desperately needed cleaning and clothing. We chose not to wake you.”


    “You dressed and bathed my…you groomed Feanne?” Estin asked, feeling his temper begin to rise. The thought of another male touching Feanne…


    “Calm yourself, Estin,” Raeln replied quickly, laughing at some joke Estin was not in on. “I would not dream of imposing myself. Trust me in that. I merely wanted her ready to travel. Nothing has been done to her and I promise that nothing will. I swear that I would not touch her like that.”


    Estin struggled to keep calm. He was absolutely enthralled by watching Feanne now that she was clean and appeared happy, but at the same time, he was horrified at having another male wildling anywhere near her so long as she could not remember her past. Still, he knew his mate—probably better than she knew herself at this point—and had to trust that if she was going to recover and be who she was, she would need to do it in her own time…which she apparently now had more of.


    “How are you still here?” he finally managed to say, taking Feanne’s wrist as she sat down her own collected food.


    Feanne snarled and snatched her hand away, glaring angrily at Estin. “Keep your hands away from my food, prey,” she growled, baring her teeth. “You’ll eat when we say you can.”


    Any joy at having Feanne still around faded away, and the knife of guilt plunged deeper into his chest.


    Without answering his question, she backed away, giving him another annoyed glance as she went to the far side of the fire. Pulling her legs under herself, she wiped mud from her paws and watched him with open hostility.


    “She was awake when I got up,” Raeln confessed, sitting down near Estin and keeping his voice low. From what Estin could see, Feanne’s narrowed eyes darted between him and Raeln, clearly understanding they were talking about her. “On’esquin seemed to have an answer as to why, but he didn’t give it. I’m sorry, Estin…we’ll all do what we can. I’m even more sorry for my reaction last night. I can see now that whatever this is, it isn’t what the Turessians have been doing.”


    “Sorry doesn’t forgive what I’ve done to her,” said Estin softly, wrapping his tail around himself. It was a childish gesture of self-protection, but he could not help it. Worse still, that gesture seemed to annoy Feanne even more and her muzzle twitched as she watched him. “I’ve destroyed the very thing I tried to bring back. I’ve wronged her and destroyed a piece of myself in the process.”


    Raeln gave him a worried look. “I understand you wanted to help and thought you were doing the right thing. This is exactly why I have no intention of asking you to bring my family and friends back to say good-bye. There’s too much that can go wrong. Magic is not the hand of a god righting the wrongs of the world. It is just another feeble attempt to change things that are already bad.”


    Estin opened his mouth to say something, but then noticed the fox Dalania had disguised herself as, standing near the edge of the woods. She padded into the clearing, keeping her head low in an attempt to avoid any extra attention.


    “Thought she’d run off by now,” Raeln said, sounding somewhat concerned. “Where’s the other woman that helped last night? I wanted to thank her.”


    The fox’s surprise return was nearly forgotten as On’esquin came marching back into the area, glaring angrily first at Estin, then at Feanne, and finally at the fox. Sighing, the orc shook his head and pointed at the fox. “You! Enough of this,” he called out and Dalania froze, slowly looking his way. “Stop the games, child of the fae. I humored your deceptions for weeks…I will not continue. Either show yourself or leave.”


    The animal sank a little lower to the ground and finally stood up and closed her eyes. As she had the last time Estin had seen her change, Dalania’s body twisted and reshaped itself violently, returning her to her mostly human form. Getting up off the ground, she brushed herself off and gave Raeln a wink. Estin heard the man growl in reply, though he was not certain why…or why he was not more surprised to see the change.


    “How long have you known?” Dalania asked On’esquin as she came over to the fire and sat down near it, but as far as she could get from any of the men, which put her somewhat near Feanne.


    On’esquin waited until the woman had taken a seat before replying. “I’ve known since we left that lake. Your magic works on me as well as anyone else’s does, which is to say that it doesn’t. I’ll have you know, seeing through a shapeshift disguise makes you look ridiculous, running around on all fours like that. I could see your true form the whole time, with a shadow of the fox blurring a little at the edges.”


    Dalania blushed a deep crimson, made somewhat odd-looking with her green-tinted skin. Nervously, she wrung her hands as several leaves fell off of the vines that covered her body.


    “And you,” On’esquin went on, turning his accusing finger on Estin. “I cannot stress enough how big of a mistake you have made.”


    “Then explain it to me, instead of getting upset,” snapped Estin, no longer wanting to dodge the issue. “Tell me all the ways I’ve wronged the world.”


    “All right, let me simplify our situation. You gave up all the power you had at your disposal,” replied On’esquin, talking as though speaking to a child. “You still feel weak? Yes? That is because all of the magic I gave you is gone. You used it recklessly and tore it free of your own body. Now the spirit I had possess your body is gone, lost to who knows where. Given that Feanne is still here, I’m guessing you also weakened your natural abilities greatly. Whatever magic was left over is feeding her to keep her alive. You will not recover anytime soon, if ever, Estin. Your talent for magic was all but given up for this. You sacrificed everything but your life.”


    Estin instinctively reached for his magic within his mind, finding it elusive and difficult to reach. It felt as though he were wading through a bog to try to touch the flows of magic that had always been readily available, since the day Asrahn had taught him the art. Such a simple gesture made him feel sick to his stomach.


    “I thought as much,” On’esquin added, having seen something in Estin’s reaction. “To make matters worse, this was not temporary. She is still here.”


    Feanne glared at On’esquin and said quietly, “She can hear you and she’s not amused.”


    Ignoring her, On’esquin continued. “What is she, Estin? Did she possess some natural ability to heal or recover from injury? There is something keeping her body from falling apart again, beyond her spirit leeching off of your magic. Simply casting the spell wrong would have drained you until you died, but your condition is not deteriorating, which tells me that she has something special about her that supplements the magic.”


    Estin looked over at Feanne, who was watching him intently, obviously wanting to know more about herself. In her disoriented condition, that was the last thing he wanted to talk about around her, but he saw no other way. He would have to be very careful with what he did say, or she would become far angrier.


    “She’s a lycanthrope…a were-fox. She heals very quickly and always has. It’s supposedly a curse of sort, like the one that affects werewolves, except more…um…fox. That was why I wanted to use the power you gave me to bring her back. She is the strongest of us.”


    “She was,” On’esquin retorted, while Feanne gave Estin a look that told him she did not believe a word of what he was saying. “You brought her back and now that curse is keeping her alive. I doubt she will be able to do much more than breathe for some time. I do not claim to understand the magic keeping her alive, but to me, she is a…a thing, little different from the zombies we fought out there, other than having a pulse.”


    Without a word Feanne leapt to her feet and ran into the woods, though On’esquin did not seem to notice.


    Estin began to get up to go after her, but Raeln put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll calm her down and bring her back. You settle matters here.”


    Estin watched in dismay as Raeln took off into the woods after Feanne. He was so tired and so afraid that he had done the wrong thing, selfishly bringing her back when he should not have even considered it. His doubts and fear consumed him, drowning out On’esquin’s ongoing ranting, slowly blurring into a seething anger. Estin was angry at himself, angry at the world for taking Feanne away, and most of all he was angry at the war that had brought about so much pain and suffering for so many people. That anger suddenly rose up against On’esquin as the man continued to rant about Estin’s decision, though Estin had long since stopped listening to the words.


    Getting up off the ground, Estin found himself already midmotion as he struck On’esquin across the jaw and followed it up by pushing the man over backward. Judging by the look on On’esquin’s face, Estin had caught him by surprise, and he came down with a grunt hard enough that he kicked up dust around the fire pit, while Yoska attempted to cover his tea.


    “I’ve had enough!” Estin shouted at On’esquin. “I walked away from you once and I’ll do it again. A little gratitude for saving your life wouldn’t be out of the question. My instincts told me to leave you all and run, but I came back for you anyway. What is really wrong, On’esquin? It obviously isn’t me. I’ve done everything you asked, right up until I had the chance to save a life. Tell me what you want of me.”


    Rolling back onto his feet despite his heavy armor, On’esquin stepped up close to Estin, his anger only barely controlled. “We’ve fought before, Estin,” he warned, his voice low. “Do not push your luck. Your son isn’t here to save you this time.”


    Estin put a hand to one of his swords and On’esquin immediately took a step back, reaching behind himself to grab the haft of his spear, though he did not unsling it from his shoulder.


    “Are you sure you wish to do this, Estin?”


    “I will not follow you halfway across the world being told at every step that I’ve failed or made a mistake. I’ve given up my family to help you, and I expect some damned gratitude. Call me whatever you want, but do not ever bring my children into it again.”


    On’esquin nodded and tightened his grip on his weapon, ready to move at a moment’s notice.


    Studying him for a moment, Estin had no assumption that he could kill or even seriously hurt On’esquin. The orc was a warrior, tried and true. He had fought in wars centuries before Estin had been born and had lost little of that skill in the time since. Still, Estin was possibly faster and was willing to risk being killed if it meant an end to the infighting. More importantly, Estin realized that dying fighting for his pride might be the ending he deserved after dragging Feanne back from the grave.


    Estin drew first, pulling one of his swords free of its sheath and using it as a shield to cover himself as he drew the second sword. He came up swinging, but On’esquin already had his own weapon out and deftly maneuvered around Estin’s attacks, deflecting each with the haft of the spear at angles that kept the blade from slicing into the wood of the spear.


    The two of them lunged and slashed, their weapons narrowly avoiding connecting solidly with one another. Both soon bled freely from many smaller cuts, where they had been a little too slow to fully block or avoid the other’s weapon. They kept at it, Estin trying to avoid On’esquin’s powerful thrusts and swings, while On’esquin often had to fall back onto defense to keep Estin’s faster strikes at bay, twirling the spear to parry rapidly.


    This was a losing battle and Estin knew it. On’esquin would eventually overpower him, if only through endurance and the fact that he could take a wound and not concern himself overly with blood loss. A single deep cut and Estin would slow and ultimately die.


    Knowing he had little time to truly leave a lasting impression on On’esquin before the man defeated him, Estin feigned losing his balance and stumbled backward. On’esquin immediately took the bait, attempting to use size and strength to knock Estin to the ground using the haft of the spear like a bludgeoning weapon.


    Estin spun as he stumbled, coming around as fast as he could, adding to the momentum of his tail. Like so many others Estin had fought, On’esquin had given the tail no thought until it cracked him alongside the head, startling him. By the time the orc realized what Estin was doing, Estin had come fully around and stepped into On’esquin’s defenses, driving his sword to its hilt through the man’s stomach armor.


    “Stop!” shouted someone else before Estin or On’esquin could react.


    They both looked toward the sound.


    Standing at the edge of the woods was Raeln, with Feanne at his side. Both regarded Estin and On’esquin with disgust, though it was Raeln that had spoken. Feanne shook her head and wandered off to sit by the fire, not looking at either of them further. Meanwhile, Raeln came marching toward them with all the force of a boulder rolling down a mountainside.


    “Give me that!” Raeln growled, yanking On’esquin’s weapon from his hands. Reaching down, he snagged Estin’s, pulling the one sword from On’esquin’s gut with a sickening sound. “You both are better than this.”


    “We…I…” On’esquin started, but trailed off and lowered his eyes as Raeln glared at him.


    Estin thought to say something, but Raeln’s attention turned sharply on him, those eyes far too cold to challenge. He felt the same way he had when Asrahn had scolded him like an overgrown child.


    “Hundreds of miles to go before we face a superior force with thousands of soldiers at their disposal,” said Raeln, throwing their weapons aside. “One of you holds all the answers for how we are to survive that, and the other likely has the ability to make it happen. We need each other, and I will not let your egos get in the way of us having a fighting chance at avenging everyone we’ve lost. The next time either of you decides to take a swing at the other, it will be me you fight. I will not fight to win, but to humiliate. Do we all understand one another?”


    On’esquin regarded Raeln as though he were evaluating his chances. Raeln seemed to recognize that as well as Estin did and grabbed On’esquin’s armor, pulling the burly orc off his feet. Despite On’esquin being nearly as tall as Raeln and easily twice his weight, Raeln lifted him several inches off the ground with trembling arms, despite his wounds from the night before.


    “Do. You. Understand?” Raeln repeated slowly.


    “Understood,” offered On’esquin, grinning broadly. “Thank you for fulfilling your role.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?” demanded Raeln, setting On’esquin back on his feet.


    The orc patted the rolled prophecies at his hip, and Raeln rolled his eyes and shoved On’esquin away from himself. Turning away, he went to sit by the fire, near Feanne, who still had yet to so much as look Estin’s way.


    “He’s supposed to lead?” Estin asked softly, unsure what he should do. He was nervous that moving far from where he stood might bring Raeln right back over.


    “Yes,” replied On’esquin, looking equally uncomfortable. The man eyed his weapon, only a few feet away, but seemed unwilling to risk going after it. “Turess said, ‘When the elf finds his fangs, he will guide them.’ Raeln was raised among elves.”


    “I’ve never met an elf who fights like that.”


    “Nor have I,” confessed On’esquin, smiling again. “I think perhaps we should eat breakfast before our leader decides it is time to make an example of us again.”


    Estin nodded and went over to the campfire, where Yoska held out cups of some steaming beverage that smelled like no tea Estin had ever had. He took the cup and began sniffing at it, picking up hints of herbs that he was fairly certain had managed to ferment somehow. Lowering the cup to ask Yoska whether the drink was even safe, he froze as he realized Feanne was watching Raeln with admiration as he settled in beside her.


    Estin tried to look away, to ignore what he was pretty sure Feanne was thinking, but he could not make himself. When she tried to put a hand on Raeln’s knee—though Raeln pushed her hand away quickly—Estin felt abruptly sick. He put aside the cup Yoska had given him and excused himself to spend time alone in the woods, where he could deal with his emotions without being judged by the others…or letting them see him judge himself.


    He got no more than a hundred yards out from the rest of the group before he encountered a steep drop-off, dotted with tall trees that blocked his view. Deciding he was still not far enough away, Estin climbed the nearest tree, getting himself high above the woods, with a clear view of much of the area.


    Estin breathed in the fresh air and clung to the tree, letting his frustrations fade away as he surveyed the mountains to the west, with their high white-topped peaks. Over the course of several minutes, he let his eyes drift over the woods, searching for any hint of pursuit, while enjoying the heights and view. The early morning was beautiful and the crisp breeze tugged at his stress, calming him. It was easy to forget that his mate was eyeing another male when all he had to worry about was spread across the horizon.


    Hanging from the tall tree, Estin closed his eyes and let his anger and sorrow fade away into a mindless sense of near-falling. Time passed as he let the sky ease his burdens, and the birds chittering in the distance was an easy thing to lose himself in. It was so much simpler than his life had become since meeting Feanne and far simpler than things had become of late.


    Estin did not open his eyes again for most of an hour. He looked over the miles of silhouetted peaks and smiled, finding some solace in the beauty of it all. On a whim he surveyed the horizon, turning to see the north and east, amazed at how the war could be ignored from so high above the world.


    Remembering what he had seen before going to help the others, Estin tried to get a feel for where they were relative to the village, and soon he managed to find the distant road to the east. There the wagons the Turessian had used to cart in all of her undead still waited, likely while the woman searched the woods for them. Fifty miles or so beyond that, a massive cloud of mists waited, lingering over what appeared to have been a village, flickers of lightning within its borders hinting at vast destruction.


    Turning, Estin searched the rest of the horizon and saw more mists. Much of the south and west were dotted with sections of the glowing clouds, limiting any opportunity to go back the way they had come. With a chill he realized one of those clouds lay in the very direction he had been fleeing when he left the group the day before. He would have walked right into it sooner or later.


    Scrambling down the tree, Estin ran back to the camp, doing his best to keep his mind focused on anything but Feanne. As he arrived, everyone reached for weapons, likely thinking his rush was due to being found out by the undead. Failing his original plan, he looked to Feanne as everyone’s eyes fell on him, seeing she was leaning beside Raeln, trying to casually expose her breasts in the loose-fitting clothing she was wearing.


    Digging his claws into his palms, Estin forced himself to avoid watching Feanne’s attempts to woo the other male. Feanne had always been blunt when she wanted something, but this coy behavior was demeaning.


    “On’esquin,” Estin said, panting. “What do your prophecies say about our route?”


    Sitting up and thinking as he held a chunk of rabbit meat in his hand, the orc said as though reading, “Weaker than they must be, those who would help will follow the wilds.”


    “So where is that Turessian going to be looking for us?”


    Raeln spoke up. “All along the foothills heading north. Not that we have any choice. Prophecy or not, the wilds are the only area we can hide in, and they aren’t deep here, unless we go back into the mountains.”


    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Estin told him, kneeling and plucking a twig from the grass nearby. Using it to roughly draw the mountains and their location, he added a winding line to the east. “There’s a road that ‘follows the wilds’ the whole way. I could see wagons and horses waiting. I’m willing to bet that Dorralt and his people will look almost anywhere other than the main roads. They wouldn’t expect On’esquin to walk down a road they control.”


    “For good reason. That would be insane,” On’esquin replied.


    Estin waited for the others to say something, but one by one, they looked to Raeln, who blinked and looked back at them in confusion. Slowly, he seemed to understand, though he did not look entirely happy about it.


    “The road it is,” Raeln told the group, smiling. “It’s reckless and stupid, which is why it might work. We’re all still tending to wounds, so we rest until afternoon and then steal some wagons after sunset. That gives you all about four hours before we start marching.”


    Moving off to sleep by himself, Estin had to almost force himself to stare at the ground to avoid seeing Feanne’s constant watching of Raeln. He would endure as he had so many things before. They had gone through far worse.


    Once the others had settled in to rest, Dalania surprised Estin by coming over to sit beside him. She put her back to a tree, staying well outside his reach, but he could tell she was trying to be sociable and was unsure how to do it. Thinking back to how willing she had been to be in his arms in her fox form, Estin wondered if she was actually as afraid of being alone as she was of being close to others.


    “You haven’t told her,” whispered Dalania, checking over her shoulder for Feanne, but she and Raeln were still sitting quietly by the fire. “She needs to know who she was. Her memories are as much a part of her as her body or spirit. Bring one back and the others might follow.”


    Estin watched Feanne more openly, knowing the shadows of the woods would help conceal his attention. He need not have bothered, as she had eyes only for Raeln, staring at him the way she had once looked at Estin. Looking down at his shabby and mud-spattered clothing, Estin wondered how he had not lost her to someone more like Raeln long before.


    “Promise me you won’t say anything,” he told Dalania, and she stared at him with near-horror. “Promise me.”


    “She needs to know! Do you not want her back…?”


    “More than anything, but telling her that she’s my mate won’t make it true in her mind. She needs to figure things out for herself or it’ll feel like a lie. If she doesn’t love me, I have no one to blame but myself.”


    Dalania’s expression softened into sadness, nodding absently as she looked toward Feanne herself. “Losing you nearly killed her once, Estin,” she warned softly. “Save her however you can.”


    “That’s what I’m doing. No memories means she doesn’t have any reason to care for me. I’ll give it time and do what I can, but ultimately, it’s going to be largely up to her to heal.”


    “I swore to protect her and this isn’t the right way!”


    Estin slid closer to Dalania, forcing her to back away and lower her eyes as she sought to avoid confrontation. Using a claw to lift her chin and make her look at him, he said, “I know my mate better than anyone, even you. Tell me that she wouldn’t resent me telling her how to think and do exactly the opposite to prove she isn’t dependent on anyone. If I tell her she’s my mate, she will go out of her way to prove I’m not.”


    Dalania moved away again and nodded, wincing as she glanced back at Feanne. “I will trust your judgment based on what I know of her,” the fae-kin replied, wringing her hands nervously. “Promise that we won’t hide her life from her for long.”


    “Only as long as we have to, that I promise.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Northlands”


     


    She hides her pain, even from herself. I can feel it, even through these dreams. Through darkness into light she has come, but the shadow of that darkness keeps her from who she was meant to be.


    What has happened will happen again. I see now that her pain is the same as that of Kharali, but they are far from the same person. Her pain can be cured only by remembrance, but no amount of explanation will give her solace. She must find herself through new pain and the memories that come with it.


    Who is she? I doubt even she knows. I certainly do not.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Feanne’s shin thudded into Raeln’s shoulder hard enough to rock him slightly, but he took the hit patiently. The blow was not nearly enough to hurt him, though he recognized that each time she hit him, her balance and form were improving. More importantly, her speed was increasing, making it difficult to counter her attacks.


    “Again,” he told her.


    Repeating the kicks Raeln had been teaching her almost flawlessly, Feanne continued to beat on Raeln’s left arm, then his right, and back again. Her muscles seemed to be remembering form and balance quickly, allowing her to make tremendous leaps in combat training each day when they stopped. He had trained grown men for months and not seen the improvement she had gone through in mere days. Idly he wondered how capable she had been before dying.


    Stepping out of the way of Feanne’s next kick, throwing her slightly off-balance as she recovered, Raeln punched at her. Feanne reacted immediately, centering her weight to regain control and then striking his wrist to push aside his fist before it could reach her. He attacked again and she easily avoided that attack as well, nimbly backing away as he tried to kick at her. Each time, he saw her muzzle tense to bare her fangs and her fingers curl, ready to strike with her razor-sharp claws.


    Raeln decided it was time to escalate Feanne’s training and see how much she really remembered. She wanted to fight to the death, not for practice, and those instincts needed to be honed before a real threat found them all.


    Pushing his attack, Raeln began a series of punches and kicks that, while not overly complex, he knew were fast enough that most soldiers could not keep up with him. By the end of the series, he had yet to find a single person that could have avoided being kicked hard in the chest.


    Feanne defended herself with speed and coordination that belied the difficulty she had just walking without tripping a week earlier. She dodged and deflected his attacks one after another, catching Raeln more than once with her claws—something he still was not sure was an accident. In the end though, she miscalculated his speed and he kicked her in the stomach, sending her sprawling onto the ground near a cluster of trees…where Dalania sat, shaking her head sadly.


    “How you consider this to be ‘fun,’ I will never understand,” the fae-kin woman told them, getting up and walking away before Raeln could answer. She headed back toward the large wagon they had stopped along the side of the road, where Yoska and On’esquin were still bickering over the proper way to cook venison.


    “Are you all right?” Raeln asked, offering her a hand up, which she readily took and did not release once she had stood. “That one was more solid than I intended.”


    “Of course. You winded me, is all. You’re strong when you set your mind to it.”


    Raeln started to pull his hand away, but hesitated as he smelled fresh blood. Looking her over, he could see blood on her shirt where his paw’s claws had cut through and dug into her fur and flesh. “You’re bleeding…that’s more than winded.”


    Looking confused, Feanne checked her stomach and lifted her shirt, poking at three cuts that bled slightly at the base of her ribs. Shrugging, she returned her attention to Raeln. “I don’t feel them,” Feanne told him, pulling her hand away. “You’ve yet to hit me hard enough to cause any pain.”


    That made Raeln balk. Their sparring, while well-meaning, often resulted in injuries. Feanne had toughed through them, refusing Estin’s help each time she had endured bruises or cuts.


    “Not once?” In particular Raeln was thinking about their fight two days prior, when she had split open the back of her scalp on a tree and required stitches from Estin. Raeln had hurried to distance himself from Estin after seeing the man’s seething anger and avoided him for more than a day.


    “No,” she repeated. When Raeln did not back down from staring at her like she was lying, she put the claws of one hand down on her other forearm. Before Raeln understood what she was doing, Feanne slashed her own arm, leaving long bleeding gashes that dribbled blood all over the brush. “I haven’t felt anything.”


    Startled, Raeln grabbed her arm and hurriedly wrapped a cloth over the wounds to slow the bleeding and help prevent infection. He looked over his shoulder and found Estin over near the other two cooks, apparently unaware of the exchange that had just occurred. The man was filling bowls with steaming soup and attempting to stack several atop one another.


    “We need to have Estin look at these,” Raeln said once he had the makeshift bandage tied off. He would have to somehow tell Estin that he had cut her by accident or Estin would be beside himself with fear for Feanne.


    Feanne snorted and pulled her arm away. “On’esquin says that he can hardly heal a bruise,” Feanne snapped, but then closed her mouth and lowered her eyes as Estin made his way over to them, carrying two bowls of the hearty soup.


    Estin said nothing, as had become his habit when they were training. He went straight to Feanne, pausing briefly as his eyes drifted over the bandage on Feanne’s arm. Raeln could see Estin’s jaw tense, but he kept quiet, walking right up to Feanne and raising her bowl to her, partially bowing as he did so. Meekly, he focused his eyes on the ground as he held out the food and did not look up until she had taken the bowl gruffly from him.


    Half-heartedly, Estin shoved the second bowl into Raeln’s hands and walked away.


    Raeln recognized the manner from other wildlings growing up…Estin was offering a potential mate food in a way meant to show her he was putting her before his own meal and interests. Wolves might have handled things somewhat differently, but Estin was not ignorant of how to approach a predatory breed and make the appropriate gestures. If Feanne understood, Raeln could not see it in her blank expression each day. Each time Estin would hurry off, saying nothing, but looking more hurt.


    “Why does he stay?” asked Feanne once Estin was far enough away that he would not hear. “He doesn’t belong here. The rest of us are warriors. He isn’t…not a warrior by breed or by training. Even the fae woman can hold her own, though I have doubts about her value as well. He could at least fight with us to try to pretend like he has some value here.”


    Raeln sat down with his bowl, trying to think of how he wanted to phrase things. He knew full well how badly the loss of Feanne’s memories was hurting Estin, and he did not want to make matters worse. Given how little Estin had told Feanne about their past, he had to pick his words carefully. Estin had not explained much to him, but had briefly mentioned his desire not to spring anything on Feanne that she had not already figured out somewhat on her own.


    “Feanne…he cares about you. He honestly cares about all of us, probably more than he should.”


    Holding up her bowl, Feanne replied, “He belongs in here, not walking around and acting like we’re old friends. Every instinct in me says that I should chase him off or kill him for food.”


    “He is our friend.”


    “He’s your friend, not mine,” Feanne answered, taking a bite of the meat in the thick soup before adding, “I remember nothing that would make him matter. If he can’t heal, he can’t help us. Send him away or I’ll put him down before he gets us all killed.”


    “Estin gave you back your life and saved mine. We owe him a lot more than sending him away because his magic is diminished.”


    “I didn’t say I wasn’t grateful. I said he wasn’t my friend. I have no reason to consider him anything but a rodent that continues to try to draw my eye. I may not remember my past, but I’m not an idiot…I see him watching me when he thinks I’m not paying attention.”


    “The heart knows what it wants,” Raeln replied without thinking. He had not meant to say anything that might hint at Feanne and Estin’s former relationship.


    Feanne either did not understand what he said or simply ignored it as she watched him. “Enough about Estin,” Feanne said, smiling as she idly scratched at the white patch of fur that ran up her neck and down between her breasts. “You draw the eye far more easily than him.”


    Raeln’s ears shot up and his skin prickled. He knew that tone and realized the danger he was suddenly in. He had heard the female wolves back in his village speak to—or about—him that same way. Ishande had very nearly mauled him with that same look in her eyes. Uncomfortable did not even begin to describe his feelings.


    “Not a chance, Feanne,” he replied, eating some of his soup. When he looked up again, she was still studying him.


    “I’m not asking you for anything permanent, maybe just to keep warm at night. It has to have been a long time since you found anyone…I’m guessing longer for me. I don’t want to be your mate for life, just a bed companion. If I need to be forceful…”


    Raeln struggled to swallow his food. He was caught somewhere between panic and outright laughter. “Trust me in this,” Raeln told her as firmly as he could manage. “There is no one here that interests me.”


    “No one?”


    “Absolutely no one.”


    “You only have interest in other wolves, then?”


    Raeln nodded, trying to keep from saying more than he already had. There were enough conflicts and hard feelings in the group that he had no desire to add to them. Telling her that she was the wrong gender was hardly going to go over well.


    Sighing, Feanne went back to eating, saying nothing further, though Raeln caught her watching him from the corners of her eyes. She was plotting something and he knew it would be a problem when she acted on it.


    Eating quickly, Raeln excused himself the moment he finished his food and hurried toward the wagon where the others were waiting. He made it almost halfway before Dalania intercepted him, stepping out from the trees where she had managed to be nearly invisible. She fell in alongside Raeln, motioning him forward to keep him from stopping.


    “Is she well?” the woman asked, taking care not to give any gesture that would be visible at a distance. “She appears lost in thought and I hoped…”


    “No, she still remembers nothing. If anything, things are worse. She apparently thinks I’m the man she’d rather bed than Estin. She’s made it pretty clear that I don’t get a say in the matter and she’ll keep trying.”


    Dalania’s eyes widened and she looked past Raeln toward where Estin stood near the other men. “Do not share this with him,” she warned, lowering her voice. “It will break his heart. More importantly, rebuff her offers or this entire group might descend into more infighting than it has already experienced.”


    “That, I can do.”


    Nodding absently, Dalania added, “Go and see that the others do not waste their time squabbling. I’ll see how Feanne is doing and try to steer her away from you. She might listen to another woman.”


    Raeln reached out to touch the woman’s arm in thanks, but Dalania flinched away so sharply that Raeln wondered if she thought he meant to strike her. Before he could ask, she hurried back to join Feanne, leaving him wondering.


    “Are all of us broken?” Raeln asked himself softly, watching the dryad go. “I sure wouldn’t bet on us making it across a street together, let alone to Turessi. There’s more baggage here than a wagon can carry.”


    Shaking his head, Raeln continued toward the wagon. The three men there hardly seemed to even notice he had arrived. On’esquin and Yoska were shouting at one another, the gist of which seemed to be that On’esquin believed the meat was overcooked and thus spoiling the taste of the soup, while Yoska believed On’esquin was an idiot. Estin was involved in none of it, leaning against the wagon nearby, holding his notebook of magic, though Raeln could see he was staring at it without seeing what was in his hands.


    “Estin, do you have a moment?” Raeln asked, and Estin jumped a little. Nodding, the man followed Raeln around the back of the wagon, getting them out of the middle of the argument about food.


    The wagon they had acquired from the Turessian—before lighting her other two wagons ablaze and setting the remaining horses free—was a hulking fifteen foot long boxlike thing, seemingly built to house dozens of undead in its tightly sealed interior. It had taken them hours to break open the windows that had been built into it originally, which was a requirement to air it out enough that they could travel within it, especially for the wildings. They had also looted the meager supplies the Turessian had left behind in the various wagons, including a massive barrel of aged wine that Yoska had all but claimed ownership of. To Raeln it seemed Yoska drank more than his own weight in alcohol on any day he had the opportunity.


    Coming around the side of the wagon with Raeln, Estin nervously wiped at his shirt and finally blurted out, “She’s not getting better, is she?”


    “Yes and no,” Raeln admitted. “As you’d hoped, fighting is bringing back those skills faster than I had expected. Another week and she’ll be able to tear me apart at this rate. She already punches harder than most men my size. What she isn’t getting back are memories. She’s relying on instinct and what she’s seen since she came back. Anything before the fight in the village is simply gone.”


    Estin thought a moment and then cringed. “That’s why she’s openly hostile to me. When we met the first time, she put aside her opinions of working with a prey-breed because of a misunderstanding. This time she has no reason to trust me at all. She saw me beaten by the Turessian.”


    “What would you have me do?” asked Raeln, thinking on Feanne’s offer and dreading when Estin found out…and Raeln knew somehow he would eventually. He wanted some way to warn Estin before Feanne snuck into his bedroll, but that was going to be awkward either way. As edgy as Estin had been of late, the moment Feanne did something too obvious, he was likely to snap and try to kill someone…likely Raeln.


    “We can’t repeat the past, no matter how we try,” Estin replied, taking a deep breath. “She’ll do what she wants…she always has. I can hope, but that’s really all it can be. Please help me keep the knowledge from her about our children…I think it would only confuse things more. If she finds out that we were together, I’ll deal with the anger and attempts to kill me, but I can’t have her hating our children.”


    “You have my promise, Estin.”


    Estin thanked him and hurried off, leaving Raeln to wonder how badly this all might end and how he had managed to get himself in the middle of it. Shaking his head at the senselessness of it all, he looked back toward the camp and saw Feanne smiling at him. This was not going to be easy.


     


    *


     


    Days passed relatively uneventfully, something Raeln was thankful for. The wagon had been unhindered in its travels up the long road to the next kingdom or city-state—Raeln had lost track of what came next on the map despite incessant prattling by On’esquin and Yoska—other than a few times they had passed the remains of battles long past. There never were any bodies, but they had seen the burned-out remains of wagons and even siege weaponry, and the wildlings had all picked up the strong scent of death. Thousands had died, but there was little evidence of it.


    “I never thought I would travel,” said Dalania, snapping Raeln out of staring at the horizon. “Eighty years and I thought I would die in Lantonne, never having seen any other part of the world. I could die happy just having seen this much.”


    Dalania sat at one edge of the wagon’s flat roof, her legs hanging off the side as she watched the eastern lands. Past her, patches of woods had given way there to high grass and low hills, stretching out as far as Raeln could see. The only interruption to the endless plains was a faint fog at the limit of his vision that never seemed to leave.


    Raeln and Estin sat in the middle of the roof, both having been quietly watching the distance ahead of the wagon. They had never spoken of why, but Raeln could see Estin was doing it for the same reason he was: anticipation that the Turessians would have something sooner or later in their path. The two of them had taken on the role of scouts after being rebuffed from driving the wagon day after day.


    Down below, Yoska and On’esquin took turns handling the horses that pulled the wagon ever northward. The two bickered incessantly like an old married couple. Of late Raeln had been able to ignore the men’s banter, as On’esquin had insisted on being taught the old gypsy tongue, which led to them arguing in gypsy more often than the common language. It was loud and obnoxious, but at least he could more easily put aside things he could not understand.


    The horses were faring well, despite the nonstop arguments from their drivers. The six beasts lumbered on each day without causing any trouble whatsoever. Amusingly, at least to Raeln, Yoska had named them after six of his wives during the last long stop for water at a creek. Raeln still had not figured out if that was meant to be funny or somehow respectful to a gypsy.


    Looking off to his left, Raeln saw Feanne was where she always was. The fox wildling sat at the edge of the wagon opposite Dalania, her knees pulled up so she could prop her chin on them and stare off toward the west, where the mountains had begun to fade into the distance. She rarely spoke to anyone other than Raeln, and even to him only when they were sparring, since the last time he had told her to go away when he was trying to sleep.


    “How’s your arm?” Raeln asked Feanne, though he initially got no response.


    She blinked a moment later and looked his way, seemingly having to think back to what he had asked. “I don’t know,” she replied, holding up the still-wrapped arm. “It doesn’t hurt, so I imagine it’s healing.”


    “What did Estin say when he looked at it last evening?” Though Estin did not look his way, Raeln saw his ears perk.


    “I didn’t have him look at it. I don’t want him touching me.”


    Raeln looked down at the bandage on Feanne’s arm and realized how filthy it looked. “What about the day before?”


    Feanne shook her head and watched the horizon, as Estin started to turn their way, giving Raeln an annoyed glare.


    “When was the last time you had those bandages changed?” Raeln demanded, moving closer.


    “Do they need to be changed?”


    Raeln frowned and glanced at Estin, who was pointedly ignoring them, even though his ears tilted toward Feanne. He had been doing that for days, mostly to keep himself from trying to interact with Feanne, which would only have made his emotions more difficult. As such, Raeln was willing to bet Estin had not gone out of his way to check the bandage, either. Everyone was so busy ignoring problems that no one was doing anything to help anymore.


    Taking Feanne’s hand, Raeln began unwrapping the bandage. “Let me see. Hopefully, we can get you out of bandages in another day or two…”


    With one more layer of the cloth to go, Raeln came to thickly dried blood and the stench of decay. From the corner of his eye, he saw Estin’s nose twitching. Even through Feanne’s fur and his thick pads, he could feel the heat coming off her skin.


    “Infection has already set in pretty badly,” Raeln told her, though Feanne’s expression gave him no indication that she understood. “We need to clean this and probably see what Estin can do to keep it from getting worse. You could lose the arm if we aren’t careful.”


    Appearing entirely bored with the discussion and unconcerned about what should have been a truly painful infection, Feanne let Raeln continue to hold her arm while she turned her attention back to the mountains in the distance. “I miss them already,” she mentioned absently, while Raeln was picking at the cloth that had matted into her fur.


    “Miss what?”


    “The mountains. My home was there, I think.”


    Raeln froze with the cloth only partway freed of the dry blood. “Do you remember anything about your home?” he asked, wondering if he should call Estin over in a hurry.


    “No,” she replied quickly. “It’s a feeling and little more. All I do know is that the farther we go, the sadder I feel, like I’ve left something behind that should be with me. I’ve lost a part of myself somewhere out there.”


    Raeln let her talk as he kept working on the bandage, hoping she would talk herself through remembering. With only one section of the cloth left to pull away from the wounds, he hesitated, warning her, “This may hurt.”


    Nodding but still watching the horizon, Feanne did not flinch as Raeln pried away the cloth. With the removal of the dried blood, the festering gashes beneath began bleeding openly. The cuts appeared far worse than they had when first inflicted, the infection having done tremendous damage to the skin around them, puffing up the area and radiating heat.


    “Estin!” Raeln called out, pressing part of the cloth onto the wounds to slow the bleeding. “I need you over here.”


    Practically hopping into Raeln’s lap, Estin dove for Feanne’s arm, looking around at the wounds frantically as blood ran through her fur and down onto his hands. He shoved Raeln back, telling him, “I need room. The infection is already in her blood. This could kill her in a few days, untreated.”


    Feanne turned to look at Estin, regarding him coolly, clearly unconcerned and wanting Estin to be done and gone.


    “It was clean when I saw it last,” Raeln said, staring in dismay at the infection. “There is no way it should have festered so quickly. Another week, sure, but this was so fast.”


    Estin shook his head. “She isn’t healing right. Bruises are lasting days, cuts for weeks. Something this deep is probably more than her body can handle.” Closing his eyes, Estin whispered to himself as he put one hand over the cuts. Blood soon soaked his black-furred hands even as he continued to concentrate. Raeln could only watch helplessly, hoping Estin knew what he was doing.


    Soon Estin opened his eyes and lifted his hand, revealing the deep cuts had closed about halfway. Even the puffiness and blackened edges of the skin had returned to a more normal appearance. It was not the miraculous healing Estin had used on him a year earlier, but Raeln recognized it as a huge leap from what he had been capable of shortly after bringing Feanne back.


    Estin smiled to himself as he stared at the mostly healed wounds. Then without warning, he fell sideways, his eyes rolling back as he blacked out and tumbled over the edge of the wagon.


    With Raeln having moved out of Estin’s way, he was too far away to catch him, but Feanne was not. She lunged forward, nearly throwing herself off the wagon as she reached for Estin and caught his arm. Hurrying to help her, Raeln leaned over the side of the wagon and grabbed Estin as Feanne’s grip gave out, since she had grabbed him with her wounded arm.


    Grunting, Raeln leaned back and slowly pulled Estin onto the wagon. The man was breathing and appeared to be awake, but did not even try to help Raeln get him back to safety. Even Feanne watched him with nervousness.


    “Estin?” Raeln asked, patting the man’s face to try to rouse him. “Can you hear me?”


    Estin slowly came around, blinking and looking around in confusion until he saw Feanne. Then he seemed to snap back to awareness. “I’m sorry,” said Estin, sitting up and putting a hand to his head as though he were still dizzy. “I’m still pretty weak from…I need time to recover fully.”


    Feanne frowned and gave Raeln a look that made him wonder if she might throw Estin back off the wagon. To his surprise she instead slid over to Estin and nuzzled his cheek with hers briefly before sitting back.


    “What was that for?” asked Estin, his eyes wide.


    Smiling in that malicious way only a fox could, Feanne answered, “You hurt yourself to help me. Again. I may not understand why you do it, but I do appreciate it and hope that you realize that. Thank you.”


    Sheepishly looking anywhere but at Feanne, Estin finally settled on directing his attention at Raeln. “I should go lay down,” he said, his voice shaking slightly. “Yoska says we will reach the next town tomorrow afternoon, and I would like to be a little stronger by then. I’ll need time, after this.” Not waiting for a reply, Estin moved to the end of the wagon and dropped down, catching himself on the lip of the roof. They normally kept the back of the wagon open when traveling, allowing them to swing inside if they were careful.


    A droplet of rain fell on Raeln’s head, causing him to look up into the sky, where black clouds lingered. Within seconds a steady shower was coming down. Raeln told Feanne, “You should go below. Keep that wound dry and make sure that Estin doesn’t get himself killed. Please watch out for him. He doesn’t always take care of himself. I can’t always protect him. Whether you like it or not, I’m putting you in charge of keeping him alive.”


    Feanne did not argue and instead followed Estin down into the single large room of the wagon.


    “Well handled,” offered Dalania as the rain picked up.


    “Meaning what?”


    Laughing lightly and spreading her arms to let the rain completely soak her, the dryad shook her long hair and closed her eyes. “Even such a simple thing will help Estin,” she explained a moment later. Raeln could not be certain, but he thought the vines growing all around the woman’s body had grown more vibrant since the storm had begun. “She will never remember until she finds something worth remembering. He is her anchor to this world and her sanity, now that their children are gone. Without him, I doubt she will ever be more than an unfeeling husk of what she once was. She needs him, whether she knows it or not.”


    “Seems like he needs her more than she needs him,” Raeln replied, shielding his face with his hand. He had always hated rainstorms and being soaked, if only because it made his fur stink. Still, he would rather stay atop the wagon through the whole storm than go below and impose on Estin and Feanne.


    “They have always been that way,” replied Dalania. “It is all in how they present their feelings. Feanne considers her emotions a risk, even after believing she had lost everything and it nearly destroyed her. Estin has no such reservations, which I believe is what won her over. He puts his heart out for the world to see and welcomes the consequences.”


    Raeln thought on that a while as the storm grew in intensity. For as much as he wanted to go inside, he had every intention of letting Estin and Feanne be alone for as long as he could manage. Even when a bolt of lightning struck the plains not far to the east, he made no attempt to head to shelter.


    “How did I manage to tear that Turessian apart?” he asked eventually, getting an amused smile from Dalania. “I keep asking myself that. I’ve fought one before, and while I held her off, she was far stronger than I was. This one was even stronger and I was able to fight her like she was a normal person. Despite what the others think, I’m not that good.”


    “I do not condone violence, Raeln.”


    “Then tell me what you’re hiding about that fight.”


    Dalania grinned broadly—the first such time Raeln had seen her appear quite so happy. Finally she replied over her shoulder, “Sometimes violence is necessary and being able to use magic from a distance helps. Consider yourself my champion for that fight.”


    “Will I get that help again, if the need arises?”


    “You will,” she answered, still smiling. It was a nice change to see her happy. If he could only manage the same with Estin and Feanne, Raeln would consider his mission complete.


    “Why are you going north?” Raeln asked eventually.


    “Why are you, Raeln?”


    “My friend was murdered by one of the Turessians.”


    Dalania regarded him skeptically. “Do you think that particular Turessian already to be so far north?”


    “I doubt it.”


    “Then it has nothing to do with why you are going. Instead, that’s an excuse that you are using to justify it, but is not the reason. If you don’t need a reason, neither do I.”


    Raeln chuckled, knowing she was right. He had thought much the same more than once, without coming to a solid conclusion for why he was willing to travel so far in the middle of a war. “These creatures, whatever we want to call them, they are victims as much as we are. I’ve seen firsthand what their leader does to them, trying to break them and reshape them into the monsters we’ve been fighting. He did it to my sister. They kill because they are told to and learn to like it. Trying to get revenge on something that is following orders mindlessly won’t get me anywhere. I want at their head. If I don’t do this, I don’t know how I’ll go on. I have nothing back there to live for, and On’esquin keeps telling me that I’m important here. I know how to fight and it’s about all that keeps me from dwelling on what’s happened.”


    Dalania seemed to accept that more readily and remained quiet a while. When she finally did speak, she looked out at the plains again rather than at Raeln. “I’ve lived my life wanting to be out here,” she told him, smiling at the rain-soaked plains. “Dreamed of it every night for decades. Do you know how I gained the freedom to finally sit here with you, Raeln?”


    “No. I know pretty much exactly nothing about you. Other than you liked chicken when you were pretending to be a fox.”


    “A Turessian—not one of the monsters, but a good man—gave me freedom, when my own city’s leaders would not, even under the rule of law. It was Feanne’s father who welcomed me in, gave me a home, gave me purpose again. I would follow her to the ends of the world, if only out of thanks. Having the opportunity to repay the debt I have to the Turessians is an additional benefit. They cannot all support what has been happening, if their chosen representative could have seen fit to treat us with so much respect and dignity.”


    “This will not be without bloodshed, Dalania. I saw how you looked at us when we fought. If we even make it past the border of Turessi, I doubt we will have a moment of rest until the day we die,” he warned her.


    “I am aware of the risks and the intentions of others,” Dalania replied, smiling. “I do not have to like them or encourage them. I only need to endure them. You can do the fighting if it’s unavoidable…I’ll help how I can.”


    Raeln laughed at the woman’s view of the war, shaking his head at the idea of traveling to Turessi to prevent violence with those who sought to instigate it. Entirely amused at the odd way the woman viewed the world, he slid himself up to the front of the roof to check on the drivers when she gave no indication that she wanted to continue talking.


    As he had left them hours earlier, On’esquin and Yoska were arguing. It was not the heated arguing of enemies, such as when Estin and On’esquin had fought, but the bickering of friends who genuinely enjoyed arguing. From what he could tell, they were fighting about a mug of wine from the barrel in the wagon. The orc had the look of one being overly critical, while Yoska was gesticulating broadly, voicing his own opinions on the matter. Just as they had for days, they spoke in the language of Yoska’s people, which sounded about as much like words to Raeln as a dog barking. He could recognize tone and some intent, but the words were meaningless to him. Neither man seemed to care in the slightest that the rain was falling ever harder, quickly filling the goblet they had been sharing the drink from.


    Suddenly Yoska stopped talking and waved at On’esquin to be quiet as well. Staring off into the sky ahead, the man looked genuinely afraid. “Is time to hide, yes?” Yoska shouted, looking up at Raeln. “Inside with you all!”


    Raeln stood up on the wet roof of the wagon and ran toward the back, grabbing Dalania by the arm as he went, despite her sudden flailing and muffled shriek. Half-carrying her, he leapt off the back of the wagon and caught himself with his free hand on the edge of the roof. Not worried about the risks of doing so as much as the risk of not hurrying, Raeln swung Dalania into the interior of the wagon, where she landed with a short scream and the sound of her crashing into something. Once she was out of the way, he threw himself inside, landing on all fours. He turned and shoved the door closed, sealing them inside the dark wagon.


    “What’s going on?” Dalania demanded, but Raeln walked past her, noting Estin and Feanne were both awake and watching him for clues as to what was happening as well. The two were resting side by side, a nice change from Feanne’s usual efforts to stay far from her husband. Hopefully the two had been talking.


    Heading to the front of the wagon, Raeln pulled open one of the shutters of the window between the interior and the drivers, so he could watch without being seen by anything that was coming.


    Yoska had managed to pull on a heavy black robe they had found in the back of the wagon and already had settled into an attempt to look calm. He had the hood pulled far over his head and kept the cuffs as low as he could to hide his hands.


    Like Yoska, On’esquin had concealed himself, though only slightly. They had not found any additional garb that might hide who he was, but the black robes under his armor had a hood of their own. He had pulled this up and sat forward, making it more difficult to see his face, though few creatures were quite so hulking as an armored orc.


    “What did you see?” Raeln asked them both, keeping his head low.


    “Carrion bats,” said On’esquin. “Scavenger creatures from Turessi. My people used to train them to hunt. I have to assume they still do. Nothing that lives in the wastes would come this far south unless ordered to do so.”


    Far ahead of the wagon, Raeln saw three winged creatures descending toward them, skimming along the road. They grew rapidly, and he soon realized they were far larger than any bat he had ever seen. The black bats had wings nearly ten feet across and let out shrieks as they drew close, announcing themselves the way he had seen birds call to scare out prey.


    The bats flew past the wagon, banking when they were close enough that he wondered if they meant to crash into the horses. With each cry the bats gave, the horses got more spooked, rocking the wagon dangerously. After a few more passes, the bats turned and raced toward the north. A few seconds later, distant horses appeared on the road, headed their way.


    “Get everyone down,” whispered Yoska, though the approaching figures were still far off. “As we planned. Take magic green man with the poor taste in wine with you. There is chance they may search wagon. We give them little reason to look for people hiding, but is always a risk.”


    Raeln threw open the other shutter and took On’esquin’s arm, pulling him through before closing the window again. In the dark room, he could see the wide eyes of On’esquin and Dalania, both very likely blind, while Estin’s gleaming orange eyes and Feanne’s normally-blue eyes shining white let him know they were probably fine in the near-dark. “Like we planned,” he told them forcefully. “Get into cover. Be ready for anything. This could be war survivors or a Turessian raiding force. We won’t know until it’s too late to run.”


    The wagon had four large crates in it that had been filled with various supplies and parts for the wagon’s repair. When they had laid claim to it, they had consolidated everything they kept into one crate, leaving the others as simple beds for whoever might be resting at any given time. Their plan—created by Yoska, which gave Raeln further doubt about whether it was a good plan—was for them to hide in the crates until any danger had passed.


    Estin was the first to react, hopping off the crate he had been resting on. He threw it open and leapt inside, sitting up to watch the others. With only three crates, they would have to share, especially given the size of Raeln and On’esquin. Despite his eyes being on Feanne, she walked across the wagon to stand in front of Raeln.


    “Males first,” Feanne told Raeln, motioning toward one of the crates. “I think I prefer to be on top.”


    Groaning, Raeln grabbed Feanne by the shoulders, spun her around, and shoved her toward Estin. She might not understand, but he hoped she at least got the part where he would not encourage her advances, even during an emergency.  Thankfully she crawled into the crate with Estin and they closed it. That was one minor crisis averted.


    “Much as the gypsy says I need to appreciate a good ‘cuddle,’ we will not both fit in there,” On’esquin said, pointing at the nearest crate. “You and I are far too big for this.”


    “Just get in one!” Raeln hissed at the orc. “Why are you all so difficult?”


    Before Raeln could evaluate how they were going to make this all work, Dalania threw open the next crate—likely by feel—and reached out to grab his arm. Meanwhile, On’esquin tried to squeeze his wide shoulders into the remaining crate with loud grunts and scraping noises.


    “There is no time for modesty!” Dalania told Raeln, pulling him in with her.


    As he lay down, the crate began to feel like a coffin, made worse when Dalania let the lid fall shut as she gingerly lay on top of him. He panted nervously, wishing he could see something in the tight confines. “Are you all right with this?” Raeln asked, trying not to touch the mostly naked woman more than he had to, mostly for her sake. He thought of her reactions to others touching her and wanted to avoid contributing to her worries, but there was only so much room.


    Laughing nervously, Dalania told him, “Not in the slightest. I do prefer this to being killed by undead, though. Consider that my vote of confidence in you.”


    They lay there, cramped in the crate meant more for tools than two people, listening for what could have been hours by Raeln’s guess. The wagon continued rumbling forward, giving him some hope they might not have too much to worry about. Then, as he was starting to wonder if they could get out, the wagon came to an abrupt lurching halt.


    “Not good,” whispered Dalania. “You don’t have weapons in reach, do you?”


    Raeln wanted to swear and bang his forehead on the floorboards, but knew that was a bad idea. He had left his sword in a corner of the wagon, far from where they lay. Worse still, it might be visible to anyone who looked into the wagon’s interior. He had given no thought to what they might have left lying around.


    A creak from the front of the wagon alerted Raeln that Yoska was climbing down from the driver’s seat. Raeln strained his ears, turning them to and fro, trying to pick out any other sound, but all he managed to hear through the muffling of the wagon walls were the horses whinnying.


    The seconds passed slowly and Raeln began to worry Yoska was in grave danger. If the man was being chased or killed, he would need their help immediately. However, if he were managing to talk his way out of the situation, having wildlings and an orc come bursting out of the wagon would only complicate things. Reluctantly, Raeln waited and listened.


    Soon a click and creak of the rear door of the wagon opening warned Raeln that they were no longer alone. Boots thumped up into the wagon—four sets, by his estimate.


    Raeln wanted desperately to shift and make sure his legs were free to kick whoever opened the crate without hitting Dalania, but he knew doing so would make a great deal of noise. He was forced to wait, practically holding his breath.


    “You see?” came Yoska’s voice within the room, letting Raeln know he likely only had three people with him. Still, there could be more outside, and if any were Turessians, the odds changed considerably. “As I say, wagon takes supplies to army. Wagon comes back empty. Is simple arrangement, no?”


    Another man’s raspy voice replied. “Shut your mouth, gypsy. We received word of attacks on our supply wagons and need to check them all. Your people do not have the greatest history of cooperating, even under treaty.”


    “You insult me, sir.”


    “That was my intent, gypsy. Move aside.”


    Raeln smelled leather, metal, and decay as at least one of the men came fully into the wagon and walked toward the crate with Estin and Feanne. That crate was nearest the door, opposite the barrel of wine that had been strapped to the floor of the wagon. Farther in were On’esquin’s crate on the same side as Estin and Feanne and then Raeln’s opposite that.


    “Weapons and clothing, but no passengers?” asked the man with the raspy voice, sounding much closer. “Do you think I’m a fool, gypsy?”


    “Is not for me to say. Such things are determined by one’s actions, not a man’s statement of it being so.”


    “Watch him. He’s up to something. If he tries anything, cut him down.”


    Raeln steadied himself as he heard the boots take a few more steps and stop, somewhere near Estin’s crate. The wood of the crate creaked loudly and Raeln heard the telltale gasp of surprise, followed by Feanne’s deep growl. A hiss of a sword being drawn confirmed his worries. Atop him, Dalania let out a sigh and pushed herself against the side of the crate to give Raeln room to move.


    Throwing open the crate, Raeln leapt out and found he had vastly underestimated their risks. A single heavily armored undead soldier stood over Estin’s crate with the lid held open, his rotted face turning to look at Raeln. The corpse already held a sword, ready to strike. Beyond the first soldier, Raeln could see two living men on either side of Yoska at the entrance to the wagon. They appeared far more surprised than the undead, though that may have been a trick of their faces, in having all of their skin yet.


    Outside, easily a dozen corpses stood at the ready, armored and holding unsheathed swords at their sides. Every single one of them looked up at Raeln, waiting for the order to charge at him.


    “Well, well,” the lead undead said, motioning to its living companions to hold their position. “Three wildlings sneaking into our lands, rather than fleeing. That is quite a change. Can you speak, beast? I want answers before I execute all of you.”


    Raeln looked around nervously, trying to decide what to do. He could see Feanne’s head poked up from the crate nearest the undead, watching him for a cue. Beside him, still concealed in the crate, Dalania was shifting so she could more easily stand and assist in some manner when the time was right. The only one he could not be sure was ready to act was On’esquin, still hiding in his closed crate.


    Evaluating his companions, Raeln knew what was about to happen. He could see it in their eyes. Feanne would attack whether he wanted her to or not. Estin would follow her lead to protect her. Dalania was more likely to flee, but probably would not until after the others had fallen, making it more probable that the undead would catch and kill her before she could escape. Yoska would try to wait for the right moment to strike, but he would not run without the rest of them.


    Leading this group had suddenly become troublesome for Raeln, knowing that “leading” meant about as much as trying to herd cats. They all would do things their own way while thinking they were doing what he wanted. He really wanted to rethink the whole idea of following On’esquin.


    “You’re going to execute us no matter what I say,” Raeln said, eyeing his sword in the corner near the undead commander. “Why should I talk?”


    The undead grinned, revealing multiple missing teeth, and then raised its free hand. As it did, the force outside tensed, ready to attack. “Choose carefully, wildling. My orders are to kill you for attempting to avoid our patrols. Whether we do so quickly or slowly is going to be determined by your next action. Our lord-master has little love for your kind, but I do not have any reason to butcher you just yet.”


    Raeln prepared himself to fight as hard as he could. He would not sentence these people to death, but given that surrender made little or no difference, he had every intention of sacrificing himself to see them escape. With luck he could hold off the undead long enough for the others to get to the horses and flee.


    Going from passively standing, as though weighing his options, to a full attack faster than the undead could react, Raeln rushed the dead man. Dropping and sliding across the floor as the undead tried to swing at him, he came back up and kicked the soldier backward through one of the men holding Yoska and onto the ground outside.


    By the time the two hit the ground, Yoska had drawn his weapons, skewered the man beside him in the throat, and turned him to use as a shield against the others attempting to come through the door.


    The rest of the group reacted immediately as well, with Feanne and Estin hopping out of the crate nearest the door, while Dalania moved from hers to the front of the wagon, where she could not be easily hit by a stray arrow and where she would be out of everyone else’s way.


    On’esquin was a little slower than the rest, grunting and struggling to free himself from his crate. After a moment, he smashed the entire wooden frame open, sending wood flying as he sat up, using his spear to help him stand. “Armor was stuck,” offered On’esquin, grinning toothily.


    At the door, still holding the dead soldier in front of himself, Yoska announced, “More trouble outside. I wish to stand somewhere else now.”


    Raeln and On’esquin pushed their way to the door, displacing the others to look past Yoska.


    The undead soldiers had formed up, raising battered shields and swords in a protective stance in an arc around the wagon’s only real exit. Any attempt to leave would have put that person well within reach of no less than four swords, with a second row of undead waiting behind the first. Escape was not much of an option.


    What had prompted Yoska’s comment was an undead Raeln had not seen initially. Dressed in more simple clothing than the undead officer, this woman was paging through a book as she stood back from the rest of the undead.


    “Wizard?” Raeln asked On’esquin, who nodded.


    “If I were her, I would be looking up a sufficiently powerful spell to incinerate the whole wagon with us inside. Far simpler and much less risky than attacking head-on,” the orc explained.


    Raeln felt his heart skip a beat as the woman closed her book, and he turned to ask, “Estin, can you do anything about her?”


    “Not until I’m a lot stronger,” Estin confessed, nervously backing away from the door. “I might be able to slow her, but that’s pushing it. I’ll probably blackout first.”


    “Move!” On’esquin roared, shoving Raeln, Yoska, and the dead man aside to take their place in the doorway.


    The crackle of flames was deafening as Raeln threw himself to the floor instinctively. The fire continued for several seconds, but no heat came with the sound.


    Looking back toward the door as he stood up, Raeln saw the woman outside had a foot-wide line of flame running from her hands to a point several inches before On’esquin’s outstretched hand. There the flames stopped and the air wavered from the heat. On’esquin seemed entirely calm, not even concentrating on magic the way a wizard would. The man had none of the indicators Raeln had been taught to watch for in any user of magic.


    “Push harder, wizard!” the orc shouted, laughing as he lowered his hood to let those outside see his face. “You may be under Turessian control, but you are not one of us. Prove yourself to your masters, if you are able! My child could do better before he was old enough to earn his honor markings.”


    Raeln watched as the commander of the undead began backing away, while the wizardess strained even harder, pouring more of her strength into the flames, changing them from yellow and red to a vivid blue. Still the flames came no closer to On’esquin, and when she shifted to aim the column at the walls of the wagon, the flames still died once they got near enough to the orc. Finally she fell to a knee and let the spell end, pieces of her decaying body flaking away from being exposed to so much heat for so long. Raeln had never even considered an undead wizard might tire the same way Estin or another spellcaster might.


    “Shall we see what an educated person can do?” On’esquin taunted, holding up his hand. A ball of blue flame formed from the air, spinning in his palm while the undead soldiers slowly raised their shields. “A shame you can’t warn your master.” With a flick of his wrist, On’esquin released the ball of flame at the undead outside, where it burst and filled the entire area with fire and heat. Even behind On’esquin, Raeln could feel the flames suck the moisture from his eyes and nose, making it difficult to breathe.


    Several seconds later, the flames diminished until the only remaining fire was on the smoldering corpses of the undead, all of which had been reduced nearly to ash. Somehow the wagon itself was intact, though Raeln could see the wood nearest the door had darkened from the temperatures.


    “The wizards always fall for that,” On’esquin told the group, turning around to face them again. “Dorralt hates to admit that he helped create what I am, so he rarely tells anyone how to properly fight me. Wizards see an orc in armor and think to burn him down before he can attack them with weapons. It was that way two thousand years ago and it seems little has changed. Even when I use their magic against them, they keep trying.”


    Getting up from the floor of the wagon quickly, Estin took a step toward On’esquin, forcing Raeln to hop up and get between the men, in case things were about to come to blows again. “When we fought the first time,” Estin said, though he did not sound angry, giving Raeln no idea what to expect. “You used magic against me. That was my son’s magic, wasn’t it?”


    On’esquin laughed deeply, nodding. “Ah, the wildling understands. I am not just immune to magic…I soak it up. Something in what Dorralt did to me took away my ability to use magic the way you do, but I can change any magic thrown at me and manipulate it. Your son used a tremendous amount of energy and he gave me more than enough to fight you. That was how I stopped the undead at Pholithia.”


    Estin stared at On’esquin for a long time, then slowly began to smile and then laugh. He shook his head as he sat down on the nearby crate. “Now I understand how you stopped the first war with the Turessians. Dozens of undead wizards all trying to burn you to a crisp,” Estin said. “This makes a lot more sense. We might have a chance against them, after all, if you can do that again.”


    Before On’esquin could reply, Feanne—who had been watching Estin peculiarly—asked, “You have children? I hadn’t realized there were more of…whatever you are. How did you find another of your breed to mate with? It was my assumption you were the only one of your kind.”


    Estin’s humor faded instantly and his jaw clenched angrily.


    “Feanne,” Raeln interjected, trying to distract her from causing any more damage, “I need your help cleaning up the bodies outside before anyone comes looking for them.” Raeln saw her hesitate and he grabbed Feanne’s elbow and dragged her with him out of the wagon and out onto the road, where the last of the bodies had stopped burning. All of the corpses still steamed ominously, though none appeared able to stand back up, as undead had a bad habit of doing.


    “Drag them to the brush off the road,” Raeln told her and began doing the same. The first charred body he grabbed fell apart in his hands, making his stomach lurch. “And give Estin some time to forget what you just said.”


    Feanne stopped with half of an undead in her arms, giving him a queer look. “Was that mean in some way? I don’t know what he is, so I was surprised there are more like him. It wasn’t meant to be an attack on his children.”


    “He might have taken it that way, though,” Raeln told her.


    “I understand,” she admitted, looking somewhat crestfallen. “I’ll apologize once he’s less upset.”


    Looking back at the wagon, Raeln saw Estin was sitting on one of the crates, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably. Kneeling in front of him, Yoska was clearly trying to help, though Raeln could not imagine what could ease that kind of hurt. He could not fathom the pain Estin was dealing with, compounded by having to hide the fact that the children were Feanne’s. Worse still, Raeln vaguely remembered something Estin had hinted at during their first meeting—that some of the children might not even be his. He had lost everything and could not even talk about his pain openly.


    Throughout the task of collecting the bodies and stashing them in the high wet grass that lined ditches near the road, Feanne never gave any indication of any more emotion than disappointment with what she had said. She simply showed nothing on her face, calmly going about the task like she was as dead as the corpses they were dragging.


     


    *


     


    “The three sister cities should be past the next section of mountains,” On’esquin declared a day later, pointing toward a section of tall hills that blocked most of their view to the north. “Two hundred thousand people lived there during my time. Dorralt’s forces would likely go around and come back once their hold on the region is more secure. We may be able to find some shelter here, if we have finished using up all of our bad luck.”


    Before Raeln could ask about the cities from his perch atop the wagon, Yoska clicked his tongue and shook his head. That reaction had become a little too frequent for Raeln’s taste and usually meant bad news.


    “Is not three sisters,” chided Yoska. “Is more like old woman and two infants. These cities have grown almost into one large city, though they keep walls between them. Northern district is wealthy and has all good shopping places…this place holds most of the many people. The other two cities are…how you say…dirt-poor and dangerous. Though normally I say we go for posh place to lighten some purses, I think given our welcome recently that we stay in less-nice places where they do not look for us. Is better idea, yes?”


    “Yes, indeed,” On’esquin agreed. “Raeln, do you have any objections?”


    “I’d sleep in a gutter if it meant that we didn’t have to worry about being executed for a day or two,” he confessed, watching the hills for a break through which he could see the cities.


    Having snuck up onto the top of the wagon near Raeln, Estin added, “Gutters are comfortable in good weather. I recommend somewhere else during the winter months.”


    Rolling off of his belly and sitting up, Raeln greeted Estin as the man came over to sit beside him, watching the hills in the distance. “Are you feeling any better today?” he asked eventually, trying to spark some small degree of conversation.


    Things had been tense between himself and Estin since he had begun training Feanne to fight, but matters had only gotten worse in the week since they had been attacked by the undead. Two nights prior, Raeln had woken to find Feanne trying to slip under his blanket with him and yelped in surprise when she had groped him. Estin had woken up but said nothing, even after Raeln had physically picked up Feanne and carried her at arm’s length back to her own blankets. It had taken nearly an hour for Raeln to get back to sleep, wondering whether he would find a knife in his chest or Feanne in his bed first.


    Estin seemed to think a little while. “Better. Magic is getting a little easier, but I’m too weak to do much more than street magician tricks.”


    “How is she?”


    His whiskers trembling angrily for a brief moment, Estin answered, “She’s starting to understand that you don’t want her, but she can’t figure out why. I think the next step is that she’s going to get angry and confront you and point out that you have three choices: Dalania, her, or a cold bed. She thinks you’re an idiot for turning her down.”


    “If I were interested in her, I would tend to agree. She’s a lovely, strong, and strong-willed woman, Estin. Most men would be proud to have her as a wife. I hope that she remembers that she loves you sooner rather than later. I doubt there are many men out there that have a wife that can watch their back and kill whatever is stalking them.”


    That seemed to lighten Estin’s mood and he smiled warmly, nodding. “I’ve been around enough wildlings that I have to ask,” Estin said, looking pointedly away from Raeln. “Most wouldn’t hesitate to bed her the moment I was out of sight, unless they were afraid of me, which is rarely the case when dealing with predator wildlings. For a while I thought that you might be like them, which was why I wouldn’t let you two go far alone. If I hadn’t saved you near Lantonne, would you be so willing to turn her down?”


    “Estin…”


    “Let’s be honest here, Raeln. She’s willing to accept me as an ally, but she isn’t my wife anymore. I lost that when she died. We mated for life and I think maybe we moved past that. If you and she were alone or I were dead—”


    “Please stop this, Estin,” Raeln snapped, grabbing Estin’s arm to draw his attention. “She’s your wife. Even if you were dead, I would not do anything. I have promised you this more than once. You need to trust me.”


    “Why?” he asked Raeln. “I’m not angry, Raeln. I just want to know why you’re trying so hard to protect me, when there’s no reason to anymore.”


    “Can’t you just accept that she isn’t my type?”


    Estin stared at Raeln until he felt uncomfortable.


    “Right now, you’re the only ones with anything close to a real life left,” Raeln finally added. “The rest of us are doing this, knowing we’ll probably die but having nowhere else to go. We don’t have a family waiting for us and there’s no hope of seeing our loved ones again. I’ll protect what you should have, if only because it’s what we lost. I want to see you go home to your family…it’s the closest thing to normal life I can imagine anymore.”


    Estin smiled and thanked him, squeezing his hand tightly. “You’re a good friend, Raeln, even if I don’t deserve it. You have no idea how much I appreciate it all. I know it can’t be easy saying ‘no’ this often. Know that every time you do, you have my gratitude.”


    From down below Yoska said just barley loud enough for them to hear, “Is easier for him than you think, no?”


    Raeln’s skin prickled and he wanted to run and hide, but Estin held his hand tightly, studying his face for answers.


    “What’s he talking about?” Estin asked.


    “Nothing,” Raeln answered quickly, wanting to go punch the gypsy. There were some things he simply had no desire to talk about.


    “The ladies, they do not figure these things out because they do not wish to know,” Yoska prattled on. “Some of us are not so ignorant. I spend many years fixing cousins up with wives and husbands. Is easy to watch who they look at and know what works best for them. In wildling camp you watch for which tails they stare at and you can better find partner for them. This one, he does very little looking, but when he does—”


    “Shut your mouth right now, Yoska. I’ll come down and break your neck if you don’t,” Raeln warned and saw Yoska jump a little in surprise.


    Raeln yanked his hand away from Estin and hurried toward the back of the wagon, intending to go hide under his blankets until the cities were in sight. Before he made it to the edge, Estin spoke up again.


    “You said once that a Turessian killed your friend.”


    Raeln hesitated near the back edge of the wagon.


    “Did you love him?” Estin asked a moment later.


    “I did, but never told him,” replied Raeln, hanging his head.


    “Whenever you want, I can try to bring him back so you can tell him,” Estin offered, sounding sincere, with no judgment in his tone. “I’m still weak, but I’ll try whenever you ask. Just say the word. I’ll do what I can to make Feanne stop pestering you, but you’ll need to explain this to her or she’ll keep it up. Hells, she might keep it up anyway in an attempt to change your mind.”


    That made Raeln laugh and he started to head down below when he heard Yoska whistle loudly to announce something on the horizon. Turning in place, Raeln nearly fell off the wagon as he saw a low-hanging black haze and burned ground covering much of the plains in the distance. Where he would have expected to see the cities, there were the remains of thousands of small structures that looked more like skeletal fingers reaching up in the haze.


    No one said anything as the wagon slowed and continued toward the ruins, all of them watching with slumped shoulders as they approached. They either leaned over the edge of the wagon roof or out the open windows of the wagon, eyes wide. Soon Raeln could see all of the taller buildings had been toppled, though some still had massive stones from catapults wedged in the top remaining floor. He saw nothing that rose above three floors anymore. Even the walls were broken open, with twenty-foot-wide cracks in spots, mostly near the gates that still stood.


    It took them hours to reach the city, spanning much of the day, giving them plenty of time to stare at the destruction. During all that time, the only movement Raeln saw were the occasional crows and vultures that came and went from the city.


    They approached the largest hole in the southern wall, which was easily wide enough to drive the wagon through, but Yoska brought them to a halt about fifty feet from the wall.


    “City looks empty,” Yoska announced, leaning in his seat to look both ways through the broken wall. “Undead do not loot cities, so is possible to find things to help us. City is huge and will take many days to explore. Ancestors say staying that long is not wise, and today I do not argue.”


    Raeln studied the interior of the city from the top of the wagon, seeing a single wide street ran from the nearby gates through at least halfway into the city. Two other streets branched off to either side, appearing to run in parallel with the outer walls. If he had to guess, they would meet back up with the central avenue near the far end of the city. As he looked around, Estin, Dalania, and Feanne got down off the wagon and stretched their legs.


    “They aren’t expecting us yet, so let’s go through as fast as we can,” Raeln said loud enough that everyone could hear him clearly. “Yoska, go right down the middle with the wagon. I will take the western road—” Raeln saw Feanne’s ears perk and he immediately pointed at Dalania. “—with Dalania, while Estin, Feanne, and On’esquin take the eastern. We meet up on the far end of the city with whatever we can carry. Do not stop for anything. If you encounter resistance, you are to run and find a way to let us know. Scream, howl, whatever you want, but don’t let them take you.”


    Muttering their agreement, Estin and On’esquin drew their weapons, while Dalania wrung her hands and eyed the city as though a horde of undead would charge out at any moment. Feanne appeared almost bored.


    Unfastening two of the six horses from the wagon, Yoska passed one set of reins each to Estin and Dalania.


    Feanne seemed the least convinced that the plan was sound, eyeing Raeln like she intended to argue. Finally she gave him an annoyed glare and picked up a sword from the pile of weapons they maintained at the back of the wagon, while Estin stared at her weapon as though it was entirely foreign to him to see her preparing for battle. Raeln considered her choice to be practical given her fighting style, but Estin knew her far better than he did.


    “Get moving, everyone,” he said as he hopped to the ground. “If I don’t have everyone at the northern gate by morning, those who are there will leave without you. No resting, no stalling. Keep moving until you’re at the north end. That gives you about fifteen hours, which should be more than enough if you don’t stop. The horses are tired, but in a pinch, they can get one or two of you to the far end of the city in a rush.”


    The group stood around the wagon, watching Raeln nervously. Even On’esquin seemed tense.


    Trying to address their concerns, Raeln finished by adding, “We will join up at the northern end. No one’s getting left behind. The group goes on, with or without any stragglers, but I won’t. Get to that gate or I’ll come back for you myself. Now, move out.”


    Reluctant or not, Estin, Feanne, and On’esquin set off with their horse through the gap in the wall. Before they rounded the curve into the first street, Raeln saw On’esquin glance over his shoulder, giving Raeln a sad smile that made him wonder if the orc believed they would never meet again. He wanted to call out and ask, but that would have made the others question his decision. It was too late for that.


    “We meet in the morning to share stories of what we have found,” Yoska said, once the others were out of sight.


    Nodding, Raeln looked over at Dalania, who was staring the horse in the eyes as though they were communicating on some level. “Be careful out there, Yoska,” he said, unfastening the strap that held his sword in its sheath.


    “I am always careful, no?” the old human replied, slapping the remaining horses with the long reins. Before they had reached the gap, he called back, “If I do not make it, be sure that the lies about my deeds are good ones!”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Darkness All About”


     


    The darkness that intends to envelop our world is not one made by man or by those who these so-called prophetic thoughts dwell on. It rises and falls on the breath of Eldvar, though just beyond touch at all times. We who use magic have felt that power at the edges of our waking minds, but have no grasp of what it would do to us if the floodgates open.


    None of us can face this, not even those who my dreams tremble in fear of. This is the legacy I do not want to leave for those after me. I seek to avoid the pain and desolation that my discoveries could cause.


    I opened those doors a hair and saw my own doom. This is why I now dream for a way to save others from what I saw coming.


    Let the darkness take me, but spare the world.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    Pushing on at a pace that made his hip ache, which tended to happen after hiking too long, Estin tried not to be left behind by Feanne and On’esquin. They had hardly slowed for the last three hours, though he knew that would change as the sun’s light dwindled, forcing On’esquin to rely on the two wildlings for guidance. He had taken to walking with the horse, while Estin and Feanne ran into buildings that looked promising every so often, searching for food. The walk down the road was the easy part; it was running off into the buildings to find supplies and getting back quickly that was tiring Estin.


    Estin raced away from the horse yet again, this time into what appeared to have been a bakery, making note of the various ways back out if things were waiting for him within. The windows were large enough that he could go straight through their glass if he had to, but so far he had seen nothing in the city to warrant running.


    He slowed his pace once he was inside, allowing himself a brief respite from their quick march through the city. Estin was out of breath, but he had a long time to go before they stopped again, and he had no intention of letting either of his companions know he was quite so weak. He wanted Feanne in particular to think he was a lot younger than he felt.


    Leaning against the wall near the windows, Estin surveyed the room, surprised at how untouched the place appeared compared to the last few places he had gone. Those shops and homes had been burned or tossed by raiders, but this place seemed mostly intact. The tables were toppled and he could see warping in the shutters where the heat from the city’s fires had twisted the wood, but that was the extent of the damage he could see. Old and moldy pastries—at least, that was what Estin guessed them to be, given their condition—still lay in a glass case inside the door. The scent of mildew and yeast was strong, making it difficult for him to detect too much that his eyes could not identify.


    Heading farther into the shop in the hope that something might be salvageable, Estin went around the counter that divided the eating area from the kitchen. He stepped into the doorway separating the rooms and stopped there, hesitating in case there was anything moving. His attention drifted over the mostly empty shelves, as well as the filth-covered floors where rats had dragged much of the bread that had survived the city’s fall. There was nothing near the front of the kitchen, but he could hardly see much of the place from the entrance. Experience traveling since the war had left him more than a little overcautious.


    Estin continued on more slowly, drawing one sword partway as he passed the first of four large stoves. The place was filled with old pots that would have been nice if there were something to cook in them. The few still-sealed tins he found he sniffed quickly before throwing into his bag. There was some flour and yeast among them, but it would not last them long.


    Near the back of the kitchen, Estin came to a stop as he spotted someone sitting in a corner hidden from view previously. Inching forward, he lowered himself until only his eyes and ears poked up over one of the counters, hoping he had not been seen. When the person did not move, he crept closer, trying to get a better look.


    The gleam of metal made Estin freeze momentarily. He watched and waited, but nothing seemed to be moving, so he went on, coming to the end of the counter. Slowly, he stuck his head out around the edge of the wooden cabinets and finally got a better look at what lay in the dark corner of the kitchen.


    Dressed in old chain armor that had rusted badly, the long-dead elven woman still held a broken bow in one hand. Her face and hands, the only exposed parts of her flesh, had dried and were withered and badly decayed. Near her knee, a rusted sword lay just outside of reach. From what Estin could see, she had been dead for weeks, if not longer. The heavy scent of mildew in the building seemed to partially cover the stench of the corpse, though Estin could make out both scents now that he was paying closer attention.


    The woman could well have been a zombie, left to wait for intruders, Estin knew. Rather than have her stand back up when he was trying to leave, he decided it would be better to deal with whatever might come on his own terms.


    Picking up a metal cup from the counter, Estin stood and hurled it at the corpse. The cup bounced off the woman’s armor and fell to the floor, but she did not budge. Feeling somewhat disgusted by his actions, he approached, wondering whether this woman had somehow managed to be spared from inclusion in the Turessian armies.


    Estin came up in front of the corpse, stopped, and dropped down into a squat to study the remains. She was young, perhaps fifteen to eighteen—practically a child among the elves. From what he could see of her wounds after so much decay, she appeared to have been torn open, leaving her intestines all across the floor and her own legs, though some of the soft tissue had long since rotted. Most of her armor had been left intact other than at the base of her ribs, as though whatever had attacked her had simply kept clawing until they found something soft enough to tear through.


    Turning in place, Estin saw the counter that faced the corpse had several arrows embedded in it. This woman had died fighting after being cornered. He had certainly seen that enough times in Altis to recognize the results of undead swarming a victim, until the person was either too tired to fight or unable to deal with so many enemies. It was a horrible death and one so many thousands of people had endured.


    Estin touched the woman’s cheeks gently, one then the other, in the traditional funeral rites for the people of Altis. He knew he was far beyond the lands most Altisians had ever traveled, but it was the only ceremony he knew for people other than his own. Their ways were so much simpler, often involving little more than burning the body and moving on to mourn in their own time. Given that he knew nothing about this woman, he wanted to give her something respectful, even if it was not her people’s way.


    As he lowered his hand to his side again, Estin saw the woman wore what appeared to be a coin on a leather strap like a necklace. He touched his own necklace with Feanne’s claws that he kept hidden under his shirt and wondered what a coin might signify. Deciding the woman likely no longer cared, he lifted the necklace from the edge of her armor’s collar and held it in what little light remained in the shop, trying to make out whether there were any details that had not been worn down on the old silver coin.


    Estin stared at the coin, unable to make out much of anything as the shadows in the room became deeper by the minute. His night-vision was excellent, but something so worn was too difficult to see. Running his thumb-claw over the coin, he tried to get some idea of whether it was embossed with anything. A second later, he began to get an idea of what had once been carved into the coin.


    “Turessian rune-words,” he muttered, rubbing his muzzle with his other hand. After a moment’s contemplation, he lifted the necklace over the corpse’s head and shoved it into one of his pouches. “I apologize, but I know someone who’ll want to see this.”


    Picking back up his swords and sheathing them, Estin headed back toward the entrance of the bakery, grabbing every sealed container he passed. He opened each, tossing them aside if he smelled mold or they were empty, but one held some hard-crusted bread that appeared to have weathered relatively well. He tore away a section that had started to look somewhat fuzzy and shoved the rest into his pack. Given how long they had been traveling, he was not about to nitpick about a small amount of mold.


    Estin stopped as he neared the door he had entered through, seeing more arrows embedded in the wood frame. Backtracking, he was able to easily follow the woman’s progress from the door into the back of the bakery. She had fought as she retreated. This had not been a surprise at all…she had been fighting well before entering the shop. The woman had died trying to create a defensible location.


    Stepping outside, he searched the dark street for any hint of where the woman had come from. Given the way the bakery faced, he was certain the door would not have been visible from farther up the street, the way he had yet to explore. At first he thought that ruled out her coming from that way, but he realized that in her situation, he would have preferred ducking into a place where anything pursuing him would not be able to see his departure.


    Turning back toward the southwest, Estin spotted On’esquin leading their horse up the road. The man was taking his time, allowing Estin and Feanne as long as he could to search the buildings, but he was also in some kind of pain, constantly keeping a hand to his head when he thought no one was watching. Estin had begun to worry about that, but there was no time to stop and force answers out of him. He had seen On’esquin doing that most days when he was not bickering with Yoska.


    Waving to catch On’esquin’s attention, Estin pointed at himself and then farther up the road. On’esquin nodded, acknowledging where he was going. This had been their way since entering the city, allowing the person who remained in the road to know where the others were going in case he had to hunt them down in a hurry.


    Satisfied that his companions would be able to follow him, Estin headed up the road, watching specifically for any sign of the elven woman’s flight. It did not take him long to spot another arrow like the others, protruding from a building somewhat off the road. He turned that way, eyeing the arrow to determine the direction it had flown from. This one was coated in dried blood. The woman had been reusing arrows, a clear sign of desperation.


    He continued up the side street, passing several more shops he knew he should have looked into. Instead, he hurried along, hoping to double-back and check them on his way to On’esquin.


    Estin stopped abruptly and looked to his left, something in an open doorway catching his attention from the corner of his eye. There, lying facedown in the doorway, was a human man wearing battered and torn leather armor. Weapons still lay near his hands, but Estin could tell immediately his body was in far worse shape than the last one, both from exposure to the elements and rodents. Nervously, he continued on, not quite as sure of his decision to investigate.


    Coming around a curve in the road, Estin realized he was entering a vast amphitheater set into the ground at the base of the eastern wall. As he stepped into sight, thousands of carrion birds took to the air, shrieking their displeasure. He watched the black cloud of feathered vermin flee before allowing himself to look at what they had been feeding on.


    Bodies filled much of the amphitheater, splayed across the bench seats, the aisles, and even the platform at the bottom. The whole place reeked of death, even after weeks of the remains being left out. Nothing about the bodies seemed to indicate the kind of quiet solemn deaths he had seen in poisoned cities. Instead, these were twisted and butchered, most lying near barricades that had been torn down.


    “Are you all right?” demanded On’esquin


    The man was running up behind Estin with the horse in tow and Feanne only about fifty feet behind. Estin had not even noticed the size of the amphitheater allowed it to connect up to the main street, which had given On’esquin a clear view of the birds departing. Both he and Feanne had weapons drawn and they were watching the street’s edges for threats. They clearly had not noticed what was down in the amphitheater yet.


    “I’m fine,” replied Estin, pointing toward the bodies. On’esquin’s jaw dropped slightly and Feanne came up alongside them, staring with wide eyes. “The last defense of the city, I’m thinking. This look anything like Lantonne?”


    On’esquin frowned and went over to one of the more burned buildings and rubbed his gloved palm on the wall. Squinting at the soot that coated his glove, he shook his head. “The city burned months ago. Those bodies can’t be that old, can they?”


    “Not hardly,” Estin agreed. “The last two bodies I found were a couple weeks old, at most. Probably less.”


    “Then we find out who they were before we leave them,” On’esquin told him, walking stoically down the flight of steps.


    Following a few steps behind, Estin and Feanne fell in side by side, both watching for an ambush without having to say so. That, at least, had not changed.


    Estin had made it almost halfway down into the seating area before Feanne slapped his arm and pointed toward the dais at the bottom. In the low light, he had not seen that there was something built there due to the large barricades, and even where they were, he could not make out enough detail. Getting to it would require going through hundreds of bodies that lay right at the foot of the platform.


    The bodies they passed were no more helpful than the ones Estin had already seen. All were torn open, likely by undead even before the scavengers had reached them. A week or two earlier and he could have figured out much about them from their remains, but now they all looked the same. Humans, elves, even dwarves and halflings decayed the same and appeared no different until one looked closely. It was a gruesome thought, but the dead were far better at being one true community than the living ever were.


    “Estin, these were not defenders,” On’esquin said as he continued toward the dais, with only a dozen steps to go. “I see insignias on armor and weapons that cover a dozen lands. The majority of those dead far from the platform have clothing styles similar to those I saw in the buildings we passed. These…they are something else.”


    Estin tried to spot the differences On’esquin was seeing without success. Those near the platform were men and women, ogres, elves, humans, and so on, just like those farther out. Then he finally began to see the differences.


    Where those at the edges were barely equipped, often lying beside broken rough-hewn spears or rusted old swords, these people were better armed and armored. On one old woman who lay crumpled at the base of the dais, Estin even saw the remains of an Altisian flag that had been all but destroyed after being trampled into pools of blood.


    “They came from all over…to protect this city?” he asked, genuinely confused.


    “No,” On’esquin told him, pointing up to whatever was on the platform. “I’m guessing that they followed those four.”


    Estin looked up at the structure that had been built on the platform and felt his stomach go cold. Someone had erected a guillotine, though unlike everything around it, this weapon of execution only bore dried blood near the blade. Arranged across the front of the dais were four heads: an orc, a raccoon wildling, a wolf wildling, and a human. Even more disturbing, the human had the telltale markings of a Turessian. Beyond them, there was a piece of parchment tacked to the guillotine, flapping in the slight breeze over the rotted bodies of those four people.


    “Four executed, while hundreds were simply cut down,” mused On’esquin, continuing up the steps to the platform. “None taken to make more zombies. There is as much message in that as there would be if they had painted it in the sky.”


    Estin stopped at the base of the platform and examined the heads, which had been badly torn up by the birds. Their eyes and tongues were long gone, but he could see the wildlings were young, perhaps only five or six years old. They were only a little older than Estin and Feanne’s oldest child. Even the human did not look terribly old, probably only a young adult, though Estin was never as good at judging human aging.


    “These were some of the youngest people here,” he said aloud, mostly to himself. He looked around at the other bodies and saw people who were middle-aged or older. There were no children among them that he could see. “They were the leaders, though. Counting the two others I found, that’s six. They were the best armed and they had a Turessian among them…”


    On’esquin clomped onto the platform and knelt beside the body of the orc—a woman, Estin realized after a moment. He checked her shoulder and then let his arm and head both drop. “A Turessian slave,” On’esquin announced. “When I left, my people were branded as traitors for all time. We were among the first to follow Turess, but now we are marked among the ignorant.”


    Eyeing the human Turessian’s facial markings, Estin tried not to let his hatred of them show, out of courtesy to On’esquin. Feanne did not do nearly so well and he could hear her growling nervously as she stayed beside him, watching the hundreds of corpses.


    “What does the parchment say?” asked Estin. He had to point at the flapping paper when On’esquin looked at him confusedly.


    Getting up and going to the guillotine, On’esquin snatched the parchment from the nail that held it in place. He skimmed it briefly before crumpling it and throwing it aside. “‘An army for the traitors.’ The word they use for traitor is singularly meant for my people…or myself. This was our army, come to join us on our trek northward.”


    Estin’s eyes went back to the head of the orc. “How could they know we were coming?” he asked, putting a hand to his sword. If the Turessians knew the six of them were on their way even before their encounter with the woman in the last village, the entire journey had just gotten far more deadly.


    “The prophecy was not only in my hands,” On’esquin replied, sitting down hard. To Estin’s surprise, he crawled to the body of the Turessian human and bowed in front of the man’s remains. He remained kneeling for almost a minute before he sat up. “Festil was one of my friends. He had managed to resist Dorralt’s call even better than I have. I tasked him with bringing me an army when the signs pointed to Turess’s prophecies coming true. I believed that our enemies would look for me, not him. I thought it would be safer for him this way and allow me to find the six that Turess foretold would march north. While he could not die from age, he did not have the same capabilities as I do. He likely gave up waiting for me and collected his own six that he thought fulfilled the prophecy.”


    “How many others are there out there trying to help us?” asked Feanne suddenly, sounding angry. “Can we count on anyone that is not with us?”


    Estin made a point of positioning himself between her and On’esquin, just in case given her tone.


    “None, now,” admitted On’esquin, still staring sadly at Festil’s body. “I lost most of my kind in the first war. When Estin woke me from slumber, I found three more who had been executed by Arturis, which I believe is why he invaded Corraith. I am the last of those who opposed Dorralt in the first war. There is no one left and no help coming. On the upside, Dorralt likely thinks he has killed the six from the prophecy…the six dead would seem to indicate that he put significance on them.”


    Estin studied the remains again and shook his head. “That makes no sense. Why would the Turessian woman be hunting us if they thought they had already averted the prophecy?”


    “I…good point,” answered On’esquin, standing up and looking around. “Festil bore one of Turess’s relics at the end of the last war. That would mean that the enemy has it…”


    On’esquin stared at the human’s corpse and then bent down, plucking a tarnished copper chain from a hidden pocket of the man’s torn robe. Staring at it in confusion, he shook his head. “They should have taken it,” he explained. “Turess sent all nine of his relics away, mostly with the one clan that stuck by him during Dorralt’s attempts to usurp the empire. He said on his deathbed that they must be found again. I believe his exact words were ‘Find that which I sent away with family. Three are too little and five or more will bring ruin. Bring them into the white lands that the six might face the true betrayer.’ We have three such relics with us, but I cannot imagine why they would leave one behind. I would have expected them to either destroy all of Turess’s heirlooms or take them for Dorralt. They all are powerful in their own way and could prove valuable.”


    Estin glanced toward Feanne, but she gave him a look that said she did not understand, either. “What relics?” he asked On’esquin.


    “Items of significance to Turess and few others,” the man replied, shrugging as he came back down the steps from the platform. “The bracelet that Raeln wears is one of the relics, once placed on Turess’s wrist during his wedding ceremony. Yoska carries a second, tied to his belt.”


    “The cup?” Estin asked. “I got that for him in Altis. It’s just an old gypsy cup.”


    “A copper cup, emblazoned with Turessian symbols that the gypsies altered over the years, Estin. That cup was once the endcap of Turess’s staff, which sadly has been lost.”


    “You said we had three?”


    On’esquin nodded and shrugged. “The fae-kin woman has something, though I do not know what,” he replied. “I can feel it on her. Given that I do not want these items for myself, I only care that they come with us. I will not take any of them from those who carry them, just as I did not take the one your son wore.”


    “My son?” Estin asked, lowering his weapon. “He didn’t…”


    “The ring, Estin. The silver band he wore. I could feel that it had once been a silver sculpture Turess had enchanted and had me hide at his death. Melting it down or reshaping it would not break down the magic on that item.”


    A sharp wind began to pick up and Estin looked up at the sky. Dark clouds were rolling in quickly, hinting at a storm. Even with the last light of the sun fading, the clouds were dark enough that he could make them out clearly.


    “What happens if there are five?” asked Feanne. She turned her back on the two men and knelt beside a pile of bodies that appeared to have fallen with their backs to the dais.


    “I have no idea, I must admit,” On’esquin told her, wrapping the copper chain around his wrist. “We have four, now that we have part of the chain that once was used to whip Turess as a youth.”


    Estin could not take his attention off the clouds. His fur prickled the way it would when lightning was about to strike, but he saw no flashes of light in the sky. Something was coming and he had felt that chill more than once in the last few years. The sensation was not one of a thunderstorm, but of raw magic.


    “Is this another?” Estin asked, remembering the coin necklace he had taken from the elf in the bakery. Fishing it out of his pouch, he held it up to On’esquin, though he did not really need an answer when he saw On’esquin’s eyes widen. “What happens?”


    “This is a trap!” On’esquin exclaimed and seemed to notice the sky for the first time. “I can feel magic to the east, beyond the wall. Can you get to the top and see what is coming?”


    Estin did not hesitate long enough to reply. Instead, he ran as hard as he could toward the sheer stone wall, throwing aside his swords as he neared it. He ran right at the wall, leaped as he got close, caught the edges of the wall’s bricks with his claws, and raced up it. He had struggled up far more difficult walls in Altis his whole childhood, and between the fear of what might be coming and the easier surface, he scrambled up with ease.


    A minute later he reached the top of the wall and grabbed the battlements there to pull himself up. He slid onto the flat top of the wall, where archers would have stood, though he had to watch his step there. The wall was broken badly and blackened, making his footing unsteady.


    The moment Estin landed on the top of the battlements, he felt his heart skip several beats as a brilliant flamelike light from the east washed over him. Spread as far as he could see to the north and south was a wall of mists, sweeping across the stony ground toward the burned-out city and directly toward him. It was no more than fifty feet away and moving faster than he had ever seen mists travel. He only had seconds before they would wash over him, and given his record for surviving the mists, he knew his luck had to be running out.


    Turning, Estin hopped over the edge of the battlements, intending to catch himself on the stones and attempt to get down to the others. He managed to catch hold of the gap between two stones with his left hand, but before he could get his feet situated, the entire wall buckled and shook as the mists hit the far side and ripped away at the wall. He caught himself with two toes briefly, but the wall shook again and he fell backward away from the wall toward Feanne and On’esquin, almost thirty feet below him.


    Shouting as he fell, Estin tried to warn them before he broke his neck. “Mists!”


    Tumbling around, Estin watched as the entire wall fell away and the billowing cloud of flaming smoke roiled in front of him. A tendril of the mists swept past him, narrowly missing him but still managing to freeze all of the fur on his right side.


    Estin closed his eyes and let himself go limp, an instinctual move that had spared him from far shorter falls over the years. Falling onto stone would likely not be so easy to survive he knew, but it was all he could do.


    With a thud that knocked the wind from his lungs and bruised his whole body, Estin came down on what felt like a pile of leaves. Looking around, he saw a mass of soft leaf-covered vines had torn through the paving stones of the plaza and layered themselves right where he had landed.


    “Are you all right?” asked Feanne, running to his side with her sword in one hand yet. She grabbed his arm and pulled him off the vines before he could answer, just seconds before the mists swept across the plants, withering them instantly.


    “I’ll live,” he answered, trying to keep his balance as Feanne practically carried him toward On’esquin. “We need to run!”


    Feanne turned and pressed her muzzle to his and hugged him before pushing him away again. “Don’t scare me like that!” she hissed, her face gradually becoming illuminated by the mists that had slowed to tear down the walls. “You know I need you, Estin!”


    “You…you saved me,” Estin mumbled, trying to figure out what to say, digging his claws into the fur between Feanne’s neck and shoulder, trying to keep her from getting away. He could feel heat and cold getting close behind him as the mists neared. “I think we need to run.”


    “Allow me,” On’esquin told them, slamming the butt of his spear into the gap between some of the paving stones to prop it up. “Get behind me and keep going. I’ve never tried this and I don’t like gambling with prophecies and lives.”


    Estin grabbed Feanne’s wrist as she tried to go to On’esquin. Memories or not, she had not changed. She wanted to stand with those who were fighting a losing battle without concern for her own survival. He had to practically drag her away, pulling her as he ran up the stairs out of the amphitheater toward the road that circled the eastern part of the city. It was not until he reached the street that he finally slowed, allowing himself to look back.


    The mists had torn away a hundred-foot section of the city walls and hung like a tidal wave, ready to crash over On’esquin, who was still standing atop the dais. He held his hands up toward the mists, somehow holding them back or confronting them.


    “Just like Atall did,” Estin muttered and saw Feanne look sharply at him. There was no recognition in her eyes, but she seemed to understand she should know that name. “He can’t hold them forever.”


    “He doesn’t need to, Estin. He needs to get out of there so we can run and find the others. I won’t leave him behind! I won’t leave any of you behind!”


    Estin tightened his grip on Feanne’s wrist, but instead of trying to pull away, she shifted her hand to clasp his, their fingers intertwining. She had never been an affectionate female in public and this marked twice in minutes that she had been willing to show “weakness” where others could see. It meant something, but Estin had bigger concerns so long as On’esquin was in the path of those mists.


    Tendrils of light drifted lazily from the mists toward On’esquin’s hands. They were not the hazy cloudlike extensions of the mist that it used like hands to strike at things in its path, but rather it looked to Estin as though On’esquin was pulling something from the cloud.


    Shifting his vision to see spirits and magic, Estin saw he was right. On’esquin was literally ripping magic from the cloud and pulling it into himself. Anywhere the magic was yanked free of the mists, he could see the glowing cloud dissipate slightly, and On’esquin only seemed to grow stronger. Soon the cloud itself stopped advancing and Estin could see it was struggling like a trapped animal, trying to wrest itself free of On’esquin’s grip and pull away.


    With a shrieking sound that forced Estin and Feanne to clamp their hands over their ears, the mists recoiled and fled back over the walls, racing away faster than a horse could. Despite that, On’esquin remained at the foot of the ruined walls, his hands still held up and the air around him wavering the way it would over hot stones.


    “On’esquin!” shouted Feanne, picking up her sword. She eyed it oddly for a moment before passing it to Estin. “Are you all right?”


    On’esquin lowered his hands and turned slowly toward them. Brilliant yellow light beamed from his eyes like a lighthouse, sweeping toward the two wildlings. “Get…down!” the orc screamed.


    Estin barely managed to grab Feanne’s arm and pull her off her feet before an explosion rocked the plaza. Light and heat burst from On’esquin’s eyes, outstretched hands, and even his mouth as he screamed at the sky. Waves of flame crashed over the area, singeing Estin’s clothing and washing out his vision. Praying they were far enough away, he threw himself over top of Feanne to shield her from the ongoing flames.


    Soon the explosions ended, and Estin tentatively crawled off of Feanne, his skin raw and tender from the heat.


    To his amazement, she looked up at him with wide eyes, whispering, “Thank you.”


    Turning to look into the amphitheater, Estin had trouble picking anything out in the dark, especially with the dark spots floating in his vision. It took him a moment to be sure that anything moving there was not part of the blurred spots, but he soon spotted On’esquin lying on the ground, struggling to stand, surrounded by a burned-out crater that had once been the dais.


    “He’s hurt!” Feanne exclaimed, apparently seeing him about the same time as Estin. “Move!” Feanne hopped to her feet and gave Estin one sharp tug to get him moving and then took off. She was far faster than Estin, her bare paws somehow managing to avoid the myriad bodies Estin had to constantly jump or move around. In seconds she had reached On’esquin’s side, while Estin was still a good twenty feet out.


    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” muttered On’esquin as Feanne slid to his side on her knees. He pulled himself upright, pressing a hand to his head. “Estin?”


    “Here!” Estin answered, finally reaching the two of them. “What can I do?”


    Chuckling, On’esquin replied, “Two thousand years and I’ve never tried something so stupid. The living have a way of getting into my head, thanks to my curse. Raeln has been my anchor for some time now. A few hours alone with you and I try to eat a mist cloud. I can definitively say that you are both lucky and stupid, Estin. Change the way you think or I might well learn what can kill me.”


    Estin was unsure whether to laugh or feel embarrassed, but when he saw Feanne grinning at him knowingly, he froze, unsure what she might be thinking. That look in her eye had meant something very specific, once. She would have been about to call him a fool...


    “He is a fool sometimes,” she confessed to On’esquin, her tone suddenly more formal and regal.


    The way she spoke changed in that second to the way Estin remembered from days long past. Even On’esquin seemed to recognize the change and gave her a sidelong glance.


    “We should go and meet the others before they think we got ourselves killed,” On’esquin told them after a moment, accepting Feanne’s offer to help him up. “See if you can find our horse. I want out of this city before the mists come back.”


    Estin tried to pay attention, but he could not help but watch Feanne to see if there was some memory coming to light. She refused to meet his eyes, instead looking anywhere else at all. When he tried to impose himself in her line of sight, she went so far as to walk away, muttering something about finding their runaway horse. He watched as she hurried off, glancing back at him just before she reached the street.


    “She has her magic back,” Estin said once Feanne was out of sight.


    On’esquin nodded and ran his fingers over the chain on his wrist. “I doubt she understands why or how she did it. It’s good progress, but she looks scared, if you ask me. How would you feel if you learned by accident that you had magic?”


    Estin glanced down at the chain on On’esquin’s wrist and then at the pouch on his belt where he had placed the coin he had taken from the elven woman. “Do we throw those away before the mists come again?” he asked.


    Shrugging, On’esquin tightened the chain. “They may come in handy. For now, help your wife find the horse,” On’esquin told him. Checking the sky, he added, “The mists are wounded, for lack of a better word. We need to leave, and I intend to do so with every relic of Turess we’ve found.”


    “Is that wise?”


    “Not at all. It does give us power, though. Turess enchanted these for a reason, and I will not give them up. Dorralt fears the mists as much as we do, which I would use to our advantage. I believe we have days or weeks before the mists return, and until then, Dorralt will wonder why the mists are avoiding us. When they return, perhaps we can use them against him.”


    Estin took the coin from his pouch and debated throwing it away.


    Before he could do anything further, On’esquin grabbed his hand and closed it over the coin. “Keep it for now,” On’esquin insisted. “Turess told me to find these. Who knows what secrets they may hold?”


    “Meaning what, exactly?” demanded Estin.


    “Meaning that if you want your wife to know who you are again, we will hold on to every morsel of magic that might give us an advantage until such time as I can decipher the magic on them. Agreed?”


    Estin squeezed the coin until it bit into his skin painfully while watching the street where Feanne had gone. “Agreed,” he said eventually. “Mists or not, if you think there’s even a chance that we can save her with these, I’ll carry them to the day I die.”


    “Careful what you wish for, Estin. You nearly died today. Don’t gamble on how long your fate’s path continues. I have met the gods and they are a fickle sort when it comes to our survival.”


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Into the North”


    
       
    


    I see one of my heirs now become something I cannot accept. She is filled with hate that is not her own and seeks to quench it with blood. This one will be a thorn in the side of many, unable to accept her failures.


    Desperation gives those willing to do anything far more power than those who have something to lose.


    Four wheels…a wall…a tree…words from my hand…the visions all blur now. I fear there is not long left, my friend, and little more I can tell you that will not make matters more difficult to understand. Forgive me and let me rest.


     


    Scribbled note: As Turess fell asleep, I could only make out a mumbled name. Lirith? Liris? I cannot be sure. We may never know.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


    
       

    


    Raeln lay on his bedroll the night after they had left the burned-out city, staring off toward the south. He had seen the mists twice as the wagon raced north as fast as the horses would take them, but not once since they had stopped. It seemed almost as though the mists were following at a distance, blocking off any route southward.


    The horses were half-dead after pushing them for nearly the full day. The people were nearly as bad off and he blamed that on himself for having given the order to explore the city. They had needed the supplies, but if he was truly leading them, the responsibility for the mistake fell on his shoulders.


    On’esquin had been in and out of sleep for almost twelve hours. From what Raeln had heard Estin saying, the man had more than earned a long rest. Even from the far side of the city, Raeln had seen the column of light and the receding glow of the mists. The explosion had shaken most of the city.


    “Stop it,” ordered Dalania, sitting beside him. She had been so quiet with her chin on her knees, staring off at the deeper woods west of them, that he had forgotten she was even there. The others had situated themselves closer to the fire, enjoying the scraps of food they had collected, but Dalania had stayed with Raeln.


    “Stop what?” he asked without taking his eyes off the horizon.


    “Stop beating up on yourself for what happened back there,” she explained. “A leader cannot spend all their time worrying about mistakes. They can only move forward, learning from them.”


    Raeln snorted and shifted to stare at the woman. She sat closer than he had really expected of her. After the last few weeks of travel, he had come to expect her to keep a healthy distance from him and the other men. During the trip through the ruined city, she had stayed at his side out of fear and now seemed to be mostly over her concerns about being near him. “Did you ever think that I’m not the leader they need?”


    Dalania smiled pleasantly and reached over to brush a clump of dirt out of Raeln’s fur. “I would not consider that for a moment,” she admitted. “None of these people is in any shape to lead…I can attest to being no better. Our baggage makes us weak, and without a purpose in life, we would run to the ends of the world to flee our past. You grow stronger with adversity, and when it matters, you step up to give direction. You are our leader and were since long before it was put to words.”


    Sighing, Raeln flopped down on the ground, staring up at the half moon that was a hair above the trees. “I’ve lost everyone I was supposed to protect,” Raeln said, immediately feeling the disapproval in her gaze. In that she reminded him of his mother, Asha. “My sister died when I was supposed to be with her. My mother and father died to the Turessians because I was off with Greth. Greth died to the Turessians because I was off trying to find a way to protect my sister. When it matters, I’m never where I need to be.”


    “Then we stay together as a group from now on,” she replied quickly. “Would you listen to me for a while?”


    “Of course.”


    “My father was just like you, Raeln. Strong and stubborn, willing to risk his life to protect anyone. He died fighting an orcish raiding party at our farm southwest of Altis. I watched them put his body on a pike and burn the farm. Do you believe that I fault him for where I ended up? Do you believe that I think it was his lack of foresight that caused our friends to die in the attack? Most importantly, do I have any reason to regard him as less of a man for dying to protect others?”


    “I…”


    “You are listening to me, remember? These are rhetorical questions.”


    “Sorry.”


    Smiling with amusement that hinted at her intention to chide him from the start, Dalania went on. “People die, Raeln. Risks occur every day. I now travel with a group of men I hardly know, despite my fears. I travel with an orc that I would trust my life to, despite what I have seen from his kind. We must put our rational minds above the fears in our hearts and rely on one another.


    “At this point, I consider you my brother and friend, Raeln. I’ve never had either of my own, but I know Ilarra was a lucky woman to have you watching out for her. I also know you will protect me, even if I were to shun your protection. I am happy to follow you to the ends of the world, because you are the only family I have left, and I believe that you see us all as children that need your protection. Nurture this and we can stand against anything.”


    “Even the full might of the Turessians with no army to back us?”


    “We are never alone as long as anyone in this group still draws breath. We are a family and we will pull each other through this. If we die in Turessi, I will still count our journey as a success.”


    “How? We have to stop them—”


    “No, Raeln. We do not. We need to try. Look around at this group and tell me that we have not already overcome all that Eldvar can throw at us. Feanne has died and been brought back by the love of her life. On’esquin has twisted the darkness of Dorralt and the Turessians to help humanity. Estin has learned to trust someone other than Feanne, despite what he might say of any of you. Even Yoska finds peace in the journey, which he considers his last, regardless of what the end holds for us.”


    “And you?”


    The fae-kin woman smiled. “I found someone to call a brother. I found people who have no reason to hurt me and honestly have my best interests in mind. Before following you, I had believed that my life would go on alone in the wilds, the only place where I could not be hurt out of malice. Now, I am willing to walk into a war with peace in my heart and the woods I intended to hide in traveling with me in my mind.”


    Raeln started to argue, to tell her they were all doomed if they kept on, but Dalania held a finger to her lips. A second later Raeln heard soft footsteps and realized Feanne had snuck up to them, getting almost beside Dalania before she was visible in the woods. How she managed to move so quietly in her ill-fitting clothing, Raeln could not guess.


    “Is all well?” Dalania asked Feanne, smiling up at her.


    “It is, but I must ask for some time alone with Raeln.”


    Dalania’s smile faded immediately and she gave Raeln a worried glance. She pointedly looked over to where Estin was settling onto his own bedroll, closer to the fire, then back at Raeln.


    “Leave us, Dalania,” Feanne insisted, her tone sounding dangerous even to Raeln.


    Dalania seemed to pick up on that, too, and hurriedly walked away, glancing back repeatedly. Her expression warned Raeln that he was in danger, something he hardly needed reminding of. Once she was far behind Feanne, Dalania even went so far as to point at Estin and then at Raeln, drawing a finger across her throat. He certainly did not need reminding that Estin would kill him—or try to—if he touched Feanne.


    “What do you need?” Raeln asked, making a point of pulling his blanket over himself. He wanted to give her no excuse or easy way to grope him again. That had been unpleasant and he had no desire to repeat it. “We all should be resting before we ride again.”


    Feanne nodded and knelt beside him, though she did not try to touch him or get under the blanket. “I am afraid I must apologize,” she said after a minute’s silence. “You have been very clear in your feelings and I disregarded them.”


    Raeln sat up, honestly surprised Feanne would say that. Even more, he wondered at her change of tone. There was something regal in the way she carried herself and spoke now. “Does this mean I get to sleep without fear of being mauled?” he asked jovially, trying to lighten her mood, but Feanne stared at him with a calm that crushed his attempt at humor.


    “I do not know what I feel,” she admitted, absently rubbing at her stomach, where Raeln had seen several deep claw-scars when he had been fitting her for clothing. Those scars had caught his attention, making him wonder how she had managed to survive being disemboweled, but he was fairly certain he knew the answer…and the answer was sleeping over by the fire.


    “Then why come over?” he asked, when Feanne had said nothing for a while.


    Smirking, she replied, “I know I do not want anything more from you than a friendship and the kinship that comes between warriors. I will fight at your side, not over your bed. If you were playing difficult, you have overplayed your hand. I will not pursue you further.”


    Raeln glanced back over at the fire pit, where Estin rested lazily. The man had normally been anxious and watchful when Feanne came over to Raeln in the night. The change in his demeanor could well have meant as much as Feanne’s. “You have another interest, then?” he asked. “Or are you keeping your mind on the mission?”


    “A female can keep her mind on more than one thing, unlike males, it would seem,” Feanne answered quickly, giving him a coy smile that let him know she was joking. “I am learning a respect for someone. That may not be anything more, but it is enough for me. I will stop acting like a child and take what comes of it, for better or worse. I believe I had to relearn a few lessons that I had learned already once in my past.”


    “He’ll appreciate knowing you respect him.”


    Feanne nodded and put a hand on Raeln’s chest. “You have my truest apologies for pushing my interests against your wishes,” she reiterated before standing up. “Sleep well. I will send Dalania back over to keep watch over you. I fear that without a female nearby, any of you males will get yourselves killed within a day.”


    Raeln chuckled as Feanne walked away. He watched her go straight to Dalania, where she stopped and whispered with the other woman a while. In the end Dalania gave Feanne a hug and then came back over to Raeln.


    “Ask nothing,” Dalania warned him as she came over. Settling onto the blanket beside him, she closed her eyes. “I was told to keep you safe. I expect you to do the same for me.”


    Raeln agreed and looked back to Feanne, to see whether his suspicions were right. Sure enough, she went over to Estin, standing behind him where he could not see while sleeping on his side. After a moment, she clenched her hands and moved several feet away, laying out her own bedroll. In the dying light of the fire, he could easily see her eyes gleaming as she watched Estin sleep.


     


    *


     


    “That, my friends, is where most journeys end,” Yoska announced three days later, as the sun scorched them. Despite the heat of the sunlight, the air was bitter, a contrast Raeln was having trouble adjusting to.


    Like all the others, except Yoska and somewhat On’esquin, Raeln stared in awe at what lay before them. He had expected a lot of things, but he had finally begun to realize he had no idea what to expect in the world beyond the lands he had been raised in.


    A vast bowl-shaped depression in the land ahead allowed him to see for miles. The road led right down into that region, where it vanished among swamps that filled much of the lowland. Around part of that area, sheer stone walls rose a hundred feet or better, creating a natural barrier across much of the northern side. Roads similar to the one they traveled on came into the swamplands, forcing all travelers to brave the swamps and then approach the walls if they wished to continue north without circling days or weeks out of their way.


    Set into the natural wall around the swamp, Raeln could make out additional man-made walls that shored up sections where the stones had collapsed or were not as defensible. Someone had taken an already impressive barrier to travel and turned it into the only route north and then secured it against armies of any size imaginable. Adding to that the narrow paths through the swamp that would hinder travel of groups larger than a few wagons, Raeln could not honestly see any way to attack the city effectively.


    “They had begun work on the walls when I last walked the world,” On’esquin said softly. “I never thought I would see them complete. Five nations joined together to build them, specifically to keep the people of Turessi from ever returning to these lands. One of the clans even helped them do it.”


    “Those were built to keep the north out?” asked Dalania, squinting to make out details of the wall. “I would have assumed it was to keep the south from going north.”


    On’esquin shook his head. “No, but they built it to be defended from either side. There were wars from the moment Turess died straight through until I abandoned the world of the living. The people of these lands were always the first to see the armies of Turessi and had grown tired of fighting for their lands against superior forces marching both directions. They were ready for attacks from anywhere and chose this location in an effort to ensure that they could hold off an enemy, no matter how few soldiers they had left.”


    Searching both the eastern and western entrances to the bowl-shaped valley, Raeln asked, “Where are their lands? I see no cities.”


    On’esquin chuckled and pointed at the wall. “The great flat mountain,” he noted, eliciting a nod of agreement from Yoska. “It is not so much a mountain as a plateau of stone. In times long before I was born, it split and collapsed in the middle. Some say it was once a volcano, long dormant. It is at the center of that where you will find their city. The mountain itself is nearly a hundred miles east to west, though perhaps only five north to south. It lent itself to stopping armies, as no one wished to travel a hundred miles through uninhabitable lands that poison and starve one’s troops and animals. Their lands are beyond the walls east and west, but can only be reached through the city itself.


    “Passing through Jnodin is the only way to take a living army from Turessi to the lands south, thanks to the poison swamps, though we are still easily a two weeks from Turessi’s true border. To make matters more interesting, once we have passed Jnodin, we will find ourselves moving endlessly into winter. Those living in the north are rarely prepared for the south and the south for the north. Only the residents of Jnodin live in both realms, but even they would not hazard going around the mountain.”


    A voice behind the group made them all turn to look at Feanne, who was talking mostly to herself in a wispy tone as she stared at the floor of the wagon with eyes focused on another place. “The poison swamps,” she said, fidgeting with her tail, brushing it absently with her claws. “She said that they were the worst place that they traveled through. Most of their companions died there. The few who survived were lucky, more than skilled. In that place the animals were all toxic. Even plants were nearly all death to eat. Only the most hardy or fortunate managed to live through and make it past the walls to continue south. Half the survivors were immune to even the most poisonous plants of the mountains by the time they reached Altis.”


    “Who said that?” asked Estin immediately. “Where did you hear that, Feanne?”


    Blinking as her eyes came back into focus, she looked up at Estin, then the others. “I don’t remember. It was a female, though. My mind is filled with images of cats when I think of her. She told me this when I was a kit, to warn me never to go north.”


    “Your mother, Asrahn,” Estin told her, closing his eyes in momentary reverence. “She told you the stories about her and your father’s escape from Turessi. They were slaves there when they were young.”


    Feanne’s calm snapped and she growled at Estin, baring her teeth as she backed away. “Why would we go back to somewhere that my parents fled?” she demanded, backing up until she touched the wall of the wagon.


    “This is not a choice we made lightly,” On’esquin told her, sitting down hard on the floor. “When and if you remember, you will understand why we have no other choices left.”


    Digging her claws into her fur around her ears as though trying to drown out thoughts, Feanne said to no one in particular, “She made me swear. I swore not to ever go there! I can hear myself promising.” Feanne yanked up her pant leg and stared at a deep scar across her thigh, just above the knee. “That was why she told me,” she went on. “A fur trader nearly caught me. I cried for hours at the pain, but the cat told me that pain could be controlled. She told me that to show it would encourage those who wished to hurt me. She showed me how to suppress it and appear stronger than I was, so that I would not have to cry when the furriers came again. They would never be able to hurt me again.”


    A tear ran down Feanne’s muzzle and she shook her head as she slid down to sit in the corner, while the others watched.


    When Estin did not move, Raeln inched toward Feanne, trying not to look at all intimidating as he approached. “What else do you remember?” he asked, easing himself down onto the floorboards to keep from looming over her. Slowly, Estin came to his side. “Anything else?”


    Feanne shook her head and sniffled, as the fear and frustration vanished from her face and her tears stopped. Looking up at Raeln, she said in an entirely calm voice, “It feels like someone else’s memory. I won’t spend more time thinking on it. Crying will never help me get through this world. I’ll have no regrets weigh me down as I approach death.”


    Raeln looked up as Estin whimpered, but the man said nothing to explain.


    “We should keep moving,” Raeln told them, to much agreement. He went to the back door of the wagon and opened it, his eyes immediately catching movement in the distance behind them. “Can anyone see what that is?” he asked the group.


    Whatever was out there was coming up the road, though it was still a long way off. Estin, Feanne, and On’esquin all took their turns looking and admitted they could see it no better than he could.


    “Is wagon,” Yoska told them eventually from his perch at the front of the wagon. “A large wagon, like this one. Our friend from the village has found us, yes? I saw it yesterday and it is gaining on us.”


    “There is no way she could have tracked us for weeks after we burned her wagons,” Estin objected, though he looked worried.


    On’esquin replied, “Who would you send after the one who claims to have a prophecy in his hands that could stop your plans for conquering the known world? I would not send an incompetent. I would send my best tracker and give her unlimited access to the resources of the realms under my control. I would even guess that she was the one who fought the army in the last town. Given that I have fought Dorralt’s generals in the past…”


    “He knows what to expect of us,” Raeln finished for him. “Yoska, get this cart moving. I want to be through Jnodin before she can catch us. I need Dalania up there with him to defend against anything that goes after the horses. With this swamp’s reputation, a druid might be just what we need.”


    “I would rather not be left alone with the gypsy,” admitted Dalania, looking decidedly uncomfortable.


    Yoska laughed and bowed grandly at the window into the wagon. “My lady. I am gentleman, yes? Reputations are just that…they are made up to make us sound so much more interesting than we are. You will come to no harm with me.”


    “Estin will be up top watching for the enemy,” Raeln told Dalania as Yoska waited patiently. “If you need to switch off with him, do so. We don’t have time to argue about who we would rather spend our watch with.


    “On’esquin and I will take the first round of sleeping. Wake us in four hours for the next pair. We probably will not get another chance until we pass the city. Feanne, collect water in the canteens before we reach the swamp. I don’t want to need anything while we’re in that place. The Turessian won’t need to stop to eat or drink, so make it quick.”


    Everyone scattered, taking their assigned positions around the wagon, leaving Raeln and On’esquin alone in the dark interior within a minute. Seconds later, the wagon rocked and began its way down the slope into the swamps, while Feanne could be heard running through the brush just outside.


    “We are taking the first rest period?” asked On’esquin, keeping his voice low as he sat down in front of Raeln. “I sleep an hour or two every few days. You sleep little more than that. If I were more certain of what goes through your head, I would guess that you do not intend to rest.”


    “No,” Raeln admitted, sitting down on the floor in front of On’esquin. “I need your help.”


    “Does this have to do with the vixen chasing after you like a child with her first interest in a man?” the orc asked, grinning wickedly. “I thought not.”


    “You noticed?”


    “I doubt anyone has not, Raeln. There are reasons Estin leaves the two of you alone when you spar. He cannot watch his wife pursue another without pain.”


    “That isn’t why I wanted us alone. Her and I worked that out, so I think it’s at an end.”


    On’esquin studied Raeln’s face and then nodded knowingly. “You have been trying to find your calm,” he noted. “I have felt the change of late and I appreciate it. The gypsy makes me jittery and agitated most of the time and Estin makes me want to run recklessly into danger without forethought. Feanne’s rapid shifts between anger and emotionlessness only makes matters worse. The dryad is…she is beyond my ability to read.”


    “We have no idea what we’re walking into, On’esquin. That city could be entirely filled with undead, or it could be like Pholithia and still have living who are willing to harbor us for a time. As much as I hate to admit it, none of us are as ready as we need to be for this.”


    “Raeln, I have been ready for two thousand years. In as much as I fear Estin’s sacrifice has cost us the advantage we needed, I think this group has a good chance of making it to Turessi.”


    Raeln watched the man’s expression and saw something evasive in his eyes. “Can we accomplish what we’re going there to do?”


    “With all the armies of the lands at our back, I do not know, Raeln. Turess did not see outcomes, only possible ways to get there. Worse still, the person that those ways were intended to stop had access to some of the prophecies as long as I did. He has closed as many to us as possible, though Dorralt guesses at the meaning of the words, as I do. That is why he exterminated every orc and wildling he could find between Turessi and the oceans. He believes that by turning the nations against our kind, we will never be able to challenge him. He had centuries to indoctrinate distrust.”


    “The man is not an idiot,” Raeln admitted. “He will be waiting for us.”


    “Of course he will. We need to be smarter than he is and exploit his failings.”


    “Such as?”


    On’esquin thought on that a moment and replied, “He still seeks a dragon to be part of his family of lifelike undead. He wants to unite the nations under his own banner. Most of all, he believes this all is his right and duty. Any man is more dangerous when he believes he is doing something for the greater good. Dorralt is no different. He is nearly mad, but he still thinks he is heir to all the lands by right of birth. He honestly believes that we are the ones standing in the way of peace and a new future for Turessi.”


    “That’s not much of a failing to be exploited.”


    “I did not claim it was. It is a failing, but not an overly useful one.”


    Sighing, Raeln rubbed at his neck, trying to ease the tension that always seemed to plague him.


    “This is not calm, Raeln.”


    “I am aware,” he snapped back, noticing On’esquin was grinning again. “It isn’t easy to relax when all of our lives rest on perfect execution of plans we haven’t even made. I’m responsible for—”


    “No, you are not,” cut in On’esquin sharply. “Were you responsible for Greth’s death?”


    “Yes! He trusted me. I went out and left him alone with that creature.”


    “Did you intend to do that?”


    Raeln paused, unsure of what On’esquin was getting at. Eventually, he answered, “Of course not. If I had known—”


    “Then you are not responsible. You are not responsible for my death any more than you are for his. You only bear responsibility if you helped cause it.”


    “In a sense—”


    “Stop,” growled On’esquin. “You did not cause his death, you saw him through his last moments as his dearest friend. None of us had the ability to save him, thus sparing us from the blame of his death.


    “Every person in this group made the choice to come along, Raeln. They know the risks and have faced death already in the past. They have no illusions that you will single-handedly spare them from Turessi’s wrath, any more than they believe the cities will rise up and help us. These four people are willing to die because they know it is the right thing to do and they have nothing else to return to. If they had anywhere else to be, do you think any of them would have accompanied us?


    “I told you in the beginning that we were to be six, bound by loss. That loss may extend to us, as well. No amount of magic, skill, or determination can ensure that any of us will live another minute, let alone until we reach Dorralt’s doorstep. I have known this for centuries and you need to know it now. More importantly, you must accept it.”


    Raeln’s tension eased, though not through relaxation. Knowing the person driving them ever northward did not think they had much chance was liberating in a way, easing some of the pressure on him to make everything work out. “Did you give that same speech to your troops in the last war?” Raeln asked, smiling despite himself.


    “I did. In the end, nearly two-thirds of my troops had died, but we had every one of Dorralt’s generals crushed under our heel. It was a costly victory, but it was a victory. This will be much the same, I fear.”


    “Was it worth the losses, knowing what you know now?”


    “I believe it was, Raeln. Dorralt may have gotten free and repeated his war with much greater success, but we bought these people two millennia of relative peace. I would die a thousand times for something that beautiful. Once more is a small sacrifice to hope that I can do it again.”


    “I wish I had your faith in us,” Raeln admitted. “I’m afraid of dying, even as I want to face my death once and for all.”


    “We all fear death. Even I still fear it.”


    Taking a deep breath, Raeln rolled his shoulders and struggled to relax. The frustrations and anger that had plagued him for months had begun to ease, knowing he was not responsible for everyone. He had heard it before from his own sister, Greth, and many others, but for once he listened. Such a small thing and it took such a weight off his shoulders.


    “At least you found your six,” Raeln offered, chuckling. “That should be something.”


    Smiling grimly, On’esquin replied, “It would be, I admit. Sadly, we are at five. In all the prophecies, I was mentioned separately. In this matter I must ask you something, Raeln.”


    “What?”


    “I ask that you swear that you will keep this next part to yourself.”


    Raeln’s calm shattered, knowing something awful was coming. Nodding, he mumbled his agreement.


    “I have read the prophecies a thousands upon thousands of times,” On’esquin told him, opening the rolled parchments and smiling sadly at them. “I am clearly mentioned every few verses for nearly the whole of the prophecy. Then, when the first mention of standing in Turessi occurs, I am never mentioned again. It is my belief that I will never lay eyes on my homeland again, Raeln. I accept this, but I am not ready for it. No person, mortal or god, is ready to face their own end. That alone is what I fear. I do not bear your burden of responsibility, but rather I bear the knowledge that I will die with my task incomplete. I have spent a great many years coming to grips with the idea that I must trust others to do what I cannot.”


    Raeln stared in dismay at On’esquin as the man put away the prophecies. “You told us that they are not set in stone,” Raeln said quickly. “Nothing in there is absolute. They are just guides for what might help us. One possible way.”


    On’esquin smiled and nodded. “I am very much aware,” he replied. “Now…you wish to relax and find the strength you once had, without the fear that makes you hesitate and make mistakes…”


    For the next hour, On’esquin talked Raeln through the steps of relaxing before a battle. His methods and expectations were different from those of Raeln’s teachers, but the man had clearly faced the same struggle himself many times before. Soon Raeln managed to find a simple calm within himself that felt as refreshing as a week of sleep. Meditation that had eluded him since Greth’s death came at last, and with it, peace and acceptance of what was to come.


    What might come, he reminded himself.


     


    *


     


    The swamp was far larger than Raeln had expected, spanning miles. He had thought the watch shifts would last a few hours, with each person taking a turn resting, but he had believed that would bring them up to Jnodin’s gates after a single rest. After resting, he had spent a shift on the roof of the wagon, watching the speck in the distance behind them, and now sat alongside Dalania at the reins, with perhaps a quarter of the swamp still ahead of them.


    “The horses fear this place,” Dalania announced, snapping Raeln out of his staring into the distance. “This place is more dangerous than we thought. You were right to have me remain awake. I can feel creatures out there, watching us. I can smell the poisons the infest everything here. This is not just nature being dangerous…this place has been made more lethal by something unnatural.”


    Raeln sniffed, trying to pick out anything, but his sense of smell was dulled by the constant scent of decaying plants and mildew. He could tell there were animals out there, though identifying them through the other things his nose picked up was impossible, at least for him. Greth, he thought, would have been able to pick them out easily. “Keep them calm. It will be a long time before we can leave, and the longer we can keep them from spooking, the better.”


    Dalania agreed, giving him a look that told him there were limits to what she could do for the animals. Still, she did not say it, which he appreciated.


    Reaching back behind the seat of the wagon, Raeln picked up one of two canteens Yoska had left them, filled with water Feanne had gathered before getting far into the swamp. Uncorking it, he raised it to his mouth and stopped, smelling something a little off about it.


    Almost immediately, Dalania stopped watching the path ahead and stared at the canteen, her brow crinkling as though she were trying to identify the same scent.


    Raeln tilted the canteen, pouring a little of the water onto his hand. He could not see anything strange about it, but Greth had taught him to trust his instincts more than his rational mind when it came to matters of the wilds. Left to his own instincts, Raeln knew he would have avoided water that smelled like that.


    “Have you had any water?” Raeln asked Dalania.


    “No, though I likely will not need much in this area,” she said, looking back to the horses. “The air is moist and I can survive on that for some time. It is one of the benefits of being part plant.”


    Raeln glanced at the vines and leaves that covered Dalania and noticed her skin had grown even more green than normal. In anyone else that would have concerned him, but for her it was likely a good sign.


    “Yoska!” Raeln called out, and the gypsy’s head poked over the top of the wagon. “Did you drink any of this water?”


    “We have wine still, why would I drink water?” the man replied, looking somewhat indignant. “If you question the water, we pour some alcohol in it to make it good, yes?”


    “Did On’esquin?”


    Yoska disappeared and Raeln could hear the two men talking. He came right back, saying, “He says that he did drink water. He also wishes me to remind you that he is bad gauge of whether there is issue with food or water, as he regularly has eaten mushrooms that would kill us. I tell him that he no longer may give advice on my cooking.”


    “Check with Estin,” insisted Raeln. “I have a bad feeling about the water and want to make sure everyone’s okay. Call it a hunch.”


    Swinging himself down off the roof and through the window in a smooth movement that Raeln would have expected of a human several decades younger, Yoska headed into the sleeping area where Estin and Feanne had bedded down.


    “Raeln!” called Yoska a moment later. “Is not good! Come!”


    Diving through the window, Raeln had to blink several times for his night vision to allow him to see more than silhouettes. Yoska was kneeling near Feanne, who had curled into a ball on the floor near the barrel of wine. Across from them, Estin was just starting to sit up, rubbing at his eyes.


    “Estin, did you have any water from this canteen?” Raeln asked, and immediately Estin’s eyes went wide.


    “No. I had some left in my canteen from before we reached the swamp,” the other wildling told him, hopping off the crate. Estin seemed confused but aware that something serious might be happening. “Feanne drank plenty on our last shift, though. I insisted she drink before she got sick from dehydration.”


    Yoska nodded and kept a hand at Feanne’s neck as he said, “She is burning up. Fever from something in water, yes?”


    Nearly bowling Raeln over in his haste, Estin leapt across the room to Feanne’s side and checked her. After a few seconds, he had Yoska help roll her over. Nearly limp, Feanne flopped onto her back and lay there with her eyes partially open and her swollen tongue hanging out, panting rapidly. Even in the low light, Raeln could see her pink tongue had turned black. Even her nose looked painfully dry.


    “I smelled something in the water,” Raeln offered, handing the canteen to Estin when he reached for it. “Could be worms or some mold…”


    “No, it’s much worse,” replied Estin after barely sniffing the canteen. Growling, he threw it out the window. “I recognize the scent. It’s a poison the Turessians used to kill the entire population of Altis. Judging by the results, I think it kills the victim in a few days and then makes them either rise as zombies or makes it easier to raise them.”


    Raeln groaned and watched nervously as Estin continued to examine Feanne. After a moment, he added, “Estin. It does more than that. They used the same poison on my village. If anyone who has the poison in their system tries to use magic, they get sick very fast. Once their heart stops, they become one of the Turessians.”


    Nodding in understanding, Estin closed his eyes and concentrated on Feanne.


    “No magic, Estin,” Raeln warned. “I saw this first-hand. My sister was taken by it. Even if the magic comes from you, it could make things worse if it’s not exactly right. You could poison yourself.”


    “I’m immune to it in small doses,” replied Estin, keeping his eyes shut tightly as he moved his hand from Feanne’s brow to her stomach, flinching occasionally as he found something. “I’ve had it once before and had to use every bit of magic at my disposal to get out of the city. It’s not the first time I’ve been exposed to poison, and aside from getting a little sick, it doesn’t do much to me.”


    Sitting out of their way, Yoska noted, “Is a wildling thing. Some dwarves have same silly condition. Sounds nice and helpful until you try to drink with them. Even best gypsy hooch does almost nothing to these people.”


    Raeln had never heard of such a thing, but realized he knew more than a few wolf wildlings from his village who always won at drinking contests. Idly he wondered it was a well-kept secret, even from him, that some of them could do that. Moreover, he wondered if that meant there might be a handful of survivors from the city of Hyeth. He could worry about that another time.


    “She’s dying,” Estin announced at last, shaking his head and then punching the floorboards hard enough that Raeln saw blood running down his knuckles. “I can’t believe we could get this far and now she’s dying of poison. I can’t cure this. Maybe at my best, but not like this. I can probably keep her alive for a day or two, but her body never healed from being brought back. I’d worried about disease and never given a thought about other things that might put her at risk. Given that my magic is keeping her alive already, I would bet on her becoming a Turessian.”


    Raeln thought quickly, trying to make some sense of the sudden turn of events. With the other wagon following them into the swamp, they could not very well turn around and flee for another city. They had Jnodin and little else. “Yoska, you’ve been to this city before?” Raeln asked and the man nodded. “What are their capabilities for something like this here?”


    “Who knows now? Before the war, Jnodin had big temple at its center dedicated to some old god of trees or something. Was great place to nick a coin or two from unguarded offering plates—”


    “Forget about that, Yoska. Can you give someone directions to that temple?”


    “Of course. Why would we try, if city has been turned into dead people? Temple would be first target, no? Jnodin not known for having battle-healers for fighting dead people, but any healer can try in a pinch. If I were evil dead man with goal of taking city, I would kill all healers.”


    “Dead or alive, they are still healers,” Raeln told them and Estin opened his eyes to stare at him. “I’ll take Feanne to the temple and trade my life for hers. The Turessians aren’t mindless and I may be able to strike a bargain to have them let her go. If I fail, she’s no worse off.”


    Estin shook his head. “Not on your life, Raeln. I’ll die with my mate and not send someone else to do it for me. Take the others through the outskirts of town. Any way you can find around. I’ll take her in and negotiate. They know my face all too well already and that might help me get close. Most of them will want to torture me before killing me outright.”


    “Are you certain?” Raeln asked, wishing he could talk Estin out of it. He knew better though, from one look at the man’s face as he nuzzled Feanne’s cheek. “Estin, this is a death sentence. You have to know that.”


    “Why would I ask someone else to do that for my mate? I brought her back incomplete…I need to make it right or die trying,” he said in reply, grabbing his belt with its sheathed swords. Buckling it on as he stood, Estin pulled a scrap of torn paper from his pouch and added, “It’s been a pleasure traveling with all of you, if I don’t come back. All I ask is that is that someone take responsibility for delivering this to my children in Corraith. I want them to know what happened.”


    Yoska held up a hand and took the paper from Estin, saying nothing as he watched Feanne sadly.


    “I’ll go within the hour as we get closer,” continued Estin. He checked his bags one more time and then took a shuddering breath. “If I escape it will be with her. We’ll meet you after the city or not at all.”


    For the next hour, they all listened quietly to Yoska as he detailed the layout of the city for Estin. His directions were immensely intricate, including many of the ways of avoiding notice within the city and ways around the back alleys. Estin listened to it all passively, holding Feanne’s hand and stroking it as he waited for them to get closer to the city.


    “One last thing,” added Yoska, though Raeln noted he had said that no less than ten times already. “Jnodin is not like other cities when it comes to wildlings. City has been too close to Turessi border for generations. There are no wildlings here. Never have been that I know of. Any smart animal people flee south…not-so-smart stay in Turessi. Jnodin people will not know what to make of you. If temple is still standing, they will not care, but others might be less kind. They may kill without asking questions. Only temple might be safe for you.”


    Estin tightened his grip on Feanne’s hand. “Expect them to treat me like a wild animal. I can do that. Altis was worse.”


    Sitting with them since On’esquin had taken the reins, Dalania approached Estin, still clearly nervous about being close to any of the men. She met Raeln’s eyes and he saw in her expression the expectation that this was the last time she would ever see Estin or Feanne.


    “Estin,” she said, kneeling beside him. Estin did not look up from Feanne, as he had not when others had spoken, but his ears cocked in her direction. “I have something that belongs to you. Her father—your father in a sense—explained to me the significance of these once, and I think it is time for you to have it back. Self-sacrifice for love or honor was one of the reasons he gave for these being awarded in the first place.”


    Reaching down to one of the more densely vined sections of her chest, Dalania pulled a leather strap that had been carefully concealed among her leaves. She had somehow managed to hide a necklace there, the brown of the leather blending with the vines that grew from her body. As the broken bones and feathers—with its one unbroken, long black feather—came into view, Raeln and Estin both stared wide-eyed at it.


    “Greth threw that into the woods before we met you,” Raeln said, and Dalania smiled warmly at him. “I had no idea you found it.”


    Tears began to run down Estin’s cheeks, and he tried to talk but could not manage to form words. He took the necklace from her and reached out to hug her. Dalania flinched but accepted the gesture, holding Estin tightly for some time.


    “Come back to us,” she told Estin, finally pushing him away as she wiped away tears of her own. “Feanne and I still have much to learn from one another, once she remembers all of her magic. I would not wish to give that up.”


    After saying good-bye to each of them, Estin slid his arms under Feanne’s knees and back and lifted her off the ground. He pulled her close to his chest, making it easier to carry her—and, Raeln was guessing, to reassure himself he was doing the right thing by keeping her as close as he could.


    “We get close to ascent to main gates,” Yoska told the group as he peeked out the window. “You will need to leave soon, I am sad to say. Less than a minute to the sewer entrance.”


    Raeln took his place at the back door of the wagon, holding the handle to open it when signaled by Yoska. Estin walked over and steadied himself, ready to leap out with Feanne when the time was right.


    “Now!” Yoska said sharply.


    Estin and Raeln gave each other one last significant look and then Raeln opened the door. Without hesitation, Estin leapt out and landed in the mud, before running hard for the sewer entrance Yoska had told him about.


    “Come back to us with her, Estin,” Raeln said to himself as he closed the door. As an afterthought, he added, “Both of you come back to us alive.”


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Prayer for the Dead”


     


    I know that historians have always taught us that the world has a limited number of events that can ever happen. Every few generations, these things happen again, though the details and the order changes. To us mere mortals, hindsight is often the only way to find out that you are living through an event that has happened in recorded history.


    Now I see visions of another time, where the wars I fought are waged once again. The death and violence that spread across the world comes once more. Even my own grief and struggles are repeated for another.


    I would never wish these things on my foes, let alone an innocent. I see not only my suffering, but the deaths around me repeated. There is so much pain that we inflict on ourselves, to think that another will experience it again. He bears my grief as I have, knowing that there is no true escape.


    Save him, On’esquin. Do not let him mourn as I have. As with my own life, his life is tied to the survival of the one he cherishes. Do not let it happen again…please…the place of the tree…


     


    Scribbled note: My master has been unable to explain this entry to me in his weakened and delirious state. The images escaped him before he could tell me. I am afraid that this entry is meaningless without context. If Turess was correct about what is to come, I may not be able to stop it and honestly do not even know what to watch for.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    His arms shaking from the effort of carrying Feanne while running hunkered down to keep his head and ears from scraping the low ceiling, Estin pushed on, refusing to acknowledge his own rapidly tiring body. He had honestly forgotten how heavy Feanne was, despite her lithe build. She likely outweighed Estin by several pounds of lean muscle, making his efforts all the more tiring.


    The route into Jnodin was more difficult than Yoska had indicated, though the overall directions were correct. Estin had come in through an old storm grate that allowed refuse to pour out into the swamps. Judging by how badly bent the bars over the grating were, Estin had to assume it was used far more than the city cared to admit.


    The entire sewer tunnel had been small, even to Estin. Standing straight up, he was barely over five feet tall—another inch or two with his ears perked—and the tunnel was still too short for him. The lighting made matters worse, making it very hard for him to see the occasional stone that had slipped from the ceiling. He had clipped his head nearly a dozen times and no longer could tell if the wetness on the back of his head was blood or water. He also had no time to check or reason to care, so long as Feanne’s condition continued to deteriorate.


    Estin had stopped twice, both times finding Feanne’s pulse had slowed further and her skin felt chilly under her fur. He had not expected the poison would be so virulent, which told him her body had been far weaker beforehand than he had thought. It was only a matter of time until something came along that she could not recover from, and unfortunately it had been something deadly. He had not been able to rest, knowing every minute he delayed brought her much closer to death—or worse, given what the poison tended to do to its victims.


    Pushing on, Estin realized the tunnel ahead was getting brighter, lit by sewage grates set into its ceiling every ten feet or so. That was enough for him to know he was within the city limits. About the time he reached the first of the gratings, Estin was able to make out multiple side passages, as the sewer line divided out to reach the rest of the city.


    Estin followed Yoska’s directions, turning up the second right and continuing until he had passed four tunnels on his left. The fifth, he followed, counting each step he took. At one hundred he stopped and looked up, seeing nothing. Yoska had claimed there would be a grating that opened onto the front steps of the temple.


    Double-checking his distance from the last intersection, Estin tried to determine if he had miscounted, but the distance appeared about right for his stride. He could not be more than a handful of steps off from the hundred steps Yoska had told him would place him at the exact spot.


    His steps. Not Yoska’s.


    Muttering to himself, Estin struggled to think of the last time he had been walking beside Yoska. The man was almost a foot taller than him with entirely differently shaped legs, and generally walked two steps for every three of Estin’s. That gave him at least some measure of difference he could use.


    Reassessing the distance he should have walked, Estin continued on a little farther, stopping at the point he thought might be about right. Looking up, he saw a grating almost directly above him. He knew, based on Yoska’s directions, there were others that would put him in dangerous parts of the city very close to the one that led into the temple, but he had no way of knowing. He would have to have faith.


    Estin eased Feanne down along the side of the tunnel, where she would not have to sit in much filth. She had begun shaking endlessly and her breathing was irregular. He had to hurry or she would choke to death on her own tongue as it continued to swell. Deep down, he tried to ignore the fear that the temple might not be able to help, either.


    Pushing up on the grating, Estin strained until his legs and arms ached, but the old iron door would not move. He kept pushing until his body screamed at him to stop, but he could not, knowing he was running out of time. Finally, with one more heave, he managed to crack the rusty hinges of the grating and move it somewhat. He pushed again and shoved it aside enough that he was certain he could crawl up with Feanne.


    Estin waited several seconds, listening at the opening for any hint that he had been spotted, but the dimly lit area above was as quiet as the sewers.


    Reaching down, he picked up Feanne and with effort raised her to the opening and shoved her into the room above. As soon as he had gotten her into the room, he grabbed the edge of the grating and pulled himself up onto the floor beside her.


    Estin realized he had misjudged what was up there, kneeling in the middle of a street rather than the room he had expected. Around him, a vast city lay lit by the dwindling light of the setting sun, made dimmer by the high walls all the way around. Despite the low buildings, he could see nothing but city and walls for what seemed like miles in every direction. No city had ever seemed quite so endless to him. Storm clouds had filled in across the sky, giving him the impression of a cavern ceiling. A vague sense of being stuck in a confined space nagged at Estin.


    People were everywhere, Estin discovered. There were eyes staring at him and Feanne from every window and building in all directions, with more appearing every second. They were not angry, not wishing to hang him or throw chains on him—not yet. Rather, these people had no idea what they were looking at. They looked at him the way he had probably stared at his first Turessian, unaware of whether it was as dangerous as people claimed but fearing the worst. He was a wild animal, a cornered rodent in a city of “real” people. Soon those looks would turn to fear as they realized an animal trapped within the walls was dangerous. Then would come the torches and leashes.


    Estin searched the area for the temple and discovered he was only a few dozen feet away from its steps. Wide curved stairs rose twenty feet to large archways that were lit by huge braziers Estin was willing to bet burned day and night. Beyond those he could not see much without going up the stairs. The walls were mostly plain, though he could make out subtle carvings of leaves all across them.


    Commotion from farther up the street drew Estin’s attention back that way, where a group of undead had come into view. They followed behind a single human-sized person in black robes Estin recognized immediately. The woman that had chased them…the woman that had made sure his parents were killed. She also seemed to notice him, and he swore he could see her grin under her hood, even several hundred feet away. How she had already gotten into the city, he could not imagine. He had to guess he had been in the sewers far longer than he had thought.


    Hissing angrily in the woman’s direction, Estin grabbed Feanne and lifted her again, guessing he had only a couple minutes before the Turessian reached him. He had to hope he could bargain for Feanne’s life one way or another, and that meant finding a healer. Once the Turessian reached him, there would be no more bargaining.


    Estin turned with Feanne and ran up the steps as fast as he could manage without falling. In the distance behind him, he could hear others running after him, as citizens dove into their homes and the Turessian led her zombies down the street.


    Estin was well past the point of exhaustion. He should have fallen an hour earlier, but he knew there was no chance to stop now. He could rest after the Turessian caught him and in the hours she would likely torture him before letting him die. Between now and then, he had to find a way to get Feanne healed and make her run for her life.


    At the top of the steps, the temple lay sprawling ahead of Estin as a huge open area, surrounded by a mostly decorative wall. In the middle of the place, he could see twenty or so people in simple brown robes kneeling around a central podium he could barely see and honestly could not have cared less about. Trees had been planted in open sections of soil regularly around the temple, blocking his view of large areas. He did not care who these people worshipped, what god held sway here, or whether its followers were people he would have run from in another time and place. All he cared about was that he saw living people in the temple, where he had been told there would be healers.


    “I need help!” Estin shouted as he crossed the threshold into the temple. One by one the worshippers looked in his direction, their eyes far less accusing compared to those outside. They had no idea what to make of him, but they were not judging him. “I need a healer!”


    The brown-robed men and women got to their feet and headed toward Estin, their attention rapidly shifting to Feanne. They came to him in a rush, taking turns touching Feanne to judge her condition, all the while studying both her and Estin with no more confusion than any other stranger might have been given. They were curious, bewildered, but friendly.


    “She had water from the swamp,” one of the priestesses noted as her hand touched Feanne’s brow. “She’s very far along. There is not much time. Her lungs are already filling with liquid. Another hour and she will rise as one of them.”


    “I’ve successfully treated several with this condition,” one of the priests said, eliciting nods from others in the group. “You came to the right place, traveler. We will treat your woman. Take her to the altar and our elder priest will specify the treatments we may use. If he cannot help, we will do what we can until the high priestess returns, regardless.”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder and could see the undead nearing the temple steps, with their Turessian leader at the head of the group. Not really taking his eyes off them, he followed the priests and priestesses to the middle of the open area, where the altar stood, with a human seated in a thronelike chair at its foot. Estin was only barely aware of the man, his full attention on the Turessian closing in on him from the streets.


    “Please,” he asked as he turned to the altar and the priest seated there. As he raised his eyes to the man, Estin continued, “My mate…my wife…she drank from…oh, nine shades of burning hells…”


    Seated at the altar was a man dressed similar to all the others in the temple, but Estin’s attention went straight to the tattoos that whorled around his cheekbones and brow.


    The man grinned broadly at Estin, laughing at his dismay. “You thought you would not find any of us here?” the Turessian asked, waving away the other priests and priestesses, who backed to the edges of the temple. “Jnodin was wise enough to welcome our aid against the plague that lingers in the swamps outside. Your wife now suffers from its effects, due to your lack of faith in the people of Turessi, wildling.”


    Estin wanted to scream, to draw his weapons and fight over Feanne’s body, but he knew exactly what had to be done. No matter the outcome, he had to negotiate.


    Laying Feanne at the foot of the Turessian’s throne, Estin knelt, lowering his head almost to the stone floor. “I come to you for help, when I know you have no reason to give it. I beg for her life. Please, take me and let her go.”


    The Turessian laughed and clapped his hands, leaning back in the chair. “Why would I do that, wildling? Surely by now you know that my orders are to kill you. I saw your wife here kill Varra. I saw your fights with Arturis. I saw more than enough to justify tearing you apart, yet you beg for me to heal the woman who killed one of our youngest members? Give me a reason.”


    Before Estin could reply, shouts from behind him signaled the arrival of the other Turessian with her zombie soldiers. He looked back and watched as they marched into the temple, while the priests and priestesses waited nearby, their attention on the priest Estin knelt in front of. The black-robed woman glared at them in passing as she approached the throne, while Estin lowered his head again.


    “Rishad, I see you have not tired of acting the role of a god’s plaything,” the woman said as she walked over beside Estin. The woman reached down and flicked Estin’s ear, but he remained on his knees, refusing to lift his eyes from Feanne.


    “Good to see you again, Liris,” the Turessian on the throne replied, standing up and stepping over Feanne to approach the woman. “Your manners have not improved, I see.”


    The mood chilled the temple instantly, and Estin could hear the brown-robed priests behind him whispering.


    “We have our orders. I am performing mine. I can take this from here, Rishad.”


    The brown-robed Turessian chuckled and moved between Estin and Liris. “That will not happen. I warned you what would happen if you brought those filthy things into my city again. I am a man of my word, as I have always been. I gave this city my oath that there would be no undead within the walls.”


    The group of undead standing behind Estin collapsed as one, some losing limbs as the magic holding them together failed abruptly. Before the last had settled to the ground, he could see Liris’s hands clench angrily from the corner of his eyes.


    “The orders are simple,” Liris said. “The wildlings die. It is not difficult to understand, even for you. This one traveled with the traitor. We are to glean what information we can and then execute him. I will not disobey and will not stand by while you do so.”


    Turning sharply, Rishad took one knee alongside Estin. “Estin, dear boy. What were your exact words as you entered this temple?”


    Looking up at the man, Estin could see a mix of amusement and hatred in his expression. It was more like looking into the face of any of the people Estin had met that hated wildlings as they might hate a rabid animal, rather than the way he had seen the Turessians watch him, ready at any moment to tear his throat out if only for spite.


    “I said I needed help,” Estin whispered, clasping Feanne’s hand tightly. That grip was all that kept him from reaching for his sword.


    “A little louder, boy. I can barely hear you.”


    “I need help for her,” he repeated, trying to keep his voice steady.


    “You hear that, Liris?” Rishad asked, standing again. “As these people have long believed, the unworthy will ask for aid and receive it. He has invoked a need for mercy in a holy place. There is little I can do but humor him. Jnodin law is as clear as your orders.”


    “You can do what you are told and kill him,” Liris snapped in reply. “Give me the wildlings if you do not have the stomach for this work anymore. You can deal with Dorralt in your own time, but I will not disobey him.”


    “Then this becomes a test of your faith as well as mine. Will your faith in Dorralt give you the wildings and a way out of this bastion of life? Or, on the contrary, will this wildling’s faith save him from you? It is an odd situation, but one I warned you would come if you continued to blindly serve. I have found my faith. How strong is yours?”


    Estin could not believe what he was hearing. He had seen the madness in one Turessian after another, embodied differently in each. They had all done things their own way, some by killing everything in their path, while others conquered the living and led them as kings. This man had gone a new direction, seeking to be—maybe believing he was—a prophet of some sort. He had never even considered the Turessians could disobey any more than he thought the animated corpses they used as fodder could disobey an order.


    “Wildling,” Rishad said, still facing Liris and keeping himself squarely in her path, leaving no doubt that he intended to stop her from advancing, “what would you give to save this woman?”


    “She is not a woman!” growled Liris. “She is a beast, the same as him! We are not to talk to them as if they were intelligent beings!”


    “Answer the question, Estin.”


    Sitting up, Estin evaluated the two Turessians and saw the tension evident in both. They were nearly ready to come to blows. Their demeanor hinted at such fights more than once in the past. “I would give my life for her,” he told them honestly. “I knew coming here might get me killed. She’s the only thing that matters to me. Anything I have or can give is yours in exchange for her life.”


    “So you see,” Rishad went on, still without looking at Estin, “Estin here wishes to trade his life for hers. I am not disobeying…not entirely…if I fulfill half of Dorralt’s order. One wildling dies and the other is spared for Estin’s faith in our mercy. Would you not agree that is sufficient for today?”


    Liris stepped away, raising one hand. Instantly her whole lower arm burst into blue flame as she prepared to fight. “Do not make me do this, Rishad,” she warned, though Rishad made no attempt to stop her in any way. “You are my family…my clan. This is not how we should address one another.”


    From where he knelt, Estin spotted movement above him. Staring at the dark top of the wall that circled the temple, he saw dozens of soldiers with bows running to take up positions. Within seconds there were thirty or more women and men aiming weapons at Liris.


    “Killing a servant of their god will not go over well,” Rishad told her with a hint of humor in his tone. “You are no more a god than I am. There are limits and I have made very certain that those soldiers know yours, even if you haven’t figured those limits out yourself. I made those arrows myself…blessed, I told them. You will heal, but by then your prey will be days gone. Those arrows can hurt us, Liris.”


    The flames vanishing as she let her hand drop, Liris shouted back, “We are gods! We are the new gods this world has waited for! This is why they should worship us, not because of some superstition we foster in them!”


    “The old gods still walk the world, no matter what we claim for ourselves, Liris. I have accepted my place here. The laws of their god…my god…dictate that any who seeks help will receive it. Estin has asked for help for his wife and he will receive whatever help I can grant him. Once that has happened, his safety is in his own hands. There will be no bloodshed in this temple, unless you prompt it.”


    The temple remained nearly silent until Feanne’s rattling cough broke the calm. Estin checked her mouth and found there was hardly any room for her to breathe around her tongue. She was going to die within minutes if something was not done.


    Looking down at Feanne and then over at Estin, Rishad finally said, “Liris, I cannot stop you from killing them once they leave my dominion. Dorralt gave me absolute authority over the lands I hold, and you will not harm people under my care. Dorralt may object to the way I rule, but he gave me these lands so long as I could hold them. If and when the wildlings leave, they are yours.”


    “You have that authority only as long as Dorralt allows it,” Liris replied and then turned on her heel and walked away to Estin’s amazement. Soon the temple was empty, aside from the few priests, priestesses, and the three of them near the altar. Even the archers atop the wall departed.


    “A messy business war becomes,” Rishad said absently as he sat down on the floor beside Estin. Carefully, he picked up Feanne’s hand and felt the pulse in her wrist. “After a few hundred years or so, even your closest friends begin to grate on your nerves. I do not recommend living forever, Estin. Eventually, you learn that death is not such a bad thing.”


    “Why did you oppose an old friend to help us?” Estin asked nervously.


    “Friend? No, Liris is my sister. Dorralt turned us both a few centuries ago, before the Turessian council was even aware he had begun taking action against them. As for why I help you, it is not for your sake. Left to my own wishes, I likely would have killed you both after letting my people see me help you. Rather, my dear sister wishes you dead, so you will live. It’s a small thing in the face of all that my master has done, but it is what I am able to get away with.”


    “Thank you,” said Estin, though he saw Rishad sneer briefly. “Whether you’re doing it from kindness or malice toward another, it still means just as much to me.”


    “Don’t make too big a thing of this or I might change my mind,” the Turessian warned, putting his other hand to Feanne’s forehead. “I have not killed a single person in this city since taking charge, and I do not intend to start now, even with you. My orders are to hold the border against invasion, and I found the best way to do that was with the support of the people. Once I joined them, I discovered this place and it warmed a heart that had been cold for far too many years. Many have died from the poisons I put in the swamps, but I have not killed anyone myself. If I felt then how I feel now, I would never have poisoned the place at all.


    “My sister, on the other hand, will stop at nothing to kill you. She enjoys the work. If she can manage it without my notice, you will die in the city. If not, you will die within a day of leaving. That is why I am able to refuse Dorralt’s command…I know another will handle you.”


    Estin nodded in acknowledgement of the dire situation he was in.


    “The fever is abating,” Rishad announced a few seconds later, without Estin having even noticed he had done anything. “There is water in a decanter beside the altar. Keep her drinking and she will recover quickly. Rest the night here. In the temple my authority will keep Liris at bay. Elsewhere, your life is in your own hands. You may stay as long as you wish, but I claim no responsibility once you go.”


    “Thank you again,” Estin repeated, clasping Feanne’s hand. Already her breathing had become easier and her tongue had less of a black coloring. “I can’t thank you enough.”


    “Thank me when you live to see anything beyond the walls of the temple,” Rishad warned him, smiling ominously. “Good luck to you, wildling. Do not return here. I may follow the god of the wilds, but Dorralt can force my hand at any time.”


    Silently, Rishad got to his feet and bowed toward Estin before turning and walking from the temple. Several of the priests left with him, but a half dozen of the men and women fanned out around the perimeter of the temple, facing out toward the city. They were Estin’s only protection against whatever Liris intended to do.


    “We’ve been through worse,” Estin told Feanne, squeezing her hand again before getting up.


    Walking over to the altar to fetch the water Rishad had told him about, Estin stopped and looked at the enormous tree carved into the stone altar. A similar image was engraved into the stone walls every few feet. Smiling to himself, Estin realized he knew what deity these people worshipped. Though the god went by many names, Estin knew it as Kerrelin, the god of the woods and survivors. There was an irony in that, at least to Estin. He had never been religious, but finding a god that his life seemed to be following in the shadow of was startling. Even more so, knowing a Turessian worshipped that god.


    He located the decanter of water and brought it back to Feanne, resting it near her head as he settled alongside her. He took her hand again and said, “Just think, you get to live through this one without any new scars. First time for everything.”


    Her eyes fluttering open briefly, Feanne seemed unable to focus on anything and closed them again, squeezing Estin’s hand in return. “Why?” she asked, her voice dry and hoarse.


    “You should drink something,” Estin said, lifting her head and putting the lip of the decanter to her mouth.


    She managed to choke down a sip before coughing uncontrollably for a moment. “Why did you help me?” she asked again once her coughing settled. “You owe me nothing.”


    “This isn’t about debts, Feanne. I help my friends.”


    Though still clearly too dizzy to see clearly, Feanne opened her eyes long enough to give Estin a glare that told him she did not accept that answer at all. “When I showed the scar on my leg, I saw your face,” Feanne said. “You knew what it was from already. How many of these scars are known to you?”


    “More than I care to admit to. I was there when you got many of them.”


    Feanne nodded and tried to sit up, but her muscles would not work properly. Lying back down with a sigh, she stared up at the sky. “Estin, I may not really know you anymore…but this was more than I expected of anyone in the group. I heard some of what that man told you. You risked a lot for me, despite how clear I have been in disliking you.”


    “I’m a fool like that.”


    Blinking and obviously trying to focus her eyes, Feanne looked up at Estin and slowly reached up to touch the deep scars along the side of his muzzle. He had earned those fighting to keep Feanne and their children alive, before she had taken him as her life-mate. For years he had been proud of those scars, but now he flinched away at the touch.


    “You have nearly as many as I do,” she said softly. “I would not expect a prey-breed to be still alive with such wounds.”


    “We’ve been through a lot, Feanne. Some good, some bad. We both earned our scars. I wouldn’t give a single one of them up.”


    Lowering her hand from Estin’s face, she touched the necklace he wore with its stark black feather. Then, reaching up to his collar, she pulled out the second necklace with her own fur and claws attached to it. Absently, she lifted one of the claws and laid it along her own finger, obviously making the connection. “Who were we?” she mumbled, sounding half asleep. “Before the undead? Many of the scars are years old…but I do not remember. I want to…”


    “Before? You were your village’s protector, whether they wanted your help or not. You threw yourself in the way of anything that tried to hurt them. Most of your scars came from that.”


    Feanne let go of the necklace and touched her ribs just below her left breast, where Estin knew she had an ugly scar there and a matching one on her back. “The wound over my heart. What is that from? It should have killed me.”


    Estin smiled and pushed the necklaces back into his shirt. “That is from a sword,” he said, remembering tending to her after that fight. “You had to prove yourself to someone in the village. He put a sword through your chest.”


    “I lost the fight?”


    “No, you won. He never challenged you again.”


    Feanne nodded, though Estin could see she did not understand. A brief fit of coughing shook her again, subsiding a few moments later. “I can barely stay awake,” Feanne managed to croak out, rubbing at her face.


    “Then sleep.”


    She looked up at him, appearing uncertain about replying. Finally, she said, “I do not have many memories, Estin. In the few I have, there have always been people with me when I slept, watching to be sure we were all safe. It is something I took for granted. Here, I do not feel safe. Promise that I will not be alone.”


    After offering her more water, Estin told her, “I’ll be here when you wake up. I promise I won’t leave you.”


    Weakly, Feanne patted his hand and thanked him. Closing her eyes, her breathing slowed within a minute and soon she relaxed into an exhausted sleep.


    “I won’t ever leave you,” Estin added, once he was certain she was truly asleep. “I swear it.”


     


    *


     


    Morning broke over the temple, stinging Estin’s tired eyes and casting the place in long shadows that covered much of the area facing the altar and throne, while putting the throne itself in bright light. Given that Estin had settled in with Feanne right before the altar, the light was painfully bright, but a good reminder that they could not stay long.


    Looking around, Estin saw the priests remained at the entrances, right where they had been at the start of the night. He dearly wished he had their stamina, as none had even sat down, let alone slept. Having lain awake beside Feanne the whole night, Estin felt as though his limbs were leaden and his eyes itched horribly. The stench of the sewers burned his nose, making him wish that he had a far less refined sense of smell.


    “Feanne?” Estin asked softly. She had hardly moved at all the whole night, aside from the few times he had woken her to give her more water. Each time she had gotten too still, it had startled Estin, making him wonder if the poison had returned. “Wake up. We need to get moving.”


    Groaning, Feanne rolled onto her side and put an arm across Estin’s chest. Almost immediately, her eyes snapped open and she looked at him with surprise and confusion. She sat up quickly, yanking her hand away as she looked about to figure out where she was.


    “Poison,” she murmured. “I remember. We do need to leave. What is our plan?”


    Estin hopped to his feet and headed toward the edge of the temple, walking up beside one of the priestesses. The woman looked over at him with curiosity but no malice as she sniffed the air, something Estin had never seen a human do before. Given how badly he stunk of sewage, he could not blame her.


    The city was still waking up for the day, from what Estin could see. People were beginning to appear in the streets, while small squads of armored soldiers marched to and fro. Nowhere could Estin see a single undead, giving him some confidence in the things Rishad had said.


    Then, at the limit of his vision, Estin spotted Liris, leaning against a building staring back at him. The Turessian woman raised a hand in salute but remained where she was.


    “The plan is to find a way out of here without being run down by someone who’s trying to kill us,” Estin announced, getting an amused glance from the priestess. “I’m guessing she’s found the sewer route we took to get here by now.”


    The priestess kept her eyes on the street, but said quietly, “She has. Returning that way would be unwise. I should mention…you two are filthy from the sewers. You leave that filth everywhere you walk in the temple. I would be remiss if I did not ask you both to bathe before continuing to traipse around here. The bathing chambers are down a flight of steps near the far wall. You will find whatever you need down there.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m telling you that someone’s going to murder us as soon as we leave and you tell me to take a bath?” Estin asked, looking at the woman, but she smiled and did not meet his eyes.


    “Whatever you need,” the woman repeated. “You should leave me to my watching. Evil does not rest, and if I am not mistaken, that woman down there is the very evil that the so-called prophet Rishad warned us about. She cannot see the door from outside the temple, and if she tries to come for you, we can hold her for some time. You really should bathe.”


    Estin began to understand and thanked the priestess, hurried back to Feanne, and offered her a hand up, which she took. She still seemed a little unsteady on her feet, but she managed to maintain her balance with some effort.


    Leading the way, Estin headed to the back of the temple, where the open area ended at a wall similar to the front, but without the wide archways that led into the city streets. Instead, a staircase led down at the center of the wall, while a second wound its way up onto the wall, ending near one of the human archers, who stared down at Estin.


    Estin hurried down the stairs, pausing occasionally to ensure Feanne did not fall too far behind. The stairs seemed to present a degree of difficulty for Feanne, forcing her to put a hand on the wall to steady herself as she descended. Her paws rocked dangerously with each step, as though her muscles refused to fully support her. When Estin tried to help her, she gave him a glare that warned him that she needed to do this on her own.


    The staircase continued well under the wall, without any turns. Flickering torches every twenty feet gave off only a minimum of light—enough to ruin Estin’s night vision but not enough to clearly light the steps.  Eventually Estin saw the last step in the dim light and stopped Feanne, motioning that he would continue on and take a look.


    Easing his paws down as quietly as he could on the rough stone stairs, Estin inched toward the chambers below, from which warm air billowed out toward him. As he neared the bottom, he lowered himself almost flat on the stairs to look into the room without going any closer.


    The next room was not what Estin had expected, though he was not honestly sure what he did expect anymore. The large round room was mostly filled by a steaming pool of water in its center, and he could see open rooms to either side that appeared to be dressing chambers for the priests. Another hall continued opposite the stairs.


    Estin waved Feanne on and continued down the last few steps into the warm steam-filled room. From what he could see down the hall that left the room with the pool, the passage continued on for some distance without any turns.


    “That might take us out well past the temple, where they won’t be looking for us,” Estin noted, circling the pool on his way to the hall. “If we hurry they’ll still think we’re inside the temple walls.”


    A splash behind him made Estin stop and look back. Sitting on the side of the pool, Feanne had one of her feet in the water experimentally, circling her paw in the water. After a moment, she put both legs in, smiling happily as she rubbed a week’s worth of dust and dirt from her paws, as well as dried sewage.


    “Undead army looking for us,” Estin reminded her.


    “When was the last time either of us had a warm bath?” she asked, smiling up at him. “I have not in the whole of my memories. My feet were filthy and I would enjoy one minute of this before we have to run for our lives again. If we are to die, let me do it feeling whole again.”


    Estin could not help laughing at her. For all her willingness to get dirty and fight through battles that would have reduced an ogre to tears, Feanne had always hated having her feet get too mud-caked. It was a quirk of hers that had somehow survived death, and one that had always amused him. Watching her struggle to scrub the mud and sewer filth off of her toes only deepened his memories of other times.


    “If you are going to continue to watch me bathe, you may as well clean yourself too. We do not have time for modesty and may never get another chance at this,” she told him a second before she pulled off her clothing and slid into the pool, which came up past her waist.


    Estin could not help but stare, having forgotten how beautiful his mate was after so long trying to let her have her space. He had already stripped down and was in the water before he realized he was going to take her up on her offer, though he knew it could not be anything more than a bath until she had her memories back…assuming that ever happened.


    A minute later, Feanne hopped out of the pool without having given him so much as a glance and set about searching for towels or anything else she could dry her fur with. That left Estin to finish cleaning away the road dirt and sewage that coated him, much of which was stubbornly refusing to come out of his fur.


    “You are about my height, correct?” Feanne called out from one of the side rooms, where Estin could see her standing naked in front of what appeared to be shelving or cabinets, her white-tipped tail wagging.


    “Yes, pretty close.”


    Coming back into the room, Feanne threw him a brown robe that Estin caught before it could land in the water. She quickly put on a matching robe, pulling up its hood as far as she could in an attempt to hide her ears and long muzzle. “Not a perfect disguise, but it may buy us some time if we are only seen at a distance,” she noted, looking back and frowning at the large lump in the robe where her tail could not be easily hidden. “You will have more difficulty hiding than I do.”


    Wading to the edge of the pool, Estin started to climb out when Feanne stepped in front of him. She reached down and pulled him onto the edge of the pool, her eyes never leaving his shoulder. It took Estin a moment to figure out what she was looking at, but then he realized she was looking at the dozens of deep scars that crisscrossed his arm, where dogs had mauled him years earlier. Through healing those wounds with magic not intended for such a purpose, Feanne had a matching set of scars on her own arm. Estin opened his mouth to answer the question he figured was coming, but could not think of an excuse she might believe.


    “We need to hurry,” she said, shuddering and turning away abruptly, going over to the far hallway and waiting with her back to him.


    Confused and frustrated, Estin threw on his own robe, not particularly caring about how wet his fur was under the heavy cloth. Feanne had been right: hiding his tail was an impossibility without a large cloak or something else beyond the robe. As an afterthought, he grabbed his belt and swords from the floor and wrapped them in his old clothing, then tucked them under his arm.


    This time Estin followed Feanne as they continued down the passage, which led a hundred feet or so before they came to a new set of stairs, going back up. They slowed there, creeping up the steps toward a heavy door at the top. Unlike the last set of steps, Feanne seemed steadier on these.


    Estin motioned for Feanne to let him go first, but she initially glared at him and shook her head. He gestured again and she rolled her eyes and stepped back, letting him approach the door. Cautiously, he went past her, trying to figure out if she intended to trip him for trying to take charge. Thankfully, she merely glowered.


    Taking the last few steps, Estin reached for the handle, only to have the door open from outside. There, eight robed human priestesses and priests stood around the door, all but one facing out toward the street. The elderly man who faced Estin waved him forward.


    “What’s going on?” Estin asked, hesitant to leave the shelter of the staircase.


    The priest laughed good-naturedly and motioned him forward again, this time saying, “Come. We will get you to the edge of the city.”


    “Why would you help us?”


    The priest pointed at Estin’s face and then tugged his own hood, reminding Estin to pull up his own. “You ask why the servants of the wild god would help wildlings escape being murdered within our walls?” the man asked once Estin had his head mostly hidden. “Jnodin has stood against Turessi for generations. Simply because one worthwhile person comes out of those lands to stand in our holy place as a spokesperson of a silent god does not mean that we have entirely opened our doors to Turessi. Politicians allow them access to pass through, but those sworn to hold the walls still oppose them how we can. It was never up to the governing body to stop Turessi…that was our duty.


    “Rishad means well, but his allies are less trustworthy. We would rather not have them break the peace and have acted to ensure that they do not. It was decided that we would simply deprive Rishad of the opportunity to let us down.”


    Estin reached back for Feanne and pulled her beside him as he moved through the door. Immediately the gathered humans shifted to block any view of Estin and Feanne, though no one on the street seemed to care what a group of priests might be doing.


    “They will destroy you all for helping us, you know that, don’t you?” Estin asked, still unsure about accepting their help. He could feel Feanne’s discomfort with the situation through his touch.


    The priest who had spoken nodded and smiled. “We were told to guard the border with Turessi centuries ago by the last of Turess’s own clan, and we still do as ordered, even if it means death. So long as Rishad works in our best interests, the city will allow him to rule. The moment he allows that other creature to speak for him, we intend to seal the gates and fight, no matter the promises our leaders have made.” The man looked to his companions and then back to Estin. “We must move,” he warned. “The invader will realize that you have left the temple soon. I wish you to be at the gates before then. We are prepared to fight her, but would prefer you were gone before the fighting begins.”


    The group moved without waiting for Estin, walking in a tight formation that blocked any easy view of the two wildlings. Once they had cleared the doorway set into the stone walls of the temple, three priests fell in behind them, one grabbing Estin’s tail and holding it against his robes to help hide it.


    “The guards will challenge us at the gates,” the lead priest warned Estin, nodding toward an enormous iron portcullis set into the stone wall a half mile down the street from them. Around its base, Estin could see dozens of armored humans. “Keep your heads…and tails…down and we can handle this. Once you are outside the walls, flee as far as you can. There will be no assurance that the archers will wish to see you go. Some are loyal to us, others may not be.”


    The approach to the gates went quickly, with no resistance in the streets. In fact no one seemed to even take notice of the priests, ignoring them as they went about their business. Even the soldiers at the gate hardly looked up as the priests neared. If anything, their behavior reminded Estin of how some of the prey-breed wildlings kept their eyes low when around predators.


    “No one heads north without orders,” a soldier announced, bringing the group of priests to a halt only twenty feet from the closed gate. “Turn around.”


    One of the priestesses at the lead of the group, standing in front of Feanne replied, “We have our own orders, captain. We intend to spend time challenging ourselves against the wilderness and have been given dispensation by the high priestess to do so. Kerrelin requires us to face the wilds frequently.”


    The soldier seemed unconvinced and began moving around the group, eyeing them suspiciously. Estin tried to keep his hood low without looking too obvious, while moving his bundled swords where they would be mostly hidden between himself and Feanne. His mouth went dry as he realized his black-and-white tail would be nearly impossible for the priests to hide, no matter what they did. Another step or two and Estin had no doubt the soldier would catch a glimpse of it.


    The priests seemed equally aware of the soldier’s position, adjusting their stance slightly with each step, attempting to minimize his view of Estin and Feanne at the middle of the group. Even so, Estin heard the soldier take a quick breath to shout for help as he stepped away from the group.


    Reacting far more quickly than Estin had expected, the elderly priest that led them raised his hand as though he were choking someone and the soldier’s shout came out as little more than a gasp. The priest then put his hand up in a gesture that normally would indicate someone should stop, and Estin watched as the soldier’s muscles froze, though he continued to blink and breathe.


    “Know your place, captain,” the priest said in a grandfatherly way, patting the soldier on the shoulder. “Stay there until you’ve learned your lesson. The beasts of the wilds are not yours to execute simply because someone with a few tattoos claims dominion over them. We will discuss your return to worship services at the temple when we come back.”


    The other soldiers had not yet noticed their companion’s predicament and the priests were not about to wait for them to realize what had happened. They began walking again, this time more quickly, with the two behind Feanne and Estin practically pushing them along.


    The group soon reached an open door set alongside the gate, where a single soldier stood guard while the others milled about, waiting for signals from their captain. The single guard looked up at their approach and his eyes widened as he met Estin’s. Before he could do anything more than look, his eyes rolled back and he collapsed, snoring loudly, as one of the priestesses attempted to hide her hands after casting a spell on him.


    “You are both as free as you were in the woods that are your home,” the old priest told Estin, turning to face him. “Run and never look back. I know of no reason your kind would be traveling north, but I wish you luck, if there is any luck left to be had in the world these days. May Kerrelin pursue but never catch your trail.”


    Shouts from behind them made Estin look over his shoulder. Far back in the city, he saw a large group moving down the streets and was pretty certain he saw black robes at the lead.


    “Go!” the priest said, shoving Estin out the door and then grabbing Feanne and pushing her after him.


    “What will you do?” Estin asked, getting a laugh from most of the priests.


    “We will obey our high priestess and start a war within a city’s walls that would make Kerrelin proud, with or without Rishad’s aid,” one of the priestesses told him before pushing the door closed. Estin heard the bar drop, locking them out.


    Turning northward, Estin saw nothing but endless plains ahead of them, mostly barren but gradually turning to the white of snow within a few miles. Even where they stood, the occasional snowflake floated down, despite the temperature being a little too warm for snow.


    Holding out her hand to catch a snowflake, Feanne smiled. “The warm bath was an even better idea in hindsight. There will be a lot of cold days to come.”


    Estin nodded and thought to the long winters they had spent together in the past and tried not to say anything. Instead, he set off toward the north, hoping they could find shelter to wait for the others, while silently offering up a prayer of thanks to the god Kerrelin. He had a feeling he would be doing that a lot more often in the future. There were so few days he found himself grateful for in recent times, but this was certainly one.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “No Turning Back”


     


    They wait for…there is a tree on an altar…so much death…do not haggle so…a wagon is a wagon…beware the wolves…


     


    Scribbled note: His fever grows worse and the pitiful excuses for healers who remain with us are unable to improve his condition. I fear leaving his side anymore, knowing that more than his own blood seeks to take the reign from him, but from here I stand no chance of finding Kharali. She alone can save Turess. If this man dies—especially for such a stupid reason as his wife failing to attend to him with the magic she was given for this exact reason—I fear his empire will turn into a bloodbath that could envelop the world. Kharali may well doom her race through inaction as Turess has doomed his empire through his actions.


     


    
      -          Excerpt from the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    The wagon rolled to a stop just inside the gates of Jnodin, with Dalania and Yoska leading the horses to a nearby stable where they could be tended to. Meanwhile, Raeln and On’esquin remained hidden in the back of the wagon until they saw an opportunity to slip out and escape into the alleys.


    Once the stable boys were paid, Yoska and Dalania came back to them, checking behind them repeatedly to be sure they were not followed. Raeln had been nervous enough, but seeing the two who would be welcome in the city so on edge made him feel as though eyes were watching him constantly.


    “There is no talk of animal people yet,” Yoska told them, keeping an eye on the street as he spoke. “Stable boys would be first to gossip. Extra coin ensured they told me everything of import and will say nothing of our coming.”


    “They told you where you could find loose women and cheap alcohol,” said Dalania with a touch of disgust.


    “As I say…everything of import, yes?”


    Dalania took a slow breath to calm herself.


    Trying to distract them both from Yoska’s behavior, Raeln asked, “How do we get through the city? We are not stopping here any longer than we have to. I want to meet Estin and Feanne on the north side as soon as possible.”


    “You worry too much,” Yoska chided. “This I have taken care of. We have room at inn…which happens to be same place that lovely lady says is shameful….and in wee hours I meet man who can exchange our supplies for those we need in new lands. We then calmly walk out north gate in new clothes after I put shiny coins in guards’ hands. Is all working out as planned, yes?”


    “Do make sure that we aren’t revealed,” On’esquin warned grimly, pulling his robe’s hood forward as he had every few minutes since they had left the wagon. Every time a human had wandered past the alley, Raeln had watched him cover his face and turn away, afraid they would see his tattoos. “This close to the border, there will be no question of what I am. These people will see a Turessian invader, regardless of my skin color.”


    “Welcome to gypsy life,” Yoska replied, sighing. “All gypsy are seen as thieves.”


    That prompted Raeln to ask, “How exactly did you pay for the horses? We had no money. Did they accept Pholithian coin?”


    “Is bad prejudice, but is not always wrong, no?”


    “Tell me you didn’t steal the coin you used to pay the stable boys,” begged Raeln.


    “First you tell me not to lie, and then you tell me what to say. Is not a fair game, no?”


    “You are going to get all of us killed!” On’esquin growled, but then seemed to catch himself and relax both his tone and posture. Turning on Raeln, On’esquin then said, “Boy, if you do not calm yourself, I’ll be as jittery as you. Of the three of you, you are still generally the calmest, but I cannot keep my mind clear if you do not find some way to relax. When you want to throttle Yoska, I can’t help but feel the same.”


    Raeln realized On’esquin was right and his heart was racing for no good reason. They had not been found—at least not yet—and he had no reason to believe Estin had failed to reach the temple. Forcing himself to calm down, Raeln watched as On’esquin’s nervousness seemed to fade as well.


    “How can I possibly be the calmest one here?” Raeln asked once On’esquin had fully relaxed.


    Yoska and Dalania looked at one another and back at him, both appearing to be the epitome of calm.


    On’esquin answered for them. “The girl hides her feelings better than most and generally wants to run screaming every time she meets someone new. The gypsy is insane, drunk, or both.”


    Opening his mouth to object, Yoska stopped and glanced at Dalania, shrugged, and instead just stood there grinning as he offered a flask to her.


    Groaning, Dalania moved over beside Raeln.


    “Fine,” Yoska said a moment later, hiding the flask in his shirt. “We go to inn and give Estin time to save our fox lady so that they both can be happy again. I think we wait until morning and head to meeting place, yes? By then Feanne will either be dragging Estin back to us or they both will be dead.”


    “He was carrying her, last I saw,” Raeln pointed out.


    Yoska smirked at that. “Is not criticism of Estin. I know them both, and for as many times as Estin saves Feanne, Feanne has saved him. She is overdue, so I anticipate her fighting whole army to save him.”


    “He is right,” Dalania noted, “much as it pains me to say it. She is a warden of nature and does not normally require help from anyone…Estin is the exception.”


    “Are we sure one night is enough?” asked Raeln. “We could give him an extra day…”


    On’esquin replied first. “Yoska is right, Raeln. I saw her with my own eyes. She will not live until morning without help. I seriously doubt Estin will leave here unless she has been healed properly. Morning will be long enough. We will give him the whole day once we are out there, though. When the sun sets again, we will leave, with or without them. If they have not arrived by then, they are both dead.”


    That seemed to sober the whole group, and Yoska barely mumbled, “Inn is this way.”


    Yoska led them through alleys when possible, and when it was not, he and Dalania would wait out on the street until it was clear before signaling the others to run to the next shadowed area. It was slow going, taxing Raeln’s nerves as much as his patience each time he repeatedly froze in place somewhere he might be spotted by anyone who looked too closely. Had they seen him, he had to believe it would be as comical as it would be startling to see a seven-foot wolf standing perfectly still and wide-eyed, waiting for them to leave.


    Eventually the group reached a large building that he would never have guessed to be an inn. There was no sign, no open door, no loud banter of the people inside. If anything he might have assumed it was abandoned, were it not for the flicker of candles in several of the windows. Even the higher-class inns he and his sister had visited over the years had been rowdier than this, and given that Yoska chose the place, he was concerned.


    “Are you sure this is the right building?” Raeln asked, standing in the shadows of a closed shop across the street. He jumped a little as a group of humans wandered past, though they did not seem to notice him or On’esquin. “I’m not feeling good about this.”


    Yoska smacked Raeln on the arm and walked across the street, saying over his shoulder, “That is the point, no? Best place to stay when you wish to remain hidden is place no one wishes to go. Besides, you would feel bad about any place frequented by thieves and murderers, yes?”


    Grumbling something in Turessian or gypsy, On’esquin set off after Yoska, keeping one hand on his hood to ensure it did not slip.


    Dalania stayed with Raeln and moved slightly behind him, staring at the old building. “I do not want to stay there, Raeln,” she whispered. “I was raised in a place like that and I have no wish to ever set foot in one again.”


    “Were you able to call animals to help you back then?” he asked jokingly.


    “No. I was a little girl.”


    “There’s a stable next door. If anything troubles you, call the horses to crash through the place. I’m certain the whole building will fall without much effort. Even if it doesn’t, I think all of us will recognize a stampede as a warning that we need to act quickly.”


    Dalania smiled nervously but made no attempt to follow the others.


    “I promise I won’t leave you alone,” Raeln told her and she smiled more sincerely. “Say the word and I’ll take you away from there, assuming Yoska doesn’t get me killed first.”


    Dalania hesitated a little longer, before taking his hand and tugging him toward the inn. She seemed as unsure as before, but Raeln got that she was counting on him to protect her, no matter what they found inside. No more than halfway across the street, a group of young human men—Raeln would have considered them ruffians back in Hyeth, though his sense of what that meant had changed in the last few months—came around the corner at the end of the street and stopped, staring at Raeln. They did not run or call for help, but stared at him as though they were unsure what they were seeing. Given the lack of hostility, Raeln had no choice but to ignore them and continue on. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the men look down at the flasks they carried, as though the alcohol had somehow created Raeln from thin air. To his surprise, they all quickly lowered their heads as if bowing.


    Raeln reached the door of the inn and hurried inside, holding the door until Dalania was through and then closed it, hoping he had not given them away by being seen. He kept his back to the inn’s interior, listening at the door for the sound of the town guard being called.


    “Raeln?” Dalania said, pawing at him frantically. “Raeln…I need you. Right now.”


    Turning, Raeln saw they were in a lobby, with five scantily clad women and two similarly undressed men at the far end. The group was watching them expectantly, while an older woman standing near the door tapped her foot impatiently. Yoska and On’esquin were nowhere to be found.


    “Your friend already has rooms set aside,” the old woman told them, eyeing Dalania briefly before returning her attention to Raeln. “Company will cost you extra, though Yoska has done enough for me in the past, I might be willing to send one to you for free and take it out of his hide another time. I have no doubt he will find his way back here a few more times.”


    “We don’t need company,” Raeln replied quickly, as Dalania moved to put him between herself and the woman. Dalania was practically ripping out his back fur as she clung to him for protection. “Point us to our room and let us be.”


    The old human woman laughed and motioned to one of the half-naked men, who led the way down one of the halls. Raeln followed him, with Dalania right behind, keeping one hand clamped tightly on his back.


    The hall led to only two rooms, the one on the left smelling of On’esquin and Yoska. Leading them into the right-hand room, the man stopped outside the door and smiled pleasantly at Dalania before looking up at Raeln and giving him an equally pleasant smile. Even Raeln knew an invitation when he saw one, despite never having been within a mile of a place like this. That was not anything Raeln even wanted to consider and hurried both himself and Dalania into the room. He quickly shut the door and tapped his forehead on the door in frustration. Greth would never have stopped harassing him about being that uneasy around a prostitute.


    “I do not want that man in here,” Dalania said firmly, backing away from the door.


    “I don’t either, Dalania,” he replied, thumping his head one more time. “The last thing I want is that kind of company.”


    Turning away from the door, Raeln saw the room contained only one bed, though it was a larger one than Raeln had seen in years. Given his size, it was refreshing to see a bed that was built to handle people at least as large as he was. Then, remembering Dalania was still there, standing silently near a dressing mirror watching the door, he began looking for a section of the floor large enough to sleep on. The room was clearly built around the bed, giving him almost no floor space that he could use unless he curled into a ball.


    “We can share it,” Dalania said suddenly, though she was still eyeing the door as if the human man would come barging in at any moment. She stopped wringing her hands for a moment, but then toyed with the end of her long hair, as though she had to fidget with something when nervous. “You, I don’t worry about.”


    That made Raeln’s ears stand straight, wondering what the woman was getting at. “What’s that supposed to mean? Yoska scares you, but I don’t?”


    Dalania laughed lightly, motioning to the bed. “Men are easy to read by their eyes. Yoska’s eyes are drawn to me, and I see in them thoughts of a woman who is gone. He has no malice, but he also has thoughts that he might act on. You watched the man outside this room the way Yoska looks at me, admiring while thinking of another. I understand and have no reason to fear you. This is why I already told you that I consider you like a brother. Why do you think I keep you close?”


    “And if you misunderstand me?”


    Dalania shook her head at that. “You continue to try to intimidate others, even those you trust,” she observed. “You fear being viewed as weak, when I doubt anyone would be willing to call you that. Do not put on a mask. I gave up hiding behind my own not that long ago, and for all my failings, I would never go back to it. Be who you are. Everyone already knows, so why hide?”


    Reluctantly, Raeln went to the bed and was soon joined by Dalania, who curled up against him. The woman made him think of his sister yet again, who had always been comfortable with him, even when others had made fun of her for sleeping with her brother. Like Dalania, she had done it because it made her feel safe, though in the end it had not been enough to save her.


    Deep down, it honestly made Raeln feel safer too.


     


    *


     


    Raeln woke early…insanely early, judging by the dark windows. He initially thought to return to sleep, but then realized he was alone in the room. Looking around, he could not find any sign of Dalania and the door was ajar. Sniffing, he found her scent was faint, as though she had snuck away an hour or more prior. He could not pick up any other scents, hinting that she left under her own power.


    Getting up slowly and listening for any sound of trouble, Raeln went to the door and peeked out into the hall. There was no one out there that he could see, but somewhere in the house he could hear faint conversation in hushed tones. Following the voices, he made his way to the entry room, where he found the gathered prostitutes that had greeted them upon entry…plus a few more that had been occupied elsewhere at that time. As he entered the well-lit room, ten human faces turned his way, plus Dalania’s. The fae-kin woman smiled and waved him over to join them.


    “What’s going on?” he asked as he wandered closer. He hesitated just outside the group of people when, at almost the same time, one of the men and one of the women patted the floor beside themselves, giving him a coy smile. Too tired to even object, Raeln practically collapsed beside the man.


    “I had to face some old fears,” Dalania explained, getting nods from several of the humans. “Years of being forced into places like this or similar situations made me fear the place, rather than the people. I wanted to talk to them and see how they were being treated and let them know what the world is like outside the city…they don’t get much news, beyond city gossip.”


    The barely clothed group of humans whispered their agreement with her assessment, as the man beside Raeln put a hand on Raeln’s knee. Sighing, Raeln pushed his hand away, though the man seemed more amused by the act than dissuaded. Raeln began to wonder if he had become a game of sport for these people.


    “I’m sorry,” Dalania went on. “Yoska woke me when he got up to go make his deals over our wagon. I heard some of these fine folk up talking and chose to join them. We have learned much from one another.”


    “Like the fact that your group is the first we have seen go north in months,” one of the men noted. “Hundreds have fled south, but never north.”


    Dalania smiled back at the man. “Or that Jnodin still resists Turessi from within and that they are using your house as a relay for information to the resistance. Apparently the whore houses and several other groups are working together in this.”


    That snapped Raeln awake immediately. “Resistance?”


    “Yes,” Dalania said, with most of the humans smiling wickedly. “Officially, the city has been taken by Turessi without a fight. This treaty was made without any consultation of the people. As a result, a large portion of the population is waiting for the right time to fight back. They even allowed in a Turessian so that they could study him before engaging him in battle.”


    Raeln studied the faces of the men and women and saw a hardened resolve, similar to that on the faces of slaves he had met near Lantonne. They were not warriors, but they were willing to risk themselves in whatever way they could find to help further the causes of those who would be warriors. He was willing to bet they would fight in their own ways from the shadows when the time was right.


    “Do you know where Yoska went?” Raeln asked, but Dalania shook her head.


    “I do,” the man beside Raeln told him, putting his hand back on Raeln’s knee. “I can show you what you need.”


    “Just show me where Yoska is,” snapped Raeln, a little more harshly than intended. Apparently his words did not insult anyone, as the man and most of the other humans laughed.


    Getting up, the man who had spoken motioned for Raeln to follow. “You can’t blame me for trying,” he told Raeln, waiting for him to stand as well. “Old habits die hard. Besides, we don’t exactly get wildlings around these parts. I haven’t even seen one since I was a child far west of here. There’s something about exotic people…”


    One of the woman added, “He’s leaving out that we placed a wager on who might be able to draw your interest. So far, I’m winning my bet.”


    “However, I do know where your friend is,” the man beside Raeln noted, giving the woman a somewhat catty and annoyed glare. “Follow me. They’re outside and down the street a little. Not far, I promise.”


    Raeln looked down at Dalania, surrounded by the group of men and women. “Will you be all right here? I want to be sure Yoska’s not selling us to the highest bidder.”


    “I’ll be fine, Raeln,” she said, smiling. She did appear more comfortable than he had seen her since she had stopped hiding in plain sight as the fox. “Go and check on him. Hurry back, though.”


    Following the human man out of the inn and onto the dark streets, Raeln was surprised by the number of different scents that were still strong so late into the night. Many cities tended to become as mild as they were quiet once the sun set, but Jnodin smelled more active than most. He could smell the stables, but he also picked up a lot of humans having passed by recently…and dogs, though that scent was partially concealed by incense. It was somewhat bewildering, but he guessed one of the neighboring homes had something burning that was throwing off his nose.


    “Down here,” the man told him, walking toward the stable. “They only arrived here about half an hour ago, so they should still be arguing, if I know anything about their people. They may not have even moved past insulting one another. I believe they have to insult every one of their ancestors before they can begin haggling.”


    Sure enough, as they passed the stables, Raeln could hear two men bickering. The human led him to the far side, where a wide shadowed area for storing supplies between the inn and the city walls had been occupied by their wagon. Standing behind it was Yoska, having changed back into his blue silks with brown trim—despite the hole in the side where he had been wounded long ago—and another man, dressed in maroon silk with grey accents. The two were arguing, but in soft voices that did not carry far.


    “Is a fine wagon!” Yoska was saying, gesturing broadly at the wagon. “You have no finer among yours, no?”


    “Is stolen!” the other man snapped back, pointing at a dried bloodstain near the door from their battle with the undead patrol. “You wish to sell me stolen goods so that I am target of law, yes?”


    “Stolen does not make it any less of a fine wagon.”


    “It makes it worth less.”


    “It makes it worth more, as it has character, yes?”


    “Burns are not character, Yoska.”


    “You have scars you claim give you character. How are burns different?”


    “Wagon is not built for winter. Will be very cold this far north.”


    “Why do you think I sell? We are going north and need something better-suited. You already say you head south. Is much better for you.”


    “You still owe me for getting me arrested in Thindor, Yoska. You should give me the wagon, no?”


    “Is not my fault you cheat badly at cards. Besides, I made it up by finding a husband for that cow of girl you call niece. Boy I find was great choice and save her from cross-eyed cousin from Erasha.”


    “That—” The man in maroon stopped and thought a moment, going from anger to mild annoyance. “—is true. I raise my offer to thirty.”


    “Thirty-two and no lower.”


    Making a show of appearing wounded, the man begrudgingly took Yoska’s hand. As soon as he did, Yoska added, “And warm clothing for our journey for myself and my companions.”


    “You will get thirty and clothes,” the man conceded. “Do not push luck, cousin. That price will get you small wagon that is built for the winter and a few horses.”


    “I have pushed all I wish,” Yoska replied, grinning.


    The two men seemed to finally notice Raeln and the man with him. The maroon-silked gypsy eyed the human beside Raeln and then turned his attention to Raeln. “Big one is your companion, yes? He keeps small toys for such big man. My cousin would say he is likely to break small toys.”


    The human at Raeln’s side grinned and stifled laughter, while Raeln clenched his fists, glad that his kind could not blush the way humans did.


    “Yes, big one is companion,” Yoska agreed, leaning on the wagon. “Little one…I do not know where he found that. We do not keep that one. I throw him back.”


    The other gypsy replied, “I see you have pretty fae-kin with you. I could not help but see who you travel with when I hear you wish to barter. Is almost like old days, no? Traveling world with exotic people to see things that our clans have forgotten. She is with you in very familiar way?”


    Yoska reacted swiftly, punching the other man in the throat just hard enough that he coughed and gagged. “No, is not like old days,” said Yoska as he lowered his hand, looking older than Raeln had ever seen him. He appeared genuinely tired, and the laughter lines on his face deepened, truly showing his age. “In old days we travel because we could. Now, we travel to stay alive, while our families die. All of my companions are to be treated as family. I am sorry about throat, but you know better than to speak of people like this, cousin.”


    Patting Yoska’s shoulder as he straightened, the other man told him in a somewhat hoarse voice, “Not all the clans are so scattered. There is hope for many. Do not trouble yourself so, cousin. I will see to it that your clothing is delivered within the hour, on my honor. I apologize for speaking so of the woman. Will not happen again.” Excusing himself, the maroon-clad gypsy placed a jingling bag of coin into Yoska’s hand and hurried off onto the streets.


    “Leave us,” Raeln told the man from the inn, who bowed his head and went back toward the inn. Once he was out of sight, Raeln walked over to stand beside Yoska, leaning on the wagon.


    “Is getting harder to do this,” Yoska said, shaking his head sadly. “My cousin, Gunari, he brings news that his clan is nearly as decimated as my own. They were on the road when Turessian army swept south. Many dead. The rest, they fled. There is talk that some of the oldest families may soon join Turessi in hope of keeping our people alive through ill-advised bargain.”


    Raeln looked around the dark walled area uncomfortably, unsure what to say. As he did, he thought he saw movement out near the street. He could not spot it again when he searched, but he swore he saw robes. After so long running from Turessians, he guessed it was becoming habit to see them at every turn. Again, that hint of incense and fur.


    “Is there anything I can do?” Raeln asked, once he was sure there were no Turessians about to attack them from the shadows.


    “No,” replied Yoska, picking at the hole in his shirt. “You already do it by coming along and tempering my moods. Is a rough life being alone, yes? Almost enough to drive a man to drink. Oh wait…is definitely enough. I am going back inside. I have good drink in there. You are welcome to join. You have as much excuse as I do.”


    “I never drink,” Raeln admitted, following Yoska as he made his way to the inn door. “It clouds the head and slows reactions.”


    “You need to get better at drinking if that is the case,” Yoska noted, chuckling. “My reactions are plenty quick, though clouded thinking has led to many good days in my memories.”


    “I’ll pass.”


    Raeln stopped at the door of the inn, hesitating as he felt eyes on his back. Turning, he scanned the street and saw several robed figures slip into the shadows. He waited there for as long as he felt comfortable doing so before finally going back inside and closing the door. Turessians never ran and never seemed willing to hide, but the idea that they were being watched was still disturbing.


    He would be happy to be out of the city again. At least outside he could see the enemy coming. Even if they were heading into the heart of danger, he wanted to see it well in advance so he could face it head on.


     


    *


     


    Having been unable to sleep further after seeing the robed people outside, Raeln sat in the front room of the inn well past dawn, meditating as he faced the door. At his side the human man that had been so adamant in trying to draw his attention lay sleeping with his head propped against Raeln’s thigh, something Raeln had given up on objecting to. Dalania had been right: hiding behind fear and feigned disgust was pointless, even if he had no interest. If this man could be open about who he was, Raeln certainly could, too.


    The inn had been quiet for hours, its business obviously suited more toward later in the day, leaving the mornings for sleep. Raeln wanted to wake the others, to get them moving, but he knew his own nervousness should not be pushed onto them as well. Without a solid reason to think they were in any more danger than usual, he would wait for them to wake in their own time. Hurrying them along would only leave them all waiting for Estin exhausted, which did nothing to help them if they were attacked.


    So, with nothing better to do and his anxieties about threats keeping him awake, he had struggled with his meditation. He was partially successful, managing to relax his body if not his mind. In that state he was acutely aware of every sound, both inside and outside the building, so when On’esquin got up and came to the main room, Raeln heard him coming long before the orc spoke.


    “Did the gypsy complete his work last night?” On’esquin asked, sitting down in one of the room’s chairs. The padded seat creaked under his weight but held him.


    “He did,” replied Raeln, without opening his eyes. “We are to pick up new horses on our way out of town. A fresh wagon waits with the horses. Yoska’s friend dropped off winter clothing for us outside the door. I heard him sneak up about an hour ago.”


    On’esquin grunted in acknowledgement, and Raeln heard him tightening the straps on his armor. Soon, the orc said, “I have seen no indication of the Turessians here. I think that bothers me more than the places where they made their control more obvious.”


    “They are definitely in charge. Dalania tracked down the local resistance. It seems the Turessian who rules this city has attempted to do so through politics rather than force. It’s a change from their usual tactics.”


    “Not at all, Raeln. This fits Dorralt’s usual pattern. He sends his more radical generals to the regions least likely to bow. In the last war, he gave control over a region to whichever general conquered it. They were to rule it however they saw fit. Given that war against this city would have taken years, he was probably wise in choosing to conquer it with words rather than swords. The greater fear is that in time, another Turessian will seek to take it from this one and any deals these people made to survive may be unwritten.”


    They remained quiet a while, until On’esquin lowered his voice and asked, “How extensive was your training, Raeln? I have seen you fight, and it reminds me of a particular form of education that was used in my time. Where we are going, I need to be sure you are ready.”


    “I trained under every swordsman, archer, spearfighter, and brawler that my father could find to teach me,” Raeln said, still keeping his eyes closed. “They focused on teaching me to fight with a wizard, given my sister’s intention of becoming one.”


    “Did they teach you to fight one?”


    “Yes. That’s about the only reason I survived the fight with that Turessian back in Pholithia. Stay ahead of them, disrupting arm movements whenever possible. Aim for the throat if given a chance.”


    “Raeln, I have seen the Turessians miss you with spells at close range twice.”


    “I’m fast, On’esquin.”


    “No one is that fast,” warned the orc. “They had you. You may not understand magic, but I do. Shy of miscasting a spell, it is nearly impossible to miss. Some people seem more resilient to magic than others, but you avoided the spells entirely. Who taught you that?”


    Raeln opened his eyes and thought over the fights in the last few months, trying to remember which battles On’esquin might be referring to. “The only times I can think of, I just got out of the way. A last-moment dive for the ground can—”


    “Can do nothing against magic. Magic follows people around corners and hits targets leagues away. The one who taught you to meditate…did this teacher also educate you in combat?”


    “He did,” admitted Raeln, not really understanding where this was going. “He taught me to avoid attacks with my mind before my body. Know where your body will be and know for certain that it will not be hit. If you do not believe, you will keep getting hit. He was drunker than Yoska most days, so it’s probably nonsense. Half of his lessons turned into religious rants about dragons.”


    Chuckling, On’esquin leaned back in his chair. “Trust that teacher more than the rest. You have talent, Raeln. You and I together could likely face down the best the Turessians can throw at us, if you learn to have more faith in yourself.”


    The clomping of an uneven stride made Raeln look back down the hall, where he saw Yoska stumbling toward them, rubbing his temples. Behind him, Dalania trailed after, keeping her distance while following him into the main room. From the look of her, Dalania was barely conscious.


    “Fresh horses are waiting at north stable,” Yoska mumbled, sitting down hard enough on the nearest chair that the human beside Raeln woke with a start. The man sleepily got up and wandered off to one of the side rooms.  “Assuming our clothes are waiting outside, we can leave whenever everyone is ready. Wagon will take half hour to prep, once we have horses.”


    “He dropped them off an hour ago,” Raeln told Yoska, getting a half-hearted nod in reply.


    “Do we have everything, then?” asked On’esquin, looking around at them all as he placed his spear across his lap.


    With his eyes still shut and one hand covering his face, Yoska twirled a knife from his belt into the air, caught it, and then slid it smoothly back into his sheath. It was his typical way of saying he was ready, even if he was severely hungover.


    “Then there is no reason to delay,” On’esquin said, standing up. “Given that our guide is nearly dead from drinking, I can lead the way for now. This city might have been in its infancy the last time I was here, but I can certainly find the northern gate without a guide.”


    “Is good plan,” murmured Yoska, his hand still covering his eyes. “Tell me when drums stop, so I can die in peace.”


    Raeln rolled onto his feet and Dalania came over, bleary-eyed but more coherent-looking than Yoska. With everyone else standing, Yoska slowly stood and stumbled after them as Raeln headed for the door.


    When he opened the door onto the street just enough to peek out, Raeln was struck by how many people there were, now that the sun was up. The whole city seemed to move, looking as alive and vibrant as Lantonne had been before the war. To think this was likely the first city conquered by Turessi and it appeared so intact and healthy, Raeln could have forgotten the war had even happened, were it not for the memories that kept him from sleeping most nights.


    Raeln suddenly noticed there were some people out on the street who were not moving. They stood at the edges of the buildings, watching him even through the barely-open door, as though they had known he would be there. They were all robed and hooded, though their outfits were brown rather than the sleek black robes the Turessians preferred.


    “I’ve been seen,” Raeln announced, stepping back into the inn, where he knew he would be out of sight. “I count five robed people, all who knew we were coming.”


    Any discomfort Yoska was feeling disappeared instantly. He hopped up alongside the other edge of the door and peeked outside. Reaching out, he grabbed the lip of a large barrel there, dragging it inside as quickly as he could.


    “Gunari is not sneakiest man I have ever known,” Yoska said once the barrel was inside. He pushed it toward On’esquin. “Was probably seen dropping that off. We will need to hurry to stable if we are to get out of city with them looking for us.”


    On’esquin quickly tore open the barrel and pulled piles of woolen clothing from it, throwing them over his shoulder or into his pack. Raeln saw garments of many different sizes, mostly in black, though a shirt and a few other items were white.


    Once he had everything out, Yoska returned his attention to the street. “Fuzzy and green stay along building, where shadows will hide you. Pretty lady and I will walk on street and draw attention, because who cannot look at two lovely people, no? Make way to north gate, I get horses, and we go. Wagon may have to stay behind. Any questions?”


    When no one replied, Yoska stepped out onto the street, gesturing for Dalania to follow him. They strode somewhat stiffly but quickly, heading straight up the street as though nothing were the matter.


    Raeln watched them go for several more seconds, but the robed people did not budge. They continued to watch the inn.


    “We cannot wait forever,” On’esquin warned him. “Even the most obvious trap sometimes must be sprung.”


    Leading the way but hugging the edge of the building, Raeln set off. He walked as fast as he could, trying to stay to the shadows, but when he looked back at the street, he immediately saw three of the brown-robed people walking in parallel to them. A second later another joined them.


    On’esquin apparently had seen them as well. “Keep going. So long as they do not attack, we do not stop, Raeln.”


    They continued along the buildings, sometimes having to use alleys to bypass sections of the city where they could not remain concealed. Twice Raeln caught the eye of the human children running around, who stared at him in awed amazement, having no idea what to make of him, but they did not call out for help. One even kissed a necklace she wore as she stared, though Raeln had no idea the significance of that action. Likely some superstitious prayer for protection, if he had to guess.


    The trip through the city took much longer than Raeln would have liked, but given the size of the city, he could not really complain. It took them easily an hour before the northern gates came into sight along the wall. More importantly, the mob standing in front of it came into view.


    Appearing from one of the side streets, Yoska and Dalania came running back to them.


    “Undead,” Dalania hissed, keeping her voice low as a group of humans passed. “There must be thirty of them. There is one Turessian that I saw. I believe it’s the same one we faced at the village a few weeks back. She’s arguing with the city guards at that gate, but she has the whole area blocked off.”


    Raeln glanced over his shoulder and saw the group of robed men and woman had grown to twelve. He could smell humans everywhere, but from those he picked up incense and oils as well as their natural scents…and again animals, as though they had worked in a stable or some other place. That he smelled them at all while not smelling death told him they were still living, even if they were working with Turessi. To him that meant one important thing: he could kill them, if it came to that.


    “She doesn’t know you,” Raeln told Dalania, to nods from the others. “She fought the rest of us, though. You will need to fetch the horses. We’ll meet you at the gate.”


    “Like you said, they will recognize you,” Dalania objected, gesturing toward the huge group, as though he might have forgotten.


    “I have a plan for us. Get moving.”


    Wringing her hands nervously, Dalania nodded and ran off toward the gate. Before she had gotten twenty feet away, Raeln saw her abruptly change shape into a mongrel dog, appearing as filthy and matted as those that he had noticed here and there in the alleys. No one would notice her like that unless they saw her during the change. She continued toward the gate, stopping occasionally to sniff at something when a group of humans would get too near her, as if she thought they might guess at what she really was.


    “I will keep jokes to myself, yes?” Yoska said, smiling as he watched Dalania go. “We are all thinking them. Is my right as oldest to be crudest, even if I am too much a gentleman to say such things in her presence.” On’esquin snorted at that, but Yoska quickly added, “I am oldest. We do not count thousand-year naps.”


    Grumbling, On’esquin shifted so his back was to Yoska, asking Raeln, “What is your plan?”


    Raeln moved out of On’esquin’s way and looked pointedly across the street at the now fourteen robed figures standing there, being entirely ignored by the populace. They were incredibly obvious and yet no one paid them any heed. The robed people may as well have been statues for all the attention they garnished.


    “Nice,” On’esquin observed, grinning. “The fat one’s robe should fit me nicely. One or two might be close for you, but your feet will show.”


    “No one even looks at them,” said Raeln. “I doubt anyone will see my feet.”


    “How do we get them out of the middle of the street, though?”


    That had been the one detail Raeln was struggling with, too. Finally, he decided to try the easy way. As On’esquin had said, some traps just needed springing. This had to be a trap and there was no time to find another way.


    Pointing at the robed people, who all snapped to attention as he did so, Raeln then beckoned them over. To his amazement they started across the street immediately.


    “Too easy,” Yoska muttered to himself, shaking his head and drawing both of his knives. “Kids these days with their shortcuts.”


    Before anyone could reply, the large group of humans reached them, not even hesitating to follow them into the dark alley. The group narrowed to four-wide to fit in the alley, though one middle-aged woman led the way, walking straight up to Raeln.


    “Hello, honored child of the wild one,” the woman announced about the time Raeln was considering attacking. He froze, unsure what to do. “Your kin have already left the city, as you probably were going to ask. We meant to leave the same way with you, but our cooperation from the guard has gotten…strained. Matters are rather dire at the gates, as you are no doubt aware.”


    Raeln turned slowly to look at On’esquin and Yoska, who both looked as confused as he felt.


    “Kerrelin priests?” Yoska asked and the robed men and woman nodded. “You worship big tree, yes?”


    The woman who had spoken laughed, while the others smiled. “We worship the wilderness and all things that challenge civilization to better itself or face extinction,” the lead priestess explained. “The beasts of the wilderness are our god’s children. Wildlings—long absent from these lands—are our god’s chosen emissaries. Kerrelin’s form of choice is a great wolf. You came here for a reason and we will help you with it.”


    “But you do not know the reason,” On’esquin argued, clearly unsure what to make of the priests.


    “Nor will we ask,” the priestess replied. “You are friends of the wild. That is enough for our order. We waited for a sign that we should begin our war against the Turessian people, with or without the city’s leadership. Finding a child of Kerrelin in need and another wandering the city is all the sign we would ever require, and finding three within one day is beyond question. Show us what you would have us do and it will be done, so long as it does not require us to break other oaths.”


    “We…uh…” Yoska stammered, looking to be at a near total loss for words. “We were going to steal your robes to sneak to gate…”


    Nodding in understanding and turning to one of the other priests, the woman who had spoken motioned for him to go. The man ran off, heading back into the heart of the city. “My acolyte will fetch you robes that fit. If we were merely outfitting you,” she said, motioning toward Yoska, “we would have had an easier time. My man will find something suitable for all of you, though. You should not have to wait long.”


    The priestess was not wrong about her assessment of time, but however long it did take was incredibly uncomfortable for Raeln. The entire time was spent with the priests watching him expectantly without saying anything. The few times Yoska tried to say something, they answered curtly and resumed watching Raeln. He dearly wanted to ask them why they were so obsessed with watching his every move, but when he almost asked, the humans became so disturbingly eager as they stared that he decided not to ask after all.


    The young priest’s return was a welcome relief for Raeln. The man came running over, offering Raeln a stack of robes with a deep bow.


    Taking the robe off the top, Raeln nervously unfolded it as the acolyte moved on to On’esquin and then Yoska, offering them each one. As the priestess had said, the robe was a decent enough fit, so long as Raeln kept his tail close and flattened his ears when he had the hood up. Each time he heard something he had not expected, his ears would pop out and cause the hood to fall back.


    “Don’t worry yourselves,” the priestess told them once they were all dressed and fidgeting with their robes. “Our order is respected and rarely interfered with, especially since the Turessian Rishad came. We should be able to walk to the gates without any questions, even from him. No one here is foolish enough to stare a priest of Kerrelin in the eyes.”


    “Wait…Turessian?” Raeln asked, seeing Yoska’s nervous glance and On’esquin’s jaw clench. “He’s in the city right now?”


    “Yes, he has embraced the order and now leads us as a prophet. He states that his own master also seeks out the wilder people and has a deep interest in them.”


    “You don’t have a problem with helping us without telling him, do you?” Raeln inquired, feeling even less sure of working with these people.


    “We are not idiots, child of the wilds. Rishad has come to share our beliefs, but we have no knowledge of the one he serves. For his best interest, we keep Rishad unaware of things he is not yet wise enough to deal with. The coming of wildlings would be one of those things, though he does know about your kin. That we could not hide from him. I can assure you that your arrival is far more prophetic than anything Rishad has managed to say thus far, which is why we helped your friends leave the city.”


    “Estin?” Yoska asked them, to which several of the priests nodded.


    “If he’s already outside, we need to get moving,” said Raeln, and the priests quickly agreed and filed out of the alley. They waited at the entrance for their three newly robed companions.


    Once everyone was in the street, the priests surrounded the three of them, helping hide them by keeping them away from the outside of the group. They headed down the street, calling out greetings to the citizenry, who politely said their own hellos or nodded in passing, always without really looking at the priests. Initially, Raeln had thought the people were uninterested, but after the priestess’ comment, he realized that she was right. People would not look the priests in the eyes.


    As they approached the northern gate, Raeln was able to make out far more of what was happening there. Dalania had been correct in her assessment of the situation. He could see dozens of undead milling about while a single Turessian stood in front of the gate, surveying the crowds. Several human soldiers were actively shouting at her to leave. She ignored them all, waiting patiently.


    “That woman will kill all of us if she finds you,” warned the priestess, whispering to Raeln. “She nearly caught your kin. I would guess she knows not all of you escaped. She is no ally of Rishad, but calling on him to evict her would lead us to new problems. We would much rather face her directly.”


    Raeln then spotted Dalania, standing near the gates with six horses, all laden with traveling supplies. Unlike the horses they had brought from farther south, these were hairy beasts, better-suited for the lands they were heading toward. The horses kept trying to move, but Dalania was purposely keeping them between herself and the Turessian’s force. If the gate was open, they would be able to ride out in seconds once they reached her, but with the undead and soldiers, Raeln had no idea how they would manage.


    Nudging Raeln with his elbow, Yoska whispered, “Gunari is near gates. He may have plan for getting us out.”


    Sure enough, Raeln spotted the silk-wearing gypsy leaning against the wall near the gate. He was watching the crowd in much the same way as the Turessian woman, though standing far from her.


    “The distraction should be here soon,” the priestess announced, bringing the group to a halt. “Prepare yourselves to flee.”


    “What about the gate?” Raeln asked her.


    “We have loyal followers on the wall. It will open. Have faith. Those without faith at that gate will reconsider their decision to leave the church.”


    “I’m not exactly the religious sort.”


    That seemed to amuse the woman and she covered her mouth as she laughed. Once she had stopped, she answered, “The gods believe in you, even if you have doubts about them. That was why they chose you.”


    “No one chose me, except maybe the orc behind me.”


    The priestess took Raeln’s hand and lifted his sleeve far enough to expose a series of thin scars that were mostly hidden by his fur. She smiled at those marks and looked up at him amusedly. “You were marked by Kerrelin. Trust me in that. I smelled it on you long before we spoke and likely before you could smell us.”


    Raeln pulled his hand away and thought about where those scars had come from. It took him a few seconds to narrow it down, but he realized they came from werewolves he had fought outside Lantonne in an effort to save Greth. Raeln was going to argue with the woman—after all, he had met one of the supposed “gods” back in Lantonne—when he spotted a second group of priests approaching the gates. They stopped about a hundred feet from the undead, right in the middle of the street.


    “Run for your horses when the undead go after them,” the priestess explained, nodding toward the other priests. “If you are seen, we will deal with any that come your way.”


    “I don’t care whether you’re fast or good at magic, they will kill all of you,” Raeln snapped, but the woman smiled at him again, shaking her head.


    “That woman does not understand Kerrelin, nor does the one we call the prophet,” she said. As she blinked, her eyes seemed to change shape abruptly. “You were born to your gifts. Kerrelin gave us ours. Our order has waited for Turessi to rise for centuries. We are prepared and all the signs we sought have come.”


    Before Raeln could ask, the other group of priests threw back their hoods and let out howls that echoed throughout the city. Immediately the citizens ran for cover, even as the Turessian walked slowly to the front of her group of undead, staring in confusion.


    One by one the priests seemed to grow in size, their bodies contorting briefly. Raeln could see doglike faces on those that had their hoods down and their hands quickly twisted into fur-covered claws. “Werewolves,” he murmured, looking back at the priestess. “Your priests are werewolves?”


    “Kerrelin gave it to us as a blessing, even if others see it as a curse,” she replied. As soon as she stopped talking, her face broke and shifted, turning into a wolven face like his own. Looking up at him, the werewolf grinned maliciously. “Thirty undead are no match for as many of us. Get out of the city and do not concern yourself with Jnodin. The city will wait for your return.”


    The Turessian let out a shout as the werewolves charged, sending her own troops running toward them. She followed at a walk, pulling back her hood to watch as the zombies and werewolves slammed into one another, tearing and biting at anything they could reach. While the undead felt no pain, they also could not die. Likewise, the werewolves healed from their wounds, often stumbling out of battle to recover before charging right back in, ripping limbs off of the zombies with ease.


    Raeln shook off his surprise and ran toward Dalania, with the others following. The priestess ran with him, dropping to all fours to keep up with his longer stride. It did not take long before Dalania spotted them and waved them on as she untied the horses. As she did, Raeln saw Gunari step away from the wall, looking first at Dalania, then toward their approaching group. He looked right at Raeln and then turned toward the Turessian.


    “Liris!” the gypsy shouted, bringing the Turessian woman to a stop. “They’re here!”


    Raeln ran as hard as he could, closing the distance to the horses and going right on past as the others stopped to grab reins. He raced toward Gunari, hoping he could reach the man before he had drawn too much attention. After that, he would worry about getting the gate open so the others could escape, with or without him. It was only when he passed the horses that he realized the Kerrelin priestess was still right with him, keeping pace.


    “I will deal with the gates!” she called out before breaking away from Raeln. She headed straight for the soldiers, who were mostly watching the battle between the undead and priests south of the gate.


    The Turessian, Liris, had seen them, though her zombies were occupied with the werewolves. She glanced in their direction, apparently deciding it was for the best to keep the wolves busy before she ran toward the gate on an intercept path to meet Raeln.


    Gunari continued to shout for the Turessian, but he soon seemed to realize Raeln was coming for him rather than trying to flee. Drawing a sword, he braced himself to strike, waiting for Raeln to get close enough.


    Raeln ran straight at the man, and at the last moment, he threw himself backward into a slide feetfirst. The gypsy swung his sword where Raeln should have been a half second before Raeln’s feet crashed into his shins, toppling him. Rolling out from under the man and onto his back, Raeln grabbed Gunari’s head to brace it and slammed his knee down on his neck. The man went immediately limp, dropping his weapon, which Raeln picked up as he turned to survey the gate for any way he could help.


    The priestess had not only reached the gate, but she had literally run up the wall and onto the battlements, her claws tearing into the stone to allow her to climb. From what Raeln could see, the soldiers there were not even remotely arguing, instead running to the crank for the large gate and raising it. Two out of the dozens of soldiers up there had dropped their weapons and lowered their heads rather than face the priestess. No one seemed willing to look directly at her…which Raeln took to mean that they already either knew or suspected what she was, given how the priests were treated in town.


    Turning back toward the stables, Raeln watched as his companions rode in his direction. They would arrive in seconds, but so would Liris. The horses would have to pass almost alongside the woman to get out, and Raeln knew she was too deadly to risk that. Walking to a spot inside the city but centered in the open gate, he prepared to meet the Turessian head-on to keep her from reaching the others. He had fought her before and walked away, so there was a chance he could do it again. He just had to convince himself that he had done it the last time on his own, rather than with a great deal of help from Dalania.


    Both the horses and the Turessian were close, maybe three seconds, Raeln figured. Raising his sword, he prepared to do anything he could to slow Liris. He only needed to hold her back a few extra seconds and the others would be outside the city and able to ride far faster than she could run.


    From far above the Kerrelin priestess leapt from the wall, landing with a crash on all fours beside Raeln. She stood slowly, her joints cracking loudly as they mended whatever injuries she might have suffered. “Go with them!” she snarled, but Raeln had no time to pay attention.


    Sweeping with his sword and ducking under a blast of chill wind the Turessian had summoned, Raeln slashed across her body twice as he repositioned himself between her and the gate. From the corner of his vision, he saw the six horses race past and out onto the flat lands outside.


    “I said go!” the priestess shouted, grabbing Raeln by the arm and neck. Hoisting him off the ground easily, she threw him out of the gate.


    Crashing to the ground, winding him, Raeln tried to stand, but the world felt as though it was spinning. All he could make out was the priestess pointing up at the wall a second before the gate crashed down.


    Liris bounced off the metal bars, screaming angrily. Slowly, she composed herself and turned to face the werewolf coming for her. The two of them smashed into the gate, the priestess driving Liris hard enough into the metal that the portcullis bars bent. They then stumbled away from the gate, swinging and clawing at one another, leaving the area Raeln could see.


    Raeln turned and saw Yoska was riding over to him with an unmanned horse. The man offered Raeln the reins, saying nothing, while the shouts and snarls coming from the city said more than enough.


    Looking up at the walls, Raeln saw not all of the soldiers were watching the battle inside. A few saluted him as they saw him look their way, before turning back to the chaos inside Jnodin. From what he could see, archers were focusing their fire on Liris and her undead.


    “We need to catch up with Estin,” Raeln said out loud, though partially to prod himself to start moving. “He has an hour or two head start.”


    “More,” replied Yoska, once Raeln and pulled himself up onto his horse. “Dalania spoke with stable hands. They saw priests sneak out just after sunrise. Estin likely has three hours on us, as I do not see him anywhere out here.”


    Raeln turned his horse and looked out over the plains north of the city. The rocky and flat expanse outside the walls continued for perhaps a mile before gradually becoming less black and more white as a dusting of snow coated the ground. Everything past that point for as far as he could see was white. Even the horizon was a whitish grey, likely from a snowstorm in that direction. The only thing that broke up the constant blinding white was a single hill two or three miles north of town along the road, which had not been fully coated in snow yet. A few clouds of steam from something warm out on the plains also drew his eye briefly.


    Before Raeln could suggest riding out in that direction, Yoska said, “Hill is very close to road and may not be best place to hide. There are also tracks of horses headed that way, which would not be Estin. Lady and magic green man are looking for Estin’s tracks, but they are already covered by snow. He may need to find us, yes?”


    Looking up at the grey sky, Raeln wondered if Estin would live that long without supplies. It was not a thought he wanted to share with the others. So long as Estin remained near the city, he might have a chance, but if he was out in that storm, Raeln hoped he had plenty of warm clothes.


    “Let’s get away from the city before Liris gets out,” Raeln said and flicked his reins to get his horse moving.


    They would not be able to stay long, he knew. Liris would chase them to the ends of Eldvar, given the chance. That meant whether or not Estin was waiting for them, they would soon have to move on, if only to keep her away from Estin.


     


    *


     


    The four of them waited until well into the afternoon, hidden off of the road where the slope of the hill hid them from the gates. Raeln had lain in the snow with On’esquin for hours, watching the entire region of the road, from the gates to the horizon, trying to spot any movement. There had been nothing.


    The city seemed to be tearing itself apart from within. Not a single person had come out of the gate in hours, and around midday, thin streams of smoke had begun to appear beyond the walls. Raeln had seen no indication of who might be winning, but he had no desire to be anywhere near the place, given the factions involved. Eventually, he had to believe that the Turessians would win out, no matter what the defending force might be like.


    “We will need to get on the road before sunset,” On’esquin said suddenly, standing up. Snow fell off of his armor in clumps, but he did nothing to remove the pile that had stopped melting atop his head. “He will either catch up or he will find his own way. Estin is a survivor and I trust that we will see him again. I would not want to be caught out here when the warmth of the sun is gone and neither will he.”


    Raeln scanned the flat lands one more time and sighed, pressing his face in the snow to keep from having to stare at the white expanse any longer. He could not go on knowing Estin was out there somewhere, but he had no real choice. Like so many other things, he knew he would have to contain his fears of letting another person die and try not to think about it.


    “How far up the road is Turessi?” Raeln asked, standing. Looking back to where the horses waited, he saw Yoska and Dalania huddling separately under heavy blankets, trying to stay warm. At second glance, he realized that Dalania was not shivering…she simply looked move comfortable under the blanket, whereas Yoska appeared to be half-frozen.


    “Two weeks of daily travel, maybe less. However, that is something else I wished to speak with you about, Raeln. We are not going to Turessi first.”


    “Excuse me?” Raeln demanded, rounding on On’esquin. “Months, you’ve been talking about going there. Where exactly do you think we’re going?”


    On’esquin lowered his eyes. “Eventually…Turessi. First, I wish to visit the grave of an old friend. We will lose no more than one…maybe two…days. That is, assuming the weather is kind.”


    “That’s still asking a lot, On’esquin.”


    “We’ve all lost people,” the orc countered. “I buried the man myself and have not been able to give my respects for centuries. As I am the only one left in the world who knows where he is buried, this is not something I can set aside easily. It may be the last chance for anyone to mourn him.”


    “Turess?” asked Raeln, starting to understand. Without thinking, he scratched at the bracelet he wore…another reminder of Turess.


    “Yes. I could not risk his remains falling into Dorralt’s possession, so I went against our custom and burned his body before I buried his bones far from civilization. I simply wish to say good-bye and we can go on.”


    Giving the plains one more sweep, Raeln dearly wished Estin would show himself, but the man was nowhere to be found. Without any reason to stay, Raeln reluctantly nodded. “You will have your good-byes,” he told On’esquin, heading back to the horses.


    Even as the horses set off on the crunching ground toward the north, Raeln remained turned in his saddle for more than an hour, searching for anything that might be lost friends or approaching enemies.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “A Good Memory”


     


    With Turess’s death, I find myself torn between grief and rage. His last words were nonsense, half-mad ramblings of someone who has lost everything, starting with his trust in others. Even his last words hint at madness, in that he told me he will see me soon…clearly he does not understand what is happening to him. His death is his wife’s fault, and for that I will never forgive her, but it is his brother that now tears the empire apart with his lust for power.


    I must flee this place before Dorralt comes for me. The others are being rounded up and executed if they do not support his rise to leadership of Turess’s empire. After all he has done, I cannot endorse him, no matter the risk. Thousands will die if I rise up against him. I can only hope that he will spare them if I am long-gone by the time he arrives.


    Today, I must make a choice. I could fight my way to my family to ensure that they escape, at the risk of drawing attention to them. I am also duty-bound to keep Turess’s remains from Dorralt. With Turess’s animated corpse at his side, Dorralt would be nearly impossible to oppose, as even those who doubt him would see him as Turess’s chosen successor. Only those of us who were at his side in these last days know the truth.


    My love, my children, my clan…forgive me. Duty has always commanded my actions. If and when I can return, I will.


     


    
      -          Notes at the end of the lost prophecies of Turess

    


     


    “This will have to do,” Estin said, helping Feanne into the small cavelike crack in the stone ground a little more than an hour northwest of the city.


    The entire region seemed to be lined with deep caves and cracks that poured warm air into the sky, melting off much of the snow near the city. Those holes appeared to be filled in by the citizenry every so often to minimize spots where their archers could not fire. As such, finding one deep enough to fit both of them had been a difficult matter, taking them several hours of hunting after the snows had started. When Estin had found this one, he had been more than thankful as warm air poured out of it from one of many hot-air vents that came from deep underground. He had hardly leaned into the opening before the snow melted into his robe, making him shiver all the more.


    Feanne was doing better, but she was still weak. As Estin had noted over the previous weeks, she was simply not healing even as well as an average person, let alone as quickly as she once had. Even with the healing Rishad had given, she tired rapidly, made worse by the cold winds coming in from the west. For a while she had tried to refuse Estin’s help, but as she grew more tired with each hour they were walking, she had finally leaned on him for support, though he was in little better shape. If nothing else the support he gave her also allowed them both a bit more warmth.


    “What about the others?” asked Feanne, putting a hand on the wall of the small cave to steady herself. She looked to be nearly ready to fall over from exhaustion, and her priestly robes were soaked with melting snow that had been starting to freeze before they had found the shelter. Now the cold water getting into their fur made even the warm cave feel as bad as the wind and snow outside.


    “I haven’t seen anyone leave the gates since we made it outside,” he said, though he left out that he had lost sight of the gate almost an hour earlier in their efforts to find cover. Half the city could have ridden forth and he would have no idea. What he really had no desire to tell her was the others would have already ridden on hours earlier, according to their plan. “Our friends will come looking for us. Worry about staying warm, not what they’re doing. It might take some time.”


    Feanne climbed slowly into the cave, her paws slipping on the damp and broken floor, sending her tumbling forward. Estin only barely managed to catch her before she crashed onto the stones, and working together, they both soon reached the bottom of the steep drop-off, where the floor was somewhat more flat.


    Looking up at the sliver of light above them, Feanne shivered uncontrollably. “We have done this before? Not here, but somewhere?”


    “Lived through a snowstorm? A few times,” he admitted, glad she could not see his quickly hidden grin very easily in the dark. There were some good memories he had to put aside from the last time they had been forced to hide in a cave. They were not ones he wanted to discuss with a female only just starting to tolerate him and had only a few memories of her past, few of which were good. There was certainly no sense in admitting the first time they had lain together had been in a cave like this one. “We lived in the mountains. This is barely worthy of being called a storm. I remember plenty of times that ice formed on my nose, even hiding inside a tent.”


    Feanne sat down on the stones, while Estin unpacked what few supplies they had. He found the pack he had been given by the priests contained several day’s worth of food and water, as well as two thick blankets, tightly rolled to fit into the pack. Those he pulled out and handed to Feanne, who wrapped one around herself tightly, leaving little more than her eyes and nose poking out.


    Smiling at her, thinking of how rarely she had allowed herself to look weak—or “cute” as Estin had called it exactly once in front of the kits before being punched hard—Estin struggled to keep his mind on unpacking the large bag. With memories plaguing him, he worked harder than he should have had to in draping the second blanket over the rocks, blocking out much of the winds from outside. With even the small barrier, the ambient heat in the cave began to quickly warm them, though so too did the stench of sulfur. He stepped back, trying to judge whether there was anything else he could do to keep the place warm without trapping the fumes.


    “Ouch,” Feanne muttered behind him, and when Estin looked back, she was picking a jagged stone out from under her tail and tossing it aside.


    “Ouch?”


    Feanne stared at him like he had lost his mind. Slowly, understanding seemed to dawn on her and she smiled slightly. “Since I woke, I have started feeling things. Not much, but the cold was the first I noticed.”


    “That’s a good sign,” he replied, sitting down across from her. Despite being as soaked as she was, he was fine with letting the warm air dry his fur. They had survived with less in the wilderness near Altis, and he knew she would be in far worse shape. “Any other memories coming back?”


    “Flashes and emotions, but nothing I can sort out,” she told him, scooting over and throwing the blanket over his shoulder so they both huddled under it. “I am starting to understand, though.”


    “Understand what?”


    “Why I put up with you in the past,” she said, though Estin thought she was joking at first. Her expression was far too serious and he had to swallow a laugh. “You had no reason to save me. I have been nothing but trouble since you brought me back.”


    “Honestly…that’s not new. We have always kind of driven each other crazy.”


    Feanne smiled and stifled a shiver. Peeking over at Estin, she said, “I know you are hiding a lot from me that you think I am not ready to hear. I can see it in your eyes. You even enlisted the others in hiding things from me.”


    “Your father was also really good at seeing people who weren’t telling the full truth.”


    Feanne’s eyes narrowed. “You are trying to change the topic.”


    “What would you do in my place, if the knowledge you have could scare off someone you don’t want to see get hurt? If that person wasn’t ready to hear the full truth of what you know?”


    “I would trust that if they meant anything to me, they would sort it out eventually.”


    Estin lowered his eyes, feeling ashamed of his reluctance to let Feanne know everything. He simply could not believe she could handle knowing she was the mother of five…and his mate. For all her progress, that was a large leap that might be too much for her to deal with. Worse yet, it might push her away again.


    Putting a hand to Estin’s cheek, Feanne turned him to look her in the eyes. “If you cannot put to words what you need to say, please show me,” she said, nuzzling his other cheek. “I lack memories, not understanding of feelings. It would keep us warm, at least.”


    Putting an arm around her, clinging and not wanting to ever let her go again, Estin struggled to keep himself from thinking she was still the same female he had been with for years. Without her memories she was a new person with an old face. It was painful to think that way, but he finally pulled away from her and sunk his face in his hands, trying to ignore the racing of his heart.


    “What’s wrong?” Feanne asked, sitting forward so she was close to him again. “Did I do something wrong?”


    “No, it’s not you,” he answered, though he could not look her in the eye when he said it. “I…I can’t do this.”


    “There is another female,” said Feanne a moment later, sitting back. “You have a mate. I do not remember details…Lorne? The name makes me think she was a rival for your affection. She was your mate? You and I may have argued over this before. Was I as foolish in trying to lure you as I was with Raeln?”


    Estin managed to keep from bursting into hysterical laughter. Lorne had not even crossed his mind since her death, minutes before he and Feanne had fallen through the mists to the place where Raeln had found them. The female—of the same breed as Estin—had tried to push him away from Feanne, and when that had failed, she had bargained with the Turessian Arturis to have Feanne killed. She had died brutally at Arturis’s hands.


    “No, I can assure you Lorne was not my mate,” Estin answered, once he was sure he could say it without laughing. Memories of Feanne very nearly killing Lorne for trying to intrude on their relationship came to mind unbidden. “There is a female I’m sworn to, though. I promised my life to her.”


    Sliding onto the floor of the cave, leaving the blanket across Estin’s shoulders, Feanne knelt in front of him so she could look up into his face. “She meant a lot to you?”


    Estin nodded and tried to look away, but Feanne pulled his face back.


    “She meant everything to me,” he said once he knew she would not let it drop. “When she was gone, all I could think of was how I…I wouldn’t ever hear her voice again. I wouldn’t smell her with me when I woke. I wouldn’t see her hold our—she was gone. Every good memory would die with me. She had left, forever.”


    Reaching up, Feanne ran her claws through Estin’s fur, the sharp tips brushing against his scars. Scars he received fighting to secure her place in her father’s pack and to save the lives of their children. Smiling tenderly, she said, “The ones we love are never truly gone, Estin. They live on with us, until they know that we have moved on to be complete without their presence. So long as you still need her, I am certain she is with you. She would never abandon one so loyal to her.”


    Estin put his hand over hers, thankful for the contact even if he could not tell her the truth. Soon, he promised himself…once she had remembered more on her own.


    “Tell me about her,” Feanne asked him a moment later, tracing one of his facial scars with the flat of her claw. Without warning she snatched the blanket from him, wrapping it back around herself, once again leaving only her muzzle and eyes peeking out. “And tell me how you got those scars. Those and the ones on your arm and stomach.”


    Estin smiled and watched as Feanne settled down on the floor in front of him to listen. He knew he would have to answer as best he could without giving away too much, though he felt somewhat foolish speaking about things she was a part of as though they were someone else.


    “The facial scars…those were from before she was my mate. Big brute of a wolf wildling gave them to me…even bigger than Raeln. He tried to kill my mate and very nearly succeeded. He had already threatened other members of the pack, but this was the first time he had taken action against us. She couldn’t officially name me her mate because I was viewed as weak by the other wildlings. Beating him got me respect…and her. The scars are actually a good memory in that respect.”


    “The other scars were from the same fight?”


    “No, there have been a lot of fights over the years. The ones on my arm…those are something else. The one on my stomach was an accident that reminds me that even those we love can hurt us deeply when they don’t mean to.”


    Feanne’s eyes narrowed suspiciously at his attempt to avoid talking about the scars on his arm. Given that she had matching ones, he could understand completely, though she let it pass without saying more. Instead of arguing, she slipped her arm out of the blanket and brushed at his neck fur gently, a habit she had always used to coax information out of him when he was trying to be evasive. “And her?”


    “I would rather not…”


    Feanne’s claws tightened on his neck, though not painfully so. She had been rougher in the past by accident when they were alone, usually because she forgot how sharp her claws really were and how much thinner his skin was than hers. “You are willing to push me aside for her memory, the least you can do is tell me why,” she said, her tone no longer quite so gentle. “Raeln, I think I understand now. You are still a mystery.”


    Sighing at the odd position he found himself in, Estin nodded and waited as Feanne settled herself in the middle of the room with her legs tucked under herself. She positioned herself where the air rising from the cracks around the edges of the hole kept the stones a little warmer. She fidgeted under the blanket, keeping only her eyes and nose poked out to watch him, likely trying to trap the warmth that rose from the floor.


    “She was an amazing warrior,” he said once he knew he could not stall any longer. “Hunters all over the region feared her. I heard stories about her that were so incredibly overblown…but she was deadly, no doubt about it. Together we survived things no person should ever be able to claim without being laughed at. Beyond that, she had magic…powerful, amazing magic that made her even more deadly.”


    Feanne stopped fidgeting and popped her ears out of the blanket, though she kept it covering most of her neck. “You make her sound more like Raeln, aside from the magic. Surely you did not fall in love with someone based on her ability to kill people other than yourself?”


    “No,” he replied, grinning. “She was a gentle soul at heart. She was crazy at times, but she lived by her instincts, no matter the price. She would kill a thousand enemies so that she could have five minutes in the arms of a loved one. It was an amazing balance. She taught me how to live outside the cities and gave me a home, a life, and a purpose for living through this war. Without her, I would have been dead long ago.”


    Feanne watched him intently, waiting for more.


    “We made mistakes. Lots of them,” he continued. “No matter how badly I screwed things up, she always said that we should never have regrets, so long as we were honest with each other. I’ve loved her since the day I laid eyes on her and that’s only become stronger with time. Death is not enough to change that.”


    “Interesting,” Feanne replied, letting the blanket fall off of her neck as she clasped it just below her chin, keeping it high on her shoulders. “You say all this and yet you brought me back instead…”


    Estin winced, realizing he had not really thought before speaking. He did not want to lie to her, but he was not certain she was ready to hear the full truth of her old life. He wanted to ease her into it and may have already said too much. Everything he had let slip would lead to more questions that he would have to refuse to answer, sooner or later.


    She went on. “A great warrior. A druid that others feared. A loving mate. Why would you even consider bringing me back, when she is all of these things? On’esquin has plainly said you used up all of your magic and nearly killed yourself in the process…you had one chance at this and I have to believe that you knew this, given your skill. Why did you not bring her back instead? She would have been far more valuable than I am.”


    Estin tried to think of something to say, but anything he thought of would risk shocking Feanne. He was trapped and he knew it. Looking up at her, he prepared to tell her the full truth or tell her he was done answering questions, but then saw her coy smile. She was up to something.


    “You clearly made a mistake,” Feanne told him, shifting under the blanket again. “But no matter…your life-mate is dead. Your oath to her ended on the day she died. Why do you continue to hold to memories that you cannot ever bring back?”


    “Feanne,” Estin replied, though that smile was distracting him. Normally when she smiled like that, either she was about to start a war or she intended to drag him away for time without the kits. “I swore my heart to my mate—”


    “Until death. You have said repeatedly that she died. I clearly do not understand.”


    “That isn’t enough to make me stop loving her. Whether or not she meant the same, the oath was for the rest of my life, not until she died. I won’t…wait…I never said she was a druid. Did Dalania?”


    “Smart answers, Estin,” replied Feanne, and as he watched, she slid a paw out from under her blanket and pushed away the wadded-up robe she had been wearing, along with the rest of her clothing. She then brought her foot back under the blanket and smiled broadly, an expression that would have been intimidating, given the size of her fangs, were it not for the humor in her eyes.  “I might have remembered a few things,” she admitted. Her smile was almost malicious, but Estin could not look away. Understanding of who he was and their relationship shone clearly in her eyes. “As I recall, you are excellent at keeping a female warm during a snowstorm.”


    “How long have you known?” Estin demanded, his heart racing again. “And how did you get out of the robe like that?”


    “I have remembered bits of our time together each time we touched, but was not able to remember how those things fit together until we came here. This was similar enough to another time that the memories—and the feelings associated with them—returned while you were talking. You helped me piece together much of my memory. The robe will remain my secret, though if we survive our journey, I promise to give you more than one chance to figure out my trick.”


    “And exactly how much do you remember?”


    Feanne shook her head. “Not everything. I remember a foolish young male risking himself to save me from dogs. I remember that same foolish male standing with me in front of my pack, pledging himself to me. I also clearly remember that it has been far too long without my mate in my arms.”


    “Feanne, there’s more that I need to tell you—”


    Reaching out with one arm while keeping the blanket covering herself with the other, Feanne grabbed Estin’s robe and pulled him toward the middle of the cave. Once they were in the only flat part of the cave, she quickly wrapped them both in the blanket and dug her claws into Estin’s shirt. She eased him down onto the floor atop her and he wrapped his tail around for her to use as a pillow.


    “So does this mean you aren’t after Raeln anymore?” asked Estin as Feanne nipped at his neck playfully. He had already forgotten what he had been about to tell her.


    “No more than you are pursuing Lorne,” she replied, giving him a look he recognized all too well. It meant simply, “Shut up, Estin,” or possibly, “Estin, you are being a fool.”


    It took them almost no time to shed the robes Estin still wore and strip off the rest of his clothes, the two of them finally in each other’s arms after months—it felt like years—apart. Even the time before Feanne’s death, they had been separated much of the time, thanks to the war. Before that, there were always the kits nearby. This was honestly the first time in a year or better that Estin could remember being alone with the person he loved.


    As Feanne wrapped her legs around him, Estin faintly heard movement outside the crevice where they were hiding, but he was far too distracted for it to even register that he heard it until he heard the next crackle of the stones. Panicking, Estin reached past Feanne, trying to grab his swords.


    “Estin?” came Raeln’s voice from somewhere outside.


    “This is not happening,” Estin grumbled, flopping sadly on top of Feanne as she stifled laughter unsuccessfully.


    “Estin…Feanne…are you down there?”


    Pulling the blanket more tightly around them, Estin shouted back, “Go away!”


    Estin heard the crackling from the shifting stones at the entrance of the cave as someone heavy tried to walk on them, coming down into the cave. “Estin? Are you both alright?” Raeln said, this time sounding as though he were just outside the blanket Estin had set up as a door. “We were concerned you might have fallen into one of these holes and hurt yourselves.”


    “Raeln, so help me,” Estin called back as he got up off of Feanne, while she continued to laugh with her face buried in his chest fur. “If you set one paw in here, I will destroy you.”


    “So…you want me to go away?”


    Answering for him, Feanne called out, “We are not responsible for anything you see if you come in here, Raeln. We lived with a hundred other wildlings within earshot at all times and you traipsing around isn’t going to stop us.”


    “How long should I wait? And…no one is hurt? Are you changing into warmer clothing? Stop you from what?”


    Sighing, Estin replied, “Raeln, I told you to go away. I will find some shred of magic to reduce you to ash if you don’t walk away from this cave for at least an hour.”


    Estin heard whispers outside as Raeln relayed the information to the others. A moment later, Raeln said, “You want us to wait out here? In the cold?”


    This time Feanne’s laughter was joined by Yoska’s, and Estin swore he heard Dalania groan with disgust. Whether the groan was for him or for Raeln, he was not sure.


    “He isn’t going away, is he?” Estin asked Feanne, who covered her mouth as she continued to fight to keep from laughing. She shook her head, barely covering up her giggles. “And I’m betting he doesn’t know why…”


    Turning toward the entrance of the cave again, Estin shouted, “Yoska! Explain it to him!”


    The last thing Estin heard beyond the sound of people climbing back out of the crack in the ground was Yoska’s voice. “Raeln, my dear friend. When two sober people truly like each other…first, there is much joking behind back by friends and cousins, followed by making sure they are less sober, so they do not hide how they feel. Then, they tell nosey friends to go away while they get to know one another better. Today, you are nosey friend and I think you need special friend of your own.”


     


    *


     


    Estin rode beside Feanne as the sun rose over the snow-dusted plains, occasionally looking over at her and smiling—something he had caught her doing as well. He had honestly never thought he would have his mate back, not truly, and could not hide his happiness at it. A bloody war and the bitter winds could never diminish his joy at having Feanne back in his life. Seeing her sharing his feelings in public was more than he could have ever wished for.


    Raeln, on the other hand, had been sulking pretty much since the moment Estin and Feanne had come out of the tiny cave to get winter clothing from On’esquin. Throughout the evening and even in the morning when they had been forced to spend time cutting holes for their tails in the clothing, he had been pouty and quiet. From what Yoska had told Estin, it was a combination of upset over losing his own loved ones and embarrassment over being ignorant of why Estin had threatened him. Sometimes Estin wondered if the man had grown up in a monastery, as sheltered as he seemed to be.


    It was well after sunrise before Estin even cared to pay attention to where they were going. He looked over his shoulder at the rising sun and realized it should have been directly on his right, but it was somewhat behind him on his right. For a moment he thought they were merely avoiding a section of road, but when he saw On’esquin check his map and had them veer even farther west, he knew something in the plan had changed.


    “Where are we going?” he asked, getting a shrug from Yoska. Dalania was somewhat more helpful, pointing at On’esquin as she let her horse fall behind the rest to allow Estin a clear path to the orc, who rode beside Raeln. “On’esquin,” Estin called out, nudging his horse a little faster. “This isn’t the way. Turessi is north of here. I saw your map enough times to know. We’ll be miles offtrack going this direction.”


    Glancing at Estin, On’esquin grunted and pointed somewhat northwest. “We are going somewhere else first.”


    “We agreed that I would help you get into Turessi. I never agreed to wander all over Eldvar with you. We have to get back to…” Estin trailed off midsentence, checking to see if Feanne was listening. Thankfully she had begun chatting with Yoska. He had meant to break the rest of that information to her, but there had been no time alone to do so since they had left the cave. Each time he had tried to talk with her before they left the cave, she had nipped at him and told him to be quiet. “We need to get back to our children.”


    “I am aware and I apologize,” On’esquin replied curtly. “I would not short you any time with your loved ones. I ask that you extend me the same courtesy. We are stopping by a gravesite to speak a few words over a friend’s remains. Nothing more. It will delay us no more than a day, if we keep moving.”


    “Does this friend have a name that we might know?”


    “He does, but having me say it does not change anything. You suspect and are likely correct. Continue glaring at the back of my head.”


    Estin let his horse fall behind again, dropping back with Feanne and Yoska, while Dalania trailed behind them, quiet as always. He could see concern in all of their faces, but no one was speaking about where they were going. They simply followed, likely because Raeln was at On’esquin’s side.


    “As I was saying,” Yoska said a moment later to Feanne, “is good to have you back. Estin is good company and Raeln is good warrior, but you were always both and you could give me fine challenge in drinking. I welcome our next epic battle that the bards will sing of for a generation.”


    “I never knew you drank with the gypsies,” replied Estin, somewhat surprised. The gypsies had mostly irritated Feanne from what he could recall.


    “The pack had leadership issues before you came back, Estin,” she told him, grinning. “I had to fight a great many people to solidify control. The gypsies insisted on a drinking contest. Apparently, I did well, though that is somewhat of a blur.”


    Yoska nodded and added, “Quite well. Four of my cousins proposed marriage…well, three men proposed and one woman. Feanne refused, which they took to mean she wished to drink with us again in the future to get better selection of men…or women. This, of course, is before you came back, yes? We were very respectful after. Was gypsy way of helping your love deal with grief, I think.”


    “That reminds me,” Feanne noted, turning to Yoska. “I do not remember you saying how you managed to survive the attack on the camp. I have seen the hole in your shirt and the way you favor that side, but as I recall, a Turessian came after you.”


    “My daughter, yes. Varra is far better knife-fighter than I am, I must admit. Is something that in hindsight was bad thing to teach that child, no? I recommend you not teach children how to kill you.”


    Estin and Feanne waited for him to go on, but he stared at the road ahead, saying nothing. Feanne seemed not to react to the remark about children, which told Estin he was far from off the hook about explaining to her.


    “And you survived how?” Estin finally prodded. “A knife up under the ribs usually kills people. I remember Varra, and I doubt she would have walked away if she had any doubts about you being dead.”


    “A gypsy got lucky. Is that so hard to believe? Is not story I wish to talk about.”


    Feanne eyed him with skepticism and let her eyes fall to his side. She stared at it a moment and told him, “If I wished to rip out your heart, that is precisely where I would strike. Do not ask how I know this. I would assume she intended to put that knife in your heart. You should have at least bled to death.”


    “And since when have you not spoken about anything?” added Estin.


    Yoska began to look truly uncomfortable and Estin realized he was not watching the road, but On’esquin. After a moment, he slowed his horse to drop back farther from Raeln and On’esquin, while Dalania rode around them to take a spot alongside Raeln at the lead. “Is considered superstition, even to gypsy,” Yoska said quietly. “Outsiders think most things gypsies say about ancestors is superstition, but this is very old one that even we do not believe. I prefer to think my Varra was careless.”


    Reaching down to his belt, Yoska held up the simple goblet Estin had brought him years earlier. Varra had died—and become a Turessian in the process—trying to free that old relic from an Altisian museum.


    “Bandoleers who carry the cup of their clan are said to be very hard to kill,” he told them, wiggling the cup in the air. “Is silly, no? Cheap metal goblet with lots of sentimental value does not save lives. I thought it a story for children, but then I woke with hole in my side and say, ‘Yoska, you taught girl better than that! She would not miss your heart, no?’”


    Estin noticed On’esquin turn to try to see where they were, and as he did, Yoska let the goblet drop back to his hip.


     “Why the secrecy?” Estin asked. “You don’t want On’esquin to know about a story? He might have an idea how you survived, because I couldn’t guess how you’re still breathing. Besides, that cup is part of his stupid prophecy.”


    Yoska shook his head. “Magic green man shows up with tattoos of enemy, speaking old gypsy tongue. I hear him often say there are no coincidences. I ask you, Estin, what are odds of you making it out of big stone house in Altis with your own skin, let alone bringing Feanne out with you? I say is odd coincidence you have this cup with you when you do, yes? I wish to figure this out myself and not let green man ramble about how long-dead man expected me to live and wrote about it in strange way. Too many coincidences usually means one of my dear wives is involved.”


    Winds picked up to one side of them, making it more difficult to talk. Estin fumbled with his cloak, trying to get it to cover him from the bitter winds, but he could not keep the hood up, given the size of his ears. Feanne seemed to be having much the same problem and soon settled for having the cloak around her and the hood down.


    “We are not really hiding anymore, no?” Yoska called out over the winds, offering Estin a knife. “Is better to be comfortable than hidden, when they know we are coming.”


    Nodding, Estin cut two slits in the hood, allowing him to pull it up fully and poke his ears out through the slits. His ears would be cold, but overall it was a massive improvement. Bringing his horse as close as he could to Feanne’s, he offered to do the same to her hood.


    “Why?” she asked, snow clinging to her fur and the winds whipping her cloak about.


    “To stay warmer,” Estin called back, having to raise his voice over the winds.


    Feanne looked around in confusion, closing her eyes as she faced into the wind that was already making Estin’s eyes and nose feel half-frozen. “No need,” Feanne answered, shrugging. “I am not cold.”


    That sent additional chills down Estin’s spine and tail, thinking perhaps Feanne was still having trouble feeling. It was not a good sign for her recovery.


    She seemed to recognize his concern and she reached out to take and squeeze his hand. “I’m fine,” she insisted. Letting the horse move free, she dropped the reins and lifted her sleeve with her free hand. The gashes there that had been slowly healing since she had cut herself were completely closed, despite having still been raw and ugly the night before. “I can hear the nature spirits riding the winds. I may not remember all that I knew before, but I remember enough magic to keep myself warm out here. You do not have to protect me anymore, Estin.”


    Estin pressed her hand to his cheek and let her go. It was good to see her gaining her strength again, even if he still felt weak from raising her.


    “If storm continues to grow,” Yoska announced, “we will be buried out here when snow starts. This area is not safe for travel when winds are strong and is less safe for cuddling.”


    “I thought no one went north of Jnodin?” shouted Estin in reply. The winds were nearly deafening and the horses had slowed. He could barely see On’esquin, Dalania, and Raeln, only twenty feet ahead.


    “No one should go north does not mean no one does go north,” the man shouted back. “Was not intending to do it again. Turessians are cheap and grumpy people. I may have lied and said I have not been here before, but is trouble to keep track of my stories.”


    They continued on for most of the next hour, unable to converse over the strong winds. Soon, heavy snow came with the wind, cutting Estin’s vision so abruptly he thought they had lost Raeln, On’esquin, and Dalania for a short time. It was not until he had almost run his horse into them that he saw they had stopped to wait for the group to get closer together.


    “We’re stopping!” On’esquin bellowed, though Estin largely interpreted the words from the movement of his mouth. The winds had risen to the point of howling, drowning out anything else.


    Dropping off his horse and leading it by hand, On’esquin guided the rest of the group at a near crawl to an area where the winds were far less fierce. From what little Estin could see, the nearby rock outcroppings cut the winds, forcing them around the region, leaving small areas relatively still by comparison and mostly free of snow. It was into one of these sheltered area that On’esquin led them, taking them up to an old tree that somehow survived the harsh weather, where he tied off his horse and motioned for the others to do the same.


    “Mobodius tree,” explained On’esquin, apparently catching Estin’s surprise at seeing any plant life so far north. “They bloom during warmer days and can survive nearly anything. You will see forests of them as we continue on. It thrives in the harshest weather.”


    While Estin and the others settled their horses and fed them, On’esquin and Raeln unfurled a massive sheet of canvas that had been rolled tightly and tied to On’esquin’s pack. Using the stones of the sheltered area, they created a low-hanging tentlike area that the canvas covered, providing some degree of seclusion from the winds. Within that makeshift tent, On’esquin built a small fire pit with stones.


    “This is how we lived, once Turess led us to the north,” the orc explained to no one in particular, once everyone had come into the tent and he had a small blaze flickering in the pit. He nursed it until the flames actually put off a fair amount of heat. “We were even more ignorant of how to survive in these lands than any of you might be. Thousands died, but Turess never gave up ground once he moved into a region. Sadly, we never managed to leave.”


    Estin and Feanne came over to the fire and sat down, but before he could put an arm around her, Dalania came over and drew Feanne’s attention.


    “You really have come back,” the fae-kin woman said, looking into Feanne’s eyes. “Yoska said that you were…that you were you again…but I did not believe him. I can see it now. You remember.” The two women embraced a long time, with Dalania whispering, “It’s good to have you back, pack-leader.”


    Soon Raeln and Yoska came into the tent, both shivering and shaking off melting snow.


    “It’s getting worse, very quickly,” warned Raeln as he sat down near the fire. Yoska joined him, offering up a flask that he passed over to On’esquin first. “The horses should be fine. I’ve got them all covered and they’re in a good spot. What worries me is I smell something out there, but can’t place it.”


    “Animals,” Feanne replied, when she and Dalania finally finished hugging. She put a hand on Estin’s leg, subtly letting him know she had not failed to miss his disappointment at others drawing her attention away. “We were followed by several, though I do not know what they are. The scent is foreign to me.”


    “Can you name a type of animal?” asked On’esquin.


    “Dogs of some sort. Not quite wolves.”


    On’esquin chucked and nodded. “Dire wolves. We’re coming into their southern patrol range. So long as we don’t come near the middle of their hunting grounds, they will only investigate us. I doubt they sent more than six or seven.”


    “Are they a threat?” Raeln asked.


    “Oh, yes, very much so,” replied On’esquin, moving his spear a little closer. “They travel in packs of three to five to hunt, but the whole pack might be a dozen or more. A single dire wolf is more than a match for any of us. Thankfully they dislike most humanoids and will wander off, once they are sure we aren’t hunting them.”


    “If we were?” Raeln insisted.


    On’esquin eyed him amusedly. “They aren’t stupid animals. They learn from our tactics and often spring traps of hunters on purpose to lure the hunter out. We will not be hunting any wolves north of Jnodin. They would hunt us, if we tried.”


    That seemed to mollify Raeln and he relaxed somewhat, taking the offered flask that On’esquin had not touched. He took sniffed at it and gave Yoska a horrified look before handing it to Estin without drinking any.


    Moving the flask near his nose, Estin immediately understood Raeln’s reaction. “Is this pure alcohol?” he asked, taking a tiny sip and passing the flask on. “Why would you drink that? I thought having actual flavor mattered. The Altisians said drinks like that make people go blind.”


    Feanne sipped at the flask and offered it to Dalania, who quickly refused. Feanne then handed it across the tiny fire to Yoska.


    “Is too cold and far from civilized lands to find anything worth drinking,” Yoska replied, sipping from the flask. Shaking his head, he added, “Is awful, yes? Will have to do, unless Turessi has better drinks.”


    “They do, but I doubt any of us will be invited to sup with them. This is, of course, assuming anyone is still alive in those lands,” noted On’esquin, adding some kindling to the fire, building it out slowly.


    After several minutes of quiet in the tent, broken only by the crackling of the growing fire, Raeln turned to Yoska and offered, “Yoska, I am sorry I had to kill Gunari.”


    “Is no matter,” Yoska said dismissively, taking another drink from the flask. “I did not like him so much. I like him far less when I find out he sells us out to enemy, yes? Had he simply sold information, I could not fault him, as I would do same in his place. Actually trying to have us killed is another matter. That, I say, justifies how his life ended. No ancestors will speak for him, nor will I.”


    A distant whiney of a horse cut through the winds, though no one seemed to notice it other than Estin. Pulling down his hood, he listened carefully, picking out the rustling of their horses…in the exact opposite direction from where the whiney had come from. “Someone else is out there,” Estin whispered, hopping onto his feet. Raeln got up at the same time, watching Estin for a direction to go. “We’ll check it out and return. Be ready.”


    Hurrying from the tent with Raeln close behind him, Estin thought to put up his hood as the winds hit him, but realized that would make him easier to see. With his fur patterning a near match for the snow-and-stone terrain—similar in color to Raeln’s—leaving the hood down would allow him to stick his head out over the stones without high odds of being spotted in the heavy storm.


    Raeln put a finger to his mouth, indicating for Estin to be silent. He pointed to a narrow path out of the rocky area and then pointed two fingers at his eyes. They would go that way to take a look, that much Estin understood. If Raeln was going to communicate anything more complex, Estin knew he would have to ask.


    Following Raeln up the path to the top of one of the rocky areas, Estin dropped to all fours as they neared where they could potentially be seen. They both scurried across the uneven stones as low to the ground as they could get, sliding up to the very edge of the stones, where they could look down across the mostly flat region. The snow was far deeper even than when they had arrived, already coming up past Estin’s lower ankles and above his wrists.


    At first Estin saw nothing but the whirling snow. Anything more than about twenty feet out was a blur of white and black, giving him little sense of distance or movement. He remained as still as he could, watching for anything that stood out, with Raeln apparently doing the same. They both turned their heads and ears slowly, trying to pick anything out of the storm that did not belong without giving away their position.


    It was Raeln who first saw something and tapped Estin’s arm. He pointed somewhat west of where they lay, along the path they had been taking before diverting to set up camp. There Estin saw several shapes moving through the snow. He could not make out any detail, but he was fairly certain he saw five separate shapes. In reply to Raeln, he held up five fingers and shrugged. Raeln shook his head and held up eight.


    The figures were definitely on horses, from what Estin could see. Who they might be or exact numbers was impossible to say at such a distance with the whirling snow. There could have been twice as many out past the limit of their vision.


    Apparently having the same difficulties seeing, Raeln pointed at both of them and then toward the riders. He did not wait for Estin to react, pulling himself up and over the lip of the stones before sliding down onto the snowy ground below. Dropping flat again, Raeln hesitated to be sure the riders had not seen him and then motioned for Estin to join him. The idiot seemed to think they should get closer, which was about the last possible thing Estin wanted to do, but he knew there was no other way to see how much danger they were in.


    Once Estin had climbed down, the two wildlings moved as fast as they could without standing fully upright, hurrying along on a path that would intersect the route the horses were taking, getting them close enough that they should be able to see more detail. They ran through the snow for several minutes, getting steadily closer, when Raeln practically threw himself facefirst and flattened out. Estin mirrored him, not knowing why but unwilling to risk exposing them both.


    Within seconds after burying himself in the freezing snow, Estin saw nine riders followed by fifty or more men and women, who wore no heavy clothing. Those people walked in straight lines, and as Estin watched, one fell as the wind blew especially hard and the others marched right over it. Seconds later, the fallen person got up and rejoined the formation as though nothing had happened.


    Undead.


    Raeln seemed to also have seen enough and he patted Estin’s arm and pointed back toward their camp. Even covered with snow, his face told Estin he was horrified at finding that many enemies so close.


    Together they cleared the rocks and ran, getting back to the large tent within minutes.


    “We have nine riders and a large group of undead heading northwest,” Estin blurted out the moment they were under the tent.


    “Nine Turessians,” corrected Raeln. “They are continuing along the path we were taking.”


    All eyes went to On’esquin, who sighed and let his head hang. After a moment’s thought, he replied, “I cannot protect us against so many, even if they are all ignorant of my abilities, which by now they cannot possibly be. Likewise, I cannot let them find Turess’s tomb. I put up protections against anyone trying to draw his spirit back as an undead, but there are limits. Sooner or later they will break through and bring him back as an ally or symbol of their authority. I cannot allow them to defile his memory.


    “All of you, continue on and do what you can to end the war,” he told the group, watching the fire the whole time. “I will go and try to delay or stop those riders before they can find us or Turess. If I can I will catch up again. They will not find that tomb, if I have any say in the matter.”


    “How would we go on without you?” Dalania asked, voicing Estin’s thoughts. “We have no idea where we’re going or what to do once we get there.”


    “I have given Raeln what information he requires and Yoska can read the prophecies,” On’esquin said before unfastening the rolled parchments from his belt. With a look of doubt about his actions and a brief hesitation, the orc handed them to Yoska, who stared in confusion at the leather-bound papers.


    Estin looked around at the somber expressions and realized they were actually considering letting On’esquin go alone. When no one else spoke up, he said firmly, “We came here because On’esquin made us come. We followed him without question until he passed the lead to Raeln, and they both have kept us alive…some even more than when we began. Why are we even thinking about making him do this by himself?”


    “Raeln is your leader now. That choice was made a while ago in case this eventually came,” On’esquin reminded them.


    “He’s right,” replied Raeln, giving Estin an apologetic glance. “It’s up to me to lead us the rest of the way. We each must make our own choices, and I will not hold him back if he feels he must go.”


    Nodding, On’esquin pulled his spear onto his lap, running his fingers over the dry wood of its shaft. He stood slowly, bowing slightly to each of them in turn. “As my people said in times past, ‘May the storms never find you and let warmth be in your heart if not in your hearth,’” the orc said once he had bowed last to Raeln. “It has been my pleasure fighting beside each of you.”


    Raeln growled softly and suddenly announced, “We’re leaving. Get your things. On’esquin may have to face this alone given the forces against us, but I will not let the Turessians have anything they want this badly. We’re going to keep them from that tomb. We ride in one hour. Rest if you can.”


    On’esquin appeared deeply torn between wanting to object and wanting to thank Raeln, but Raeln ignored him, going to the edge of the tent to rest and meditate.


    “I suppose I can wait,” On’esquin said to no one in particular, sitting back down. “If we ride hard, we can be there well ahead of them. Hours ahead, assuming they do not know exactly where the tomb is and given the speed undead walk at.”


    Estin knew they would not have long to rest, so he took off his cloak and rolled it up to use as a pillow. He lay down and Feanne quickly slid over, putting herself in his arms, warming his heart as well as his body. They might not sleep in such a short period before they left, but being together made it more relaxing, something they both might need soon, given the force they would face.


    Suddenly Feanne sat up, startling Estin in the process. She stared off into the swirling snow outside their makeshift shelter and slowly smiled, her eyes glowing faintly green before fading to their normal blue. “Everyone can rest as much as they need,” she announced, drawing confused stares from everyone. “The Miharon taught me how to hide myself in adverse weather. I can twist what he taught me and confuse the riders. They’ll be circling for hours.”


    Raising her hand toward the entrance to the tent, Feanne closed her eyes and concentrated. For the first few seconds, Estin saw nothing change outside, but then suddenly the storm turned. The snow flew sideways for a moment before changing direction yet again. Every few seconds, the entire storm turned sharply in a random direction. It was startling each time it happened, making the tent shift dangerously.


    “That will buy us plenty of time,” Feanne told the group as she let her hand fall. She looked tired and reclined into Estin’s arms. Shivering against the cold, she pulled his arm around her and clung tightly to him. “It’ll last until sunrise or so. Nothing they do will find this place or get them out of the area of the storm. That’s all I can do, but it should be enough for now.”


    Dalania smiled warmly at Feanne, nodding her agreement. Sitting down beside Raeln, she added, “Feanne’s spell will keep them circling. Mine will alert the wolves to their presence. Between the two, we may be able to keep them occupied as long as we need. We should not move again until we are ready to try to outrun them. Tomorrow will be difficult.”


    Squeezing Feanne close, Estin was pleasantly surprised as she nuzzled his cheek while the others smiled at them. The willingness to show her affection reminded Estin she was still not entirely how she had been before death, and his thoughts immediately went to their children. How he had managed to forget them baffled him.


    “Feanne,” he began, but she nipped at his neck to shut him up. He refused to let her distract him and pushed on. “There are things we need to talk about. Five of them, to be exact.”


    From the corner of his eye, he saw Raeln and Yoska tense. They knew exactly what he was trying to tell her. Dalania’s attention focused in on him as well, but she smiled slightly, clearly happy Feanne had recovered enough that he would even consider telling her.


    “It can wait,” Feanne told him, gently stroking his whiskers with the back of her hand. “We have enough to think about. When and if we live, we will talk about anything you want.”


    “This can’t wait, Feanne.”


    Nodding grimly, Feanne lifted his chin so they were looking straight into each other’s eyes, nose-to-nose. “I know there are things that I don’t remember,” she told him, tightening her grip on his jaw when he started to interrupt. “Every hour, memories come back. My mother is still somewhat of a blur, but my father is clear at last. I remember you and I meeting and falling in love. I remember my sister dying to hunters when we were children. I even remember spending my life angry and afraid.”


    “You were never afraid,” Estin objected, making Feanne laugh lightly.


    “I was always afraid, Estin. I kept telling you to have no regrets because I couldn’t live up to that myself. Every day I regretted things as simple as letting you go after our first night together, though why I did it, I cannot remember. I regretted my own anger at the world for all the deaths I could not prevent, and I feared seeing more loved ones die. I shielded myself with anger and hid my feelings away to keep myself safe for when those loved ones did die.


    “Now I don’t have all that baggage. I made my choices and found my feelings without all the pain that came with it the first time. The pain will return, but having that come later might make me a very different person. Will you be all right with that, my love?”


    “Do I have any choice?”


    Feanne grinned toothily, shaking her head slightly. “After all you said about me when you thought I would not remember, no, no choice at all. Love me or else. I intend to hold you to the sentiments you expressed.”


    Hugging her to himself, Estin tried to bite down the fear that he might never get to tell Feanne about their children. The risk that they would die the next day was very real, and he could see that fear on everyone else’s faces as they stared off into the snowstorm outside. He tried more than once to make himself tell Feanne, but each time, she stared up at him with eyes that told him that she was not wanting to introduce any new complications to their lives, at least not yet.


    A long howl somewhere in the distance was soon met by several others, prompting a rare grin from Dalania. Getting up from where she sat, she shifted to curl up closer to Raeln, actually going so far as to put her head on his leg. If it bothered Raeln, he gave no indication. He continued to stare into the storm as though lost in meditation, though he did idly stroke the woman’s green-tinted hair. There was something in the behavior that made Estin think of Oria grooming her brother when they were young, rather than lovers.


    A few minutes later, Yoska was the first to speak, after Estin and Feanne curled up under a blanket. As the others quieted down, Yoska lifted the flask he still held in a salute and announced to the snowstorm, “I see you again soon, my family,” and poured the contents onto the stones at his feet before throwing the flask out into the storm. Wiping at his eyes, the man went to the far end of the tent to sleep, while On’esquin watched him with a calm respect.


     


    *


     


    “That is where I have buried my master and friend,” announced On’esquin as they came up a snow-swept rise.


    Illuminated by what little sunlight filtered through the clouds, Estin could see a single barren crack in the land that looked to him as though a giant axe had fallen, cleaving the ground asunder. It was not so different from a hundred others in the region, all of which were difficult to see until one was close to them, thanks to the blowing snow. This particular one was somewhat larger than most, but that was all that set it apart. Even knowing Turess was buried in one such ravine, Estin was willing to bet he could spend days or even weeks searching.


    Turning in his saddle, Estin gazed toward the south, where a large group could be seen moving across the plains. An hour earlier, as the sun had first appeared, the snowstorm had abated enough that the Turessian forces had reappeared, much farther south than when he had seen them the night before. Yoska had estimated they had about five hours before the undead could reach them on the rough terrain, but Estin had his doubts about whether they even had that long. Three hours at the most and possibly less the way the Turessians were pushing on.


    “Raeln,” On’esquin said, turning to look over at the man, who had been watching the undead approach. “Ride with me in the lead. Those undead that are pursuing us are hardly the only danger in this place. I intended it to be secure against accidental discovery, but times change all things. There could be most anything living down there now.”


    Turning back around to face Estin, On’esquin added, “And if you have any skill left with magic, you will need to be ready. Dalania and Feanne’s magic will be of limited use here. Yours may be vital.”


    “You’re saying there are undead in that tomb,” Estin replied, getting angry. He was tired of surprises.


    “Turessians do not see undead as an inherently bad thing,” the orc reminded him. “I have grown to hate them after fighting the ones used as pawns, but when I built this tomb, I was not so enlightened. They are vigilant guardians. Be wary.”


    To the women On’esquin said, “The two of you will need to stay alive. Creatures of the wilds hardly belong in this place. Dying here would trap your spirits far from the woods for eternity. Keep that in mind. No fae will come here willingly and that means you magic may expose you to greater risks.”


    When Yoska gave On’esquin an annoyed glance, Raeln told him, “You will do what you always do. Protect us from ambush and kill anything that moves. I want you close to Dalania. She’s vulnerable when she cannot use her magic from afar.”


    Dalania glared at Raeln angrily but sighed as Yoska bowed to her.


    Before anyone could object, On’esquin rode down the hill toward the ravine, with the rest following quietly behind. No one said a word the whole way to the broken ground On’esquin had pointed out as the tomb, though they all looked back repeatedly, watching the undead gradually approach.


    Far beyond the undead, Estin could see the telltale flickering of mists drifting low to the ground in the distance, slowly making their way northward, fanning out to fill much of the horizon. He had seen those mists so many times in the last few years that the horror of what they were hardly registered anymore. They would come or they would move on, regardless of whether he feared them. Clasping the coin in his pouch nervously, he forced himself to watch the path ahead.


    The crossing of the plains took perhaps another hour, by which time Estin could see the undead moving steadily across the snow, though still far off. They would catch up in an hour or two. He was certain they no longer had enough time to flee. This could well be their last day, once that force caught them. Worse still, the mists had gained ground behind them, looming like a backdrop of the approaching force.


    Slowing to a stop as his horse bucked and resisted getting any closer to the ravine, On’esquin hopped off and tied the beast to a stubby and broken tree. He squinted toward the undead. At length he looked around at the others, who were tying off their own horses, and said, “Assuming we can reach his remains, I will not ask anyone to stay. We will take the remains and flee, taking them beyond the reach of those who defile his name. Should they reach us before then…” On’esquin shook his head and chose not to finish the thought, instead turning toward the ravine and heading on.


    Estin gave Feanne a grim look, not really wanting to risk her again after just getting her back, but he could see she was ready for this. The old determination and willingness to face death head-on had fully returned. Of anyone there she seemed the least concerned. Estin could only wish he had her confidence.


    Raising a hand as subtly as he could, Estin attempted to form magic into a light source as a test of whether he was rested enough for this. The effort made him slightly dizzy, but the magic came far easier than it had prior to Feanne’s recovery. On’esquin had been right: it had been his magic keeping her alive until she found her own strength. Now his power was returning, though far too slowly to be of any appreciable use. He would need days or weeks still. Before he could dismiss the glowing ball of magic, his stomach lurched and the spell fell apart. Perhaps months.


    They followed On’esquin to the edge of the ravine, and there Estin saw a thin stone outcropping had been carefully carved into the wall, creating a slope to walk down if one were cautious. Had he not been wondering how they would descend, he never would have noticed it. At a glance he had to guess On’esquin had carved it with a hammer and chisel, an effort that had to have taken months.


    “Eight years it took me to build this place,” On’esquin said for anyone who might be listening, taking his time as he started down the path into the ravine. “By then Dorralt had gone into hiding and the council had taken Turess’s place as the leaders of our people. I had never had my name cleared, so returning to Turessi with his remains was impossible. This was the only tribute I could give him. Time was no longer a concern for either of us.”


    On’esquin led the way down the slope, with Feanne following and Estin behind her. Yoska walked behind Estin with a calm impatience that made Estin wonder if he truly understood how deep that ravine was. Behind Yoska, Dalania picked her way down with one hand held back on Raeln’s outstretched hand, allowing her to keep her balance a little better than she might have otherwise. At the rear Raeln spent nearly as much time watching for the undead as he did watching his own footing.


    Looking down as they reached the first curve in the path, Estin saw the bottom of the ravine was covered with a thin layer of snow and appeared empty, aside from a few fallen stones. As they continued, he began to wonder if it was truly the right place. That thought was pushed aside as he realized they had nearly a fifty-foot drop, should any of them slip. He was perfectly comfortable with heights, but the faces of the others told him they had doubts about continuing. In a pinch he could scale the wall, but he doubted anyone else could manage.


    “He wanted to be remembered as a wise man, not a conqueror,” On’esquin went on, leaning against the wall of the ravine to steady himself as his feet slipped on the wet stone. From what Estin could tell, he was actually talking to calm himself. Idly, he wondered why a man who could not die feared falling. “When he died without an heir, and his wife went missing when she had been named heir, they cursed his name. Had I returned his remains to our people, I doubt he would have been laid to rest in any reasonable manner. This was for the best. Only he and I knew the truth of what he tried to do to save us all.”


    They slowly approached the halfway mark on the tiny ledge, and Estin could feel the tension in the people around him. Gently, he took Feanne’s hand, giving her a bit more confidence on the difficult slope. She did not look back at him, but she squeezed his hand tightly in thanks. Some things never changed and her fear of heights was clearly one. More than once she had reminded him that foxes were not meant to climb.


    Behind him, Dalania and Raeln had fallen behind, both so terrified of the drop-off that they were barely able to move. The two scooted along the wall a few inches at a time, but Estin could see they might not even be down by the time the undead arrived at their current rate.


    “Can you make it down on your own?” Estin asked Feanne.


    Feanne nodded, though her eyes were unblinking as she slid her paws along the slope wide enough that she could have gone doing facing forward—as Estin was. She took her hand away from Estin and put it on the wall, trying to keep herself steady as she continued on.


    Turning in place, Estin hurried back up the slope until he reached Dalania, who was nearly frozen with fear. She had flattened against the wall of the ravine and could not take her eyes off the ground, far below.


    “Dalania,” Estin said, but she did not look up. “Dalania!”


    Twitching as she snapped out of her fear for a moment, she looked toward Estin briefly before returning her attention to the ground.


    “I’m going to take your hand,” he told her, slowly bringing his hand up close to hers. He knew she hated anyone touching her and did not want to scare her. Having her fall to her death when he was trying to save her would be about right for his luck. “I’ll come right back for Raeln.”


    Dalania nodded and clamped her eyes shut as Estin’s hand closed over hers. She winced at the contact but did not argue as he pried her hand off the wall. Gently, he eased her toward himself as he backed down the slope.


    “Look at me,” Estin insisted, having to repeat himself several times before she opened her eyes. “Right here, Dalania. Don’t look at anything but me.”


    The fae-kin stumbled forward, struggling to keep her eyes on his, while her instincts seemed to be trying to make her look down. Once she was paying more attention to him than the ground, Estin was able to gradually increase his pace. Soon, using his tail to feel the path behind him as he moved, he could hear Feanne only a few steps ahead. Glancing down, he found that they were nearing the ground.


    “Another minute or two,” he told Dalania, smiling. She tried to smile back, but the fear made it difficult for her to pay any real attention to anything but walking.


    Estin continued walking backward with the help of his tail and soon he heard On’esquin let out a sigh of relief. Glancing back, he saw the orc was off the sloping ledge and Feanne was just hopping off. He had only another few feet to go.


    “Down you go,” Estin told Dalania, grabbing her waist and pulling her off the ledge. He ignored her squeak of terror in the second before she realized he could put her directly onto the ground. “Be right back with Raeln.”


    Running back up the path, Estin found Raeln had barely moved from where Estin had left him. He slowed as he neared Raeln, coming up alongside him, while Raeln continued to pant and stare at the sheer walls of the ravine. “Can you walk?” asked Estin, trying to repeat what he had done for Dalania by putting his hand on Raeln’s, but the man shook his head and seemed unable to pull his hand away from the wall.


    “All right, this gets tricky,” Estin admitted, glancing toward the top of the path. The undead had not appeared yet, but he knew that if Raeln did not start moving soon, they likely would before the group could go into the tomb and come back out. They might have a half hour, if that long, before they needed to be back on the trail out of the ravine. “Raeln, we need to move.”


    “Go on without me,” whispered Raeln, his claws scraping the wall as he tried to find something to grab on to. “I can’t do this. Let me die here, holding our ground against the enemy. Never used to be this afraid of falling. Fell off a mountain once. I think that was the last time I…I really can’t do this, Estin.”


    Estin sighed and tried to think of another way to get the large man down, but with him easily double Estin’s weight, he knew he could not carry Raeln. That meant the only way the man was getting down was under his own power. “I’ll wait here with you,” said Estin, leaning against the wall too. “We die together. Simple enough. I won’t leave someone behind, because you never have.”


    Raeln snarled and whined, thumping one of his hands against the wall angrily. “Don’t do that, Estin. I can’t move. You have a wife to go back to. Get moving.”


    “That I do. She’ll be really angry at us both if I die. You know what I fear a lot more than her being angry, though?”


    Tearing his eyes off the drop-off, Raeln looked briefly at Estin. “What is that?”


    “Dying before I get the chance to tell her that she has five children—three of them infants—half a world away, who have no idea where their parents are. Will you cost me that, Raeln? I was pretty sure you were tougher than this…but I have no choice than to stay right here with you.”


    “Estin, stop doing that.”


    “No, Raeln. You stop this. I’m going to take your hand and you’re going to follow me down.”


    “I’ll pull us both off the ledge if I try to walk. I’m too unsteady.”


    Estin checked on the others at the bottom. They were watching him nervously, and he could see the white gleam of Feanne’s eyes, wide in the dim light. She was terrified of what might happen to both of them.


    “You know how you do that sleeping thing every night, where you stop caring about anything, even though you hear it all?” he asked, turning back to Raeln.


    “Meditation. It helps clear the mind.”


    “Start doing that right now. In ten seconds we’re walking down to the others. I want your mind blank.”


    “I can’t, Estin,” Raeln hissed, sounding to be on the verge of a complete breakdown.


    “You can and you will,” snapped Estin, which seemed to break Raeln out of his fear momentarily. “There are four people at the bottom who are depending on you to lead them. Grow a spine and get ready to move. Conquer your fear or we all die.”


    His ears flattening back, Raeln closed his eyes and struggled to stay upright. Without anything to look at, he wavered in place, but Estin put a hand on his chest, holding him where he was. Slowly Raeln’s breathing slowed and his death grip on the wall loosened enough that Estin took one of his hands.


    “Stay like that. I will be our eyes. Just move as I guide you and stay in your happy place.”


    Raeln’s face twitched as he strained to keep from snapping out of the meditation, but he did move when Estin pulled him along the wall. Slowly, step by step, they moved down the ledge, gaining speed as they went. Soon Estin was able to walk almost as fast as he did with Dalania and they moved rapidly to the end of the path. There, Estin stopped, while Raeln’s eyes remained tightly shut.


    “Raeln,” Dalania said, coming up and taking Raeln’s hand from Estin. “We’re here.”


    Raeln opened his eyes and glanced back up the path and then down at Dalania. Reaching over, he grabbed Estin and pulled him into a smothering hug that Estin thought might crush his ribs. “Thank you,” the wolf whispered, while Estin struggled to free himself from his ironlike grip. “You saved my life up there.”


    “No time for this,” grunted Estin, prying Raeln’s arm off of himself and backing away before Raeln could catch him again. “Undead are coming. We need to get moving again.”


    As a group, they turned to On’esquin, who gazed up at the winding slope up the wall of the ravine. Quietly, he muttered, “I’ve always hated coming down. Would have been better if I could have worked out steps of some kind. No matter, we should get in there and out before the others arrive. They will likely stop chasing us to explore the tomb, giving us time to escape.”


    Turning sharply, On’esquin headed toward what Estin thought was a broken and collapsed section of the ravine, with Yoska close behind him. The rest of them were slower to follow, with Feanne taking Estin’s hand and pulling him along, while Dalania helped Raeln walk on his shaking legs.


    The fallen stones at the end of the ravine were not there by natural causes, Estin soon realized. They had been knocked down and rolled to their current position, making it impossible to see the outer wall of the ravine without getting close. Following On’esquin among the stones, Estin was soon able to spot a carved archway in the wall, which was where On’esquin headed without hesitation. The place would be impossible to see until someone was well into the fallen stones, with no clear way to even see the area near it from atop the ravine walls.


    Stopping at the entrance, Estin stared at the sigils that ran all the way around the archway, flowing one into the next in the Turessian script he had seen far too many times in Corraith. Similar rune-words had marked the tomb where Estin had first found On’esquin and he had seen a few in the ruins under Corraith.


    “What does it say?” asked Raeln, stopping behind Estin and Feanne.


    Yoska looked back and answered for On’esquin, while On’esquin continued farther into the dark cave, “It says something like, ‘Here lies one forgotten. Those who enter will remain with him.’”


    “Cheery,” said Estin, shaking his head. “Let’s get moving.”


    Squeezing Feanne’s hand more tightly, Estin headed into the cave after Yoska, who had begun fumbling with his bags, while On’esquin held a torch out for him to light.


    After several seconds of the men making no progress, Dalania raised her hand and whispered something. As she did, pale green light flooded the area, radiating from her palm. “You say to hurry, but you forget where you put your flint?” she asked incredulously, holding the light up over her head. “How did any of you survive on your own? I would have started hunting for it the moment I saw a dark cave.”


    Estin laughed at her—even more so when he saw the annoyed looks on Yoska and On’esquin’s faces—and took the lead, as he could see farther into the cave than On’esquin. The orc dropped in behind him and Feanne, whispering warnings about curves in the cave that were coming up.


    “When the cave widens, I’ll need to go first,” warned On’esquin once they were about a hundred feet into the tomb. “For the first time in your life, lacking honor markings on your face will be a liability here. Those I left here can read one’s markings, and while they will kill those with markings, they will see you as a runaway servant who is beneath their attention. Any orders I left for them will be disregarded when it comes to you.”


    Estin gave the man a questioning look, but he said nothing further.


    They walked on, the passage winding back and forth several times. From what Estin could see, the passage was man-made, since he could see the occasional tool markings. He was starting to understand why it had taken On’esquin so long to prepare the place. Every fifty feet or so, another set of markings would appear to let him know they were still going the correct direction.


    “Estin,” whispered Feanne as a large rusted iron grating came into view, blocking the path ahead. “We should leave.”


    Estin stared hard into the dark but could see nothing past the grating. Turning to Feanne, he saw she was shaking, her eyes wide with horror. When he grabbed her arms, she flinched and squeezed her eyes shut. “What’s wrong, Feanne?” he asked, while the others stopped right behind her. The narrow passage left little room for them to get past. “There’s nothing there. We need to keep going.”


    Feanne nodded but kept her eyes shut. She had dug her feet in and would not budge. “I know. I…I see him, Estin. I see him dying. I can still feel that monster breaking my arm when I tried to go back for him.”


    Slowly, Estin turned back to the grating and realized what this was triggering in Feanne. Their son, Atall, had been cut off from them in an underground passage not entirely dissimilar from the one they now stood in, stuck behind an iron grating. While they had watched, a Turessian had torn Atall’s chest open and thrown his body into the mists to ensure no one could save him.


    “Feanne, this is not the time,” Estin said quickly, trying to get her to look at him. “We need to hurry. Whatever you’re seeing, we need to talk about it once we’re safe.”


    “Atall,” Feanne whispered and collapsed on the spot, nearly taking Estin down with her. “My son. I saw my son murdered. How could I have forgotten that?”


    Pulling himself to the side of the passage to let On’esquin and the others squeeze past, Estin knelt beside Feanne. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as she trembled, her eyes still tightly shut.


    “They killed our son, Estin,” she whispered, once the others had gone on and were working at opening the gate that stood in their way. “How could a mother forget that? How could I forget my son? This is what you wanted to tell me…”


    “Do you remember the others?” asked Estin, no longer willing to hold anything back. It was far too late to be careful. She had to know everything and recover before they had to flee the tomb. He needed her to remember the good things that they were fighting to protect, not the child they had lost.


    “I do,” Feanne said in reply, burying her face in his shoulder. “Oria is watching our newborns. They need us, Estin. Why are we here? We need to go to them!”


    “They are a year of travel away, Feanne. Maybe farther than that. I’ve been trying to find some way back, but everything pushes us farther from them.”


    As she dug her claws painfully into Estin’s shoulder, Feanne curled into a ball and sobbed uncontrollably, clinging to Estin for support. No matter what he said to her, all she replied with were whispers of the names of their children, over and over, in an apparent attempt to keep from forgetting them again. She rocked back and forth, holding Estin so tightly that he could barely breathe, though he was happy to know her recovery was finally nearing its end, even if that came minutes before they both would die as the undead stormed the tomb.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “Approaching Prophecy”


     


    “My dearest friend…I will see all of you soon in the place you are taking me.”


     


    
      -          Last words of Turess.

    


     


    “We need to wait for them, On’esquin,” Raeln insisted yet again, once the gate had been forced open. “You said yourself that Estin needed to be ready for this. I can’t even see him back there.”


    “There is no time for that,” On’esquin said, continuing on into the dark. The path widened quickly after the gate and On’esquin stood at the opening to a far larger room, peering into the darkness with his spear held at the ready. “Stay close or they will kill you all.”


    “They?” asked Yoska, moving much closer to On’esquin.


    Raeln started to argue again, but whispers around them caught his ear. Looking around, he could see almost nothing beyond Dalania’s magical light, but the voices were all around them. Instinctively, the others closed in on him, with every one of them facing out toward the dark. “What’s out there, On’esquin?” he asked while they inched forward.


    “When I killed Oramain, there were consequences,” On’esquin said as he led them deeper into the room. “He took the lives of thousands and contained their spirits within himself for use at a later time. That was the power I gave Estin, but it was the power I originally had to overcome to defeat Oramain. Like all of the original creations of Dorralt, he had an incredible access to magic that exceeded anything that our wisest sages could teach. That magic and everything he had consumed had to go somewhere when I destroyed his body. I could only contain them for a few hours.”


    A faint shimmer in the dark was the first hint of anything more than voices. Raeln watched as the shimmer solidified into a ghostly image of a human woman, holding an infant. Both glared at him with utter hatred, their eyes glowing faintly yellow against the wall of black all around them. They did not advance, but Raeln had to wonder if it was because they could not or were not ready to. His warrior instincts warned him that they might be a distraction while others surrounded the group.


    More ghosts appeared as they continued, flickering into existence one after another. They were of different ages and races, but most wore simple robes. On the faces of a few, Raeln could see Turessian tattoos shimmering, but details such as those were difficult to make out. What he did see very clearly was the horde of long-dead had closed them in, preventing any way out. They could go on for the moment, but there was no leaving without going through the ghosts.


    “With Oramain gone, the spirits were free and more than willing to strike at anyone who might have been involved in their deaths,” On’esquin continued as he advanced. “Their anger will never fade, but they will also never be controlled again. These are spirits that the Turessians can never use against mankind. They will destroy anything that comes here, other than myself.”


    “Not reassuring,” Raeln said, stepping in front of Dalania to shield her as the semitransparent shape of an ogre came closer. It stopped and regarded Raeln with disgust, reaching up to point at its tattoos before pointing at him. Then, dragging its finger across its throat, it made very clear what it thought of him. “Tell me again why this is a good idea?”


    “Stay here,” ordered On’esquin. “You will see.”


    Walking out away from the group, On’esquin lowered his hood. Immediately, every spirit in the room hissed and moved to block him from walking any farther. They created a wall that he would need to walk through if he wished to go anywhere but back the way he came. That change in positioning allowed Raeln and the others some room to breathe.


    Just in front of the wall of spirits, three more appeared. These were orcs, unmistakable with their heavy build and thick limbs. Raeln watched as their details became clearer, revealing a woman and two young children. The three of them stepped forward, directly in front of On’esquin.


    “Hello, my love,” said On’esquin softly, his voice carrying more than he likely intended in the chamber. “Do what you must. The time has come. I must take him from here.”


    With a shriek that deafened Raeln, the three ghosts tore into On’esquin, ripping through his armor and clothing before spraying blood and bone across the room. A second later the rest of the spirits fell on him, joining in on the blood frenzy like sharks. They tore his body apart while On’esquin stood there, never even falling.


    Then, as suddenly as the attack had come, the spirits began to wink out. Within seconds the room was silent, aside from the snaps of On’esquin’s bones moving back to where they belonged and the wet slurps of his wounds closing.


    He turned slowly, facing the group as his jaw rose from his chest back to its sockets and his armor’s broken pieces restored themselves. “That is why I go first,” he explained, stretching his neck and popping it loudly. “They cannot kill me, and yet they will vent their hatred against me when I move toward Turess’s remains. Their anger burns brightly, but not for long. Come. We need to hurry before their anger brings them back.”


    Raeln had trouble concentrating on his steps as the group followed On’esquin deeper into the room. All he could think of was the brutality of the ghosts and their possible return as he watched the dark for that telltale shimmer of one returning.


    “This is it,” On’esquin announced a moment later, and Raeln saw he had stopped in front of a simple stone casket. Unlike the door into the tomb, there were no markings on it. “An unmarked grave among my people is a clear sign of one who had no rank or importance. I had no choice but to dishonor my master to keep him out of the hands of those who would use him against everything he once stood for. Honor through dishonor, he told me once. I bring shame on myself and my family to spare his honor in the long-run.”


    Putting his hands on the stone lid of the coffin, On’esquin pushed until his arms shook, but it moved less than an inch. “I need help, Raeln,” he admitted. “Ten of us put this here. Only I remain.”


    Going over to On’esquin, Raeln put his shoulder against the coffin lid and braced his legs. Nodding, he pushed as hard as he could as On’esquin did the same. They strained and grunted, the stone sliding so slowly that Raeln wondered if they would ever manage to open it fully. At last the lid rocked and tilted, opening up the coffin more than halfway.


    “Good!” panted On’esquin, and Raeln stopped, nearly collapsing. “That should be enough. Let me gather the bones and we can go. Five minutes and we flee this place.”


    Raeln sat down hard at the base of the coffin, trying to catch his breath. He could hear On’esquin rustling around inside the stone box, gathering the many bones there and wrapping them in a white shirt and black jacket he took from his pack. Meanwhile, Yoska watched the dark for the return of the spirits, clearly as nervous about that eventuality as Raeln was.


    It was Dalania who caught Raeln’s eye, having expected her to be in a full panic after the undead attacked. She was not looking at anything in particular, but instead her eyes were distant and her head cocked as she listened to something. He watched her for a few seconds, idly scratching at the bracelet that had fused to his arm. While he watched, her eyes darted around at things that were not in the cave with them.


    “What is it?” Raeln asked.


    Dalania blinked and looked around. “We are too late,” she answered, bringing On’esquin to an abrupt halt. “They have started down into the ravine. They used some form of magic to hasten their arrival. Their undead are already down here, having been thrown off the ledge at the top to cut off any escape.”


    “How can you know that?” asked Raeln.


    “A carrion bat flying overhead. It saw them and so too did I.”


    “We can’t let them have him!” On’esquin said and angrily punched the coffin’s side, sending shards of stone flying. “Can you imagine what they would do with him? Think of your friends and kin, turned into monsters like them. Their attacks would advance, led by the man who conquered most of the known world. He was the one to figure out how to stop the advance of the mists the last time. I cannot have him leading their army!”


    Yoska glanced back and said, “Unless dead man wants to get up and help us, is too late to be upset. We need to flee. Is there other way out?”


    “No,” On’esquin replied, sitting down beside Raeln and burying his face in his hands. “He’s right. We should already be running, but there is nowhere left to go. I had not planned for this. The spirits will slow the Turessians…but it will not be enough to save us. Not nearly enough.”


    Walking over to the coffin, Dalania leaned over it, examining the corpse inside. After a moment, she said, “His spirit still lingers, though not angry like those we met. This is more like Feanne, following Estin and waiting for him to save her.”


    “Only we no longer have Oramain’s spirit or Estin’s magic to help us,” snapped On’esquin, followed by a few seconds of muttering in old Turessian. Sighing, he added, “Estin was likely the last person in the world with the power to help. There is no one like Oramain left. Estin was to be our last hope if a situation like this arose. Even another healer would be useless in this.


    “I do suppose I know why Turess would linger. He would have waited forever for his wife, but she is as long gone as he is. She never did return.”


    The room fell into silence briefly before Estin’s voice shouted from the halls, “They’re coming! I can hear them outside!”


    Sighing, On’esquin covered his face again. He gradually clenched his hands into fists and hit the ground, then stood up. Taking his spear, he looked down at Raeln. “We die warriors and heroes, still,” On’esquin announced. “I would make this a battle worthy of what I had once hoped to accomplish. If I cannot put my hands on Dorralt, his minions will have to do.”


    Reaching down to Raeln, On’esquin grabbed his wrist just below the bracelet as he helped Raeln up. Once Raeln was standing, On’esquin did not let go but continued to stare at the piece of jewelry, his anger fading to confusion. “Yoska,” said On’esquin, turning Raeln’s wrist to see the other side of the bracelet, “hand me that cup of yours.”


    “Is not time to drink with them so close, I think. If I do not wish to drink, this says something…”


    “Give it!” growled On’esquin, dropping his spear.


    Sighing, Yoska untied the cup from his belt and handed it over.


    “My master had a few odd quirks, as most people do,” the orc said, eyeing the cup as he turned it over in his hand. “One in particular was his obsession with magic. He enchanted everything and always said that it was ‘just in case.’ I rarely saw him use any of it and always considered it a waste of his time. He enchanted a dozen items in the last week of his life.”


    Raeln tried to pull his hand free, but On’esquin held him firmly.


    “Go and defend the tomb as long as you are able,” said On’esquin, releasing Raeln and walking away with the cup. He stood over the coffin and smiled sadly. “I will do what I can here. Dalania, you will stay with me. Raeln, you and Yoska will hold the entrance. Please take Feanne and send Estin back here. Do not go far from the entrance to the tomb until I complete what I am doing.”


    “How will you let us know?” Raeln asked, scratching at the skin near the bracelet.


    “Trust me, you will know.”


    Knowing there was little time to argue, Raeln headed up the tunnel with Yoska—who quickly managed to light the torch they had brought with them—soon reaching Estin and Feanne, lying near the broken gate in the dark. Estin had Feanne cradled in his arms and she was still muttering and sobbing.


    “On’esquin wants her with us, fighting, and you with him,” Raeln said, getting an angry look in reply from Estin.


    “She is in no condition, Raeln.”


    “In ten more minutes, none of us will be,” he said, while Feanne struggled to stop crying. “We need her at the entrance.”


    “I am not going to let her out of my sight. If she’s fighting, so am I.”


    Estin appeared ready to keep arguing, but Feanne touched his chest, stopping him. All of the fight went out of Estin as he looked into her eyes, the two of them having a brief conversation through that one look. Closing his eyes and lowering his head, Estin nodded.


    Slowly, Feanne got up and wiped away her tears. Taking a deep breath, she finally looked up at Raeln and smiled, while Estin clenched his hands tightly enough that his arms shook.


    “I am ready,” Feanne said softly. “I cannot promise anything, but I will try. I swear I will fight with all my strength for a chance to see my children again.”


    “That’s all I can ask,” Raeln told her gently, putting a hand on her shoulder. Estin appeared ready to take a swing at him, but Raeln pointedly ignored the anger radiating from him. “We need to hurry.”


    Leading the way out, Raeln had to run mostly by feel in the dark hall, with Yoska barely able to keep up. He remembered most of the curves, and knowing that there were no actual corners or doors made it easier to move without seeing. Soon enough he saw the walls as light from the entrance reached them. Using that light, he was able to run even faster, and before long he had reached the archway entrance.


    Raeln stopped at the entrance to the tomb and waited for Feanne and Yoska to catch up. They nearly ran into him, and when he looked back, he saw Feanne was helping guide Yoska as the torch had faded almost completely. Raeln had not even considered the man’s limited night vision would slow him.


    Out in the ravine, still on the far side, Raeln could see nine robed Turessians walking through a large crowd of zombies. At first he could not figure out what they were doing, but soon realized they were healing the undead, fixing broken limbs and helping them stand more easily. They were preparing their troops for battle the way most armies would arm and armor their soldiers.


    “Nine Turessians,” Raeln whispered to the others. “Lots of corpses. This will be rough.”


    He continued to watch as one Turessian came to the front of the group, surveying them one last time. That was Liris, he realized. The woman had managed to track them all the way from Jnodin and had brought friends this time. From what he could see, she was in charge of the group.


    “Destroy nothing until after, but kill anyone that stands in our way,” Liris announced, as the other Turessians came forward to join her at the front of the group of zombies. “We are to turn anyone who stands in our way into undead. No torture, no debate, no negotiation from any of you…are we all clear? The orc is our only target.”


    A disappointed grumble of agreement came from the other Turessians.


    Turning from the Turessians to Feanne and Yoska, Raeln said, “This is it. Hold the doorway. They have numbers, but we have the more defensible ground. Magic is really the only advantage they have right now.”


    A whistle from the direction of the Turessians made Raeln look their way, and he saw that all nine robed figures were looking at him.


    “Hello again, wolf,” Liris called out, walking ahead of the others as they crossed the ravine, the large group of undead trailing right behind them. “Let us see what you brought along to try to stop us today. Nothing thus far has been even remotely worthy of all this effort.”


    Rising to his full height, Raeln filled the archway, while Feanne and Yoska stepped out to either side, ready to help cover him against the attack. He had only one purpose now: to keep that hallway empty until he stopped breathing. It was asking a lot, given the power of the Turessians, but he would do whatever he could. Slowly, he drew his sword and waited.


    “Oh, this will be lovely,” Liris said once she was less than twenty feet away. From there he could see her amused smile as she studied each of them. Looking at Yoska first, she said, “A drunken human…who, if I am not mistaken, should already be dead. I will be sure to correct that in short order. Your people have a reputation for saving their hides. I give you this one chance to run. I have no reason to hunt you down at the moment. Keep it that way.”


    His knives coming out with a flourish, Yoska spit on the ground. “May my ancestors walk on the graves of yours for all time. I will not leave until I see you beg for mercy.”


    Smiling amusedly, Liris turned her attention next to Raeln. “We want what is in that cave, wildling,” she said, motioning for the others to open up the path out of the ravine. “I will hunt you down by my lord’s orders, but today does not have to be that day. Run with your tail tucked and you may yet escape me. Admit that you are outmatched and take to the wilderness and spend your life hiding from me.”


    Raeln held his position, tightening his grip on his sword until his knuckles cracked loudly.


    “And you,” the Turessian went on, her eyes falling on Feanne. “I know we have killed you. One poor, broken, little wildling with no idea who she is and why so many people want her dead. I feel for you, child, I really do. You are weak and powerless in a world filled with magic and brutes like the wolf beside you. I may hate you and your kind, but I am no brute. Come to me. There will be no harm directed toward you this day. I will give you the right to pick one other who will be spared. We are not unreasonable. Take your husband and go.”


    Feanne’s eyes stayed on the ground in front of her, never glancing at Liris or either of her companions. Raeln watched her, expecting the same fiery response as Yoska, but her shoulders sank with each passing second and soon her ears flattened back. After a moment, she took a step toward Liris, pulling up her hood as she came away from the wall and was hit by winds.


    Reaching out before she was too far away, Raeln caught Feanne’s arm and held her. “Feanne, what are you doing? We can’t trust them! They will kill you.”


    Looking up at Raeln from the depths of her hood, Feanne regarded him coolly. “You will remove your hand from me. I have seen too many of my friends and family die like this, cornered and butchered. Would you risk betrayal to save your family? I intend to walk over there and spare Estin. Even if they betray me, I might still buy him another hour or time for On’esquin’s plan.”


    Raeln looked over at Yoska, who shrugged. Sighing, Raeln released Feanne’s arm.


    She watched him a second longer before rolling her shoulders to flop the cloak back over her body, covering everything but her nose. He could barely make out her eyes, sadly watching the ground at his feet. “I’m sorry for what is to come,” she whispered as she turned to walk away. “This will hurt me far more than you, if you are careful. Much more.”


    Raeln watched as Feanne crossed the ravine to Liris, barely lifting her paws high enough to clear the shallow snow, her toe-claws leaving thin drag marks as she went. She was a defeated woman who knew she would watch her allies die. Raeln could not even hate her for it. Had he been in her place with Greth’s life hanging on whether he surrendered, he honestly could not say he would not have made the same choice.


    Behind Liris, the others had fanned out, ready for battle, though they stared at Feanne in confusion and hatred. From what he could see, they did not agree with Liris’s choice, but they were willing to abide by it for the moment. Raeln saw one man near the back summon white-hot flames to his hand and dismiss them immediately. Their control over their hatred was extremely limited.


    “Name who you would spare,” Liris said, loudly enough that Raeln and Yoska could hear. “Give me one name and they will walk out of here alive, if I can make it happen. I cannot force this person to surrender, but if they do, you have my word that they will not be harmed today.”


    Lowering her head so Raeln could no longer see Feanne’s face past her nose, she said just barely audibly, “My mate, Estin. I would spare him.”


    “I thought so,” remarked Liris, motioning for Feanne to back away. Obediently, Feanne stepped behind the Turessian line, between them and the waiting corpses. “You have heard my oath, my family. No harm is to come to Estin, the wildling still inside the tunnel. Subdue him by any means possible but do not kill him. All of the others are yours. Break them.”


    Two of the robed Turessians stepped to Feanne’s sides, clearly anticipating she might change her mind or try something foolish, though Raeln could see none of them had any fear of her. They had no way of knowing she had remembered her past, for whatever good that did her…or Raeln and the others. Raeln had not once thought the woman to be a coward until she faced him across that field, and he prayed Estin would never find out what she had done. Her betrayal would crush him as easily as her death had, even if it was done for his sake.


    “I have chased you across two nations, but there is nowhere left to run,” Liris said as she approached, stopping outside of Raeln’s reach. “Do you know why I was chosen to hunt down your band of misfits, Raeln?”


    “Don’t know, don’t care,” he snapped back, watching Yoska from the corner of his eye. The man was attempting to look relaxed, but Raeln could see he was tensed to strike. He had flipped one of his knives over and was holding it ready to throw.


    Smiling pleasantly, Liris lowered her hood, the winds whipping her long hair around her face. She closed her eyes for a second, seemingly enjoying the wind, before looking at Raeln again. “My family kept wildlings as servants for generations. Wolves, at that,” Liris said, sliding off her gloves and throwing them onto the snow. She raised her face to the sky and smiled, breathing deeply before looking back at Raeln and continuing. “The other clans told us that we should get rid of them. Filthy beasts, they called you. We were as loyal to our servants as others were to their kin. We gave your kind shelter and food, in return for loyalty. We shielded you, keeping the other clans from killing you during raids. In the end we allowed your kind to fight beside us. We were rewarded with brutality. Three wildlings who had been with us their whole lives murdered my parents and two other members of the clan while trying to flee our lands.


    “I watched my father choke to death on his own blood,” Liris went on, unfastening her cloak and letting that, too, fall. She stood in a belted black robe and her polished boots, faint steam rising from her nose when she exhaled in the bitter cold. “When Dorralt asked me to join him, I was lost, confused, and angry. He gave me one mission and I have done it faithfully for centuries: find and kill wildlings. I don’t ask why and I don’t argue. Others are sent after orcs in hopes of finding On’esquin, but my duties are simple. Destroy any chance of this idiotic prophecy from coming true by killing every wildling I can find, with preference toward those with black-and-white fur or whose offspring could be colored that way. None of us believe in the prophecy, but Dorralt wanted to be certain.


    “I am good at what I do, Raeln. I take pleasure in it because I was not the one who started this bloodshed. Wolves…beasts like you…they began my war against wildlings. I could not care less about Estin and the fox, but you have a special place in my heart. You, I will not kill with magic. That would be far too impersonal. You, I want to feel die, the way my parents died…suffering and acutely aware that no one can save you.”


    Stepping out of the entrance to the tunnel, Raeln walked right up to Liris, whose smile broadened as he came into reach. As he stood there, Yoska centered himself in the tunnel entrance to keep anyone from slipping inside.


    “I did not kill your parents,” Raeln told her, bowing before her as he had long ago been taught as a formal preparation for battle with an equal. “I will accept your challenge, though. No magic. You and I, right here. Your people will stay back…unless you are a coward who needs their help to kill one wildling. Does your word even mean anything anymore?”


    Liris’s smile dropped away as Raeln finished talking. Slowly, she turned back to the other Turessians standing with Feanne. “These are the Turessian council members,” she explained, gesturing broadly at them. “Eight primary clans, eight members. They speak for our people as a whole. Though we all answer to our one master, they represent the dignity of several thousand good people and their family servants. They will hold me to my oath, so long as Dorralt does not disagree…and given that it is me talking to you and not him, I would not anticipate disagreement.”


    Raeln thought back to his sister’s gradual decline into madness as she fought Dorralt’s control over her own body. Liris was clearly insane, but he could not hate her for it—she had been fighting Dorralt’s influence for centuries. He doubted anyone could remain sane after so long. She was a victim here too. It was difficult to keep that in mind, but he wanted to never let that escape him. Given different events, it could have been his sister standing there, making the same offers.


    Turning her attention fully back to Raeln, Liris mimicked his bow, though she did not take her eyes off him. As she came up, she lunged at him, trying to overpower him. He deflected her attack, moving aside to force her to turn and reestablish her balance. The blow, even glancing, was hard enough that Raeln’s arm ached. He did not remember her being quite so strong the last time they had fought, but he had been aided by Dalania that time.


    That one simple movement taught Raeln much he needed to know about the woman. She was angry but fighting to keep calm and react to his movements. She was strong but with little understanding of how to use that strength effectively. There was much he could use in that to stall, but he knew full well that no matter what he could do, even executed perfectly, she would eventually wear him down and kill him without hesitation.


    It would have been easy to let himself lose, ending the pain of struggling on against the Turessians and the war that went on and on. In days past he would have gladly welcomed a mistake that cost him his life, if only to rejoin Greth somewhere that they could never be hurt again. But now, after seeing so much of the world that he had never intended to travel, he knew that would never do. Greth would welcome him only if he did everything in his power to save his friends. Anything less and death would be as lonely as life.


    Tying his calm to the paper-thin resolve to save anyone he could at any cost, Raeln embraced his anger and kept one thought in his mind as he and Liris slammed into one another, trying to get the upper-hand. His sword glanced off of Liris’s forearms, cutting flesh but causing no lasting damage. A few swings later he felt his sword’s blade shatter and he cast it aside, relying instead on fists and claws.


    He thought about Greth, tortured and near death from the blades of Yoska’s daughter. He kept the image of Greth’s still corpse and his forgiving stare, which had remained in death, excusing Raeln for failing to save him. That singular moment gave Raeln the strength he needed, slamming Liris into the stone wall of the ravine hard enough that rocks fell from above from the impact.


    “Did they suffer, you wonder?” Liris asked, forcing Raeln back a step as she pushed off the wall, his paws sliding in the snow as he tried to hold her unsuccessfully. He was more than a foot taller than her and yet she had far more strength than him. “The children of your village…they screamed as their own parents slit their throats. Some we used to kill their parents. Will you scream like the children or like the adults who knew that there was no hope?”


    With one final push, Liris threw Raeln backward. He tumbled and came back onto his feet as she reached him, trying to land a punch to his head that he narrowly avoided. Given the strength in the small woman, Raeln had no doubt that a solid blow to his head would have at least stunned him, if not outright killed him.


    “I saw them all die, you know,” she continued, circling him, smiling wickedly. “They cried for their village warriors to save them. Some even called your name out. They cried for Raeln, Ishande, and Rolus, but no one came to help. Those who came were ours.”


    Raeln struggled to remain calm, all of his training teetering on the razor’s edge of fury. He knew what she was doing and refused to fall prey to it. Instead, he feinted one way before changing up his attack and landing a solid punch to the woman’s midsection. Using her sudden loss of balance, he twisted to the side, hooked her shoulder with his arm, and wrenched it as hard as he could. With a grotesque snap, the bones broke and Liris collapsed as he moved out of her reach.


    Laughing, Liris got back up as her arm snapped and shifted, the bones mending within seconds. “Did you know what your so-called sister’s last thoughts were?” the woman asked, resuming her incessant circling while rubbing at her shoulder. “She thought you were a coward and a weakling. She hated you for loving the other wolf…Greth, was it? She died thinking that you had abandoned her.”


    That hit closer to home with Raeln, and he struggled to keep his calm. Rage would only make him clumsy, ensuring a swift win for Liris. He had to listen but ignore her. That was his only chance of holding his own. Already he could see the Turessian council moving closer in anticipation of his death, ready to rush at Yoska and take the tomb by force. They were allowing Liris her fun, despite her earlier declarations that they should not hesitate to attack.


    “What amuses me is that you don’t believe me, do you, Raeln? Which of us was closer to your sister at the end…you or I? I could hear her cries as she died, but you were somewhere else. You let her go alone to die, while you stayed with your dear love, for whatever good that did him. Your sister was one of us. She was my sister, not yours.”


    Liris rushed him, and it was all Raeln could do to defend himself against the woman’s incredible speed. Her fists pounded against his forearms as he tried to block, occasionally slipping past and connecting solidly with his ribs. Every blow felt like a stone hitting him, bruising flesh and bone. He would not last much longer without a miracle. In a moment of dazed dismay as he stumbled away, Raeln found himself thinking his way through a prayer he never thought he would utter.


    “Kerrelin, please spare them, no matter the cost to myself,” he whispered, trying to keep enough distance between himself and Liris to catch his breath. “If you even exist, help me!”


    Another flurry of blows drove Raeln right up against the ravine wall. He kicked at Liris’s side, connecting hard against her ribs, but she never slowed her attack. Soon she managed to slap aside his weakening defense and grab his shirt with one hand. Yanking him hard away from the wall, Liris threw him to the ground, facefirst in the snow.


    “How much of your pelt do you think I can remove before your heart stops?” she asked, getting to Raeln before he could stand and driving him back down with a knee to his spine. “My record is about half. You seem tougher than most, though. I’m willing to bet I can peel you apart with very little effort and have you screaming like an infant to the very end. I’ll even see if I can break all of your bones, starting with all twenty fingers and toes…or rather, eighteen. I always forget your kind only have four toes on each foot. Very confusing.”


    Liris’s fingers dug into Raeln’s skin at the back of his neck and pulled his head off the ground, while she kept weight on his back to hold him down. As she lifted his face, he saw Yoska was already fighting for his life against a group of zombies that had the doorway surrounded. Yoska was quick, but his knives did only so much damage to foes that could not bleed or feel pain. He was rapidly falling back into the tunnel to keep more than one at a time from reaching him.


    “I will have them all dragged out here, so that they can watch you bleed and die, crying for help,” Liris hissed in Raeln’s ear. “They will see your weakness and they will know how lost their cause is before they die. This has been how it was for every group like yours I have tracked down since the start of the war. They all die and they all think that they can accomplish the impossible. You are not different or special, Raeln. You are just another wildling who thinks he’s more than a beast. You are another fool that On’esquin and his kind have convinced to charge headlong into death. You are far from the first he has done this to.”


    A howl broke through the sounds of combat and Raeln’s pain, drawing even Liris’s attention. The howl was close, loud enough that he felt it through the stones as well as the air. Everyone except the zombies turned to look at Feanne as she raised her muzzle to the sky and howled a high clear tone that seemed to go on without end. Throughout the cry, the two Turessians at her sides stared at her in confusion, neither moving against her.


    “Kill her!” Liris shouted, snapping the other Turessians out of their surprise. “I have no idea what she’s doing, but kill her now!”


    The two Turessians at Feanne’s sides never had a chance to react, as giant bats came down from the sky, slammed into them, and knocked them to the ground, without ever touching Feanne. Within seconds the men had torn the bats apart, but by then, Feanne’s howl had come to an end and she lowered her head, standing silently in front of them. She was ominous, surrounded by robed Turessians with her hood covering her face and the rest of the cloak concealing her whole body. All Raeln could see of her were her nose and her paws.


    Raeln struggled to free himself, but Liris slammed his face into the ground again, bloodying his mouth and nose. When his vision cleared, he saw Feanne was dancing among the council members, her hands twisted into massive claws through some sort of magic. Each time she swung at one of the Turessians, she ripped away flesh and bone before darting out of reach again. The eight men and women were spending more time healing than actually attacking her.


    “I had hoped she was too weak to be a problem,” mused Liris, sighing. “Those council members are young. We turned most of them only a little more than two years ago. She will be a real problem for them and delay my work. Good thing that I’m here. I think maybe I’ll just break your spine so that you stay here and wait for me while I kill her. You don’t mind waiting, do you?”


    A new set of howls echoed through the ravine. This time it was not one voice, but a great many, though they were still a short distance away by Raeln’s guess. He smelled animals on the steady breeze…lots of them, even past the blood in his nose.


    “How do you feel about dire wolves?” Raeln asked, laughing as Liris looked around nervously at the top of the ravine. “Feanne has more friends than those down here. Run while you can. This time, she’s hunting you.”


    Liris stood slowly, pulling Raeln up with her, as more howls came from all edges of the ravine’s top. Gleaming eyes of massive animals with wolflike faces came to the lip of the walls, looking down hungrily at the people there. Nearly two dozen dire wolves were searching for a quick way down.


    “This will be interesting, after all,” said Liris, grinning madly as she slammed Raeln into the ravine wall. Before he could recover, Liris threw him to the ground.


    Dazed and barely conscious, Raeln looked to the lip of the ravine, hoping to watch the wolves Feanne had called. Instead, he watched as the clouds above began to circle and glow as mists rose high overhead in all directions, boxing them in.


    The chill of the air soon faded as Raeln’s bracelet heated so abruptly that the snow steamed and melted around it.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    “Waking”


     


    “What do you want?” Estin demanded, marching into the large room past the grating. At his approach, On’esquin and Dalania looked up, standing over an open casket. Faint shimmers at the edges of the room drew Estin’s attention, but his anger kept him from paying them much heed. “Why are you sending my mate to her death and expecting me to come down here?”


    “Estin…” Dalania began, trying to step between him and On’esquin, but one look at his face and she moved out of his way.


    “Answer me or I’m going out to be with her. If she dies, I die with her. I won’t have her fighting while I hide down here,” he said, while On’esquin stood nervously over the open coffin.


    “I need your help,” On’esquin replied after a moment. From what Estin could see, he was arranging bones within the casket, which had been laid out on a pile of the clothing they had gotten back in Jnodin. “I need you to cast just one spell for me and you can go. This won’t take long.”


    “What are you talking about?” demanded Estin, noticing Dalania appeared even more nervous than On’esquin. “I can’t. You know that. It nearly killed me to heal an infection. Anything more than a light will have me vomiting. I’m getting better, but I’m not up to this.”


    When On’esquin did not say anything further, Estin turned to leave, ready to run up the hall after Feanne.


    “Estin, don’t,” Dalania told him, running up alongside him. “He’s explained it to me. We can do this.”


    Estin closed his eyes and fought to keep from pushing past Dalania. “Dalania, you’re her friend. Why would you keep me here when she’s out there? They will tear her apart in her condition.”


    Walking closer but stopping a little out of arm’s reach, Dalania said, “She’s stronger than you give her credit for, Estin, even now. Even at her best, she will die out there…so will you. We need what On’esquin is planning if anyone is going to live through this.”


    “Fine,” he snapped, turning back to On’esquin and marching up to him. “Make this quick. I want to get out there before things get any worse.”


    Nodding, On’esquin reached for Estin’s head.


    Instinctively, Estin recoiled and backed away.


    “I need the feelings of your thoughts,” On’esquin explained, looking decidedly worried. Whatever he had planned, he had as many doubts in as Estin did, which somehow reassured Estin somewhat. “I cannot read thoughts…but I can feel them. I realized back on the road that I knew what the wizardess was casting before the flames appeared. I could feel the magic taking shape.”


    “So?”


    “I need you to remember bringing Feanne back. Feel what it was like to cast that spell. I only need the feeling, not the magic itself. Do not try to make it happen. I merely want to recreate it…that is my problem, not yours. I will build the spell from the feel of your memories.”


    Estin stared at the man, barely grasping what he was saying. Bringing back the dead after more than a minute or two was far beyond the skill of a healer, and the magic he was speaking of had very nearly burned Estin from the inside-out. The idea of the orc wanting to recreate old magic through “feel” was nearly comical, if it were not so dangerous to manipulate magic in such a way. Estin groaned as he saw how serious On’esquin was about his request and turned on Dalania. “He’s lost his mind. What’s your excuse?”


    “Estin,” Dalania began, smiling nervously, “I’ve heard him out. We can do this. I will provide the magic he needs. On’esquin can reshape it…or try to.”


    “You do realize how insane this is, right?” asked Estin, looking at them both. He saw desperation and fear on both faces and knew they were more than aware of the risks. “I’ll try,” he finally told them, leaning back against the coffin. “Get this over with so I can go help the others.”


    Closing his eyes, Estin fought to still the anxiety that plagued him, demanding he run to Feanne before it was too late. He pushed it and fear aside, silencing all the whispers of his own mind, the way he always had when using magic. That momentary calm was almost immediately drowned out by the myriad voices of the dead, whispering incessantly at one another and to him. With them came an abrupt nausea and sleepiness, as Estin’s body fought to hold on to the magic while it slipped past.


    “Do not try to channel the energy,” warned On’esquin, pressing his palm to Estin’s forehead. “Just the feeling.”


    Maintaining his limited access to his magic, Estin searched within himself for the memory of the day he had managed to bring Feanne back. He still did not know how he had done it and had doubts about what he would find, dredging through hundreds of lessons on magic from Asrahn, the scribbled notes in old books of magic he had read over the years, and some of the panicked spells he had managed without thinking in the heat of past battles. That time in the woods, trying to raise Feanne, all he could find was worry and emptiness. From that he had found the strength to bring her back, but he saw no true magical patterns in it.


    Then Estin found something that did not match his own memories but rose at On’esquin’s prodding. Estin remembered kneeling in the woods, with Dalania close by. He remembered calling to the magic and it barely responding, failing entirely at his clumsy attempts to wield it in a way it was never made for. There, at that moment, he saw in his memory another person with him—a human in Turessian garb—watching and groaning at his efforts.


    The man had explored Estin’s thoughts in the passing of a second. Estin could feel the man dredging up Estin’s thoughts of Feanne and examining them. Thoughts of Feanne snoring softly at his side in days long past, the scent of the oils on her leather clothing that had long stained her fur, the way he had felt the first time she had touched him affectionately.


    Abruptly taking control over Estin’s movements and actions, the human shaped the magic that Estin poured into the spell, creating something far more complex than Estin had ever seen. The blending and reforming of the magic was too much for him to follow, but he watched it intently, seeing himself casting a spell under the complete control of a man who had never been there in reality.


    “Oramain,” Estin whispered, shaking his head in amazement. The long-dead Turessian had saved Feanne, not him. It had only been his body and magic, not his actions. For some reason the man had helped him. The man had done so, not because Estin tried, but because he saw something in Estin’s feelings toward Feanne that convinced him. He chose to help.


    “That is enough, Estin,” said On’esquin, stepping away from him. “I have enough to try.”


    Dizzy from the blurry memories, Estin stumbled away from the coffin, holding his head, which throbbed like he had been struck. Immediately Dalania took his place at On’esquin’s side, taking a deep breath and standing straight and ready to help.


    Looking over at Dalania, On’esquin told her, “There is no finesse needed for this, only speed. Unleash every bit of magic you can muster at me. I don’t care what it is or what shape it takes. I need power and I can rip that from any spell you create.”


    Dalania nodded and gave Estin a worried glance. With trembling muscles she raised a hand toward On’esquin. The whole room’s air abruptly seemed to buzz with static, raising Estin’s fur. A second later, lightning crackled across Dalania’s fingers, which then arced to On’esquin, snapping and moving like a living thing. The lightning did not end right away, as Estin had expected, but continued, flashing and twisting endlessly as Dalania began to sweat, pouring more and more of herself into the spell. Each second it continued, Dalania’s green eyes seemed to become bright until they dwarfed the spell that had kept the cavern lit.


    “Enough,” On’esquin finally said, and the lightning ended, leaving the room feeling quiet and dark in its absence. His armor steamed, but he seemed otherwise unbothered by it. “The rest I will draw from the goblet and Raeln’s bracelet, so long as he has not gone far. Back away.”


    Dalania tried to walk to Estin but collapsed, staring blankly at the floor.


    Running to her, Estin helped her stand, easing her away from On’esquin and the coffin.


    Once they were about ten feet away, On’esquin turned to the casket and raised his arms, putting his hands over the corpse inside. “You said we would meet again,” On’esquin said softly, as white energy that looked like the lightning Dalania had used crackled around his hands. “Let us see how literal that prophecy really was, shall we?”


    The white lightning fell like rain down on the contents of the casket. Even from a distance, Estin could feel the magic radiating like a bonfire. Soon that warmth grew and he realized the necklace he wore felt hot on his chest, under his shirt. Pulling the broken and battered old necklace out, Estin eyed the single feather that had not broken in all the trampling and travel the necklace had endured. All along that simple black feather, pale blue flames danced, not burning but seemingly tracing it. With a tingle that someone unfamiliar with magic would have missed, Estin felt a new rush of magic pour into the room from the tunnel out to the surface.


    “I had a feeling he thought of this,” said On’esquin, still concentrating on the casket, the white energy lighting his face eerily. “The bracelet, the cup, that feather, the coin, the chain I hold…they were all Turess’s. Trophies and keepsakes, all of them. He knew and put a piece of himself in them. We did exactly what he wanted, aside from bringing too many. We were not supposed to bring the mists…”


    Abruptly the flames on the feather vanished, as did the streams of energy from On’esquin. Leaning hard on the edge of the coffin, On’esquin stared down into it, his face unreadable.


    “Did it work?” Estin asked, while Dalania got her balance and moved away from him, watching On’esquin cautiously. “On’esquin?”


    Saying nothing, On’esquin reached down into the coffin as a bare human hand reached up. They clasped one another’s wrists in greeting and On’esquin slowly smiled. Then, without warning, On’esquin collapsed, hitting his head on the coffin’s side as he fell.


    Estin shouted and ran for On’esquin, diving to his side. Already blood covered the floor around the man’s head, and he was staring blankly at the ceiling, his smile still frozen on his face. There was no life in him, no warmth. He was as dead as the bones in the coffin had been. The wound on On’esquin’s head did not close, as Estin would have expected. He was entirely still.


    “Estin?” Dalania asked, prompting Estin to look up.


    Sitting up in the coffin was a human man, who was watching Estin and On’esquin with clear worry. He was nothing remarkable, a simple middle-aged man with dark short-cropped hair and a thin line of tattoos around his eyes. Every Turessian Estin had seen had markings far more elaborate and a confidence that seemed unshakable. This man appeared weak and confused, numbly pulling a white shirt and pants on from the clothing On’esquin had left in the coffin. As he did, Estin saw thick scars across the man’s wrists and glimpsed old scars from whips across his shoulder.


    “Turess?” demanded Estin, easing On’esquin to the floor. “You’re Turess? You’re what people are dying for?”


    Blinking, the man nodded as he tried to crawl over the lip of the coffin to get out, nearly falling in the process. Once he had his feet under him, he kept one hand on the coffin to steady himself and put the other to his chest, saying in a thickly accented voice, “Turess.”


    “Do you know where you are?” asked Estin, realizing that without On’esquin they had no way to communicate with Turess if he did not speak the common tongue. He had died centuries earlier…On’esquin had been quite clear that the language back then had been different.


    Sure enough, the man stared at Estin with confusion.


    “We’re all dead,” moaned Estin, leaning hard on On’esquin’s armor. “Dalania, we need to join the others. They need our help. This man’s likely as broken as Feanne was and he has no idea why he’s here. We don’t have weeks to teach him…we have to go.”


    Estin started to get up even as Turess finished adjusting his white under-robes and tied off a coatlike black mantle with a long belt. He started to walk away, to follow Dalania toward the entrance, but Turess caught him by the arm.


    “Ki’hante miresh On’esquin,” the man told Estin, pointing toward On’esquin’s remains and then the coffin. “Sindoth.”


    Sighing, Estin went back to On’esquin’s feet and Turess went to his head. Together they lifted the large orc and placed him as gently as they could in the casket. Once they had finished, Turess knelt at the side of the coffin and closed his eyes, offering up a short prayer or eulogy.


    “I’m sorry, but we have to go,” Estin said, knowing his words were pointless. The man would not understand. Touching Turess’s shoulder in sympathy, Estin followed Dalania out into the tunnels, leaving Turess behind to mourn his friend’s death.


    They soon passed the gate that had so frightened Feanne and continued on up the dark hall until the sounds of battle became louder.


    Soon Estin could see Yoska fighting for his life at the entrance, covered head to toe in gore. Before him, piled bodies of undead had created a low wall, slowing the approach of a dozen more that tried to reach for him. Expertly, the gypsy sliced at them, severing tendons and crippling the zombies with every swing. They would not die, but they could also not reach for him with arms that hung limply. From the look of Yoska, though, Estin was willing to bet he would not last much longer.


    Estin drew his swords and Dalania let him pass. Running ahead, he shoved himself in alongside Yoska as the undead pushed again, slicing away the fingers of a zombie that nearly caught Yoska’s arm. Thrusting, he tore a hole in the midsection of another, knocking it backward.


    “Is good timing, no?” Yoska said breathlessly, slashing into the thigh muscles of another zombie and knocking it down as its leg gave out. “Get big green man up here and we might push to get to Raeln and Feanne.”


    “He’s dead,” replied Estin bluntly, ducking around a zombie’s clumsy attempt to grab him. Using the pommel of his sword, he bashed the corpse’s face, though it did not even slow.


    “Dead?” Yoska asked, stepping back out of the battle, forcing Estin to take the middle of the hall to keep three undead from pushing in. “Then we cannot delay. Tree lady…we need to get out there. You have trick for this, yes?”


    Estin glanced over his shoulder and saw Dalania had her eyes closed and was concentrating. She looked nearly ready to fall over, with sweat running freely down her brow as she strained to help. Apparently helping On’esquin had taken more out of her than Estin had thought. Guessing she would not be any appreciable help, Estin kept his attention on the undead, trying to minimize his movement to keep from tiring his arms too quickly. It would be a long battle and he had no desire to exhaust himself at the start.


    Suddenly, vines burst from the floor of the tunnel, wrapping around the undead with enough force that Estin heard rotted flesh tear and bones pop. He hopped backward as the vines threw all of the undead to the ground, preventing them from doing anything more than squirm and groan.


    “Go!” Dalania called out, and Estin watched her waver and collapse, caught by Yoska before she hit the ground. She looked deeply offended at having the gore-covered man touching her, but did not argue, instead glaring at Estin and shouting, “I said, go!”


    Knowing he only had seconds before a spell like the one Dalania had used would weaken and fail, especially in her current state, Estin took off at a run, hopping over the piles of disabled corpses. He soon reached the opening into the ravine and came to a dead stop, trying to grasp what he was looking at.


    The Turessians—eight in total, not counting Liris—were scattered around the flat bottom of the ravine, fighting as hard as they could to keep both Feanne and enormous wolves off of themselves. Feanne was fighting the way Estin remembered, viciously tearing at her foes while darting through combat more quickly than they could counter. Her cloak was covered with blood and he saw streams fly each time she drew her claws across another Turessian. Using similar tactics, the wolves darted back and forth, ripping away chunks of the Turessians’ flesh and then running off. If any of the Turessians tried to cast a spell, two or more wolves would strike, accompanied by Feanne, her billowing cloak giving the impression of her being far larger than she was.


    Liris was separated from the others, though she seemed to be faring only slightly better. The woman had been backed into a rocky part of the ravine, where footing was difficult and she had nowhere to run. Facing her down were Raeln and two more of the giant wolves. Though the Turessian appeared unhurt, Raeln was badly bloodied and limping, and Estin could see that one of the wolves was trying to keep from putting any weight on one of its front legs. The other wolf had burns across its shoulder.


    Before Estin could get more than a few steps past the entrance to the tunnels, Liris dodged a wolf’s leap, forcing the animal to recover its balance on the broken stones while she brought her hand up. Ice formed midair and came crashing down on the other wolf, killing it instantly in a spray of blood. Raeln came in a second later, knocking the woman’s arm aside in a belated attempt to interrupt her spell, before sweeping her legs out from under her.


    Estin reached Liris by hopping over the broken remains of the wolf that had been killed by her magic. Swinging as hard as he could, he nearly severed her arm, connecting with her wrist as she tried to grab for Raeln’s throat. She recoiled and stumbled away, clutching her bleeding wrist.


    “Thanks,” Raeln said, picking up his own sword from the ground, though Estin noticed the last few inches of the blade had been broken off. “Getting slow in my old age.”


    Already Liris was flexing her arm, the gash from Estin’s sword healed completely. Even her robes mended themselves as he watched. “Ready to join your parents?” the woman asked, grinning as she moved away from the wall. With an almost offhand flick of her wrist, the other dire wolf choked and collapsed, coughing up blood. “Him, I wanted to fight. You I could care less about, Estin. Give me the chance and I’ll show you what your family went through. Run for the woods…run and save yourself, wildling.”


    Estin’s hands ached with how tightly he held his swords. He wanted to attack the woman recklessly, to let go of all reason and fight the way Feanne had taught him years before. He knew better though. This woman wanted him to make a mistake, to dive in and give her the chance to kill him, getting her one step closer to wiping them all out.


    The three of them held their positions, all tensed and ready to act. As close as they were, all it would take was one of them trying to cast a spell or strike at another, and someone would be exposed to attack. Even with two on one, the Turessian had the advantage of knowing she could not die and would have no trouble recovering from the wounds they might inflict on her.


    “Do you know how many of you are left out there, Estin?” she went on, tensing suddenly and then grinning as Raeln made as if to attack, ready to fend off an attack that did not come. “There were so few like you to begin with. From what I hear, there were only three or four families of your breed in the known world. I’ve killed two of them myself and Arturis killed off another. Your wolven friend here might still have a few hundred kin left in the world—though that won’t last, either—but you are alone, Estin. Do you really think you can stop us, where all the rest failed? Even the armies of the great cities fell before us. What hope do you have?”


    “Ignore her, Estin,” warned Raeln, shifting off toward one side of Liris to separate himself from Estin so they would not both be in range if the woman attacked. “She tried much the same with me. It’s a game to her.”


    “No. Killing your families was a game.” Liris laughed, shaking her head. “Killing both of you is a mercy. Besides…Estin here will taste marvelous with some spices and fresh fruit. It’s been too long since I had something exotic for dinner. How long has it been, Estin? Eight years? Nine? I honestly can’t remember when it was that I butchered your parents.”


    Estin’s muscles trembled with the effort of waiting for the right time to strike. Flashes of memories came to him of his parents’ deaths when he was barely old enough to walk. He had dreamed of their deaths for years, plaguing him with guilt for running away right up until he had a family of his own to worry about. The realization that he had far more important concerns even than his own parents’ murder helped ease his tension somewhat.


    Shouts and rumbles of magic going off mingled with the growls of animals—possibly including Feanne—behind Estin, where he could just barely see Yoska and Dalania joining the wolves and Feanne in the fight. He kept his attention on Liris, slowly inching forward, cutting her off from the rest of the Turessians. From the edge of his vision, he could see Raeln readying himself to strike. Only a few more seconds and Raeln would be in position, and between the two of them, they might be able to cripple her enough that they could flee the ravine.


    A sudden shriek of pain from the other group snapped Estin’s attention in that direction, terrified Feanne had finally gotten caught by the Turessians. Instead, he saw one of the Turessians, a middle-aged woman, was being mauled by one of the dire wolves, her face nearly torn off. Feanne, Yoska, and Dalania were still safe and moving through the group, doing plenty of damage while letting the wolves take the brunt of the Turessians’ attempts to defend themselves. Dalania’s focus seemed to be on keeping those wolves alive and staying close to Yoska.


    That brief glance was too long, Estin realized, as Liris’s hands clamped down on his wrists. With a twist she forced him to drop both of his weapons, screaming in agony as he struggled to move with Liris and thereby keep his wrists from breaking. Her grip was like iron, her fingers tearing into his skin easily, wetting his hands with blood.


    “Now, now,” Liris warned Raeln, darting behind Estin and putting one hand on his throat. With the other arm, she hugged him to her, her fingers resting over his heart. “You touch me and I tear him in half. Don’t think that I can’t do it. Call off the dogs right this instant and drop your weapon.”


    Turning to put her lips near Estin’s ear, Liris added quietly, “If that tail of yours comes near me, I will rip it off. Behave and you might make it through this with all your parts.”


    Giving Raeln what he hoped came across as an apologetic look, Estin struggled to grab for anything that might help him. His weapons were much too far away, his magic was all but useless, and even if he had anything in his pouches that might help, his fingers were nearly numb from the wounds to his lower arms. He was entirely helpless as Liris literally picked him up and moved him with her as a living shield.


    Watching Liris more than Estin, Raeln shifted to block Liris from moving out of the corner of the ravine. His sword did not waver or lower in the slightest. If anything Estin thought he looked more ready to fight.


    “Are you an idiot?” demanded Liris, tightening her grip on Estin’s throat until he choked and gasped, his head pounding. “I will gladly kill him.”


    Raeln glanced back at the wolves, which had been whittled down to four by the other Turessians, before looking back at Estin. He actually raised his weapon, telling Liris, “You already intend to kill us. There’s not much leverage in saying you’ll kill him now versus later.”


    Estin felt the anger in the woman’s grip, her fingers digging into his chest until he thought his ribs would break under the pressure. He could barely choke down enough air to stay conscious and already his vision was blurring. Knowing this might actually be the end, he strained to turn his head enough to see Feanne. She was all right as far as he could tell, still fighting hard, but with Yoska and Dalania working with her. They had made progress and two of the Turessians were lying on the ground under wolves, cowering. The others were gradually being pushed back to the path out of the ravine.


    Feanne might get away, he realized, smiling despite his pain. He just needed to get Raeln to Liris. So long as she held him, he knew Raeln would avoid attacking, no matter what he might say. The man’s willingness to sacrifice others was nearly nonexistent, and if he was to stop Liris, he needed to get over that. That gave Estin very little in the way of options.


    He had to let himself die or Raeln would never attack.


    Estin slid off his gloves, ready to use his claws. As he moved, he saw Raeln’s eyes narrow angrily and he gave a very subtle shake of his head, trying to tell Estin not to act.


    “Those useless gits are more trouble than they’re worth,” Liris groused, shaking her head sadly as she watched the other six Turessians back away from three people and two wolves. The remaining two had practically curled into fetal positions near the wall. “They are like guiding children to overtake a castle. I suppose little more can be expected of those who are less than two years into their powers with no real challenges, but I am dearly disappointed. You’ve done far better than they have, Estin. Be happy with that much.”


    Silently saying good-bye to Feanne, Estin closed his eyes and reached back, raking his claws across Liris’s stomach, easily tearing through her robe and flesh. Even though he knew she would heal in seconds, the pain for her was very real, and Liris screamed mostly out of surprise and recoiled as she stumbled. Before her hands left Estin though, her fingers tore across his throat, ripping away much of the skin, but leaving his throat mostly intact. The other hand tensed and cracked his ribs, ripping open his flesh.


    Falling to the ground more slowly than he had expected, choking and gasping, Estin tried to slow his blood loss through pressure to the wounds. He could already see Raeln rushing at Liris, but all he could focus on as his head spun from the pain and blood loss was Feanne, so far off. He saw her turn and look right at him. The intense anger in Feanne’s eyes startled even Estin, and he wondered if she was mad at him.


    Struggling to breathe, Estin tried to pull around his cloak to press against his chest wound. He had barely gotten his hand onto the edge of the cloth before the buzzing in his head grew too intense to stay awake and he felt himself slipping.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “The Man of Black and White”


     


    Raeln readied himself to attack, trying to keep his eyes on Liris’s face as she held Estin in what she thought was a foolproof angle. He could not break her grip on his throat and chest without Estin dying, but Raeln could see one point he could strike at. With luck he could drive his sword around Estin and into Liris’s shoulder muscles. Severing those—even temporarily—would numb one of her arms, giving Estin the opportunity to slip free of the other while she had no good way of holding him still. It was risky, as he could easily slip and stab Estin in the side, but Raeln saw no other way.


    To Raeln’s dismay as he was shifting into position, he saw Estin pull off his gloves. The man’s eyes told Raeln everything he needed to know. He was considering sacrificing himself to ensure the others could fight back without fear. It was stupid and noble at the same time, but it also absolutely infuriated Raeln. He gave a very slight shake of his head, praying Estin saw it and not Liris.


    Liris whispered something to Estin, but Raeln’s attention was only on movements, not words. He had to be careful if he was going to strike before Estin got himself killed. Honestly, Raeln was unsure which he was more afraid of, having Estin die on his watch or Feanne’s reaction to it. Facing Liris was probably less risky in the long run.


    Seeing his opportunity as Liris tilted her head to check on the other Turessians, Raeln lunged. At that same moment, he saw Estin reach back and drive his claws into the woman’s sides. Estin’s actions forced Raeln to change tactic midstride, instead twisting his sword as he rushed in and driving it hard into Liris’s upper chest near her shoulder, weakening the arm that held Estin’s throat.


    Raeln brought his sword back down as fast as he could, cutting deeply into Liris’s other arm as she tightened her grip on Estin’s chest. With both arms hurt, she lost her grip on Estin, though not before doing plenty of damage that covered Estin’s clothing with blood. She screamed, stumbling backward as Estin fell.


    Catching Estin with his free hand and lowering him to the ground as he spun, Raeln kicked out and took Liris off her feet when she tried to leap onto him. That gave him the second he needed to make sure Estin was still breathing and set him down before righting himself and turning to face Liris alone.


    “So we pick up where we left off?” the woman asked, scratching at the thin pink line where her robe hung open, which was all that remained of the sword wound Raeln had dealt her.


    “Unless you’re too tired,” Raeln countered, lowering himself into a ready stance, his sword held high.


    Liris smiled and raised one hand. As she did, a pale blue sword formed from nothing, burning as though it was made of condensed flames. The weapon appeared as solid as his own, though it flickered and glowed, making Raeln wonder what would happen if he was struck with it. “We should make this fair, after all,” said Liris, easing herself into a stance of her own. “After our last encounter, I searched through my brethren for someone trained to fight the way you do. Let us see who is better trained, you or five Turessians in my head.”


    Things had certainly changed from the clumsy way Liris had handled herself in melee. Now the way she held her weapon was not one he was familiar with. Having studied nearly every land’s styles that he could find information on in his youth, seeing something entirely new concerned him, especially knowing Estin might need attention quickly.


    Raising the tip of the sword over her head, Liris added, “Let’s see if you are worth all the trouble. You’ve already lasted longer than most. Give me a challenge, beast.”


    Raeln dearly wanted to delay, to watch the woman for clues as to how she tended to fight, the little indicators that made it easier to adapt to a new foe. With Estin bleeding badly nearby, he knew he could not stall even a few seconds. He had to end this and tend to Estin.


    Cautiously, Raeln stepped in and made a test swing at Liris. His blade had barely made it halfway before she chopped down at his arm, forcing him to counter or lose his hand. He only just barely managed to get his weapon in the way of her strike, the flaming sword warming his weapon as they clashed. Sweeping his weapon across his body to defend against additional attacks, Raeln backed away quickly.


    “Clumsy and slow,” chided Liris as she backed away, bringing her weapon back to the same position she had used initially. Raeln could tell she was stalling, trying to get around him to strike at Estin. “Those who taught me have fought children who showed more talent.”


    Raeln ignored her, recognizing her game for what it was. She hoped to rile him, to make him slipup. He wanted to tell her if nearly killing his friends had not driven him to sloppiness, teasing about his skill with a sword never would. Instead, he shifted to a new stance, giving himself a little more leeway to defend against her speed, now that he had a better feel for how she might strike. The first stance had been a common one among swordsmen in Lantonne, but this one was from somewhere farther south, taught to him by a man his father had hired.


    “That stance is meant for someone with two weapons, you imbecile,” Liris noted, smiling at him. “You only prove my point about your skill. The Irandi fight with twin short-spears. Using that with a single broken sword is pointless.”


    Trying to slip in while she was talking, Raeln slashed at her, using his momentum to turn quickly. As Liris had said, the stance was meant for him to follow up with attacks from a dagger or other offhand weapon…though, like the other wildlings, he was never without weapons. He came around, Liris smiling as she ignored his free hand, right up until the moment his claws ripped a goodly portion of her face off.


    Stumbling away, Liris’s weapon flickered and nearly vanished as she put a hand to her broken face. It took her only a second to begin laughing, lowering her hand as the gashes closed, and Raeln watched her ruptured eye reform completely. “Enough playing around, dog,” she snapped, raising her weapon again. Without hesitation, she rushed at Raeln.


    The two of them clashed, narrowly blocking one another’s attacks and dancing across their end of the ravine, locked in a battle Raeln knew would only end when he made a mistake. After all he had been through, after all he had seen, he would die in a swordfight. If that was how it had to be, he was happy to die fighting and intended to hold the woman at bay for as long as he could. Greth would be proud to see him fighting right up to the end.


    Parrying and striking, Raeln held his ground, trading blows evenly with Liris. Soon his weapon had grown painfully hot to the touch, burning through his pads and steaming in the cold air, but he had little choice but to keep fighting. He inched backward as he fought, trying to find Estin with his foot in hopes of grabbing Estin’s weapons, which still lay on the ground somewhere nearby. He slid his foot back one more time and ran into something furry—either a wolf or Estin’s tail, he could not be certain which.


    Raeln tried to glance down while maintaining his defense, but Liris was too fast. The moment he lowered his eyes, Liris kicked Raeln, knocking him over backward. He crashed to the ground alongside Estin, his sword flying. In a mad scramble, Raeln tried to find Estin’s weapons, but they lay too far away for him to reach. Looking back up, he found Liris stood over him, her flaming weapon ready over her head.


    “You made me work for this. I will give you that. Beg me…beg for your life, wolf,” she told him, raising her sword a little higher.


    Raeln looked around for anything that might help him, whether that was one of his companions or even a rock he could defend himself with. What he saw instead was Feanne, halfway across the battlefield, walking toward him with a calm anger that radiated from her, somehow parting the battle. Nothing was willing to remain in her path, wolf or Turessian.


    Her cloak had fallen forward to cover her body and she still had her hood up, but something about Feanne terrified Raeln. From within her hood, a deep throaty growl emanated, growing louder with each second. A dim green glow appeared where her eyes should have been under the hood. This was no magic he had ever heard of or wanted to encounter. Judging by the way the dire wolves scattered from her, they had much the same feeling.


    Raeln looked over at Estin and saw the snow all around him was stained red with blood. If he still lived, Raeln could not be sure, but he was certain Feanne could see his wounds clearly, and the blood would have been visible from anywhere in the ravine. To anyone glancing at him, the natural assumption was that he was already dead.


    “Get it over with. I’m not going to beg,” Raeln said, returning his attention to Liris.


    Without a word, Liris swung the sword at Raeln. Instinctively he put up his arms to block it, knowing all too well the magical weapon would likely cut right through and kill him anyway. Pain exploded across his left arm and a loud pop went off, making the whole area smell like smoke as his arm went numb.


    Opening his eyes nervously, Raeln saw Liris lying on her back nearby, trying to stand. Her weapon was gone and her whole body smoked ominously. She managed to prop herself up on one arm and then fell over.


    Raeln started to stand, but dizziness nearly knocked him back down. He looked at his arm and saw a long gash across his forearm that ended at the bracelet he wore. There the cut ended and the fur around the bracelet was burned and the skin blistered. Somehow the silver bracelet was not even scratched, though a small puff of what looked like mists hung over the spot where the bracelet had been struck. At that thought he looked up to the sky and saw the mists there had closed in, circling over the ravine. There was nowhere left to run.


    The wound, bracelet, and glowing mists were immediately forgotten as Raeln realized Feanne had almost reached them and whatever was happening with her had accelerated. As she approached, the cloak could no longer hide her long legs and had begun to slide off her shoulders. Her legs had always been long for her height, but now they were longer than Raeln’s and her large paws made audible thumps as they came down. She stood a foot taller than Raeln and seemed to be growing as he watched. The green light her eyes emitted before was bright now, illuminating her face and accentuating the rage that covered her features. In shock and fear, Raeln found himself unable to move, hoping he was far enough outside her path.


    Feanne was enormous, standing almost ten feet tall as she straightened up, muscles all over her body twitching with readiness. Her clothing was nearly destroyed from the change, with shreds hanging here and there. Whereas Feanne had always kept her claws sharp, now they were several inches long and could have torn through an armored warrior from the look of them. Her bared fangs were no less intimidating, longer than Yoska’s knives. With different fur patterning, she would have reminded Raeln of a giant werewolf, but he had no idea what to make of a ten foot fox wildling that appeared ready to face down an army by herself.


    With a roar of anger, Feanne stomped one foot, lowering her face to glare at Liris, who had sat back up and, Raeln thought, looked as confused and startled as he did. Then, to Raeln’s horror, Feanne turned that same furious stare on him, spreading her fingers wide in preparation of gutting someone. She had not decided who, yet.


    Raeln struggled to understand what he was seeing and then realized he lay on one side of Estin’s prone body and Liris lay on the other. Whatever had happened to Feanne could well have been clouding her thoughts, making her unsure which of them had attacked him. As a last resort, Raeln raised his hands in surrender and lowered his eyes to the ground, hoping that would be enough to turn her eyes away from him. Greth had told him sometimes the better part of valor when dealing with wildlings was to know when to appear harmless, and this certainly seemed the right time for that.


    Turning her head slowly between Raeln and Liris, Feanne raised herself up to her full height and let out a howl that made Raeln’s legs shake and every animal instinct in him scream to run. Whatever she had become, even his body’s basest reactions knew to flee from her. Something primal stirred in him, shrieking in the back of his mind and pleading with him to scurry for cover. Those instincts warned him that today he was prey.


    “Feanne—” Raeln said, but suddenly Feanne swung her arm, backhanding him with all the force of a tumbling boulder. He left the ground, smashed into the wall of the ravine, and collapsed. He fought to think clearly as his head pounded and his back ached from the impact.


    From where Raeln lay, he could see Feanne had dismissed him as no longer a threat, moving on to Liris. The woman appeared torn between her usual cocky lack of concern and utter horror at the enormous foxlike beast that came up on her. Liris backed away slowly on the ground while Feanne followed, her enormous paws crushing smaller stones with each step.


    “Biggest damned lycanthrope I’ve ever met,” whispered Liris, giving Feanne a fake smile. “You don’t understand a thing I’m saying, do you, you fuzzy bastard? Raging mindless animal…”


    Rolling to her feet, Liris tried to scramble out of Feanne’s reach, but she underestimated the length of Feanne’s arms. She made it several feet before Feanne slammed her flat to the ground, and then picked her up and held her with one hand that covered half of her torso.


    “I…” Liris managed to squeak out before Feanne slammed her into the ground again. A second later Feanne repeated the motion, breaking Liris’s back.


    With another roar, Feanne let loose, tearing at Liris with her claws, shredding the woman and leaving little more than a bloody heap. That she threw at the far wall of the ravine hard enough that when Liris’s remains hit, part of the wall collapsed, burying the body.


    Sniffing the air and growling, Feanne turned back to Raeln, baring her teeth as she walked toward him. Apparently, he had not been submissive enough.


    Raeln fought the pain from his last run-in with Feanne and got up, trying not to look any weaker than he already felt. She watched him as he moved, ready to attack him if he made any quick motions, but she instead turned her attention to Estin, who had yet to move. Feanne gave Raeln one more warning glance before walking over to Estin’s side.


    Kneeling, Feanne reached for Estin but hesitated with her claws inches from him, seemingly understanding she might hurt him more by trying to help. Softly at first, she began howling a keening cry to whatever might listen, hunkering down over Estin to shield him from the few snowflakes that fell. Raeln knew well enough that she would protect him from anyone who tried to come over, whether or not they were trying to save him.


    Fighting his bruised body’s desire to fall, Raeln limped out of the section of the ravine where they had been, trying to get a better view of the rest of the battle. The others had not even fared as well as he and Estin.


    All of the wolves were dead or had fled, leaving only Yoska and Dalania to fight against eight Turessians. Given the odds, Raeln was not surprised to find Dalania on her knees in front of three of the council members, trying to slow bleeding from several large wounds, while the nearest Turessian shouted something at her. Yoska was lying on his back near the rest of the council, with one of the women kicking him repeatedly and a Turessian man near her slowly extracting Yoska’s knife from his throat.


    Reaching down, Raeln picked up Estin’s swords, intending to charge back into battle. If he was very lucky, Dalania might be able to sneak away during the chaos. Even that he guessed was asking too much of himself as his left arm shook, the loss of blood from the cut and burns there making it difficult to hold the sword.


    “Drop your weapons!” shouted one of the Turessian men, noticing Raeln. “There doesn’t need to be any more death here! Surrender and we will treat you no worse than any other slave. Fight and we will crush you.”


    Raeln heard Feanne’s wails trail off and turn into a growl. Whether she knew he was a friend or not, he smiled as he heard her stand up and saw the faces of the Turessians drop. Every single one of them was staring past him, having forgotten Yoska and Dalania. Even if Feanne came after Raeln, he intended to run at the Turessians to make them think she was working with him. It might give him a small chance of saving someone, anyone.


    Increasing his pace toward the Turessians, Raeln raised the swords and shouted a battle cry, praying it would be enough to break their morale. Though two of the men began backing away, one woman kept her head and quickly weaved a spell, snaring Raeln’s arms. It felt like a rope had been wrapped about his body, constricting as it dragged him down, forcing him to his knees.


    Raeln looked back, hoping Feanne was going to go on past him, but as he turned, Feanne flew across the ravine and slammed into the far wall, away from the Turessians. She hung there, held off the ground by magic she clawed at ineffectually, trying to break free.


    “So full of surprises!” exclaimed Liris, sliding out of the rubble where she had landed. She kept one hand held toward Feanne, letting Raeln know who was maintaining the spell. If he could get to her and break her concentration, there was still a chance Feanne could turn the tide of the fight. That would require freeing himself, though.


    Walking to the middle of the battlefield with a limp, Liris surveyed the broken remains of the wolves before going over to the council members. She scowled at those still nursing wounds of their own and then went over to Yoska. Bending down, she checked his neck for a pulse with her free hand. Nodding, she moved next to Dalania.


    For a moment Raeln thought Liris was going to help Dalania up, but instead she punched Dalania, smashing her nose and knocking her to the ground.


    “Hundreds of years of this nonsense,” Liris said, sounding as though she was finally stepping past the point of madness, keeping her left hand aimed at Feanne as she approached Raeln. “Hundreds! Do you even comprehend how long that is? I’ve lived so very long…maybe a thousand generations of your kind…but even I haven’t had to deal with this degree of nuisance very often. All of this foolishness because of three words. Black and white…black and white…I have heard nothing but that ridiculous prophecy since Dorralt came to me. He has obsessed about it and it is that stupid phrase that led me to you and Estin.”


    Turning to the council members, Liris told them, “Declare the prophecy void. Declare it false.”


    The eight men and women gave each other significant looks but kept quiet.


    “Declare it!” screamed Liris madly. With her free hand, she motioned toward Estin. “The man of black and white lies dying over there. I’ve killed the rest like him and scattered anything else that might fit the prophecy. It is over. Declare it so that we can go home and put aside two thousand years of superstition that began with that idiot, Turess! I want to leave before those mists come down here!”


    Starting with one woman, the council members one at a time began nodding in agreement.


    “Do you think that is enough?” snapped Liris, her face red with rage. “Call out to our master. Tell him it is over! What more do I need to do…rip his head off? If that is what you need as proof…”


    Liris walked past Raeln, passing close enough that he could have grabbed her, were it not for the spell still holding him. He strained until his bleeding arm went numb again, but he could not free any part of his body from the pressing weight of the spell.


    Coming up beside Estin, Liris put her boot to his throat, slowly crushing his neck as she watched the council’s reactions. “I will give you all a keepsake of the last so-called man of black and white,” she announced, grinning. “Make the declaration that Turess lied. That he was a failure. He was a madman spouting nonsense about two colors.”


    The clearing of a single throat off to one end of the ravine seemed to echo louder than any amount of Liris’s screaming. Every face in the ravine turned toward that sound.


    “Rithast liroph dineinne,” said a man somewhere behind Raeln.


    Straining against the magical ropes, Raeln only barely managed to turn enough to see another Turessian standing at the entrance to the tomb, dressed in oversized white cottons of the style On’esquin had brought with him from Jnodin. Over that, he wore part of On’esquin’s black robe as a mantle, belted to keep it from slipping off his far smaller frame. Raeln was willing to bet that even the belt was On’esquin’s, as it appeared to have been wrapped around the human twice.


    “What the hells is this?” demanded Liris, looking between the council members for some explanation. “Does anyone speak old Turessian? I didn’t get a word of that. Anyone? Surely someone bothered to learn the old tongue? Be quick!”


    Groaning and sitting up, Yoska wiped at a wide swath of blood on his brow and sighed. “One of us speaks old Turessian. Maybe next time you ask nicely before the beatings, yes? The crazy old gypsy man knows things that crazy old dead people forgot to take time to learn, no?”


    Raeln laughed as Liris’s face twitched with fury. Somehow she managed to keep her hold on Feanne, though she took her boot off of Estin and quickly walked toward Yoska.


    “What did he say, gypsy?”


    Yoska gave the council members nearest him an angry glance and rolled onto his hands and knees to stand.


    “I want an answer, not you standing up to fight again!” Liris yelled, kicking him down again. “Answer or I break off pieces of your body for sport!”


    Laughing, Yoska sat back down and said, “He says you defile the honor of your clans. Literally, he says, ‘The clans of you are dishonored by actions.’ There may be more to it, but is best I can translate. Some of the more subtle parts of old language is beyond me.”


    Liris looked back at the robed man, who stood patiently by the tomb, casually studying each person in the valley. Slowly her eyes widened and she blinked, staring intently at his clothing. “Black and white,” she mumbled, stumbling toward the man, her arm nearly dropping. “He meant a wildling. Dorralt swore that Turess meant a wildling!” Then, turning to the council, she screamed, “Kill him! I want to know who he is after his remains are at my feet! The one who brings his head to me will have Dorralt’s blessings!”


    As Raeln watched, the man they were moving against raised his arms out to either side, palms up. Behind him, the fallen zombies that had been contained at the entrance to the tunnel rose to their feet and marched out to surround him. It was with that motion that Raeln saw the man had the old chain On’esquin had been carrying wrapped around his right wrist and Yoska’s cup hanging from his belt.


    The council seemed entirely unsure of what was happening. They looked nervously between Liris and the man, clearly trying to decide where their loyalties lay. The more they balked, the weaker the chains on Raeln became. Soon he would be able to strike if they did not realize their mistake. He needed a few more seconds, but it appeared the newcomer intended to get him more than enough.


    Finally, several of the council members began weaving spells. Bolts of flame and lightning arced across the ravine toward the man near the tomb. Every spell was intercepted by one of the corpses around the man, who threw themselves in the way of the magic, trying to protect him with speed that belied their poor condition. When the council members had stopped casting, the man still stood, though there were none of the zombies remaining. Every corpse lay in an arc in front of him, twitching occasionally.


    The strange man seemed to be actually tearing up as he gazed at the fallen zombies, his shoulders hanging sadly as he looked from one to the next. Wiping at his face, he motioned toward the council members, and the dire wolves that lay broken and dead through the ravine all clambered to their feet. As the wolves raced after the council members, the magic holding Raeln faded enough that he stood again, straining against the invisible chains and almost breaking free.


    The council scattered, the wolves darting back and forth through them, doing more damage than they had in life. The last of the Turessians to run—other than Liris—was the one holding Raeln, who frantically looked between him and the approaching wolves, clearly terrified of both. Raeln just smiled back at her, waiting for her control to slip. He made a point of baring his fangs when the woman paled nervously.


    The instant a wolf tackled the council member and tore into her, the hold on Raeln collapsed and his arms moved freely again. Turning to check on Feanne, he saw that she was still held, snarling and spitting as she thrashed, trying to get at anyone but mostly just knocking stones from the ravine wall. The whole time she only had eyes for Estin, even ignoring Liris and the rest of the battle in her efforts to go to him.


    Liris had moved farther away from Raeln, keeping one hand toward Feanne as she made her way toward the Turessian man near the tomb.


    Looking up, Raeln saw the mists had begun to descend, creating a canopy over the ravine. They had mere minutes left before that cloud was on them.


    “Identify yourself!” shouted Liris, glancing back toward Yoska, who was huddling down to keep from getting mauled by the wolves. “Tell him I want his name, gypsy! Tell him!”


    Raeln ran for Liris, hoping the wolves could keep the others busy. He had closed half the distance before she noticed his approach, turned, and flicked her free hand in his direction. Pain flared through his leg and he fell, much of his thigh torn open from her magic. Crying out in agony, he pulled himself up with his good arm and leg, trying to push on to close the last ten feet to Liris. Blood spread across the trampled snow as he dragged his torn leg.


    “Stop, just stop!” Liris pleaded of Raeln, motioning for him to stay down. The woman looked close to tears and desperate. “Get the gypsy to ask…make him…please. I need to know.”


    Raeln looked to Yoska, who had raised his head and was watching Raeln for instructions. Nodding, Raeln gave him the okay to answer.


    Standing and making his way carefully through the wolves that continued to chase the Turessians around the ravine, Yoska walked straight to Raeln and offered him a hand up. Once Raeln got onto his feet—or rather, his one leg that would support him—Yoska finally acknowledged Liris by turning to the other man. “So’ento bishula kir?” asked Yoska, taking one of the swords from Raeln, allowing him to use his wounded arm to lean more easily on Yoska.


    The Turessian in black and white smirked and walked forward from where he had waited, coming slowly to the center of the ravine, while Liris watched him angrily, ready to attack. The man came close enough to her to have a polite conversation, but stopped safely out of reach, smiling at Liris. He occasionally glanced at Raeln with concern, gradually easing into a relaxed stance and clasping his hands behind his back.


    For a moment the man looked ready to answer, then abruptly turned to walk over to Raeln and Yoska. He stopped in front of them, eyeing the injuries both Yoska and Raeln had suffered. Shaking his head slightly, he reached between Yoska and Raeln and took hold of the bracelet fused to Raeln’s wrist.


    “It won’t come free,” Raeln told him, a second before the man unlocked the clasp and removed it easily from Raeln’s arm.


    Winking, the man put it on his own wrist and turned back to Liris.


    “Turess,” whispered Liris, backing away. Her hand holding Feanne nearly dropped, but she caught herself. “You can’t be him. You aren’t him! No one can bring back the long-dead!”


    Bowing slightly, the man patted his chest and said in a gentle voice, “Turess.”


    Nearly in unison, the council members dropped to their knees where they were, ignoring the wolves that still attacked them. At a gesture from Turess, the undead dogs stopped and waited, panting as they stood over the groveling Turessians. One Turessian tried to sneak off and the wolf nearest him bit into his neck and forced him back in to a kneeling position.


    Ignoring all of them, Turess raised his hand to the sky, the bracelet he wore gleaming despite the dim glow of the mists as the only light source. He closed his eyes and whispered something, and Raeln saw the mists lurch and suddenly retreat. Before they could fully escape the ravine, a thin stream of the glowing cloud fell to Turess’s bracelet, making it glow even more brightly. As he lowered his arm, the entire glowing cloud overhead raced away.


    Liris continued backing away, practically cowering as she looked around for somewhere to go.


    Chuckling, Turess turned back to Raeln and Yoska. Putting his right hand on the bracelet and motioning with his left, he cast some form of spell. Almost immediately their wounds began to close, and in seconds, Raeln could put weight on his leg again. His arm still tingled numbly, but his strength was returning quickly. He had never seen a healer mend wounds without touching the recipient, but Turess seemed to manage just fine. The man immediately turned his attention to Estin, once they were healed.


    “Black and white.” Liris laughed, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Years wasted because my master can’t read worth a damn. Dragged these eight cowards halfway across Turessi to denounce Estin, only to have them recognize you as their lord. What a profound—”


    Liris’s arms abruptly dropped to her sides and her entire posture changed. She blinked, and when her eyes opened again, a faint red glow lit the whites of her eyes briefly. Looking around, she seemed to be taking in her surroundings for the first time. Once she seemed aware of where she was, Liris motioned toward the bowing Turessians and all eight collapsed, their bodies turning to ash.


    “Hello again, brother,” Liris said, her attention settling on Turess. Putting a hand to her chest, she added, “I’m still Dorralt, though I doubt you recognize this shell. You, on the other hand, cause as much trouble today as you did the day you died. You are clearly too ignorant to understand this new language, so I’ll let your new friends translate for you. You always did tell me that I needed to adapt or I would find myself on the receiving end of a knife…it appears that you are the one who has fallen behind.”


    Leaning to look past Raeln and Yoska, Liris then met Raeln’s eyes and added, “You may wish to run.”


    Raeln turned and his resolve collapsed when he saw Feanne drop to the ground, loose of the magic holding her. He had hoped she would have returned to normal before she was free, but she roared and dropped to all fours to run toward them. The insane rage that gripped her left him wondering if she would even notice if she killed him to get at Liris. As Raeln looked back to Liris, the woman clapped her hands together and her entire form collapsed into smoke. Within a heartbeat, she was gone.


    “What is plan…and make it fast plan,” Yoska whispered, facing Feanne. “Fox lady looks angry and people die when she gets angry. You and I are only threats now, yes? I worked very hard not to be a threat.”


    Feanne slowed briefly and went to Estin, checking on him before turning her eyes on the others again. Roaring, she lumbered toward them, drooling as she walked.


    “Does dead man have idea?” asked Yoska, looking to Turess. The man was wide-eyed and began backing slowly away from Feanne. “No, dead man has nothing. Is you and me, Raeln. I think if we live, we get new friends who have good ideas, yes?”


    From over near the remains of the Turessians, Dalania, still kneeling and clutching at her bloodied shoulder, called out, “Get her close to me and I can help her! I’ll need her restrained, though! I’ll help you how I can!”


    “Sounds like a horrible plan,” muttered Raeln, dropping his weapons and walking toward Feanne, who slowed and stood up straight as she studied him. “I am so very dead. Yoska, get to Estin while I get myself killed. You’re in charge once she’s done pounding me into paste.”


    Feanne approached slowly, as Raeln did the same. She watched him carefully, clearly evaluating whether or not he could be a real threat. Then, without warning, she crossed the distance between them in one leap and landed with a bestial growl, coming up swinging her long arms at Raeln.


    Ducking under her arm, Raeln stepped in and punched Feanne in the side as hard as he could. Hitting her felt like punching a tree trunk, his whole hand going numb without having done any noticeable damage. Stumbling back, he evaded two more swings of her arms, feeling her claws graze his neck and shoulder on the second.


    Raeln ducked and moved, trying to stay out of Feanne’s reach as she threw her strength and size around. There was little grace in what she was doing, but for Raeln to close in and fight her, he had to get within range of those deadly arms. One mistake would be all it would take for him to be torn in half.


    When an opening presented itself, Raeln rushed in and kicked as hard as he could at Feanne’s knee. With all of his strength and weight behind the kick, an ordinary man’s leg would have shattered, but Feanne merely stumbled, her leg muscles tightening visibly as she growled.


    Feanne tried to grab at Raeln, but he was faster, punching her in the throat, hoping to make her choke long enough that he could disable her for Dalania. Instead, once he was too close for her to easily grab, Feanne lunged and bit into Raeln’s shoulder.


    Screaming, Raeln tried to force Feanne off of himself, but she would not budge. Her jaws locked on him, driving her fangs deeper into his shoulder. Before he could find a way out, Feanne’s hands closed on his waist. She intended to rip him in half and might be able to do so. The strain on his spine grew rapidly as she tensed her neck and pulled.


    Using his free arm, Raeln brought his elbow down on the bridge of Feanne’s nose as hard as he could manage from the difficult angle. She instinctively released him, snarling and backing away as she blinked to clear her vision, the broken bones healing as he watched. At most Raeln knew he had bought himself only a second or two, maybe less, given how badly he was bleeding. His right arm already hung limply, the muscles that controlled it severed or torn too badly to work properly, though he could still move his fingers. His left still ached from Liris’s sword.


    Raeln only had seconds before Feanne recovered and tore him apart, and he had no intention of giving her that time. As she howled and pawed at her muzzle, Raeln leapt onto her back, kicking at her legs to throw her off-balance. When Feanne stumbled, he threw his left arm around her neck and shoulders, locking it with his limp arm. He had next to no strength in his right, but he managed to tie up one of Feanne’s arms and hold her off-balance, with his good arm wrapped around her neck. Whatever Dalania was doing for him, he had not expected to even have that much strength, let alone enough to hold Feanne for even a moment.


    Snarling and flailing, Feanne tried desperately to reach Raeln, forcing him to keep adjusting his grip to stay away from her claws. From where he stood, holding Feanne bent backward, he could see Turess helping Dalania walk toward him. The woman looked to be on the verge of fainting and he could not fault her, seeing how much blood had begun to dry all down her face, shoulder, and side. She had lost very nearly as much as Estin, making him worry about whether she would survive the fight without Turess’s help.


    “Hurry!” Raeln gasped as his hands slipped. He managed to hold Feanne, though she was slipping free. All of her strength meant little in the hold he had on her, but her constant thrashing was tearing at his wounded arm and gradually getting her closer to freedom. Sooner or later his arms would give out and she would turn on him, killing him instantly.


    Dalania tried to run and nearly fell, with Turess catching her as she stumbled. The man hardly watched the fae-kin at all, his eyes wide and stuck on Feanne. They went slower than Raeln would have wished, even if it was as fast as Dalania could move.


    Soon Dalania was close and she pushed Turess away, keeping him out of Feanne’s reach. She stepped forward, inching toward Feanne with her eyes down, trying to look as nonthreatening as possible. “Do you remember me?” asked Dalania softly, raising her good hand to try to touch Feanne’s head. Another lurching attempt to break free nearly took Dalania’s hand off, forcing her back a step. “Feanne. Think through the anger. Remember me. Remember your father…Lihuan. He told me to watch out for you. Do you remember that?”


    Feanne’s growling eased somewhat and she glared hatefully at Dalania.


    Smiling like a saddened mother, Dalania came closer, raising her hand again as she said, “I know your pain as well as you do. I saw the anger that you have fought your whole life consuming you. I’ve seen your fear of hurting those you love. We fought it together when you lost your children to your first mate.”


    Gradually Raeln was able to relax his hold. He kept it as firm as was necessary to keep Feanne still if she tried to fight, but he made certain he was not choking her anymore.


    Slowly, inch by inch, Dalania brought her hand to Feanne’s brow. This time Feanne did not try to attack or pull away.


    “You are angry,” whispered Dalania, closing her eyes as she pressed her hand to Feanne. She leaned closer and put her brow to Feanne’s muzzle. There was nothing Raeln could do if Feanne chose to attack—Dalania would be dead in a second. “Your child has died and your other children are gone. Your love is wounded or dead. Fight the rage and come back to us. We will cope together. You have mastered this before and we must have you do so again.”


    Raeln could immediately feel the change in Feanne as her muscles relaxed and the rumbling growl in her chest faded away. Had she been anyone else, he would have released her at that point, but knowing she could kill Dalania in an instant necessitated holding her a little longer to be sure.


    “We will help Estin together,” Dalania went on, stroking Feanne’s face. “I remember your pain when you lost him once before. I helped you then and I will help you again. I can and will share your pain.”


    Taking a deep shuddering breath, Feanne turned her head away from Dalania to look at Raeln over her shoulder. In a deep resonating voice that sounded more suited to On’esquin than to how she normally appeared, Feanne said, “I can think clearly again. Release me.”


    Raeln hesitated, looking to Dalania for confirmation. The woman’s jaw was clenched and her face twitched with pain or anger. “Dalania? Are we safe?” he asked, but Dalania nearly fell into Turess’s arms.


    “I…leave me alone!” snapped the normally peaceful woman, pushing Turess away and attempting to stumble off. Without looking back, Dalania called out, “Do whatever you want!”


    Raeln gradually released his hold on Feanne. When he let go, he immediately stepped back, half-expecting her to turn and attack. Instead, she turned slowly as she stood, giving him an apologetic look—at least it looked somewhat apologetic in the monstrous form.


    “Move,” warned Feanne, taking a step toward Raeln. “You are between me and my mate.”


    Clutching his blood-soaked arm to his side, Raeln moved out of Feanne’s way as she charged over to Yoska, who still knelt beside Estin. Raeln followed, trying to keep his balance as adrenalin faded and pain made him lightheaded. He had lost a lot of blood and knew he would need to treat his wounds, but that could wait a little longer.


    Estin still lay where he had fallen several minutes earlier, though much of the blood he had lost had spread through the snow, creating a wide swath of crimson around him.


    “Estin?” asked Feanne, her tone frantic and demanding. “My love?”


    Raeln came up beside them, trying to gauge how badly hurt Estin was. He had lost a good chunk of skin and fur on his throat, but that wound appeared to be mostly surface-damage. The wound certainly would have hurt, but likely not caused all of the blood loss he was seeing. The wound on Estin’s chest was an entirely different matter. Raeln had thought at the time it was the less severe of the two, but up close he could see Liris’s hands had opened up the flesh, and bits of bone stuck out at odd angles. Yoska had covered that wound with cloth to slow the bleeding, but he took it off as Raeln and Feanne approached.


    Sighing, Yoska shook his head. “He was not breathing when I arrived,” the man explained without looking up. “Bleeding has stopped, but not in a good way. I cannot help him.”


    Raeln turned and pointed at Turess, who had been standing where Dalania had left him, looking somewhat lost. “Turess, get over here!” Raeln shouted at him and motioned toward Estin. “We don’t need to speak the language for you to understand this.”


    Nodding, Turess ran over, his eyes widening as he saw Estin’s injuries. The man did not hesitate, going straight to Estin and touching his neck and then wrists, though he kept glancing over at Feanne to be sure she was not going to attack him. Shaking his head, Turess put a hand to Estin’s forehead. A second later, Turess’s shoulders sank, and Raeln could see Feanne tense as Turess closed Estin’s partially open eyes. Saying something in the language he had used earlier, Turess sat back and put his hands on his lap, waiting and pointedly avoiding looking at Feanne.


    “Dead man says Estin is too far gone to help without resources we do not have here,” confessed Yoska sadly. “He says we should prepare body to be brought back for his memorial. He also says that we have lost two good people today, and that pain such as this is never easy. He suggests we all drink heavily, though that I quote loosely.”


    The group went silent for some time, the only sound Feanne’s deep huffing breaths. After a minute, Feanne reached up and brushed her long claws across the scars on her arm, which had not changed or healed in her transformation. She closed her eyes and clenched her fists, taking a knee beside Turess. “I saved him this way once before,” she told them, putting a massive hand over Estin’s chest. “He risked his life for me. I will do the same.”


    “What are you doing?” Raeln asked, grabbing her wrist. The look Feanne gave him was a clear warning that he had gone too far, but he did not ease his grip.


    “My body can heal itself from most things…at least when I am like this,” she explained. “I am going to take his injuries onto myself and hope it is enough.”


    “Can you heal from death? This isn’t about his wounds anymore, Feanne. The spirit is gone.”


    “Do you think I care, Raeln? Either he lives or he doesn’t. I will have tried all that I have left to me. He would do the same. I can do no less. This will either save him or let me join him. I have made my choice.” Yanking her hand free, Feanne repositioned it over Estin’s chest and began whispering to herself. For several long seconds, nothing seemed to happen. Then, with a suddenness that shocked Raeln, the gaping wounds abruptly closed, the flesh mending itself. Meanwhile, mirrored injuries appeared across Feanne’s skin as her throat bled and her chest snapped and bones broke over her heart.


    With a gasp Feanne clutched at the hole in her chest and fell backward. Raeln dove to her side, but before he reached her, she had already stopped breathing. Her skin went cold rapidly under his touch, her eyes staring blankly at the sky.


    “He is alive and unconscious,” said Yoska from behind Raeln. “Is she?”


    Raeln felt around for Feanne’s pulse, but there was nothing. He put his ear to her chest and heard nothing, nor did she try to breathe. Swearing, he performed the most basic attempts to make Feanne breathe by pressing on her chest to mimic the normal motions of taking in air. Doing so seemed to be doing more damage than good, as blood poured out of the hole in her chest. “I’ve got nothing,” Raeln managed to say in between pushes. She had not so much as budged, and when he put his ear to her chest again, there was still no heartbeat.


    Coming around to the other side of Feanne, Dalania looked over the wounds and put a hand to her mouth as she tried not to cry. She slowly stood and backed away, her eyes never leaving Feanne.


    “Crying isn’t going to help,” Raeln snapped at Dalania. “Is there anything anyone can do?” Looking around, Raeln saw desperation on the faces of his companions. Yoska was cradling Estin, helping him cough up blood that had pooled in his throat. Turess sat nearby, watching Feanne with worry, but Raeln doubted he could help, given that he had already said he could not help Estin. Only Dalania seemed to be thinking something different, and Raeln saw panic in her face, not fear or sadness.


    “What?” he demanded, beginning the compressions on Feanne’s chest again. This time the blood flow from her wounds had slowed considerably. “What is it, Dalania?”


    “They will claim her. They’ve been waiting for her to die in this form,” the woman mumbled, backing away. “All these years, they sat by and wanted her to get herself killed so they could reclaim the magic he put inside her.”


    “You’re not making any sense.”


    “The fae…the wilderness spirits,” Dalania told him, covering her face with her hand. “She pledged herself to them. A bargain on her life. That’s the source of her power. I can feel them coming for her, racing in from other parts of the wilderness. The fae never come to these lands. If they are coming, it can only be for her. The last time she died, she was outside their reach. Here, they can feel her—”


    “We’ll deal with them when they show themselves, whatever they are. Stop sobbing and help!”


    Dalania ignored him, turning toward the path out of the ravine. She walked away, suddenly calm.


    Coming down the path, Raeln saw three faint silhouettes. At first he thought more undead were coming, but these seemed somehow different. One appeared to be an almost ghostly wolf, walking on the air itself rather than the path. Another swirled and gave him the impression of a dust storm. The third seemed somewhat tree-shaped, though it walked like a man.


    “Anyone know how to fight a fae?” asked Raeln, but Yoska just shook his head. “Dalania…Dalania! What are you doing?”


    The woman had walked up to the base of the path, putting herself between the three spirits and the rest of the ravine. Raeln could faintly hear her talking, and a moment later, Dalania took a knee in front of the spirits, seconds before they faded away.


    In the minute that followed, Raeln felt warmth flow back into Feanne. Her wounds closed, the bones mending and flesh filling in over them. Suddenly, she gasped and opened her eyes, looking around in confusion. Before he could say or do anything, Feanne screamed, and he heard bones snapping as she shrank back to her normal size. The transformation was brutal, breaking her body and rebuilding it over a matter of seconds, until she lay trembling in front of him, once again the small lithe woman he had traveled with.


    Shaking from cold, exhaustion, or both, Feanne curled into a ball, covering her nakedness. Raeln reacted immediately, ripping off what was left of his own cloak and throwing it over her.


    Nearby, Estin sat up, still coughing slightly. He looked around and saw Raeln and Feanne. Scrambling over, he pulled Feanne into his arms, the two of them clinging tightly to one another, both shaking from cold and their exertions.


    Feeling somewhat out of place, Raeln got up, pulling his wounded arm to his side. He waved away Yoska and Turess when the two men started to come over to him, instead moving as quickly as he could toward Dalania, still kneeling at the foot of the stone ramp.


    “What did you just do?” Raeln demanded, coming up alongside the woman.


    “I saved a life that means the world to four children and one fine man,” she replied, turning her face away. As she turned, Raeln saw her wounds were closed, leaving faint green scars. “They agreed that her life was too important to lose yet.”


    Raeln reached out and caught Dalania by the chin, forcing her to look at him. Despite her flinching at his touch, he refused to back down. Once she faced him, he saw tears ran freely down her cheeks. “Tell me,” he insisted, softening his tone. “Please tell me.”


    Smiling sadly, Dalania glanced toward Feanne and Estin, still wrapped in each other’s arms. “Feanne sold herself to the fae in exchange for power when she was too young and angry to know better,” whispered Dalania, wincing. “The poor child has had to live with that choice every day, wondering if she’ll lose control and murder her family. To make matters worse, they will probably take what is left of her after death and use it to further their own ends. She had no happy ending coming to her if she died where they could find her.”


    “Why is she alive, Dalania?”


    Turning to look at Raeln, the woman put an arm around his waist, hugging him and putting her cheek against his chest so she could still watch Estin and Feanne. “I made a trade,” she answered softly. “My kind are distant kin of the fae. They had far more interest in me than in her. I traded my life—and more—to ensure that Feanne is free of them. They wanted me to make the same promise to serve that she had.”


    Groaning, Raeln put his arms around Dalania, trying to offer her some comfort. “You told me that you once were owned…that you would never go back to it.”


    Dalania nodded against him. “I already know that life, though. There are five people in this world who are better for my choice. I am just one.”


    “You matter too. This is not something you should’ve done without thinking.”


    Patting his chest, Dalania laughed. “Thank you, Raeln. I made a promise that I would protect her. Unlike you, I cannot use strength or violence to fulfill that promise. This was the only way I could. They will never come to take her again.”


    Squeezing Dalania tight to himself, the way he always had for his sister when she was upset, Raeln wondered how much more they would all give up if they intended to fulfill On’esquin’s insane quest to reach Dorralt.


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    “Too Far To Quit”


     


    Sitting atop a snow-dusted rise that overlooked the cracked terrain where they had found the tomb, Estin repacked his knapsack for the third time, trying to ensure he had everything he could jam in there. He had a small amount of food, a single change of wool clothing, and a roughly sketched map, thanks to Yoska.


    “Is everything?” asked Yoska, standing over Estin, watching what he was doing. “You wish to leave us? Would be nice to talk about, no?”


    “This isn’t open to discussion,” Estin replied without looking up. He tightened the clasp on the pack, sealing it against the latest snowstorm that had appeared on the western horizon. The trip would be cold and wet very soon.


    “I find most everything is open to discussion when you are overly talkative. So, I say again, you wish to leave? Is okay if you wish to yell at me, as is still discussion, yes?”


    Rounding on Yoska, Estin found he was not alone. Beside the gypsy, Raeln stood quietly, his swollen and bloodied arm in a makeshift sling. They had tended to his wounds as well as they could, but Turess’s ability to heal had proven as limited as Estin’s before he became too tired to walk. Raeln watched Estin with such worry that Estin had to avoid looking him in the eyes.


    Off to the side of the group, sitting by himself, Turess stared toward the north, waiting for Yoska to tell him what was happening next. The man was as lost as Estin, though he appeared to be dealing with his new life far better.


    Twenty feet away, Dalania and Feanne were sitting together silently, as they had since the group left the ravine where On’esquin was now entombed. Estin had not asked what had happened to them, and he did not need much insight to see both were horrified by something that had happened in that ravine. Feanne would not look Estin or Raeln in the eye, and Dalania seemed to be retreating into her own head, avoiding conversation with anyone.


    “She’s hurt,” Estin said, hoping Feanne could not hear him. If she did she gave no indication. “Not physically…something’s scared her. I won’t lose her again for this. I can’t. This isn’t our fight anymore.”


    Raeln followed Estin’s gaze and he nodded, lowering his head as he replied, “You’re right. You should go. You should’ve gone long ago. Get home to your children.”


    “If only it were that simple,” answered Estin, laughing grimly. “Thousand miles across lands the Turessians probably control. Even with the difference in time that On’esquin claims we went through, from this far north, a straight trip back will still put us in Corraith nearly a year after we left. My children are only months old. I can’t let them grow up without their parents. I can’t do that.


    “I’m guessing we’ll spend months avoiding Turessian patrols on the way. I’ll be lucky to get us back there before they turn three. Given the way things were when we left, Oria will be mated and have a horde of children of her own with the male who betrayed us to the enemy. I’d kind of like to get back before she makes any more mistakes that will put the other kits at risk.”


    When the others did not reply, Estin checked the pack again. A bitter wind whipped across him, throwing back his hood with a snap. He hated to admit it to himself, but the idea of traveling that far terrified him. Staring at the dark clouds approaching only made him more concerned. He wanted his friends with him for the journey. He wanted all of them to stay together, no matter what.


    “I wish you all well,” Estin said, sitting down and pulling the pack into his lap. “I…I wanted to see the Turessians lose. I’d have given anything for that. Anything but my children.”


    Yoska glanced over his shoulder and then came over and squatted down beside Estin. “Is good to know you both agree on this departure,” the man said, giving Estin one of his bemused smirks. “The man and his wife should always see eye to eye in such things, yes?”


    Estin knew Yoska was well aware that he had not spoken with Feanne yet. He could not fathom a reason she might disagree and had been giving her time to come to grips with whatever had happened while he was unconscious.


    “How long was I out after I hit my head?” he asked Yoska, but the man just smiled. Looking past Yoska to Raeln, Estin repeated, “How long?”


    “Not long,” replied Raeln. “A good bump on your head and a few scrapes. Not nearly enough to keep you down. I think you were out ten minutes at most.”


    Estin scratched at his chest, where the gaping hole in his shirt lay open, dried blood caking both the shirt and his fur. Yoska had assured him Turess had managed to heal the wound there and on his neck, but Estin found that both still itched, as though they had healed…oddly. Without really thinking about it, he rubbed at his shoulder, where the scars from the day he had met Feanne lay hidden by his shirt.


    Nodding, Estin relented. “I’ll talk with her. If we hurry we might be able to make it to that next set of hills before the storm hits. We can probably find shelter there.”


    From where he sat over near the edge of the hill they were resting on, by the horses, Turess said something absently and likely to himself. Estin could not make any of it out.


    Without looking back at Turess, Yoska translated, “Dead man says that the storm will bring death to thousands. He also says that staying here is as dangerous as going. He has waited long time for such a storm and he intends to weather it. On’esquin has given us the tools to live another day.”


    “We’re talking about a snowstorm, right?” asked Estin, but Yoska shrugged.


    “Is not my place to interpret, only to translate,” replied Yoska. “You should get ready, if you are to leave us, no?”


    Agreeing, Estin got up and carried his pack over to where Feanne and Dalania sat. At his approach Dalania smiled meekly at him and hurried away, going over to sit beside Raeln as he practically fell onto his bedroll. The two said nothing, but Dalania quickly hugged him, apparently clinging to him for emotional support against something Estin had no information about.


    Estin stood for a minute beside Feanne, hoping she would say something. When she did not, he moved in front of her and knelt, though she looked away, purposely avoiding his gaze. When he put a hand her on her paw, she flinched and pulled her foot under the blanket she had draped across her legs.


    “We need to talk,” he tried, getting a nod in reply. She still looked anywhere but at him. “I’ve made a decision…”


    “As have I,” Feanne answered, lowering her eyes to the ground at Estin’s feet.


    “We need to go back to Corraith. No more delays. Our children need us.”


    Feanne finally raised her eyes to look at Estin’s face and almost immediately tears came and she turned away, putting a hand over her face.


    “What’s wrong?” asked Estin, reaching for her hand. Feanne flinched away initially, but then clasped his hand and squeezed tightly. “Have I done something?”


    Shaking her head, Feanne answered, “No. I’ve learned something about myself that I am not happy about, Estin. I had forgotten how afraid I was of my change and what might happen to people I care about. I hurt Raeln and you almost died because they had to restrain me before they could help you.”


    “We made it through, Feanne.”


    “That will only work out so many times. Lucky or not, there are limits, my love.”


    “Another reason we need to go. Let’s put the war behind us and find our family. No more fighting. We’ll go be together somewhere safe. No more magic, changing into were-foxes, or anything else dangerous.”


    Feanne laughed sadly, wiping away tears. “No, Estin. That is part of what I realized. There are no safe places anymore. I need to face the anger and control it the way I did before we met. I cannot go back to my children, if the slightest danger might push me to kill them while trying to protect them.”


    “The trip will take months. We can figure this out on the way.”


    Feanne finally fully turned to look at Estin, holding his hand tightly to keep him from moving away at all. She grabbed the back of his neck with her other hand, bringing her face close to his. “You may go. I will never blame you for doing so,” she said softly.


    His heart skipping, Estin struggled to find words, managing to say only, “You’re sending me away?”


    “No. I am telling you that if you want to go to our children, then go,” she countered, the muscles around her eyes trembling. “I will not walk away from this fight to attempt to have a normal life, no matter how much I want to. The war will find us again…it always has. Attacking Dorralt may draw the other Turessians back here...taking them far from our children. I would rather die with my children hating me forever than to lead this bloodshed back to them. If you believe you can return to the children without the Turessians following, I wish you luck in your travels. I don’t have that much faith, especially after all we have done to the Turessians. I cannot allow them to follow me back to the kits.”


    “How can you just let them go?”


    Feanne shook her head sadly. “I am not. They are safer if we stay away. Liris is still out there, and I am certain she would follow us the whole way to Corraith for revenge. I will not do that to the kits and I hope you would not, either. You must ask yourself what is more important: being with your children or saving them from harm?”


    Squeezing her hand, Estin nodded and then asked, “Do you trust Oria enough with the kits to delay our return?”


    Feanne burst out laughing, shaking her head.


    “Me either,” Estin admitted, laughing with her. The lighter mood felt good, even if his heart was breaking at the choice they were making. “She’ll have to grow up a little. She had a good role model. Maybe she’ll straighten out and do good by them. If we’re lucky, she’ll gut that idiot she was chasing around.”


    Feanne pressed her muzzle to Estin’s lovingly. “We have to hope she can protect them,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around him. “Our duty is to ensure she does not have to. Will you go with me?”


    “To the end of the world,” he replied without hesitation. “You’ve always known that.”


    “I have, Estin. I have. I doubt I could chase you off if I tried. Never let me forget that again.”


    “I swear that to you, Feanne.”


     


    *


     


    The storm raged across the plains before midafternoon, blanketing the whole region in a thick layer of white. As a group, they huddled in the makeshift tent while the winds shook the whole canvas sheet over them. The tiny fire they had built provided little warmth, but the combination of that and the blanket he and Feanne shared was enough for Estin. He had endured far worse winters in the mountains, and the shared warmth had been enough then and it would be again. Holding her tight against himself, he knew he could make it through any storm.


    Raeln and Dalania had already fallen asleep with the large man’s arm over Dalania, covering her like a furry blanket. They both were still in bad shape from the fight the night before, but seemed to be taking some comfort in one another. Had Estin seen two others cling to one another as they did, he would have thought they were together as a couple, but something about these two spoke of the need for family. They had clearly lost people who had been key to their sense of safety and now sought that safety with another.


    Lying with Feanne in his arms as she slept, Estin watched the flickering fire and wondered if they had made the right choice by staying. The odds were that they would all die in Turessi, far from their home and their family. It was a difficult thing for him to accept, but he knew he had to or he would never be able to make it through a single day without constantly wondering if it was to be their last. Fleeing would mean uncertainly until the day he finally died, but charging headlong into danger would give them all direction.


    That thought drew Estin’s attention to Yoska, lying beside the fire with the old cup in his hands. As Estin watched, Yoska slowly traced the Turessian symbol embossed on the cup, smiling sadly as he did. The man had nothing left to go home to. His home had been the road, and that road was now under the control of Turessi. He would go on because he had nowhere else to go. If anything Yoska needed the risk of certain death. Without it he was being gradually crushed under the weight of memories.


    Yoska’s isolation made Estin think again of his children and what they must be feeling. Oria, at least, would be angry and want revenge for all that had happened. Without family and someone to love, she would seek out battle the way Yoska was, charging into the war, knowing it could kill her. That was something Estin had to prevent. That was reason enough to go on…to finish things before Oria made up her mind to follow her mother’s reckless past and put her life in danger, never thinking of the risks. Estin could not allow his daughter to kill herself, seeking some kind of absurd solace in misery. The only way to ensure that was to lure the Turessians far from her.


    Estin thought about On’esquin, steadfastly continuing toward his old homeland, knowing there was little chance of success. Another life lost, but for what purpose? He could not let that be in vain. He owed the man that much.


    Resting his head on the cloak they were using as a pillow, Estin stroked Feanne’s fur, trying to calm her restless sleep as much as sooth his own nerves. He had buried her once and he could not do it again. Not that he would have any choice if things went that badly. The magic he had used to save her was long gone, buried with On’esquin. There were no more second chances. Resurrection circles were gone—most healing magic was gone—it filled him with such a sense of finality that he had not felt in years. The somber realization that death was always waiting to snatch away any of them was something he had forgotten in the years since learning how to heal, but it was back with a ferocity that unnerved Estin.


    “I swear you’ll see our children again,” he whispered to Feanne, though she remained asleep, her ears twitching at his breath.


    Opening an eye, Raeln watched Estin across the fire for a moment before saying softly, “Do not promise anything that you can’t ensure. I made that mistake, and you will never forgive yourself if you fail.”


    Estin realized he knew the look Raeln was giving him. The man was jealous in a small way. He envied Estin having his love in his life, while Raeln’s was gone. It was unfair and painful. Estin knew that all too well and wished there was more he could do. “I told you months ago that I could bring back the spirits to talk to us,” Estin said quietly to Raeln, trying not to wake the others. “I would be willing to try, once I’ve rested a night. Would you like me to bring back her spirit to talk to you tomorrow, if I’m able?”


    Raeln smiled and shook his head. “No need to bring him back,” he replied, emphasizing “him.” Estin had thought Raeln wanted to say good-bye to his sister, but that word made it clear that his worries were elsewhere. “He died the way he wanted to, fighting a superior foe and finally finding his limits. He died loved and I think he knew it. Bringing him back will only reopen the wounds for me and make him look on me with grief. Let him rest, and I will find a way to bring honor to his memory. When I am finished, I will either find a way to live without him or I will go to him in the same way he left. There will be plenty of opportunities where we’re going.” Closing his eyes, Raeln said nothing further.


    Shivering, more from the somber thoughts than from the cold, Estin buried his face in Feanne’s fur, trying to find solace in clinging to her. He would cling to her through anything and never let her go again. He could not or he would risk losing himself.


     


    
      

    

  


  
    Epilogue


     


    Standing outside the tent as the storm raged, Turess wrapped his arms around himself and fought to keep his body from shaking. He was cold to the bone, but his body remembered that pain. It was familiar, refreshing even. The last years of his life—his old life—had been in the bitter lands farther north than this, and he had certainly felt no warmth in his deathbed, kept hidden from those who wished to steal the empire from him. There had been no fires to keep him warm in those last days. There had only been On’esquin, begging him for information as his life ebbed.


    Turess turned to look back into the tent, where the three wildlings, the fae woman, and the roguish man slept. He did not know or understand them, but they felt like old friends, matching the vague flashes of prophetic visions he had seen. They were good people, that much he could see from the way they doted on one another. There was much love in that tent, both real and remembered. If anything else, that was a reason for him to stand in the storm, a penance for his misdeeds so many years earlier. He had allowed one-sided love to consume his heart, while thousands suffered and his empire collapsed. Now that emotion belonged to others and he would do what he should have done so many years earlier.


    How many years had it been, he wondered. On’esquin had not had time to tell him before the magic that brought Turess back had snuffed out On’esquin’s seemingly endless life. That had been something Turess had not expected when he created the artifacts that were meant to bring him back to his full capabilities immediately upon his resurrection, but it was not terribly surprising. The magic was unstable, and he had honestly not expected it to work at all, no matter how many of the dozen items On’esquin had managed to bring to the tomb. That he had managed to reach Turess’s remains at all with the mists following the artifacts was a small miracle. On’esquin should have known better than to lead the mists straight to them, but it had worked out, providing Turess with a little more needed magic.


    There would be time to figure out the details once he had learned the language of these people who seemed willing to trust him. Thus far, the patterns of the language had been difficult to piece together, but he had figured out more complicated languages, given enough time and patience. Tone had already given him much of their language, allowing him to guess at the intent of most comments of these simple people, though specifics would take him far longer. A few weeks and he would probably be able to converse freely with them.


    Turess rolled up his sleeve and eyed the bracelet he had taken from the wolf. It felt foreign now, something that had been away from him for too long to hold its importance. Even the magic he had imbued it with—designed to shield one from the mists or trap the mists’ energies and use it to restore him and feed magical effects nearby—was now nearly gone. It might work once or twice more, though he had his doubts. It was nothing more than a trinket, holding memories of abandonment and loss. Even the best of his creations could only linger in the mists so long before they were torn apart. Another run-in with the mists would be dangerous for him.


    “You left me to die, Kharali,” Turess whispered, unfastening the heavy bracelet. The twin silver jewelry had been their wedding gifts, with each of them wearing one from the matching set he had commissioned. That had been so very long ago. Kharali had left with her bracelet. “I trusted you with my life and you walked away, despite all your pledges and my faith in you. After all that we went through and promised each other, you were the one I never thought would leave me. You were not the one I called ‘traitor.’”


    Holding back his tears, Turess walked to the edge of the hill, where the ground dropped off sharply. The swirling snow made it difficult to see more than a few feet, but he remembered the look of the area from before the storm had started. Anything that went over that ledge would likely not be found for weeks, until after the snow had melted off again. With luck, a heavy enough object would sink into the snow and be lost for decades.


    “Good-bye,” he whispered, pulling back his arm to throw the bracelet as far as he could. He wanted to be rid of Kharali and all of his old memories. It was time to start fresh, to reclaim what was taken from him. All he had left to do was to throw that relic of old emotions far from himself and walk away.


    Turess could not make himself do it. Slowly, he let his arm drop, feeling weak and helpless. He had been betrayed and he still could not put the past aside. The woman had let him die and never even come to see him, let alone save him. He should hate her with every fiber of his being and never feel a bit of guilt.


    Turning to look back into the tent, Turess could see the lemur and fox, curled together under their blanket. She seemed as savage a creature as Kharali had been and the lemur was hardly fearsome. The man reminded Turess of himself in his younger years, pursuing something he knew was a risk but so very worth it. Turess had been the vulnerable one back then and Kharali had been his strength in times of war. For the two wildlings who had come for him, it seemed much the same. Their survival and strength came from one another, with neither having all that they needed to endure the trials the world placed on them.


    Turess thought back to his first meeting with Kharali and how they had hated each other. He had initially told himself he respected her rather than loved her, even as his feelings had shifted. That had smoothed over so many difficulties, but it was nowhere near enough to get past the knowledge that she had abandoned him. In that she was so very different from the two in the tent. She had turned her back on his affection when he needed her most. He should scream curses against her memory at the sky, but the anger would not come.


    Slipping the bracelet back on and snapping the clasp shut, Turess eyed the silver as it glistened in the snow and dim light. He waved his hand over the clasp, burning it with magical flame until it was fused. The magic that kept the bracelet intact would make it nearly impossible to remove again. It was as much a part of him as Kharali had been.


    Memories could bring grief, sadness, and forgotten love back, he thought, rubbing at the blistered skin where his magic had gone astray. That burn could remind him of the many reasons that he wanted revenge.


    Love did not have to be a weakness. To him it would be his crutch until he was strong enough to seek vengeance without it motivating him. These people who had brought On’esquin to him would serve their purposes as he had seen in his visions, or he would cast them aside, the way his wife had cast him aside. Kharali had taught him much during his previous life, but her betrayal taught him even more about how to cope with these strangers.


    Dorralt had always said strangers were either tools to be used or they were obstacles. These people would be tools to Turess or they would be destroyed to clear his path. It was not malicious, but he needed to reach Dorralt, and five emotionally weak people who had little or no education would not be the reason or him failing to reach his goals.


    Smiling at his resolution, Turess went back into the tent to sleep. The morning would soon come and with it, he could begin searching for his brother.
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