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Chapter 1

The cold stung my eyes and nose, threatening numbness should I stay exposed too long. Driving snow made seeing anything in the darkness nearly impossible, even with my formidable eyesight. The howling wind and rustling trees also made hearing ineffectual.
For me, the conditions were perfect for a hunt. They offered an actual challenge. In this onslaught, only my nose was reliable, and just barely. With everything stacked against me, there was a chance I’d lose my target.
There; just a whiff. The musk of the elk was unmistakable. It was their mating season, and, by the scent, it was a lone older male. Most likely, a younger, stronger bull had chased him from his herd. I’d been tracking this one for the better part of a day. It was time to finish the chase.
I launched myself from the rock face I was kneeling atop, falling into the darkness and snow around me. The thirty-foot drop gave me a moment of feeling weightless, but it was a thrill instead of a worry. The soft powder and my muscular legs would catch me without injury.
Landing in the new powder of this latest storm, I used my clawed hands and feet to gain traction and push myself out of the depression I’d caused. Once I was out of the deep snow, I could run near the top. As long as I maintained my momentum, I wouldn’t sink in the drifts. If anyone was around to see me, I’d be little more than a black blur in the white landscape of the hardwood forest.
The scent grew stronger as I ran, confirming my direction was true. My heart beat faster in anticipation. My mouth watered, and my breath came out as warm fog before freezing on the fur of my face. I was a force of nature, the master of my domain.
At the edge of the wood, I got close enough to spot my prey’s silhouette in the grey hues of my night vision. He stood alone in a clearing. The sound of water told me he’d chosen a stream in which to make his stand. He faced my direction, doing his best to look as large and intimidating as possible. No doubt he’d heard my approach. In my excitement, stealth hadn’t been a priority.
Unlike the smaller variety of deer I sometimes hunted in this forest, the bull elk before me had no intention of running. Why should he? He weighed every bit of seven hundred pounds with large antlers and heavy hooves for defense.
Sizing up my target, I stalked out of the timber and into the clearing. My movements were graceful despite the shifting powder at my feet or the powerful wind blowing against me. He stomped the water and shook his head, brandishing his antlers upon my appearance, a clear warning. The beast that represented my animal side thrilled at the challenge. Crouching down, I growled in anticipation.
There were easier pickings in this forest. I could have hunted one of a hundred other creatures that wouldn’t dare turn on me. None of them excited me. I’d wanted the struggle.
The bull elk continued to stand his ground. If the fight was to happen, I would have to be the one to start it. Unlike me, he wouldn’t go seeking danger.
I launched into a sprint towards my target, keeping my clawed hands by my sides for an explosive strike upon contact. He dropped his head as I drew near, putting his sharp antlers in line with my charge. I didn’t turn away from the threat.
As I reached his massive frame, two worlds collided. My plan was to push his head to the side as we met. I mostly succeeded.
A burning sensation tore through my abdomen as my claws and teeth sank into the bull’s neck. The sweet metallic taste of blood filled my mouth for but a moment before my prey launched me bodily off him and into the stream several feet away. The icy water temporarily overwhelmed my senses as the bitter chill soaked into my bones. Even the pain of my wound couldn’t compare to the jarring cold.
Shaking my head to clear it, I stood up out of the water and turned towards the elk. My injuries had already healed completely as I prepared for my next attack. Ice crystals fell from my coat as my muscles tensed.
To pierce my fur and tough hide was no small thing, and it spoke to the strength of my quarry. Unfortunately for him, it wouldn’t stop me. Shrugging off the memory of the pain, I charged again.
My senses were sharp. I could tell that my previous bite and scratches reached deep. A voice inside told me I could wait for blood loss to weaken my prey. I ignored it. I wanted to pit my strength against his and come out the victor.
I attacked head on, but this time, I anticipated his antler thrust. As he tilted his head down, I grabbed ahold. The move launched me into the air as he brought his head up, attempting to skewer me. It gave me the arc I needed to reach my goal. I used the elk’s own mass to stop my forward momentum and flip up with a twist to land on his back.
My hold on his antlers kept me from flying off and pulled the bull’s head up. I raked my clawed feet deep into the sides of his neck and shoulders as I became seated on his back. Before he recovered and tried to buck me off, I let go of his antlers and continued the assault with my clawed hands and jaws. With so much damage to the muscles, veins, and arteries in my opponent’s neck, he weakened substantially.
His life blood stood out a deep crimson, falling into the clear water before being swept away. Even in the muted color of my night vision, it was a sight to behold. The warm blood and cold water also caused a hazy fog to rise from the stream where it mixed. The entire scene pulled my primitive side to the forefront of my mind.
I gracefully jumped off my prey’s back as he finally buckled and landed halfway out of the stream in which we’d been fighting. I felt alive at my victory over such a powerful creature. That feeling filled my mind and body completely. Howling into the twilight, I proclaimed my dominance to all that could hear. The only response to my declaration was the sound of the wind through the trees.
I used my sharp claws to field dress my kill. It was the least enjoyable part of the hunt, but it was a necessary evil. I thought of it as an offering to the lesser predators of the forest. They couldn’t hope to compete with me, but they’d still eat from my success.
As a reward for my victory, I consumed the still warm heart of the elk and followed it with a drink from the frigid steam. Both the flesh and the water tasted sweeter after such a confrontation. After a moment to savor my meal, I washed my fur in the running water and prepared to move.
I lifted the body of my prey and draped it across my shoulders. Adrenaline still coursed through my veins, so lifting the carcass presented little difficulty. I steadily walked towards my campsite with my several hundred pound trophy. Now that my hunt was over, I had to return to civilization and the responsibility it held for me. I didn’t relish the thought.
During my walk, the energy of the storm finally petered out. I reached my home away from home amongst an absolutely still world covered in white. The scene was beautiful in the pre-dawn light.
My camp was simple and plain. An area next to a rock outcropping butted up against several large evergreens. The space sheltered me from the worst of the wind and snow. A basic fire pit occupied the center, and a bedroll and pack sat against the rock face. Though the encampment was nothing special, I’d miss it when I left.
Dropping my trophy at the edge of the campsite, I willed myself to let go of my predator and shifted back into human form. All beast-kind had the ability to transition between human and beast forms. As a wolf-kind, mine was a seven foot combination of man and wolf weighing in at over three hundred pounds under a midnight black coat of fur.
Beast-kind came in many shapes and sizes. Canine and feline species represented the most common varieties. Weasel and bear species also had a place among the empire’s citizens, though they had less variety. Each group had their own strengths and weaknesses, but we were all predators.
As I returned to human form, the icy wind felt like millions of pinpricks against my exposed flesh. My fur had been an excellent barrier against the elements. Now that I stood as a man once again, I had to endure the full brunt of my environment.
I moved to put on the heavy furs and hide clothes sitting on my bedroll. After I was fully dressed again, lighting a fire became my top priority. Though the heat of the flame felt heavenly, I wasn’t able to enjoy it for long. I had already been out in the wilderness a day longer than intended, and the night’s hunt had put me further behind schedule.
I absorbed as much of the warmth into my bones as possible before gathering some snow and dousing the fire. I rolled up and stuffed my bedroll into my pack, tied it to the elk with a leather cord, and heaved it up to drape over my shoulders. It wasn’t nearly as easy or comfortable in this form. Once I had all of my possessions and my kill across my back, I began the long trek back to civilization.
This campsite had become a favorite location to run off to over the last month. I was actually the governor of a northern town named Woodman’s Knoll along with ten thousand acres of prime forest. It was supposed to be the reward to Fero House for services rendered to the empire. As the leader of the house, I had accepted the honor and brought those that followed to settle into a new life. When we arrived, we’d found an abandoned settlement and lumber camp that hadn’t been used in years.
I’d marched to Woodman’s Knoll with nearly one thousand followers wanting a fresh start. We’d expected it to be hard, but the ruined space almost ended us. Supplies and tempers had run short these last couple of months. Luckily, beast-kind were nothing if not stubborn.
Most of Fero House’s members came from a destroyed town to the south east named Vega Point. Seeing the state of our new home only reminded them of that tragedy. With all of the rebuilding that was necessary, it was like they never left their ruined homes.
We started felling trees as soon as we arrived. Not only did we have to rebuild, but we had a timber quota to meet in order to keep the parcel of land. We couldn’t afford to fall into debt with the empire.
Along with the forestry, we sent people out to survey our new domain. Others prepared the ground and planted some of the hardier crops we acquired in Tor’s Rest. We’d hoped to get at least a small harvest to supplement our supplies before winter came. Cabbage, carrots, onions, and several others had been growing when the first snows fell and ruined the potential bounty. After that first cold snap, the ground quickly turned hard, and winter settled over everything.
With no chance of growing food, we’d shifted to hunting. The game in this part of the empire hadn’t been hunted in a very long time. Fur and meat weren’t difficult to come by, but as winter deepened, that would change. Several hunting parties went out regularly, and over the last month, I’d gone out many times as well. The elk on my back would ease our burden, but I knew it didn’t justify my three day absence to get it.
I made my way through the snow for the first half of the day. Sometime around noon, I neared my new home. The noise alerted me of my proximity well before I saw the settlement. Axes, saws, hammers, and a host of other tools echoed out over the white landscape. The snows had started falling several weeks ago, but our options did not include stopping our work.
Topping a hill, I finally got a look at my kingdom. Inside a small palisade sat five large two-story longhouses, each one sheltering hundreds of people. The central structure stood a little larger and also served as our house headquarters. All around the wooden walls, the framework of a new town was beginning to form. Structure frames were in various stages of completion, roads were marked in the snow, and guide poles even designated where the outer wall would be built.
To the north, the mill area was a beehive of activity. Even in the cold, I could see people dragging, chopping, and sawing trees. Luckily, years of abandonment had left plenty of nearby timber in need of harvesting.
The sight of our surviving brought me happiness but also a measure of uncertainty. I’d been leading these people for several months now, but I was only twenty-two. I had no experience building or managing a settlement, and I hadn’t even known I was a noble until a year ago.
I silently thanked the ancestors for the experienced individuals who stood by me as I made my way down the hill. Without them, we’d have starved or frozen a long time ago. Hell, without them, I doubted we’d have even survived the eastern campaign that led to us being here.
Now that we weren’t fighting an enemy, our priorities changed, and other talents shined. A couple of older bear-kind had experience with timber harvesting. They’d been instrumental in buying much needed equipment and showing others how to chop down and prepare trees.
Several experienced hunters also stepped up and took charge of finding food. Their efforts brought in meat, and the furs provided materials to clothe our people. Without them, we wouldn’t be able to continue our work on the main settlement.
We even had a few house members proficient in herb lore and gathering. Not only did they handle medical needs, they also gathered edible plants from the surrounding forest. Though we weren’t established enough to have free trade, we could at least provide the basics required to survive.
The thought of all we’d accomplished brought a warm feeling to my chest. Fero House, against all odds, would grow into something to rival any house in the empire. We just needed time to solidify our foundation.
I finally arrived at the bones of our future town. I passed several workers as I made my way towards the central gates. They all bowed or nodded politely but didn’t linger to talk. No one wanted to waste time in such frigid temperatures. We could exchange pleasantries indoors. Outside, you took care of business so you could hurry back to a warm fire.
Nearing the hastily built stake palisade that encircled the longhouses, I smiled to myself. I remembered the argument I’d had with some of my people about them being a waste of time. I’d finally relented when it was clear I wouldn’t win the dispute. Democracy, I thought and rolled my eyes.
Since then, we’d tracked a pack of wolves and a few hungry bears moving through our land at night. With the wooden barrier, there had been no danger, but that story could have turned out differently had I not seen reason on its importance.
The irony of beast-kind fearing wild predators wasn’t lost on me. The situation taught me a lesson. Since the barrier’s construction, I’d been much more willing to listen to others’ suggestions.
It didn’t take long to reach the entrance to our housing area. Two assigned guards stood by the passageway holding spears and wearing bows. They maintained their discipline as I approached and didn’t try to help me. The mistake of leaving one’s post had only been made once when we first arrived. The example Sergeant Iglias made of the soldier ensured no one did it again.
As I neared the gates, both soldiers saluted, bringing a fist to their hearts. I discreetly inspected them, noting the quality of their visible armor and weapons beneath the furs they wore. Both of the guards passed the inspection, or I’d have let them know about it. It was far better for them to make corrections before one of the senior sergeants caught any deficiencies.
I gave a silent nod in return and continued through the entrance of Woodman’s Knoll. I wasn’t being impolite; I was just out of breath from carrying the damn elk for most of the day.
When we’d arrived, we’d moved away from the traditional Soltaran military style. On top of their short sword and shields, we trained each member of Fero House in spear and bow use. Not everyone was good with the new weapons, but they were more functional against wild animals. They also provided extra tools to hunt with when assigned to those details.
All of our people were part of the house and therefore a part of the militia. Unlike the more civilized cities, there was no room for soft inhabitants here on the frontier. We didn’t have a dedicated army like most noble houses, but everybody was trained and could be called up at a moment’s notice.
To facilitate this change, we assigned everyone a half-day a week to attend required training. The training groups were split by age and skill so that people would always be challenged by their peers. The only exception was the elderly population. If, as a beast-kind, you lived long enough to not be able to fight anymore, you were given respect in the community. Your survival proved that you no longer needed training.
I knew many traditional noble houses would scoff at our layout, but all of the leaders of our house had agreed with the decision. It ensured we had as many trained combatants as possible while allowing us to have everyone contribute to the budding settlement. The training also served to bond everyone together with a sense of comradery. As someone who’d grown up in a military training facility, I could attest to how a common thread worked to bring people together.
Walking through the longhouses towards the skinning area, I saw my second in command, Kyla Cruento. Her appearance caused my heart to beat a little faster in my chest. Even wrapped in furs as she was, her form was still alluring. Her scent blowing my way didn’t help matters.
Kyla, like me, was from a powerful wolf-kind bloodline. Unlike me, she’d been raised among the nobility all of her life. As the youngest child of her family, they had groomed her to serve as a knight amongst the imperial forces. Her sole responsibility was to bring honor and glory to her house by being the epitome of grace, skill, and loyalty in service to the empire.
Of course, she’d been discharged from her position when she went against her superior’s commands on the eastern campaign. If her actions hadn’t saved thousands of lives, she’d have probably been arrested for treason. Despite the outcome of her efforts, she was still disgraced in the eyes of polite society and couldn’t return to her home in the central empire.
I’d offered her a place as my second within the house. Her willingness to do the right thing was exactly what we needed. That she was one of the few that could, and wasn’t afraid to, kick my ass also recommended her for the position.
I told myself that my admiration of her as a woman and warrior had nothing to do with it. She was invaluable to the house. She’d grown up commanding people, and her unwavering moral compass made others willing to follow.
“Good evening,” I said in way of greeting when I finally reach her. I pretended not to notice the scowl on her face.
“You’re a day and a half late. I was worried that we’d have to send someone out to look for you soon,” she answered without acknowledging my greeting. Her eyes moved over me from head to toe. I could tell she was assessing me for injury.
As the wind shifted a bit, she scrunched her nose. “You smell horrible. That’s saying a lot since we’re sleeping in such confined spaces,” she continued while waving her hand in front of her nose. Our senses weren’t as delicate in human form, but they were still sharp even when not shifted.
“First, if anything in these woods can take me, we have much bigger problems than a schedule. Second, I do not smell horrible; I just have a rugged scent from hunting. I thought females liked that,” I said with a wry smile. She raised her eyebrow at my words.
“I am sorry for being late though. I caught wind of this one and didn’t want to let him go,” I finished. Her eyes told me what she thought of my excuse.
“I see. I’m sure it was a testament to your manhood to kill such a large elk. As for your rugged stench, I need you to wash it off as soon as possible. We can’t afford to have people sick because their leader made them nauseous,” she said sarcastically, trying not to smile.
“Oh, and there are several reports at your work station that require your attention. Just because you like to go hunting does not mean that you get to pawn off your responsibilities on me. Lastly, we have a visitor of the imperial variety waiting to deliver a message. He wouldn’t give it to anyone but the house leader,” she finished before turning and walking towards a different longhouse. I sighed as I watched her walk away, letting myself admire the length of her legs.
Dismissing the exchange and the messenger, I continued to the skinning shack that had been constructed off the side of one of the buildings. The longhouses provided shelter, but services like processing kills, working a forge, and housing the horses we owned couldn’t be done where our people slept. For those purposes, we’d set up makeshift spaces off the sides of the five primary structures.
All the spaces except the blacksmith shared a wall with the main buildings. As a fire hazard, we wanted room to keep any mishaps contained. Even though it was an open structure, the constant flame ensured that smithing details always had an abundance of volunteers.
Dropping off the carcass, I stretched and shook out my shoulders. The weight of the elk hadn’t been a problem. Holding the straps had left me stiff though. With my burden delivered, I could get to work. The bath would wait until I had time to relax.
My workspace was really a small office on the second floor of the longhouse. It sat near the very back of the structure. The only place further away from the entrance was a private bathing area Kyla and Major Leah had insisted on as the two ranking female officers in the house. They weren’t two women I’d argue with, so they got their wish. They had threatened the other male nobles and me with a slow agonizing death should we use the room or try to catch them naked. We’d taken the threat seriously.
We men got to share the bathing area set aside for everyone else. Sheets acting as a divider offered privacy from the lodging area, but there were only wash basins, not true baths like what Kyla and Leah used. The space was given time slots to rotate between the men and the women and children.
It would have been a paltry thing to wash up and put on fresh clothes before heading to the office, but stubbornness won the day. I was still dressed in my heavy furs as I headed up the stairs.
Not only had I not taken a proper bath since before I’d left, but my hair was disheveled and knotted. I also had several weeks’ worth of beard growing without being groomed at all. If that wasn’t enough, sweat sat caked on my body after the long hike back to the town.
Moving up the steps, I looked at the guards stationed at the second floor entrance. “Summon the imperial messenger. I’ll see him in my office,” I said as I passed them without looking back. Guards had seemed unnecessary within our structures when everyone here was from our house, but Iglias had insisted that military protocol be maintained.
My arrival caught the attendants assigned to the offices off guard. I noticed several glances in my direction, but none of them were brave enough to mention my appearance. Thinking of the imperial here, I couldn’t help the thread of irritation show through my aura. The result was that they kept their heads down until I’d moved into my office.
I sat behind the small desk covered in parchments and sighed. In all the books I’d read on noble houses, none of them had warned of the continuous wave of reports, meetings, and paperwork that came with them. I didn’t dare dig into the pile until my ‘visitor’ had been dealt with. Instead, I browsed over the top pages and silently formulated a work order.
Before my guest arrived, my best friend, Tristan, entered the office. “I saw the elk on the skinning rack and figured you were back. It seems it was an active trip,” he said as he pinched his nose.
“You too, huh? Kyla might have encouraged me to take a bath before I came up,” I replied with a grimace.
“Well, you should know that Lady Kyla is a woman of refined tastes. In other words, just assume she’s always right,” he suggested with a smirk.
“Is that your secret with your new bride, Selene?” I asked half-jokingly. They’d been wed shortly after we’d returned from campaign.
“There is no secret there. She is definitely always right, and I try my best to remember it every day,” he answered. The seriousness in his expression had me trying to stifle a laugh.
A knock at the door saved us any further conversation. At my signal, Tristan opened it, and an imperial lieutenant walked into the office. It was rare for an officer to deliver messages. The man was much older than me with an immaculate uniform. I inhaled his scent as he entered, jaguar-kind.
As he filed into the space, I saw the disdain on his face. No doubt, my uncivilized appearance offended him. Sergeant Iglias stepped into the room after him. It was an understood order that he was to hear or read any official messages relating to our house.
Despite his judgement of me, the lieutenant had two of my people behind him and me at his front. I let a bit of my aura slip out so he might remember with whom he was speaking. His shoulders tightened subtly as my power pressed against him.
“I was told you have a message only I could receive. Now would be the moment for you to share it,” I said in a clipped tone. I had no patience for those who thought they could judge me or my people.
“Lord Fero, I bring word from Princess Emilia. She bid me remind you of your debt to the empire and orders you to report to Tor’s Rest with this season’s tribute immediately,” the jaguar-kind announced after taking a moment to school his facial expression. His voice was steady, but I smelled the faint trace of fear coming from him.
“Does she now?” I asked as I leaned back in my chair and let my feelings of Princess Emilia show through my aura. The imperial officer took a shaky step backward at my display.
Though Iglias’ face didn’t change, the look he gave me warned me to stop antagonizing the messenger between us. I reined in my aura completely, removing the pressure on the officer, and the man visibly relaxed.
“Very well, we will assemble the required supplies and leave within two days. I suggest that you leave at once so you can get word to the princess as soon as possible,” I said as I began looking through my reports, making it clear that the meeting was finished.
I could see the conflict in the imperial’s face. It was polite etiquette to offer a messenger room and board until the next morning for their departure. An officer would usually even be given a place to eat at the lord’s table for the evening meal. I had no time for that or for people that couldn’t control their snobbery in my presence.
The jaguar-kind quickly sorted his feelings. Without a word, he gave a stiff bow and left the room. He’d probably be cursing my name most of the trip back.
“I think I smelled piss when he passed me at the door,” Sergeant Iglias muttered from the side of the room. He made no mention of my appearance as he walked up to the desk. Iglias had proven his worth in the campaign that saw Fero House come into existence, and I valued his opinion in most all matters.
“You know how I feel about Emilia, and that prick’s judgement of me had no place here in my office,” I said, waving off his observation. I let out a breath as I organized my thoughts.
“We need to prepare for our departure. I want a force of fifty mounted guards along with ten of Leah’s people ready to travel. Ten wagons should be enough for our cargo. Try to take volunteers first before we press people into the guard detail. Also, send word to the mill, so they have time to load the lumber shipment. Hopefully, we’ll be returning straight here after we deliver the goods, but I can’t make any promises. Make sure everyone knows that,” I said as he stood before me. He raised an eyebrow at my orders but didn’t question them.
“I’ll see it done,” he responded and turned to leave.
“I really would recommend a bath and some grooming before we head out though, sir. If I was manning the city gates and saw you approaching, I’d be locking the place down and sounding the alarm,” he said over his shoulder with a grin.
I was about to respond to his rebuke when Kyla appeared from where the imperial soldier had just left. She stopped upon seeing my appearance. I knew my face was red from both anger and embarrassment as I stood.
“We’re leaving in two days. Sergeant Iglias has the details of the message and troop disposition. I want Stephan to run the town in our absence. He’s still dealing with the loss of his family, and the activity of the settlement has been helping him stay busy. Leah and Alexander are to accompany us along with any of the lower-ranking officers that want to be a part of the guard assignment. If you’ll all excuse me, I’m going to see about a bath. Apparently, I could be mistaken for a mountain troll at the moment,” I said to Kyla before giving a slight bow.
I stomped out of the room towards the stairway before she could answer. Tristan followed me out, and I made a point of ignoring his snickering. I’d be bathed, groomed, and in my armor before I faced anyone again.




Chapter 2

The next two days went by quickly. There was much to do before we could leave, even if it was only a delivery and supply run.
Winter was just digging its claws into the land. Being further north, Woodman’s Knoll felt it quicker than others. We’d only had snow for about a week, but that would soon change. If we didn’t hurry, the roads and trails would be unpassable for a return trip.
After the storm during my hunt, the weather stayed pleasant enough. It was cold, and fresh ice covered the ground, but the sky was clear. The warm sun made moving around outside and the loading of lumber tolerable.
I couldn’t decide if the ancestors were blessing or cursing us with the ease of our preparations. The last place I wanted to travel was Tor’s Rest, but I didn’t have much of a choice. We were members of the empire, and like it or not, Emilia ruled these lands.
On the morning of the third day, my people were assembled near the outskirts of our settlement, ready to march. It’d been so busy that I hadn’t really talked to anyone outside of official business over the last two days. Now, I stood in the makeshift stables savoring the final moments of peace before I had to lead again.
Bashita, my mount, stood ready to go with her saddle and barding in place. She was a kindred spirit and had a way of centering me in times such as these. During these last several months, she hadn’t been used for more than periodic rides around the forest or training exercises with the militia. For a trained battle charger, so little activity was a waste. Much like my own bloodline, she’d been bred for combat. I knew she was itching for action.
The problem was that on some level, so was I, and I feared what that said about my true nature. What did it say about someone when the only place they were content was in the midst of battle and bloodshed? It was why the Feros of old had been betrayed, and I was afraid that I might be just like them. I hoped I never had to confront it.
It was the reason I’d sought isolation during my hunts these last months. I’d spent days in the wilderness taking in the struggle of nature. In those times, I’d been free to let my inner monster out without consequences.
Now though, I feared that my wolf had only grown stronger. A vein of anxiety existed deep within me, like lightning searing my nerves. In those moments, my beast pushed against its barriers. The feeling had become stronger and more insistent as we prepared to leave, and I worried what the future might bring.
I quickly shrugged such thoughts away. My reality wouldn’t change because of my fears. I had no choice but to embrace the situation in which I found myself.
Tristan stood at the entrance of the stable, holding his own mount’s reins. He’d periodically look back in my direction, and it was his presence that broke me out of my self-doubts. He knew me better than anyone else and hadn’t voiced concern over my mental state. If people like him continued to put their faith in me, I’d do my best not to disappoint them.
We hadn’t spent as much time together lately due to his wife, Selene, being pregnant. I didn’t begrudge him that; he’d been busy in his recent marriage then, preparing for the birth of his first child. Such things had a way of consuming people’s attention.
I couldn’t have been happier for him. He and Selene were made for each other, and I could easily envision them as parents.
Thinking of family, my mind wandered to Kyla. Would we ever be so close or blessed in such a manner? Nobles were a bit different. Being longer lived than commoners, courtship typically took more time. It also regularly revolved around political maneuvering.
Ignoring the logical parts of my brain for a moment, I focused on what being that close to her might be like. The images gave me a warm feeling inside that quickly turned to an unexpected heat and need supplied by my inner beast.
I shut the thoughts down as my aura started to fluctuate out of control. Now wasn’t the time for such daydreams. One day we might be there, but it wouldn’t be while we struggled to keep Fero House from starvation or poverty.
I sighed to myself, scratched behind Bashita’s ear, and led her out of the stables. Tristan lifted an eyebrow as he’d caught my momentary slip, but thankfully said nothing. He knew the value of silence at times.
Stepping up into Bashita’s saddle, I rode towards the supply wagons outside of the defenses as Tristan mounted his own horse and followed. I noted with a growl that he had four soldiers accompanying him on bodyguard detail.
“I thought we agreed after the campaign that I only needed two babysitters?” I asked Tristan without looking at him.
“No, you agreed with yourself that you only needed two. Everyone else decided on five at a minimum. Be glad at this number. I think Kyla wanted a full squad of fifteen around you at all times,” Tristan said with entirely too much cheer in his voice. I rolled my eyes at his statement. Some battles were simply not worth the trouble.
We halted further conversation as we arrived at the front of the supply train. Kyla and the rest of the command group were all mounted and ready at the head of the procession. I caught her giving me a once over as we neared and did my best not to do the same, but for different reasons.
My appearance now compared to after my hunting trip was like night and day. Instead of a long, dirty, and unkempt mane, I had given myself a trim. My blonde hair was now pulled back and tied with a strip of leather. I’d also shaved off the weeks of beard growth. My soiled furs had been replaced by highly polished plate-leather armor and tabard. Atop it sat my bone necklace, complete with fangs from the white saurian that I’d collected in the eastern campaign.
To finish out the uniform, I had a large bear-fur cloak fastened around my shoulders. The beast had been the first predator to roam too close to our budding settlement, and its furs helped remind everyone that we’d conquer every challenger to Fero House these lands had dished out.
My back straight and head up, I spoke to my assembled house members. “Is everything in order?” I asked Kyla and the others. The faces looking back at me all appeared to be ready to give sarcastic remarks.
“Okay, okay. I realize you all know your business. Let’s forget I ever asked that question and just move out, shall we?” I quickly amended to the laughs of the entire convoy as I turned to face the trail. Everyone in Fero house was invaluable, and working in such close quarters these last months only improved their teamwork. We’d become a family of sorts.
Iglias snorted at my back track and gave the signal. With his hand gesture, ten wagons loaded with wood and fifty mounted guards began ambling down the barely discernable trail south. As the wagons and guards started to move, I caught Kyla grinning at me with an arched eyebrow. I pretended not to notice, which elicited a laugh from her before she tapped her own mount’s side and trotted off ahead.
It would be a two-week journey to Tor’s Rest if the weather held, and it looked like I’d be treading lightly or risk being picked on the entire time. That’s what I told myself anyway, as I avoided eye contact with Kyla. Tristan mumbled something about dumb questions behind me, but I pretended not to notice him either.
Woodman’s Knoll was as far to the north from Tor’s Rest as possible without being outside the boundaries of the empire. That meant that most of the land we travelled was wild and unpopulated. We would spend half the trip on a rough road, weaving through overgrown forest.
I enjoyed the solitude, but it made supplying our settlement a real challenge. Luckily for us, beast-kind all had a proclivity for meat, and there was game aplenty in the dark woodlands of the north.
A full week went by uneventfully, an easy comradery settling over the group. Had we not been headed towards Emilia, I could have pretended it was just another supply run. That serene atmosphere was shattered as we reached the nearest village to Woodman’s Knoll near noon on the eighth day.
The road we’d been travelling had been cracked and in disrepair, but we’d expected that. We were too far away from any regular traffic to warrant regular maintenance. The village before us looked even worse, though. The individuals we saw were haggard and wore little more than rags. Several had bruised and battered faces or bandages wrapping cuts and scrapes. If I didn’t know better, I’d think these people lived on the edge of a war zone.
Taking in the land around the village, I could see where fields had been cultivated. Though a dusting of snow sat atop them, rotting plants and disrupted earth was nevertheless recognizable. No other signs of produce were visible, and we saw no goats or cattle grazing anywhere nearby.
Based on the amount of powder coating the ground, the snows had just arrived this far south. These people should have still been harvesting last minute crops. At the very least, they should have been ensuring the buildings were in working repair before winter’s bite. Instead, many stared aimlessly out as if bereft of hope.
“Send someone to see what happened here,” I started to order Sergeant Iglias when a child no older than eight appeared at the edge of the village. His face was black and blue, and his lip had been split long enough ago that it was beginning to heal.
“I’ll go,” Kyla cut in before redirecting her mount and heading towards the village. The look in her eyes silenced any objections I might have had. She took off in such haste that her bodyguards didn’t immediately move to join her.
My aura and pointed gaze told them what I thought of their inactivity. Without a word, they spurred their horses to catch up to the hot-headed wolf-kind. Though I wasn’t surprised by Kyla’s volunteering to check out the village, the look on her face when she saw the child did surprise me.
Shock and anger had been the most prevalent emotions. I knew Kyla had a heart for people, but she’d also grown up in noble society. Though I’d never been there, I was sure poverty existed in the capital in excess.
“Do you think we should expect bandits?” I asked Iglias as we watched Kyla and her followers disappear into the village a hundred yards away. I couldn’t help scanning the horizon for signs of trouble.
“No, I think this is a different sort of evil,” Iglias said cryptically. Looking at the sour expression on his face, I didn’t push for an explanation.
We waited on Kyla for nearly an hour. Traffic was virtually non-existent this far from any important towns, so we simply stayed in the middle of the road.
I began to grow impatient as I worried about the red headed knight. The thought was ridiculous. If there was trouble, she could handle herself as well as anyone I knew.
I was just debating, for the second time, if I should send someone to check on them when I saw Kyla exiting the village with her bodyguards in tow. A signal from Iglias got the wagons rolling again.
His actions surprised me, but Tristan spoke before I could say anything. “Lady Kyla looks pissed. Her bodyguards all look upset as well.” At his words, I took a moment to focus on Kyla.
He was right, and as she rode closer it became more apparent. Her aura, like a desert wind, scoured everyone within range. Instead of heat and sand, white-hot anger washed over the skin. I focused my own aura on cancelling hers. If left unchecked, the entire convoy would fall into a rage.
She noticed my efforts to cancel her power, and her eyes snapped to mine as she arrived. After a tense moment, she visibly relaxed and subtly nodded to me in recognition. The fire still smoldered in her expression, but it had stopped radiating out to affect others.
“I’ll give my report tonight, but for now, I need to think. There is no danger to our forces anywhere near here,” she said as she took her place with the rest of us. I could hear her reins creaking under her grip.
We encountered three more small communities before nightfall. All three looked much the same as the first. Kyla remained stoic as we passed and said nothing.
The only exception was when I started to have someone get a report from the other settlements. “That won’t be necessary. There is no additional information to be gained,” she’d said mechanically, as if refusing to let her emotions out again.
At her statement, I expressed an interest in going into the last community myself. My words were met with Iglias immediately objecting. Kyla also seemed to come out of her thoughts long enough to assure me she knew what was going on and ask me not to go. The look in her eyes kept me from arguing. My sense of dread for the evening report only grew.
Tristan, reading the atmosphere, stayed quiet. He didn’t joke with anyone the rest of the day or exhibit his usual, carefree behavior. The silence only amplified my trepidation.
We didn’t travel much further after the last settlement. As soon as we were well out of view of the village, Iglias gave the signal to make camp. We circled the wagons in the middle of the road. There would be no traffic after dark.
With our position, the surrounding area was easily observable. Guards would patrol the outer perimeter, while the rest of us camped inside the makeshift barrier. The positioning protected the main group from archers and preserved the guard patrol’s night vision by blocking most of the light from the cook fires.
Everyone had their own field tents packed in their saddle bags or under the benches of the wagons. With the order to stop, our people went about setting them up near friends or close to where fires would be situated. They all knew their business, so there was no reason to dictate sleeping arrangements.
The only exception were Kyla, Alexander, Leah, and myself. Sergeant Iglias would have had a heart attack if we weren’t in the center of the camp. I would have preferred a little space, but it meant guards could share duties so that each senior officer didn’t have to have our own detail. Allowing more of our people to sleep was a big enough trade-off for me to stifle any complaints.
One of the sergeants carried over what I deemed our command tent and began setting it up nearby. It was little more than four foldable poles, and a canvas roof to go between them. There were no walls, but the shelter offered a place for the leadership to have meetings, and it kept our fire out of the rain or snow, should we have any. It also served for a recognizable landmark amongst the camp for anyone needing to report anything.
“I guess we finally get to hear what happened in the villages. Though, after everyone’s moods today, I’m not sure I want to know,” Tristan grumbled as we approached the newly erected command tent. He cut his eyes at Kyla as he spoke.
I couldn’t help but wonder if my friend was brave or stupid at tempting the fiery woman’s wrath, but I’d enjoy the show either way. To my surprise, she said nothing. Instead, she kept her gaze focused on the ground before her. All levity drained away at her expression.
“All right Kyla, we’ve waited most of the day. Please tell us what you learned today,” I said in a low voice when she didn’t immediately speak up.
“The villages weren’t attacked by bandits,” she whispered. It struck me as odd that she still didn’t look up, but her tone had everyone holding their breath to hear clearly.
“What we’ve seen is the cost of not paying Princess Emilia’s new taxes. Those villages that are short pay a far harsher price. Village stores, livestock, and valuables are taken. The soldiers destroy buildings and fields at their discretion. Most appalling, though, is that nearly half their populations are captured as slaves to work off the debt in the mines.” Her eyes looked pained as she described the treatment of fellow citizens of the empire.
“Any who resist or don’t show the proper obedience are beaten, or worse. The village I visited even had several women claiming to be abused by imperial soldiers,” she finished in a flat tone.
I recognized that tone. It was the way someone sounded when they detached themselves from their emotions to get through a difficult report. I’d heard it plenty of times during our campaign against the saurians, but I never expected to hear it from Kyla.
I stood in silence, trying to process all she’d said. When I didn’t speak, she lifted her head and looked me in the eyes. Tears glistened across them.
“The child we saw was only seven years old. They beat him when he tried to make a soldier stop what they were doing to his mother. After they beat him, they turned on her again. She didn’t survive the encounter, and he was left an orphan,” she said barely loud enough to be heard, her emotions breaking through her detachment.
Even as my mind reeled in shock at what I’d just learned, my vision turned red. Whether it was from the shock of Kyla’s story, or the raw emotion radiating from her, I didn’t know. My beast lashed at the boundaries of my self-control. It’d only take a simple slip for the animal side to gain control.
“Excuse me, I need some air,” I said abruptly, interrupting one of the sergeants mid-sentence. I hadn’t heard a word he’d said.
Tristan looked at me with a worried expression and tried to follow as I headed towards the barriers the wagons presented to the outside world. I waved my friend off, and something about my demeanor made him heed my request.
I just needed to keep it together a little longer. Once out of the camp, I’d be free to give myself over to the beast inside.
I passed through the guards and into the nearby forest without concern for my surroundings or who was watching. My thoughts were directed solely on the knot of emotion threatening to strangle my self-control.
Once securely in the tree line, I quit fighting it. A feeling of invulnerability flooded through me as I traded my frail human body for that of an apex predator.
One of the blessings of the Fero bloodline was a transformation that took seconds instead of minutes. Those that had seen me shift described it as a blurring of my skin as I grew or shrank between forms. In my current state, I cared little for words or descriptions. Only the escape it promised mattered.
My perspective changed as I became taller. Muscles flexed as every fiber became power incarnate. My senses grew so acute, I could actually taste the surrounding smells on my tongue.
I turned towards the deeper portion of the forest, ready to make my escape. I needed to hunt, to taste blood, to let instinct water down these feelings in my chest over the villagers’ mistreatment.
As I moved further into the trees, a fresh scent brought me up short. Looking up, it surprised me to see Kyla standing at the edge of the tree line.
She stood relaxed, without sign of tension or fear, and made no move to stop me. My eyes locked with hers, and I saw in her something I hadn’t expected, understanding.
She knew what I felt, because she’d been struggling against it all day. Her bloodline was nearly as old and powerful as my own; she’d have had the same initial urges, but they would have been in a village surrounded by traumatized victims.
The thought of her struggle gave me clarity for a brief moment. In that instant, I felt shame for my weakness. As quickly as it came, the moment passed. I broke from her gaze and sprinted into the shadows the forest provided, moving through the undergrowth with little difficulty.
Dodging trees and bushes, I ran through the surrounding forest away from the road and the burden of leadership. I cared not for distance or direction.
There was only the hunt.
◆◆◆
 
I came back to myself fully some time later. The moon sat low in the sky, so several hours had passed. Cooling blood coated my clawed hands and uniform. It’d be a pain to clean everything, but I was glad to still have all of my gear. They were the nicest weapons and armor I’d ever owned.
At my feet lay the remains of a buck deer. His antlered head was impressive, but I had twisted his neck in an unnatural angle. I had carved deep furrows into his hide with my claws and teeth.
Most disturbingly, he’d been mostly devoured. Only his skeleton and insides were left for the forest to reclaim. I didn’t even remember chasing the creature, much less killing and eating it.
Ever sense I’d learned of my heritage, this was what I’d feared. My ancestors were known as beasts who’d nearly torn the empire apart. I never wanted to have reason to compare myself to them.
The scent of burning wood broke me out of my self-reflection. Not wanting to risk the animal instincts further, I assumed my human skin once again. The first thing I noticed was the chill of frost on my bare feet.
Sandals never survived the transition. Sometimes, I questioned why we even bothered with them. Clawed toes and expanding musculature ensured the securing cord couldn’t keep up. I was convinced it was the reason the empire didn’t adopt the more comfortable footwear of the human or elven kingdoms.
Not wanting to stand in the freezing weather any longer, I made my way towards the promise of fire. My nose told me it wasn’t far, but it was hard to judge now that I’d shed my canine visage.
Eventually, I arrived at the edge of a settlement much like the others we’d seen that day. This one didn’t have tilled fields near its walls, so the transition from forest to civilization was abrupt.
It’s most striking feature though was the fact that it was half-burned. The smoke I smelled wasn’t from a fire, but from the dying embers of a village nearly destroyed. Even its surrounding walls were shattered and trampled.
I made my way through the wreckage cautiously. It wouldn’t do to be ambushed if danger was still about. There were few threats remaining to beast-kind villages in this part of the world, but prudence was warranted.
I found no signs of life as I weaved between the rubble. I carefully placed each step, both to remain silent and because bare feet weren’t great for debris.
If the situation wasn’t so alarming, I’d have laughed at myself. Here I was, covered in blood, barefoot, stalking through a wrecked settlement. An outsider would immediately run in terror or assume I was deranged and try to kill me.
At the center of the village, I found the first signs of life. A hovel sat intact with smoke rising from the chimney. From it, I smelled the faint aroma of cooking meat. I hoped it was actually food, and not a burned corpse, not that I was hungry after my earlier meal.
Such a building in the center of the village would have been reserved for a leader or important elder. Keeping that in mind, I stepped up to the door and knocked. Despite my appearance, it would do to be polite if I wanted answers.
No one immediately answered, but I could barely discern several people breathing at the edge of my hearing. “I mean you no harm,” I said softly to the closed door after it was clear they didn’t intend to answer.
This place had a haunted feeling that encouraged one to be quiet. It only took a few moments for shuffling to be heard inside the hovel, along with whimpers. An elderly fox-kind finally opened the door and nearly slammed it in my face with a terrified expression when he saw me.
“Peace, I’m not the savage I appear,” I said firmly as I caught the door before it could be closed. Though he pulled with all his might, he couldn’t budge the wooden frame once I had a hand on it. Even without my aura, he quickly realized I was no commoner.
“I beg your forgiveness, milord. I did not realize you were a noble,” he said with eyes downcast. His words were polite, but there was a resignation to his posture that spoke of being broken spirited, lacking the will to go on.
A quick glance behind him showed a dwelling filled with the elderly and very young. No one of fighting age remained, and I started to suspect what had befallen this place.
“I’m truly sorry for bothering you in such a state. My name is Valian, head of Fero House. If you are willing, I’d like for you to tell me what happened here,” I said as politely as I could. The liberal coating of blood on my clothing somewhat ruined the message.
“Perhaps we can speak outside?” he asked after taking a moment to compose himself and look me up and down. By the widening of his eyes, he recognized my name.
With a nod, I stepped back to give him space. As he closed the door behind him, I looked longingly at the packed, but warm room that I wouldn’t be entering. Frostbite wasn’t a thing when you regenerated instantly, but comfort was comfort, and I was missing it after so long in the chill air.
“There is not much to tell, milord. When we got word of new taxes, we petitioned several noble houses for help. We’re a poor community and had already delivered our quota of pelts and meat for the year,” he explained.
“We were denied by all those who even agreed to see us. Once that failed, many of our people got it in their heads to refuse, saying we’d met our obligations already.” His eyes took on a faraway look at that.
“They came in the night several days ago. There were no proclamations or demands. A noble wearing the trappings of an imperial general and a dragon necklace ripped through the outer gate and started slaughtering those on guard,” he continued, his tone becoming feverish.
“After he’d killed everybody that resisted, he announced that we’d all been found guilty of treason. His soldiers, who hadn’t joined the attack, moved in and began placing most everyone in iron collars. The only ones not collared were the elderly and the young,” he said, looking back at the hovel behind him.
“They took the able-bodied away in chains and herded the rest of us into this one building. Once we were inside, they began torching everything else. They told us that if we opened the door, we’d be killed. After that, we listened to our village burn in terror, afraid to look outside.” He shuddered at his memories, but seemed to collect himself as his shoulders firmed and he stood straighter than he had.
“The nearest we can figure, they left us to die, since we weren’t able to work. I have no idea what happened to the others, and probably never will. My son died fighting, so I can live with the fact that he kept his honor. Those in chains won’t have that luxury.” He ended his tale in a flat voice, emotionally spent from the telling.
I watched the old man as he told me his story. I expected the red hot emotions from earlier to return, but they didn’t. All I felt was a cold hate solidify in my core.
A chill ran through me, and it had nothing to do with the temperature outside. I would right this. I had to.
Keeping my thoughts to myself, I thanked the man for his retelling of his hardship.
“Have hope. Things may change soon. My settlement of Woodman’s Knoll is a little more than a week’s journey north. I have a supply convoy nearby on the main road. I’ll send several riders and food for your people. It’ll be a rough trip, but there will be shelter and a community to help you at the end of it,” I said as I bowed and turned to leave the same way I’d come.
I didn’t give him the chance to respond. There was nothing to say, but I burned his story onto my heart. I would never forget this abuse of power by Emilia and her people.




Chapter 3

I walked the rest of the night through the frost-covered forest. It wasn’t hard to figure out the way. My animal-self had left a trail a blind man could follow.
Bushes were ripped from the ground. Trees were scarred and bark scattered. The earth was churned from powerful legs pushing off with clawed feet. It could have only been more dramatic if I’d lit fires as I went.
Throughout my trek back to camp, I thought about all I’d heard and seen. I needed to stop Emilia, but that was a tall order. It’d take considerably more manpower than I currently possessed. There was also the matter of her being a princess that complicated things.
I reached our wagons before I came close to any answers. The moon was still holding its vigil in the sky, but the sun would soon rise on the horizon. I hadn’t delayed our travel, but now I had to face everyone again after my disappearance.
“Have all the senior officers assemble under the command tent. I’ll be with them in a moment,” I ordered the guards I passed on my way into the wagon circle. To their credit, they only flinched a little at my appearance before running off to comply without saluting or acknowledging me at all.
I ignored the wary looks the soldiers gave me as I walked through the small campsite towards a water barrel. We had filled it in a stream we’d passed the day before. Of course, Tristan found me before I cleaned up.
“I seem to remember us being here once before. That time, you were naked and had just beaten a noble to within an inch of his life. By the odor, the deer didn’t fare as well as Maxon did,” he commented as he casually sniffed the air.
“Why do you always smell?” he asked. “I don’t remember Lady Kyla or any of the other nobles having this problem,” he continued as if pondering the issue.
“Shut up,” I said as I scooped up a large bucket and dumped it over my body. The frigid water caused pins and needles along every nerve ending in my skin. Shaking my head vigorously, I made sure I sent droplets in Tristan’s direction. His yelp of surprise from the unexpected cold brought a smile to my face.
After some liberal scrubbing of my head, hands, and armor, I rinsed off for the last time. Tristan stood well away as the icy water ran in rivulets down my body and puddled on the frozen ground beneath me.
With my improvised bath complete, I finally got to my tent and gear. It was right next to the command pavilion, but no one said a word as I stripped down and replaced my soiled armor with a dry tunic and pants.
I grabbed my sword belt and chest piece, along with a cleaning rag and oil I kept in my pack before heading the short distance to where the others were waiting. The sun had just peaked over the hills but hadn’t quite illuminated the camp yet. Unfortunately, that was often the coldest time of the day, and my damp hair and skin reminded me well of that fact.
Focusing on the business at hand, I looked everyone in the eyes. The road we’d be embarking on wouldn’t be a safe one, and my decision could send each of these people, my friends, my loved ones, to their deaths.
Kyla, Leah, and Alexander were closest to me, and they gave off auras of support. Kyla’s aura especially moved me as it felt like standing under the warm spring sun. The feeling comforted my chilled bones and steadied my frayed nerves.
Some of the senior sergeants looked a bit more cautious, but I could understand after what had occurred. Iglias just stood there with a look on his face like it had been an uneventful evening. Nothing phased that man.
“As horrible as what Kyla discovered yesterday was, it wasn’t everything. Once I left camp, I found a village with another story,” I said before anyone else could speak. I detailed the elder’s tale, skipping my actions prior to my arrival.
As I told the story, I could see the shocked disbelief on the faces of those around me. It wasn’t directed at me, but at Princess Emilia and her treatment of those entrusted to her leadership.
The auras of the others turned from supportive to vengeful. Kyla’s warm spring sun transformed into the scorching heat of a desert, and a look from me had all of them reining in their power.
“Before we go forward with this meeting, Iglias, can you detail five riders to return to the village with the food I promised? They need to get moving soon before more snow falls,” I said to the grizzled veteran.
“It’ll be done. We’ll also send some extra cloaks and equipment to make sure they’re travel ready,” he answered and nodded at the sergeant behind him. That movement was all it took to set the task in motion.
“We can’t allow this to continue. She has to be stopped. How many more people will we let her enslave or kill for her own machinations?” Alexander growled, clenching his fists.
He almost sounded like he was blaming us for inaction, but I knew him too well to take offense. His passion led him to speak before thinking, but it was a force to be reckoned with when fully stirred.
As a coyote-kind, some considered him to be one of the weakest amongst us, but I knew better. He might be physically weaker than other species, but it mattered little. Give him a just cause and people to listen, and he could turn helpless sheep into warriors. His charisma and cunning knew no equal, and the mind could be far more dangerous a weapon than any sword or axe.
“Alexander is right, but we must be smart about this. We cannot afford open rebellion. Even if Princess Emilia has wronged her people, the emperor wouldn’t stand for anyone opposing his appointed governor and daughter,” Leah responded. She stood further away from the fire than the rest of her, clinging to the shadows without even realizing it, as she’d been trained to do.
Ever the cool voice of reason, she was the most strategically minded among us. Of all of my senior officers, she’d be the one I’d most dread having on the opposite side of a battle.
For her, the ends justified the means. She’d just as readily put a dagger in someone’s back as openly challenge them if she thought it necessary. She was ruthless but loyal. Her nature had made her an ideal operative in her old house and the perfect choice to oversee infiltration and espionage for Fero.
Many confused her calculating mind for emotionless, but I knew better. She felt just as strongly for the oppressed and downtrodden as Alexander, maybe even more. The difference was that, where he let himself be carried away by feeling, she bent to the task of fixing the problem efficiently and quickly.
“Agreed, there can be no open rebellion. Fero House is already suspect due to its history. If we move, it has to be carefully. There is also the matter of this new general. If someone of that rank is in Tor’s Rest, it means the garrison has been resupplied and bolstered from its previous numbers,” Kyla spoke up, directing her gaze at Alexander. Her eyes had a warning glint about them, letting him know not to act rashly.
“How many villages and towns do we pass on the way into the city?” I asked, looking at the others. While the others had unsure looks on their faces, Leah answered me without hesitation.
“We should pass seven more towns and villages from here. They get progressively larger the closer we get to our destination. These few we’ve seen will be the poorest, and most likely the hardest hit by the increased taxes. The larger communities should have had the stores to cover the new quota,” she answered matter-of-factly.
I took a moment to process that information. “Tell me, Sergeant Iglias, what did you see in the village we last passed?” I asked the man that had proven his worth a thousand times over in the brief time Fero House had been reborn.
He’d been suspiciously quiet since we’d seen the plight of the first village. As one of the few that would tell me exactly what he was thinking without sugar coating it, I relied on his perspective. That he’d been hesitant to give it didn’t sit well with me.
“Desperation, milord. I saw people that looked poor and hungry. Winter is upon us. It won’t get any better for them from here,” he said in his customary blunt manner.
“I want to help these communities, but I don’t see a way that we can. Our settlement barely has enough supplies as it is, so we can’t just move them all there. If anyone has any ideas, let’s hear them. If not, we all need to pray to the ancestors that they can make it through the times ahead,” I said as everyone grew quiet.
We’d met our lumber quota for the season, but that wouldn’t generate any wealth or food. It would only keep Emilia at bay for a while.
We had sunk nearly all of our monetary resources into supplies on the way out to our new home. The furs we had harvested were being made into clothing for our people. Put another way, we were a few strokes of bad luck away from being just as helpless as the villages we’d passed.
The mood grew somber at my words. No one spoke as we all mulled over our own thoughts, and we brought the meeting to a close for the time being. With our discussion finished, everyone turned to readying the wagons.
I knew everyone agreed with me. I just didn’t know if we could do anything worthwhile. The weight of responsibility was upon us, but what answer was there in such circumstances?
The days didn’t get any brighter as we passed village and town after village and town. Leah had been right. None of the settlements were as bad off as the first couple we’d seen, but none of them were in especially good shape either. Even though they weren’t destitute, the different communities still had an air of tension. No one had made it out of the princess’ reign unscathed.
Every miserable face we passed on the road lodged itself in my brain. Their visages of hopelessness were like constant accusations of inaction. To get my mind off of my growing guilt, I spent my time thinking of the last days I’d been in Tor’s Rest.
With the campaign over, I’d been ecstatic at our survival against the saurian menace. Though Fero House hadn’t been given the credit it was due in the enemy’s defeat, we were still in an advantageous position. We had lost quite a few soldiers, but we’d weathered the storm as well as any of the others.
Militarily, Fero House was suddenly one of the strongest houses in Tor’s Rest. We didn’t have the infrastructure of the longer established houses, but almost all of our people were trained soldiers. We also had a group of motivated nobles in our ranks that weren’t politically minded. All of us just wanted to see our house succeed.
Thinking on the landscape of the city, I was sure we could stand toe to toe with anyone in Tor’s Rest. If that wasn’t enough, I expected that we’d garnered a lot of good will from the other houses on campaign. Without us, the saurians would have been feasting within the walls before fall’s end.
The combination of position and success left me optimistic about our status amongst our peers. Unfortunately, I’d been naïve to the real world. I didn’t see the storm approaching until it was already too late.
Upon our return from the campaign, we had several loose ends that needed to be handled. The most important were the two noble houses who’d been acting as informants and assassins for Princess Emilia in Tor’s Rest. We had absorbed their soldiers on campaign, now we needed to break them completely.
I’d sent Leah and Alexander, along with several subordinates, to infiltrate the city before we ever even left Fort Granas. Their task had been simple. They were to start undermining the two houses and recruit any they thought to be trustworthy to our own side.
The coyote-kind’s Aquila House was easily dissolved. By the time we arrived in the city, their leaders had already tried to run. They’d led their house like common street thugs. It hadn’t taken more than a single week before the house had been dismantled and most of their number recruited into our ranks.
We even took in several more young nobles looking for a better path. It was amazing how important honor was for those who’d never been given the choice of having any. With Fero House, we offered them the promise of a better future.
Without a clear base of operations, we worked out of privately owned homes belonging to our subordinates. Our main command group stayed in an inn near the merchant quarter. We’d meet with our officers and sergeants every morning, then go out into the city. We’d needed to find a permanent headquarters, but first we had to eliminate the threat of Leah’s old house.
The jaguar-kind’s Taedas House presented a larger challenge than Aquila House. Unlike the former coyote-kind house, they were extremely disciplined and had a clear organizational structure. If we wished to succeed, that structure had to be broken. It took many lengthy discussions amongst our leaders before we finally came up with a plan to tackle such a dangerous enemy. We were just starting our operations when everything came crashing down.
Our ally Droka Ferrun, head of Ferrun House and one of the strongest nobles in Tor’s Rest, requested a meeting. In the city, he led a large contingent of noble houses that acted as a counter balance to Princess Emilia. Outside of the city, he owned several mining complexes in the northern hills that brought in considerable wealth.
I’d agreed without hesitation, under the impression that we’d discuss how to further our cooperation now that we were no longer on campaign. In my mind, I had envisioned trade deals and ideas on how we could better employ our people. That hadn’t been what awaited me.
The meeting had started pleasantly enough. We’d both shared the activities our houses were taking now that there wasn’t an active enemy. He’d shared how his mines were picking up production now that he had more personnel to work them. I’d shared some of the business ventures Fero House was looking into as ways to make money.
The conversation was pleasant enough, but as we talked, it became obvious the old bear-kind was uncomfortable about something. Finally, I’d just asked him to tell me what he needed to tell me.
“Valian, this isn’t easy for me to talk about. You know that I value you as an ally,” he’d started. My mood dropped just from his opening.
“I’ve been getting complaints from several of our ally houses here in Tor’s Rest. Many fear that Fero House will cut into their industries and profits. Others are concerned about your recent conquest of Aquila House, and still more worry that your moves against Taedas House will start a shadow war within the walls of the city,” he had explained. As he elaborated, it had taken everything in me not to yell my counterpoints against such weak-willed nobles. With some difficulty, I held my tongue until he finished.
“It would seem Fero House is not well liked within the city. I trust Ferrun House will continue to stand with us? Your continued support ensures the others learn to accept us as equals,” I’d responded, praying to the ancestors that my trust would be reward. Instead, Droka had looked down at the table instead of my eyes. I knew in that moment, before he even voiced his answer, that Fero House was no longer welcome.
To his credit, he’d apologized for the way things were going, but he stressed how he couldn’t afford to let his coalition falter. In his mind, it was the only thing keeping the princess in check now that the campaign had ended. For his position to remain strong, he needed Fero House to get out of the way.
I left the Ferrun House headquarters that day, floored by what had happened. We were on the same side. It was supposed to be us against Emilia. Instead, Droka had offered his sympathies even as he asked us to leave. He’d made it clear that he still considered me an ally, that it was just politics.
As I thought about what had been said, I’d been tempted to continue in Tor’s Rest even with the different houses complaining. In the end, I decided not to. Fero House would never succeed if the entire city was against us. The only thing that made it work was having an alliance with other, more established powers.
Bitterly, I’d called off our operation against Taedas House and begun liquidating the assets we had gained from Aquila House’s fall. We needed resources to leave the city with all of our people, and supplies weren’t cheap.
Our plan originally called for a small group to travel to Woodman’s Knoll before the winter struck. They’d have set up a temporary camp and reported back on the status of the land we owned. If it was feasible, we’d then dispatch more settlers and establish a permanent settlement. With our plans inside the city ruined, we’d packed up the entire house and readied our departure.
The move was an extreme change, and we’d lost a few followers over the news. Some just couldn’t risk so much for our new house. It had been one thing to work within the walls of the city. Leaving behind all they owned and knew was something different.
We’d already finalized our departure date when I received another invitation to a noble house. This one came from the head of Silvanti House, Korgat Silvanti. I’d expected the meeting sooner and even had some optimism that we could have an amicable relationship after all that Karsam and I had worked on together. In that arena too, I was wrong.
Upon my arrival to the Silvanti audience hall, I’d noticed Karsam Silvanti missing along with his elf servant, and friend, Lathian. That struck me as odd since he had been the house’s second-in-command. The matter became clear when Roland Vinea stepped forward wearing the rank of colonel. Things only got worse as Aaryn Vinea Silvanti and her now husband, Maxon, joined the supposedly private meeting.
The meeting had been an ambush of sorts, but I was in no physical danger. All they could do was talk. Even with my plans to depart from the city, I still had more military power than Silvanti at my disposal.
Korgat had accused me of usurping the rightful authority of Silvanti House and acting dishonorably for breaking my allegiance so soon after swearing my oath. He’d also called his brother incompetent in his handling of the situation. Korgat even went so far as to indicate that I should be challenged in a duel for Silvanti’s honor. At that, I’d stared pointedly at the mangled face of Maxon as none of Korgat’s people took up his call.
Luckily, Karsam had already paid me my troops’ wages or I wouldn’t have seen any of the money owed us. It was only out of respect for Karsam and all he’d done for me that I left Silvanti House without spilling blood.
After such a hostile reception by Silvanti House, the house that had trained me for most my formative years, I was well and truly done with the city. Without looking back, I’d led Fero House out into the wilderness. Anything would be better than what I’d found within the stone walls of Tor’s Rest.
I had originally thought to keep a presence in Tor’s Rest, but that could no longer happen. I’d bought as much food and as many supplies as our house’s coffers could afford and led my nearly twelve hundred followers to our new home of Woodman’s Knoll.
Of course, at the time, I had no clue of what Princess Emilia had actually awarded us. I’d learned the truth upon our arrival to the dilapidated remains of a lumber town not used in years. The revelation of how desperate a situation we were really in led me to thoughts of murder and vengeance, but there was too much to do just to survive. My inner beast had become even more temperamental after that, and I’d started my lone hunts to serve as a release.
Now, I was headed back to the place I hated, to the people who’d proven themselves unreliable. Only, after all we’d seen on our trip down, I knew things would be far worse. My people were busy pondering rebellions and assassinations of a princess of the realm, and we hadn’t even entered the city yet.
My musing lasted until we finally made camp a day’s travel from Tor’s Rest. From our position, I could just make out the stone walls, but little else. Looking at those walls, I shook myself from my memories. With a sigh, I moved to attend our last command meeting before marching into the tiger’s den.




Chapter 4

The land around Tor’s Rest couldn’t be described as anything but barren. The city was ideally placed to access the mineral deposits and rock quarries to the north-east. Everything else was secondary.
The twenty-foot walls reflected that. They were plain and rough on the outside, and a layer of dust coated every surface from the endless movement of supply wagons and slaves in and out of the city.
The empire wasn’t known for its fair treatment of slaves, and the mines and quarries had a constant need for fresh workers. Many didn’t live long with the grueling work. It was the uglier side of the kingdom, and I hated it.
With growing trepidation, I tapped Bashita’s sides and directed us towards the line before the gates. As a noble, I could technically go straight to the gate and demand entrance before everyone, but I decided to wait. I wasn’t looking forward to being in the city once again, and there was no reason to make the other travelers move on my account.
Our guards closed in on either side of the wagons, monitoring for any threats. Leah’s operatives remained atop the wagons with the drivers, but their heads constantly scanned the crowd. I pitied the unfortunate soul that tried to steal from or cause trouble for us.
The line into the city wasn’t long, but it was slow. Covered merchant wagons filed in one at a time and were inspected before being allowed to pass. In some cities, they’d be looking for contraband or illegal substances. Here, however, there was no such thing. If a good could be sold, it was. If someone succumbed to addiction, it was blamed on their own weakness. Once the inspection was complete, the guards wrote the inventories of the wagons in a ledger and collected a fee.
The entire scene put me in a foul mood. Taxing trade goods at the entrance of the city hurt everyone. No doubt, there was still a tax imposed on vendors and residents once the wares were sold. Just like the villages we’d seen, Emilia was bleeding this place dry, If only I knew why.
My mood sank even further when I noticed a Ferrun House banner moving out of the portal. Mounted guards sporting their colors flanked a large line of slaves dressed in little more than rags. Each slave had a manacle on their right ankle attached to a chain. They all looked under-fed, and their eyes had the haunted look of those who had ceased caring.
Most importantly, they were all beast-kind. If I had to bet, I’d guess they were some of the villagers captured from the surrounding areas. These were imperial citizens, and Ferrun House seemed to be working with the princess.
I tried not to harbor ill feelings towards Droka and his allies, but this scene was enough to push me over the edge. A part of me wanted to jump down and break the chains holding the slaves immediately. Even if they died trying to escape, at least it would be their choice. I was disgusted. No one deserved to be treated like this.
“Easy,” Tristan whispered behind me, making me take note of my surroundings. I realized I was leaning forward, preparing to leap from the saddle. My aura had also started to slip.
I quickly brought my emotions under control. Looking at Kyla to my side, she met my gaze. A nod was all she gave, but the message was clear. She’d stand with me in righting this wrong.
I briefly smiled, assuring her I was okay, and turned my focus back to the portal before us. We were next in line to go through.
“Your name and reason for entering, milord?” The guard asked in a flat tone. The man appeared unfocused and bored. He was a sergeant in the imperial army and probably hated such a tedious assignment. Even so, the lack of discipline bothered me.
“Lord Valian Fero, head of Fero House. I’m here to deliver lumber, as per my obligation to the empire,” I answered from atop Bashita. I sat tall and straight as I spoke and let my aura free just enough for him to feel it.
The guard immediately took notice, standing straight and raising his eyes to meet mine. He was young, no older than twenty. Surprisingly, the man looked like he recognized me based on the respect I saw in his gaze. He bowed and had one of the soldiers under his command step forward to lead us to our destination. I noted that they made no attempt to check our wagons.
“It would seem Lord Fero’s name precedes him,” Kyla said with a little more emphasis on my title than I would have liked. “I’m just glad he shaved and rinsed himself off before we arrived,” she continued, to the laughter of Tristan and Alexander while Iglias snorted. Lia just continued scanning our surroundings, ignoring the rest of us. Her black hair glinted in the midday light every time her head swiveled from side to side.
“Very funny,” I responded while making a point to stay sitting tall in the saddle. The exchange was welcome as it kept me from focusing too much on the surrounding conditions. We were entering hostile territory. I needed to stay calm.
The dwellings immediately next to the gates were typically for the poor in any larger imperial city. The markets usually took up the center of the city, and the wealthy tried to get as close to the governor’s mansion as possible. Tor’s Rest was no different.
Brothels and rough bars dotted our path, ever promising an escape from one’s problems. Beast-kind sat in the alleys or sides of the roads as if they had nothing better to do. The faint scent of burning opium emanated from one of the dark paths.
A couple of beggars were brave enough to hold their hands out for an offering but didn’t dare step into the road. They were just as likely to be met with a punch or a kick from a passerby as a coin.
I noticed Kyla taking in our surroundings. She especially focused on the women working outside the brothels. Though she said nothing, the look in her eyes spoke volumes.
She’d been born and raised among the privileged class, and she’d dedicated herself to training as a knight. While she might be deadly with a blade, what drew me to her was her desire to help the people entrusted to her. Watching these women lead this sort of life brought her pain, but she didn’t have a way to make it better for them.
No one spoke as we moved through the rough quarters. What was there to say? All who dwelled here were a staunch reminder of how far one could fall.
The further from the walls we travelled, the cleaner the crushed-stone streets became. Soon enough, we were at the edge of the city’s markets. This was the beating heart of the city.
Various shops occupied the space around a large open square. In the square itself, open tents were pitched in lines across the expanse. Each vendor was a different, vibrant color in an attempt to catch someone’s eye. Out of the chaotic scene came smells, sounds, and sights of every variety.
Amidst the shops and stalls, all manner of people congregated and interacted. The sound of so many speaking made for a constant hum that frustrated my ears. It was like trying to hear a hundred conversations at once, and it took a moment to tune it out.
Looking through the ever shifting mass of shoppers, I thought I saw the familiar figure of an elf, but the crowd quickly obscured my view. When my line of sight cleared again, only beast-kind could be seen. Shaking my head, I questioned whether I was just imagining things. After all, it had been a long and stressful journey.
As we neared the edge of the market, I looked at Leah and Alexander. “We need information about the current goings-on in the city. Don’t take any risks and don’t get noticed. Find us in the inn district no later than this evening.”
With a nod, they both turned their horses away from the group and rode off. Upon their actions, Leah’s people amongst the wagons also got up and moved into the surrounding crowd. To anyone watching, it would look like they’d all decided to shop. It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, other than their simultaneous exit, and the crowd masked even that.
Once we’d given our scouts time to disappear into the crowd, we skirted the merchant square. Ten large wagons and their mounted escorts couldn’t easily fit into the cramped space.
I noticed something peculiar as we began to move again. Imperial patrols were everywhere. Based on the number of guards, you’d have thought the city was under military occupation, not a long standing imperial territory.
They moved in groups of five and made circuits through the different tents and side streets. Each of them carried cudgels on their belts along with their short-swords. Though no one moved away from them, their path was always clear, and I saw several of the merchants tense as they passed.
We were almost to the exit of the market square when something caught my eye. An older leopard-kind stood upon a wooden platform yelling out at the crowd. He had no hair and wore unfamiliar robes of red and black with a sewn emblem of a dragon over his heart.
Beast-kind of various species surrounded the space, acting as guards. They didn’t have uniforms. Nothing marked them as members of the imperial army or a noble house, but each of them carried themselves with the bearing of one well versed in violence.
“The ancestors have failed you. They offer you nothing but a hard life at the whims of fate. The great dragon, however, offers power. We, the Faithful, have been blessed by this power, and we are now more than we ever were,” The old man yelled, and his voice was strong and deep.
“What do you think that’s about?” I asked Kyla. Everyone in our group stopped at the man’s loud declaration amidst the den of noise and activity.
“I don’t know, but I can’t believe it’s anything good. Imperial law doesn’t mandate religion, but I know of no groups that worship a dragon,” she answered. Her eyes were fixed on the platform, just as mine were.
At a signal, two of the leopard-kind’s guards stepped to the back of the stage, out of our view. An ominous feeling washed over me, and I found my hand drifting to the hilt of my sword. Everyone in our group was too preoccupied with the scene before us to notice my actions.
Seconds later, the two men returned, but they weren’t alone. Between them struggled a young wolf-kind no older than twelve. His clothes were dirty and thread bare, and his hair was long and greasy. Thick ropes bound his wrists. Dirt smeared his face and hands, making it clear he was little more than a beggar.
“Many of you do not believe. You do not know the power offered to you, but I will show you. Then, you will join the Faithful joyfully,” the man’s deep voice intoned as his guards positioned the terrified boy beside him on the platform.
The leopard-kind pulled a large dagger from the inside of his robes and held it for all to see. It was a cruel looking black iron creation. The blade curved much like a snake’s body for its entire length, and it reached nearly ten inches. I felt a sense of wrongness when I looked upon it.
The world seemed frozen as the crowd was transfixed on the scene before it. The noise of the market stopped, and all I could hear was my own heart beat as the man moved closer to the young wolf-kind. Even my own people couldn’t look away. It was as if a gravity held everyone in place while events unfolded.
In my mind, I saw my twelve-year-old self where the boy was now. I’d been an orphan without family or real connections. Yes, I’d lived in a foster home, but it’d only been a short sight better than homelessness. Had someone grabbed me in the streets one day, nothing would have been done to find me. I refused to let something happen to this boy while I watched.
Before I realized what I was doing, I lept from Bashita’s back. There were twenty feet between me and the platform along with a ring of combatants, but none of that mattered. I just knew I had to stop this.
It seemed the guards hadn’t really expected to meet any opposition, because they weren’t ready for my advance. Moving in a straight line from my position, I backhanded one guard and kneed the other directly before me. Caught unprepared, both fell, and I was on the platform before any of the others could respond.
The world still moved at a crawl as I reach for the leopard-kind’s hand. The dagger was making its descent, and its trajectory would embed it squarely in the young wolf-kind’s chest. The boy’s eyes were wide with fear as he watched the sharp metal directed at his body, unable to get away.
My hand wrapped around the leopard-kind’s with the blade only inches from the boy. The old man’s strength surprised me, and it nearly cost the child his life.
As a noble descended from the Fero line, I was used to overpowering just about anyone I met. Bear-kind and the larger cat species were potential challenges, but the smaller predators rarely presented a threat. Yet, this strange priest caused my shoulder to strain until I stepped in and head-butted him.
The crunch of cartilage and the scent of blood ended the spell that had fallen over everyone. As the man fell back, all hell broke loose.
“You dare interrupt the faithful in our worship?” he asked incredulously. I’m sure his tone would have been deep and intimidating if I hadn’t broken his nose. Instead, it sounded reedy and weak.
He was a commoner, not a noble, so his strength shouldn’t have been able to rival my own. Even as he spoke, his face begin to fix itself. Instead of the fast regeneration of nobility or the slow healing of common blood, the wound squirmed and quivered before the bone snapped back into place. It was clearly excruciating, as I saw the pain in the priest’s eyes.
Despite my greater strength, and the fact that he was unarmed, he crouched down, ready to lunge at me. I could hear the ringing of steel as his guards drew their swords. Mentally, I prepared myself for the fight to come. Letting my inner beast rise closer to the surface, I bared my teeth at this strange challenger. I was vaguely aware of my canines elongating somewhat in my mouth.
“You can put down your weapons, or you can all die here,” Kyla’s voice rang out with the full weight of her aura. Even I had to fight against the compulsion to drop the dagger in my hand at her words. She’d somehow followed my movements and now held the tip of her blade at the back of the priest’s neck. It was subtle, but I saw the widening of the bald man’s eyes at the touch of her sword point.
As I waited for them to comply, I looked out at our surroundings. Several of our people, including Tristan, had their weapons out and raised towards the guards. Locking eyes with my best friend, I knew we’d be discussing my running off alone again in the very near future.
The thugs didn’t move, despite Kyla’s impressive aura. It shouldn’t have been possible, but they were somehow immune. A savage snarl broke across the old man’s face at my obvious surprise. The blood dripping from his nostrils and down around his mouth only intensified the expression.
“We are blessed by the dragon. Mere mortals cannot command us any longer,” he said, fanaticism clear on his face. He cared little about the ring of hostile warriors surroundings him or the metal edge that even now pressed into his neck.
“You might be protected from my aura, but I doubt your dragon will protect you from a length of steel,” I answered coldly, reminding him of Kyla’s proximity. I knew the beast looked out from my eyes now. After all I’d seen these last days, my control was tenuous at best.
Whatever the leopard-kind saw in my gaze, it sapped him of some of his fervor. Waking up to the position he and his followers were in, his posture and demeanor changed.
“Very well,” he said in as calm a tone as he could, making it seem like he’d graciously decided to comply with Kyla’s orders. At his words, the tension in his muscles eased, and I pulled my beast back a bit. I felt my canines return to their normal length as his guards all dropped their weapons.
Before anything else could be said or done, I used the curved knife to cut the boy’s bonds. I immediately released the blade and scooped up the child. Tristan had steadily been moving closer, and I passed my young cargo off to him.
“I think it best he leaves. We’ll see you this afternoon,” I said to my friend, keeping eye contact. He received the message and quickly sheathed his sword. Grabbing the boy, he moved towards his mount over by our wagons without question. Moments later, the sound of horse hooves could be heard on the packed stone road as he galloped away.
The priest looked like he was about to object, but imperial patrols picked just then to interrupt our little drama.
“What is the meaning of all this?” a loud voice demanded. A jaguar-kind in an imperial lieutenant’s uniform stepped into the throng of armed guards.
“These people stopped a duly authorized demonstration of our religion and stole my property. A slave,” the old man said, a smug look on his face.
The lieutenant looked surprised at the man’s declaration and turned to me. His gaze took in my attire and lingered on the bone necklace at my neck. There was something in his eyes, but I couldn’t decipher it before it was gone behind a mask of professionalism.
“Is this true, milord?” the lieutenant asked me in a neutral tone. His show of respect surprised me, but it could be attributed to any officer addressing a house leader.
“I stopped the murder of a child beast-kind. If my memory of imperial law is accurate, and I assure you it is, it affords even enslaved citizens of the empire some level of protection from abuse and wholesale slaughter,” I answered, not looking away from the lieutenant.
“As for the whereabouts of the slave, I have no clue. I am the head of a noble house. Such things are beneath my concern,” I added. I could have sworn the young officer smirked for a second.
“Have the market searched for a runaway slave. I doubt we find anything in such a crowd, though. As for this dispute, unless someone issues a formal challenge, which I can officiate, weapons may not be drawn against others in the square. Either sheath your blades and leave, or I’ll be forced to arrest you all,” the lieutenant ordered.
“Very well, lieutenant. I’m sure this has all been a misunderstanding anyway,” I answered and stepped off of the platform with Kyla, who’d sheathed her sword at the imperial officer’s appearance. Her outward demeanor was calm, but her eyes held a level of tension in them, and I didn’t know if it was from anger at the leopard-kind or at me for acting impulsively.
“This is an outrage. The general will hear of this,” the priest yelled before stomping away, his guards in tow. The crowd hastily parted for the group to depart.
“My name is Lord Valian Fero. Thank you for your assistance in this matter,” I said to the lieutenant once the old man and his lackeys were well gone.
“I know who you are, sir. Though I wasn’t at Fort Granas, your story has travelled,” he responded, looking again at my bone necklace.
“You should move carefully, milord. There is something dark here in Tor’s Rest these days. The Faithful, as they call themselves, have some very powerful backing. It’s even rumored that the princess is one of them now,” the lieutenant said before bowing and leading his soldiers away.
I walked with Kyla as we both moved towards our horses. As I mounted Bashita, and she her own mare, our eyes met. Her thoughts echoed my own, though we said nothing out loud.
What in the name of the ancestors was happening here?




Chapter 5

A mere couple hundred yards from the market square was like another world. Thoughts of what had just occurred still weighed heavily on my mind. I just couldn’t afford to focus on them with the dangerous, yet beautiful, landscape of the noble district stretching before me.
An iron gate separated the territory of the wealthy and privileged from the unwashed masses in the rest of the city. It was large and imposing, meant to intimidate those who might try to get in against the wishes of their betters.
Our guide, who’d stayed conveniently out of view during our situation in the market, visibly straightened before the landmark. Not many regular soldiers had cause to enter this area unless they were on a special detail.
“Lord Fero is here to deliver supplies to the governor’s mansion,” he announced to the guards stationed at the gate. Though the barrier itself deterred most trespassers, sometimes muscle was used to help people come to their senses.
The senior sergeant who’d been standing at attention turned in our direction. Upon seeing Kyla and me at the head of the procession, he immediately bowed and beckoned us through. Our escort also bowed and retreated towards the outer gates at the same time without a word.
I’d been here before, but it was always striking how different the noble quarter was from the common areas. On the wealthy side of the barrier, the pitch of Bashita’s hooves hitting the street changed. Packed rock had given way to cobblestone. It was also markedly cleaner along the path than it had been during the rest of our trip.
The properties on the main road belonged to the wealthiest houses. Moving towards the governor’s mansion, which was now visible, I looked at the many banners. Every one of them represented houses involved in mining operations or houses allied with Emilia.
Various carriages and mounted travelers passed by as we made our way through the district. They all gave us curious looks, but I saw recognition in several of the onlookers’ faces. It was no secret that Fero House wasn’t expected to make it at Woodman’s Knoll. They thought they’d exiled us into non-existence.
By the time we concluded our dealings with the princess, the entire noble community would know we’d survived the wilderness. Not only that, but we were able to deliver our quota of lumber for our first quarter of settlement. I comforted myself with the knowledge that the news would ruin several house leaders’ evenings.
The thought brought a rueful smile to my lips, and Kyla arched an eyebrow upon seeing it. I waved her off, but I knew we’d talk about it later.
My musings occupied my thoughts for most of the trip through the noble quarter. Beyond that, I thought of the previous connections I’d had in the city. We passed none of Silvanti’s banners as we travelled, and I briefly wondered how they were doing.
Relations might have soured between myself and key members, but they were still the house that raised and trained me from the age of fifteen to twenty-one. You didn’t spend that much time being indoctrinated without some level of lingering allegiance.
I also wondered about a certain mentor of mine and his elf companion. Karsam and Lathian had both been instrumental in our success during the eastern campaign against the saurians. That they’d fallen so far in their own house for it was a shame to Silvanti.
A shorter stone wall marked the end of the noble quarter and the beginning of the governor’s mansion. It circled the entire property, and I knew that the thousands of rocks had been cut, hewn, and placed by slave labor. The thought brought me back to the plight of the outer villages, and I squeezed Bashita’s reins.
At our arrival, we gave our house name and purpose for visiting to the guards stationed at the entrance. As I wasn’t trying to gain entry to the mansion itself, they directed us down a side path leading to a supply area near the edge of the grounds.
“An interesting defensive position,” Iglias commented as we rode along the inside of the short stone wall. Extensive gardens and hedges dotted a green landscape around the main house. The wall presented no real obstacle as, at eight feet tall, Bashita could likely jump it, and only a few guards could be seen walking the outer perimeter of the grounds.
“I suspect the largest fighting force is the gardeners,” Kyla said and pointed towards one of the flower arrangements. I looked over at her incredulously and she only shrugged.
As we watched, several workers were busy digging out wilted plants and replacing them with new, brightly colored ones. “Those are some mighty shovel skills they’re displaying,” she commented.
Iglias snorted at her words, trying to cover the sound with a fake cough. I didn’t comment on his slip, but he knew I’d caught him by my raised eyebrow. Several of our nearest guards also grunted at Kyla’s words, but they weren’t brave enough to add their own opinions.
There was no snow on the ground here yet, but all the flowering plants before us were out of season. It was the height of absurdity to me that wealth would be spent on such frivolous waste.
“You’d have never guessed Lady Kyla was also a comedian, would you?” I asked Iglias, aware of the eyes on my side from Kyla’s direction.
“I’m a woman of many talents, thank you,” She responded, looking back forward. Part of me was glad she no longer looked my way. If she had been, she’d likely have been irritated by the smile that I couldn’t wipe off of my face.
Our discussion was cut short as we arrived at the supply depot. It was a tall, two-story barn that was twice as wide as what you’d see on a farm. Around it, various goods such as stone, clay, wood, and ore were stored or being loaded for transport.
A tiger-kind dressed in orange and white stepped forward from the middle of the storehouse. As he wasn’t wearing the orange and black of the imperial army, I guessed he was a working member of Saeva House itself.
This man most likely made a monthly allowance and also enjoyed increased respect from his belonging to such a powerful house. In reality, he was probably nothing more than a worker, having no pull or political clout of which to speak.
“Please state the house for which you’re delivering goods, the contents of your wagons, and the amount of said contents,” the man said bluntly. As he inspected my appearance, his face looked as if he’d smelled something foul.
“These are ten wagons of lumber as per Fero’s obligation to the empire upon receipt of Woodman’s Knoll,” I replied in a somewhat clipped tone. After all the flack I’d taken from Kyla and Tristan over me smelling, this man’s mannerisms were barely tolerable. Kyla’s snickering beside me didn’t help matters.
“I have very specific instructions not to take any material goods from Fero House. The only acceptable payment you could provide would be no less than two hundred imperial gold crowns,” the tiger-kind replied. Beside me, Kyla’s levity suddenly stopped, sensing we’d crossed over into a very serious situation.
The man’s words and expression pushed me over the edge. My aura and anger exploded as he told me the exorbitant amount expected. That price would pay for twice the shipment we brought with us. The thought that we would owe so much was ludicrous.
“Who ordered such a ridiculous price from Fero House?” I demanded, though I already had an idea what he’d say.
“Princess Emilia Saeva,” he ground out as if he were trying to hold the entire supply depot atop his shoulders. My aura was no longer contained, and it was directed squarely at him.
A gentle hand on my arm brought me back from the brink. Without looking, I knew the touch came from the red-headed wolf-kind beside me. She was the only one that would dare be so close under such conditions.
“Iglias, take the wagons to the inn district. Leave five guards with us to act as escorts. We’re going to talk to the princess,” I growled as I turned my horse, and we began riding across the green yard towards the entrance of the mansion proper.
At the large double doors, two imperial soldiers stood at attention. Upon giving our names and titles, they allowed Kyla and me to enter, but our guards had to remain outside. Such a restriction should have given me pause, but I charged through the doors without a second thought with Kyla right behind me. At least we were both able to keep our weapons.
The interior was extravagantly furnished and only flaunted Emilia’s willingness to bleed the people dry for her comfort. Rich red carpet with gold trim covered the floor in every direction. Marble statues sat in recesses along the hallway. Large orange and white tapestries adorned the walls. Even golden filigree had been pressed into the ceiling.
The orange and white I understood, as those were the Saeva House colors, and thus fitting for one of Saeva’s bloodline. The rest of it was just an assault on my eyesight. The entire thing was simply garish. I took pleasure in the knowledge that my muddy boots marred her pristine floors.
A floral perfume of some kind had been liberally applied throughout the mansion and assaulted my nose as we walked. Beast-kind, like their animal counterparts, had very sensitive senses of smell. The fragrance that the princess had chosen made me want to wretch in a corner somewhere. I silently thanked the ancestors I had eaten little at our last meal. Looking over at Kyla, I noticed her visibly trying to breathe through her mouth instead of letting anymore of the scent into her nostrils.
We traversed the mansion in angry silence. We’d both been here, so we knew the way to our destination. This time of day, Emilia would be holding court in the main audience hall.
My steps were purposeful, and my aura kept the attendants and guards well back as we walked the halls unescorted. Several ran off like they were going to get someone, but it mattered little to me. No one would stop us.
“Valian, wait,” Kyla said in a firm tone as she grabbed my arm and brought me to a halt. The double doors leading to the audience hall stood before me. A growl escaped my throat, but I quickly shut it down.
“If you march in there insulting the princess, you’ll just end up in irons. We know the local garrison has been resupplied and there is a new general in command under Emilia. We also know that she seems to have worked out a deal with at least Ferrun House, as they control many of the mines and quarries. I agree that she has to be stopped, but we have to go about this carefully,” she whispered as she turned me so we were facing one another.
The feel of her breath grazing my neck sent a shiver down my spine and snapped me out of my anger. I knew she only whispered because of the guards at the corners of the room, but it still nearly distracted me from her words. When they finally sank through my thick head, I realized what I’d almost done.
“You’re right, thank you,” I finally said after I took a moment to clear the haze of emotion that threatened to rob me of logical thought. I also took a step away from my second. Even in our armor, the proximity of Kyla’s lithe figure made my clothing uncomfortable in certain places.
She didn’t comment on my move away from her, but I saw a mischievous glint in her eyes at my tactical retreat. If the situation were different, I doubted she’d let me go so easily.
After another few moments to clear my head, I walked up to the large double doors and knocked three times. The number of knocks was beast-kind tradition for one seeking an audience with a ruler sitting at court.
To my surprise, the door opened almost immediately. They’d been expecting me. The thought frayed my already raw control of the beast.
An older valet stepped out from the side of the entrance. “House Leader Valian Fero and his second, Colonel Kyla Cruento,” the man announced loudly. I didn’t slow as he made the introductions. The only place to go was before Emilia’s raised dais, and there was no reason to delay.
Like everything else in the mansion, the audience hall had all the trappings of wealth. Crystal chandeliers, marble statues, colorful tapestries, and a host of other decorations littered the space. In the middle of it all, Emilia sat on an elegant stone throne.
Unlike the decor that had been added by the princess, the throne unequivocally belonged at the center of this room. Polished grey rock was worked with wooden and metal inlays in an approximation of the mountains and hills that supplied the city with its wealth. It represented the best of what Tor’s Rest had to offer the empire in material and craftsmanship. It truly was a beautiful work of art. Unfortunately, Princess Emilia lounged atop it.
At a glance, the princess was an attractive woman. Emilia was fit, with pale skin, shining platinum hair which cascaded in perfectly straight sheets down her body, and delicate features. She wore clothes that highlighted her womanly charms along with her vivid blue eyes. From a distance, she was what many young girls wished they could be.
Her angelic appearance was only a facade, though. It melted away almost as soon as I entered the chamber. Her bright eyes shown with a cruel coldness. Her posture reminded me of a snake in the wilderness, still, but poised to strike. I did my best to ignore it as I walked forward.
More nobles occupied the room than I cared to count. I had little experience with official audiences, and the few I’d attended hadn’t gone well. I’d schooled my countenance as best I could in the moments before I knocked on the doors, but I questioned whether it would hold.
Many of the city’s nobility used the intrigues of court to occupy their time and advance politically. This was a landscape I had no desire to deal with in any capacity. I preferred a more direct approach in handling matters. The racket of those that only wanted to talk and never act held little appeal to me.
I could hear hushed whispers from the audience as I made my way forward, but most of those in attendance were quiet. Why wouldn’t they be? A house leader from a long-thought-dead line and a disgraced knight could only mean entertainment. No one would want to miss the show.
Emilia sat upon her throne, quietly awaiting my approach. Her expression had moved back to a neutral mask since my initial entry, but the cruelty in her eyes remained. The tension in her posture also lingered, but she hid it well.
The four knights stationed around her didn’t. They, no doubt, felt the bits of her aura that escaped her control. That I was fully armed and armored probably didn’t help matters.
It was no surprise she’d replaced the two knights she’d lost during our campaign against the saurians, bringing her complement to full strength. One had been Kyla, who she’d cast out before I recruited her. The other had been a lion-kind that had tried to kill me during a saurian ambush. I separated his head from his shoulders in recompense.
Nothing had ever been mentioned about it, and I knew that she wouldn’t bring it up now. Acknowledging my deeds meant acknowledging the attempt on my life by one of her own. No one would ever believe he acted without approval from her majesty.
“Princess Emilia,” I said as I arrived before her and gave a shallow bow. The depth of my bow told her exactly how much respect I had for her. The glower she wore on her face told me she felt much the same about me. She cocked her head to the side slightly, inspecting me like a bug beneath her.
“Lord Fero, how good of you to grace us with your presence. Though, it would seem you do not understand proper attire for court. Very few have the audacity to step into my audience hall fully equipped for battle,” she said. She leaned forward in her chair ever so slightly. My beast picked up the actions of another predator, positioning themselves to better strike should it come to a fight. On either side of her, her fingertips pressed against the throne’s arms, ready to change and become claws in moments.
At the shift, the four knights around her moved their positions closer to a ready stance. Their hands also drifted towards the hilts of their swords. I heard Kyla take a slight step forward in response to their actions.
For a brief moment, I saw the yellow, cat-like eyes of a tiger staring back at me from the princess’ face, and I knew my own eyes were those of the wolf. The message was clear. We saw one another as rival predators vying for dominance, and neither of us would back down.
As quickly as the change occurred, our appearances reverted to fully human again. My brain noted with some unease how similar our human eyes were in shade and color, but I dismissed it as coincidence.
Following the silent communication between predators, we both stood without speaking, processing the other’s actions. I’d expected hostility from her, but not quite so openly. It almost felt as if I was being baited.
From the left side of the princess, a man stepped forward. He was past his prime, but fit. At only five foot eight inches, he was a bit short, but he walked like he was the biggest person in the room. Though he wore the rank of a general, what stood out most was the emblem of a dragon hanging from his neck above his uniform as well as being imprinted on his scabbard.
Walking to the front of the throne, he deliberately turned his back to me, infuriating the beast inside as he kneeled before the princess. Nodding in acknowledgment of the newcomer, Emilia smiled with what might have been endearment as she beckoned him to rise.
His demeanor was casual, and the crowd of watching nobles ate it up like it was a game. Many laughed or clapped at his obvious slight against me. I found the entire thing sickening.
Turning to face us, he spoke loudly enough for all in the audience hall to hear, “Fear not, milady. My soldiers and I will keep you safe from these rabid mutts.”
It took every ounce of discipline I possessed to maintain my self-restraint. Just pushing down the growl threatening to radiate from my chest was almost physically painful. Behind me, I could feel the heat of Kyla’s aura as her struggle mirrored my own.
“I’ve heard much about the so-called hero of Fort Granas these last few months. Such an interesting tale, a noble of such pedigree living without knowledge of his heritage and then rising to lead his own house over the course of one campaign. It really is a pleasant fiction, and I can see why so many commoners are taken with it,” he continued as he looked me up and down, not realizing how close he was to a painful death. His gaze lingered on my necklace even as he spoke.
“There is no fiction in the story, I assure you. Without Valian, we likely would have been overrun by the reptiles. Tor’s Rest would have been little more than a saurian feasting ground,” Kyla answered loudly, cutting off whatever the general was about to say. “We all know of Fero House’s heroics, but I don’t recall having heard your name before,” she finished as if oblivious to the fact that she’d interrupted him. I didn’t have to look back to know her posture was tall and proud, her eyes narrowed at this newcomer.
The flicker of a sneer crossed his visage before he smoothed his expression into a smile and stepped closer, daring us to act out. “Ah, the disgraced Kyla Cruento. I’m really not surprised to see you with this lot. After all, a bitch always looks for a pack,” the man said, raising his eyebrows and looking me in the eye.
I felt my canines, sharp against my tongue, as my hand moved unbidden to my sword hilt. A growl radiated from my chest before anyone had time to react. The general watched me, a neutral expression on his face.
Emilia’s Knights acted then, drawing swords and stepping up beside the man. Around the room, I heard more swords being drawn as the regular guards mimicked the nights before them.
“My name is General Zanethus Ecartus, from the capital city of Soltar. I’ve spent time in campaigns against both the elves of the west and the humans of the south. Actual threats to the empire, not some overgrown lizards. I wouldn’t expect either of you to know anything about that,” he nearly hissed, spittle landing on my uniform as the facade of neutrality temporarily crumbled from his visage. Behind me, I was aware of Kyla, coiled and ready for violence should it come to it.
My vision was blurred and red, but I held myself in check. We had a reason for coming here. If Emilia desired a slaughter, I’d gladly oblige her, but I couldn’t make the first move.
“I’ve come to inquire as to why our lumber shipment was denied upon arrival. It was the rightful and agreed upon taxes for Woodman’s Knoll,” I ground out between clinched teeth, looking at Emilia once again and ignoring the man in front of me. The smile on her face didn’t help my mood.
“Lumber is the fair tax of a noble house in good standing. Fero is in anything but good standing right now,” Emilia answered, seemingly enjoying my struggle to keep control, like a cat playing with its food.
I waited for her to continue, so I might know what charges were held against Fero House. She let the moment drag out a little longer with a grin on her face as she picked at one of her nails. The general’s smile also returned as he casually walked over and leaned against the arm of the throne. The knights, taking their cue from him, moved back to their positions, but none of them re-sheathed their blades.
“You see, Fero House has several claims against them. Why, over half the noble houses involved in the eastern campaign have signed a petition of grievance against you. They claim that your plans and actions led to the loss of many of their forces unnecessarily. Chief among the petitioners is House Leader Enoch Ferrun,” she said, gesturing into the crowd of nobles at court.
I turned in surprise to see Enoch amongst Emilia’s cronies. Strangely, the bear-kind stared me in the eyes, defiant. I had considered his father Droka an ally before he told me I had no place in Tor’s Rest. Despite our differences, he’d always been a counterbalance to the princess’ influence.
When I’d met him, Enoch had been lean and powerfully built, but nothing close to his father. Now, his muscles stretched the boundaries of belief, and he was several inches taller. In his shifted form, he’d have to be an absolute monster.
That Droka’s son was amongst those in attendance answered my questions about the mining operations. The dragon emblem around his neck also told me of his willingness to do anything for power. I remembered the strange leopard-kind priest in the market and how strong he was. I briefly wondered how much their blessing would improve a noble-blooded bear-kind like Enoch.
Emilia kept speaking as if she didn’t notice me looking at the crowd and not her. “On top of that petition, Silvanti House Heir, Aaryn Silvanti, and her husband, Maxon Vinea, have also petitioned that you usurped their own forces without paying fair compensation,” she announced.
I easily spotted the two in question, as they stood at the front of the audience near Enoch. Aaryn looked bitter and angry as ever, and Maxon’s scarred face was the perfect embodiment of hatred. Having seen those against me, I turned back to Emilia.
“Fero House, being found guilty of these crimes, must pay penalties amounting to one hundred gold crowns along with two hundred gold crowns for taxes instead of lumber to this estate within the month. If I thought your house troops were worth anything, I’d have you turn them over to Silvanti, but we all know they’re little more than untrained peasants and traitors,” she announced, and I thought I might have misheard her.
“Should Fero fail to fulfill their requirements, all lands and holdings will revert back to the crown. Upon the change in ownership, those that are residing at Woodman’s Knoll will be seen as trespassers and poachers on imperial lands. The penalty for such crimes is enslavement or death,” the princess finished, driving the final nail in the coffin.
Not only did she demand twice what the lumber was worth, she demanded another hundred gold crowns in damages. Two hundred might have been doable, but three was beyond our grasp. I knew it, and so did Emilia. She smiled at me in victory.
Kyla started to move forward. She’d had enough. This time, it was my turn to stop her. A hand on her arm was all it took. When she looked in my eyes, she understood that this audience was pointless. If we were to find justice, it would be outside these walls.
“Your judgement is noted. We’ll take our leave now so we can collect the princess’ due,” I said neutrally without a bow and then turned to walk out of the room. The beast inside wanted nothing but to rip this gilded hall apart, but I kept it and my aura tightly in control.
The assembled onlookers began whispering and muttering amongst themselves at my blatant disrespect. I didn’t hear Emilia say anything, but I could feel a warm spot on my back where I assumed hate-filled eyes were boring into my armor.
“Perhaps once we tame you a bit, you can be a worthy attack dog for the empire,” I heard the general say as I neared the double doors with Kyla’s arm still in my hand. She didn’t need goading to leave, it honestly just gave me a measure of strength and comfort to touch her.
The general’s words were clearly a challenge, but neither of us slowed or looked back. I would have my vengeance somehow. The eyes of the wolf would see his terror before I ended his life.




Chapter 6

Neither Kyla nor I spoke as we left the mansion. Servants and attendants hurried out of our path as we approached, and soldiers gave us the right of way in hallways. That was good, because I was just barely holding on to my civility and self-control. I could feel my hands wanting to transform into claws, even as I held them back.
Our mounts and guards were still waiting at the front entrance upon our arrival. I stepped up on to Bashita and was trotting towards the exit before my right foot landed in the stirrup. Kyla was able to keep up, but the move caught our escort off guard, and they lagged several yards behind.
Soon we were moving down the cobblestone streets. We were officially out of the governor’s estate and in the noble quarter again. None of the guards dared speak as they read our demeanors. They just rode up and took their positions around us, two to the front, two to the side, and one to the rear. They might not know what had happened, but they knew their duty.
We rode through manors and small parks that dotted the main road, and even the picturesque scenery did nothing to lift my mood. The city was rotten to the core.
Taking a deep breath, I tried to clear my head of the rage that recommended I burn this place to the ground. I focused on an approaching fountain to distract myself.
It was two levels, and water sprang out from the lip of the upper level down into the lower basin. Amidst the arching streams, a sculpture of two bears battling stood over it all. It was beautifully crafted, and though I wasn’t bear-kind, I could respect the time and energy it took to make the piece.
That slight distraction was the only reason I noticed the glint of metal shining from a nearby alleyway. As I turned to look at what had caught my attention, I recognized the familiar twang of multiple crossbows being fired from several directions.
I instinctively bent at the waist, trying to take cover, but I didn’t have time to shout a warning to the others. The projectile intended for me flew high, but I heard the body of one of my soldiers drop from the saddle.
Kyla’s pained gasp dwarfed everything else. Looking over, I saw her lean forward on her mare. A bolt stuck out of her side at the level of her lowest rib.
I pulled Bashita’s reins and quickly dismounted, moving beside Kyla’s horse in time to catch her falling form. She looked pale, but was breathing. Her apparent weakness terrified me. I removed the crossbow bolt without thinking about it, but the skin refused to stitch together. She was still bleeding heavily from the open wound.
I didn’t understand. She was a Cruento. Her bloodline should have healed her almost immediately. It should have been as if she was never hit. Something was wrong, very wrong.
Kyla lay on the ground, clutching her abdomen. She squeezed her eyes shut as she fought the pain. This had to be a poison of some kind.
Poison wasn’t a reliable tactic to employ against beast-kind nobility, but there were some compounds out there that could weaken us. They were all hard to make and expensive. If I was to have any hope of speeding Kyla’s healing, I’d have to find out what they used.
“Watch her and stay alert. Use your horses as cover if you have to,” I ordered my men as I sprinted across the road. I’d seen the glint of metal in the alleyway by the fountain. There had been several shooters, but I only required one.
Diving into the dark and narrow path, my senses were as sharp as they could be without changing forms. I needed this person to talk. Ripping them to shreds wasn’t a suitable way to make that happen. I’d have to secure them as a man. Afterwards, though, I promised my beast it would have its vengeance.
The sound of a scuffle brought me up short as I neared a turn in the alley, but it quickly became quiet again. I pulled my sword and dagger before turning the corner, unsure what I might find. It wasn’t anything I’d been expecting, and I skidded to a halt.
Standing above a dead man in a cloak was Lathian, the elf sworn to Karsam Silvanti. The last time I’d seen his blades drawn, he was fighting side by side with me against the saurians. The assassin wouldn’t have stood a chance against him.
“What have you done? I needed answers. Without him, I won’t know what Kyla’s been poisoned with,” I nearly yelled. I took a step forward with my blades still drawn, and the elf stepped back in a guard position.
“Peace, Valian. That information has already been found out. Your operative, Leah, is preparing an antidote at one of the local inns as we speak. I believe she said the ‘Serpent’s Tail’ was where she’d secured rooms for your party,” he said quickly.
“How did you learn we’d be here, and how do you know what Leah’s doing?” I asked suspiciously. Lathian and Karsam had always operated under their own direction, but they still belonged to Silvanti. I needed to know if my enemies were having me followed.
“Karsam has me monitor developing situations. I’ve had an ear out since I saw you in the market square. With it being you we’re talking about, I knew there’d be excitement. Though, I expected it to be later,” he explained.
“Your name came up with a contact, and I dug a little deeper. I didn’t expect to find one of your people on the same trail, but Leah had already gotten to the source by the time I arrived. When I found her at the end of her interrogation, she asked if I might warn you while she prepared an antidote. Unfortunately, I was too late,” he said. Upon his explanation, I relaxed my grip on my sword hilt and sheathed my weapons. Lathian straightened out of his ready position, but I noticed that he kept his blade unsheathed.
“Based on the shot, I don’t think Kyla is critically injured, but you shouldn’t waste time here either. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a little more hunting to do,” Lathian finished with a formal bow. The glint of mischief shone in his eye, and I almost pitied the poor beast-kind that were his prey.
“Don’t let them off with a quick death,” I said, my voice rough as the animal inside reminded me these weaklings had threatened Kyla. The elf gave a barely perceptible nod at my words as I turned to retrace my steps through the alleyway.
“Oh, and Valian. Know that you aren’t alone here in the city. Despite his house’s stance, you still have a friend in my master,” Lathian called out from the shadows as I rounded a corner. I didn’t look back, focused on getting to my red-haired knight as soon as possible, but the words touched me. I’d not forget the elf’s message.
I returned to the scene of the ambush to find one of ours dead, slung over his horse. The others were dismounted, guarding against a follow up attack that clearly wasn’t coming. Kyla still laid on the ground. Her pack had been put down as a pillow, and someone had tied a strip of cloth around her waist, putting pressure on the wound.
“I’m heading to an inn called The Serpent’s Tail. Get there as soon as you can, but don’t bother trying to keep up. You won’t be able to,” I said as I scooped Kyla up in a single motion, attempting to be as gentle as possible. Even with the extra care, I felt her body tense at the pain of being moved.
I stepped into Bashita’s stirrups and positioned Kyla between myself and the saddle horn, cradled like a child. It wouldn’t be a comfortable ride, but I was doing my best to make it bearable. My battle charger stomped a hoof on the street, feeling the tension in my posture as I took the reins from the nearby soldier.
A flick of the leather straps in my hand had Bashita tearing through the noble quarter. The bloodshed and violence brought out her training, and her breaths were heavy as she ran.
Her movements were wild as she rushed down the street, designed to provide the most power possible, and I heard the sound of stone chipping under her hooves more than once. It made for a rough trip, but I didn’t care as long as we kept our speed. The biggest risk of our flight through the city was that someone might step in front of the charging steed, so I pushed my aura out as far ahead as I could, making it obvious to all that felt it that they should move.
In no time at all, we were through the gates separating the nobles from the rest of the city. Then, we were heading towards the inn as the crowds ran to clear our path.
I travelled with reckless abandon, but I didn’t care. Kyla, lying helpless in my arms, was the only important thing in my world at the moment. In my haste, we made excellent time, and I gave little regard to the trail of cursing and frustrated residents behind me.
The Serpent’s Tail wasn’t hard to find. A large wooden sign with black writing clearly named the establishment on the main road, and the stylistic green tail bordering the sign stood out all the more.
“You’re here. Good. I worried it would take a while to make it through the streets,” Leah said as she hurried out of the inn’s front doors. Even as she focused on Kyla and me, I noticed her eyes taking in our surroundings, looking for threats. Though we were in the middle of the city, we may as well have been in the middle of the battlefield with the way she assessed everything.
“People moved,” I said without levity as I gently handed Kyla down to the waiting jaguar-kind. I scanned the surrounding streets around us for myself as I dismounted Bashita, but found no signs of being observed.
“The stables are around back. Go and see to Bashita. I need to help Kyla out of her armor, and unless things have taken a radical leap forward in the two of yours’ relationship, I’ll be handling the task alone,” she said before turning and walking back towards the front door of the inn with Kyla in her arms.
I was torn. The beast inside demanded that I not let her out of my sight. The feeling of mine echoed in my mind from my primitive side.
On the other hand, I knew Leah’s words made sense. She was professional enough that, had I been able to help, she would have told me. With a sigh, I led Bashita around the building to the stables attached to its back wall.
The space behind the inn closed into a small courtyard with stables on one side and storage on the other. It provided privacy from the street along with a decent choke point in case we needed to defend ourselves while staying here. My eyes scanned the entire space, noting every shadow and spot someone might hide. I wouldn’t be surprised again.
Finding the area clear of would-be assassins, I opened an empty stall and began unsaddling Bashita. Once her gear was off, I took the time to brush her out thoroughly. She’d worked up a sweat in the mad dash through the city and needed the attention.
Underneath the smell of horsehair and perspiration, I caught the faint metallic scent of blood. A part of me knew it was Kyla’s, having dripped from her wrapped wound. With the scent in my nostrils, my vision turned red, and I gripped the brush roughly in anger. The course wood dug into my hand painfully, giving me something other than vengeance on which to focus. Now that the excitement was done, I couldn’t help thinking about the enemies that might have ordered the attack.
A vison of Emilia’s cruel face with glowing feline eyes sprang to mind and refused to be dislodged.




Chapter 7

I didn’t see any of our wagons as I tended Bashita, but I saw several of our horses already stabled. I was glad. If anything else happened, it’d be good to have Fero House soldiers at my back.
Eventually, I decided Bashita was clean and patted her on the nose before walking towards the rear entrance of the inn. It was time to face the others again. Two Fero guards stood inside on either side of the door. They both gave salutes, but otherwise didn’t move from their positions. That could only mean one thing; Iglias was already here.
Walking straight down the hall, I passed under stairs and into the main dining room. True to my prediction, Iglias sat at a table with Alexander and several of the sergeants who’d accompanied us.
They all had tankards beside them, but I knew it was only water in the sergeants’ cups. They’d never drink under such circumstances. With Alexander, there was no telling. His body would shake off alcohol as fast as he could down it, and I regularly noticed him with a drink in the evenings around Woodman’s Knoll.
He said it helped people let their guard down around him, but I think he just liked the burn. For all of that, I never saw him drunk, and he never acted out of line. While I didn’t understand it, I’d long decided not to bother him about it unless it became a problem.
“Have the soldiers who accompanied us to the mansion arrived yet?” I asked as I came over and sat at the table. Alexander signaled the bar keep, and the man was soon on his way with another tankard.
“Not yet, but it generally takes some time to navigate the city. I don’t know how you made it here so fast,” Iglias answered.
“There were a lot of people cursing and diving out of the way,” I responded, taking the drink from the barkeep and acting as if my words were no big deal. Iglias nodded but said nothing on the issue.
We sat there quietly for a time, everyone wrapped up in their own thoughts. Only the noise of Alexander calling for another beverage broke the silence. I knew Leah; she’d let me know as soon as it was all right for me to come up to see Kyla. Until then, all I could do was wait.
“Outside of the attack, it’s been an eventful afternoon for all of us. Things are complicated here in the city, but information is cheap,” Alexander said as I took another sip of my drink. It was a stout ale of some sort and had a bite to it, but it felt warm going down so I didn’t mind.
Without waiting for my reply, he launched into the report on his findings. He started with the local economy and gossip from the commoners, but then he moved on to the dealings of the nobles and had my undivided attention.
“So, the biggest news among the nobility is this imperial general that’s come to assist Emilia. He arrived about a month after our moving to Woodman’s Knoll. Apparently, things started off quiet. He made some personnel changes, messed with guard rotations, typical officer stuff. That all changed when he and some of his senior staff began talking to soldiers and the other nobles about some new deity they worshipped,” he said.
“Shortly after that, he gained the princess’ ear. Since then, Emilia, with Zanethus beside her, has steadily built a loyal following in the court. Some of them are just sycophants, but they’ve also worked on younger house member who stand to inherit, like our friends Enoch Ferrun and Aaryn Silvanti. With their base among the gentry secured, the general’s strange religion has started popping up amongst the commoners too,” Alexander continued, my sense of unease growing by the second.
“The biggest draw to their group is the promise of power to people who have very little. Ironically, it’s because of the princess that most of these citizens are struggling, but everyone turns a blind eye to that fact. They preach of the ‘dragon’s blessing’ and all that it gives. They also have displays in the busier city squares like the one our fearless leader respectfully cancelled,” he said, looking at me. I just raised an eyebrow at him. We’d already parted ways when the drama occurred.
Alexander snorted. “You think the hero of the eastern campaign can cause such a spectacle without it being noticed? Please. Half the pubs and brothels in the city were talking about it only minutes after it happened,” he said, tipping up his cup. As he waved for another drink, he continued with his report.
“Anyway, this new religion hasn’t got the numbers to be worrying yet, but they are appealing to a certain crowd, mainly those who feel downtrodden or who want easy gains without working for it. There is also a rumor that those joining the dragon worshippers are exempt from Emilia’s latest round of taxes,” the coyote-kind said as the barkeep brought him yet another mug and took his old one. He looked into his cup for a moment before speaking again, and I waited patiently as I saw tension in his shoulders.
“The rumors say the new taxes are because of the emperor. Supposedly, he blames Emilia for Fort Granas’ destruction and has demanded she repair the keep. If that really is the reason, I couldn’t tell you, but it seems unlikely. No laborers or soldiers are being sent that way, and there have been no material shipments either,” he said to his cup, not making eye contact with anyone.
“There’s only one thing we know for sure. Those that can’t raise enough coin are locked up and sentenced to an undefined term of slavery. Most are going to the Ferrun mines since Enoch is part of the Emilia’s new inner circle, but there are whispers that many are disappearing altogether,” Alexander finished before taking another large swig of his beverage. His mood and drinking this afternoon were starting to make sense.
“Basically, Tor’s Rest is a shittier place to live than usual at the moment,” Iglias said gruffly, wrapping up Alexander’s report. The coyote-kind simply lifted his cup and took a drink at the sergeant’s succinct observation.
Even with all that had happened, I couldn’t help but smile at the sergeant’s oversimplification. A man of few words, he was always willing to tell it how it was.
After Iglias’ summary, I brought up another topic about which I had questions. “Has anyone seen Tristan and the child we rescued from the market?” I asked, thinking of the boy’s plight. Alexander laughed at my inquiry, temporarily pulled from the melancholy in which he’d been wallowing.
“Of course. Tristan and our newest refugee have gone with several guards to a nearby thrift store. The boy only had one set of threadbare clothes, so your friend insisted on remedying the situation. He even made me pitch in some of my drinking money to the cause. Maybe it’s because he has a pup of his own due soon, but Tristan seems to have adopted the young man into the family,” Alexander said with a laugh.
“Before you ask me, nothing exciting happened with the lumber shipment after we left. We got some hateful looks from some of the Faithful wandering the streets, so word is spreading of your little incident in the market. We stored the wagons in an acquaintance’s warehouse until we’re ready to move out again. Man owed me a favor, so there’s no cost on the time,” Iglias reported.
We sat in silence after that. There was a lot to take in and process. I didn’t even know how to begin moving forward. The first step was to make sure Kyla would be all right.
As if my thoughts summoned her, Leah appeared at the top of the stairway. “Lady Kyla will see you now,” she announced as if summoning me to an audience hall. Alexander snorted in his drink, and even Iglias laughed as I got up and made my way up the stairs.
“The bolt punched through her armor and side, but it didn’t hit anything vital. Internal bleeding would have been her only issue had we not had an antidote in the works, but I don’t think it would have been fatal. Regardless, I’ve neutralized the poison, and its effects should wear off over night. Until then, she’s wounded and weak,” she reported as I topped the stairs.
“Thank you Leah. I appreciate everything you’ve done. When we get the time, I’d also like to hear how you and Lathian came into contact,” I replied. The jaguar-kind just nodded at my request.
“There isn’t a lot to tell. The underworld is reeling from the power grab of this new religion as much as everyone else. Some see it as a perversion. Some see it as a means of quick strength. As for the elf, let’s just say he’s an impressive operative with a long and terrifying reach. He caught me getting answers from a reluctant source,” she said, inclining her head towards a corner room down the hall as she stopped. I nodded at her words and kept walking. She’d share whatever she thought I needed to know.
A few steps brought me to the front of the door. I held my hand up to knock, but hesitated. Seeing Kyla injured today was more terrifying than anything I’d experienced to date as a house leader. When I fought the white saurian, it was just my life on the line. I didn’t want to die, but there was a finality to the risk.
With Kyla in danger, it was more complicated. If something happened to her, I’d still be here, alone, with my failure. I’d have to live with the pain, and I wasn’t sure I was equipped to handle it.
“If you’re just going to stand outside, at least do so quietly. I can hear you shuffling your feet from in here,” Kyla called out from the room before me. Having been caught in my delay, I slowly opened the door and stepped inside.
I don’t know what I expected, maybe a dark room with an ominous tone, Kyla sprawled out barely conscious. That wasn’t the case, though.
The space was well lit by a lamp on a central table. Clean bandages and an empty wash basin were placed next to it, along with several labelled pouches that I assumed were various herbs. Kyla sat up in one of the two beds on either side of the room, wearing a loose tunic and her leather pants.
Other than the dark rings under her eyes, she looked fine. The lingering scent of blood told me otherwise. At the knowledge that she could have died today, I had to choke back the emotion that pushed its way forward.
“How are you feeling?” I asked lamely as I stepped closer to her bed. My heart was racing from so many conflicting feelings, and I was sure she could hear it.
“You know, like I got shot by a crossbow, poisoned, and then carried like a sack of potatoes on a speeding horse,” she said casually as she shifted and patted the mattress beside her.
I took off my weapons belt, placing it on a chair, and sat stiffly next to her, careful not to let my tabard or armor touch her. My head hung at the feeling of failure with her description. Though I wanted to say I was sorry, I resisted the urge knowing she’d chastise me for it. I knew it wasn’t my fault, but I still felt the guilt.
“Kyla,” I said as I held one of her hands in my own, noticing how much smaller it was than mine. “I thought I might lose you, and I didn’t like where those thoughts took me.”
She was strong, intelligent, and capable, but she was breakable. We all were. Today made that painfully clear. Though we were both fighters, we weren’t invincible.
“I know,” she said, interlacing her fingers with my own. “We spend so much time acting untouchable, sometimes we don’t realize how cruel fate can be. Just know, it’ll take a lot more than a poorly aimed crossbow bolt to end me, even if it is poisoned.”
We both sat there in silence for a while after that, holding one another’s hand. We’d both been raised as fighters, warriors meant to stand against any foe. Just sitting here like this, casually touching the beautiful knight, I felt more anxious than when I faced the damn saurians. Though I was nervous, I knew I had to do something in this situation or risk closing the door on so much that I wanted with her.
“I’m not good with this sort of thing. The battle academy didn’t train me on how to share my feelings with beautiful women, especially one as fierce as you,” I said, and Kyla’s cheeks turned a shade of pink. Thinking I’d made a mistake, I wracked my brain trying to find words to what I wanted to express.
“What I mean to say is,” I started, feeling sweat run down my back as my heart raced in my chest. Kyla gently put a finger to my lips, a smile on her face. That simple touch sent a spark through my veins, even as I tried to figure out what it meant.
“For a moment today, I thought my life might be over. I saw all that I’d accomplished and all I’d missed out on. Whatever this is, I don’t want to regret never trying because of our pride and insecurities,” she said in little more than a whisper as her eyes seemed to glow. I couldn’t turn my gaze away and my mouth was suddenly very dry.
There it was, my opening. The ball was in my court, all I had to do was act. Swallowing down all of my doubts and over-thinking, I leaned in, still mesmerized by her eyes.
I didn’t know if I moved all the way, or if she met me at some point, but the feeling of her lips pressed against mine was unforgettable. Adrenaline and excitement pumped through my veins as the man and the beast within were in sync. Both wanted this moment, wanted the sensation of Kyla’s lips on my own to never end.
The world spun, and I felt like the touch between us was the only thing keeping me grounded. If I were to let go or break the kiss, I might fly across the room. As I wrapped myself in the moment's electricity, a deep hunger stirred within me. This exquisite feeling was a gateway into something else, something my body yearned for. The door being yanked open suddenly interrupted us.
“Excuse me, but Kyla is supposed to be resting, and the Valian needs to go meet a little boy from earlier today. Besides, this is my room too, and I need to undress and bathe. Unless, you’d like to stay for that as well,” Leah said loudly as she glowered at me from the open door. Somehow her words sounded more akin to a threat than an invitation.
I sprang from the bed in surprise, my instincts telling me to defend myself even as I tried to process all the jaguar-kind had said. In the moment with Kyla, my senses had only been on the woman in my arms, not my surroundings. Kyla seemed startled as well, and her posture was stiff.
“I am glad you two had this breakthrough, though. We were all afraid it’d be fifty years or more before you both admitted how you really felt about one another,” Leah continued as she casually walked over to her own bed, flopped down, and crossed her ankles.
I gave a half-hearted growl in her direction and nervously smiled to Kyla before retreating. I almost forgot my sword belt and had to turn around mid-stride to get it. Such a blunder was unthinkable for a soldier raised in a battle academy.
As I walked down the hall, I could hear female voices coming from the room behind me. I ignored the blush I felt spread over my entire face. The electricity still lingered in my veins, and I basked in the feeling.
I didn’t have long to enjoy it, though. The sound of a child speaking excitedly to someone grabbed my attention. It was coming from the bottom of the stairs, in the main dining room.
As I made my way down, I saw Tristan standing next to a cleaned-up version of the boy I saved. His clothes had been replaced, and a wide smile spread across his face. He was busy regaling Iglias with the story of his shopping trip. Though the serious old man wasn’t exactly smiling, there was a twinkle in his eyes I’d never seen.
“I’m glad to see the two of you are all right,” I said to Tristan as I finished descending the steps. The boy immediately stopped talking and hid behind Tristan’s legs. I pretended not to notice, but the show of fear stung a bit.
“Me? I just relaxed at the inn and took young Colten here shopping. Based on the story Iglias and Alexander have been telling me, you’re lucky to not be dead or locked up. I swear, it’s like we can’t take you anywhere. Half the square is talking about the crazy nobles galloping through the streets right now,” he answered with an exasperated grin.
“It was Kyla. She was wounded and poisoned,” I said, letting any hint of levity drop as I crossed the floor to my best friend.
“I heard. The people in the way were lucky they weren’t trampled,” he responded with a chuckle, then became serious. “I’m glad to hear she’ll make a full recovery, though.” I nodded my thanks, words unnecessary between us after so many years living with one another.
“Now that serious matters are finished, it’s time for you to meet someone, if I can find him. Where did that boy get off to?” Tristan said loudly, making a show of not finding the child tucked against his backside.
“Ah, here he is. Valian, this is Colten, the bravest eight-year-old I’ve ever met. Colten, this is Lord Valian, head of Fero House. You might remember him from earlier,” Tristan continued as he pulled the little boy out to stand next to him.
Like many of the local beast-kind, Colten had dark hair and eyes against a tan complexion from being in the sun. He only reached the top of Tristan’s legs, which made him a tad bit on the short side for his age. He also had the skinny face and arms of one who’d missed more than their fair share of meals. I instantly warmed to the boy.
“It’s nice to meet you, Colten. I’m glad we could keep you out of harm’s way today, and I hope you decide to stay here in Fero House with the rest of us. Iglias, especially, needs someone to talk to. He gets lonely,” I said as I gave a slight bow. Iglias’ glare upon my back felt like a physical thing, and I had to fight not to laugh.
“Pleased to meet you, milord,” he answered with his best attempt at a formal bow. The gesture made many of the surrounding soldiers snicker, and the boy’s head snapped up to see if we were making fun of him. I bent down to his level.
“It’s okay, Colten. They’re laughing at me, not you. Few people bow so formally to me. Just a nod will do, really,” I said, smoothing over any hurt feelings he might have at the soldiers’ laughter.
“Now, I believe it’s near enough to the evening meal. Why don’t we get some food? We need to discuss our next moves,” I continued as I stood and looked to those surrounding him.
Everyone nodded, and the young man felt at ease enough to sit on the bench between Tristan and me. Iglias and Alexander took up the seats across from us. The coyote-kind waved the barman over and we set about ordering from the offered specials.
A soldier went up to get Leah, and soon we all had plates of food in front of us along with the promise of privacy from our server. Kyla was prevented from coming down because of her injury, though she had her complaints conveyed by one of the guards we posted on her door.
◆◆◆
 
“We have little choice. We have to sell the lumber, and we need a buyer outside of Emilia’s influence. Krinshir is our only option,” Alexander said for the third time as we finished our meals. He’d made his opinion known, but there was a lot to consider.
“I won’t argue that it’s the only other alternative place to make the sale, but it is two weeks south of here. By the time we make it back, we’ll have no more opportunity to raise additional funds. There is no way ten wagon loads of lumber will bring three hundred gold,” Iglias responded, setting his tankard on the table roughly.
“We’d be better served heading to Woodman’s Knoll. We can start fortifying the settlement and drill through the winter. Even if Emilia or her general try to send a force after the deadline, there is no way they’d make it through the snows. We’ll have until early spring to prepare for their attempt to evict us from our rightful home,” he finished when no one immediately said anything to his objection.
These were the two camps people fell into. Either they favored retreating into our own territory and preparing for conflict, or they hoped to find some answer outside of the territory in the nearest large city. I could see the appeal of both decisions, but my instincts pushed me in one direction over the other.
Taking a deep breath, I addressed the table, “We can’t fight Emilia alone, and I don’t think we’ll find much support here. She seems to have brought the local houses to heel somehow, which is its own problem. The Faithful are gaining ground amongst the commoners and nobles alike. The old priest today was stronger than he had any right to be. He and his guards were also resistant to Kyla’s aura. We’ll need outside help if we’re to face the coming storm.” Holding my hand up, I stopped the objections from those in favor of fortifying.
“However, there is value in heading home and preparing Woodman’s Knoll. Iglias; you and Tristan head north to the settlement along with Colten and the body of the one we lost today. We’ll honor him in front of his family and the community he supported. Begin drilling the militia and preparing for an attack,” I continued. The move would also allow Tristan to be there for the arrival of his first-born.
“The rest of us will head south to Krinshir with the wagons. We’ll sell the lumber and see what help we find before returning here. When the spring thaw occurs, with the ancestors’ blessing, we’ll face Emilia and the cult she allowed into the city,” I finished, giving my final decision on the matter.
“I think it’s best if I stay in Tor’s Rest with my operatives. We can work on the underworld and see about gaining support and leverage here. Also, I doubt Tristan will let you leave without him,” Leah said, leaning against the nearby wall with her arms folded across her chest.
“You’re damn right he won’t,” my friend replied, glaring at me. I didn’t respond. What was there to say? I could only sigh in defeat.
“Very well, it seems we have a plan. Leah, please inform Kyla of what we discussed. She has the right to go with either group, but I suspect she’ll be accompanying me south. Iglias pick another to travel with you and Colten. Tristan’s stubborn ass will accompany me. If there is nothing else, I think we should all call it a night. We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow,” I said, dismissing the meeting with a wave of my hand.
Everyone nodded and got up from their seats. We were planning a rebellion, though none of us had spoken the words out loud. Even if we succeeded at every step, beast-kind blood would spill from our efforts. There was no coming back from that.
I went to my room with the weight of my decision heavy on my shoulders. There was no other way forward that I could see, but I still felt guilty for the lives that would be lost and the destruction I’d cause in the coming conflict. Ancestors willing, the world we were moving towards would be better than the one in which we currently found ourselves.




Chapter 8

Morning came with a cool bite. Even inside the warmed building, the air had a chill that promised a hard winter. Though I hated it for those suffering under Emilia’s rule, it would actually offer us the best chance of finding a way to oppose her.
Regardless of your foe’s determination, there were some universal truths. One such truth was that armies didn’t march in winter. It especially held true this far north.
Shifted, any beast-kind was well equipped to deal with the elements, but most could only hold their forms for a short time on any given day. Such an exercise would also exhaust the soldiers moving before they ever reached their target. To do so would be foolish at best, certain death at worst. No matter how much Emilia or the general hated us, they wouldn’t be able to strike until spring.
I didn’t have access to a window to see when dawn broke, but I didn’t need it. Most of my life had been spent waking before daybreak. That hadn’t changed upon my Awakening as a noble.
I gave up the charade of pretending to sleep when I judged enough time had passed. It wasn’t a good idea to sit in the common area all night, so I’d come up to my room while patrons were still drinking. Despite the appeal of sitting near the warm fireplace, it would have only made people nervous or stirred gossip. While I didn’t have to rest, the act of lying in bed did at least allow me time to focus on my thoughts uninterrupted.
As I stepped out of the doorway to my private room, I caught the scent of bread baking. The aroma made my mouth water. I had not had a chance to eat much the evening before. I’d been too busy plotting sedition.
Unsurprisingly, two guards stood outside my temporary lodging. I’d heard shift change several times throughout the night. They’d tried to be quiet, but boot steps and creaking leather had a way of grabbing a trained soldier’s attention.
“Good morning,” I said to the soldiers. Both bowed and echoed my greeting in return. I had to stifle a chuckle as one of the soldiers struggled to hide the yawn that came unbidden to the end of his response.
“Let’s see about a warm beverage to help wake up, shall we?” I suggested as I clapped them both on the back and led the way towards the stairs. As per Iglias’ insistence, my room had been at the end of the hallway.
Unfortunately, it was on a different hall than Kyla’s. If it had been closer, we might have been able to continue our last conversation, or lack thereof, during the night. Of course, such a thing would have been highly improper, so I didn’t mention it to anyone. Besides, Leah’s rest would have been disturbed, and I didn’t want to make the lethal jaguar-kind mad if I could avoid it. I’d seen her abilities with twin daggers, and I shuddered thinking about them turned on me.
I wasn’t surprised to discover several soldiers already up and eating, but I was surprised to see Kyla sitting at a table in full uniform. I figured she’d be slow to get up after the day she’d had.
“You’re up early, aren’t you?” I asked, taking a seat across from her. Despite her previous injury, I didn’t see any fatigue or weakness on her face. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach at her smile. It wasn’t an altogether unpleasant feeling.
“Leah does good work,” Kyla said, shrugging. “She inspected the wound this morning and proclaimed me fully healed before she headed out. Apparently, once the antidote was finished, my body’s natural regeneration kicked back in.” she finished. I still worried about her, but her explanation sounded plausible.
“So, she’s out already?” I asked, deciding not to come across as overprotective. Kyla was a knight at heart and my second-in-command. If she said she was healed, I’d do well to take her at her word.
“For several hours now. She’s nothing, if not dedicated,” Kyla answered as a sleepy looking server brought over some fresh bread and what smelled like ham and warm cider. Conversation was halted as we both dove into the meal.
All around us, soldiers came down and either sat to eat or moved to equip the horses. The two groups would trade off after a time. The practice ensured we’d be ready fairly quickly, and it kept from overloading the kitchen staff.
Iglias’ influence was clearly at play here. The man never ceased amazing me. No doubt, he was on the early work detail, insisting he be one of the last to eat amongst the soldiers.
A new scene developed while we were near to finishing our breakfast that I couldn’t help but laugh at. Tristan and Colten both came down the stairs in a right state. My friend had bags under his eyes, and Colten looked to be falling asleep even as he descended the steps.
Kyla stood and knelt in front of the boy as he neared the table. “My name’s Kyla. I wanted to meet you yesterday, but I wasn’t feeling well. I’m so very glad you are all right,” she said.
I expected the young man to shy away like he had with me. Instead, his tired expression morphed into one of happiness as he smiled up at the woman kneeling before him. Based on his face, I might have some competition for her affections.
“Let’s get you something warn to eat,” Kyla said as she rose up, took his hand, and began ushering him towards our table. Tristan shuffled along behind, seemingly forgotten in the excitement.
Instead of across from me, Kyla sat next to me with Colten situated between us. The boy didn’t object, but I noticed him squeezing closer to Kyla than was necessarily needed. Tristan just sat in front of me at the table.
“What happened to you? Visit a few pubs after we all went to bed?” I asked my friend with a chuckle. His expression was anything but amused.
“I wish. It seems Colten was afraid of the dark and had trouble sleeping in his own bed. Instead, he crawled in with me and promptly fell asleep. That would have been great if the boy didn’t kick like a mule in his sleep all night. I don’t know what he dreamt about, but there had to be a foot race in there somewhere,” Tristan lamented.
My and Kyla’s laughter was probably not what he expected, and he just grunted and waited for a plate of food in silence. The servers were paying special attention to our table since two nobles sat there, so he didn’t have to wait long. The boy’s cheeks turned red at Tristan’s story, but all was forgotten when the server placed his meal before him.
I’d watched him inhale his weight in food at dinner, and breakfast was no different. I didn’t know how long he’d been held a slave, but his furious appetite reminded me of an animal more than a boy. The battle academy had encouraged fast eating, but this was something different. This was not knowing when you’d eat again and filling yourself to the brim at every chance. I caught Kyla’s sad eyes watching him while he ate. Without a word, I scraped the rest of my eggs over to the boy’s plate.
Breakfast went by quickly, and, after a second helping for Colten at Kyla’s insistence, most everyone was ready to go. True to my prediction, Iglias came in from the work detail and was in the last group to eat. To my surprise, Alexander was also amongst the soldiers. The coyote-kind had never been selfish or self-serving, but he wasn’t known around Woodman’s Knoll as an early riser.
We waited until everyone was finished before we stepped out into the chill air. Kyla had been talking with Colten, and Tristan’s cider seemed to have perked him up, as he joined in as well. Even Alexander and Iglias contributed to the conversation. I remained silent and merely observed the interactions between my friends while finishing my drink.
“It seems your mind is elsewhere this morning. Thinking of a beautiful woman, are we?” Kyla whispered to me as we waited for soldiers to bring Bashita and her own mount out of the stable. I hated being waited on, but Iglias and Tristan insisted I act the part in the city.
Of course, I didn’t have any witty response to Kyla’s statement, and a bright blush appeared over my skin. I hoped people would just assume it was caused by the cold.
“What’s wrong, milord. Your face is extremely red for some reason,” Tristan chimed in behind me, making several nearby soldiers turn in our direction. They were, after all, there to protect and guard us.
“I hate you sometimes,” I mumbled to Tristan as he and Kyla looked wryly at one another.
The arrival of our mounts saved me from further embarrassment. I gave a gruff “hmph” at the man bringing Bashita as I took her reins, but he stayed silent. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tristan pat the young soldier’s back. I’d have to apologize later, when my face wasn’t on fire.
“All right everyone, look alive. I don’t think we’ll be in any danger in the city, but I’ve been wrong before. Once we’re out of the gates, we’ll split up,” Iglias announced as he rode from the stables, leading another horse with a wrapped bundle lying across it. The scene instantly sobered the mood.
This soldier had lost his life because he was sworn to me. I didn’t take such dedication or cost lightly, and I wouldn’t forget. I didn’t know the man’s name, but it didn’t make me value his sacrifice any less.
I nodded and somberly rode up to the head of the wagons that had already been retrieved and lined up in front of the inn. We’d avoid the market district from this side of the city, but we’d still have to pass through the slums. Our route offered every availability for ambush.
As we moved out, the reality of the city’s situation pained me. It wasn’t so much my loathing for the individuals in power here, but the feeling of hopelessness. No matter how I wanted to save my fellow beast-kind, I had to leave them to their fate for the time being.
People crowded the lanes as we made our way towards the gates. These were the last days before winter settled in. People were trying to take care of various chores and business before everything slowed. Women were washing and drying clothes before it was too cold to tolerate the water. Men were loading firewood on their stoops for the coming chill. Children were playing in the streets before the air became painful to breathe while running.
Despite the activity, our way remained clear. I caught people whispering and pointing on several occasions. News had obviously spread about one or more of yesterday’s altercations, but I didn’t know which ones. I also didn’t know which spin had been put on those stories. Gossip always reinforced the opinion of the one spreading it.
“Do they look frightened of us, or is it just me?” I asked Kyla and Tristan beside me, trying for unconcerned. Both looked at one another before answering.
Tristan shrugged, “Don’t let it bother you. You’re a symbol of uncertainty and change, and people always fear change. Many don’t realize everything that’s going on, and even if you tried to tell them, they wouldn’t believe.”
“The important thing is that we don’t get discouraged. We built Fero House to make things better, to be a guiding light. We do what we do because it’s the right thing, not for recognition or gratitude,” Kyla added, looking forward with confidence and clarity.
I noticed those around us nod at her remarks. Iglias even grunted, which was high praise. The words eased some of my tension, but it couldn’t make my concern fade completely.
After that, I rode quietly as we travelled. Making our way through the poor quarter, I observed the wretches occupying the bars and alleyways, thankful that it was too early for the prostitutes to be plying their wares in the streets.
Beast-kind society had been built on the value of personal strength. If one wasn’t born to it and didn’t rise, they were destined to be the downtrodden. A different twist of fate could have led me to the same outcome as the dirty, impoverished people around us.
After all, I’d been an orphan without family connections or wealth to support me. I could have just as easily ended up like the young boy riding in front of Kyla in her saddle. Would anyone have stepped up to save me from such a cruel fate as he’d been destined for?
I was saved from my thoughts by our arrival at the outer gates. Just like yesterday, imperial guards manned the entrance to the city and inspected all travelers going in and out. This early in the day, the traffic was sparse.
Only a single sergeant oversaw the exiting lane, and he was mostly there to ensure nothing suspicious was happening. After all, slaves were always trying to gain freedom, and sneaking onto a wagon was just as good a strategy as any.
We waited quietly as the sergeant searched a merchant’s short wagon and waved him through. After him, it was our turn. Iglias and I approached to speak with the guard instead of the entire supply train.
As we rode forward into the shaded area before the actual gate, the imperial sergeant raised an eyebrow. I was sure he would say something. After all, everyone else in this city had been hostile, and news of Fero House’s dealings would have already spread.
Iglias looked tense in his saddle, no doubt waiting to see what new insult would be thrown at us. Bashita stomped and bared her teeth at my own tension. I patted her neck, calming her just a bit. The movement focused the sergeant’s attention squarely on me.
He was an older wolf-kind and bore the scares of an active military career on his face. I saw his eyes take in my battle charger, then my tabard with rank and insignia. Whatever went through his head, he kept it to himself.
“Safe journeys, milord,” he said and gave a salute before I could process what had happened. I hadn’t expected any sort of respect from an imperial soldier, even if he was wolf-kind. It’d be something to think on later.
I bowed toward the sergeant from the saddle, and our force proceeded through the city gates. Even as our wagons rumbled through the stone tunnel, he remained at attention, his salute held firm until our entire party cleared the gateway. Perhaps not everyone saw me as an enemy of the empire after all. A small smile lit my face as we continued, and if anyone noticed, they said nothing.
Several minutes from the gates, Iglias and one of the other sergeants moved to break from the rest of us and head north, their spare horse carrying its unfortunate rider. First, the sergeant had to get Colten to move over from Kyla’s saddle to his own. It took some convincing from Kyla, but the boy eventually agreed on the promise that he’d see her soon. I didn’t fail to notice the way the grizzled sergeant’s arms wrapped protectively around the young man sitting in front of him.
“Swift travels, and may the ancestors keep you safe,” I said to the closest thing to a father I’d known, my throat unexpectedly thick with emotion. Even if Iglias had been a strict drill sergeant, he always seemed to look out for our best interest. He’d taught me what it was to be a man of honor. It wasn’t hard to imagine my younger self riding in front of him as Colten was now. I knew he’d protect the boy with his life.
“You as well, Valian. Try not to make any more enemies while you’re gone. We have plenty to deal with right here at home,” the old warrior replied, eliciting laughter from the entire formation. It was good to laugh, but a nervous energy also permeated the sound. Everyone was aware of the odds stacked against us.
With his goodbye, he and the other sergeant rode off without looking back. I said a quick prayer to the ancestors for their safety. If something happened to them, not only would I be heartbroken by the loss, our people would have no warning of the coming storm this spring.
Turning towards our own path, the rest of us travelled at as swift a pace as the wagons would allow on the packed road. All of our soldiers were either driving the wagons or on horseback, so we could theoretically make good time. Every advantage we could gain on that front was vitally important.
The weather wouldn’t be as severe in Krinshir, but a large part of our trek would be alongside the Trogarl River. Lake effect snow wasn’t completely unheard of in the most northern section of the route, and I didn’t want to travel back through a blizzard.
Too much rested on chance and time. Tapping my heels lightly on Bashita’s sides, I focused on the feel of the wind moving past me, my heart beating in rhythm with the fall of her powerful hooves. I would make this work somehow, or die trying.




Chapter 9

Another day came to an end on the road. Having travelled nearly a week, most everyone had become accustomed to the mundane routine. Like most everything to do with a soldier’s life, repetition made all things bearable.
We circled the wagons on the wide, crushed-stone road that formed our path. This late in the season, no one would likely be trying to move in the dark. The few that deemed it profitable to travel at all would hunker down against the cold at night.
The tents were all pitched within the circle, offering some relief from the breeze that constantly swept across us. Though it’d block the wind, we could not defend against the dampness in the air. It sapped the moral of even the most upbeat in our party.
“Stupid, damnable river,” I heard Tristan curse as he dismounted his horse and visibly shivered. Though I was miserable as well, I couldn’t help but chuckle.
The day before, we’d finally come to the point in the trail that ran parallel to the Trogarl River. At the time, it’d been awe-inspiring to see a force of nature so beyond civilized control. One of the largest rivers in the kingdom, the Trogarl was several hundred yards across for most of its length.
The river’s current was fierce and unpredictable along most of its course, allowing for few crossing points. Because it was so formidable, it had created a natural eastern boundary for the empire for generations. That was until valuable iron deposits and stone quarries were established near what was now Tor’s Rest.
Currently, the river served as a cruel and unusual torture for everyone in our group. Not only did the air cool substantially as it blew across the churning white-caps, but it picked up vapor that stuck to every available surface of our skin. It was like being constantly sprayed with mist, and I’d never been as thankful for my bear-fur cloak as I was now.
“Be sure to have everyone spend time servicing their equipment. The moisture will be hell on scabbards, swords, and armor,” I reminded my friend as he started brushing off his horse, and I dismounted Bashita. A grumbled acquiescence was his only response.
“At least they’re not wearing plated-leather, like us. It’ll take an extra hour to oil everything and check for rust,” Kyla said beside me, already taking care of her own mount. I glanced over at her and caught just a glimpse of dark eyelashes and fair cheeks. A fur-lined hood covered most of her face.
My mind raced for a moment at the thought of her taking off layers of clothing. An elbow to my side from Tristan brought me back to my senses. I nodded as the grunt escaped my lips, and I hoped she’d missed my slip. As her eyes met mine, the look I saw in them told me I hadn’t been that lucky. At that instant, a particularly violent wind broke over our company.
“Looks like we might be in for a storm tonight,” I said, taking the ancestors-offered opening to change the subject.
“Just what we need, more lovely weather,” Tristan grumbled sarcastically as he stomped off to the pickets to settle his horse for the night. Kyla and I could only laugh at his surliness.
“I think we should put our tents closer to block some of the wind. What do you think?” Kyla suggested in a soft tone as if someone might be listening.
“If he doesn’t say yes, I’ll gladly take his spot,” Alexander responded loudly, breaking the moment. He’d been seeing to one of the wagons that had been having some trouble with its axle. Of course he’d pick right then to return.
Kyla cocked her eyebrow at the overly bold coyote-kind nearby, and he quickly held up his hands in surrender before making a hasty retreat. Ignoring Alexander, I answered in an overly formal tone.
“That sounds lovely, milady. Would you care to accompany me to the pickets? After that, we can even see about cooking some travel rations on a campfire,” I said as I gave a courtly bow. At my antics, she graced me with a smile.
“Why, milord. You certainly know how to woo a lady,” she responded as we both finished brushing out our mounts. Thinking enough of my attention wasn’t on her care, Bashita head butted my chest.
“All right, all right. Let’s get you some oats, you ornery horse,” I said, and we moved into our nightly routine.
No one said anything about Kyla and my tents being pitched a little closer to one another than was proper, but that was mainly because they’d been close every night since we started our journey. We hadn’t been anything but honorable, but it felt good to know she was near, even if it did test my self-control.
As we all sat for a dinner of warmed travel biscuits and jerky around several campfires, the weather turned on us. Not only was the wind howling over the water, but snow flurries started to fall with increasing regularity.
All anyone had was a standard-issue field tent barely big enough for one person to sit up in. Regardless of the small space, most everyone elected to retreat to their tents rather than brave the elements. Unfortunately, the same applied to Kyla and I, so all opportunity of being together was ruined for the night.
The last two by the fire, we rose to leave. Moving to bid her a goodnight, she surprised me by leaning in and kissing me gently before I could speak. The kiss was soft upon my lips, but it lingered as neither of us moved away for a moment.
“Pleasant dreams, Valian. Stay warm,” she said as she broke the kiss and turned towards her tent. I fought the fire in my veins as the beast inside demanded I follow. With a loud huff, I turned and ducked into my own tent for the night.
I went about stripping out of and cleaning my armor and weapons like I’d instructed everyone else to do. It wasn’t like there was anything else to occupy my time in the small tent. It had to be done eventually, so why not now?
I briefly reconsidered following the knight to her tent only steps away, but cast the idea aside after struggling for several moments. I wasn’t that forward, and it was beyond questionable behavior for two noble-born beast-kind such as ourselves. With a grumble, I refocused on the task before me.
◆◆◆
 
I’d been fitfully dozing when I was suddenly wide awake. At first, I thought I’d just knocked off my bear-skin cloak as I’d done several times already that night. The sound of a thud in the distance relieved me of that delusion.
My heart pounded in my ears as I quietly rose from my bedroll, keeping my breathing as silent as possible. I’d taken off my armor before laying down, as sharp metal plates weren’t exactly comfortable, and I didn’t have time to put it on now.
Slowly, I pulled my sword and dagger from their sheaths, noting with some satisfaction that they didn’t stick at all. In my frustration, I’d spent plenty of time oiling the blades before I called it a night.
I pushed open my tent’s entrance, thankful for the loud wind off the river. I had set my tent up with the flaps towards the fire, allowing heat to radiate in. With the weather being uncooperative, it had extinguished the flames early in the night. An unexpected benefit was that there was no light to ruin my night vision as I moved from my shelter.
In boots, simple pants, a shirt, and my cloak, I stalked towards the wagons in the direction I’d heard the thud. A white haze obscured everything in the snow storm, but it didn’t take long to see something was amiss. Where guards should have been standing, there was only darkness and swirling powder.
Our patrols were fairly straight forward as there wasn’t just a huge area to cover. Two groups of two stood at intentional openings left in the wagons, while two more groups of two walked the outside perimeter of the circle. The formation ensured a roaming patrol as well as covering the most likely approach of anyone trying to sneak in.
I moved to the empty space where two of my soldiers should have been and quickly understood why I hadn’t seen them. Their bodies, while still warm, were already mostly covered by the falling snow that caked itself against any obstacle to the wind. A quick inspection showed that one soldier had her throat slit while the other seemed to have been stabbed in the side of his chest.
Turning to inspect the immediate surroundings, my instincts cried out for me to move. Not giving it a thought, I rolled forward over the two bodies. A gust of air told me how close I’d been to being too slow.
As I finished my roll, I came up in a crouch and turned as quickly as possible. My turn caught the blade of a dagger on the edge of my sword. The loud peal of metal meeting metal rang out, but the wind covered most of the sound. I couldn’t be sure if the camp heard or not.
As I struck out at my attacker, another weapon came in from my right side. The movement barely registered in my peripheral vision. In the storm, this new assailant had been able to get within striking range without my noticing.
I quickly stepped left, but the sharp sting of a blade piercing flesh sent pain radiating up my arm. It wasn’t a deep cut, but it was enough to let me know about it. The scent of blood momentarily filled the air before I felt the pins-and-needles sensation of it freezing on my skin in the frigid weather.
My attackers didn’t give me the chance to think too long about it. The first opponent came at me wielding two long daggers while the other maneuvered around behind her holding a sword. The reach of the second weapon meant they could stab into openings without having to displace the whirlwind of blades I was currently holding at bay.
Though I was being pressed, I got a good look at my assailants. They were both wearing hooded cloaks and fabric covering their lower faces. The one with the daggers was clearly female, while the other’s form was ambiguous. Their scents told me they were both jaguar-kind as well as nobles.
“Just the two of you? You shouldn’t have underestimated me,” I said to the two as I backed away a step, hoping to get just a bit of breathing room. My sword offered reach, and my dagger offered defense, but against a constant attack, they weren’t the ideal weapons.
“Filthy dog. We didn’t,” the woman hissed without letting up her attack. Warning bells went off in my head. I just barely pushed forward and to the right in time, taking new shallow wounds across my chest and abdomen for my efforts.
A spear tip being wielded by another beast-kind appeared in the space I’d just been standing. This one had the unmistakable musk of a male tiger-kind. Where the other two attackers were using grace and skill, this one was using strength and explosive force. Luckily for me, the two approaches didn’t mesh very well.
I rolled back from the dagger wielder, forcing her and the sword bearer to reposition. My maneuver brought me in range of the tiger-kind, but I could accept that. Brute strength and force were some of my specialties. It didn’t hurt that all of Woodman’s Knoll had added spears to our training regimens these last few months.
True to my predictions, my newest opponent couldn’t resist such a tempting target. Instead of keeping the perimeter they’d made, he lunged forward with his weapon, intent on skewering me to the ground. The mistake cost them all their lives.
As he maneuvered, I sprang from my position. I felt the head of the spear cut a furrow across my leg, but it didn’t matter. My sword had already found his vulnerable throat.
Before the others could react, I grabbed the dying man’s weapon and stabbed behind me. True to her previous behavior, the dagger-wielder had been closing in aggressively to take advantage of my back being turned towards her. I could see a look of shock in her eyes as they widened. The spear had punched through the leather armor she wore as if it were paper.
Sparing no time for the impaled fighter, I charged the sword wielder. This one only had the one weapon, and while it had reach, my dagger and sword combination offered more options. It only took a few passes before I was able to knock the weapon aside and decapitate the fighter in one smooth motion.
I stood tense for a moment, like a coiled snake ready to strike, waiting for any others. Our fight had pushed me away from the wagons. I could clearly hear the sound of battle from the camp’s direction, though I couldn’t see it due to the continued storm.
I needed to join the rest of the group as I didn’t know how large a force we faced, but movement brought me up short. The female lay on the ground, struggling to push the spear from her chest. The tip’s shape and her angle made the move impossible. Ironically, the weapon being stuck was the only reason she was still alive. As soon as the weapon became dislodged, she’d bleed out in moments.
As much as the others needed me, we needed answers as well. Three beast-kind of such skill wouldn’t be a part of a bandit attack. This had been a planned strike.
“Who sent you?” I asked the downed fighter as I grabbed the shaft of the spear and held it in place. The cloth covering the woman’s face had come undone, and her hate was plain to see. Her eyes told me she’d say nothing no matter what I threatened.
“The spear is keeping you from bleeding out, and you won’t be able to dislodge it yourself. You’ll probably lay here hours, slowly freezing, while your body’s regeneration fights to keep you alive. You’ll die in the end, but it won’t be a quick death. If you tell me who sent you, I’ll end the suffering,” I explained.
At first, she revealed nothing, but I could see the struggle in her expression. She was barely older than me. She’d been well trained, but few things could prepare anyone for such a choice. Hours of tortuous death or a swift release. She finally sighed and began to speak.
“General Zanethus asked for volunteers among the Faithful. He said your blood would make a fitting offering, and any who succeeded in killing you would be handsomely rewarded,” she finally said through bloodstained lips. Perhaps I’d misjudged how long it’d take her to succumb to her wounds.
She fumbled with her cloak, pulling something out with weak fingers. At first, I thought it was a weapon, but she lacked the strength to use one at this point. Instead, it was a necklace with a dragon symbol on it.
“They said we would have power. That swearing ourselves would make us more. Ancestors, save me from this,” the woman whispered to herself. Her expression was suddenly filled with terror as she looked past me into what only the dying could see.
I didn’t allow myself to feel pity for her. She made her choice, and she’d tried to kill me. Whatever she found in the afterlife, she’d done it to herself. With one strong twist and pull, the spear came free of the woman’s body. The light left her eyes moments later as the snow around her became dyed a deep crimson.
I ran back towards the wagons and my people, my senses pushed to their limits by the adrenaline coursing through my body. The general didn’t strike me as foolish. He’d know how many of us travelled the road south, and he’d ensure the attack force was more than enough to do the job. I had to hurry.
I reached the gap in the wagons, afraid my delay with the assassin might have cost unnecessary lives. No one had been able to light a fire, so only the dim light of an obstructed moon illuminated the entire camp. I could see hooded figures fighting my soldiers at the edge of my vision. It was impossible to get a count in such conditions, but it looked like they outnumbered Fero House’s people at least two to one. The shouting of orders, rings of metal on metal, and screams and grunts of the dying came from every direction.
“Fero House, to the center of the ring,” I yelled as I made my position known. My aura radiated out, bolstering my soldiers. I felt the familiar presence of Kyla’s aura doing the same thing. As the two intermingled, they had a synergistic effect on one another. The effect surprised me, as it wasn’t anything I’d ever been taught.
A thrust from my left caused me to step back and swing across, decapitating the enemy that thought to surprise me. Immediately, I stepped over the dead fighter’s body towards the nearest battle.
With powerful winds pushing snow in every direction, visibility shifted as if in a strange dream. One moment, you could see the scene right in front of you. The next, it was covered in a white haze.
Taking advantage of the momentary lack of enemies, I willed my inner beast forward and felt the familiar tingling of my body changing forms. My sword and dagger felt small and insignificant in my clawed hands, so I slid them back in their sheaths. My natural weapons would serve me better in this battle.
Having shifted, my senses became heightened, and I could see much more of the dark battlefield around me. Things were more dire than I’d originally thought, and I needed to correct that. Behind me, I heard the sound of others shifting before feeling their thoughts linked to my own through my aura.
Charging forward, I arrived at the site of the nearest battles I’d seen. Two of my men were struggling against five of the enemy. I lunged forward, biting into the head of an exposed fighter while slashing another with the claws on my left hand. The man on my left fell from my swipe, and several of my shifted soldiers jumped atop him. His screams abruptly cut off as someone bit down on his throat. The man in my own maw had long since grown still, as I’d felt his skull being crushed under the pressure of my bite. Suddenly facing armed soldiers in front of them and shifted beast-kind behind, the ambushers quickly fell to our vicious onslaught.
Taking a moment, the two soldiers we’d saved shifted forms, and together, we stalked our prey. Luckily, another skirmish took place nearby. With more teeth and claws, the work went much quicker. We followed that pattern, collecting fighters as we went. Those not too wounded shifted into their animal forms, following my lead. Soon, I led a pack of fifteen beast-kind of various races as we cleared our campsite.
We’d been near the wagons, but we made our way towards the center of the grounds as we fought. More and more, we were finding dead bodies instead of active engagements as we moved. The scent of blood was heavy in the air, making it impossible to distinguish from fresh and recently ended encounters. I used Kyla’s aura to keep us travelling towards her. I knew she would be rallying the rest of our forces.
Eventually, we came into view of where Kyla and several soldiers stood. I was surprised by how few of our people actually remained, but it wasn’t the time to think on that. Now was the time to protect what we still had. Roaring at these invaders' audacity, we hastened forward, death incarnate.
The enemy, seeing a large pack of shifted beast-kind coming from behind, immediately began to waver, but there was nowhere to run. Amidst the chaos of it all, Kyla stood tall and proud, fighting two combatants at once. Not shifted, she wore only simple clothes and a cloak. As she held off the two attackers, the wind whipped her hair around her and did tantalizing things with her clothes against her form.
In my admiration, I initially missed the fact that both of her opponents were nobles like the ones I’d fought. They were outclassed, but their presence bolstered their own ranks.
My arrival threw one of the enemy nobles out of their rhythm. A quick stroke from Kyla’s sword alleviated any worry he might have had about his mistake. As his head fell back at an unnatural angle, crimson droplets flew through the air.
The second noble, having lost his partner, quickly succumbed to overwhelming skill as Kyla attacked with both of her blades. The entire thing took only seconds. I wasn’t even able to reach her before she’d finished them.
With their leaders finished, the remaining ambushers rapidly fell. My forces met Kyla’s, and the two wedged the enemy in on multiple sides. Despite the hopeless situation they faced, each of the enemy fought until the death.
I finally made it to Kyla as the last of the enemy fell. In the dark, swirling snow, surrounded by death and destruction, she was a savage beauty. Her hair shone crimson, and her eyes glowed green, on the edge of letting her own beast take over. She may have been in her human form, but my beast recognized the scent as the one it wanted.
She breathed heavily, having just exerted herself, and her eyes were intense as she looked for her next opponent. Instead, our eyes met, mine those of the wolf, hers a vivid green. We held one another’s gaze. I had no idea how much time had passed, but eventually, our stare was interrupted.
“I remember fighting next to a beautiful woman I fancied,” Tristan said from my side once it was clear there’d be no more attacks. His wife, Selene, was just as competent a soldier as he was, if not more.
He and the other sergeants near the central campfire had been a part of Kyla’s forces. With the immediate danger past, they organized our un-shifted troops into a protective ring encompassing Kyla and me. Those that had followed me in their animal forms hunted for any prey that might have tried to hide or flee.
“Is that what made you two decide to get married?” I asked as I shifted back to human form, not completely clear headed after the change. I’d have never asked that question if I’d been thinking clearly.
“No, that’s why she’s pregnant. The decision to marry came later,” he said to the laughter of everyone around us. I looked over and saw Kyla blushing just as much as I was. I could see a sparkle of something in her eyes.
Looking at the drifting scene snapped me from my revelry. Bodies littered the ground, and many of the tents had been trampled. This was a disaster, and we only had twenty-five soldiers standing with us out of the nearly forty five that had been here at nightfall.
“Everyone, spread out in groups of three. Check for survivors first, then we’ll work on cleaning this place up. If any of the ambushers survived our shifted brethren, put them down. They’ll receive no quarter from us,” I announced to the group. Everyone immediately went to comply. The only ones that stayed were Tristan and Kyla.
“Don’t you think we might need to question some of them to find out why we were attacked?” Tristan asked once the bulk of the soldiers had moved out. I appreciated his not questioning me in front of the assembled group.
“No need. The three that tried to kill me outside the wagons gave me the answers I needed. This was General Zanethus’ doing. It seems our blood is valuable for his cult and their faithful,” I answered with an edge of hostility in my voice.
“And what were you doing outside of the wagons alone?” Tristan asked, and I realized my mistake. Kyla’s eyes were also focused on me, waiting for an answer.
A soldier shouted for our attention, saving me from the situation. Without a word, I jogged towards the commotion, Kyla and Tristan behind me. It didn’t take long to figure out the issue.
“Good to see you, milord,” Alexander grunted between pained breathes. If he was going for casual, he failed miserably. Nearby, two of the enemy lay dead. They both wore nicer equipment than many of the others.
“I take it you found some of their nobles?” I asked as I looked him over. Small wounds covered him, but they looked to be healing rapidly. He also had a deep puncture wound to the gut. As Alexander’s bloodline wasn’t nearly as old as Kyla’s or mine, such an injury would take days to heal as long as nothing critical had been severed.
“That I did. They looked like they were going for the horses, so I attacked before I had a chance to grab my armor. Turns out, these guys could really fight. I took them both down, but I didn’t come out of it free and clear,” he answered, gesturing towards his stomach.
“But not to worry. I hear women like battle scars,” he added. Several of the nearby soldiers laughed at his words.
“Zanethus’ group orchestrated this. If we weren’t already looking at ruining his time in Tor’s Rest, we certainly would be now. Giving his wounds a once over, I sniffed for any signs of infection. You going to make it?” I asked Alexander, noticing he didn’t look all that surprised by the revelation.
The coyote-kind waved me off. “I’ll be fine. I happen to know there are a couple of bottles of spirits stored in the lead wagon. If someone will procure one of them for me, I’ll be right as rain in no time.”
I knew alcohol was the last thing the man needed right now, but he’d just bled for Fero House. It was a small request. I nodded to Tristan, who moved to retrieve a bottle.
“Oh, and boss, we need to talk over the next couple of days. Lying here, bleeding in the snow, I had some time to think about our situation. I have a bit of experience in Krinshir and might know someone who can help you,” Alexander added.
Kyla and I just stared at him. It had been a week since we’d left Tor’s Rest, and he had said nothing about knowing people in Krinshir or even having been there before. Kyla raised her eyebrow pointedly at him.
He raised his palms in mock defense, a pose I remembered from earlier in the night. He quickly explained, “I know, I know. I should have said something. It all relates to my time before joining Fero. I’ve done my best to leave that chapter behind, and I didn’t want to get you involved in it all. Stab wounds have a way of helping you gain clarity.”
I wanted to be angry at the man, but it was impossible with him still bleeding and lying on the cold ground. Looking at his opponents, it’d been one hell of a fight. Examining him more closely, I noticed his dark eyes still shown with the excitement of battle.
“Well, it seems we have things to discuss on the rest of the trip south. First, let’s see to our dead. Then, we’ll dump these bastards, stripped of anything useful, in the Trogarl. Let’s get moving,” I answered and announced to the group that had gravitated to us to see what was happening.
“There isn’t exactly much with which to build a pyre out here,” Tristan said, having returned with a bottle in hand.
I took the bottle and removed the stopper. The strong aroma of liquor overpowered the lingering scent of death. It’d been made with some wild grains found near our new home before the weather turned. It wasn’t great for drinking, but it had some application in medicine.
Taking a deep pull from the bottle, I addressed the others, “Use as much of the timber in the wagons as needed. We lost something much more precious than supplies tonight, and it’d be wrong not to honor the sacrifices of our soldiers.”
The drink had a bitter edge and an unpleasant bite, but I found the burn in my stomach fitting after the losses we’d just sustained. I handed the bottle down to Alexander and moved to help clear the camp. We had a busy night ahead of us before the morning’s travel. Moving towards the growing pile of our lost troops, I saw the glow of fires already springing to life in the night.




Chapter 10

Thankfully, the road after the ambush was uneventful. The weather persisted, but it never got as bad as the storm during the night of our attack. It was a small blessing, but one we counted none-the-less.
We lost twenty people during the battle. It was a hard blow to us all, and every time I looked at the empty horses being pulled behind the wagons, it felt like a fresh loss.
The only consolation was the fact that for every one we lost, our ambushers lost two. We found forty-five of the bastards in and around the camp. It didn’t bring back our lost comrades, but they could stand proud before the ancestors knowing that they fought bravely.
We found tracks leading away from the battle, so we knew some had survived and likely returned to Tor’s Rest with a report of their failure. The storm covered their trail quickly, so there was little point in trying to follow them. Besides, they wouldn’t have time to send another force at us before we made Krinshir.
Thinking of our destination, I looked up at the horizon. For days now, we’d seen nothing but flat, worked fields on one side of the road and river on the other. The growing season was long past, so they sat untended.
Looming over the landscape, the light grey stone walls of the city proper stood tall and proud, seemingly in the middle of the water. The light of the sun reflecting off the river and snow gave the entire scene a bright, shining quality, and we all looked on in wonder. We’d be arriving soon.
For the many days of travel, Alexander had refused to share his plan or history with me or anyone else. All he’d say was ‘you’ll have to trust me’ anytime we asked him about it. I lost my patience after the first day. Kyla and the others had lasted a while longer but not by much.
Now, time was up. We could either leave it all in his hands or move blindly through the city. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the man. I just hated the not knowing.
“Dammit, Alexander. Are you really not going to tell us anything?” I asked for the third time that day. “We’re almost there.”
Kyla sighed while Tristan and several others avoided looking our direction. Alexander was riding on the lead wagon, as he had been since the night of the attack, while I rode on Bashita beside him.
He still wasn’t healed completely, but he progressed every day. He could walk and move much better than he’d been able to before. By the time we made it back to Tor’s Rest, he’d be in fighting shape once again.
With a deep sigh, he relented in his silence, “Fine. Here in the next couple of hours, we’ll get to an area for trade companies to park their caravans near the main entrance to the city. We’ll stop there,” he started.
His eyes still looking out at the approaching city, he continued, “Once we’re there, Kyla and the guards will stay with the wagons and horses. You and I will enter the city alone on foot. We can keep our arms and armor, but we need to leave our tabards with the group.” Kyla and Tristan both snorted at the absurdity of what he’d just said. When he didn’t laugh or indicate he was joking, both of them got very serious looks on their faces.
“Look, we’re not here as Fero House. We’re talking about opposing a princess and governor of the empire. On top of that, we’ve already been attacked by General Zanethus’ crazy dragon cult. If we are going to do this, it’ll be in the grey zone all the way, and my contacts are skittish at best,” Alexander said, defending himself from the glares being directed his way.
“I understand. I’m in for whatever it takes,” I responded, trying to offer my support to my beleaguered companion.
“Shut up,” Kyla said harshly in my direction.
“We can’t let you go anywhere without at least a squad of babysitters in tow,” Tristan said at the same time.
“All joking aside, we have to go in alone. A group will draw too much attention. Just the two of us could be a couple of mercenary nobles looking for work. Kyla would have the wrong kind of people drooling at her, and guards would make us look like we were someone worth checking up on,” Alexander explained. By the expressions on everyone’s faces, I didn’t hold out much hope for his success in convincing them.
Coming around the last bend in the road saved him from further explanation. Before us, Krinshir stood like a city floating atop the waves of the Trogarl River. We all sat speechless as we continued our steady progress towards the largest city I’d ever seen.
Krinshir was like nothing I’d witnessed before. Fort Granas and Tor’s Rest were impressive in their own rights, but they paled in comparison to this, the eastern hub of the empire. It was designed in such a way that I knew it was unique in all the world.
The closer we came to our destination, the wider the road became. Now, it could easily fit ten wagons abreast, and our small group looked insignificant upon it. At the end of the stone thoroughfare sat a bridge half-again as large, connecting to a spider web of bridges and islands in the middle of the river.
I knew from my reading that Krinshir consisted of several such bridges and islands. I’d even read that over one hundred thousand beast-kind called the city home. Seeing it in real life, though, was overwhelming.
Beyond the giant bridge, a network of smaller bridges spread out in all directions. They connected large islands that reminded me of beehives more than a city. Each had outer walls twice as large as those I’d seen at Fort Granas, and we could see buildings even over the walls. It seemed they were competing with one another as to who could reach the clouds first.
“First rule of Krinshir, never look like a tourist. Stay alert, but don’t appear over awed by your surroundings. With a city this crowded, there is always someone looking to take advantage of newcomers,” Alexander said from the wagon. I couldn’t help but notice the sullen expression on the usually upbeat coyote-kind’s face.
Taking his message seriously, I did my best impression of an aloof noble. Unfortunately, I’d seen plenty of examples in my short time amongst the gentry. There seemed to be many that were never happy or satisfied in life.
“He said not to look like a tourist. He didn’t say to look constipated,” Tristan chimed in, breaking all seriousness. Kyla actually snorted, and I leveled my best glare at her in retaliation. It bounced off as if she were made of steel. Alexander was too busy scanning our surroundings as if it were a war zone to take notice of our banter.
My friend was saved from my retort by our arrival at the bridge and the space designated for trade caravans to camp. It was little more than a wide open area with a light wooden fence surrounding it. A small, single room structure stood at its opening. A gaudily dressed leopard-kind was already walking towards us from the building, holding a large ledger in hand.
“Your house name and reason for your visit please,” the man said without greeting. He wasn’t rude. It was just as if this were business as usual, and there was no reason to linger on pleasantries.
“Fero House, here to sell a shipment of lumber,” I answered, adopting a bored look and letting it bleed into my voice. I could hear Tristan trying to stifle his laughter with a cough behind me, though the leopard-kind seemed not to notice. I promised myself I’d get even one day.
Our fee was assessed, and we paid a silver for the space to park for the day. We’d be responsible for paying another silver at dawn for every day we were still there. It sounded like an exorbitant amount, but neither Kyla nor Alexander looked all that surprised, so I left it alone and paid the man.
Having paid for our spot, we circled the wagons and set up the tents like we were camping in the field. Everyone would have been happier with lodging in an inn, but Alexander was adamant that we didn’t want to do that.
“Okay, are you ready?” the coyote-kind asked as he walked up to me, any signs of his injuries well hidden in his posture. I could still see a bit of guarding in his steps though, so I knew his puncture wound still bothered him. He’d removed his tabard, leaving no sign of his allegiance to Fero House in sight.
Reluctantly, I started to remove my own tabard, and Kyla stepped up to help me. I didn’t stop her, relishing her nearness.
“You’re sure you want to go through with this plan?” she asked lightly as my tabard came off. To all the world, I’d look like a relatively successful mercenary in my polished armor and weapons. Reluctantly, I handed the bone necklace over to my second as well. Even here, people might have heard of the eastern front, and I didn’t need to be recognized.
“If there is a chance we can find help from this, then yes. We don’t have the resources to stand against Emilia, and I refuse to accept this situation,” I answered, looking her in the eyes. I knew my conviction plainly showed through my gaze.
Kyla simply nodded as I moved away from her and followed Alexander towards the bridge. I knew she hated my going into the city alone, but she trusted me enough not to question my plans and make me look weak in front of the others.
“Try not to get yourself killed without me watching your back,” Tristan said as we passed him near the wagons.
“It’s just a shady meeting in an undisclosed location with some unknown residents of Krinshir. I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I responded. His frown didn’t budge on his face, but he said nothing else.
“Honestly, the walk through the city will be more dangerous than our actual destination,” Alexander told me as we neared the large stone bridge leading to the islands of the city proper.
There weren’t many people travelling over the vast expanse since the trade and growing seasons were done. I could imagine it was a different story when the land we’d passed on the way here was being cultivated. There had to be a reason this bridge was so large.
Several guards stood at the entrance to the city, but they didn’t say anything when we neared the open gates. Alexander nodded to them as we entered, but that was the extent of our interaction.
It was strange to me that the soldiers on duty hadn’t questioned our purpose. We were, after all, armed and armored beast-kind entering their city. I was about to ask my friend about it as we cleared the portal into the island. The words died on my lips as the chaos that was this place engulfed us.
“Welcome to Krinshir, milord,” he said with a resigned sigh as we stepped into the sunlight.
Hundreds of beast-kind were walking in various directions, all making noise as they spoke to those they were with. It was like the hum of the market place, only a thousand times louder. On top of that, a foul odor permeated the air. It was tinged with waste and other unpleasant things amidst the lingering scent of unwashed bodies.
I couldn’t imagine how or why anyone would choose to live in such conditions. To make matters worse, the walls and tall buildings cut off any hope of fresh air blowing through. The one positive was that the rank air was warmer than it had been walking over the river.
“I told you not to look like a tourist,” Alexander admonished as he pulled me forward from where I was standing slack-jawed. I knew he spoke, but my brain had trouble processing the message. There was just too much input assaulting my senses.
“This is insane. Why would so many people live in such a small area” I said as Alexander led us through the crowd. I didn’t know where we were going, or even the thought process behind the city’s layout.
“It’s not really all that hard to figure out. There is industry and trade here. People move to where the money is,” he replied, practically pushing through a group of wolf-kind standing in the path we’d been walking. One of them looked like he was about to say something, but upon meeting eyes with me, decided against it.
Alexander just continued walking as he spoke, observing our surroundings like a hawk. “The land surrounding the river isn’t really suitable to settlement anyway. In the spring, the snows will melt, and the banks will flood. It keeps the fields fertile but makes Krinshir the only safe place to live. That’s why it’s built on top of itself. All manner of ancillary jobs support the farming industry, and they, in turn, necessitate other professions. The whole thing just gets bigger and bigger as long as there is money to be made.”
“Surely, even Tor’s Rest would be preferable to living on top of one another like this,” I said as we crossed another bridge to a nearby island.
For a brief moment, the chill air blowing over the water pushed away the lingering scent we’d waded through moments before. The relief was short lived as we finished crossing the span. This island, like the other, had the same odors, but the smell of fish also competed for dominance among the different scents.
I heard Alexander laugh, but his response was lost on me as we finished moving through the gates of this new island. The crack of a whip had my complete attention.
To my right, a large group of human slaves were moving crates under the direction of imperial soldiers. The crates looked heavy, and more than one of the slaves looked ready to collapse where they stood.
A young woman lying on the paved ground appeared to have done just that. She lay there panting, and it was clear to see her slight frame was unsuited to the task assigned her. In front of her, a lean man kneeled, shielding her from the lashes that had clearly been meant for her.
The scene shouldn’t have mattered to me. I didn’t like slavery, but this was something I’d seen play out a hundred times. Most of the human slaves came from our wars with the southern kingdoms, and so were taken as battle captives or the spoils of raids, but these two were different somehow.
My senses perked up when I looked at them. Some quality made me take notice. The woman, though her frame was slight, had some strength of character and dignity. Her features were delicate, and her skin was smooth. At a guess, she’d done very little manual labor in her life.
The man, wearing ragged clothing and bleeding from several marks across his back, made my inner beast stir. He was more tone than an average man, but I knew it was more than appearance. He balanced himself perfectly so as not to fall into the woman he protected despite the lashing he took. On top of all that, he didn’t even flinch as the whip struck him for the fifth time.
I started to move in the situation's direction, but felt a firm grip on my arm. “Leave it,” Alexander hissed in my ear, pulling me into a nearby alley.
“What? How can you to just ignore this? It’s cruel and despicable and,” I started to say, envisioning all the problems I saw before me.
“Something that happens every day here,” he huffed, cutting me off as he ran his hands through his dark hair.
“Look, we are here on a mission. We have to act as though we are unaffected by this. To intervene would draw attention to us and mark us as outsiders in the city. Or worse, it might lead to us being arrested and delayed in our efforts,” he explained as he took a steadying breath and let go of my arm.
After a short time, he continued in a calmer voice, “I know it’s inexcusable. I wish I could do something too. But I, we, can’t. We have to keep our focus. What we’re doing is bigger than this one moment, understand?”
I leaned back against the damp stone wall. “Okay. I understand,” I said solemnly, hating the words coming out of my mouth. Alexander looked relieved and led me back into the busy streets.
As we moved on, I glanced back at the scene. The human male made eye contact with me even as the whip fell upon his back again. Facing forward, I kept my eyes on the paved road on which we walked. I said I understood. I didn’t say I’d forget.
My mind was still on the two slaves when Alexander stopped in front of a dilapidated pub with old nets sitting on either side. The nets didn’t smell of the fish that permeated this section of the city, so I knew they hadn’t been used in quite some time.
“The Worker’s Dilemma, an odd name for an ale house,” I commented, but Alexander didn’t act as like he’d heard me.
“You wanted help and answers. Inside is a man who can provide both. No one knows his name, but he’s called the seer. He is a strange man, and you should be careful in this. Many a beast-kind has sought knowledge from him, only to later regret the decision. Follow my lead. Speak to no one else. And for the ancestor’s mercy, don’t do anything… you,” he said as he looked at me pointedly before turning back towards the building and walking inside.
With some trepidation, I followed my friend inside. It was dimly lit, and the echo of the bell over the doorway chimed behind me. Being midday, most of the tables that occupied the pub floor were empty, but for a few patrons. A dark wooden bar lined the far wall, manned by a fair-haired fox-kind with a homely face, but extremely large breasts. No doubt, her assets helped encourage the local fishermen to come in and spend their coin in the evenings, I thought wryly.
Instead of going to the bar, Alexander moved to a table to the side of the room. The only person in that area was an old weasel-kind wearing plain, moth-ridden clothes. In a city where I’d seen every imaginable color and style on those I passed, this man looked particularly bland. Looking up at us, his skin was so loose on his face that I couldn’t clearly see his eyes. The wrinkles at the side of his face deepened as he smiled at Alexander in recognition.
“Ah, welcome back, young coyote-kind. I believe I told you we’d meet again once you had a new name, even as you swore we wouldn’t,” the old man said cryptically as we both took seats across from him. He then looked down into his cup with a frown as if he were studying something. I didn’t follow, but it didn’t look like Alexander would be explaining anything.
“Old man,” he responded with half smile and a slight bow. Tension sat heavy in the air, but I couldn’t tell if there was hostility in it or not. The old weasel-kind just sat swirling his tea, still looking into its depths without acknowledging Alexander’s greeting.
“I’ve heard whispers amongst the shadows of Tor’s Rest these last years. If you’ve come to me with such illustrious company, the very worst must be true,” the seer said, finally turning his head in my direction. I could feel his attention on me like a physical thing.
“I am-” I started to introduce myself, but he waved me off.
“I know who you are. I once knew a woman who had your eyes. It saddened me to hear of her passing, and having a male child only stirred up the old troubles,” he said cryptically. I froze at his words.
“You knew my mother?” I asked. All my life, I’d only had the barest hints of my family. This strange man might have more of the puzzle.
“I did indeed, but that is not the reason you came here. It is a conversation for a later time, young one,” he answered. As much as I wanted to force the issue, I somehow knew he wouldn’t share any information on that subject. My lips were a thin line of frustration, but I let it go. I’d waited this many years. What were a few more?
“Tell me what it is you need Dark Wolf. What brought you to my table this day,” the old man said, his eyebrows lifting so I could clearly see his eyes for the first time. Milky white irises stared back at me. This man was blind.
I couldn’t immediately answer. A pressure sat on my shoulders, like I was being weighed and measured. I’d never experienced such a thing before, and I didn’t much like it. I had to stop myself from grunting at the force of it. Looking over at Alexander, he gave a nod for me to continue. Some part of me questioned the wisdom of this course, but I trusted my friend.
“I need to save my house and stop Princess Emilia,” I finally said, forcing my nerves down.
He pointed a crooked, withered finger at me. “Those are two things, and they are not related. I will help you for your mother’s sake, and because there is darkness in the north these days,” the seer responded and waved his hand for me to continue.
“First, we are in need gold. The princess has demanded three hundred gold crowns instead of the ten wagons of lumber that was in our home’s charter,” I answered carefully. It wasn’t danger I sensed from the weasel-kind, but a feeling of other-worldness that was hard to explain.
“Gold is easy. That there is something to exchange makes little difference. A merchant will arrive at your wagons before you return to them. He will pay the gold you need and take the lumber for himself. What else?” he immediately answered.
Instinctively, I glanced around to find the messenger that would send out his orders. No one moved, and it seemed we weren’t even close enough to anyone to be overheard. Alexander looked uncomfortable at the exchange, but he didn’t interrupt or say anything to my questioning glance. All I could do was continue telling the weasel-kind what we needed.
“We need manpower. The princess and her new general are enslaving beast-kind in droves. If we’re to oppose her, we require people who can stand up to her troops,” I answered after a moment of thought.
The old man leaned back in his chair, “Oh ho, the Dark Wolf wishes to lead another army, to show his dominance over his enemies. It is to be expected. It is in your blood,” the seer said. Usually, my instincts would respond to such an insult, but they didn’t take the bait this time. I had a distinct feeling of danger in this situation.
“There are beast-kind aplenty here in Krinshir, but they will be no good to you against a princess of the crown. They wouldn’t help you for all the riches in this kingdom,” he finished when I didn’t interrupt.
“So you’re saying it’s impossible?” I asked the old man, whose smile showed decayed and yellowed teeth. He laughed loudly at my question.
“You really didn’t prepare him at all for this meeting, did you?” He asked Alexander, who silently stared at him. The weasel-kind didn’t seem insulted when he didn’t answer.
The Seer leaned forward and spoke quietly. “Nothing is ever impossible, it is just a matter of whether you have the price required. I said you’d never get the beast-kind of Krinshir to follow. The beast-kind of Krinshir aren’t the only ones here in the city, are they?” the old man replied, chuckling at his own words.
I sat there for a time, speechless. Having someone speaking in circles around me wasn’t a pleasant experience. Suddenly, the image of the human woman and man surfaced in my mind.
“The only other group here in the city are slaves. You mean for me to free an army worth of humans?” I asked, confused by the direction of this conversation.
“I want you to do nothing. I simply offer paths based on what it is you seek,” the seer replied, spreading his hands before him.
“And what price will you demand for your guidance in all of this?” Alexander suddenly cut in. The malice in his voice surprised me. I made a note to get answers from the coyote-kind later.
The old man’s face softened as he turned to Alexander, “Ah, young coyote-kind, I see the hurt and bitterness have not yet left you. You know that it is not I who demands the price. I am only a conduit.” The weasel-kind sounded genuinely hurt. He looked back at me with a tired sigh.
“To succeed in this, the price will be high. You wish to defeat your foe, but your actions will change the course of an empire. The price for such a feat is the loss of that which you hold most dear,” the old man said. Though nothing outwardly changed, his words resonated deeply within me, as if he’d just spoken a decree.
“We’re leaving. It was a mistake to come here,” Alexander suddenly said, standing from his seat. He roughly grabbed my shoulder and pulled me up by the armor, forcing me away from the table. Never once had the coyote-kind looked so angry in the time I’d known him.
“Wait,” I told Alexander and pulled my shoulder out of his grasp. He looked like he wanted to say something. Instead, he shook his head, silently pleading with me.
I walked back towards the old man who hadn’t moved throughout the entire display. Every step felt heavier than the first. His now empty cup had been knocked over in the excitement, but he didn’t seem to care. His milky eyes remained fixed on me.
“Tell me what I must do,” I said as I stood before the weasel-kind. Even with me standing and him sitting, I felt small in his presence.
He smiled up at me as he spoke, “Our friend by the door will find you the answers for your army and their equipment. People will find you as you have need of them,” the seer said cryptically as he held out a hand to shake.
I’d decided to do whatever it took to make things right for the people in the north. This was exactly that. Those were my thoughts as I reached out and took hold of the weasel-kind’s hand and shook. Whatever I’d expected to happen, it was just a handshake, yet something felt different in the air as I turned to accompany Alexander out of the bar.
“A warning and a comfort, young wolf-kind: The only way for you to accomplish this is to cast off your position and title. An outlaw owns nothing in the empire’s eyes, and an outlaw has nothing to lose when they go against their betters,” the seer called after me.
“As for the comfort, remember, it takes a hot fire and a strong hammer to forge a strong blade,” he finished. Somehow, those words weighed on me more than all the others.
I bowed to him, knowing he was blind, but somehow feeling that he was watching me. With nothing left to say, Alexander and I stepped through the door back out into the street. I blinked in the sunlight, my eyes adjusting from the darkness of the pub. Beside me, the coyote-kind stormed forward into the crowd. What had I just done?




Chapter 11

Luckily, the trip back to the wagons was less eventful than the trip into the city. The guards and slaves I’d seen earlier were gone, replaced by another group. No one so much as looked our way as we crossed between bridges and moved through the crowded streets.
Alexander walked swiftly, his pace quickening with his sour mood. Several times I tried to ask questions, but he refused to answer any of them.
He didn’t lead us in a straight path back this time. He took several new roads and bridges. At various places, he’d ask me to stay outside as he entered a building.
The entire thing seemed strange. If Alexander knew so many people, why did we need the meeting with the seer? Thoughts swirled around in my head. I tried to think on everything I’d seen while also trying to figure out what I held most dear.
As we travelled in silence throughout the city, I inspected our surroundings more closely. If we committed to the idea of using the slaves, we’d need more than luck on our side. I tried to spot the various patrols that moved through the streets as well as note the lamps that would be lit. It was piss-poor as far as intelligence went, and I wondered if I was just trying to keep my mind occupied instead of worrying.
“Don’t bother. You’d need several days to discern the patterns of the patrols, along with the best paths to travel at night. All you’re doing is drawing attention. Besides, it isn’t necessary. This place hasn’t changed, and I spent months learning what we need to know,” Alexander said as I tried to see down an alleyway. “Just consider me your walking map,” he continued as he turned to me and winked.
I nodded and stopped looking around. Alexander, it seemed, had a complex past with this city, one he’d never shared with the rest of us. He was mysterious, charismatic, and women seemed to find him attractive, and he used all of them as weapons to get what he wanted.
Seeing him so active since we crossed the bridge into Krinshir left me with many questions about the coyote-kind with which I kept company. After all my time with Alexander, I knew I trusted him. It was just that I was coming to realize I didn’t really know him, and he was obviously trained to make people do what he wanted. How much of my trust was of my own design versus his manipulation of the situation?
“I see you made it without being attacked or locked up. I guess I lost those bets,” Tristan said with a frown as we finally crossed through the gates and out of the city. He was standing as a look-out near the bridge. It wasn’t exactly the greeting I expected from my friend.
“Don’t hand over your coin quite yet. He nearly assaulted an imperial soldier on the way in. He’d be in prison right now if I hadn’t defused the situation. I don’t know the terms of your wager, but that might make you the winner,” Alexander said. Tristan looked concerned, but that concern quickly faded as a grin spread across his face.
“You know, I think you’re right. I did just win the bet,” my friend replied as he sped off towards one of the groups guarding the camp with a new spring in his step.
As we finished covering the distance to the wagons, I noticed they were markedly empty save for the gear we’d salvaged from our dead and the ambushers on the road. “It seems the old man’s words hold true,” I said to Alexander.
“For better or worse, they always do,” he mumbled. I’d have paid more attention to his words, but just then I saw Kyla amongst the camp, talking with others.
As if she felt my gaze, she turned and locked eyes with me. Though she tried to hide it, I noticed her shoulders relax and tension leave her posture at our safe return. Smiling at the beautiful woman, she gave me a smile in kind before turning towards the command tent.
“Hello? Are you listening?” Alexander asked in my ear, waving a hand in front of my face. I turned to look at him with a frown, making it clear that he had my attention and that I didn’t appreciate his antics.
“I was asking if you want to meet with everyone now or do you need some time,” he said, pretending not to notice my frustration, though I knew my directed aura was clear on that point.
“Now is just as good a time as any. I’m also eager to hear what all of your stops were about on the way back,” I replied, frustrate at the fact that he hadn’t been comfortable talking about things as we walked.
“One thing to know about the old man, he only provides information. It’s often our own desires that make us feel like we’re backed into a corner. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but you can walk away from this,” Alexander said as he looked me in the eye. I saw a seriousness in his gaze I’d never seen before.
“I think we both know I really can’t,” I answered and continued walking forward.
After a moment, Alexander nodded and fell into step beside me, looking off into the distance. I was beginning to understand why his greeting had been so short with the weasel-kind. Something told me I’d be just as apprehensive if I ever met him again. I also wondered what had brought the coyote-kind to the seer in the first place.
My mind made up, or at least settled on the path forward, I called a meeting of the sergeants and officers in the group. Telling others we were becoming criminals wasn’t exactly an easy conversation. I tasked a soldier to gather my inner circle at the command tent, noting that Kyla already waited for our arrival.
“I assume you both had some success today, as someone randomly showed up and bought all the lumber for the outrageous sum we needed,” Tristan said as the last of the senior sergeants arrived. With Iglias gone, even though he was much younger than the others, Tristan had become the de facto representative of their number.
“We did. Not only did we line up a buyer, we also have a lead on troops to recruit against Emilia and her lackeys,” I responded. Murmurs of excitement rippled through the area, but Kyla looked suspicious and said nothing.
I felt her eyes upon me as I readied myself to explain. “While none of the local beast-kind families will risk the Emperor’s wrath by going against his daughter, there is another demographic we’ve overlooked,” I said to the group. Kyla’s stare felt rather uncomfortable all of a sudden.
“And what demographic might we be overlooking?” She asked, tension in her voice. Glancing over at Alexander, I knew he wouldn’t be joining in to take any heat in this moment. If anything, he looked as if he was enjoying himself.
“Well, there are thousands of slaves here in the city looking for a way to gain their freedom. I propose that we help some of them,” I said, making a point not to look towards the fiery knight beside me.
Everyone stood in silence among those assembled. I didn’t know what to say to the sudden quiet, so I simply watched everyone around me, except Kyla, who was still staring. Tristan’s bursting into laughter suddenly disrupted the serious atmosphere.
“Yeah, I’m sure humans would love to risk their lives for the freedoms of beast-kind. As soon as we free them, they’ll be so moved by our story they’ll suddenly swear their fealty and listen to every order we give,” he said sarcastically, barely discernable over his laughter. Several of the others made half-hearted nervous laughs at my friend’s antics.
“If you were able to get them to follow you, you understand that there will be no going back from this, yes?” Kyla asked me after Tristan’s laughter had died down, her tone serious.
At her words, Tristan’s mirth died. “Wait, you were serious?” he asked, looking suddenly panicked. The other sergeants looked even more uncomfortable than they had at his laughter. I knew that any other noble would have never stood for my friend’s behavior, but I valued his independent thought. I wouldn’t let pride or vanity burden our relationship.
With a deep sigh, I responded, “Yes, I’m serious. We have it on good authority that it’s doable.” I looked over at Alexander, who’d been quiet up until this point, letting him know he couldn’t escape attention any longer.
“As implausible as it seems, we do, in fact, have a plan in place to do everything that Valian has said. As to what the humans do upon their being freed, we’ll play that one by ear. That being said, our source is never wrong. If he says we’ll have their support, we’ll have their support,” Alexander explained. Most everyone’s mouth was hanging open, and I couldn’t help grinning as Tristan tried to form words.
“Just who is this source?” Kyla asked at the same time as one of the sergeants spoke up. “When is this plan to be carried out?” he asked, looking bashfully at Kyla for talking at the same time.
Not missing a beat at the two questions thrown at him, Alexander answered as if telling someone about the weather. “Our source is a local seer, and the plan is scheduled to happen tonight,” he said.
My grin faded at the time table, and Kyla momentarily looked pale. I’d been with Alexander as we made our way back. I watched him make several stops, and I knew he was looking at figuring out how to do what the seer said he’d do. I just never expected it to be worked out so soon.
“You’re sure it has to be tonight?” I asked, looking the coyote-kind in the eye. He met my gaze directly. I wanted to yell at him for not telling me at least that much, but my anger died as the enormity of what we were trying to accomplish settled in on my shoulders. With such a colossal task, if he’d worked things out at all, it was an accomplishment.
“You heard the man. It seems we have a busy afternoon ahead of us,” I said to the assembled group. Everyone still looked shocked, and Tristan had to shake his head to clear his thoughts and catch up.
“I assume you can tell us the entire plan for the night now?” I asked Alexander, letting the sarcasm plainly show. The coyote-kind took a deep breath before nodding and adopting his signature cocky grin as he launched into the details.
Beside me, I heard Kyla mumble something about “men,” to herself as she too listened to what we’d be doing in a couple of hours. As we listened, I silently prayed that the ancestors were listening too. We’d be needing their help if this was to work.
◆◆◆
 
The discussion concluded, and everyone moved to carry out their assigned tasks. As the wagons were mostly empty, we could afford to send out the majority of our forces to get supplies or handle the various tasks Alexander said we needed to complete.
Grabbing some dried rations from my saddle bags, I began brushing out Bashita’s coat as I watched the camp prepare for our next move. Lost in my thoughts, I carried out the mundane tasks of chewing my food and running the brush along my mount's fur without paying attention. Bashita nudged me with her neck, nearly knocking me over, letting me know I’d brushed one spot long enough. Looking at her coat, I saw a shiny line where I’d run over the space repeatedly without moving to the next space.
I stopped brushing for a moment and stroked her mane in apology. “What have I done, girl?” I asked my mount as I rested my forehead against hers. Bashita leaned into the contact, reassuring me. “Let’s finish brushing you out. We can’t have such a beautiful horse only having one shiny line on their back,” I said as I scratched the bridge of her nose and got back to work.
“Would you like to talk about it?” Kyla asked, surprising me. She walked up from behind me and pat Bashita’s head as she gave her an apple. The battle charger bit into the apple appreciatively, looking over at me as if asking why I hadn’t brought her an apple.
“Where did you find that?” I asked, knowing we had packed none of the fruits in our supply rations. They didn’t keep long and took up too much space in the wagons.
“Oh, a handsome young man gave it to me as a gift,” she replied with a smile. The way she lit up at mentioning someone else made my inner beast take note, but I pushed it back down.
“You mean Colten, right?” I asked with a smile of my own. The fierce knight had taken an instant liking to the boy in a way I’d not expected. When someone wore armor and a blade most of the time, you didn’t picture them as the maternal type.
“Perhaps,” she said, chuckling. “Don’t tell Iglias, but the boy really didn’t want to leave with him. I had to reassure him that Iglias’ face just looked grumpy and the old man was really a lot of fun. I hope he’s living up to the hype,” she finished, and I couldn’t help but bursting out in a loud laugh. Various images of the senior sergeant playing with the young boy ran through my head, and a part of me hoped they were true. A life of service deserved some levity from time to time.
“Hey, jokes aside, talk to me,” she said, looking me in the eye as my laughter died away. Her face was serious, and I saw the desire to help me in her gaze.
“What is there to talk about? Despite my best efforts to be an upstanding member of the empire, it seems I’m destined to be made an outlaw,” I mumbled.
I’d made Alexander promise not to tell her the details of the meeting concerning our plan’s price. Reluctantly, he’d agreed. So now it was only on me not to share my worries or talk about the cost.
“That may be true, but I don’t think you’re doing the wrong thing. Sometimes those in control are wrong. Look at me. I was disgraced and removed from the knighthood for saving people at Fort Granas, all because Emilia didn’t want those people saved. I’d make the same choice again in a heartbeat if given the opportunity,” She replied. Her words gave me strength, but I still felt uneasy.
“Do you ever regret it?” I asked, searching her face. “It cost you your family and pride,” I finished.
“Those costs hurt, but they are nothing in the face of the lives I saved or the progress we’ve made in building Fero House since then,” she answered with a sad smile. “Besides, I might have lost some things, but the things I’ve since gained have been much more valuable,” she continued. Her words warmed a piece of my heart, but I quickly tempered my emotions, lest I share my burden with her.
“Your choice and this one are a bit different. Yes, I’m trying to save people, but I’ll be making an enemy of the entire empire in the process,” I said, taking the time to really look at the beautiful woman beside me.
Her green eyes really were beautiful, like the color of spring grass right after the rain, and they sparkled in the evening light. Her lips were full and red, seeming to draw me in. Without thought, I leaned down and kissed her. It felt perfect, like we were made for each other. I felt the contentment from my inner beast even as the word mine rose up in my head unbeckoned.
“What?” she asked as we broke from our kiss. It had lingered longer than I’d intended, and I’d lost track of how much time had gone by. “And don’t say ‘nothing’ either, Valian Fero.” Instead of answering, I leaned in and kissed her again, this time more softly.
“No matter what happens, promise me we’ll take the steps necessary to protect Fero House from my decision. When payment is due, I don’t want it to fall on anyone else but me,” I said as I broke the contact and looked her in the eyes.
Kyla looked at me long and hard, deciding what to say. What she found there on my face, I don’t know, but she reached out and took my hands in her own. A part of me cataloged how soft they felt despite a lifetime of sword work. “I promise,” she said, and I knew she’d give everything she had to keep her word.
The smallest worry began to enter my mind. Could Kyla be the thing in my life I held most dear? The thought felt like ice water in my veins, and I swore to myself that, no matter what the future held, I wouldn’t let anything happen to the woman before me.




Chapter 12

I’d like to say I ran the operation when evening arrived, but I just rode at the front of the wagons. The largest parts of the planning had all been Alexander, and my only purpose was to be a sword and worker when the time came.
It’d taken forever for the hours to pass. I drug out tending Bashita and re-packing my gear so it lasted nearly three hours, still leaving an entire hour of uneventful waiting. The only purpose it served was to let me torment myself with thoughts on what we were doing and their implications.
I watched the sun set over the buildings from the back of one of the empty wagons, my anticipation growing. When someone told me it was time, I nearly ran and jumped into Bashita’s saddle. Anything was better than sitting around moping.
Like before, I entered the city without a tabard proclaiming my house affiliation. Unlike before, almost the entire group came with me. We’d left a few soldiers with half of the wagons, but that had been it. The rest of us took the remaining wagons and prepared to be about our business. There were fewer than thirty of us left. Everyone was needed.
The trip in was easy. Just like during the day, the guards didn’t seem to care why or how many came into the city. Thinking about it, I guessed it was impossible to keep tabs on anyone in a city of so many residents.
The roads weren’t nearly as crowded as they had been earlier, but the streets were still very much alive. Groups of people walked in every direction, and lamps illuminated most of the stone path for anyone to see clearly. There were a few places that were noticeably dark, but I didn’t know if it was by someone’s design or just random chance that lamps had run out of fuel.
We took just such a darkened route in a direction I hadn’t travelled earlier. Alexander led the way, and as we moved in and out of alleys, he seemed to know exactly where he was going.
I admired his ability to navigate the narrow alleyways. I’d lost all sense of our bearings only minutes into the journey. Whatever his mysterious past was, I was grateful for it in this moment. Without the coyote-kind, we’d be well and truly screwed.
We continued to creep through the shadows, staying close to the damp, rock hewn walls. The wagons barely fit in some places, but we managed to squeeze them through. Eventually, he stopped the procession in an alleyway just off a main street. With a hand gesture, he signaled for Kyla and me to follow him on foot.
Crossing the road, I got a better look at where we were for the first time. The street itself looked ordinary, but the large courtyard to which we were heading looked anything but plain. The entire thing looked to be an open prison. Cages were stacked upon one another three levels in some places. It horrified me to see most of the cages full to bursting with people. A cursory sweep of the area told me they were all human, but race mattered little in such deplorable conditions. Even if they were enemies of the empire, no one deserved to be robbed of their freedom and dignity in such a way.
Kyla reached out from beside me and squeezed my hand. Her green eyes were wide in disbelief, and I could see a hint of moisture in them as she looked at all the cells.
I noticed movement in the shadows of the yard to my left and began to draw my blade, but Alexander placed a hand on my shoulder, stilling me. Just then, a bear-kind noble stepped out of the darkness and approached us.
Even by his kind’s standards, he was huge. He stood head and shoulders taller than me and had to weigh nearly three hundred and fifty pounds. Long brown hair merged with a full, unkempt beard and flowed down over his chest and back. He wore brown leather armor over his massive frame and had a giant war hammer slung over his back. All who saw him would assume him a savage barbarian.
Alexander began moving towards the newcomer with no sign of alarm or caution, and I pushed my sword down in my scabbard. If the coyote-kind wasn’t worried about the man’s presence, I knew it was all right. Exchanging a nod with Kyla as she took her hand off her own blade, we moved forward to follow our guide.
Alexander and the big man clasped forearms in greeting, my friend’s entire arm swallowed in the embrace. “Lord Fero, Lady Kyla, may I introduce this hairy bastard and my friend, Rikar,” the coyote-kind said in hushed tones.
Rikar chuckled, his voice deep enough that I felt it rattle my bones. “I’d rather be a hairy bastard than a scrawny pretty boy. Besides, the ladies like a sturdy man with a beard. You still haven’t tried to grow one of your own, I see,” he replied, and I could only assume it was a whisper. Out of reflex, I looked around us to ensure no one had been alerted by the bear-kind’s volume.
The big man noticed my glances and smiled my way. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, milord, milady. Both of your reputations precede you,” he said, clasping forearms with me and giving Kyla a bow. Even as his eyes were on the knight beside me, I felt him squeeze just a bit harder on my arm. My inner beast answered the challenge, and I reflexively squeezed harder myself.
The strength of my grip brought his attention back to me. Inclining his head a fraction in respect, he let go of my arm. “Do not be worried about the guards that are usually stationed here in the courtyard. As the son of the house’s second, I convinced them to take a break and provided them the coin to visit an ale house down the block. It’s a shameful practice, but several of them are probably under the impression that I mean to take advantage of a few of the female slaves and want privacy,” he said, bringing our attention to the situation at hand.
Beside me, I felt Kyla’s body stiffen at the implications, and her aura pushed out to encompass all those around her. “Peace milady, I swear on my honor that I have never done such a thing,” he said, appeasing her enough that she could get her aura under control. Glancing over at her, I saw the steel in her eyes at the ill treatment of these people.
Fishing in the coin purse at his belt, the bear-kind brought out a handful of simple iron keys. The notches were identical to one another, and I realized that they mass produced the cage locks and keys to make it easier to contain more slaves. Questions started to run through my head, and though I could silence most of them, one had to be answered.
“Why are you helping us?” I asked, looking the big man in the eyes. “Other than knowing Alexander, why would you risk yourself and your position within the city like this?” The bear-kind looked at me silently for a moment before letting out a huff of breath.
“I understand your doubt. Things are never simple, but let’s just say that I’m tired of my honor being tainted by how my family and house gain their wealth. Even if it wasn’t this rogue making inquiries, I’d have still been hard pressed to leave it be. The seer’s words aren’t to be ignored,” the bear-kind rumbled cryptically. Even if I didn’t understand all of what he was saying, his eyes held no deception. I nodded at his answer even as I took a key from the slab of meat he called a hand.
“Speaking of which, what are you doing so publicly announcing yourself?” Rikar asked Alexander as Kyla and the coyote-kind each took a key. “You know what they’ll do if they catch you,” he continued, my head snapping to the coyote-kind at his words.
“We don’t have time for that right now. We all need to spread out so this will go faster. Make sure the humans know to gather in the square instead of running off on their own,” Alexander said as he hurried off towards the far side of the yard. Rikar just grunted at my friend’s deflection and moved off towards the cages himself.
Glancing over at Kyla, I saw her shrug her shoulders before she too hurried across the square. Suddenly standing alone, I started towards the nearest cages. We still had much to do.
It took nearly an hour to get all the doors unlocked. Every time I arrived at a new set of cells, I said, “My name is Valian. We’re here to free you, but if you want a real chance of getting out of the city, we need you to follow our directions and assemble in the center of the square.”
Most of the humans heeded my advice, though many looked suspicious. A few, ignoring my words completely. They took off down the streets or ran into the nearby alleyways. Every time one of them refused to listen, my anxiety increased. It only took a single human getting caught to ruin our entire plan.
All the people we released were dirty, but they still looked relatively healthy. Krinshir utilized most of its slave labor in the fields. Unlike the mines or quarries, where the work usually broke someone within the year, these humans could survive decades as long as they were given adequate food and basic care.
I finished my section and was just returning to the front of the square when I noticed a single large cage standing apart from the others. It was much larger than the cells I’d opened, despite housing fewer humans. The bars also looked thicker and newer than any of the ones I’d opened so far.
I’d have left the thing alone save for the fact that the lean man and slender woman from my trip to the seer stood at the door of the cage watching me. No, not watching, studying. It felt as if I was back at the military academy standing for an inspection again. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up at their attention.
The beast perked up at my discomfort. My senses told me there was something different about these two, though I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was similar to the feeling I’d gotten from the seer, but not quite the same. My instincts counseled caution even as I felt myself pulled in their direction by my curiosity.
“I recognize you two. I saw you both on the work detail earlier today,” I said as I stepped in front of the cage. The woman was shorter than me with long flowing brown hair and vibrant blue eyes akin to a cloudless sky. The man was near the same height as me but weighed thirty or forty pounds less. His eyes were also blue, but closer to the flat blue of a frozen pond. Neither of them were much older than me, and neither had the eyes of a slave. These were not broken people.
“I remember you as well. For a moment today, I hoped to see some good in your race, but you turned your back on our misfortune like all the rest,” the man replied. The look on his face spoke of challenge to my inner beast. I had to hold in the growl that fought to break free.
“Milord, we have opened all of the cages. Everyone that listened to us is waiting in the square. We need to hurry before the fools that ran off get us all caught,” Rikar’s bass voice rumbled as he walked up behind me, stopping me from giving a retort to the caged human’s aggressive words. For such a large bear-kind, the fact that he’d gotten so close without my notice impressed me.
I stared at the two before me. A part of me told me I should leave them here, but another part told me I needed them. The two sides warred with one another until I couldn’t stand it any longer. “What about this cage? It’s not the same as the others, and it has an actual lock on it,” I asked Rikar as he stepped up to see what was going on.
“That one is special. It belongs to the empire. We just feed and care for those that stay in it so the garrison doesn’t have to. It usually holds new arrivals before the empire processes and prepares them,” he explained. For a moment, I saw the barest hint of emotion from the woman as her eyes widened and she shuddered involuntarily.
Ignoring the momentary lapse in her composure, I kept my focus on the man starring me in the eye. “Is there a way to open the door? I don’t think my key will work,” I asked the bear-kind, still watching the man behind the bars.
“Yeah, I think I have the key. Let me look real quick,” the bear-kind answered, digging in the pouch at his belt.
“I’ll release you two as an apology for my inability to do anything for you earlier. From there, your path is your own. I will say that my people and I have a way out of the city, though. If you have a small measure of faith and stick with us, you’ll have a far better chance of making it out than if you ran off like some of the others. The choice is yours,” I said to those in the cage as Rikar finally found the key in question. A small smile appeared on the female’s face.
As the bear-kind removed the lock and swung open the door, the woman spoke up. “My name is Naethena, and this is Antin. We thank you for your willingness to free us, and we understand that it isn’t always possible to help everyone we wish,” she said, sounding much older and more mature than her appearance suggested. She also, not so subtly, elbowed Antin in the side, breaking the starring contest between us.
Looking at the woman and then back up at me, he spoke up. “Yes, thank you…” Antin said, trailing off in a clear indication that I should introduce myself.
“Valian,” I said simply with no title or house name. Having introduced myself, I heeded Rikar’s advice and headed for the square. I gave these people a choice. It was up to them to follow or not. Secretly, I hoped they did follow, as I now had to convince all those assembled to show the same level of trust. This would be a good trial as to whether it was even possible. Thankfully, I heard the group I’d just released walking a few paces behind us, giving me hope for this phase of our venture.
Nearing the square, I could see the humans milling about, waiting for answers as to what was happening. Kyla and Alexander were both near the center of the group, responding to several middle-aged men and women that seemed to act as group leaders for the slaves. At our approach, people quickly cleared out of our way as the large bear-kind beside me cleared his throat loudly.
“Just what are all of us waiting here for? Those that left already are probably nearly at the city gates by now,” A bald man with a crooked nose practically yelled at Kyla, his frustration clouding his better judgement. To the knight’s credit, she didn’t respond to his aggression, but I noticed her hands securely on the hilts of her blades. Beside her, Alexander casually picked at his nails as if not worried in the slightest.
Rikar and my arrival with the other humans in tow interrupted whatever the man had been about to say, which was good. His attitude towards Kyla already displeased my inner beast. Whether it was the look in my eye or the bear-kind beside me, the man scrambled back upon seeing us.
“I know everyone is tense right now, and with good reason. My name is Valian, and if you’ll follow my direction, we can have you out of the city by daybreak,” I said loudly enough for most of the crowd to hear me. The humans all immediately started talking amongst themselves in response to my claim.
Making eye contact with Kyla, I let the crowd continue talking. I could see the stress in her eyes, and I knew she was as ready to be done with this plan as I. Turning and nodding at Rikar beside me, the big man said, “Silence,” in a tone just shy of a yell. His deep voice carried to the entire group, and the square was instantly quiet.
“Thank you,” I said to the bear-kind, who grinned at me despite Alexander’s chuckling across from us. The raised eyebrows of the surrounding humans told me they didn’t know what to think of the exchange.
“We have little time, but I’ve got a plan to get everyone out of the city with the guards being none the wiser. All that I ask in return is that you all listen to me when we’re safely outside these walls. If you don’t like what I say, we can part ways there with no ill feelings,” I announced to the group. I saw hope in many of the eyes around me, but several also held doubt, and a few even contained open hostility.
“Why should we trust you?” Crooked nose asked, making his reappearance from the crowd following my statement. “Your kind delight in our torments. This could be some trick to punish us or to see who will try to escape.” His face was nearly purple with indignant rage, and I briefly thought we might be better off if I put him back in a cage.
My inner beast pushed to be set free against the challenge of this human, but I kept it contained. If I showed that side now, I’d lose any hope of gaining their support. Rikar was the one to save the situation.
“You might not know him, but many of you know me. You know my views, and I’ve always tried to make things better for you all. I ask that you trust Valian for this one step. Once we’re out of the city, you have the opportunity to go your own way or hear him out, but in this moment, we must follow his lead,” the bear-kind said to the group, and several heads nodded at his words. I didn’t know their stories or their trials, but it seemed he did.
In the quiet, another of the former slaves stepped up. He was younger than crooked nose, but his eyes shown with the light of leadership. “All right, Rikar. If you vouch for this beast-kind, we’ll follow, but we make no promises once we get out of the city,” the man said, and a hush fell over the crowd. They all looked towards me, waiting.
Without another word, I whistled into the night. Shortly after that, I was answered by the lumbering sound of wagons being guided into the square. Tristan stood at the head of the procession, and though the humans eyed the Fero soldiers with mistrust, they all followed our direction without incident.
We fit as many into the wagons as we could, having people squeeze in tightly as if it were a regular slave shipment. For those that didn’t fit in the wagons, we had them line up in two rows in the rear. Two long ropes were handed to the lines. We instructed each person to wrap it around their outside wrist before passing the rest of the length back. When it was all said and done, with our soldiers on either side of them, it looked like the humans were all bound and being led by slave drivers.
Though I saw the general idea, the whole thing seemed a little shaky to me. If any guards looked closely, they’d easily see that none of the humans were actually bound. Alexander assured me it wouldn’t be an issue as long as Kyla followed the instructions he’d given her to the letter. The green-eyed beauty looked a bit nervous at that, but nodded that she understood. We had no choice but to trust the coyote-kind’s words. Forcing myself to dismiss my doubt, I turned to Bashita and the rest of what we needed to accomplish this evening.
As I was turning to see if everyone was ready, I noticed an unexpected sight. Antin was mounting one of the spare horse we’d brought and looked to be preparing to come with us. Somewhere along the way, someone had given him a short sword, and seeing him mount the horse, I knew my suspicions of him being a warrior were accurate.
“What exactly do you think you’re doing, and who gave you a sword?” I asked the man as he guided his horse towards the middle of the group. Tristan looked at me with an expression of concern, but Alexander didn’t seem bothered by this new development.
“I’m going with you. If you’re our ticket out of here, it makes sense to ensure you’re protected. As for the sword, one of your men graciously gave me a spare weapon when I told him I’d be helping protect you,” the man said. Looking more closely, I noticed that Alexander only had his long dagger on his belt.
“One of my men, indeed,” I ground out between clinched teeth. I wasn’t one for unexpected changes in the plan, and in my mind, this qualified.
“I have a good feeling about him. Besides, he could be useful for this next part. If we get spotted, we’ll make sure they see the human, and everyone will just think we’re slaves trying to raid supplies for an escape,” Alexander said, finally looking up to meet my eyes. His tone was casual, but I saw tension in his eyes. He was nervous.
“Fine, but where exactly are we going? You only ever said it was a storage warehouse with rations and gear we needed for our newest recruits,” I responded, letting the focus shift away from the human amongst us.
“Nowhere special. It’s just a target of convenience. Bribing guards can be tricky with such short notice,” Alexander said as he turned back towards the wagons.
“Hey, Rikar,” he yelled, getting the big man’s attention. The bear-kind turned to look at us, easily discernable as he stood head and shoulders over everyone else. Even the wagons looked small somehow with him near.
“Take this in case plan A doesn’t work out,” the coyote-kind said as he tossed a cinched purse to the bear-kind. When the pouch hit his giant hand, I heard the distinct sound of metal coins clinking together. Before Rikar ever caught the coins, Alexander had already gotten his mount underway and trotted down the street several paces before me. The rest of us were left flat footed, and I got Bashita moving to catch up. Behind me, I ignored the questioning looks of both Tristan and Antin. Regardless of what any of us thought, we were stuck on this ride with Alexander until the end.
“What do you mean ‘in case plan A doesn’t work’? You are sure of this plan, right?” I asked as I caught up to the coyote-kind. The others were already fanning out around us, guarding me and obscuring Antin in the process.
“Shady deals and back alley transactions are only so dependable, especially ones made in so little time,” he responded. “But don’t worry too much. One thing about Krinshir, just about everything has a price. If the favors I’ve called in don’t pan out, coin should help grease the wheels for our friends leaving the city.”
I hadn’t realized he’d been arranging all this, but I’d been kept outside every time he entered a building. What really struck me was the fact that he’d had to get everything moving before we’d convened our meeting and discussed it with the rest of the command group.
“How sure were you that things would go this way?” I asked Alexander, seeing everything he’d done in a slightly different perspective. I didn’t like playing fast and loose with our peoples’ lives, but I couldn’t argue with his results.
“About as sure as I am that we’ll find an unguarded warehouse in need of looting here shortly. That is to say, fifty-fifty,” he answered, throwing me a cocky grin and a wink. When I couldn’t hold back the growl escaping my clinched teeth, he laughed and looked forward, ending our conversation.
We moved through estates, shops, the poor housing, and eventually warehouses on our way to our target. People moved about in all of these areas, but no one took notice of our group riding through the city. They gave no more than a glance up before returning to whatever they were doing. I found it odd, but in a city this size, I figured people saw all kinds of things.
Finally, we stopped before a large two-story warehouse whose outside lamps were mysteriously doused. It would have stood out, if I hadn’t counted at least six others in the same condition along the way. Apparently, not everyone paid for security and upkeep on their properties here in Krinshir.
Alexander turned to us as we arrived, “We don’t have much time. Everything we need should already be loaded, and there are horses stabled inside. We get in, hitch the wagons to the mounts, and get out.” The soldiers sprang into action at his words as everyone dismounted. Just as the coyote-kind guaranteed, the doors were unlocked.
“Close those doors behind you so the torchlight doesn’t draw attention,” Alexander said as I heard two pieces of flint strike together to my right. Almost immediately, bright light sprang into existence amid the dark space of the warehouse. Instantly, three wagons and a side area dedicated to horse stables became visible.
“Uh, Valian, does the emblem on these boxes look familiar to you?” Tristan asked from inside one of the wagons. Something about the tone of his voice made me stop what I was doing and move towards him. As I approached, I noticed several of our soldiers whispering between themselves. Looking at what my friend wanted clarification on, my heart sank.
“Alexander, you never said it was an imperial warehouse we’re robbing,” I nearly shouted as I turned towards the coyote kind. He was helping get several horses into position to be tethered to the wagons.
“The ‘who’ wasn’t really important to our plans. They just had everything we needed conveniently ready to ship out to the southern campaign tomorrow, and the guards in this part of town were particularly easy to pay off. Besides, you’re getting ready to spit in the eye of a princess. A little theft isn’t going to change much,” he responded as he neared the wagons with a brown mare.
I stood speechless, trying to find the words to unleash on the coyote-kind, when Antin got my attention by tapping my shoulder. In my state between shocked and angry, I very nearly lashed out at the unexpected contact, but managed to stay in control.
Ignoring my discomfort, Antin spoke with a sense of urgency, “We need to go up there. My armor and weapons are somewhere on the second floor.” As he spoke, he pointed towards a stairwell against the back wall while holding a torch in his other hand. His eyes were intense, and some part of me knew that he’d not take no for an answer. Either I could go with him, or we’d be waiting for his return without knowing what was going on.
Huffing at one more thing I hadn’t expected, I nodded and moved towards the stairs with him. “Why not? It isn’t like I know what’s going on around here anyway,” I mumbled as we made our way up to the second floor. If his armor was here, it’d be a definite improvement to the torn shirt and ripped leather pants he currently wore.
The second floor was a cluttered mess, and shelves took up every available space. The layout made it hard to navigate, but despite only the single torch and the deep shadows, the man wove through the equipment until he stopped before a large wooden bin containing metal armor and weapons haphazardly thrown into it. Beside the bin, a long staff was propped up on the wall.
As Antin dug through the mound of weapons and armor, his gear took on a shine of its own. The pieces were all polished steel, and I saw several accents of copper depicting flames. On the chest piece, the image of a phoenix with flaming wings spread wide took up most of the center. Knowing how I felt about my own plated armor, I could understand why Antin wanted this set back. Every piece was a work of art.
“Who are you to get a set of armor like that?” I asked after watching the man put on each piece with the ease of a trained professional. The sword he strapped to his waist was much longer than the traditional imperial short sword, designed for extra reach from atop a mount. He completed the entire ensemble with a metal plated shield strapped to his back.
“We can talk about that later, but for now, suffice it so say, I’m not one of the rank and file,” he said as he took the wooden staff from the wall beside the bin. I could have sworn I saw him cringe as he wrapped his hand around the smooth wood. “For Naethena,” he answered at the look on my face.
“Fine, later, but it’s going to be kind of hard to sneak out of here with your armor catching the moonlight,” I said as we made our way back towards the stairs. As we walked, he snatched up a linen cloak hanging on the last shelf, glancing at me with a ‘you were saying’ kind of expression. I grunted in response.
We were just getting to the bottom of the stairs when the doors open from the outside with a loud bang. Our people all tensed and drew their blades, expecting imperial soldiers to rush through at any moment. We were all surprised when a group of beast-kind wearing black walked into the warehouse. These were not soldiers.
A tall, middle aged man stalked in after the first wave of black-clad fighters, clearly their leader. His hair was cut short, and a scar ran down the side of his cheek, marring an otherwise attractive face. A stray breeze from outside brought me his scent, marking him as coyote-kind. For all that was happening in the warehouse, his eyes stayed glued to Alexander near the lead wagon.
“Ah, my friend. Alexander now, right? You have no idea how happy I was to hear you’d been spotted around some of your old stomping grounds. I don’t know why you didn’t let your old friend, Demetrius, know you were back in town,” the leader of this new group said as his people spread out to cover the only exit through which the wagons could fit. If we wanted our ill-gotten goods, we’d have to go through these people.
“Demetrius, I can’t say it’s good to see you. I would have thought you’d be dead by now,” Alexander answered. Demetrius laughed at Alexander’s defiant tone even as we were outnumbered and scattered throughout the warehouse.
“I want that one alive, kill the rest,” the scarred newcomer said to his people, not amused by my friend’s flippant attitude. As of yet, Antin and I hadn’t been noticed behind everyone.
“Stay here,” I said to Antin as I stepped out from my spot at the stairs. All of the newcomers clearly saw me standing in the open.
“Hey,” I yelled to all of them, letting my aura radiate my frustration to the entire warehouse. Immediately, every eye in the warehouse was on me, friend and foe alike.
I moved forward at a steady pace, looking calm to all those that watched, save for my eyes, which shone with barely restrained violence. “It’s been a long and stressful night,” I started.
As I moved, I allowed more of the beast to come out, gradually shifting form from my feet upward. The snap of my sandal cord breaking under the tension of my changed feet seemed to reverberate off the walls. The display of such a controlled change was having a marked effect on our would-be attackers. Several had taken steps back, and none of them looked as eager as they had moments ago.
“If you want to die so badly, by all means stay. I could use the chance to let out some frustration,” I finished, my hands held out to my side, palms forward. I felt them transition to the clawed hands of my beast as my chest and shoulders expanded.
My head was the last to change, and as It did, I spoke in a voice barely discernable as more than a growl, “You though, who threatened a friend, will not escape,” I said to Demetrius even as my nose and mouth became a muzzle.
By that time, I was at the head of the wagons. Several of the horses were stomping nervously at the predator in their midst, but none of the beast-kind had moved. My lunge broke them from their stillness. Panic registered in the scarred coyote-kind’s eyes right before my teeth clamped down on his head. A sickening crunch and the sweet coppery taste of blood were the only things to mark the man’s passing. He hadn’t even managed to get a weapon unsheathed in his panic.
The other intruders, re-evaluating the prospects of attacking, scrambled over one another to get clear of the warehouse doors. Several tripped and fell in the mad dash, and it took all of my willpower to suppress the urge to pounce at signs of such weakness. Instead, I focused on calming myself and shifting back to the form of a man.
“That was a little theatrical, don’t you think?” Tristan said as he walked up behind me, holding my sandals. He’d already strung a new cord through them, making them functional once again.
“Perhaps. Now help me tighten the clasps on my armor so we can get out of here. This operation is taking entirely too long,” I said to my friend as I took the foot ware from him. He smiled as he moved to help me without further comment.
Looking back at the others, the soldiers were finishing the preparations with the wagons. Alexander looked rattled at seeing an old acquaintance, but when he noticed me watching, he nodded a silent thanks at my actions. I returned the gesture before tracking Antin, already getting up in his saddle. The linen cloak mostly covered the gleaming armor. He sat confidently, but I noticed the tension in his form. My display had made an impression.
“Who was the snack?” I asked as I finally stepped up into Bashita’s saddle. Alexander was occupying the lead wagon’s seat, and he’d tethered his horse to the back. Looking at the other two wagons, I noticed a few soldiers had done the same.
“He used to be a player in the local thieves’ guild. We had a disagreement before I left Krinshir. I barely escaped with my life. He became a shot-caller with an uglier face,” the coyote-kind answered, his eyes looking to the past instead of the present.
“I don’t think he’ll be bothering you any longer,” Tristan spoke up from his mount. Alexander nodded absently while I spit some of the lingering taste of blood from my mouth and flicked Bashita’s reins to move. From his saddle, Antin just grunted as he followed our lead.




Chapter 13

“That’s quite a bit of blood on your armor for a simple supply gathering mission,” Kyla said as we arrived at the designated meeting point on the road, the morning sun just peaking over the horizon. She tilted her chin up and sniffed the air lightly. “None of it is yours, but I definitely smell beast-kind, coyote maybe.”
My cloak had covered my appearance as we left the city. It hadn’t been a great cover, but then again, the guards we passed had been paid not to notice much. Alexander had even spread the word to some of them that Demetrius was dead. Surprisingly, several had smiled and commended us on our service to the Krinshir.
Dismounting Bashita, I looked up at the fierce knight still on horseback, trying to appear properly repentant. “Believe it or not, this is mostly not my fault. Alexander had some friends that tried to crash the party. I simply explained to them why that was a bad idea,” I replied, unable to stop a grin from ruining my serious expression. Tristan snorted at the scene, and the moment was broken.
“There was a reason I initially tried not to get involved with our planning in Krinshir,” Alexander mumbled from the driver’s seat of the lead wagon. “I’ve not always been the upstanding noble I am today, and several unsavory characters in that city would like nothing more than to rip my heart from my chest.”
“Well, then you should be happy that there is one less person on the list,” Tristan chimed in before turning his attention towards me. “I believe we have an audience, milord. It might be a good idea to wash some of the gore off of your armor. I saw a shallow stream diverting from the river a little ways back.”
At his words, I took in my surroundings. Every human that had a line of sight on our group was looking at me, including crooked-nose and the young man that had overridden his objections. Many others were trying to see for themselves or get someone to tell them what was going on. Kyla gave a slight nod of agreement, and Rikar grunted his own affirmation nearby.
Reminded that I looked the part of a bloodthirsty savage, I got in the saddle and turned back towards the stream. Only Tristan and a few of those acting as my guards moved to follow.
As I turned, I caught sight of Antin and Naethena. The man had dismounted his borrowed mare and was presenting the wooden staff to her as if it were a royal scepter. As she touched the unremarkable weapon, the hair on my arms stood on end.
“Those two are definitely strange. I wonder what their story is,” Tristan remarked as we rode down the path. Looking over at him, some part of me knew he hadn’t felt whatever I had from the woman taking the staff.
“The only people who wear armor like that are foolish or deadly. I don’t think Antin is a fool, but he may be the less dangerous of the two,” I answered. Tristan looked me up and down, noting the metal plating on my leather armor. When clean, it held a mirror shine. The comment on his tongue was plain to see.
“Not a word,” I said before he could question which category I represented. He, along with several of the guards, couldn’t help but laugh, and we fell into a relaxed silence for the rest of the trip. It felt good to not constantly worry about what I had to do next, even if for only a little while.
Upon my return, chilled to the bone but free of the blood and gore, there was already a makeshift command meeting in progress. Kyla, Alexander, Rikar, and a few of the sergeants stood with crooked-nose, the young human leader, and several other hard-looking men and women. Antin and Naethena stood a small ways off but were clearly listening to the discussion.
“Just remember, they aren’t the enemy. You told us we need them if your plan is going to work,” Tristan whispered, barely out of earshot of the group as we approached.
“Ah, if it isn’t the leader of these savage beasts,” crooked-nose said upon my approach. My people immediately tensed at the insult. Kyla’s hand went to the hilt of her sword, but she didn’t pull the blade. His words had been levied at me, and it was my decision how to proceed. The young man with crooked-nose said nothing, looking at me with undisguised curiosity.
“We’re beast-kind, not beasts. I can see where that might be difficult to you, but you’re right; I’m the leader of this group. My name is Valian, and if you’d like to see my savage side, I’d be happy to oblige,” I responded as I stepped down out of Bashita’s saddle.
My voice grew deeper at the last of my words, and my eyes shifted over to those of the wolf. Despite the scent of his fear and quickening of his heart rate, crooked-nose didn’t flinch or cower. He was taller than I remembered, taller and broader than my human form. His frame was still strong despite years of forced labor in questionable conditions.
“That’s enough, Barnabus. We said we’d hear them out, and we will honor our word, regardless of how you feel about their people,” the young man said. My challenger didn’t look happy at his declaration, but he nodded at the speaker and stepped backwards in surrender. Letting my eyes change back, I looked at the person who’d just defused things.
“My name is Erick, and I speak for these men and women. We thank you for your assistance, but we can’t help but be suspicious of your motives. We also can’t help but wonder why you’ve taken us north out of the city. We’re all well aware of the mines and quarries that lay in this direction,” he said into the silence. Several of the humans shifted uncomfortably at his words.
“Well met, Erick. As you already know, I’m Valian. But before we get started, I wonder if you wouldn’t clear some things up for me. You say you speak for all of these people? Also, I noticed that there were no children in any of the cells,” I responded. Erick grimaced a bit before looking over at Rikar, indicating he held the answers I sought.
“My ex-house had a very specific sort of human it wanted as slaves. We only bought those in good health, and we only bought those that were captured in battle. My old leader used to say discipline and courage bleeds over into all aspects of life. He thought it doubly true in the trials of slavery. He only wanted those he thought had a spark inside them,” Rikar explained. Though he’d helped these people escape, he still looked uncomfortable talking about the mentality of the house he’d been a part of for so many years.
“And the old bear-kind was an unfeeling bastard that deserves to die a hundred times over,” Barnabus chimed in as Rikar finished speaking. To my surprise, both Erick and Rikar nodded at his words.
“So you’ve all kept organized cohesion amidst your bondage, and Erick here is your commanding officer?” Kyla asked, more to herself than to the group. “We haven’t released a bunch of slaves. We’ve released an army,” she finished with a surprised expression on her face as she looked between Alexander, Rikar, and me.
“Not as rigid as a true army, but we’re nearly two hundred men and women watching each other’s backs. We have some rank amongst us, and it was decided that I’d be the final say in matters to keep infighting from breaking us apart. Over the years, we’ve all seen how far people can fall when they don’t stick together in the work camps,” Erick clarified, a haunted look in his eyes.
“So now you know about us, but we still know nothing about you or what you want,” Barnabus spoke up, interrupting the solemn air that had followed Erick’s words. His voice grated at my nerves like the sound of metal grinding against rock.
Ignoring the irritating man, I looked over at Antin and Naethena. “And you two? Where do you stand in all of this?” I asked them. Despite my directness, neither of them so much as flinched at my question or the attentions of the others. Finally, after the silence drug on a second too long, Antin spoke up.
“Our presence is more complicated, but I suspect it lines up with your own objectives. As to who we are, we’ll have time to share as we travel. For now, know that we’re against the threat in the north as much as you are,” he said. Everyone just looked at the two with mouths hanging open.
No one knew what to say to such vagary. The other humans didn’t understand what threat we were talking about, and we beast-kind didn’t see how these two would know of such things. They couldn’t possibly have ever been to Tor’s Rest. After staring for a few moments, I shook my head and got back to the meeting.
“I’d wanted to do this once we’d gotten further from the city, but I understand your people not wanting to wait,” I said, looking to Erick and Barnabus. “We didn’t free you out of the goodness of our hearts. We freed you because we need people who can fight, and none of the beast-kind would heed our call.”
The group of quiet humans immediately became an uproar of voices. Barnabus yelled, almost triumphantly, of the deceptions and insanity of beast-kind, and several others took up his call. Suddenly, we were less than fifty members of Fero House surrounded by nearly two hundred angry humans. I was confident in my soldiers’ ability to prevail, but it wouldn’t come cheap, and it would defeat the purpose of freeing these people.
Looking at Kyla, I saw the tension in her posture as her hand drifted towards her sword belt. She appeared calm, but she’d act immediately if the humans tried to use violence against us. Tristan and several others moved closer to Kyla and me, preparing for their roles in protecting us. Alexander and Rikar traded looks before also tightening their end of the circle. During it all, Erick attempted to get his fellow humans to settle down with little success, and Antin and Naethena both stood by, quietly watching.
Just as the fevered pitch reached its peak, Naethena stepped into the small space left in the middle of the meeting. I was sure my efforts had been for naught and we’d come to violence. She lifted her staff in concentration and slammed it into the ground as if trying to bury it in the soft earth.
A wave of light and pressure radiated out from where the wooden tip touched the earth, passing through all those assembled. I felt and saw the force break upon me like a thick fog on a strong wind, but the effects were much more pronounced on others.
Most all of those nearby fell to a knee as if the ground shook beneath their feet. The loud voices became silent as people suddenly had to catch their breath. I and the other noble beast-kind were the only ones left standing in the immediate area besides Naethena, who looked exhausted, and Antin, who looked grim.
“That is quite enough of this chaos. Antin and I are here to stop a shadow that threatens our entire continent. I’ll not have those efforts destroyed because of rash actions and lingering hate,” Naethena said, her voice carrying over the group despite her suddenly shallow breathing and clammy appearance.
I could hear quiet mumbles from the crowd around us. The words magic user and priestess came from multiple places, and the way they were said surprised me. Some held reverence, while others held loathing. Finally, after a few moments, people started to rise. Tristan looked especially shaken by what had just happened, and I wondered what my friend had experienced from the strange light.
“Lady Priestess, you’re right. Whether or not we follow Valian north, we should not have responded in such a way to those that freed us. We’ll try to remember the Lady of Light’s teachings going forward. It can be easy to lose faith in the work camps of the beast-kind,” Erick said with deference.
“The Lady’s followers have no right to intervene in this place. They do not give allegiance to any human realm, instead picking and choosing where they send their aid. In my thirty years, not once did I see one of your ilk assisting Traiton against the savages. Leave us be to handle our own affairs,” Barnabus nearly yelled. His tone and clear anger stood out in the near silence that enveloped the camp. No one followed his lead this time.
“If you will not respect her authority, then you will fear mine,” Antin spoke over Barnabus’ continued verbal assault against Naethena. He drew his sword and held it in both hands. I felt the air grow warm around me. Suddenly, the blade began to glow orange, and tendrils of fire wrapped around its length. The flames didn’t stop there, but ran down his forearms as well. If the fire wasn’t impressive, the sense of power coming from him certainly was. I still thought the priestess might be the more dangerous of the two, but I grudgingly admitted that Antin might be a worthy opponent.
“I, Paladin Antin of Traiton, have sworn to protect Priestess Naethena until her mission is complete or my blade lies cold and broken. Any that would threaten her harm will answer to me first,” the man said, still holding his sword before him. Everyone was frozen in shock at the displays of power, and no one dared draw the man’s ire.
“Paladin Antin, it is an honor to meet you. I grew up with my father telling me stories of your order’s valiant service to our realm. I am sad to say that they captured me before I ever got a chance to see any of your fabled brethren in battle,” Erick said, a look of awe on written his face. Barnabus held his tongue this time. Appeased by the man’s respect and praise, Antin’s flames dissipated as if never there, and his sword stopped glowing. Where my beast had warned of power before, now I just sensed a regular, if lethal, man.
“Please, continue with what you were saying, Valian. If such illustrious figures as these come to aid in this crisis, we would like to hear what it is that you face in the north. I make no promises on our decision, though. My people still have the right to choose their own fate,” Erick said as everyone gathered their wits. I launched into my story, noticing that the space around our command circle had grown larger since the two humans’ displays. Some part of me knew that these people had just ensured I had my human army.
◆◆◆
 
No one spoke much for the rest of the day. Every member of the group was exhausted, both from the mission and the events afterwards. I hadn’t slept in several days, and though I didn’t need much rest anymore, the constant adrenaline was wearing off, and I was fading quickly.
Surprisingly, we’d made good time after the meeting. Upon hearing about the Faithful and seeing the magic users in our midst, most of the humans agreed that it was a worthy cause. Only a few, led by Barnabus, questioned why they should get involved in a matter inside the empire for any reason. Once it was clear that their thinking wasn’t in line with the majority, they quickly shut up.
After that, we’d loaded everyone in a wagon or on a spare horse and set out on the north road towards Tor’s Rest. The chill air off the river still tried to seep down to the bone, and I worried about several of our number in their ragged garb.
Luckily, we found wool cloaks amongst the imperial supplies and had them handed out. It wouldn’t do for our new army to freeze to death before ever getting to our destination. Though we beast-kind were still looked at with suspicion, I recognized the thanks in many of the humans’ eyes as they took the offered clothing.
Near dusk, I was finally able to call for us to stop. The wagons began circling, but the humans appeared to be at a loss of what to do. All of these people had military experience, but it wasn’t our military. From my training, I remembered the ways of the southern city-states were far removed from our own. They mostly fought against invading forces from secure locations and rarely went on the offensive in the field.
As I dismounted Bashita, I signaled for Tristan to move closer. With curiosity in his eyes, he walked over. Usually, I didn’t have anything that demanded his attention at the start of making camp. That was a time for the sergeants to handle their business without interruption from the nobles.
My friend looked dead on his feet. Not being as strong as I, he needed sleep regularly. His red-rimmed eyes betrayed the fact that our recent activities had prevented him from being able to get the rest he needed.
“Tristan,” I said, placing a steadying hand on the man’s shoulder, “I know you and the others are tired, but I have one more task to add to tonight’s routine before you find a bedroll and pass out.” I could see the frustration on his face. I thought he might hit me or at least tell me how he felt, but he held his tongue. Years at the battle academy had done their part, and my friend was loyal to a fault. I knew he’d even chastise himself for his display of irritation once I wasn’t near any longer.
“What is it you need of me? I’m told new parents get little sleep, so I’ll chalk this up to practice for when we return home,” he said with a half smile.
“I need you and the others to help the humans with camp set up. Many of them have no clue what we need to do. We should have enough supplies and cold rations in the wagons to take care of everyone tonight. Don’t worry about weapons or cook details, though. We’ll get all that sorted tomorrow, once we’ve all had some sleep,” I explained.
Tristan gave a half-hearted salute before moving to carry out his new tasks. With that handled, I turned back to my own chores. I was ready for sleep, but I had a horse to attend first, and she wasn’t one to be kept waiting.
I had to give her credit, though. She’d been on her best behavior during all the events in Krinshir. She had only nipped at one of the soldiers holding her reins during the entire operation. Not only that, she’d only kicked one person who’d gotten too close, and it was just a grazing blow. Compared to her actions when I’d first met her, she was downright mellow. Well, today, at least.
While I brushed Bashita, I was acutely aware of Kyla standing near, doing the same for her mount. The wind would occasionally whip her scent in my direction, making my heart race.
Outside of our parts of the mission, we hadn’t had the opportunity to speak much during the day. Our venture into outlawdom seemed to be weighing on her. I’d initially had trouble reconciling this new reality too, but Emilia had to be stopped. We both knew it, even if it meant using less than honorable tactics.
I debated saying something to the green eyed beauty, but I decided I was too tired to make a coherent attempt at support or reassurance. Finishing Bashita’s brush, I led her to where the mounts were being tied in silence, chastising myself for a coward for not talking to Kyla when I had the chance.
My mount secured, I stepped towards the fire near where my tent had been set up, my head held high. So much had happened since we’d left Tor’s Rest. Despite the warnings in my mind, I was optimistic about our future.
Finishing a quick meal of cold jerky and hard biscuits, I crawled into my tent and laid down on my bedroll. With my fur cloak covering me, I felt almost comfortable. Closing my eyes, the inescapable pull of sleep drug me down into sweet oblivion.




Chapter 14

The remainder of the trip north went without incident. Erick and Barnabus took on the roles of leader and senior sergeant for the human forces, handling most concerns and issues for their people. The only time they came to me with anything was when it involved future planning or Fero House soldiers. Watching them work, I felt a little left out, but the silver lining was that it afforded me more opportunity to speak with Kyla along the journey.
Our stolen supply wagons contained everything our new army needed. Wool cloaks, packs, rations, sandals, leather armor, weapons, and shields were all passed out to the liberated humans. We even had some left over. The gear didn’t keep anyone warm and cozy, but it was a sight better than the rags they’d been wearing and kept everyone from freezing in the winter air.
Freely giving the humans everything they needed seemed to placate Barnabus’ mistrust. It also did a lot for moral, even though we were marching away from their homeland. I suspected that having weapons and equipment of their own again helped them feel some level of control that slavery had denied them.
Just like any military group, everyone carried and maintain their own gear. During our travels, my sergeants stepped in and worked with anyone needing instruction on maintenance with what we’d handed out. When we stopped for the evenings, the humans drilled basic sword forms and formation work, both alone and combined with Fero troops. To my relief, these were capable people, one and all, and they quickly picked up on everything thrown at them.
With so much being handled by others, I spent my time learning about those with which we travelled. Somehow, I’d ended up on this journey with several unique characters, and as I interacted with them all, I got a feel for just how different everyone was from one another.
Rikar was an open book. The youngest son of an influential house noble, he’d been brought up in the training and customs of the family business. Unfortunately for him, that business consisted primarily of slavery. Despite his personal misgivings, he did well under his father’s tutelage, gaining responsibilities and trust within the house equal to his older siblings. He’d never be in a position of leadership, but they treated him as a trusted captain.
Finally, one day he couldn’t take it any longer. Hating the reflection he saw in the mirror, he’d sought the seer to find how he might change his destiny. On that subject, he was more withdrawn. He’d only say that the old man’s words had brought him here.
As far as his connection to Alexander, that was rather amusing. Apparently, they’d met in what Alexander called his ‘growing phase’. The two ran into each other one evening at a local bar, literally. Upon having his drink spilled, the brash coyote-kind challenged the bear-kind to a duel of honor. The last person standing would be declared the winner. Of course, Rikar chose fists as the weapon and thoroughly trounced Alexander. After that, the bear-kind had bought him an ale to show there were no hard feelings. They’d been friends ever since.
It was hard for me to reconcile the Alexander in the story with the one I knew today. But, as the two joked and talked on the trip, I could see small embers of his past-self shining through. He’d always been an affable person, but seeing the simple exchanges between the two, his smile more often reached all the way to his eyes.
Those two were the easiest to learn about, sharing stories of past accomplishments and mistakes. The rest of our new companions were more standoffish. Erick and a few of the other humans had no trouble sharing their stories, but Barnabus and those like him spurned opening up to the likes of me. I didn’t take it personally, but Tristan and some of the others refused to accept their blatant disrespect. Luckily, it only took one brawl between the regular soldiers, and their punishment afterwards, to find some balance between the factions.
The biggest eye opener came from the two magic users in our company. Though we’d been given some education on paladins and the like during our time in the battle academy, the information had been extremely lacking. They hadn’t even mentioned priests or priestesses among potential adversaries, and I relished the opportunity to learn something new from these two. For their part, they were happy to share what they could, only refusing to answer questions about specific rituals and powers.
Naethena’s explanation of her gift was straight forward. She channeled power from her patron deity. Her resulting strength served as a reflection of her faith and how closely she walked the designated path of the Lady of Light. I suspected her answer to be an oversimplification, but I didn’t press her on it. Time would give me the opportunity to learn more about her.
Antin gave a more interesting explanation of his own abilities. Much like beast-kind nobility, his powers were bestowed by his ancestors. His father had been a paladin before him, and his father’s father had been the same. He went into great detail about their affinity to the elements and the way his brand of magic worked.
Paladins, it seemed, were born with an innate connection to one of the primary elements of earth, air, fire, and water. They brought that power to bear on the world in various ways, from attack and defense, to healing and fortification. They were limited only by their own body’s resonance with their element and their physical fitness. Apparently, channeling fire out of one’s body took quite a bit of energy and effort.
To hear Antin tell it, ambient elemental energy filled everything in various concentrations. All beings absorbed some quantity of it based on their body’s capacity, but outside of that, it flowed through the world.
Despite her saying her power was faith-based, Naethena answered many of my technical questions as I spoke to Antin. The two of them explained how concentrations of energy influenced various creatures in different ways, giving rise to things like the white saurians. They even went so far as to speculate that an individual’s capacity might actually be the difference between noble and common beast-kind lines.
I found the entire subject immensely interesting and pestered the two humans with every question I could imagine. Magic wasn’t something which was ordinary in the beast-kind world. Only shamans knew of such mysteries. I wanted to learn as much as I could in the time allotted.
As we got further north, the chill in the air became increasingly severe, and our conversations died down in the uncomfortable conditions. Several times throughout the trip, we had large snowfalls. Though it didn’t halt our progress, winter had set in fully.
At the halfway point of our journey, we began sending mounted scouts out during the day. The ambush on our way to Krinshir still sat heavy on my mind. I didn’t think anyone would be crazy enough to wait around for days on end in the height of winter, but one could never be too careful. If nothing else, the riders would give us a better feel for our upcoming path.
Three days out from Tor’s Rest, the scouts took on a different role. Instead of following the trail, they branched out and roamed over the surrounding lands. We’d long since left the Trogarl River behind, and small hills now dotted the landscape.
Their goal was simple. We needed to find a place to stay, and it needed to be large enough to house our entire force. I couldn’t exactly bring two hundred ex-slaves into the city and expect to go unnoticed.
Unfortunately for us, the snows returned about the same time we started looked for a base of operations. The whited-out landscape made scouting nearly impossible.
For two days, we found nothing, and our pace slowed considerably because of the weather. I was beginning to lose hope. If we didn’t find something suitable soon, we’d have to circle around the city and look farther to the north or west.
Just as we were setting up camp one evening, a scout came riding in at a gallop. The rider immediately gained my attention, as no one rode that recklessly in the snow unless they had something to report. Before I could get there, Tristan already had the young fox-kind dismounted and was speaking quietly with him.
“What’s the news?” I asked Tristan as he dismissed the soldier before I could ask him anything directly. Several of those surrounding us were trying not to make it too obvious that they were listening.
I couldn’t really blame them. We’d been traveling in freezing winds and low visibility for days now. Our camp was miserable. Snow and ice constantly coated hair and beards. Men and women both huddled together, mending wool cloaks and other clothes that tore while we were on the road. The wagons blocked some of it at night, but our current situation wasn’t sustainable. We needed proper shelter if we were to survive the winter, and time grew short.
Tristan rubbed his gloved hands together for warmth, his hair shaggy from the journey and flecked with snow. “We might have a place. It’s a walled settlement about two hours northwest of this location. The scout said it looked like it had once been a decent sized village but appears abandoned now,” Tristan reported. Though the words were positive, his expression didn’t come across as happy.
I knew that look. I’d seen it enough times on him. Crossing my arms, I stared at my friend. “And what’s wrong with it?” I asked when he didn’t volunteer the information he was withholding.
“Apparently, the settlement looks like it has been broken into. The scout reported that the wooden gates are unhinged, and he saw old blood on some of the walls of the outer buildings. He didn’t go further in, in case something hostile was still there. He also reported a feeling of being watched as he rode back,” Tristan replied, shivering, though perhaps not entirely from the cold.
The choice rested with me. Erick and Barnabus had acknowledged that my people knew the area best, and we couldn’t risk humans going out on scouting missions so deep into beast-kind territory. We could check out the abandoned place a couple of hours away, or we could keep looking. Rubbing a leather glove over my scruffy chin, I thought about our options.
Distance wasn’t a problem. We’d be about a day from the city, but well enough off the main road to avoid any patrols through the area come spring. That sort of position would be immensely helpful in scouting and raiding.
On the other hand, I didn’t know what might be hiding in the abandoned buildings. There weren't many apex predators left in this part of the empire, but that didn’t mean something couldn’t come down from the far north. With so much destruction and loss of population in the small villages and settlements, they’d be easy pickings if something chose to venture south. Trying to take the place might mean losing more people than it was worth.
Taking a deep breath, I settled on my decision. In the end, the weather made the choice for me. Snow had been falling for days, and the wind had been steadily increasing. It was likely that we were in for a real winter storm soon, and we couldn’t be sheltering behind the wagons in such an event. The risk of losing someone to the cold was as great as the risk of losing them to violence.
“Talk to the other sergeants. It’s been a long day, and I don’t want to lose the light if we run into trouble. We’ll investigate the place in the morning and hope whatever is in there has fewer teeth than us,” I said to Tristan, who nodded and went to carry out his orders.
The news travelled throughout the entire camp before I even made it to the central pavilion. There wasn’t much to say or plan during the night, just a simple outline of our morning operations. After updating our senior leadership on the situation, we broke for the night. Everyone was exhausted and needed rest before we did anything. We’d have plenty of time to issue more detailed orders as we got closer to our destination.
We’d all gotten sick of jerky halfway through the trip, and a cook pot had been amongst the confiscated supplies. Several of our soldiers had some skill in cooking and had started making a simple stew with snow and the dried rations during our journey. Since then, just about everyone had been eating the stew every night. It wasn’t the greatest meal I’d ever had, but the meat was soft, and most importantly, it was warm. After a serving of the meal, everyone quickly called it a night. The snowflakes, while pretty, melted on skin and made it miserable to stay outside.
In my tent, I laid there silently in the dark. My body didn’t require rest, but I needed time with my thoughts. With what we were doing, I questioned whether there would ever be any lasting calm in our lives. The name Fero seemed to come with a long list of enemies, not to mention the ones I’d made all on my own.
Lost in thought, the dawn came too quickly. Despite the many hours of solitude and quiet, I was no closer to finding peace with my current path. Seeing the sunlight shine through the canvas of my tent signaled the end of my introspection. Strapping on my armor in the dim light, I prepared for whatever fate threw at us today.
“Morning, sunshine. Ready to tackle enemies unknown?” Tristan greeted as I approached the central fire that had been stoked anew. I wanted to be irritated by the grin on his face, but couldn’t muster the energy against the cold. Instead, I stood near the flame, trying to absorb as much heat as I could before it was time to saddle Bashita.
Kyla walked towards us, already prepared for the day, her bright armor reflecting the light cast from the snow. Her figure was striking against the barren backdrop of our surroundings, and I felt my blood stir.
“If you keep drooling like that, your bottom lip will freeze,” Tristan whispered as he elbowed me in the side. It didn’t hurt, but it snapped me out of my trance. I rummaged in my pack, pulling out some field rations and stuffing them in my mouth to hide my slip.
“Anything new on this morning’s plans?” I asked around a mouthful of dried fruit and nuts. Kyla looked at me with an amused expression, having the grace not to laugh at my actions.
“No. Nothing attacked us last night. If anything dangerous is present, I assume it’s waiting for us to come to it. How many of our number are you wanting to enlist in the festivities?” she replied.
“I was thinking we should take all of them. If the settlement is large enough to shelter everyone, we can divide our forces and secure it faster. Small groups can clear each building with a larger supporting element nearby. With our luck, there’s probably something waiting for us. When we find it, I want the numbers to put it down,” I answered.
“Sounds fun,” Tristan chimed in from where he’d been standing near the fire. “We’ll have to figure out the divide, but it’ll be a good chance to see what these humans are made of,” he said before winking and heading off to update the other sergeants.
He’d taken on the role as main point of contact between me and the troops since Iglias left, and so far he was doing an excellent job. I wondered how it’d go when we actually encountered an enemy, though. With two different races and no real trust, we might just be preparing bodies for the funeral pyre, but I held out hope that we’d overcome any obstacles. Civilians were being enslaved and who knew what else. I had to hold on to hope if we were to put an end to Emilia’s madness.
“Shall we milady?” I asked Kyla with a formal bow. With a smile, she bowed back before taking my arm and we stepped away from the central fire. It was time to face the day.
Nervous tension permeated the small army as we moved off the main road and onto a trail the scout had followed the previous afternoon. He sat at the front of the formation, guiding us towards the town. I caught several of the soldiers’ eyes darting around hills and trees, expecting enemies or monsters to jump out and attack. In the somber atmosphere, Tristan couldn’t resist saying something.
“Antin, if we have to fight something in the settlement, try not to burn the place down,” he called out to the paladin on the other side of the lead wagon. The chuckles of several soldiers, beast-kind and human alike, could be heard at the remark. I couldn’t contain my grin.
He and Naethena rode next to each other as they had every day of the trip. The priestess gripped her staff tightly at the mention of battle, but I could see the quiet paladin’s smile inside the open face of his helmet as he nodded to me.
Slapping Tristan on the shoulder, Alexander joined in. “Oh, come now. We’ve all been cold for weeks. A few hours of warmth sounds marvelous,” he said cheerfully.
“I don’t know, I’m looking forward to having a warm room to call my own with a toasty fireplace to keep me comfortable without needing furs,” Kyla said next to me, eliciting several grunts of agreement amongst our followers.
Just like that, the tension of the group was temporarily shattered. Had I not known the makeup of our army, I’d have assumed all those present were already comrades in arms. It might have been a small thing, but it was a step in the right direction for what we needed.
Things settled down after that, and the tension didn’t return as thickly as before. People carried on small-talk as we came closer to our destination. Even the usually surly Barnabus chatted idly with some of the humans. Though eyes still watched our surroundings, the feeling of fear was no longer a blanket smothering our procession.
About the time I questioned whether the scout had forgotten the way and was just too embarrassed to admit it, we rounded a small hill amongst some hardwood trees and stood before the small village. The settlement’s position hid it from the road quite well, and I briefly wondered why the people who’d once lived here chose this spot.
True to the scout’s description, the front gates hung broken from their hinges on wooden posts. A sense of foreboding and danger did in fact permeate the air of this place, but there was also something else, something wrong.
It was faint, the whisper of a metallic scent my nose could barely discern. I lifted my head and inhaled deeply, trying to get a better handle on it. Bashita stomped nervously, worrying me more than any of my senses had up to this point.
She was a trained battle charger. I’d seen her run through charging saurian with little more than anxious energy. If directed to, she’d charge a packed formation without hesitation. That she acted nervous gave me pause.
Naethena dismounted her house near the front of the group, staff in hand. Her hair billowed out behind her in the chill winter air as she closed her eyes and rested the length of wood on the ground before us all. Antin looked especially tense at the priestess’ actions.
After several moments, the priestess turned back around and looked me in the eye. “I sense darkness here. Corruption lies inside these walls,” she said, her expression grim, her posture rigid.
I dismounted and handed Bashita’s reins to one of my accompanying guards. My own instincts reinforced her words. Something was wrong.
“Change of plans. I don’t want our army entering quite yet. Kyla, Rikar, Alexander, Antin, and Naethena, you’re with me. We’ll scout out the settlement and see if we can’t deal with whatever is lurking in the shadows. Erick, I’d appreciate it if you and your human forces wait at the ready out here. Tristan, you and the other sergeants prepare Fero’s soldiers. If we have to run, we need a reinforced battle line waiting for us,” I said to the assembled group.
Erick nodded his acceptance of my request, while Barnabus mumbled something about ‘fool beast-kind can scout all the dangerous places they want’. I wasn’t pleased with the tone, but I let it go as a fight not worth having at the moment. The humans would be ready. That was the only thing that mattered.
Tristan looked conflicted for a moment, torn by his desire to accompany me and his duty as one of our senior sergeants. In the end, duty won out, and he nodded his acceptance of my orders.
As our troops filed out of the wagons, I gestured to the others and walked through the ruined gates. They all followed with Rikar and Kyla on either side of me. Alexander and Antin walked with Naethena, slightly behind us.
To an outsider, we were only six people entering the village while an entire army waited outside, but those with us knew better. We six were a force of nature. I pitied whatever stood before us.
Taking our first steps over the ruined gateway, we entered a different world. A deafening silence hung heavy in the air. The noises just outside of the gates seemed muffled somehow. The air around me felt thicker, denser, as it pressed in on my body.
The overcast sky caused shadows to move across the blanket of snow that covered everything. If there were tracks, the wind had long since erased them in soft white powder. Here and there, unsecured doors or signs creaked and swayed on their hinges, adding unwelcome bursts of noise and movement.
The sense of wrongness intensified as we walked along the deserted streets. The energy in the air grew as adrenaline and the anticipation of violence radiated from my inner beast in equal measure. I was a predator and stalking my prey was as natural as breathing. The not knowing only added to the excitement. Beside me, I knew Kyla felt the same, her aura periodically pressing against my own.
Progressing through the outer ring of buildings, it soon became apparent something bad had happened here. I could see dried blood on the walls of a few structures. Deep gouges scarred the frames of doors. Old bones sat under some of the roof overhangs, protected from the falling snow.
The scents intensified as we moved further into the village. The smell of rot and decay became more prominent. Underneath that, I could finally discern what I hadn’t been able to at the gates. It was the scent of several different beast-kind in their shifted forms, but something about it was off.
“We’re near,” I whispered as we approached the center of the settlement. Like many towns and villages, a central yard was framed by the road with the buildings surrounding it all facing inward. Kyla’s senses were as sharp as mine, and she nodded her agreement.
I drew my sword, leaving my dagger in its sheath, and everyone else followed suit as we stepped out into the open square. The hiss of blades clearing scabbards disturbed the quiet of the settlement. Bones in various states of decay were visible across the space. The coppery tang of dried blood filled my nostrils.
Growls answered the sound of our drawn weapons, and alarmingly, they weren’t from one central location. Instinctually, everyone faced outward in a circle while Naethena stood in the middle. We still hadn’t seen our adversary, but she was already chanting at a whisper.
Straight ahead of my position, I caught movement at the entrance to what had probably once been the residence of someone important. The house stood taller than the others buildings with an arched doorway. Out of the shadows, a creature from a nightmare stepped into the light bearing yellowed fangs and bloodstained claws. I heard Kyla gasp at its appearance.
At a guess, it had once been a male lion-kind. Tan fur covered large muscles in a vaguely feline shape, but that was the only similarity.
Its jaw seemed over-sized and deformed. Sharp, jagged teeth protruded from a mouth that appeared to have open sores at the gum line. Where I’d expect a mane, hair was missing in patches.
The creature’s eyes were devoid of all intelligence and soul. They were dead to all but the most savage side of life. There was no longer a man inside this beast.
While I was assessing the hideous abomination directly before me, others also came into view at my periphery. None of them looked to be lion-kind, but they all looked just as deformed as the first. Sparing a second to glance around us, I saw representations of wolves, coyotes, bears, and weasels, all of them nothing but savage beasts. By the sounds echoing throughout the square, they were everywhere. We were surrounded. It had been a trap.
Bracing for the inevitable charge, I whispered to the others around me, “Show them what real predators look like.” Even as the last syllables left my mouth, I let the beast have sway. The familiar tingling of my form expanding radiated through me as the world came into a sharper focus. At my side, the scent of Kyla told me she’d already followed suit.
Rikar and Alexander needed a bit longer to change, as their blood wasn’t as strong as Kyla’s or mine. Glancing back, I saw Alexander’s smaller form straighten after nearly a minute. While my weapons looked small in my clawed hands, they still fit his body’s proportions.
To my side, Rikar took three times as long, mainly because of how much of a change his body had to go through. Bear-kind were huge in their shifted forms, and Rikar’s was truly massive. The deep brown fur of his animal form covered him as his armor fell to the ground, unable to be loosened enough to cover such a large frame. In one of his clawed hands, he held his war hammer as if it were only a small mace, despite its weight being enough to cave building support beams.
The warmth of Antin’s flames radiated on my back, opposite me in the circle. Faint pulses of force could be felt from what I assumed was Naethena’s magic being brought to bear. If the two were bothered by fighting alongside beast-kind, I couldn’t smell it.
Though I’d worried about our enemies attacking while the others shifted and prepared, they waited. With my newly heightened senses, the stench and wrongness of our opponents stood out even more. Not wanting to drag things out any longer, I roared out a challenge to the creatures surrounding us. They immediately responded with a cacophony of roars of their own.
The lion-kind creature launched itself in my direction, needing no further persuasion to attack. The other monstrosities, taking his actions as a signal, followed suit. A jolt of lightning flowed through my body in anticipation.
Time slowed, as it often did when facing mortal danger. I lifted my blade to chest height and stepped forward into the oncoming rush. Being circled up with everyone meant I couldn’t afford to let the enemy charge push me backwards.
Moving slightly to the left, I quickly decapitated a smaller leopard-kind creature as it blindly charged within range of my sword while catching a savage strike from the lion-kind beast with my own clawed hand. I staggered under the unexpected strength behind the attack, but recovered as I pivoted to bring my sword to bear on the monster.
A low slash caused the thing to push back, inadvertently disrupting a canine creature beside it. Rikar, with his giant frame, took advantage of the misstep and crushed the unfortunate canine’s skull with a powerful swing of his massive paw. With his other hand, he lashed out with the war hammer, sending abominations flying back from our circle, bones smashed.
I couldn’t fathom how the bear-kind, even with his increased mass, swung such a heavy weapon so quickly but made a mental note never to face him in battle. On my other side, Kyla appeared to be doing just as well. At a glance, I saw her disemboweling what had once been a wolf-kind while simultaneously defending against a jaguar-kind.
I refocused on my opponent in time to feel raking talons tear into my right shoulder even as the wounds healed themselves. The creature had speed to match its brute strength. Luckily for us, these things lacked any coordination amongst them. So far, it appeared as if they could only charge like bloodthirsty animals.
A duck and counterstrike brought my claws to rake along the large lion-kind thing’s face as my sword pierced its chest in one swift motion. I twisted and jerked the blade free in time to catch another swipe from some other abomination before biting down on its throat and ending the threat. The creature’s blood tasted like rot in my mouth, but I had no choice but to ignore it. There were other enemies to face.
This pattern continued for a while. I lost count of the things that died on my blade, claws, or teeth. The continued pressure kept me from checking on everyone regularly, but every time I stole a glance, they were faring well enough.
Occasionally, I’d feel the pressure of Naethena casting one of her spells, but I didn’t see its effects. Sometimes, bright flashes in my periphery and warmth on my back told me Antin had done something big. I wanted to watch the two humans wield their power, but I just didn’t have the opportunity.
Eventually, enemies stopped coming to die by our hands. Scanning the area, I realized we’d finally killed them all. Taking a moment to roar my defiance, a sound that was joined in by the other beast-kind beside me, I pushed my animal side back down and shifted back to human form.
“Everyone okay?” I asked, panting from the exertion of our battle and trying to spit out the foul taste in my mouth. Blood, both my own and my enemies’, covered me, but my wounds had long since healed. Looking everyone else over, they weren’t much better.
“Other than needing a shower, I think we’re all intact,” Alexander answered as Rikar wiped a glob of something particularly nasty out of his beard. Of our group, he was the only one completely naked after the skirmish.
There may have been other responses, but I was no longer paying enough attention to hear them. While I’d been asking the question, I’d also been inspecting the slain creatures. For once being beast-kind, it was peculiar that they didn’t revert back to human form upon death.
The lion-kind abomination was sprawled out before me, crimson running down into the muddied snow from its ruined face. On its neck, the blood had matted the fur. Amongst the skin where his mane should have been, I saw a tattoo that chilled my bones.
Not looking away, I called for the priestess, “Naethena, can you look at this please?” Moments later, she stood beside me, Antin standing protectively on her other side. He smelled of smoke and burnt flesh, but his armor was whole, and I didn’t see any wounds on his person. The priestess grew pale as she saw the blood stained brand of a dragon on the poor creature’s hide.
At her response, the others crowded around us. It didn’t take any explanation for them to understand what had caused such a commotion. Kyla’s hand gently gripped my arm.
“None of the Faithful looked like monsters when we last saw them. They all seemed to be able to think and reason. These things were little more than savages,” Alexander said after no one immediately spoke.
“It is because these weren’t followers like the others. Those that serve the dragon willingly accept its blessing. These poor souls had it forcefully thrust upon them,” Naethena said weakly. She looked as if she’d be sick.
“The key requirement for the dark one’s favor is a blood sacrifice. If one commits the act against their will and refuses to embrace the power, the result is,” she paused, looking for the right word. “Unpleasant,” she finished after a moment.
“In humans, it causes madness and deformity along with increased strength. It seems, this is the result in your kind,” she explained without focusing on anyone. Antin placed his hand on her back as her words failed her. He looked at me, taking over where she left off.
“There are texts on these rituals in the southern libraries. When it is done willingly, the supplicant who commits the act gains strength and the favor with the dragon. When it is forced upon an individual, they become little more than monsters. We’ve named them Forsaken, because there is no way to cure the damage. The only thing we can offer them is a swift death and release from their curse. In our histories, human versions of these creatures were unleashed to cause chaos and weaken resistance before the dark one’s followers moved in,” he said.
The priestess whispered a prayer to her deity as her tears stood out against the grim backdrop of blood and dirt. Despite her not being a direct combatant, she was just as covered in the gore as the rest of us. I didn’t see her fighting, but it was clear that she hadn’t stood idly by.
Without thinking, I silently mouthed a prayer to the ancestors. These were innocent beast-kind once. They had families, children, friends; they didn’t deserve this end.
If Zanethus and his cult were willing to do this to these poor souls, I could only assume they had much larger ambitions. Something also told me that Emilia’s hands were just as dirty.
Gripping my blades, I decided the general and princess had earned a death sentence for this atrocity. I’d kill them or die in the attempt. There was no middle ground any longer.




Chapter 15

After confirming no more beasts lurked about the village, we moved back towards the gates. We’d need the regular soldiers’ help to clean this place up if we were going to make it our base of operation. These creatures appeared to have made quite the mess. Even with the numbers at our disposal, I assumed it’d take a couple of days to completely finish the job. The gates alone would take hours and some work in the local blacksmith to fix.
“Everything all right?” Erick asked as we neared their position. I, along with everyone else that had shifted, had already re-tightened and secured our armor. Rikar took the longest, having to secure the clips and broken threads of his clothes and armor. All of us had tried to clear as much of the gore as we could with some of the snow against the sides of the buildings. We looked a sight better, but it’d take some time with a rag and polish to fully clean our gear.
As he was talking, Tristan and several of the Fero House soldiers were approaching from nearby. My friend’s expression told me all I needed to know of his thoughts. I wouldn’t be leaving him behind again any time soon.
“We’re fine, but it was quite the skirmish. There are these things that seem to have been set loose by the Faithful. You’ll all see them soon enough, but suffice it to say, the danger of this cult is growing,” I replied. As I spoke, I tried to push a sense of calm out with my aura so I might sooth Tristan and the others. Unfortunately, I had trouble calming myself when I thought of this latest struggle and was only partially successful.
The news brought murmurs through the human forces, but Tristan continued his advance. When he was an arm’s distance, he stopped and stared at me, saying nothing. “I know my friend. We only intended to scout the area. No one foresaw this level of attack,” I said to my friend’s stoic expression. At my words, his nostrils flared, but he refrained from answering me.
After a moment, he turned his head and continued forward. “You all smell like a refuse pile. Get cleaned up. We’ll deal with things from here,” he said as he moved past me.
“All right, Fero House. We have a village to clean up. Groups of five move from house to house. Put bodies out front for collection and make notes of goods you find, but I better not catch any of you moving alone. We don’t know what else is lurking in this place. Now, it’s cold out here, and I want to have a warm place to rest by nightfall. Get going,” He yelled out to our waiting forces. Immediately, our soldiers broke into action.
“You gonna let some beast-kind pretend to be harder workers than us? Show them why they came to us for help. Groups of five on the buildings, groups of fifteen on collection details. If the beast-kind think they can finish by dinner, I think we can get it done by lunch. Now, let’s move,” Erick called out to the humans still staring at the six of us covered in blood. Suddenly Barnabus and the other human sergeants began yelling, and it wasn’t long before all the troops were moving through the village.
I just looked at the others with me in question. None of us knew what to say about what we’d just witnessed. Kyla shrugged her shoulders at our loss of command, and Alexander winked as he began walking towards the wagons again.
“I just hope there are still booze in this town. If those are the types of enemies we can expect, I’m going to need a few stiff drinks,” Rikar rumbled, and to my surprise, Antin nodded at the bear-kind’s words. With a sigh, I followed everyone else towards the wagons. There was no point in worrying over things until I got the stench of blood and death off of my armor.
Once I was clean, I sought Kyla and our leadership in the town. I found them all in the central square where our battle took place earlier. Already, the bodies of our foes were being piled atop one another. I noted the remains of the villagers that had once lived here being added to the pile. All of them looked to have died violently and were in various stages of decay.
Naethena stood before the ever growing pyre, softly uttering words I didn’t understand. I assumed she was offering prayers on their behalf, but I couldn’t be sure. Regardless, no one interrupted her. Every once in a while, a faint light would radiate from her staff and land on the bodies, where it would linger and then dissipate as if it were never there.
If what Naethena and Antin said was true, the creatures we fought weren’t monsters by choice. They’d been twisted and driven insane by some dark power. With that in mind, they deserved respect, just like any other victims we found here. The least we could do was to treat them like the beast-kind they once were.
“This doesn’t look like enough people to account for the entire village,” I said to Kyla and the others who were watching the priestess work with grim fascination.
“No, and many of the new bodies we’ve found appear to be very young or very old. We assume the general’s forces raided this place and enslaved most of its inhabitants before this tragedy struck. If we’re right, these people never stood a chance against the monsters that ripped open their gates,” Kyla responded, not taking her eyes from the pyre. I felt a chill down my spine as her aura slipped from her control with a small hint at her emotions. She was just barely holding in her rage and remorse.
“This is the last of the bodies,” a human soldier respectfully said to the priestess as he and his group approached hauling a cart. Inside, I saw three more mostly devoured corpses laid out. Two looked smaller than full grown skeletons. Naethena directed where they should be lain on the pyre and continued her work as the soldiers gently placed their cargo on the pile of corpses. My blood boiled in my veins as the weight of what I saw wrapped around my shoulders like inescapable chains. I’d avenge these poor souls.
I stood lost in my thoughts as the priestess worked. At some point, I felt a hand in my own and looked over to see Kyla standing at my shoulder. I didn’t remember her moving, but I welcomed the contact. “I am finished,” Naethena suddenly announced to the group watching her as she stepped back with slumped shoulders.
At her words, Antin moved forward and kneeled before the pyre. Observing him, I realized that there was no wood stacked amongst the dead. Beast-kind always burned those that passed, but there was no way to ensure this fire grew hot enough to turn the bodies to ash. Before I could voice my concern, he began his work.
Around him, the air rippled, and I was reminded of staring at the smith’s forge. Suddenly, a warm breeze blew across us as if we stood in the height of summer. With the breeze, the snow throughout the square melted at once, and flames radiated out from the gaps in the pyre. Seconds later, the paladin stepped back, his face ashen and sweat dripping down his forehead. Fire already completely engulfed the pile of bodies. By its temperature, there would soon be nothing left.
The solemn task of seeing to the dead complete, we turned our focus on the surrounding town. This was to be our home during the winter. Much needed to be done to make that a reality.
The first order of business was to go from building to building and assess each one’s condition. This place had suffered from the vicious attack by the Forsaken. Then it had been left open to the elements as winter started. Surprisingly, we found the frames of the structures to be in good shape. Gouge marks, smashed doors, twisted hinges, and blood stains were the most common damages reported. We could fix all of those with a little time and effort.
Reports of structural damages finished, we designated several buildings along the square as storage or housing. Soldiers drove in the wagons, unloaded them in the assigned places, and then stored them in various small stables amongst the town’s homes. I didn’t foresee needing the wagons any time soon, but it was prudent to keep them covered. When the wagons were finished being tended, we saw to housing the horses, of which we had many.
Horses and wagons seen to, we then began rounding up food and supplies from the various dwellings. Designating three central stores, we began cataloguing and moving everything we found. Amongst the homes, we uncovered several root cellars full of potatoes, dried vegetables, and cheese. Apparently, the Forsaken had no interest in those types of foods.
We also found remains of a smoke house and other meat storage facilities, but they were all ripped apart. The beasts, it seemed, were purely carnivorous. Based on their base stock and the changes they’d undergone, it made sense,
With the supplies we already had and the addition of this town’s food, the cold months might be tight, but they’d be doable. With some success trapping or hunting, we might even have enough to keep everyone happy as we weathered the worst of the season.
While we catalogued and moved supplies, we also looked to making the town our own for the time being. Our numbers allowed us to handle several tasks at once, and the work of both the beast-kind and human sergeants impressed me. First, we gave the settlement a new name, as we had no idea what they had once called it. After some back and forth with Kyla and the others, we chose the name New Haven.
Second, we assigned lodging for everyone. My inner circle, including Rikar, claimed the two-story house near the central square. It was large enough and could also double as our headquarters. The space had several bedrooms, a large dining room for meetings, and an office complete with writing supplies. I assumed that the home had belonged to the old town leader. The bloodstain in the kitchen made me believe they wouldn’t be returning to claim it.
Much to Alexander and Rikar’s chagrin, Erick and his people, along with Antin and Naethena, claimed the inn across the square as their own central dwelling. There was plenty of room, and it’d allow them space for large meetings as well. Of course, the bar was in the inn, meaning the two beast-kind wouldn’t be able to slip in un-noticed.
It was decided that the alcohol would be strictly managed, and we stored the barrels of ale in the establishment’s cellar. The last thing we needed were a bunch of drunk soldiers from races that historically hated one another. I suspected I’d eventually have to have words with the bear and coyote-kind to keep them out of it, but we needed them to set an example for the regular troops.
With the senior leadership handled, the sergeants of both forces worked together to assign housing to the soldiers. Surprisingly, the entire process went smoothly, and there were only a few instances where the groups disagreed on something.
Many of the various homes were serviceable, we’d just have to repair doors and windows as time went on. Until then, blankets were hung over entryways, and broken windows were boarded up. Most of the work was done by the evening of our first day. With the big issues handled, we gave everyone a chance to settle into their accommodations, keeping only a token force on duty to guard the settlement.
A few hours before dusk, I found myself in the master suite of the well-appointed house. Despite my objections, it had been decided that, as house leader, this room would be mine. Not only did it ‘fit my station’, it was also the most easily defended room in the mansion. It had only one entrance and a single window too high to be easily accessed from outside.
The room was richly decorated. Dark, polished wood made up the walls. A large four poster bed took up the center of the room, its head butting up against a side wall. Red and tan sheets and blankets covered the mattress, complete with feather-down pillows. I ran my hand across the bedding, feeling the soft linen fibers. Across from the bed, a large fireplace was built into the wall to provide heat and light. Between the bed and fireplace, an elk skin rug covered the floor.
A writing desk, complete with quills, paper, and ink, sat along the back wall beneath the window. The ink and quills were well organized, but the papers were scattered across the desk. The top pages showed ledgers and numbers, and I imagined the owner of the desk had been trying to pay Emilia’s taxes before fortune had turned against them. The final lines of one page trailed off, and it wasn’t hard to envision this person being interrupted when the general’s forces arrived to seize people.
I left the desk as it was, moving towards the fireplace and mantle. Fresh wood sat in the hearth, and flint and stone sat in a simple box near the fireplace tools. With a few quick strikes, I was able to light some tinder. Placing kindling and then logs atop the new embers, I waited to see if it would catch fire. As I waited, I looked at various wooden sculptures placed across the mantle. Many portrayed various animals, like wolves, bears, and tigers. A few of the larger pieces showed leopards or jaguars, and I suspected that was the previous owner’s heritage.
A familiar scent blew in from the open door to my new room, quickening the pace of my heart. “Holding up?” Kyla asked from the doorway moments later. The fire had just started to generate heat, so I was loath to move from my position.
Turning towards her, I saw her leaning on the doorframe, her arms crossed. Her eyes watched me, and I knew she was looking for any sign of stress or strain. Her worry was touching.
“Today was… challenging,” I finally answered after looking into her eyes for a time. She crossed into the room and stood next to me in front of the fireplace. She knew she need not wait for an invitation.
“I understand. I keep replaying the moment when those Forsaken appeared. To think they used to be regular beast-kind. What they’ve done to these people, to our people. It’s unforgivable,” she said, staring into the fire. The look on her face reminded me of the one she’d worn before the pyre. Without thinking on it too hard, I reached out and took her hand, like she’d done for me earlier.
“We will avenge them. We will not allow Emilia and this cult to continue their evils,” I responded after several heartbeats of silence had passed between us. Kyla squeezed my hand but said nothing. Her touch was enough, I knew she’d follow my lead.
Losing track of time, we stood there, just holding hands as we watched the fire. Her presence and touch bled away the stress I’d been feeling and helped calm my inner beast. I’d been especially on edge since the battle. As if fate opposed my being too relaxed, Tristan suddenly appeared at the doorway.
“It’s time for the command meeting, and Erick and the others are already here,” he reported from the room’s entrance. If he had thoughts on my and Kyla’s proximity, he said nothing. Looking at the beautiful woman beside me, I caught the smirk on her face. Squeezing my hand once more, she broke contact and headed for the door. Reluctantly, I followed her out of the room.
◆◆◆
 
“What’s the status on food and clothing?” I asked the assembled group around the large, polished dining table, trying to get the meeting moving along. I was tired from the day, and the bed upstairs was calling me. The room could easily sit fifteen people, so it was more than large enough for the senior staff from both the humans and beast-kind’s forces.
I’d just arrived to Alexander and Rikar trying to persuade the others into opening up the inn’s bar area without restrictions. I had to give the two of them credit, they were very persuasive. Luckily, Erick, Antin, Naethena, and even Barnabus saw the folly in such an idea and were voicing their opinions on the matter rather adamantly.
Shaking himself from his amusement at the spectacle, Tristan spoke up. “We expect to have enough food to last the winter if we ration appropriately, but it won’t hurt to see about procuring more, whether from hunting or foraging. Some of Fero House’s soldiers will begin scouting the surrounding terrain and setting snares tomorrow. We’re turning it into a training exercise for those with no nature survival training.”
Barnabus bristled at the implication that the beast-kind soldiers knew more than the humans did on any skill, but he kept quiet. It was an irrefutable fact. The human city-states usually fought defensive wars against the beast-kind, not needing to venture far from their supply lines. As such, their soldiers didn’t train those skills. If their forces ever wanted to get home, these were lessons they needed.
“Our people will be grateful for the lessons, and hopefully we can procure some fresh meat. I don’t think anyone is looking forward to an entire winter of jerky and salted pork,” Erick said, smoothing over Barnabus’ surly display. His words were met with grunts and nods of agreement all around the table from human and beast-kind alike.
“Clothing is no longer a worry. Many of the homes still contained full wardrobes. While everyone might not have the style or color than want, there should be none that lack basic garments or warm coats. The same goes for footwear. We might not be the most stylish bunch, but no one will have frostbite,” one of Erick’s subordinates spoke up to the second part of my question. I was happy to see this, as I’d been worried that the two groups might have trouble with the chains of command. It appeared, for now, my worries were unfounded.
“Basic necessities might be handled, but boredom will be the next obstacle,” Barnabus said, still expressing irritation at this meeting.
“Fero House has some experience with keeping people busy and engaged. I believe the training schedule we use in Woodman’s Knoll will go a long way in alleviating the problem. If we mix the groups, we can even try to facilitate a bit of comradery while we’re at it,” Kyla responded.
“I believe that might work,” I said, smiling at Kyla. Erick, Antin, Naethena, and the other humans watched with raised brows, waiting for someone to explain. Tristan sighed before he broke into the basic explanation of our militia style. Not only did it bring everyone together for training, it also broke skills training up so that everyone with an interest could do something of need to the settlement. Those not interested in a skill would be assigned to labor crews to fulfill basic needs of the village.
Several separate conversations about what tasks we needed accomplished and how we’d assign people ensued. Some things such as blacksmithing, hunting, tanning, cooking, and the like were givens. The more people that could do them, the better. Other tasks, like reading and writing, were less obvious, but would go a long way towards helping our newest soldiers feel their time here was a good thing instead of a delay from heading south.
In the end, we decided it that some things would be optional while others would be mandatory. Everyone’s schedule would be established based on their squad assignment balancing free time with engagement, guard details, and training. The layout reminded me a lot of my years at the battle academy.
Taking a deep breath, I broached the other reason for this meeting. “The next order of business is tomorrow’s trip to Tor’s Rest. I need to officially turn in the coin owed by Fero House. That way Emilia doesn’t have a legal basis to dissolve our house,” I said, looking again at Kyla. The table had gone eerily quiet at my proclamation.
We’d had several discussions during the nights on the road about how to protect our people from our actions outside the law. It was possible, but it’d take some preparation that could only be done in Tor’s Rest. Mainly, I needed Karsam’s help, and I said as much.
Tristan choked on the water he’d been drinking. “Tomorrow? Didn’t we just get here after weeks of travel in the elements?” he asked, coughing to clear his throat. “Besides, is Karsam even a potential supporter? Last I checked, he was a disgraced member of Silvanti with no real political pull. And if memory serves, his doting on his niece led us to most of our hardship to begin with.”
I’d expected that response from him. He’d been with me since the beginning, and he knew the history better than most. “Well, if you want to stay behind, you can. As far as needing Karsam, it has to be him. Also, all the reasons you listed sound like reasons he’d come over to our side instead of staying with Silvanti to me,” I fired back. My friend’s scowl told me what he thought of staying behind, but he remained quiet on my other points. Though he might not like it, he’d follow my lead.
I laid my hands on the table before me. “Look, Karsam has a better grasp on the pulse of the city than anyone here. He’s a competent noble, and his poor treatment by Silvanti can’t have been easy for him to stomach all this time. As far as Lathian, he’d give Leah a run for her money in the stealth department any day of the week. I’ve also seen his blade in action. They’re worth the effort.” Glancing at Kyla, I saw her nod of support.
“We’re about to cross a line here. We’ll be labelled traitors and rebels if we’re caught. We need to cover as many angles as we can to pull this off. Alexander, I’ll need you on this assignment. Kyla, you need to stay here. From now on, we can’t both be put at risk at the same time,” I continued. Kyla’s expression looked less than pleased at being left behind.
Erick, Antin, and the other humans just nodded at my explanation. They didn’t know any of the people we were talking about, but they understood needing support moving forward.
“From what I’ve heard about her and what we’re doing here, why would you give resources to our enemy?” Rikar asked. He genuinely looked confused, and I couldn’t blame him. His expression was mirrored by several others in the room. Alexander, I noted, had a knowing smirk on his face.
“I’m not giving her anything. Fero House is paying their taxes and a settlement that has been ruled against them in front of a full court of the nobility. I remind everyone that this is not an open rebellion by Fero House. When we begin, we won’t be wearing tabards or house colors. This group isn’t affiliated with anyone. We’re just some bandits and escaped human slaves causing trouble in this territory. We just have to clear Fero of suspicion before this all starts,” I explained.
Several people smiled at my description while others nodded grimly, but none spoke. Nothing like being reminded that we’re outlaws to sober the room. At least none of them had walked out on the situation. To be fair though, it was entirely too cold to go anywhere else.
“The trip will be dangerous. Are we sure it’s worth it? Even if you go in like we were never ambushed, they could still try to arrest you on a whim. They might even act like they never received the money after your delivery,” Tristan objected.
“I understand your concern, but I think it’s critical. We move out before first light,” I answered, and no one objected further to my proclamation.
With the broad strokes of a way forward in place, we broke for the evening. It had been an extremely busy day, and everyone needed rest. Especially my guard detail, as we’d be leaving before dawn. To cover our trail and hide this place, we’d be taking a circuitous route back to the road while obscuring our tracks.
Walking down the hall, I caught up to Kyla. “I know you don’t like us splitting up, but are you okay with this plan?” I asked as I reached her, the only others nearby being guards.
“Honestly, I worry about the trouble you could get into without me being there to back you up, but I understand. Just so you know, I won’t just be sitting on my hands until you get back. There is a lot to do around here if we’re staying the entire winter,” she replied. The thought of her being out in the elements bothered me, but I realized it was no different from her feelings when I said I was leaving without her. With a resigned sigh, I nodded at her statement. The smirk on her face told me she’d guessed my thoughts.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a copper tub full of water waiting on me in my room. Maybe if you’re lucky, I’ll have someone bring it to your room when I’m done,” she said with a smile as she moved off down the hall. I did my best not to imagine her in the warm water of the tub, but my mind refused to let it go.
Walking to my room, I’d just about decided I needed a cold bath to get my thoughts under control. Despite the battle and business of the day, it seemed my body wasn’t ready to settle down. Heading to the small wash basin in the corner, I liberally doused my face with the room temperature water. Sighing to myself, I stripped off my armor and went about cleaning and polishing each piece to a pristine shine.
My task done, the copper tub was finally delivered to my room. Even as it was filled with water by one of my guards, I could have sworn Kyla’s scent lingered on the metal. Ignoring my inner beast and the images circulating in my mind, I took a quick bath, not lingering in the water any longer than I had to. It was late, and at this rate, I’d struggle to calm myself with such thoughts.
Now clean, I had the tub removed and slipped into the opulent four poster bed. It’d been so long since I slept on an actual bed, that I’d forgotten how soft a mattress could be. Before I realized it, I was drifting off to sleep, more comfortable than I’d been in weeks.
A knock at my door interrupted my oblivion. My eyes snapped open, instinct insisting that I assess for threats in my unfamiliar surroundings. It only took me moments to realize that it was near time to leave, and I’d slept longer than I’d intended. Vague memories of monsters and lust moved through my mind, hinting at dreams I’d likely never remember.
Steeling my nerves, I pushed aside the sheets and comforter I’d wrapped myself in during the night and stepped onto the cold wooden floor. The flames in the fireplace had long since died out. Not even an ember remained from last night’s fire. Mentally chastising myself for my weakness and loss of discipline, I began putting on my clothing and armor as quickly as I could.
Moments later found me in the nearby inn’s stables preparing Bashita. A groggy Tristan worked on his own mount between yawns. Nearby, Alexander was still grumbling about the time as he fumbled with his own horse’s tack.
Throughout the stable, the rest of the guards did much the same. They just didn’t show their feelings as plainly as my companions. No one was excited to be moving this early. It didn’t help that a fresh layer of snow had fallen in the night, promising damp cold and making it much harder to cover our trail.
“Remind me again why you wanted me along for this trip,” Alexander said as we passed through the broken town gates. Two guards watched the open portal for signs of danger. We would replace the metal hinges in a day or so, but it’d take time in the blacksmith before it could happen. There were only seventeen of us, so it hadn’t taken long to get moving once everyone was on horseback.
“Because you have a way of sweet talking people into doing what you want. I’m also sure you have contacts that can help us understand how it really is in the city,” I answered somewhat gruffly. The man hadn’t stopped complaining since the stables. Even Tristan appeared to be tiring of it, and he could complain with the best of them.
Alexander scowled at me from atop his mount. “If the first part was true, I’m pretty sure I’d be in my warm bed instead of riding through the cold right now,” he said.
“At least you can say you’re here because you’re a victim of your success. I’m here because I’m the only one that can tell his lordship when he’s being an idiot,” Tristan chimed in, eliciting muted laughter from the other guards. I glared at him, but my friend acted as if he hadn’t noticed it.
The trip was uneventful, despite the cold and general crankiness of my two companions. We didn’t encounter any attacks. The weather stayed clear once the sun came up. Despite the slow going through the wilderness back to the road, we were able to make good time once we were far enough away from New Haven to stop covering our trail.
Towards the end of the trip, my mood was soured as we passed several burned-out villages. I didn’t know what exactly befell the people of these towns, but I’d do my best to find out. It’d also be prudent to inspect the ruins for supplies anyway as we weathered the season.
We’d only been gone a month, but the suffering apparently continued to escalate. Knowing the various noble houses that had been a part of Fort Granas, I couldn’t fathom how they could sit idly by as all this happened. The north had changed.
We ate in the saddle so as not to slow the journey. No one wanted to be vulnerable or in the open for longer than we had to. Traveling past these places made us jumpy, like enemies or monsters lurked behind every hill or tree. Several times, I even had to consciously slow Bashita as I kept finding myself moving her into a trot.
After almost a full day of travelling, we finally made it to the outskirts of Tor’s Rest. The fresh snow on the ground made the city look peaceful from a distance as the sun drifted towards the horizon. I knew that vision to be a lie. A den of monsters worse than the ones we recently fought sat before me.
The first sign of the recent changes happened as soon as we reached the gates. A few imperial guards stood at the entrance and patrolled along the walls, but their numbers were much lower than they had been. I also noticed, with displeasure, they weren’t the only soldiers present.
Beside the orange and black of the imperial army stood soldiers wearing red and black with a dragon emblem instead of the imperial crest on their uniforms. These new soldiers looked more like thugs than disciplined warriors. Several of them were dirty and unwashed and looked at us with open sneers.
They didn’t move to intervene as the gate guard asked about our intentions in the city, but they narrowed their eyes at me as I gave my name and title. It seemed they recognized me, and I wasn’t welcome. It took a conscious effort to avoid putting a hand on the hilt of my sword at their display.
As we rode from the gates, I saw one of the red and black uniforms ducking down a side street in the distance. He’d most likely gone to alert the palace of my arrival. I smiled. Good, let them know I’m coming, and let Emilia wonder about what my presence meant in her city.




Chapter 16

The feeling of the city was wrong as we rode through it. Where there should have been boisterous noises and catcalls from the brothels and bars, only silence reigned. Many of the buildings were dark and abandoned.
In the winter, these rough and inelegant buildings should have been at the height of their popularity. Very few jobs continued year-round, and beast-kind quickly grew bored with inactivity. With pockets full from the fall harvest and trading season, the warm pleasures of such places drew many amongst the lower rungs of society.
“I wonder if they left the liquor when they shut down,” Tristan absently asked as we passed another boarded up establishment. Only the sound of our horses’ hooves striking the crushed-stone streets could be heard, the snow having either been shoveled away or melted off during the day. Everyone was on edge from the silence that closed in all around us.
I started to say that if they did, the beggars would have helped themselves, but the words died in my throat. I realized that there were no beggars, and the smell of unwashed bodies was also absent.
The poor quarters appeared to be an empty, sterile place, devoid of life. I’d spent my younger years in an orphanage near this district. Despite how unseemly and dirty it’d always been, this alternative version unsettled me. I began to worry that the entire city would be like this: deserted and dead.
I could see my fears reflected on my companions’ faces as we passed cold, dark dwelling after cold, dark dwelling. Hundreds had called these places home, and while I had no proof that the entire poor quarter looked this way, I suspected most of it did.
Our fears of a deserted city proved unfounded as we transitioned into the middle-class area of the city. Few moved in the streets as the sun faded behind the horizon, but signs of life were apparent everywhere.
Light shown from the windows we passed, coming from lamps or fireplaces. The smell of wood being burned for heat drifted over the streets. Here and there, the sound of people talking could even be heard from homes.
I was just starting to let some of my worry fade a bit as we came to one of several large crossroads of the city. The area served as a gathering place for the residents. There were public wells and fountains for gathering water and washing clothes. Stone benches lined the edges of the space for seating. Looking towards the center of the crossing, my heart filled with dread, and bile rose in the back of my throat.
A body hung from a gallows that had been erected in the open space. It had clearly been there for some time, as it was withered and dry from exposure. The word ‘Traitor’ was painted on the person’s tunic in large letters in what appeared to be blood that had turned brown over time. The eyes of the condemned were cut out, and their lips had been sown together. This was no ordinary execution; this was a statement.
I knew this person to be a wolf-kind, though there was no discerning scent amongst the frozen decay of the corpse. I’d met this man only once, but it had been a hostile meeting I’d never forget. Before me hung Korgat Silvanti, once head of Silvanti House.
Riding up to the gallows, I inspected the scene before me. Though many commoners couldn’t read, the word traitor would be easily discernable to all who saw it. Behind the body, nailed to the gallows, was a short parchment detailing the charges against Korgat and the official ruling against him. Though the light was fading, I could still make out the flowing script.
To all Subjects of the mighty Soltaran Empire,
On this day in the reign of our esteemed Emperor, Rhydian Saeva the 8th, his daughter and provincial governor, Princess Emilia Saeva, has found this wolf-kind, Korgat Silvanti, guilty of the following crimes:
-Treason
-Sedition against the crown
-Conspiring against the lawfully appointed governor of Tor’s Rest
-Fraud
For these serious crimes, the accused is sentenced to death. This sentence will be carried out under the supervision of General Zanethus Ecartus with all due authority given by Princess Emilia Saeva.
Under the official ruling, there was a space before another note had been added.
Let all those who see the body of this disgraced former lord know that Princess Emilia’s will is the will of her father. Crimes against the crown will not be tolerated.
As I read the ruling and attached message, my emotions couldn’t settle between horrified and enraged. While Korgat and I had never seen eye to eye, he was a strong and just leader of his house. If not for his rule and policies, I’d have never been trained at one of their battle academies. His only fault had been believing his daughter and heir over his brother and a young upstart.
“He wasn’t hanged. It looks like he was beaten, and someone drained his blood before putting him on display,” Alexander said as he inspected the body. Many wouldn’t dare touch a body placed by the local government in such a way, but we weren’t exactly friends of the crown right now.
“It fits with what Antin and Naethena have told us about this cult,” Tristan said in hushed tones. “We need to keep moving. I’m sure there are eyes watching our every move right now. If they can kill a house leader and put his body on display, I’ll be glad to have a building around us and some exits we can watch.” His words stopped Alexander and me from inspecting any further.
Looking at my friends, I could see their nervousness. In fact, I could see anxiety in the posture of our entire guard detail. We were exposed here, in the open, with no one around. If I were an assassin, this would be an excellent time to strike.
“Let’s go. It doesn’t look like any bars or after-hours establishments are open these days, so we’ll have to find answers tomorrow. For now, we’ll head to the inn we stayed in last time, if it’s still there,” I answered, tapping Bashita’s sides. She seemed all too happy to be away from the corpse hanging in the wind.
The sun finished its descent as we arrived at the inn. Several guards were selected to handle the horses while the rest of us entered the two-story building we’d been in a month ago. I usually made it a point to care for Bashita myself, but Tristan insisted I get inside. I didn’t argue.
The last time we’d been here, the place had been quite popular. The food hadn’t been the best I’d ever eaten, but it had been above average, and people seemed to enjoy it. A steady crowd had filled the seating area for every meal.
Now, the place stood empty. A bell rang as we entered the building, and no one immediately answered. The barkeep had been hard working and quick to seat people before. I couldn’t imagine what would have changed in such a short time.
The large central fireplace was lit, and the door had been unlocked. Someone had to be here. I told myself that they might be busy preparing the evening’s meal, but a part of me knew that wasn’t a good excuse.
“Milord, I apologize for my delay in coming to greet you. Business has been slow lately, and I thought the bell might just be the wind blowing open the door,” The barkeep said as he finally arrived from the kitchen area.
The man was sweaty and dirty with a receding hairline. He was also clearly lying. He kept his head down, not making eye contact. His posture was stooped as if he were afraid, and he carried a poorly concealed cleaver in his right hand beneath a stained apron. Tristan and several others also noticed the weapon and immediately placed their hands upon their own swords.
“I meant no offense, I swear. I just thought I might be in danger, that’s all,” the burly man all but squeaked as he dropped the blade on the ground and held his hands up. I motioned for my people to stand down.
“We’re just here to secure lodging for the night. You might not remember us, but we were here before with a larger group. If possible, we’ll take five double rooms and will leave guards out tonight to watch over everything,” I said, staring at the trembling barkeep.
“Certainly, certainly. The rates will be the same as before,” the barkeep started, and the return to a mundane task appeared to steady his nerves. I stopped listening as Alexander stepped forward, ready to haggle. I thought about what would make a man who owned an inn so jumpy at visitors.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what’s happened to this place? It used to be bustling with activity. Now, it’s a ghost town,” Alexander asked, bringing my focus back to the conversation. Money had already changed hands, and the barkeep looked visibly more relaxed. That was until Alexander asked his question.
At mention of the city’s change, the man turned a ghostly shade of white and began stammering and stuttering about preparing the evening meal. Before even Alexander could reassure him, he’d had gone back into the kitchen. I could hear pots and pans rattling behind the swinging doors.
We all traded looks with one another, and Alexander just shrugged as we moved to take a seat in the common area near the fire. As the sun had set, the temperature had dropped considerably, and the warm air was a welcome change.
“Well, so much for your ability to talk to people,” Tristan said under his breath to the coyote-kind as we took our seats. Alexander just grunted in response, forgoing the verbal sparring that often took place. No one could relax with such an oppressive atmosphere.
“Whatever is happening, it’s got an inn owner greeting patrons with a blade. I’ve known plenty of rowdy establishments that greeted folks with a club in hand, but this seems a little extreme,” Alexander finally said to the table after watching the fire and warming up for a moment.
The noise of footfalls came from the back entrance to the inn as the coyote-kind spoke. I looked up, expecting to see our guards entering from the stables. Instead, two people wearing hooded cloaks started heading towards our table. Their faces were covered in shadows, and my inner beast sensed danger from them.
Both new patrons walked with a deadly grace, but their strides were very different. One was shorter and clearly stepped with a feminine sway of the hips. The other was a tall, slim male. His controlled steps reminded me of a coiled snake ready to strike.
The guards subtly began rising from their seats with their hands on their sword hilts. As they stood, a gust of wind from the opened back door reached my nostrils. The tension I’d been holding relaxed a bit, but not completely.
I smiled and dipped my head at the two figures as they approached. “Keep your weapons sheathed. They mean us no harm,” I ordered the men beside me, and they all looked to me in confusion. Even Tristan raised his eyebrow at my statement. Alexander, for his part, just went back to watching the fire.
“Milord,” Leah said with a tight nod as she pulled down her hood, revealing her chin length dark hair and piercing amber eyes. Though she didn’t let it show in her posture, the dark circles under her eyes spoke of weariness. The last month hadn’t been easy on her.
I motioned with my hand to invite them to sit with us, but Leah shook her head. “No, not here. Come, we have much to discuss once we’re safe,” she said. I furrowed my brow in confusion, but the jaguar-kind was already turning to leave.
“She’s right. We should go,” Lathian said, not bothering to nod or lower his hood before turning to follow her.
“I had the guards start re-saddling the horses they’d already stabled. They should be near finishing by the time we get out there. We can explain as we travel,” Leah called back, halfway through the room already. It seemed she wasn’t waiting on us.
“If we’re leaving, I’m getting my coin back from the barkeep. Those rooms were not cheap,” Alexander muttered as he rose from the table.
“Don’t bother. The man ran out of here several minutes ago. By now, he’s alerted the Faithful to your presence. Either they’ll reward him for his information or imprison him for housing an enemy of the state. Their people are fickle that way,” Lathian answered without looking back.
“And why would our presence be worth an award? The guards watched us ride in earlier, and no one stopped us then,” I asked as we stepped out into the back courtyard and headed to our mounts. The soldiers outside were already on horseback and waiting to leave.
Lathian turned to look me in the eye at my question. “You and your supporters have been marked for death by the powers that be, but they rarely operate in the open. Most likely, they wanted to take you alive without a messy fight. The middle of the night offers them a better opportunity to succeed.”
“I assume you saw one of the bodies on your way in?” Leah asked, mounting her horse. My mind kicked into overdrive at the implications of all they were telling me.
“We passed Korgat Silvanti’s body,” Alexander answered for me when I didn’t immediately respond. I could almost feel the anger radiating from Lathian at the house leader’s name, and I wondered if Karsam was still alive.
“There are eight open squares in the city. Each one of them has a different noble house’s leader hanging on display right now. As soon as Emilia and her crazy dragon worshippers gained enough followers, they took steps to ensure their supporters led those houses themselves. The bodies are a message telling anyone who’d oppose them that it’s too late. They’ve already solidified their position,” Leah explained. A chill passed through my veins that had nothing to do with the weather.
“After Emilia’s coup among so many noble houses, she pushed things even further. The princess passed edicts on every conceivable thing. Bars and brothels became outlawed, and a curfew was put in place. Anyone caught breaking it either paid a huge fine or disappeared. The poor were declared detrimental to the city and rounded up in droves. The Faithful were given a militia and free rein to patrol inside the city. There is even an official lights-out time now. Breaking any of the myriad of laws means one thing, enslavement to work in the mines,” Lathian added.
I looked at the elf incredulously. “Surely there were people to stop this insanity? Senior imperial officers would never stand for such abuses of power or a separate military force patrolling inside the city. They might have even offered their support if the noble houses decided to unseat Emilia. Such things have happened before across the empire,” I argued, having trouble believing what I was hearing.
“General Zanethus is allied with Emilia. Before she made her move, he sent the senior officers not in his pocket to Fort Granas along with most of the garrison to keep them out of the way. The official order was for them to ensure the security of the eastern border and begin enacting repairs on the fort during the winter,” Leah answered as we moved down side streets, away from the main roads.
I’d expected things to be difficult, but how could Emilia have done so much in so little time? Politically, it was a break-neck pace that contained plenty of risk. I had to give credit where it was due though. Our enemy had effectively neutralized most threats and locked in their position.
“Where are you taking us that could possibly be safe? If there is a curfew, what keeps us from being detained for travelling after dark?” Alexander asked after taking a moment to process everything that had been said. A dark chuckle escaped Leah’s lips before she answered.
“The dragon spawn don’t control everything in the city yet, and there are still places safe from Emilia’s influence. As for why we won’t be bothered, let’s just say there are other disturbances keeping the Faithful busy,” Leah said, a devious smirk visible beneath her hood. As if to illustrate her point, yelling and muffled explosions could be heard in the distance from several directions.
I stared at our two guides and heard Tristan say, “Shit,” before Lathian clarified what was going on.
“Just some unimportant supply depots. It won’t cause them any real damage or setbacks, but it’ll occupy their time for us to move,” Lathian said to the unasked question hanging over my people’s heads at the sounds.
Our general direction remained pointed towards the warehouse district at the edge of the city, so I figured we had some time as we passed through darkened streets periodically lit by isolated street lamps. Everyone rode quietly, for fear of being discovered. Even with the diversions, no one felt safe.
I rode Bashita close to Lathian, his sharp elven features barely discernable underneath his dark hood. “What happened in Silvanti House?” I asked quietly. After the elf didn’t answer, I followed up with the question that sat heavily on my mind. “Did Karsam make it out? Is he alive?”
Lathian remained silent for a long while as we rode through the streets of Tor’s Rest. The silence stretched on so long that I decided he wouldn’t answer me right now, and all I could do was wait for the story. As I resigned myself to waiting, he spoke. His words were barely discernable over the sound of horse shoes on the stone streets, but they were loud enough.
“Aaryn had become a favorite in Princess Emilia’s court. I assumed it was because she was an ambitious young woman, and the princess identified with her. I didn’t watch it as carefully as I should have,” he started.
“Emilia began to nurture Aaryn’s ambition and inflate her self-worth long before you returned to Tor’s Rest. She made her think Korgat was weak, that it had been his weakness that led to Silvanti’s current situation. The princess promised Aaryn support, and convinced her she should be the one leading their house, lest it fall into ruin before Aaryn could save it. Emilia’s influence led to several fights between father and daughter, and eventually, Aaryn began spending days at a time in Emilia’s palace,” he continued, his voice turning cold as he relived all that he knew.
“A week after you left, Aaryn, along with her husband and father-in-law, called for a meeting with Korgat. Not thinking anything of it, he met with them as he had countless times before. They set upon him like cowards, depriving him of the honorable challenge he was due. At some signal they’d arranged, cultists stormed the house buildings in Princess Emilia’s name,” Lathian explained, and I felt my pulse quicken as I had to control my anger. I hadn’t gotten along with Korgat, but I respected him as a decent leader. He deserved better than the end he’d been given.
“I was able to get wind of it at the last minute and got Karsam out of the house, but that was all I could do. The Faithful knew their targets and made escape difficult,” Lathian’s voice was tight as he spoke. “Karsam’s wife was slain in the chaos along with many others that night.”
After a moment of silence, Lathian finished his story. “Korgat fell, but he didn’t go peacefully. In the struggle, he killed that bastard Roland Vinea, avenging himself of one of his betrayers. Now, Aaryn rules Silvanti at the discretion of the princess, but her husband no longer has his father to tell him what to do.”
It was a relief to hear Karsam was alive, but I mourned his loss. My brain tried to imagine myself and Kyla in the same scenario, but I instinctively recoiled from the thought. The seer’s words about what all this would cost me stalked the edge of my mind, and I refused to give it ground.
Karsam would be invaluable in fixing this mess when the city was out of Emilia’s control. He knew politics and was well liked by many houses here in the city, assuming there were any left in the end. He was also someone that could compromise and leave everyone in the room feeling satisfied, even if they didn’t get exactly what they wanted. The city needed his voice, and he was also an integral part of my own plans. I just hoped he was up to the task.
While I had every confidence in him, he’d cared deeply for his wife and had always been loyal to a fault to his brother. The loss of so much at once could change a person.
We rode in grim silence the rest of the trip. Everyone had a lot to think about, and despite Leah and Lathian’s reassurance, I found myself listening for the smallest hints of our being followed. I trusted the skills of both our guides, but that didn’t mean I could fully relax in a hostile territory. Eventually, we entered the warehouse district proper.
Compared to the energy I remembered from this place, it was like travelling through a ruin. Tor’s Rest had never been particularly sophisticated or cultured, but it was industrious and filled with hard-working people.
At this time in the evening, those working the warehouses should have been travelling back to their homes. The streets should have been well-lit, and the laughter and noise of people finishing a full day’s work should have been heard even in the winter cold. Much like in the poor quarters, the silence was almost painful.
Finally, after several long stretches of road and many twists and turns, we arrived before one of a dozen nondescript two story warehouses. Nothing about the place stood out. The doors and walls all looked worn, but serviceable. No marks graced the entrance or indicated what was stored here, and there were no windows on any of the floors.
“You’ve got to be kidding me. This is the hideout?” Alexander exclaimed in a surprised tone as he began laughing. Compared to the silence we’d been travelling in, his voice seemed to echo off every wall and building nearby. I knew he wasn’t that loud, but I still waited for some type of alert or attack to come of it.
Leah immediately punched him in the arm from atop her own horse at his outburst, shutting him up. He had the good sense to stay quiet after her reminder, but he held his arm as if he’d just been stabbed. Leah rolled her eyes at his display, but didn’t otherwise respond.
“Care to explain?” I asked Lathian, who’d dismounted his horse as I followed suit. It was clear that neither of my two subordinates would be sharing anything further at the moment.
“Come in and see for yourself,” was all the elf said as he did something near the entrance, causing the unmistakable click of a lock releasing. Once unlocked, the doors slid silently on tracks until a massive opening allowed nearly half of us to walk in beside one another.
Like the imperial warehouse we’d torched, the bottom seemed dedicated to stalls housing various livestock and horses. The top floor was fully closed save for some stairs, but I could see slits in the floor that would allow people to detect anyone entering. The shadows of people passing over those openings told me we weren’t alone.
“We’ll need two people to stay with the horses,” Leah said, looking back at me and Tristan, who’d walked up beside me. “Preferably someone that can handle Bashita,” she added. Without a delay, my friend nodded his understanding and picked out two guards. Not having a clue what we were doing, I silently watched the exchange.
“Lathian will lead you the rest of the way. Bashita and the other mounts will be safe here,” Leah said as she took Bashita’s reins along with several other mounts. Surprisingly enough, the battle charger didn’t object to the change.
Upon seeing that my mount was staying calm, I moved to follow our elven guide. He wasn’t far away, but he hadn’t waited on us. He stood near the stairs, but instead of heading up, he kneeled down and opened a trap door I’d not previously noticed. It seemed we were heading below ground.
A warm breeze wafted up from the space that wasn’t there moments before. On it, I smelled stale ale, spices, and traces of more carnal fragrances of sweat and passion. Whatever this place was, I was sure I’d never heard of it.
“Keep your guard up. No matter what our friends might say, this place is never safe,” Alexander said as he moved to go down ahead of me. I shared a look with Tristan before stepping down into the hidden stairwell and into a brightly lit world I’d never known existed.
With awe and surprise, I got my first look at the thieves’ guild lair of Tor’s Rest.




Chapter 17

The space we entered looked to be a natural cave formation that had been developed and added to over the years. The entire area looked to be about the size of a city neighborhood, and several small tunnels darted into the rock face at random points.
The existence of such a place was amazing, but the buildings and crowds that littered its floor were what really stood out. Hundreds of people were either sitting around or moving about the cave, much like the market square above on a busy day.
“If you and your people want to get some rest tonight, keep up. We still have a ways to go,” Lathian called, stepping off the staircase onto the ground. I’d been standing halfway down with my mouth hanging open in shock. I hurried down to catch up.
“How does Emilia not know about all this? How does this place even exist?” I asked Alexander as I finally reached the base of the steps. I couldn’t fathom how I didn’t know about something involving so many people or so large a space.
Alexander shrugged his shoulders, his eyes darting back and forth as he spoke, “Who says she doesn’t know about it? You know about the governor’s palace, but it doesn’t mean you can storm it on a whim.”
“The guild here in Tor’s Rest isn’t like others. With few illegal goods to trade, they focus more on acquisitions and shipment throughout the empire. The powers presiding here don’t play politics. There are those that share their interests, and there are those that don’t. The latter usually go missing, never to be seen again,” he continued.
As he was speaking, we passed a section of the wall that grabbed my attention. On its surface, over a dozen tunics were hung in full view. On the pieces of fabric, the dragon symbol of the Faithful stood out. Most of them had blood stains on them.
“They don’t take kindly to those that try to infiltrate their domain,” the coyote-kind explained when he saw me looking at the bloody tunics.
I understood what he was saying, but I didn’t know if it’d be enough. Thinking of the twisted souls we’d fought for New Haven, I imagined only a couple of hundred would be needed down here. Sure, there would be losses, and some of the creatures would surely escape to terrorize the surface, but I doubted her highness cared much about collateral damage.
Shaking off my surprise, I continued on, following our elven guide. People crowded our path, and it didn’t take long for Leah to catch up. Looking between Leah and Alexander, I wondered how much I didn’t know.
“There aren’t usually this many people, but Emilia disrupted all that when she started rounding people up throughout the city. Many who have dealings here have family amongst the regular civilians. For most, it was either bring them into the underbelly of society or let them be taken,” Leah explained as we wound our way through crowds of squatters. Several looked out of place, their colorful, refined clothing showing the wear and grime of being worn many days without being changed.
“The thieves’ guild leadership allowed it?” I asked, surprised at their generosity and willingness to put their secret base in jeopardy. In my mind, I’d imagined cut throats and people unconcerned with the lives of the poor masses.
“There is a very strict code among those in the guild, but that doesn’t make them heartless. If you die from the job, it’s just business. Families are typically left alone unless they’re somehow connected themselves. It’s a harsh world, but I’d say it isn’t much different from that of the nobles. If anything, it minimizes collateral damage much better than the aristocracy,” Alexander said. I detected a hint of resentment in his voice, but I couldn’t discern the reason.
“Information is a commodity to be traded here, and the slave mark means little to those with coin. When we had to escape, the guild allowed us entry, for a price of course,” Lathian explained.
I desperately wanted to speak with Karsam. My plans might still work, but seeing all this reinforced that I didn’t know every resource and player on the field. This wasn’t just me and Emilia. Emilia’s play for power affected thousands of people.
We passed several brothels and ale houses as we made our way through the underground, and they looked much the same as the ones in the slums. Scantily dressed women and men called out to us as we passed. Belligerent drunks roared their laughter from inside, the sound competing with the propositions we were receiving.
Two drunks rolled across the path in front of us, pummeling one another with poorly aimed punches. No one made a move to stop them, and the others nearby didn’t seem bothered by the display. Everyone simply moved around them.
We continued travelling for several more minutes, and I noticed several shady characters watching us as we progressed. Though no one said anything, I could tell by my companions’ postures that they were tracking our observers just as I was.
“You said they gave you and lord Karsam access to this place, but how are they going to feel about Valian, here?” Tristan asked after yet another observer watched our passing before moving off into the shadows.
“We won’t have a problem. I have a history with the guild myself. Besides, our illustrious leader has a reputation for leaving all that opposes him in ruin. If they forget, I’ll help remind them,” Leah said, resting her hand on the long dagger at her hip.
“Just wait till you hear what he did in Krinshir,” Tristan said, laughing. Alexander snorted, but otherwise said nothing. I avoided the stare I felt from Leah’s direction.
I was able to dodge further scrutiny as we finally arrived at an older, nondescript two story building built into the edge of the cave. Two dirty wolf-kind in grimy clothes stood guard outside. They looked the part of the other refugees we’d seen, but their postures were too straight. I was willing to bet their swords were well polished.
“I see some Silvanti House forces stayed with you,” I said to Lathian as he signaled for us to continue inside. The two didn’t bar our path, recognizing the elf, but they kept their hands firmly on the hilts of their swords.
“A small number of loyal guards survived and escaped with us. Many more died at the hands of the faithful. Most of the cultists don’t have the skill of trained soldiers, but there is a strength and savagery in their fighting that makes them hard to stop. They also heal a lot like the nobles, but it’s a grisly, twisted thing to watch,” the elf said, trailing off at the last like he was remembering something.
All of my people nodded, including Leah. I hadn’t been briefed on her activities, but it wasn’t a stretch to think she’d fought our new enemy. With the state of the city, I was honestly surprised there hadn’t been open battles in the streets.
“This is where we part ways for a while. I have some things to attend to tonight, and you’ll be safe here. Have your talk with Karsam, and we’ll speak before you leave,” Leah said, giving a slight bow and turning back towards the street. I didn’t stop her. She knew her business better than I did. Alexander’s eyes tracked the jaguar-kind until she was lost in the crowd.
Lathian guided me past an open central room, where he instructed everyone else to rest. Someone had already laid cots and pillows out for our group. It wasn’t an inn, but it was better than sleeping on the floor.
“You’re sure?” Tristan asked as I moved to continue following the elf into the back alone. He was clearly uncomfortable with my lack of guard.
I clapped my hand on his shoulder as I reassured him. “Sleep while you can, my friend. I have a feeling we won’t be here long,” I said with a smile. After all, we’d been up since before dawn, and nothing had gone smoothly for us since our arrival. I needed him alert.
“Good luck,” Alexander said to me, moving towards the cots. As he walked by me, he patted my armor over my chest. The move looked casual, but I questioned if it had been intentional. If it had been, I wondered how much he knew of my plans without my telling him.
Lathian began down a hallway at the back wall of the open room. “Care to tell me where we’re going?” I asked as I followed. “To get you the answers you seek,” was the only response I received from the elf. Narrowing my eyes, I frowned at Lathian. I trusted the elf, but he was always so damn cryptic.
A handful of turns in a dark hall found us standing before an open door. Lathian’s long, white fingers opened the wooden barrier. Inside, Karsam sat at a desk lit by a single lantern, pouring over various scraps of parchment. The space was similar to his offices at his home and the Silvanti Battle Academy, just darker.
I half wondered if this room hadn’t been set up like this just in case he ever had to flee into hiding. If so, it’d have been Lathian that prepared the space. Glancing over to the adjacent wall, I saw a bookshelf filled with volumes on various topics similar to Karsam’s home office.
“Ah, if it isn’t the Dark Wolf, come to save us in our hour of need,” Karsam said sourly without looking up. I noticed an empty bottle of liquor and a glass sitting beside him. As if he felt my judgement, he put the bottle into a lower drawer as I entered the room. The glass, he ignored.
“We both know it’s almost impossible for you to stay drunk for any amount of time. If you’re going to be hostile, don’t hide behind the bottle,” I retorted as I sat heavily in a chair in front of the desk. It wasn’t particularly comfortable.
I took a moment before speaking to inspect the wolf-kind before me. What I saw spoke to his grief at losing his wife and his subsequent exile from the house he’d spent his life working to advance.
Unshaven stubble covered his chin. Dark circles rested under his eyes. More wrinkles than I remembered stood out on his forehead. Even his eyes looked dulled, as if he wasn’t quite present.
Ever since our return from Fort Granas, things had been strained between us, but he’d still been the same strong man I remembered. Even as his brother stripped him of his title and authority within Silvanti, blaming him for the events of the campaign, I’d been relieved to hear Karsam didn’t pass that blame to me. I felt somewhat guilty that I had no way to help his situation at the time, but I was struggling just to keep Fero House afloat. Because of that, we hadn’t kept in touch all that much during my exile to Woodman’s Knoll.
The hardest part of it all back then had been the impact on his family. His brother no longer trusted him. His relationship with Aaryn had collapsed. He and his wife had treated Aaryn like a surrogate daughter for much of her upbringing, so it couldn’t have helped their relationship that the girl now hated him.
Now, things had gotten so much worse. Not only had the girl he helped raise murdered her father, she was also responsible for the death of his wife. I’d only ever met Serah once, but she’d been a warm and attentive woman. With the way Karsam talked about her on campaign, I knew he’d never fully recover from her loss.
“Every time I see you, something unfortunate is about to happen or has already happened in my life. Even here, in the bowels of the city, you find me. What could you possibly want now? What more could be asked of me than what I’ve already given?” He glared at me while Lathian brought over another bottle of amber liquid from a side shelf and filled his glass.
Taking a steadying breath, I engaged the man I considered my mentor. “I didn’t choose this. All I wanted after Fort Granas was to establish my house here in the city and see them prosper. Emilia is behind this, not me. If you’re going to be angry, be angry at the right people.” Despite my understanding where his pain was coming from, I wouldn’t accept the blame while the real culprit continued to sow chaos and destruction. He said nothing. His face could be made of stone for the lack of expression upon it.
“It would hurt nothing to hear the young Fero out, Karsam,” Lathian said after our exchange fell into stubborn silence. Karsam handled the criticism better than I expected, and after a sigh, he gestured with his hand for me to proceed. He still said nothing, but I’d take what I could get at this juncture.
Not wanting to waste the opportunity, I launched into my story. Starting with our trip down from Woodman’s Knoll. I told him everything, holding nothing back. It felt good to confide in the man after so long. It reminded me of when I’d first discovered my lineage. Regardless of what had happened since then, I still respected the man before me.
Somewhere near the middle of the tale, a faint gust of wind from the room’s entrance alerted me to Leah’s arrival. Just as well, I didn’t want to tell the same story twice, and Lathian didn’t seem to care that she was there. They had evidently developed a working relationship with one another, and I wondered what had been happening here in the city during my time away.
At the point of meeting the seer, I left out some of the details. There was no reason to discuss the supposed price to my plans. Karsam must have caught on to my holding something back, as he asked me to repeat certain parts of the encounter several times. Each time he asked for me to repeat myself, he did so slightly differently, hoping to ferret out whatever I’d hidden.
Eventually, he gave up and let me carry on with the details of my adventure. I told him of how we liberated a group of human slaves, and Lathian was clearly interested when I mentioned the paladin and priestess. At their mention, he straightened up and took a step closer, but he said nothing. I suspected there would be questions later.
“Now, here we are,” I said, reaching into my armor, “which leads me to this.” At my words, I pulled out a rolled parchment I’d been hiding since our departure that morning.
Carrying the thing around all day hadn’t been comfortable, but I couldn’t risk anyone catching on to what I’d been doing in the office at New Haven. Only Kyla knew of the document, and it was mainly because she helped me draft it.
“And what exactly is this?” Karsam asked as he took the parchment and began unrolling it. I didn’t answer as he scanned the lines that I’d inked the day before. I wouldn’t need to.
His head jerked sharply in my direction. “You’re serious?” he asked, shock clear in his voice. His anger at me seemed to have been momentarily forgotten. Leah had also stepped up during the silence to scan the document. Now she stared at me, a strange glint in her eyes I didn’t recognize.
“I am. If you sign the bottom, you’re the new second of Fero House with Kyla as its head,” I answered somberly.
“What possible reason could you have for giving up the house that you started, that bares your name?” Leah hissed. Lathian cocked his head to the side, reading me.
“He is planning for when blame of some sort is cast upon him. If he is not the head of the house, they cannot punish it alongside him,” the elf said. It surprised me how quickly he saw through my machinations.
“And what exactly do you plan on being blamed for?” Karsam asked. His bitterness from earlier was starting to wane. The noble I knew him as was starting to come alive again.
“Well, for starters, I thought I might persuade Erick and his army to attack the mines and free the slaves there. Then, I have my sights set on a certain general and member of the royal family,” I answered casually. I might have sounded like I was discussing the weather, but my statement brought the room up short. Karsam suddenly choked and coughed on the sip he was taking, and Leah raised her eyebrows at me. Lathian, as usual, was still and silent, revealing nothing of his inner thoughts.
“Even if those two are destabilizing and abusing this territory, killing them would be tantamount to treason. We’ve already sent messengers to the senior officers stationed at Fort Granas. When they get back in the spring with their troops, we can begin trials to get the two to step down and face the emperor’s justice,” Karsam started, trying to reason with me.
Instead of taking the bait and opening up a discussion on my actions, I said nothing. I unhooked my cloak, and carefully removed the tabard over my armor, making sure not to rip the fabric. With the symbol of Fero House leadership removed, I folded it and respectfully placed it on the desk in front of Karsam. When he signed the document before him, it was his by right of honor. I no longer had the right to wear it, and if my plans succeeded, it was better that I didn’t.
Karsam said nothing else as I re-fastened the bearskin cloak over my armor. Instead, he poured a glass from the bottle on his desk and downed it in one gulp. His eyes were fixed on the tabard and parchment sitting atop his desk.
“If you succeed in your plans and survive, there will be no escaping the emperor’s wrath. It would be better if Emilia and her general died in the shadows or from some unforeseen accident. It can be blameless, and no one has to take the fall,” Leah said from behind me, determination in her voice.
Even if we could gain access to them in such a manner, the odds would be stacked against us. The princess’ bloodline ensured she was nearly as tough to kill as I was, and I had no doubt Zanethus’ strength would be bolstered by his devotion to his dark deity. All of that said nothing of the guards and imperial troops surrounding the pair. Assassinating both targets was impossible.
I didn’t immediately answer Leah, instead looking at the elf quietly leaning against the book shelf. “What is your assessment? Can our two enemies be brought down with such tactics?” His arms were crossed, and he didn’t move as I addressed him. For all his casual appearance, I detected the tension in his body.
“One might be able to reach them with subterfuge and stealth, but there’d be no hope of killing both of them,” Lathian finally answered after a momentary delay. After the elf had given his thoughts, Karsam stirred from his contemplation. He looked at his friend and servant, then at Leah, and finally at me.
With a heavy sigh, Karsam picked up the quill he’d been using earlier and dipped it in the dark ink jar on the right side of his desk. Time seemed to slow down as he moved it over the document, making deliberate strokes at the bottom of the page. I saw all I had built passing from my hands as he signed the document. My inner beast struggled with the loss of control, of power, the primitive side only understanding dominance. I hoped this choice was the right one, that it’d lead to our success in the end.
“It would seem I am again second in command to a noble house. Please inform our people to our change of allegiance,” the wolf-kind before me said as he put down the pen and sprinkled a small amount of sand on the document to ensure the signature didn’t smear.
Lathian bowed but made no move towards the exit. Karsam poured himself another cup of amber liquid and held it before his eyes. He swirled the liquid in the glass, but didn’t drink. After a moment, he put the cup back down and leaned back in his chair, some unspoken vow that his time of running from his problems and pain were over.
Leah stood near the door silently. She hadn’t spoken since we’d summarily dismissed her idea as impossible, and I didn’t know what the jaguar-kind was thinking now.
At seeing the effect my decision had on these three, I didn’t relish telling everyone else what I’d done. I also wasn’t excited about asking these three not to tell Kyla I planned on killing the princess and general. After all, I’d sold her only on the idea of transferring leadership so I could take a more active role in the raiding operations with the humans.
“To the whims of fate. May the ancestors guide us all,” I said grimly as I reached over, picked up the glass that Karsam had discarded, and downed its contents in one smooth motion.
It was considered uncivilized to do what I’d just done, but in that moment, I didn’t care a bit. The burning sensation in my throat and stomach did little to force back the icy chill settling in my bones.
Karsam said nothing about my breach in etiquette, instead just lifting an eyebrow. It may have been my imagination, but I thought I saw a smirk on the elf’s face at the side of the room. I rose to leave. Having concluded my business, the thought of using one of the cots in the common room for a few hours was sounding better and better.
As I made it to the door, Leah stepped over towards me. “Let’s take a walk,” she said, dashing my hopes for sleep.
Not letting my disappointment show, I followed the jaguar-kind out the door and through the hall towards the main entrance of the building. I made a point not to wake Tristan or any of the guards. They needed rest.
I’d pushed them hard and couldn’t bear to take them from the little sleep they were finally getting. Besides, they owed me no allegiance any longer. Still, Leah snorted and shook her head at my lack of concern for security as we passed. At the building’s entrance, Karsam’s guards didn’t even look at us as we left.
“Something you wanted to discuss?” I finally asked after we’d moved out of view of Karsam’s hiding spot. The streets looked nearly as crowded as before, but it was clear that people were bedding down for the night. Unfortunately, it looked like several people called the road itself their beds.
At first, I wondered if Leah had heard my question. She didn’t turn to look at me. She said nothing. She just kept weaving through traffic towards one of the side walls of the cavern.
Leah abruptly stopped when we were alone and turned to face me. “Were you really going to try to pay Fero House’s debt?” I was so surprised by the question, I nearly ran into the lithe woman’s stopped form.
“Of course I was. My entire reason for going to Krinshir, for taking the measures I’ve taken, has been to protect our people. When the princess and general fall, the one responsible will fall with them. I can’t drag Fero House down with me,” I answered.
“Kyla doesn’t know you plan on killing them, does she?” Leah responded. The question brought me up short. I’d planned on gaining a promise of silence from everyone in our earlier meeting, but I hadn’t figured out how to do so yet.
“I think she suspects, but no. We haven’t talked about the specifics and end goals of my plans. I want to protect her from my actions as much, if not more, than everyone else,” I answered honestly. Deception wouldn’t work on Leah. She was too clever to fall for such things. She regarded me with those sharp, amber eyes, narrowing them as she decided.
“I’ll keep your secret, but I won’t protect you from her wrath when the time comes,” Leah said. As soon as she finished her sentence, she pulled a long knife from her belt. Just before I could ask her what she planned on doing with that, the enemy struck.
Two thugs wearing dirty clothes and no shoes charged us from the darkness at the edge of the corridor. I hadn’t seen them coming, but their hurried steps gave them away at the last moment.
One, a large tiger-kind, carried a rough cudgel. The other, a slender fox-kind, brandished two long daggers similar to Leah’s weapon. Neither of them were of noble blood, and they both had the wild eyes I’d seen in those who’d ambushed the caravan so many weeks ago.
Leaving the fox-kind to Leah, I stepped into the charge of the tiger-kind. He tried to bring down his heavy weapon, but my stepping forward threw off his timing. Instead of braining me in the darkness, the weapon grazed the back of my right shoulder about the time my left hand slammed into his chest.
I expected my counter attack to knock him back. Instead, I felt the familiar ache of cracking bones from both my shoulder and the hand that struck him. Just as quickly as the pain arrived, it faded.
My bones might have mended, but I was pushed back by the man’s unexpected and overwhelming strength. Stumbling, I caught myself just as my assailant swung across his body from the left side. The horizontal attack would be almost impossible to dodge without exposing Leah to two enemies, so there was only one thing to do.
My body blurred only slightly slower than my thought to bring forth my beast. Where my frail human appendages had been, more muscular and terrifying ones now sat in their place. My beast-form body was much denser, and I hoped the added mass on the strike zone would cancel out most of the attack. It turns out, not so much.
The cudgel landed, and a loud snap indicated my left arm was broken, but I paid the sharp agony very little mind. With my hands transformed, I had weapons available without the delay I needed to draw my sword.
My right arm darted around even as I was pushed sideways by the force of the strike. I felt surprising resistance as my claws shredded his shirt to reveal a chain mail vest underneath.
Such armor was rare among beast-kind. Our ability to change forms was a large part of both our natural attack and defense. Putting on the metal effectively robbed a beast-kind of any species of that tool. If this man tried to change forms, either his body or the metal links would give out. Regardless, the outcome wouldn’t be pretty.
Still reeling from the pain of my arm and the ineffectiveness of my blow, I barely dodged the follow up swing to bring me down. As it was, I’d be hard pressed to find an opening for a quick kill against this opponent.
Only my ducking and raking the tiger-kind’s legs with my functioning hand’s claws saved me from a vicious overhead chop down into my skull. The would-be assassin cried out in pain as he stumbled back, trying to gain some space from me as my broken bone reset itself and healed.
Not wanting to give him a chance to recover, I lunged forward. Sometimes, the best defense was an overwhelming offense. A part of me registered the suddenly terrified expression on the big man’s face as he saw his end in my eyes.
My pointed, sharp teeth sank into the tiger-kind’s neck. The skin was tough, and that was strange in his non-shifted form, but it wasn’t the most shocking thing about my attack. Instead of the sweet copper taste I expected, a bitterness filled my mouth. If my teeth weren’t sunk into the enemy’s throat, I’d have let go and spat the foulness out into the street.
Unwilling to give up on the single advantage I’d had the entire fight, I bit down harder while trying not to swallow any of the foul blood. Only partly successful, my stomach churned and threatened to lodge a violent protest of its own.
Even as my teeth savaged the assailant’s neck, I raked my clawed hands and feet over every bit of exposed flesh I could reach. His arms were shredded and he sported several fresh cuts along his groin and legs. I’d have kept going, but the massive damage all at one time ended up being too much for his unnatural healing.
My enemy finally collapsed dead on the stone street beneath me, and I vomited as my form turned back to that of a man. Only after I’d expelled my stomach’s contents, did I look around to find Leah.
I need not have worried about her, as she’d made quick work of the dual-wielding fox-kind. Even now, as I spit and hacked, trying to clear the foul blood from my mouth, Leah worked on cleaning her dagger on her slender opponent’s clothes. Where blood and gore covered me, her clothes weren’t even wrinkled.
“Based on your attempt to cover your assailant in stomach content, I’d guess these are some of the Faithful. I thought they might be too timid to strike at us down here, but it appears you’re too tempting a target,” Leah said as she rifled through her attacker’s possessions, staying clear of the gore around me and where I’d gotten sick.
“So you knew they might attack us, but you didn’t have us stay in Karsam’s building or keep a guard detail?” I asked incredulously. Leah was calm and level in most things. Reckless wasn’t something I’d expect of her.
She stood, wiping her hands clean on her pants as she looked at me. “This is the lair of the thieves’ guild, there is always the possibility of being attacked. You handled yourself wonderfully, if a bit savagely, though. Now, Emilia’s forces have two fewer spies, and we need not fear further attack for the time being. I assure you, it isn’t easy for them to sneak in here,” she answered.
“I would suggest, though, that you refrain from using tooth and claw on every common attack. I doubt they’ll run out of bodies before you tire of re-tightening your armor,” Leah added casually as she inspected the valuables she’d taken from her attacker. I went about doing just that. After a bit, she pocketed some coin and held out a rolled parchment for me to read.
Leah looked up and down my blood covered form as I took the missive. “Next time, avoid biting them. Their blood tastes like shit,” she said. I grunted in response, but avoided speaking the sarcastic remark that came to mind.
Unrolling the missive, I let out an appreciatory whistle, to which Leah nodded. On the sheet was an excellent likeness of me, along with a posted reward of several hundred gold pieces to the person who brought Emilia my head.
This wasn’t something a common street thug would be carrying. This had been meant for delivery to someone else. These two had infiltrated the thieves’ guild headquarters, but at a guess, it wasn’t to spy. It was to carry an offer to the leaders of this place.
Despite their allowing families to take shelter here, this was still a den of cutthroats. With such a bounty on the table, I’d be a sorely tempting target, whether or not someone could take me.
If this wasn’t the only parchment, and I doubted it was, we’d need to leave the city’s underbelly soon. Though I hated to admit it, this move was rather ingenious. Even as she committed atrocities, the princess was playing on the base nature of those that should oppose her.
With nothing to their name, what commoner could resist taking a chance to gain such riches? Forget that I was beyond them in strength and skill, desperation and greed would convince them to risk it.
“I think it’s time for us to head back to the building,” I said, my voice little more than a whisper. In my mind, I imagined the poor, half-starved masses in the street attacking as a mob. The people I was trying to help had suddenly become a threat.




Chapter 18

“It smells like someone had an exciting walk,” Alexander said loudly as we stepped back inside Karsam’s building. His gaze moved over my entire body, taking in my gore covered form. He and Tristan were sitting at a table in a parlor just inside the entrance. Both held cards in their hands, but the coyote-kind also held a drink of some sort.
If we weren’t in the situation we were in, it’d be easy to imagine the two of them were simply having a carefree game to pass the time. That was, if you ignored Tristan’s knuckles turning white as he clenched the cards, or the way Alexander’s eyes moved over every inch of us, looking for signs of previous or current injuries.
“It was more eventful than I would have expected, but that isn’t the issue right now. This is,” I answered, throwing the parchment onto the table over the deck of cards between them. My handprint stood out in blood on the blank side of the document.
Alexander reached for the bounty notice as they both put their cards down. I felt the heat of Tristan’s stare even as I judiciously avoided making eye contact with him. The coyote-kind made a display of avoiding the blood on the parchment as he unrolled it.
After a moment, Alexander handed the sheet to my friend and bodyguard. Tristan’s lips became a thin line as he read the words on the page. I could see the muscles in his jaw clinch and relax repeatedly.
“I think we need to be gone from here as soon as possible. The keepers of this place have a certain soft spot for coin that makes their judgement questionable at best sometimes,” Alexander said as Tristan inspected the parchment. Leah’s snort of amusement was soft but noticeable at Alexander’s understating the obvious.
Though he smiled at Leah’s slip, I noticed the coyote-kind’s grip on his drink was a little stronger than it had been as he held it to his mouth. Turning the glass up completely, the amber liquid was gone in one smooth gulp.
They looked at one another for a moment before Leah spoke. “I agree, but we need to stop this now. If we don’t, we might face other obstacles in the future,” she said. I didn’t understand her message, but looking at Alexander’s face, I suspected it wasn’t for me anyway. The coyote-kind nodded and stood without a word before he and Leah started heading for the door.
“Doesn’t feel good to be left out of things, does it?” Tristan asked as I was about to ask the two where they were going. They both had ties to this place, but my words died in my throat at my friend’s question. The heat in his voice was unmistakable.
“I assume you aren’t talking about our walk earlier?” I asked. My friend’s posture was tense, and his hands curled into fists at his sides.
“You’re damn right, I’m not. Where is your tabard, Valian? Why aren’t you wearing it?” he demanded. I didn’t speak as it was clear that he already knew the answer.
Moving closer, he spoke between clinched teeth, “How could you not tell me? We’ve been friends since the battle academy. I’m the head of your security and escort detail. I was going to name you godfather of my firstborn. For all that, you’re keeping me in the dark about something as important as officially leaving Fero House?” Though I wanted to tell him to calm down, I knew I deserved his ire and took it silently.
“You’re right. I should have told you. I didn’t want anyone to stop me or follow my lead. But I am sorry, Tristan. Truly,” I finally answered after an awkward silence.
My apology seemed to take the wind from his sails. He stood there, his posture still stiff, but he said nothing. His mouth would periodically open, then close again. It was an impressive impersonation of a fish, but I didn’t tell him that.
“How did you find out anyway?” I asked when I was reasonably sure he was done yelling at me. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer, but he finally relented with a huff.
“Alexander told me. He got up after you and Leah left. His movement woke me, and I joined him for a card game. That was after I’d determined you weren’t here. When I asked him about it, he said the two of you were probably discussing your formally leaving Fero House,” he answered as he moved into the parlor and picked up Alexander’s empty glass from the table.
A part of me logged that information away. Alexander had known somehow, but he’d also chosen to let Tristan know, even though I was keeping it a secret. He might be a friend, but he was his own person.
“Look at it this way, now you don’t have to worry about security details when I do something foolish,” I said as Tristan refilled the glass from a crystal decanter sitting near the far wall.
I didn’t know what he thought of my joke as he kept his body turned away from me. I turned to leave him to his thoughts. I needed to let Karsam know of this development as well as wake any soldiers who’d slept through Tristan’s outburst.
“Why?” he asked from behind me. The single word felt like a weight settling on my shoulders and around my neck, making it feel harder to breathe. It was both accusation and plea, and it broke my heart to hear it. He deserved an answer, no matter how much I didn’t want to voice my thoughts on the matter.
“No matter what happens, no matter how all this plays out, remember that I’ve always got your back,” I responded to the closest thing to a brother I had, using a phrase we’d used with one another since our time at the battle academy.
Though my back was turned, I heard Tristan jerk around to face me, and I felt his eyes upon me. If it was to yell at me or plead with me, I didn’t know. I’d already turned from the room and was heading deeper into the building. There were no more words to say at the moment.
If I told him everything, he’d refuse to leave my side. I loved him for it, but I couldn’t protect him from my decisions if that happened. No; he had a wife and newborn child to live for now. I’d make sure he returned to them.
It only took a few moments to wake the soldiers sleeping in the communal room. Surprisingly, my conversation with Tristan hadn’t been loud enough to rouse them. They refrained from grumbling about not having any real time to sleep, though I saw it in their faces. It’d be a long ride back. I grabbed the sack of coins that one of the guard had been carrying in a pack on my way out.
Next, I went to speak with Karsam. Lathian still stood at his side when I entered the room. Karsam still sat at his desk looking over various reports, but I noticed him wearing the tabard I’d left behind. The sight brought a tightness to my chest, but I couldn’t name the actual reason for it.
Their eyes registered my whole appearance upon my arrival. The feeling of being assessed crawled over my skin, making me have to fight off the urge to fidget under their scrutiny. They both noticed me carrying the heavy bag in my hand, but neither commented on it. No doubt, they knew what the container held.
Karsam stood and moved around the desk from his chair, leaning against the side closest to me. “I saw the poster,” he said after a moment. I hid my surprise at his statement behind a mask of neutrality.
I nodded my head in response, not knowing what to say. I kept my gaze so I could watch both the elf and the man at the desk. Neither of them acted as if they were bothered or nervous by this latest development. I knew I’d picked the right people to support Kyla in her new role.
“One of my contacts in the guild alerted us shortly after you left. Unfortunately, the bounty has already been publicized,” Lathian said into the tension of the room. “There is no way to call it back.”
“Based on your bloodstained clothes, you’ve already met a few people brave or foolish enough to claim it,” he continued.
“I did. Surprisingly, they were a few of the Faithful that had infiltrated the caves,” I answered. “Clearly, they weren’t successful.” Karsam nodded in approval at my words. Focusing on my current predicament, I looked the new Fero House second in the eye. “So, how long do I have?”
Karsam pushed off the desk and moved towards the bookshelf on the side wall. After skimming over several volumes, he rested his hand on a particularly dusty tome. “I’d say you have plenty of time to get out. Though, for now, you’re safe here. No matter how greedy people are down here, they’ll think twice before they bring hostility to this building,” the wolf-kind answered. He tilted the spine of the book he selected back and a click audibly sounded from the wall. Moments later, the space next to the books opened to a previously undetectable passage.
“You and your people can follow this out beyond the city walls. It’s a straight shot, so there is no chance of getting lost. You’ll be on the north side of the city, so you’ll have to circle around before you’re clear to head back to your hideout,” Karsam explained. I had to close my mouth, as my jaw had dropped at seeing the secret passage so conveniently revealed.
“Your saddle bags have been resupplied, and your horses will be waiting on you with the two guards you left in the stables. I know you planned on having the winter to train your humans, but fate isn’t always kind,” Karsam explained. As he spoke, Lathian stepped forward.
“The worst of the snows should be behind us in a month’s time. If you plan on stopping the princess, move then. If you wait for the spring, she’ll have consolidated too much power to be removed from her throne,” Lathian said.
The elf wasn’t one to guess or speculate without evidence leading him to a conclusion. If he said we needed to move early, I’d do everything in my power to make it work.
Karsam stepped towards me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “When the weather starts to clear, we’ll send messengers to Fort Granas. With any luck, the senior officers will move out with their troops as soon as they hear from us. I know I’d be happier if the imperials cleaned up this whole mess, but they have a knack for arriving late to the party,” he explained.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have several people to talk to about the state of affairs. When the time comes, I hope to ensure Fero House is well supported by local powers,” he finished in way of farewell.
Handing over the large sack of gold, I grinned at Karsam. “This will help you in that department. I don’t think the princess and her people need it, and I doubt it’d fix the judgement against Fero House. Just don’t go spending it all in one place,” I said.
He only smirked and nodded his head as he left the room. I knew coin could only go so far with Emilia’s fanatics in the city, but I hoped it would help. A part of me wondered if it’d do any good at all. Looking back, it had seemed the least of concerns for the blind weasel-kind that set us on this path.
With Karsam gone, only the elf and I remained in the room. He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “You’re sure you wish to travel down this road?” he asked. “Being an agent of change rarely leads to an easy life.”
I shrugged, the weight on my shoulders suddenly heavy. “So I’ve been told, but it matters little. There is no one else in a position to stop what is happening here,” I answered. It was a weak response, and I knew it.
To say I was in a position to stop Emilia was like saying a pebble thrown in the Trogarl could change its course. She had resources and manpower I couldn’t hope to match. On top of that, her cultists were far more powerful than they had any right to be.
On the other hand, even a pebble could cause ripples. The river might not change course, but the waves might be affected. It was a small hope, but one I clung to none the less.
“Fate is often a cruel mistress. Believe me, I know,” the elf said with a pointed look. He then walked past me and out of the room. I couldn’t help but look at the slave brand on the skin of his neck as he passed.
I did not understand what prompted him to say what he had, but there was no mistaking the bitterness in his words. If I survived long enough, I’d make sure to ask him about it sometime. I suspected there was a story in there somewhere.
Squaring my shoulders, I returned to the task at hand. Moving back into the communal room where everyone waited, I was surprised to see Alexander and Leah had returned already.
Upon closer inspection, I noticed red skin on the coyote-kind’s knuckles, as if he’d torn them hitting something and they’d regenerated recently. As I came closer to him and the assassin beside him, the scent of fresh blood was just barely detectable over my own stench. Whoever these two had visited probably hadn’t enjoyed it.
“All right everyone, as I’m sure you’ve all noticed, I’m no longer wearing Fero colors. This is a temporary measure, but for the foreseeable future, Kyla is the head of the house, and Karsam is her second. That makes Alexander the ranking officer of this expedition until we make it back to New Haven,” I announced, ignoring the open jaws and looks of surprise on the soldiers’ faces. Alexander just gave me a deadpan look.
“I might be the senior Fero officer, but we all know how our new leader feels about Valian. I expect the same respect and attention to be given to him as before,” Alexander chimed in, crossing his arms as he finished speaking. He wasn’t one who liked to be the final authority. With a smirk, I gave a slight bow in his direction before turning back towards Karsam’s office.
“We have a passage in the back of the building, and our horses should be waiting on us,” I said over my shoulder to everyone still standing in the main room. The group suddenly fell into chaos, trying to catch up, already three steps behind my position.
“You heard our ex-leader. Let’s move. I want five up front as forward guard. The rest will bring up the rear in case someone unfriendly follows,” Tristan said loudly with a scowl on his face, snapping the other soldiers into action.
“Are you going with us or staying here?” I asked Leah, who’d come up to stand beside me as we entered Karsam’s study and several soldiers passed me into the tunnel beyond.
The scent of blood was on her, but I couldn’t see any outward evidence of a fight. Her hair didn’t even seem out of place. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have guessed she’d just been lounging around this evening. She wasn’t one to be underestimated, and I no longer had any right to dictate the direction her skills were to be utilized.
“There isn’t much I can do for you with the humans. I’ll stay here in the city and gather intelligence. Alexander has given me directions to your hideout, so if there is any new or useful information to be had, I’ll get it to you,” she answered. “When your fight moves into the city, you’ll have my blades,” she continued before giving a light bow and exiting the office.
I watched the jaguar-kind disappear into the shadows of the hall before turning back to the tunnel. We didn’t have torches, but that was okay. We were all predators. Our other senses would help compensate for the lack of light, and I pitied whoever tried to attack us in such confined spaces.
Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the inky blackness of the secret passage. While there was the faint light of the office at my back, there was nothing to lend itself to sight before us. I could hear only the sounds of the advanced guards as I took one cautious step after another.
“I should have had another drink before we left,” Tristan grumbled as he walked into the tunnel behind me.
“Don’t worry. I borrowed one of the decanters on the way out. We can all have a bit once we get outside. In fact, it’ll be my first official order as the leader of the return expedition,” Alexander answered from somewhere behind him.
I frowned at Alexander’s disregard for leading by example, but held my tongue. He was probably just acting like that to get under my skin. Showing him I had a problem with it would only embolden the coyote-kind.
We all stopped talking as we walked farther into the passage. The oppressive darkness put everyone on edge. I could hear only the sound of breathing and footsteps as we made our way out of the city.
We walked for what seemed near an hour. I started to think we might have somehow missed something as our direction never changed, and there were no bends or twists in the tunnel. Finally, the faint light of the moon put to rest the idea that we might need to turn around.
An iron door with a small grated window sitting at eye level marked the end of our trek. It exited abruptly into the wilderness outside the city. The sparse hills surrounding us were quiet and still, covered in unpacked, white powder from the recent snows. To our left, the neighing of horses alerted us to the direction of our mounts.
The moonlight cast enough light to give clarity to my night vision, and I inspected our surroundings. The tunnel exit itself was situated in the side of a low hill. So, to all the world, we would have just appeared out of nowhere. A handful of dense shrubs also screened the side of the exit. I doubted I’d be able to find it again once we left the immediate area. Too much of the terrain looked identical.
The hill provided a small bowl shape at its base that concealed us from casual inspection. It wouldn’t be until we stepped out of the depression that we became visible. The entire thing was cleverly designed.
I took handfuls of snow and rubbed the last remnants of old blood off my skin and armor. I’d cleaned a good deal of it off in the thieves’ guild, but we’d been strapped for time. Now was my best chance to finish the job before being in the saddle for a full day.
True to Lathian’s word, our horses were held by the two guards we’d left behind in a stand of shrubbery near our position. All of them were saddled with packs in place. Bashita, I noticed, had two separate ropes tied around her head and neck, and one of the guards held her, while the other held the rest of the horses by their reins. It seemed she hadn’t been a fan of being brought out in the snowy wilderness without me.
Smiling, I moved over to my mount and rubbed her head. She didn’t seem excited to see me, but she didn’t shy away from my affections either. I couldn’t blame her. I had left her in a barn where she’d later been taken out into the cold in the middle of the night. I wouldn’t be a fan of me either under such circumstances. I’d have to find her some dried fruit or some sugar once we made it back to the hideout.
For now, we needed to focus on getting out of here. The land was devoid of trees, and snow covered everything. Mounted soldiers would stand out like a sore thumb in the glistening snow. Part of me wished it was overcast, but that would mean dealing with more darkness, and I was temporarily tired of darkness.
Without a word, we all mounted up and began moving. We cut towards the opposite side of the city as we’d entered. We’d likely be seen, but other than riding in the twilight hours before dawn, we weren’t really doing anything wrong. I hoped no one would be curious enough to brave the cold and stop us.
Luckily, the ancestors seemed to be on our side. If anyone along the city walls noticed us, they didn’t make a fuss. From there, it was just the matter of spending hours in the miserable chill of winter.
Of course, they couldn’t make things too easy for us. Shortly after sunrise, ironically the coldest part of the day, cloud cover started moving in. It wasn’t long into our journey home to New Haven that heavy snow started to fall.
With a grumble, I wrapped my furs tighter around me and picked up our pace as best I could. It was going to be a long day.




Chapter 19

Throughout our journey to New Haven, the snow fell heavier and heavier. By the time we saw the repaired front gates, it was an all-out storm. If the winds would have been a bit stronger, I’d have called it a blizzard.
The sun had long since been blocked out by the cloud cover developing throughout the day. Though I thought we’d made good time, we’d lost the daylight well before our arrival.
The only saving grace was the fact that it’d be almost impossible to be trailed under such conditions. We hadn’t even had to cover our tracks. All that would be left behind us was smooth powder.
I briefly thought of my hunt right before I’d left Woodman’s Knoll. Those memories made me lose some of my confidence in our security. Conditions then had been similar to now, and I’d still been able to track my prey in beast-form.
If our enemy was dedicated enough to shift or to use those warped beast-kind, we might be in some trouble. That was assuming we’d made enough of an impression to raise an alarm. I didn’t think we had, but my desire to get inside the wooden walls increased significantly.
“It doesn’t look like anyone’s manning the gates,” Alexander yelled as we rode right up to the wooden portal into the town. I found it strange that a sentry hadn’t picked us up before we got here and at least called out a challenge at our approach.
“The humans are newly escaped slaves, and this is a hell of a storm. I’d guess that the guards are holed up inside somewhere trying to stay warm,” Tristan yelled back over the howling winds. My friend had a point, but his mood had been sour since our exchange in the city.
Alexander chose not to respond, instead moving his horse even closer to the rough wooden gate. Waving his arm, he signaled for me to come near. When I did, he handed me the reins before he moved into a crouched position atop his saddle.
Before I had a chance to ask him what he was doing, he’d jumped up and caught the top of the gate. The small trees that had been used to form the barricade had been sharpened on top, but there were still smooth gaps between each point.
Using these, the coyote-kind pulled himself up and deftly climbed over the obstacle without impaling himself. Watching him, I thought about Leah’s moves against the Saurians in Fort Granas. Alexander could give her a run for her money in the stealth and climbing department.
That was, unless they competed while shifted. With a jaguar’s curved, retractable claws, the feline had the advantage. Alexander would have been hard pressed to keep up. I smiled to myself at how Leah would take the challenge. I’d pay money to see that competition. Imagining the contest, it wasn’t long before my sensitive ears picked up the characteristic sound of a wooden log being moved from its bracket.
“If anyone’s nearby, we’re coming in. Don’t shoot or stab us,” Alexander yelled over his shoulder. Even in the punishing cold, he wore his trademark cocky grin. I handed him the reins to his horse without comment.
Just then, a man and a woman came scrambling out of a nearby home. They were in the process of shrugging on their cloaks and holding their spears haphazardly.
Both of their faces were flushed, and I picked up the faintest scent of sweat and lust on the icy wind. It stirred the beast inside me, but I couldn’t decide if it was my longing for Kyla or my anger at the breakdown in discipline that made it so.
I had to remind myself that I wasn’t actually in command of anything anymore. Instead of giving orders, I looked towards Tristan. “I’d suggest someone lock the gates,” I said as I continued forward.
I caught a look between Alexander and Tristan, but I couldn’t decipher it. Pretending like I hadn’t noticed, I kept riding towards the center of town. The sooner we got to the stables, the sooner everyone could get warm and dry.
The smoke rising from chimneys and the light shining from windows and around doors made the place look like an ordinary town as we moved between the buildings. No one walked the streets, so it was easy to pretend the beast-kind who’d lived here before Emilia’s new regime still occupied these homes.
It was a pleasant fiction. In it, I didn’t have to worry about what new atrocity I’d witness next or when someone might make an attempt on my life. In it, I didn’t have to give up the house I’d made or face the prospect of losing the thing most important to me, though I still did not understand what that meant.
Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I decided that I might be a bit tired, too. I’d been up for over two days straight, and while that wasn’t terrible for me, it had been an active couple of days.
Once we made it to the stable, I dismounted and turned to Tristan. “After we tend the horses, everyone should get some rest. I’m sure Kyla will give you all a break after so arduous a trip, but it’s no guarantee when things will get exciting again. I’ll be in my room. If you need me for anything, ask yourself if it’s really necessary, then shove off,” I said with a forced smile. All I got was a nod and a half-hearted snort in response.
Caring for the horses went smoothly. There were two Fero House soldiers assigned to watch over the building housing the animals. They quickly volunteered to take care of all the horses for the team, and everyone, except me, took them up on their offer. If I handed Bashita off like that, she’d probably never forgive me. Besides, I still owed her a treat, and I knew where there were some dried apples stored in the barn.
Tristan had looked like he wanted to talk to me as I led Bashita to her stall, but the moment passed. In the end, I noticed him watching my back for a while before walking off towards the building in which he was assigned a room. It was for the best, I couldn’t trust myself not to say something I’d regret.
I turned all my focus on my horse instead of thinking about what-ifs. After Bashita’s apology snack and a thorough brushing, my proud battle charger seemed content. She’d only lightly nipped at my hair as I moved to leave, so I took it as a good sign.
My task complete, I moved through the frozen central square towards the headquarters and my room. Though I’d only slept in the bed once, I missed it.
Fero soldiers stood guard at the entrance. They looked confused at my lack of tabard, but they still saluted in respect at my approach. I returned the gesture despite my knowing I had no right to do so. If I had ignored them, they’d have thought something was wrong. I didn’t need anyone panicking or spreading rumors right now. Reality was bad enough.
When I finally made it to my room, it surprised me to see a lone guard standing at the door. The man was young, very young for one that had gone on this expedition. He perked up at my approach and stepped to the side, but he didn’t leave.
“Is everything all right?” I asked as I neared, half afraid of answer. There were very few scenarios where a guard at the door was a positive.
“Everything is fine, milord. Lady Kyla left with a scouting trip the same day you left for the city. I was instructed to have the chambers made ready for you upon your return and inform you of the lady’s whereabouts,” the soldier said nervously.
“When it was reported that you had entered New Haven, I had the bath prepared and a fire started. Your water should be warm, and the room soon will be as well,” he hurriedly said in a tempo that was just slightly too fast. I took a deep breath before responding to the young man.
“Be at ease. Thank you for the consideration of having my room prepared. I appreciate it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it has been a long couple of days. I shouldn’t need anything else for the night, and you’re free to do as you please,” I answered in a polite tone as I walked past the man and into the room.
If he took me up on his dismissal, I had no idea. The door was shut behind me as soon as my body cleared the entrance. True to the soldier’s word, a healthy fire blazed in the fireplace. A bath sat near it with steam and heat waves still coming off the water. It was everything that I could have wanted. Almost.
I removed my bearskin cloak and my armor, placing it all on the nearby mannequin. We’d found several in the local seamstress building and had this one moved here. Armor off, I removed my underclothes next, piling them in a heap on the floor. I didn’t think they’d be salvageable with their many tears and remnants of dried blood from my last fight.
Once I’d stripped down, I eased into the pleasantly warm water. The heat was a balm to my aching, frozen muscles. I let myself sink deeply into the water for a moment, covering my head and hair completely before rising up again. Using a bar of soap and a hard bristled brush, I worked on removing the dried blood that had escaped my earlier snow-bath. It was tedious work, and my skin felt raw afterwards despite my regeneration capabilities.
Finished bathing, I stepped out and walked over to the saddle bags I’d placed near the armor mannequin upon my arrival. I could have worn a towel, but I enjoyed the feeling of the fire’s warmth radiating against my wet skin. Rifling through the contents of my bag, I found the razor blade I’d been unable to use during the trip and turned back towards the water.
With careful, measured strokes, I stood over the bath and shaved off the facial hair that had grown. It wasn’t enough to be called a beard yet, but it was getting there. Sometimes, feeling groomed and clean made all the difference in the world.
My hygiene ritual complete, I stepped over and into the bed. The soft fabric felt wonderful against my bare skin, and the pillow cradled my head and neck beautifully. Despite my lack of needing sleep, the events of the last two days caught up with me, and I was out shortly after I’d gotten comfortable under the sheets.
I couldn’t say how long I slept, but I awoke to the sound of someone clearing their throat. I fought down the alarm in my mind as I took in my surroundings. I need not have worried.
Before me, Kyla stood tall in her armor and tabard. My face softened at seeing her standing at the foot of my bed. I raised up on my elbows and appraised her. Her green eyes were bright at seeing my naked form under the sheets, though the dark circles under them spoke of a trip filled with just as much excitement as I’d had.
Her hair was slightly wild from the fierce winds of the storm, but she’d been inside long enough for any clinging snow to melt completely. Stray bits of blood caked the black and blue fabric of her tabard, and I wondered what she’d tell me happened. Not that it mattered. Any day that you came back was a good day.
“Good morning, milady,” I said. My voice was low and nearly a growl as the beast made its presence known. Hearing me momentarily lose control of the animal inside, Kyla gave me a wry grin.
“It’s not quite morning yet. The sun has several hours before it’s up again. That being said, I wanted a bath before I got some sleep myself, and you seem to have stolen the tub,” she said, still smiling at me.
“You are welcome in my room any time you’d like to bathe, as I’m sure you know,” I answered, a grin on my face. An unladylike snort was the immediate response I got from her.
“Someone is still tired from their trip, if your hormones are having this much sway on the conversation,” she responded with a laugh. Though she played it off, I saw the fire in her eyes. I wasn’t the only one feeling the stir of the inner beast.
“I just thought I should be the one to wake you instead of some poor soldier that was following my orders,” she continued. As if on cue, two Fero guards stepped in and moved towards the now cold tub. They made a point not to look my way, and I had to hold back a laugh at how obviously they were avoiding looking in our direction.
With their cargo in tow, the two left my room. With a smile and a nod, Kyla turned to leave as well. I watched her walk towards the door, and I couldn’t remember if her hips had always swayed so much or not. Even in armor and a tabard, it was quite alluring.
Just as she crossed the doorframe, she turned back towards me. “Oh, and Valian, I’ll keep your offer in mind,” she said, instantly causing my mind to go blank. “I hope you can calm yourself enough to get back to sleep,” she added with a pointed look before disappearing and closing the door. Looking down, it wasn’t hard to figure out what she’d been referencing. Blushing, I buried my head in the pillows, suddenly all too aware of how the sheets were clinging to my skin.
I’d somehow found sleep again when a knock came to the door, telling me it was daylight. My room was spacious and well appointed, but the single window pointed in the wrong direction for waking with the dawn.
“Back to the grindstone,” I grumbled to myself as I rose from the bed. A low flame still smoldered in the fireplace, but after being bundled in sheets and blankets, my body still objected to being exposed to the chill air.
I moved over to my pack and worked on digging out fresh clothes. The ruined linens were still in a pile on the floor, but I knew someone would come around and toss them out during the day. It wasn’t exactly exciting, but a large part of being a soldier included mundane tasks such as cooking and cleaning. As I was a member of the nobility, even if I wasn’t the head of the house any longer, my room was part of the regular work detail.
Standing before the stoked fire, I took my time to wipe down my armor and weapons. This season was the absolute worst for them, as when you came back inside, you felt too cold to worry about melting snow or rusting metal. Polishing your blade was the least of your concerns when your fingers were numb with cold. I was paying for my momentary weakness now, as I had several rough spots to work on.
If I’d wanted to, I could have delegated the task to one of the soldiers, but the thought was unconscionable to me. The battle academy had trained me right; one’s blades and armor were like honored members of the family. You treated them with the respect they deserved.
Taking the time to thoroughly tend my equipment, I let my worry for the day fade into the background. What would happen, would happen. I’d face it all like I had every day of my life, one breath at a time.
A short while later, I sat in the meeting space and dining room on the first floor of my new home. Kyla and I, along with all the senior leadership, were present to both have breakfast and share all that had happened during our various outings. Because the last twenty-four hours had been so eventful, Erick and his people, along with Antin and Naethena, were also present instead of having breakfast in their own establishment. We might be focused on the same goal, but we were still two separate command structures.
Most everyone looked awake and alert, but some of our number looked a little worse for wear in the early morning. Rikar was present, but the bear-kind was not a morning person. He sat huddled over a hot drink, not making eye contact with anyone. His wild mane of hair looked even more unruly than it regularly did.
Apparently, he’d gone out with Kyla’s group on the scouting mission. He’d felled several Forsaken with his bare hands when their patrol was ambushed. If the reports were to be believed, the poor creatures never stood a chance as he broke bones and throttled necks with reckless abandon. He hadn’t even had time to draw his weapon in the surprise. I was thankful for his presence in supporting Kyla. Without him, their group might not have fared so well.
Despite his cooperation, I didn’t really know what was going on in the big bear-kind’s mind. He was personable enough when he spoke with people, often cracking jokes or sneaking drinks during the day with Alexander. But, when I looked him in the eyes, I saw a shadow there, like a burden threatened to sap him of his strength at any moment. I wanted to ask him about it, but we weren’t nearly close enough for me to intrude in such a way, just like we weren’t close enough to share my own burdens. Setting my musings of my large companion aside, I turned my focus back to the table.
Erick and his selected sergeants all looked awake and alert, like they’d been up for hours already. Unfortunately, that included Barnabus, and his hateful gaze had already landed on me several times. Antin also looked steady and alert, but Naethena looked like she needed a bit before she could contribute to the gathering.
Unsurprisingly, Tristan also looked wiped out after our long journey. Even Alexander looked a touch fatigued despite the advantages his noble blood gave him. I may have pushed everyone harder than I’d realized on our journey to Tor’s Rest and back.
With little fanfare or protocol, we were all served a portion of salted pork and porridge as we sat around the table giving current status reports and summaries of our activities. Several eyes had noted my lack of tabard, and when Alexander gave the details of our experience and my subsequent demotion, shocked faces were the predominant response. Everyone but the priestess and paladin seemed genuinely surprised with how quickly things had changed since our departure, but those two seemed to have expected it.
Once our story was told, Kyla and her people detailed the surrounding area and summarized the attack they suffered. The forests seemed to have been picked clean of game by the monsters that now roamed the wood. That they used to be beast-kind only made it worse somehow. Regardless of their origin, Naethena verified that we couldn’t cure them, and they’d have to be put down.
Whatever their motivations, it appeared as if they were bedding down in ruined villages and settlements. Whether that was because they were targeting surviving beast-kind or just because the villages offered readily built shelters, I didn’t know.
Kyla and her band had run into them just outside one such ruin. There were less than ten attackers, but their savagery made them formidable adversaries. We’d have to avoid such places from here on out or risk losing people. It wasn’t ideal, but we technically had enough stores to last the winter. We’d just be tightening our belts as the season wore on. Besides, I counted the fact that Kyla and her band had escaped with only minor injuries a blessing from the ancestors, and they rarely gave out the same blessing twice.
After the scouting report, the table moved on to general training and supply dispositions. The mundane topic seemed lackluster after such eventful reports, but it was one of the most important parts of any army, no matter its size. Luckily, New Haven was in relatively good shape, other than the monsters and half-eaten corpses. For now, our situation was secure, and we’d be able to focus on training while the harshest of the winter season moved over the area. I doubted even the Forsaken would brave the icy conditions and chill temperatures that would soon be upon us.
Everyone looked contemplative as the last of those at the table finished speaking. We had a plan, and we had time to prepare, though it was shorter than we’d have liked. The task now would be keeping our soldiers from thinking too much on the coming conflict. Nervous tension had its place on the battlefield, but during a long wait, it drove people mad.
“So, we have wild beasts in the countryside, and our enemy is more secure in their position than we’d hoped. On top of that, we’ll be training in some of the harshest weather this region can throw at us while also keeping a close eye on rationing due to the wildlife having fled or been hunted into scarcity,” Alexander summarized as we all stood to break for our morning duties.
“Don’t forget the fact that we’ll most likely be horribly outnumbered in any real confrontation. Oh, and that no one with any imperial authority to stop this madness is within a month’s distance of our location,” Rikar rumbled. His face was a picture of neutral observation, but I saw the smirk he was busy trying to keep from showing.
“Well, it’s a good thing everyone in this room is certifiable, or I’d worry about our chances,” Tristan sniped back to the chuckles of all those in attendance, except for Barnabus. The best humor always had a measure of truth laced within.
“The Lady of Light will bless us. We just have to have faith in her guidance,” Naethena said, not reading the room well. Her words brought about more grim chuckles from the beast-kind in the room, and all the humans looked slightly offended.
“We intended no insult, lady priestess,” I quickly said into the tension. Even as I spoke, Kyla’s eyes bored into me, warning me not to make the small moment worse. I ignored her completely.
“We beast-kind put no stock in the pantheons of other peoples’ gods. Our ancestors are our guardians, and they’re not ones to coddle us. Just as in nature, dominance and violence rule the day more often than not. We simply ensure we’re the strongest predators in the fight,” I explained with a smile as I looked Naethena in the eye. I caught the nods of many of the beast-kind in my periphery.
“Such beliefs seem to have served your kind well in the past. Even if our people are often at odds with the empire, none would doubt your kind’s fierceness in battle,” Antin said, defusing the growing tension in the room and allowing everyone to leave without starting anything.
I thought everything said, as no one else spoke as we all moved out of the dining room. People went on their various ways, either further into the building or out into the cold air to get started with the day. Antin was moving to such an exit when he stopped and turned back.
“Valian,” he called out, and as I turned, I realized we were the only two left in a hall that had been filled with people moments ago. His posture was tense, and his eyes bore into mine with an intensity I’d not witnessed before. Silently, I stared back, my inner beast gauging if his stance was a challenge or not.
“Take heed. Just because you give no credence to the gods of light and darkness, doesn’t mean they haven’t taken an interest in you.” His voice carried a weight to it as he spoke, and for a moment, I could have sworn the light in the hallway fluctuated between bright and dim. Clearing my head, I realized with some trepidation that I was the only one here. I couldn’t even remember Antin leaving. Suppressing the shudder trying to run up my spine, I made my way towards my room. Suddenly, the warm fire seemed particularly inviting.




Chapter 20

The month of training went about as well as could be expected. When the snows rolled through, we cleared out a spare barn and practiced inside. When it wasn’t storming, Antin used his fire to ensure the central field was clear enough to use.
During that time, the escaped human slaves started looking like a proper army. Rikar’s old house liked strong backs and disciplined minds, so most all of our human allies had previous military experience. It was really just a matter of brushing off the cobwebs that years of forced labor had laid over them.
I’d never imagined I would be allied with humans like this, but watching their drills and the way they handled their ‘borrowed’ imperial swords, I was glad they were on my side. It wasn’t hard to see why the empire had never conquered the southern city states. These men and women didn’t have an animal side to lend them strength, but they were dedicated to their craft.
When I broke them free, I’d never imagined that these humans would be a force that could actually rival regular house troops. Now, they were better than some houses I’d worked with on my last campaign. Not content with their own progress, Erick and Barnabus even had their people work on strategies to deal with being swarmed by stronger, shifted opponents. I openly questioned some of their tactics and ideas. Erick and I had debates on military strategy long into the nights with Antin acting as devil’s advocate between us. There was always the threat of being completely overwhelmed by brute strength in any battle, but as a whole, this force would not be put down without a fight.
When I wasn’t observing the humans training or debating Erick on military tactics, I spent most of my time with Kyla. She and the rest of our senior leadership were busy planning for when it came time to rally Fero. Though I’d given up my official position, it seemed they still expected me to do just as much work as ever when it came to planning for the future. Everyone still expected things to go back to normal at the end of this new campaign in which we found ourselves. It hurt to keep my own doubts from them, but, I relished our comradery and my proximity to the new house leader.
Just being close to the beautiful knight energized me. There seemed to be a connection there that was more than just simple attraction. It was as if my very senses were heightened in her presence, and I suspected it was the same for her. Even my inner beast was content and calm below the surface for the first time in my life. The possibility of death might loom over our heads, but for a brief moment, I felt peace. On some level, I knew that this was what I’d wanted when we’d first returned from Fort Granas. The fact that it had been taken from me made my hate for Emilia all the stronger.
Though we were isolated from the rest of the world and its problems, I felt the days slipping away. Like a storm gathering on the horizon, time marched on. No man, no matter how strong his desires could stop the changing of the seasons. In the time we had, I soaked up every conversation, every private moment, and every knowing look between Kyla and me.
With a taste of contentment, the frigid temperatures and isolation couldn’t dampen my spirits. Unfortunately, without worry to weigh on me, time sped up all the more. Before I knew it, the month was gone.
My tranquility was shattered on a bright, cloudless afternoon following a heavy snowfall that morning. Our gate guards still weathered the storms and cold indoors, but they’d long since been disciplined on keeping a watchful eye on our gates instead of one another. Shortly after a meager lunch of dried meat and hard biscuits, one of our soldiers burst into the room where Kyla and I had been spending time together.
We were supposed to be talking about the spring’s planting for Woodman’s Knoll, but I’d distracted her enough to get her to tell me more about her childhood. All levity died at the look on the veteran sergeant’s face.
“What’s happened?” Kyla asked before the man addressed us. It still caused our people stress trying to follow proper protocol in addressing the both of us at once. Kyla was their leader, but I was still actively involved in everything that was done.
“A messenger has arrived at the gates, milady. They’re one of Leah’s,” the man said. Both Kyla and I were on our feet in seconds. The sergeant knew his business, and without another word, led us out the door towards our visitor.
After a tense walk through the main street of our temporary home, we stopped before one of the homes nearest the gates. None of the soldiers were living in the home, but it was a convenient place to stay for the gate guards, as it was within a stone’s throw of the town’s entrance. There, we found a cloaked figure hunched over a roaring fire. Their posture was stooped, and it looked like a strong wind might be enough to blow them over at any moment. By their scent, they were a jaguar-kind female of common birth.
The newcomer looked as if she was warming her hands, but I noticed miniscule movements in her head as she took in our arrival. Her shoulders were slumped in fatigue, but her feet were set apart into a stable base. As we stepped nearer to her, I counted no less than five places she was carrying a blade, and I suspected that I’d missed at least one or two.
This was the look of a trained assassin, and there were only two possibilities. Either she’d tortured someone for this location and been hired to kill me, or she was one of Leah’s operatives inside the city. I hoped it was the latter. Only a handful of people knew our location, and anyone that could get information from them was indeed a threat.
“So, do you carry information or a poisoned blade?” I asked in way of greeting as I stepped into her line of sight. Kyla stepped behind her at the same time. To her credit, she didn’t fidget. Only the tension in her posture told me of her nervousness.
“Who’s to say I don’t carry both, but I have sworn my blade to Fero House’s service,” She responded with a raised eyebrow, quickly regaining her composure. I could see the hand of Leah’s training in her response, and I almost smiled at how similar the mannerisms were.
“Ah, but I’m not technically a part of Fero House any longer. I’d be fair game if one wanted the reward against me,” I said, moving closer. The young operative almost took the bait and made a snarky reply, much like Leah would, but Kyla had had enough of the direction of our banter. Her aura washed over everyone in the room, making her feelings on the matter very clear. Outwardly, the jaguar-kind remained calm, but the smell of fear was obvious in the room.
“My apologies House Leader Kyla. I meant no disrespect,” the woman said, her head down and neck exposed to the predator behind her. Unlike me, Kyla typically had a much better handle on her animal side. As if nothing had ever happened, she withdrew her aura completely.
“You did not travel all of this way through a snowstorm to trade quips with Valian. What news do you bring?” Kyla asked the jaguar-kind, still within striking distance behind her. It was a message of dominance, and the young woman kept her head down in submission. Looking at the knight across from me, I could see the wolf just below the surface. I felt my own beast stir at the sight. She was magnificent.
“I bring information at the behest of Lady Leah, both of the city and the mining operations to the north,” she responded, bowing her head even lower. At this point, I could see the sweat starting to bead on her forehead. Whether it was from her proximity to the fire or the woman behind her, I didn’t know.
There could be no question as to her loyalty at this point. Anyone harboring ill will against me or Fero House would have tried to run for their lives by now. I say try, because they’d have never made it out of the room alive.
Slowly and deliberately, the jaguar-kind reached for the missive at her belt. Time slowed as she lifted the scroll. For all that had already happened, I felt like I was approaching a cliff as I reached out and took the message. Kyla kept her position behind the messenger.
I knew that my peace was at an end. The seer’s words echoed in my mind, the promise of losing that which I loved most. Pushing down the thought, I snapped open the unmarked wax seal holding the scroll closed.
Our time is up. The city is firmly in their grasp. More bodies hang in the streets, and people are disappearing daily. Those that would stand with us are growing fewer and fewer as she replaces their leadership with her own people. If we are to stop this, it must be now.
Those they take are being carted off to the three Ferrun mines towards the northern mountains. What happens there, we do not know, but we think the mines are their primary base of operations. Their control must be broken. Once that is done, come back to Tor’s Rest. We’ll end the final threat together.
The words were simple, but important. At the bottom of the letter, Fero House’s crest had been drawn. The message was clear. The time for subterfuge was at an end.
Behind the message, another piece of parchment had a map of the northern foothills drawn on it. Three locations were highlighted, and small notes were scribbled in beside them, like how deep they were or the regular guard numbers attached to the facilities.
The furthest from the city stood out the most, as it was situated in the mountains proper. It was much deeper than the others, and the facilities surrounding the mine were much more developed. I was willing to bet everything that this would be where they’d set up shop, but we’d have to tackle the other two first or risk our flanks to attack.
At the bottom of the detailed map, a single line was written by itself.
I have lost half of my people for this. Make them pay.
I paused and stared at the line for a time saying nothing. It wasn’t much, but I could almost feel the emotion in Leah’s hand as she’d written it. She didn’t wear her emotions on her sleeve. They were a well that ran deep within her.
“You can get a message back to Leah?” I asked the messenger without looking up from the missive. I was suddenly aware that everyone seemed frozen in place, including the gate guards, and I consciously pulled back my aura.
“I can milord,” the jaguar-kind said after I’d relaxed the pressure I exerted in the room. The facade she’d worn upon her arrival had fully left her. She knew what the message said.
“Tell her, it will be done,” I said as I handed the scrolls off to Kyla and left the buildings. The hourglass had run out on our training.
Walking through New Haven, Kyla quickly caught up. My strides were purposeful, but she had no trouble matching them. We didn’t speak as we walked, we both knew what was to happen now. It was time for action.
“I’ll alert the Fero troops, while you find Erick and let him know it’s time,” she said, breaking the silence as we arrived at the central square before heading towards our command building. I nodded and went to look for the human who’d become a proper leader to his people in the short time I’d known him. His strength would be tested soon.
As I walked through the town towards the inn Erick called his command center, a part of me wished Tristan was beside me. He hadn’t really forgiven me since I’d given up my place in the house. Since then, he’d been a part of the training efforts for the humans, but he no longer worked with the security detail.
It was hard to swallow, but I understood and gave him space. Besides, it worked out better for the next part of my plan if he was distant. It’d be one less person I cared about at risk when it was all said and done.
I looked up one last time at what had served as our sanctuary for this last month. The snow gave it a clean, pristine look, and you’d never imagine the horrors that had been visited upon it before our arrival. A flash of red hair caught my eye, and I watched Kyla disappear into the central house. It was beginning.
◆◆◆
 
“Absolutely not! There is no way that we’re splitting up now that we’re starting operations against Emilia,” Kyla yelled from beside me in the command meeting.
Outside, the soldiers were scrambling to get everything packed and in order. We’d be abandoning the settlement when we left, and there was a strong possibility that we wouldn’t be returning.
I took a steadying breath before addressing the Fero House Leader. “Kyla, if we’re to succeed, we need the soldiers from Woodman’s Knoll. That being said, it makes no sense to drag this entire army all the way up there and back just to get them. If you were to take only the Fero retinue north, you could make good time and minimize the delay to our campaign,” I said in as calm a voice as I could.
I knew she’d react this way to my plans. I’d been dreading this part for weeks and had intentionally kept it a secret from the others. “I understand that, but why wouldn’t you go north with us?” she asked, suspicion clear in her eyes.
“Someone of the beast-kind race needs to be here with Erick and his people. We can’t risk an alarm being raised about a slave army right now. We’d lose all we worked for since leaving the city,” I responded. Tristan narrowed his eyes at my response, and I worried he was catching on to my thought process.
“I thought you were trying to insulate Fero House from blame in all this? Why is it so important to have the main army here now? If we were just going to raise our forces, what was the point in all the drama of your leaving the house?” Tristan asked, an exasperated tone to his voice.
“I am, and it isn’t that simple. No, I don’t want Fero House fighting against Emilia’s people, but in the aftermath of liberating the mines, there will be chaos. If Fero House were to step in and re-establish order, they’d just be doing their duty as members of the empire,” I said as if it was plain to see.
“In the aftermath, it’d be impossible to tell which beast-kind had been enslaved and which hadn’t. Fero House would just have to ensure all the territory’s citizens made it home to their towns and villages safely,” I added, hoping my words would help lead the conversation in a safer direction. Erick, thankfully, took the bait.
“And any humans that escaped would just be an unfortunate result of that chaos as well, right?” the human asked. He smiled at the idea of freeing his fellow humans, and even Barnabus looked pleased beside him.
Just as I hoped, the focus shifted to freeing everyone instead of Kyla and the Fero House troops heading to Woodman’s Knoll to raise our army. With others taking part in the conversation, I was able to sidestep the added scrutiny I was being given. Kyla, however, shot glares in my direction every few moments despite the change in topic. I knew this conversation wasn’t over.
I purposefully avoided making eye contact with the priestess across from me. She and Antin had been too quiet during this meeting, and the look on her face told me she knew something was up. Better to let sleeping goddesses lie. Besides, she and the paladin were getting the help they needed to put an end to this threat.
After several back-and-forths, the group at large endorsed having Fero House’s forces march. The troops would add much needed numbers to our current army, and Iglias had left to prepare the house over a month ago. It should be a relatively simple thing to deploy the army, I hoped.
With so much ground to cover, Kyla and the remaining Fero House soldiers would ride hard for Woodman’s Knoll and return as soon as possible. On horseback, without supply wagons, they could make the trip in a fraction of the time.
Once there, they could gather the army in a day or two. At a quick pace, Fero House could be back in less than two-and-a-half weeks. It seemed extreme, but I’d done my best to make it look rational and doable at every turn of the conversation.
◆◆◆
 
Stepping into my room, I was immediately aware of hostile eyes watching me. My inner beast stirred at the intrusion, but the scent across the threshold told me who it was, and the beast quickly settled. This conversation had been a long time in the making, and I mentally braced myself for the storm’s fury.
“All your maneuvering, all your scheming, it was just so you could stay here with Erick and his people while Fero House rode away,” Kyla all but growled from beside the fireplace. I made my way over to her without saying a word. I needed the extra seconds to think before I opened my mouth. Tact had never been a strong suite of mine.
“Someone has to stay, Kyla. Whoever it is risks being labelled a traitor if imperial forces find them with the humans before we’re ready,” I started. I’d been trying to rehearse this speech in my head for weeks now, but Kyla’s anger wouldn’t let me get into a groove.
“And it has to be you? No one else could accomplish this task? All of us who follow you aren’t good enough?” she asked, the heat in her voice manifesting in her aura as her control slipped. Besides the anger, I felt other raw emotions in that slip. Her rage was dominant, but fear and disappointment were also present in small measures.
“That’s not it. There are many people that could do this. You, yourself, are more than capable, as are many of the lower ranked officers we have with us,” I said, trying to bridge the gap between us. As I spoke, I took a step closer, looking Kyla in her green eyes.
“Then why? Why are you throwing your title, your position, away? Why are you risking all that we’ve worked so hard to build together? Tell me. I at least deserve an honest answer,” she responded. Her words were barely a whisper as she took a step closer to me, but the raw emotion in them caused the hairs on my arm to stand on end. As she spoke, her eyes were almost hypnotic, and I found I couldn’t look away.
She was right; she deserved an answer. Though I couldn’t reveal the seer’s words, if I didn’t respond with enough truth, a part of me knew I’d lose her. We’d danced around our feelings for a long time, flirting and bonding, but never taking a step forward. Neither of us had been willing to risk what we had by complicating things, and I’d always had the excuse of being busy dealing with some pressing matter.
Now though, it was different. The future wasn’t guaranteed, and it made me feel like I’d wasted so much time. For the first time in my life, I felt judgement from my inner beast for weakness, for hesitating, for letting fear rule my path.
Making a decision, my resolve strengthened. “Because you mean too much to me to risk. Because Fero House is the only real family I’ve ever had, and I know they’ll be safe in your hands should something happen. I’m not staying to run away from responsibility. I’m staying because I trust you more than anyone in this world to lead our people, and I want to protect you all,” I said. Fighting the conflicting emotions within me, my voice came out little more than a growl.
I closed the distance between us. My hands came up and gripped Kyla’s shoulders as I spoke. I knew my tone was all wrong, but saying what I’d just said felt like jumping from a great height. The act frayed my nerves. Within the depths of her gaze, I saw the beast rise up at my physicality. The next moment, my lips were pressed violently against hers. I didn’t know which of us started it, but neither of us withdrew.
With the physical contact, the floodgates were opened. My mind was a mix of the savage and human. Rational thought meant little as desire overwhelmed me. The beast and I were of one mind. We needed this woman, and her response to our advance only further fanned that flame. What had been an ember for so long was suddenly a wildfire.
What followed was an almost frantic affair. Neither of us held back or turned away from the blaze of our emotions. The longing and attraction that had been growing between us since we first met mixed with the stress of not knowing what the future held.
Bits of armor and clothes were thrown about the room as we desperately worked on getting to the soft skin underneath. Without a word, we both moved towards the four poster bed without breaking contact with each other’s lips for more than seconds at a time.
Finally freeing one another of the restrictive armor and clothing in our way, we fell into the sheets together. Our passion felt almost like a struggle for dominance in some ways. We moved from my weight pressing firmly down on her, to Kyla pinning me to the bed as she took control, then back again. Over and over the cycle continued, neither of us willing to lose this connection.
With the near endless stamina of our bloodlines, we gave ourselves over to passion. Having never been with a woman before, I’d been afraid that I wouldn’t know what to do. Experiencing my first release was an eye opening affair, but it was over too quickly for either of our tastes, and it did nothing to satiate our need for one another. There were years of pent up frustration to work through. We’d never discussed it, but, having been raised as a noble and future night, I imagined it was the same for Kyla. Her body and need certainly reinforced the notion.
The day wore on, and we gave it no regard. Locked in my room away from our many responsibilities, the only ones that mattered were one another. Over the course of hours, our raw animal need gave way to a more tender and sustained tempo. Staring into one another’s eyes, we didn’t speak. Instead, we felt one another in an almost instinctual way as our auras intermixed and we took our time.
Looking out the window on the far wall, I saw that the sun had long since set. I’d just re-stoked the fire in the fireplace and was now heading back towards the warm sheets and the beautiful woman wrapped within them. Her eyes seemed to glow in the reflected light as she watched my naked form come closer. In her gaze, I saw contentment and hints of lust that could easily be reawakened.
“Let me in. The air is cold,” I said, no longer shy as her eyes looked me up and down as if considering my request. I finally gave up on receiving her permission and dove into the bed as she gave a very un-knightlike squeal. This was the most relaxed I’d been since childhood, and Kyla’s demeanor made me think the same for her. Under the warm covers again, we moved closer to one another and shared a few intimate kisses before settling back down. We were both spent from the day of love-making we’d just experienced.
“I’m impressed that no one interrupted us today,” I said casually as we both laid there, my arms wrapped around her warm body. My breath along the nape of her neck stirred up the faint scent of sweat and something uniquely her. It brought me peace, and my beast shared that contentment within me.
“We weren’t exactly quite, and neither of us did a very good job holding back our auras. I’d be surprised if there is a single beast-kind within a hundred feet of your door. Besides, we set out at daybreak. There is much to do, and if our people don’t know their business by now, then all is lost,” Kyla responded, shifting her body closer, and causing me to stir somewhat at the contact.
“Do you worry there will be talk?” I asked reluctantly, not knowing how to approach the topic I’d been unable to banish from my mind since we finished. We were both nobles, and there were strict protocols and expectations in our society. For all that the inner beast ruled our society, some things were decidedly conservative.
I didn’t worry about myself. I was a nobody raised in an orphanage, then a battle academy. That I was anyone of note now was simply a whim of fate. Besides, males often enjoyed more tolerance in society for giving in to our urges. I worried for Kyla’s honor. She was a daughter of a well-placed noble line, and they had raised her with very strict guidance. Kyla interrupted my thoughts by turning her shoulders and looking me in the eye.
“I am a disgraced knight in the eyes of the empire, not even worthy to return home to see my family. Do not worry about such things. Besides, even if I were still an accepted member amongst the capital’s nobility, I would not regret this,” she whispered before placing a gentle kiss on my lips and turning back around.
“Now, be quiet. Some of us are trying to sleep,” she added. Her wiggling closer to me softened the edge in her tone. Her movement threatened to reawaken the fire within me, and I squeezed her tightly in my arms for a moment as I brought my face closer to her neck. Neither of us said a word, and a peaceful sleep soon claimed me.
◆◆◆
 
“You’re sure you won’t come with us?” Kyla asked as she mounted her horse. After our previous evening, the morning had been a strange mix of intimacy and knowing we were parting ways. I could still taste her lips upon my own, and her scent still clung to my body. Neither of us regretted anything, but it brought a heaviness to our interactions afterwards.
“You know I can’t,” I responded as I stepped forward and kissed Kyla’s hand. Looking up at her, I saw the faintest hints of a blush upon her cheeks. “I’ll see you soon,” I promised in the silence following my display of affection. All those around us wisely chose not to comment on the display. No doubt, rumors would be flying by the time they reached Woodman’s Knoll.
It was early morning, and the sun was just now establishing itself above the horizon. The dawn had broken on clear skies, and there were no signs of clouds in any direction. If this held, Kyla and the others would make good time across the frozen terrain.
Though the worry didn’t leave her eyes, she gave a brief smile and nodded before flicking her reins and riding towards the head of the column of soldiers. I pushed down the concern that I might be seeing her for the last time.
Throughout the exchange, I noticed Tristan sitting on his horse nearby. His gaze felt like pinpricks on my skin. My inner beast wasn’t a fan of the scrutiny, but I kept it in check as I looked over at my oldest friend.
“I don’t know what you’re doing, or why, but may the ancestors watch over you,” Tristan said as his mount slowly moved past me. I could still feel the anger and hurt there.
There was a distance between us that would be on me to fix, if I got the chance. It pained me to leave things this way with him, but if it made him go with Kyla, then it was worth it.
“May they watch over you as well. Before you come back down, you better spend a day with your wife and child. Hug the stray we picked up too. He’s been stuck with Iglias for the last two months,” I said amicably, ignoring the ache in my chest. He merely nodded and tapped his heels to his mount’s sides.
Watching the procession of Fero House troops leaving, I caught Kyla looking back briefly from the head of the column. Our eyes met for just a moment, and I nodded at her before she turned around and led our soldiers away. I felt like a piece of me was leaving with her.
Then, just like that, they were gone. The two people closest to me in my life were riding out, and I wasn’t with them.
“If I didn’t know how bad it was eating you up inside to push them away, I’d say you had some skill in subterfuge,” Alexander said as he rode up next to me.
He’d been in the back of the formation, supposedly getting a last drink from the inn before they left. As Alexander always just did what he wanted, no one really thought anything of it. I was just glad he hadn’t told anyone of my motivations.
He halted his horse next to me as the others continued riding out. Several of Erick’s men cast side glances his way, wondering what he was doing. He was part of the group leaving after all.
“I didn’t always go by the name Alexander, you know. My mother was a prostitute in Krinshir, and my father was a minor noble who never knew of my existence. My mother did the best she could for me, but life in a brothel is never a good life, and her addictions kept her bound to her profession. At thirteen, I ran away, confident I could find a better destiny. Of course, the world is a far colder place than the imaginings of a child. I quickly found myself homeless, without food or money. I lived in back alleys and played games of chance to make extra coin, occasionally stealing my meals from local vendors,” he started, a shadow passing over his usually carefree face.
“That’s how the leader of the thieves’ guild found me, playing dice games and stealing my food. He offered me an alternative path, a way to claw out of the poverty in which I lived, and most importantly, a home. I didn’t hesitate and soon found myself a rising star amongst my new family. With my heritage, the guild leader treated me as a son. Like myself, he was the product of a minor noble’s infidelity. Though he was a hard man, as the underworld required, he was fair and valued loyalty above all.”
“I was happy in my new life. At the young age of sixteen, I had wealth, clean clothes, a comfortable bed, and the belief that I was important. I’d grown arrogant in that self-importance, and that is when I met the seer. My friends and I were out at a bar, drinking as we often did after a successful job. When the blind man walked in, we all laughed at his disheveled appearance and the way he navigated with his walking stick.”
“After several drinks and plenty of bluster, I went over to him. Everyone in Krinshir had heard the stories of the old man and his powers. I offered him a drink to hear my fortune. He actually chuckled at me as he agreed. As I slid the cup over, he reached out and took my hand in a vice-like grip.”
“With his hand wrapped around my wrist, he told me the life I had was a lie, a glass house destined to shatter. Though I tried, I couldn’t break his grip, nor could I look away from his milky white eyes as they bore into my own. He finished by telling me I’d find him again when all I held dear had been taken away. Disturbed by what had just happened, I quickly left when he let me go and did my best to put his ominous words from my mind.”
“A few years after that fateful meeting, a rival took down the guild leader, my surrogate father, in a play for power. I was also a target, as everyone knew of my loyalty to the old leader. I went from having everything I ever wanted to being hunted in the streets in a single evening. With nowhere to turn and no one to help, I went to ground.”
He paused as if seeing his memories played out before him. His horse stomped, sensing its rider’s tension. After a short time, he continued his story.
“It was random chance that I stepped into that run-down bar in the fishing district. I hadn’t been looking for the old bastard that had predicted my misfortune, but when I saw him, I couldn’t turn away. He didn’t act surprised in the slightest as I appeared at his table. I bought us both an ale with the last of my money, and we drank in silence.”
“The moment my cup was finished, the old man told me exactly how to get out of the city. He told me to head to Tor’s Rest with a new name. He said if I did this, I’d one day find the destiny I sought as a child. I didn’t know what he meant, but his words resonated with something inside me.” A small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes appeared on Alexander’s face then.
“Of course, I didn’t want to believe the old man, but I was out of options and had nothing to lose. I followed his directions and found myself free of Krinshir somehow. I picked a name I liked and headed to Tor’s Rest. With me gone from his city, the new head of Krinshir’s guild had no reason to continue hunting me. Eventually, I joined a local noble house that valued my skills, and the rest is history. When you found me on campaign, I knew that I had to follow you,” he finished. I just looked at the coyote-kind, unable to speak.
“I don’t know how everything will come to pass, but in my experience, the old man knows his craft, and his predictions always come with a price. When the payment is due, don’t blame yourself,” Alexander said and got his horse moving. He was already well behind the others.
“Wait, so what’s your real name?” I yelled to the coyote-kind as he made it out of the gate. It was a dumb thing to ask, but of all the questions swirling around in my head, that was the one that came out. He stopped his horse and turned it so he could look me in the eyes again.
“Weren’t you listening? It’s Alexander,” he responded before turning back towards the trail the other horses had already made through the snow.
Rikar, who’d been standing near the gate, snorted at his friend’s words. Though he had said nothing, he’d probably heard all of our conversation. He might have even already known the story.
“I don’t suppose you know his old name?” I asked the bear-kind with a raised eyebrow. He just smiled at me and shook his head. I didn’t know if that meant he didn’t know it or just wouldn’t say, but I dropped the subject. Instead, I turned to a more serious matter.
“You can still go with them, you know. I’m sure you’d be a valuable asset to Fero House. There is a place for you there, if you want it,” I said to the bear-kind. I didn’t know him that well yet, but I still thought reconnecting to others would do him good. He shook his head in resignation at my offer as he started walking back towards the central square.
He stopped after a short distance and turned back towards me. “I won’t be sharing my story, but I agree that you should trust whatever the seer told you. It always comes to pass. I’ll be assaulting the mines with you,” He said to me as he walked away. Not knowing what to say, I nodded and let him go even as I contemplated the sadness in his eyes as he’d left.
I stood there watching the trail beyond the open gate for a while, well beyond when I could see my comrades and house mates in the woods. A cold wind blew, and I absently registered its icy chill on my skin. Eventually, footsteps interrupted my vigil as someone came near.
It was Antin and Naethena. The paladin looked comfortable and composed against the harsh weather. The priestess, in a robe and heavy fur cloak from an elk that had been found, looked less than happy with the weather. Despite her obvious discomfort with the cold, she’d never complained throughout her stay here. Stayed indoors unless needed for something, yes; complained, no.
“So they’re gone?” Antin asked bluntly. He wasn’t one for long sentences when short ones would do.
“They are,” I answered just as plainly, still watching the ghosts of their departure.
Naethena followed my gaze into the woods. “We have given the darkness long enough,” she said, her words feeling as if they had a weight to them.
“We aren’t waiting for them to return, are we?” Antin asked, staring at me.
“No, we’re not. I’ve already talked to Erick. We move out tomorrow at first light,” I spoke into the silence before turning around and heading back towards the central building and the bed that still held Kyla’s scent.




Chapter 21

“What’s the latest report from the scouts?” I asked as I rode up and dismounted near the command pavilion where Erick and Barnabus were talking to several other humans. I’d been out looking for signs of nearby hostile forces in the snowstorm that had settled over the entire region. It seemed the ancestors were on my side, as Kyla and the others wouldn’t be able to march in this weather, meaning I had more time before they were at risk.
We’d set up our camp some distance from the closest of the three mines two days ago when the storm moved in. The camp was close, but the rocky, uneven terrain hid us well. There also weren’t any outriders patrolling the mines. After all, this was imperial territory. Who would attack a beast-kind controlled mine?
As he had since our departing New Haven, Rikar stood in the command pavilion, near enough to hear what was happening, but far enough to not be included in the conversation. He was in full armor and a cloak, and his hammer accompanied him as it had since he’d joined us.
His disposition hadn’t changed, but a palpable nervousness radiated from his aura as we’d gotten closer to the mines. Luckily, humans weren’t affected by our auras, or our forces would be a paranoid mess.
While I’d helped train the humans, I didn’t have the same connection with their sergeants as I did with Fero House’s people. I didn’t know if it was because we were different races or if it was just that we hadn’t known each other that long. Either way, I left the chain of command to Erick and his people. They were the ones that would eventually try to lead the surviving slaves south after all. I just hoped there were some left alive at the end of all this.
“The next group should be back in another hour, but the last report confirmed fewer perimeter guards than initially reported by your operative. If the next group says the same, I think we should use the cover of the storm to strike,” Erick answered. Beside him, Barnabus had the same sour look he always sported in my presence, but he nodded his agreement.
“Sounds good to me. We still have several hours of daylight left even in this weather, and it’s been a while since we had any excitement. We can probably secure the mine before dark, and we’re at least another day’s travel from their nearest reinforcements,” I replied.
The three mines belonging to Ferrun were laid out in a line through the hills. The one we were targeting sat closest to Tor’s Rest, but had the lowest yield. This had been the first deposit found by Ferrun House when the city was new. The other two veins were found later, when the house could afford to be more selective about where they started operations.
We’d decided to tackle the mines from smallest to largest, as the number of guards would increase substantially at the larger mine. It just so happened that the largest mine was the furthest into the rocky hills. With any luck, we would have the support of the newly freed miners when we took on the last of the three complexes.
After waiting for what felt like forever, the second set of scouts returned looking nearly frozen in the chill air. The snows were still falling, and the winds were still strong, but the storm was losing strength. If we were going to use the whiteout as cover, we’d have to act soon.
Standing near Rikar on the side of the pavilion, I watched the scouts walk up to the command pavilion, shivering the entire way. They briefly spoke to one of the sergeants before quickly moving towards the supply wagons and the cook fires.
The wagons had been the most cumbersome part of our trip from New Haven, but we didn’t want to leave the food and extra supplies we’d gathered behind. Not only were the wagons’ contents essential, they also offered a nice barrier against the constant wind of the storm.
“It looks like the guard counts are what were initially observed. Less than ten beast-kind hold the outer walls of the complex,” Erick announced to all those in the pavilion.
The number had initially surprised me. The mine was the smallest of the three, but it could still house near one hundred slaves based on the report Leah had given us.
Of course, the majority of it was dug into the side of the hill. The reports said that, unlike our other two targets, they kept the slaves in outside barracks buildings instead of the mines themselves. That worked in our favor, but it also meant there should have been more guards along the perimeter.
“So, are we moving?” I asked Erick as he looked down at a roughly drawn map of the mine’s outer perimeter. Just because their numbers were scarce, didn’t mean it’d be an easy attack. We still had to get our people inside the walls. After a moment of silence, he nodded.
“We are,” Erick announced loudly to the group. Everyone broke from the pavilion to get things underway.
Since we were within an hour’s travel by foot, we left the horses behind with a few guards. The mounts wouldn’t help in a siege, they’d just serve as targets for ranged weapons. I wasn’t crazy about leaving Bashita behind, but I was less crazy about turning her into a target for archers or siege engines.
Arriving at the space where the soldiers were forming up, I found Rikar already standing towards the front of the formation. As I moved to join him, he turned to face me, a feral smile upon his face. He pulled the war hammer from the holster on his back, testing the weight in his hands. “We have work to do,” he said as he winked at me and swung his massive weapon in slow arcs.
Those closest to Rikar and me froze in place upon seeing the bear-kind handle the hammer that easily weighed as much as a full grown man. Barnabus stood nearby, his eyes wide until he noticed me watching him. The sour expression returned to his face as he turned away from the spectacle.
“All right ladies and gentlemen, let’s get going. We have business with these beast-kind,” Erick shouted as he arrived at the front of the assembled forces. The humans cheered and started moving without further preamble, a grim determination on their faces. They didn’t move in orderly lines like a regular army, but I could see the discipline in their spacing.
Determination was good, but it didn’t keep people warm. The progress of our march slowed against the chill winds and heavy snow of the storm. Staying close to Rikar, my eyes could just barely pick up Antin and Naethena on the other side of the force. It seemed that everyone was doing their best to stay within arm’s reach of those around them.
I took time as we moved at a sluggish pace to further inspect the soldiers. The humans all wore leather armor and cloaks, courtesy of the imperial stores we’d raided, but their weapons varied depending on their comfort. All had short swords either drawn or at their hips, but that was where the uniformity stopped.
Some of the humans had decided to forgo the traditional infantry shields we’d taken and instead carried a spear with both hands. Some carried both a spear and shield on top of the sword at their side. A few even carried bows with quivers of arrows.
I silently prayed to the ancestors that the month of training we’d given them was enough. They were all hardy, having survived slavery, and most all of them had previous experience in the human militaries. I just wondered how many of the cobwebs we’d been able to knock loose in our time away from Krinshir. I cut my musing short as we arrived at our target.
Erick held his hand up in the signal for us to stop. To my eyes, the fifteen foot wooden walls around the mine were just barely visible. Unless there was a noble up there, they wouldn’t be able to see us in the thick cover of the snowfall.
“How did you see us getting over the walls?” Rikar asked me loudly over the howling winds. Looking towards Erick and his cadre, I could see him turned my way, and I could have sworn I saw his eyebrow raised despite the near zero visibility. I continued to stare at him for a moment before letting out a heavy sigh.
“When I give the signal, you and the others come running,” I yelled to the human commander as I grabbed Rikar’s armor and pulled him forward towards the gates with me. A reckless plan was already forming in my mind.
“And what will the signal be?” Erick yelled back to me as I walked forward with the bear-kind in tow.
“All hell breaking loose, of course,” I called out, not bothering to turn around again. I didn’t know if he’d heard me, but I didn’t doubt that he’d recognize the signal when the time came. With a grin, I continued stalking forward in the knee-deep snow.
“And why am I coming with you?” Rikar asked as I continued pulling him along. He wasn’t resisting my tugging on his armor, but I knew he wasn’t crazy about being dragged into arrow range of the fortifications without an explanation.
“I might need you and that meat tenderizer of yours if things get hairy,” I called back over the wind. He didn’t immediately answer, but after a moment, he laughed deeply as he continued to move with me towards the mine.
I didn’t know how many guards there were in the complex, but none of them wanted to be out in the weather. Stalking up to the gates, I picked out all ten of the wall guards. They were all hunkered down behind cover as much as they could be, and none of them were actually looking out at the space around the mines. They were too busy being wrapped up in their own misery.
“You stay here and try not to draw any attention to yourself. None of those idiots will look straight down unless they have cause,” I said to him, keeping my eyes focused on the wall. He just snorted at my stating the obvious.
I took off my wrapped sandals and handed them to him. There was no reason to ruin the strap in a planned shift. He looked at me questioningly until my hands and feet shifted to that of my other form.
Without letting the rest of my body change, I looked disturbing, but I had no reason to go full wolf at the moment. I just needed the claws to find purchase in the wood. Without another word, I used my razor-sharp hands and feet to scale the wall in smooth, controlled motions.
My ascent felt as easy as climbing a ladder, and I briefly wondered what it looked like to those watching from behind. I didn’t have much time to wonder as I quickly got to the top of the barrier and silently crept over onto the platform that allowed soldiers to patrol the area.
I’d picked my location carefully, and was rewarded by one of the gate guards sitting within arm’s reach, bundled up against the cold. It looked like he was napping. I couldn’t imagine one of Fero’s soldiers doing that. Iglias would have had them running every day, all day, for a month.
Letting my hands and feet shift back to human form, I ignored the cold against my exposed skin as I silently pulled my dagger. The sound of the blade being pulled must have been noisier than I’d thought, because the bear-kind in front of me stirred.
My blade cleanly entering the side of his neck brought him fully awake for just a second as his eyes sprung open. He didn’t make a sound besides the gurgling of trying to breathe with a mortal wound. His eyes quickly lost the light in them, and his head slumped back against the edge of the wall.
Luckily, his body was already situated, so all I had to do was push his head back forward. To all the world, it looked like he was still sleeping, and his heavy cloak was doing an excellent job of soaking up the lifeblood that ran from the wound once I removed my blade. One down, nine to go.
As I crouched next to my victim, I listened for any signs of the nearby guards and tried to block the numbing cold radiating through my feet. My body’s regeneration would keep them from injury, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience.
I heard footsteps coming from the other side of my victim. “Hey, you lazy bastard, we agreed to switch off every hour. It’s my turn to catch some shut eye,” another guard wearing a heavy cloak complained as he stepped into view.
I’d moved in as close to the body as possible, using the bear-kind’s size to hide me until the newcomer was nearer. He was only a few steps away when I sprang up from my hiding spot. The move caught the guard off balance, and my sword pierced the side of his chest before he had time to yell.
From there, it was a simple matter of walking the wall and dispatching those that were atop it. Most didn’t even notice me until I’d stepped within range. That was until the last guard.
I might have gotten complacent after so many easy kills, but the last guard actually noticed me several steps away. He called out for me to identify myself as I rushed forward.
He reflexively blocked my sword strike with his own blade, but he wasn’t ready for a follow-up with my dagger to his kidney. The strike was a killing blow, but it wasn’t an instant death. With a look of shock on his face, he stepped back off the edge of the platform and fell. Unfortunately, he yelled all the way down.
From inside the compound, I could hear questioning shouts. It wouldn’t be long before someone figured out what had happened. There really needed to be more than just me in here when the chaos broke out.
With a new sense of urgency, I moved down the platform to the gate. A large log sitting in a bracket secured it. At a guess, it had taken at least two or three people to get the damn thing in place.
Bracing myself, my back against the gate, I positioned my shoulders under the log and pushed. The frigid temperatures and the snow covering the wood made my hands sting, but it didn’t even compare to the feeling in my bare feet. I did my best to ignore the discomfort. They had placed the log slightly higher than my six-foot frame could gain leverage on, and I was thankful of the fact. It gave me a perfect excuse.
Growling, I pushed against the obstacle as I called to the beast within. The change took hold in seconds, as always, and my frame expanded in size and strength. My fur wrapped feet and hands also became much more resistant to the elements. I’d kept my human form on the wall due to it being easier to sneak around in the snow in my smaller size, but that mattered little now that the alarm was being raised. After a tense moment, the log lifted from the bracket. The weight was just barely manageable with my improved strength. I stepped forward and heaved the giant piece of timber so it fell in front of me.
Quickly undoing the remaining latch, I swung the gate open as far as it would go. It wasn’t completely open, but it was enough for a few people to come in without difficulty.
Rikar stepped in as the gate opened. With my aura, I tried to convey what I wanted, though it was hard to communicate with those not in beast form while shifted. Yelling could clearly be heard inside the compound now, and several guards were running in our direction. It was safe to assume the alarm had been fully raised.
Without a word, Rikar sat his hammer down and squatted at the side of the wooden beam while I took the other side. Even with the two of us, the timber felt heavy, but it was now manageable. Grunting in effort, we stood and walked the log to the side of the wall. Before we could set our burden down, several of the mine’s guards appeared, their swords drawn.
Looking at one another, Rikar and I both knew what the other was thinking in that moment. We swung the log forward, hitting two of the approaching guards with it. To say it surprised them was an understatement, and they stood no chance at stopping the heavy projectile. Based on the crunching noises I heard, the attack was pretty effective, and the two wouldn’t be getting up.
The beam now out of the way, I swung the wooden doorway open as Rikar moved to retrieve his hammer. Several more Ferrun soldiers were moving towards us, and I could see a group stepping into a formation near the barracks building.
“If you’re looking for an invitation to this party, this is it,” Rikar yelled out into the surrounding terrain, his deep voice echoing off the walls. From this vantage, I couldn’t see Erick or the others, but I knew they were out there. Shortly after the bear-kind’s outburst, several dark shapes appeared amongst the whiteout and started running forward, their forms unclear in the hazy snow.
“I think we need to re-evaluate your role as the gate opener in the future,” Rikar said sarcastically as he swung his Warhammer and readied himself for the charging soldiers.
I just let out a low growl as I flexed my fingers in anticipation of the coming battle. We didn’t have to wait long. In seconds, Ferrun House soldiers surrounded us, trying to cut us down.
The giant bear-kind showed his skill as he used wide, sweeping strikes to keep enemies at a distance. When one of our attackers managed to get inside his guard, he would use the other side of his weapon like a staff, crushing bones as easily as if he’d hit them with the head of the massive hammer.
I could only watch him in passing, as I was busy savaging my own attackers with tooth and claw. They charged, trying to use numbers to overwhelm me. Unfortunately for them, such tactics only allowed me to fight without reservation.
Keeping myself centered, I lashed out at any exposed joints or weak spots I saw without overextending myself. Every now and then, I’d explode forward, throwing my opponents into disarray as I disrupted their coordination.
The world became a blur of white snow, dark tabards, and bright red blood as I systematically took down my opponents. Periodically, I’d feel a sharp pain on an arm or leg, but the wounds were minor, and I ignored them. My healing ensured that such attacks wouldn’t slow me down.
Out of the periphery of my vision, a glowing orange light suddenly blossomed from seemingly nowhere. Looking for the source of the disturbance between strikes, I noticed Antin stepping forward into an open space beside me. His armor shown a glowing red, like metal straight from the forge, and his sword had dark orange flames surrounding it. With the snow around him turning to steam and further obstructing his appearance, he looked like some otherworldly fiend rising from the abyss. This was the first time I’d seen him use his gifts in battle, and the image was striking.
His helmeted head turned my way, and I caught a slight nod before he began engaging the enemy that had been trying to block off the gate. Every time his sword moved, a wave of fire followed. It pushed the mine’s defenders back and allowed more of our people to fill the gaps. The paladin’s heat somehow didn’t affect our troops, and I realized all that I felt was a pleasant warmth.
The human army held a rough line and fought with purpose. I could see the determination and resolve in their eyes. These men and women knew the treatment of those held against their will. They fought against the lash of the whip, the hunger pains from being under fed, the weakness of having to work past exhaustion day in and day out until one’s life was spent in the service of a cruel master.
As the front line began pushing forward, Naethena stepped inside the gates. It was hard to miss her, as she was enveloped in a soft glow amidst the snow and blood all around. As I watched, I saw her chant something and move her hands forward.
Suddenly, in front of the human combatants, the snow was forcefully lifted up in a solid wave. The wave knocked back the Ferrun guards trying to attack, making them easy targets for our forces. In answer, from somewhere in the back of the enemy lines, an arrow launched towards the priestess.
I thought I was about to witness Naethena’s death, but the projectile stopped as soon as it hit the glow around her and fell to the ground. The attack snapped me out of my observations as I looked for the source of the arrow.
At the very back, I saw a man holding a bow that wore the tabard of a Ferrun officer. Deciding the line was secure, I stalked towards my new prey. There were several soldiers between us, but they had their hands full at the moment. A few swipes of my clawed hands cleared my path enough that I reached my target quickly.
Upon seeing the form of a massive shifted wolf-kind coming at him, the officer growled and turned his bow in my direction. An arrow was already nocked, and the man loosed as I drew nearer.
I didn’t have time to think about what I was doing. I just reacted, bringing my arm up across my chest. I felt the impact and heard the meaty thud of the arrow imbedding itself in my bicep. Keeping my eyes on the officer, I pulled the projectile free without slowing or showing any sign of pain. As soon as the tip left the wound, the skin sealed itself. My prey’s face went pale, and I suspected it wasn’t from the cold. His eyes grew wide with fear as he took a step back.
“All those not engaged, shift forms,” the officer yelled to his men in an unsteady voice, panicking. He, himself, started to change forms even as I stepped forward. As a bear-kind, his size expanded exponentially, but he’d made a poor decision.
I didn’t know if he expected me to wait, or just thought his changing body would shrug off any damage I could do, but I lunged forward and clamped down on his throat with my jaws. At the same time, I dug into his skin with my claws, ensuring I couldn’t be dislodged as his lifeblood filled my mouth. He’d already grown over seven feet tall, so I was slightly above the ground when his body began to fail him.
My teeth continued their work even as his neck expanded to three times its original size. His entire body froze for a moment as his blood poured from his ruined throat. In his gaze, I saw a mix of the animal and man struggling to reconcile what had just happened.
The life slowly left his eyes, and his body deflated into the form of a broken human. I jumped back as he fell, no longer having a perch that could support my weight. Landing on my feet, I began looking for other officers within striking distance of my position. If we could break their leadership, the regular guards would be much easier to defeat.
A roar from behind pulled my attention from my hunting, and I turned to see the first of the common soldiers completing their transformations. As I watched, Rikar went toe to toe with a shifted bear-kind. Still in his human form, he crushed his opponent’s skull with his war hammer before the enemy’s claws could reach him.
At another place in the line, a shifted enemy charged forward only to be skewered by a twelve foot blade made only of heat. The smell of cooked flesh added a disturbing sweetness to the air even as the battle raged on. I stopped watching the fight and picked a new target. Lunging forward, I severed his spine with my claws from behind before moving on to another opponent.
While we were doing well against the quickly diminishing garrison, it wasn’t one sided. I saw a particularly large shifted soldier swing his massive claws and eviscerate several humans at once. Another used his bulk to crush a spear wielding human under his weight before the man could cause any real damage.
Despite seeing their comrades face such gruesome deaths, the other humans continued fighting just as fiercely as they had been. Where their lines faltered, more stepped forward to fill the gaps. The shifted bear-kind faced death by a thousand cuts where the humans couldn’t strike a killing blow.
After a few tense moments, the enemy garrison finally fell. To their credit, they fought to a man. Not a single soldier surrendered, and we found none of them trying to hide from our attack. While I questioned their discipline, I couldn’t question their courage or determination.
“How many did we lose?” I asked Erick, having shifted back into the form of a man, as we moved towards the buildings holding the slaves. We’d found the keys on one of the dead officers. Rikar and Barnabus also accompanied us, along with a few human guards. Both Antin and Naethena were busy seeing to our fallen or wounded.
“Fifteen died in battle or were beyond Naethena’s ability to save,” Erick answered, solemn at the loss of those in his care. Barnabus just looked angry, but he held his tongue. Despite the losses, we’d done well for attacking a fortified position.
“The count on the garrison was seventy five. It could have been much worse, all things considered,” Rikar’s deep voice rumbled out. I agreed with him, but that brought little happiness to those around us. We walked in silence until we got to the building holding the slaves.
As we stepped into the large, two story structure, Shouts and grumbling could be heard from the cages that lined the walls. Looking at the metal holding cells, I couldn’t count all the bodies packed into the spaces. Some cages only held one or two, but others held five or six in the same space.
I noticed that the cages only held males, and it looked to be predominantly beast-kind with some few humans mixed in. At a guess, most of these people were from the villages that had been attacked by Emilia and the general’s forces.
The surrounding noise was deafening. “Everyone stay calm. We’ll get these cages unlocked shortly and get you out of here,” I yelled. My voice carried well, but it wasn’t praise or appreciation that rose in response.
“Did you free the others?” came from one cell housing mostly humans.
“Where are they?” followed from another.
“What happened to the women and children?” asked an older wolf-kind bearing many scars upon his face.
For a moment, I stood confused at what I was hearing. I’d expected cheers at the prospect of freedom, but that was not what I found. These shouts were filled with fear and anxiety.
We were at a loss as to what was happening. Luckily, a fox-kind volunteered the information we were missing from a nearby cage. “All the women and young ones were rounded up and moved away several weeks ago. We don’t know where they were taken, but they told us they’d be killed if we caused any trouble for the mine,” he said, defeat clear in his posture.
“Did you free them first?” another man asked, gripping the bars so hard that his dirty knuckles were white. By his expression, he already knew my answer.
“Then our path is clear,” Rikar yelled over the uproar. His deep voice carried, and most of the building momentarily fell silent. “We must free them before word can spread,” he finished, leaving the room in stunned silence.
His words seemed to reach many in the room, as I saw several heads nodding in grim determination. I watched the faces and posture of those immediately visible to me. What I saw was a mix of fear and determination, a strange but potent combination.
“It seems we have work to do,” I said more to myself than to anyone in particular, but Erick and several others nodded along with some in the nearest cages. We would not give up on anyone, and, at a guess, our numbers had just grown.




Chapter 22

“It appears we’re expected,” I said to the other leaders of our group as we looked at the third and most secluded mine belonging to Ferrun House. After nearly a week, we were finally at the last target.
Before us, the compound sat silent. Like the others, it had a large wooden wall around it. Unlike the others, the gates stood wide open as if we were being invited inside.
Disturbingly, two large dragon head profiles were painted on either side of the open gate in a dusky red hue. I suspected they hadn’t used paint for their artwork, and an ominous feeling permeated the air.
Carrion birds circled overhead, and a horrible stench radiated from the place every time the wind blew. It reminded me of a butcher’s building that had gone too long without being cleaned, but much more potent. I had to intentionally control my expression from grimacing at the odor.
“The darkness is almost a physical thing in this place,” Naethena said somberly. Her expression was part dread and part revulsion as she spoke. Her words unsettled all of us that heard them, and we fell into silence as we looked upon the open gates.
The second mine had fallen much like the first. It had more guards, but up until now, we had seen no sign of the Faithful or any dark magic. It looked like we would not be so lucky this time.
Unfortunately, our numbers had suffered in taking the second target, and we’d lost nearly half our fighters to the fortified position. Volunteers had swollen our ranks beyond our original size, but they were a mob, not an organized group. At best, they could throw themselves at the situation and try not to die. I wasn’t looking forward to the conflict to come.
I let out a low, frustrated growl. “I don’t see a good way to go about this, so I volunteer to lead an advance force with the main group slightly behind. If my group doesn’t encounter any problems, the rest of the army can enter the compound safely. Once we’re through, we can work with the security of the walls at our back,” I proposed. No one seemed to have any objections.
Rikar stepped up beside me, just as he’d done at the previous mines. The mountain of a man was a fearsome fighter, and he wasn’t afraid to lead from the front. I counted myself lucky to have him here. His movements in battle were fearless, and the enemy paid dearly for engaging him. In fact, he’d fought the last two battles as if he’d embraced his end and awaited it, holding nothing back.
After we circulated the plan through the ranks, we got twenty volunteers for the advance team. Looking at them, they all looked competent, but none of them were from the Krinshir group. Watching so many of their comrades die had impacted their willingness to take risks, and morale was on a knife’s edge.
Around Rikar and I stood a mix of human and beast-kind warriors. Most all of them sported stolen armor and weapons from the guards of the mines they’d once worked. It was a hodgepodge of pieces and lacked any uniformity, but it’d work as well as anything in the fight to come.
There was nothing left to say or do. I looked over at the troops assembled behind the advance party. Erick stood at the front along with Barnabus, shoulders set and awaiting our advance. Beside them, Antin stood with sword in hand, the air rippling around him. Further back, I could see Naethena with her eyes closed and her head bowed, no doubt preparing her own strange magic.
Without a word, I turned back around. I drew my sword and dagger as I began walking towards the open gate. Rikar and the others around me followed suite, the ring of metal crisp in the air. Just like that, the operation had begun.
Moving over the rocky ground, I increased our pace to just under a jog. All of us stayed crouched down, and I periodically scanned the tops of the walls for archers. The last thing any of us wanted was a surprise arrow taking us out before we reach our destination.
Behind us, I heard the main force move forward. Based on the sounds, their pace was much slower than ours, but I didn’t look back. I felt more and more uneasy the closer we got, and I couldn’t figure out why the enemy would just let us enter the compound like this.
Taking the gates should have been the hardest part of our operations. No sane enemy would give up the security of sturdy walls unless they had something planned, or they cared nothing for their casualties.
As we crossed the threshold of the compound, I readied my blades for combat. I’d had them both drawn the entire way, but now I gripped them tightly, ready to swing. I was aware of my armor sitting heavily over my chest as I took deep breaths, of my vambraces making my arms feel ever so much heavier.
Adrenaline flooded my system as I stepped through the shadow of the open portal and found… nothing. No one contested our entering the compound. No soldiers charged our small, vulnerable group.
The scent was heavier here, permeating every inch of the space, making it hard to take a full deep breath. There was nothing to indicate the cause of the stench, and the carrion birds were further back in the compound, closer to the actual mine entrance. My unease grew with every step I took.
“Everyone stay together and keep an eye out,” I said to the group as we moved further forward. I didn’t need to tell them that something was off. We could all feel it in the air.
Buildings dotted the grounds, their doors open as if abandoned. The purpose of the buildings were easily gleaned by the equipment scattered haphazardly around them. Here, a scale used for measuring ore laid tipped over in the dirt. There, bins used to transport laundry were sitting empty against a wall. It was eerily quiet and still.
The weather after the last storm had been relatively mild, but it wasn’t yet warm enough to melt the snow on the ground. Large drifts sat against the walls of the buildings as if no one had bothered to shovel it away all winter.
Periodically, flags were planted at the edge of the snow littered walkway. Each sported a dragon’s head in bright red on dirty white fabric. It looked as if this place hadn’t been a mine in some time. Instead, it had become something else. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as I took it all in, and my inner beast sat just under the surface.
Open doors creaked as the wind blew across the empty streets. Strange shadows moved at the corner of my vision near the deserted buildings. Sounds of boards straining under weight were barely discernable from the many structures surrounding us. As we continued walking, I could feel the anxiety of those following behind me.
My eyes scanned an administrative building to my right, the sound of claws scraping wood coming from the dark interior of the space. I stared at the impenetrable darkness, and a form slowly came into view. Mangy dark grey fur covered the creature, and his skin and muscles were knotted and deformed in places. Only the head resembled the wolf-kind it had once been. In its eyes, there was only madness as the monster snarled, and drool fell from its open maw. I had no time to yell a warning as an ominous howl rose from somewhere within the compound, piercing the silence and echoing amongst the buildings. At the sound, the twisted wolf-kind sprinted forward as countless other Forsaken charged from amidst the other abandoned buildings.
These creatures were just like the ones we’d fought at New Haven, but no two looked exactly alike. A menagerie of twisted beast-kind in shifted forms charged us from all around. I couldn’t count their numbers as they were coming from every direction, but there were many more than our small advanced party.
A diseased looking fox-kind launched itself at me, only to have its skull crushed by the pommel of my sword as I tried to get my bearings. Behind me, a human was being dragged off by a tiger and wolf-kind, fighting over his still struggling form. To my left, Rikar and several volunteers were fending off five of the assorted creatures, fighting back to back. My head was spinning, trying to take in the full scene around me. The enemy had already broken what little formation we’d had.
“Circle up and fall back together. Don’t let them pull you from the group and keep moving. If you stop, you’re dead,” I yelled to everyone as a Forsaken jaguar-kind’s claws slashed across my shoulder.
Though we’d already lost five of our number, the rest tried to do as I said. Luckily, the creatures attacking us weren’t organized, and the bodies of our fallen took the attention of several. Their thoughts were that of rabid animals. They couldn’t resist the smell of fresh meat.
The Forsaken momentarily turned from us and fought amongst themselves like beasts over a kill, and I thanked the ancestors for the respite. Two of our fighters made the mistake of striking at the enemy’s distraction, stepping forward and dispatching some of the twisted creatures. In different circumstances, I wouldn’t have faulted them their decision.
Unfortunately for all of us, it was the wrong move for our current circumstances. The small packs fighting over the fresh kills immediately stopped their bickering and turned towards the two offenders. They never had a chance to defend themselves as the ferocious creatures surged forward. I took the opportunity to sheath my blades and bring my beast form to bear, feeling the familiar tingle as my size, strength, and senses expand. Unfortunately, the respite wasn’t long enough for Rikar or the few other beast-kind with us to shift.
The Forsaken finished off the two unfortunate fighters quickly, but they no longer focused on the dead. Their eyes turned to those of us still living. It seemed that they wouldn’t be eating until we’d all been slain. I roared a challenge to my twisted brethren even as they resumed their attack.
A wolf-kind Forsaken charged me as I fended off constant pressure from several others. I felt his jaws lock onto my right arm’s vambrace, ripping the piece of armor away and pulling my body off balance even as another swiped at my left side.
The sting of dirty claws and the warm feeling of fresh blood flowing over my left side, paired with the sensation of having my right arm savaged as the beast resumed his attack, turned my vision read and set my animal side into a frenzy. Without thought, I reached over with my left arm and grabbed the neck of the offending Forsaken holding my right arm in its jaws. Squeezing my clawed hand, I crushed his neck and looked for the next challenger.
With the creature who’d held my arm dying on the ground, I snarled and lunged forward at the remaining Forsaken around me. I paid little attention to my targets other than avoiding their teeth and nails. Wherever my own claws or teeth could sink into flesh, they did.
Without thinking, I pushed forward. Every time an opponent fell, another took its place. Snarling, I faced off against all opponents, refusing to give ground. Warm, sticky blood matted my fur. I couldn’t even be sure who it belonged to, me or my attackers. To punctuate that point, I felt the sting of ripping flesh in multiple places even as I swiped and bit at my enemies.
On the verge of being overwhelmed, several of the Forsaken were suddenly knocked off of me. A voice cut through the den of violence as a bear-kind Forsaken’s body was thrown away from the pile of attackers.
“I can appreciate you wanting to take them on all by yourself, but wasn’t it your idea to retreat?” Rikar yelled out from somewhere behind me. The deep bass of his voice pulled me back to conscious thought, and I realized I was several feet from the circle of soldiers still fighting for their lives.
Even as I recognized my mistake, a young, dark-skinned volunteer was yanked from his feet by the hooked claws of a leopard-kind Forsaken. I shouldered my way through the surrounding throng, taking several wounds in the process so that I could get to the struggling man.
I severed the spine of the creature hovering over him with a single swift strike, causing the body to fall atop him as I arrived. The human looked near panic at my visage, even as I picked up the corpse of the Forsaken and threw it several feet into the mass of nearby attackers.
“Get up, soldier. He bought you time, but it’s worthless if you just lay there and die,” Rikar yelled at the young man, snapping him out of his terror and orienting him to the position of our people. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him nod as he worked to get to his feet. Fresh claw marks stood out on his thighs, but none of them were fatal. I had no more time to spare watching him as several more Forsaken had engaged me.
My rage clearing for a moment, I took in the surrounding scene. The diseased beast-kind who’d initially attacked us lay dead at our feet, and space had opened up around our surviving soldiers. Looking further down the road, I felt a sinking sensation in my gut.
I could see the main army against the gate of the complex, presenting a weak shield wall towards a much larger swarm of Forsaken. Their center looked steady, comprising our veterans from Krinshir, but the outer edges of the army looked ready to fall at any time.
It was unsurprising, as the outer flanks were the slaves we’d just freed from the other two mines. Many lacked training, and more importantly, were weak from not having enough food or rest these last several months.
Surprisingly, I didn’t see Antin near the center of the formation. Instead, I saw gouts of flame on the edge of the right side, where it looked like our formation was closest to crumbling. He weaved in and out amongst our soldiers, shoring up weak spots and countering charges made by groups of Forsaken. Wherever he moved, the enemy burned.
I didn’t have time to appreciate his fighting for more than a few seconds, because several of the Forsaken in the back ranks noticed us. Being blocked from attacking our main army by the mass of their own kind, they began breaking off and charging our group once again.
The lull hadn’t been long enough for Rikar or the other beast-kind to catch their breath and shift. Instead, the large man looked over and nodded at me before lifting his hammer and roaring a battle cry that was echoed by the others as we started running towards the back line of the enemy. Our only chance of survival was breaking through.
As our soldiers ran, Rikar pointed them towards the right flank where Antin was doing his best to prevent its collapse. Even after all that the soldiers with me had been through, they attacked the Forsaken with a ferocity that made me proud.
Breaking the spine of a Forsaken tiger-kind, I watched as the volunteers fought desperately to meet up with the main force. Outnumbered and surrounded, they continued forward, recklessly throwing themselves into the enemy to break through. Finally, after many fierce minutes of fighting, we reached the shelter of the battle line. I’d been covering the group’s back, so I was still very much in the thick of things, but they’d made it to safety. Sadly, of my twenty, I only counted eight survivors.
I allowed myself to be pushed towards the main line, killing Forsaken as I moved. Many of the enemy had fallen, and our charge had given the right flank a reprieve, but the beasts were still coming. At this rate, our forces weren’t going to survive.
As I matched a forsaken jaguar-kind bite for bite, my mind went to Kyla, Tristan, and all the members of Fero House that I was trying to protect. They were the closest thing to family I had, and I wouldn’t let them down. Redoubling my effort, I stabbed my claws deep into the chest of my foe and started looking for another. Sweeping the battle line, I saw Antin nearby, and our eyes met.
“The line needs to hold just a bit longer,” he yelled to me over the din of battle and pointed further back into our ranks. Looking in that direction, I saw Naethena amongst the last lines of our soldiers. She held her staff over her head, and a soft glow enveloped her. She was too far away for me to hear, but I saw her lips moving, and the light around her pulsed as the wind picked up and blew towards the front. Strangely, the scents upon the wind were those of flowers and spring.
Turning away from the strange display and smell, I moved towards where our troops were weakest. At several points, beast-kind had shifted, but it had mixed results. The humans fighting with us seemed to be uncomfortable with our predatory forms standing beside them, and they were inadvertently widening the gaps in our force.
Using my aura, I directed our shifted troops to pull back from the shield wall and focus on the largest buildups of our corrupted brethren. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it helped push back the swarms of Forsaken and kept the battle lines packed closer together.
Suddenly, as I worried that our lines would crumble no matter what we did, the entire world went silent. The battlefield seemed to stop, along with all the sounds of struggle and death around me. I turned my head to see Naethena’s form bathed in a brilliant glow. She paused a moment, then slammed her staff into the ground. A peal of thunder erupted from her location. With the thunder, the light that had enveloped her suddenly exploded forward, passing through soldiers as if they weren’t there.
As the light reached me, I braced for its impact. I need not have worried. It passed through me, and I felt warm sunlight on my skin. The feeling wasn’t unpleasant. It reminded me of standing under the summer sun, and goosebumps raised on my arms at the sensation.
While the wave of light didn’t seem unpleasant to any of our people, its effects were markedly different for the Forsaken. When it touched them, they were blown back, and their skin visibly smoldered as if on fire. I could hear roars of pain from the tortured beasts all along the front.
In their pain, they lost the initiative, and several of our soldiers began stepping forward, stabbing at the distracted enemy. Countless Forsaken fell to our weapons and claws before an eerie howl echoed from deeper in the compound. As one, the Forsaken broke from the fight and retreated towards the mines. It seemed the battle was over for now.
Stunned by what I’d just seen, I looked back towards the priestess only to see her kneeling on the ground, panting. The threat temporarily ended, I shifted back to my human form, taking a moment to tighten the straps and clasps holding what remained of my clothes and armor in place.
I moved towards Naethena, who looked as if she might collapse at any moment. When I got there, several human soldiers were helping brace her so she wouldn’t fall. She said nothing, and she appeared exhausted, but she nodded when she saw me. Not having a reference, I took it to mean that the danger had passed for now.
Antin and Rikar made their way over to us as I accompanied the soldiers carrying the priestess towards the gatehouse. The bear-kind had claw marks in various states of healing, and the paladin had dents and indentions from teeth and claws along his armor and shield.
“Do you think those things overran the guards?” Rikar asked, scanning the buildings behind us with wary eyes.
“I doubt it. The Faithful are usually safe from the Forsaken by the nature of their corruption. If we can believe those flags and paintings on the walls, they have dedicated this place to their god,” Antin replied, a grim look on his face. Sweat and dirt caked the man’s skin, and with his helmet removed, I saw blood in his hair. It hadn’t been an easy fight for anyone.
“My spell will keep the Forsaken at bay for a while, but we are still in danger. The light I unleashed should have been more powerful, but it was dampened. I felt it brush up against something as it neared the mine entrance. Something dark lurks within the depths. We must destroy it if we hope to cleanse this place and save anyone,” Naethena whispered between gasps, still being supported by several soldiers.
Her shoulders drooped, and it looked as if she might pass out at any moment. Despite that, she pushed herself to stand with no support but her staff. Emitting a soft glow, she touched Antin’s armor, and he immediately looked refreshed, despite still being covered in blood and dirt.
“Tell Erick and his people to have the injured brought to me, and I shall do my best to heal them,” the woman said to me as Antin took over helping steady her on her feet. They began to move to the nearest wounded, leaving Rikar and me behind.
The bear-kind beside me rolled his shoulders and popped his neck on one side and then the other. “Hell of a welcome,” he said as he checked that his hammer was securely strapped to his back. I could only nod as I looked back towards the buildings and the looming rock wall that made up the mine entrance.
This wasn’t how I’d envisioned our arrival after two easy attacks. I briefly wondered what the priestess had felt in the mines that made her so uneasy, but shook the thought away. There was no reason to worry over it right now. Time would tell.




Chapter 23

True to Naethena’s word, the Forsaken didn’t bother us as we took a moment to breathe and gather our strength. We didn’t take long, as this was still enemy territory. We wouldn’t be safe until we cleared this place.
Our first priority was seeing to the wounded. The attack by the Forsaken had been so sudden and so savage that our forces were reeling. We’d barely stepped through the gates, and we’d nearly been overwhelmed.
On top of that, these people didn’t really owe us anything. Most were from the mines we’d liberated. They only wanted to save their families.
We hadn’t anticipated an army of monsters to be waiting on us. Were any of the captives brought here still savable, or were they part of the horde of abominations that had nearly ended our plans?
My thoughts turned to the young beast-kind and humans who were reported to have been brought here. If they, too, had been forced to become Forsaken… My stomach turned at the thought of that possibility, and I didn’t even know any of them personally. I couldn’t imagine what those who’d had loved ones brought here were going through.
Our plans had been torn to ribbons, but that wouldn’t stop us. We owed those that had accompanied us something, be it the liberation of their families, or closure for their loss.
I sat on the hard wooden floor of the guard station, just inside the door. My back and head rested against a post. It wasn’t comfortable, but I was tired enough that I didn’t care. Rikar sat next to me, while Erick, Barnabus, and Antin all sat at a table nearby. Naethena slept on a cot along the back wall of the room.
After repelling the enemy and spending hours healing all those she could, the priestess had been led to the cot by Antin, where she’d promptly passed out. Even now, only the occasional rise and fall of her chest gave any indication that she merely slept instead of having died from exhaustion.
With our senior command all resting here, the guard station had become something of a command center for our army. Several of the humans who’d come with us from Krinshir moved in and out of the room, giving status reports or relaying instructions to the troops camped just inside the walls. The human sergeants moving back and forth were hardened soldiers, but I’d have happily traded them all for Iglias to be here with us.
“Erick, you can’t possibly think this fight is winnable after what we just went through. We should retreat from this gods’ forsaken place and make for the eastern expanse. With luck, we can navigate the wild lands south until we can cross back into human territories again,” I heard Barnabus whispering to his senior commander. Rikar heard it as well, and his head immediately snapped around to look at the two humans at the table.
“If you’re thinking of running, remember this: Predators especially like the chase. You wouldn’t make it out of these hills before the Forsaken had run you down,” Rikar’s deep voice rumbled out from beside me. I agreed with him, but felt no reason to add my two cents. Barnabus would immediately take it as a personal challenge to his view. We hadn’t exactly gotten along over this entire ordeal. Surprisingly, it was someone else who reinforced the bear-kind’s statement.
“He’s right. We can’t escape while the darkness yet thrives. If any of us want to leave this place, we must march forward and clear the mines of its evil,” Antin spoke up next to Erick. The paladin clinched his jaw and squeezed his hands into fists as he spoke, showing more emotion than I’d ever seen from the magic user.
“Sadly, I think you two have the right of it,” Erick said, grimacing. He’d been in an especially somber mood since the battle. It was clear that he’d taken the loss of so many troops as a personal failing on his part. I understood. I felt much the same guilt. After all, it had been my mission to scout ahead, and I’d led everyone into an ambush. Not only had the main army suffered an immense blow, I’d also lost over half of the brave volunteers that had gone with me.
“You’re all correct in assuming that the enemy won’t let us leave even if it was an option. Blood has been shed; it will drive the Forsaken into a frenzy. Even now, it’s only the sting of the goddess’ magic that keeps them from rushing in again, and their fear won’t last long. I can feel the corruption growing in the mines once again,” Naethena spoke up from her cot. Her words surprised me. I hadn’t even noticed her waking. Sitting up, she looked pale and fragile.
“The real enemy is in the mines. The Forsaken are just fodder meant to wear us down. I can keep them at bay, but we’ll still have to face whatever lurks in the darkness. If we can destroy the source of the corruption here, the mindless beasts will scatter. That is our only way to survive,” she continued after catching her breath. Even speaking was taxing for the woman in her current state.
“You can barely talk, much less work magic. What you’re describing would be the death of you,” Antin said in little more than a whisper as his eyes stayed fixed on the table immediately before him. He always acted protective of the priestess. Looking back, I could count the number of times I’d seen him apart from her on one hand.
“My goddess will see me through what I must do, but the longer we wait, the higher the risk of failure. We came north for this purpose. If we do not stop the corruption here, it will sweep south like an unholy wave. I will not let that happen,” she proclaimed as she forced herself to stand. I could see the effort such a simple motion had taken her and wondered how long she’d hold out in the thick of battle.
Before I could say anything, Rikar stood. He picked up the giant war hammer he’d set beside him, its head on inches from the ground. Making a show of stretching his back and grunting, he stood back straight and shook out his shoulders.
“She’s right. If we wait too long, fatigue will set in too deeply amongst the troops. Better we keep moving now than wait until joints are stiff and muscles weak. Besides, we still have a couple of hours before nightfall, and I’d just as soon be done with this before it gets dark. I can’t imagine those things are any less scary when you can’t see them coming,” he said and headed for the door, the priestess walking behind him. Antin didn’t say a word as he rose from his seat and followed Naethena out. His jaw remained clenched as he left the room.
“It would seem we have work to do,” Erick said with a sigh. For once, Barnabus didn’t throw a fit at not getting his way. He just nodded and stood to leave. Rising from my resting spot, I watched the others leave the room. Standing alone at the entrance of the guard station, I wondered if any of us would be alive come sunrise.
Shaking off the morbid thoughts, I followed the others out and towards the front of our army, where a defensive line had been stationed. Looking at the resting men and women around us, it was clear they were frightened. Who could blame them after the swarm we’d endured earlier?
Fortunately, our command group was quite the sight. Naethena’s air of confidence reminded me of my aura. Where human eyes fell on her, I saw spirits lift. Erick also stood tall, as if the horror we’d just experienced hadn’t fazed him. If that wasn’t enough, Rikar’s giant form and Antin’s shining visage flanked him on either side.
As for myself, I was looking a little worse for wear. My clothing was ripped, and what was left of my armor had large scratch marks all over it. Most of my exposed flesh bore the dried remnants of the gore that had covered me in battle. The bearskin cloak I’d loved so much was in tatters as it hung from my shoulders.
The beast-kind we’d picked up from the mines all looked at me with an edge of fear in their eyes. I saw them whispering to beast-kind and human alike as I passed. More than a few glanced down at the necklace standing out across my chest. The bleached white saurian fangs still graced the front of the jewelry, but several more bloody canines now stood out on either side of them.
After the battle, while Naethena had gone around healing the wounded, I’d set about my own task. I’d moved amongst the largest forsaken corpses, methodically removing the macabre trophies. The reason had been simple. I’d seen fear in our fighters’ eyes after the onslaught had ended. That sort of fear could leave an army impotent. If I couldn’t erase their fear, I could redirect it.
They might fear me for my savagery, but if they saw me attacking their enemies, it might give them the extra courage they needed to push forward into the abyss of the mine. They’d at least know that the monster on their side was more powerful than the monsters they faced.
I pushed my thoughts aside as I reached the front of our forces and turned back towards the army. Erick stood in the middle of our command group, Naethena and Antin flanking either side. The two magic users glowed with power, drawing everyone’s eyes even as the sergeants were getting them on their feet. Looking out at our fighters, there wasn’t a man or woman who didn’t look bloody and weary. Though Naethena had healed all life threatening or debilitating wounds, moral was almost nonexistent.
“Hear me,” Erick said loudly as he stepped forward, and the sound of the crowd died. Even the wind seemed to stop. I couldn’t help but be impressed with the figure he struck in that moment. Though this human lacked the strength of the beast-kind or the magic of the paladin and priestess, his will was firm, and the horror we faced wouldn’t cow him.
“I know that many of you are scared. I can see it in your eyes. I tell you now, you have every right to be afraid. The madness we face isn’t easily forgotten. We all saw these Forsaken that attacked us. We all remember the feel of their clawed hands and sharp teeth against our shields, the frenzy with which they pursued us. Such things would terrify any man,” he started, and I turned to look at him, questioning his approach. I noticed Rikar and the others doing the same, but he continued before any of us could say anything.
“Know that, even as you are afraid, it should terrify our enemy. For, while our fear is strong, our courage is stronger. With that courage, we will face down these demons. We will strike against the darkness, and we will vanquish it. They may have surprised us the first time, but now it is our turn,” he continued, his voice rising as his message continued. I watched as many of the soldiers stood straighter.
“Remember why you fight. Some of us fight against the injustice of slavery or the evil these dragon worshipers represent. Others of us fight to avenge our loved ones or the hope of their safe return. No matter your reason, let it fill you now. Leave no room for doubt. There can only be victory,” he finished, his last words shouted at the top of his lungs. The men and women cheered or banged their weapons upon their shields. As the cheering continued, Erick stepped back into our group even as the sergeants began yelling orders to all those around us.
“I had my doubts at the beginning, but the end was strong,” I said to the young man. His breathing was ragged, and his face was flush. Even amongst the noise, I could hear the rapid beat of his heart and knew adrenaline coursed through his veins. He looked over at me and nodded with a grin on his face.
“You’ve gotten them fired up, now we just have to stay alive long enough to carry the day,” Rikar said as he looked out towards the looming mines.
“I may be able to help with that, but only those that believe will be affected. I doubt it’ll carry over to the beast-kind amongst our ranks,” Naethena said to the group. Antin looked less than pleased at her words, and it was plain to see that he worried she was pushing too hard, but he didn’t argue or contradict her. It wouldn’t matter how tired any of us were if we all died in battle.
Rikar and I looked at one another, unspoken thoughts moving between our auras. Though auras couldn’t share words, they did quite well with feelings and intent. “Don’t worry, lady priestess. Beast-kind have their own blessings,” I said to Naethena as a smile broke out on the bear-kind’s face. Moments later, his deep voice was calling all the beast-kind together on the left side of the army forming up.
Without further word, I broke from Erick and the others, heading towards where Rikar was busy assembling the beast-kind. Our numbers didn’t compare to the hundreds of humans, but it wasn’t an insignificant amount. We’d show these Forsaken for the pale imitations they were. The Faithful would regret what they had done to our people.
Without further preamble, our forces moved out. I walked beside Rikar, slightly ahead of our force of beast-kind. Before us stood a giant open wound in the rock hill, like some monster’s maw waiting to devour us. We couldn’t see the base of it yet for all the buildings in our way, but I couldn’t imagine it would be less intimidating closer up.
The walk through the abandoned settlement was a tense one, as everyone was on edge. The sound of the carrion birds overhead made the atmosphere heavy. My nostrils flared as the scent of death intensified the closer we came to our destination.
On the ground, pickaxes and other instruments were strewn about, their function long forgotten in the madness of this cult. Neglected carts stood on the side of the street, filled with raw ore. Some had been turned over, spilling their contents out over the road like they meant nothing.
We finally cleared the abandoned buildings leading to our destination. Before us was barren, rocky ground leading up to a large scar in the earth. The darkness of the mine’s entrance was impenetrable from our position, even to my senses.
“Ancestors help us,” Rikar whispered beside me. I’d been scanning the area around us and quickly reoriented to where the bear-kind had been looking. My blood ran cold as I saw what had affected him so.
A large pit sat before us, close to the mine’s entrance. More of the strange flagpoles depicting a dragon head stood out around it. The flags meant nothing to me, but the pit’s contents horrified me.
From a distance, the scene had been shocking. The closer we came, the more unreal it seemed, and I struggled to reconcile my emotions with the image I was seeing.
Inside the hole were hundreds of bodies piled high atop one another. They’d been stripped down and thrown haphazardly into the pit. Men, women, young, old, it didn’t matter. They were all down there.
With wide eyed shock, I took in the gruesome display before me. Some of the bodies looked to have claw or bite marks on their flesh, but most disturbingly, every single one of them had a puncture wound over where their heart had once beat.
I could draw only one conclusion from what I saw. These were the victims of the Faithful’s worship. It had been by these poor people’s deaths that the Faithful had gained power, that the Forsaken had been created. They had used these souls as currency for the promise of dark power.
From the pit, heat and stench radiated in equal measure. It wasn’t from flame or coals that the heat arose. It was the presence of concentrated decay. I felt as if I was falling as I looked down at the countless beast-kind and human bodies.
This was the horror the princess and general had visited upon their people. This was what their greed had wrought on the innocents living in their domain. This was the reason I had to stop them.
I gripped my necklace as my stomach rolled. Bile rose in the back of my throat, but I refused to be sick. It’d be hard enough for our fighters to see this sight. They wouldn’t see me affected by it.
Nearby, Erick kept the troops moving. Several looked towards the fresh horror before me, but none stopped. Rikar also kept the beast-kind moving, so as not to let our people fixate on it. I should have kept moving as well, but I couldn’t tear myself from my position at the edge of the mass grave.
“So many,” Naethena whispered as she came to stand beside me at the pit’s rim. She spoke so quietly, the wind barely carried her voice to my ear. Carrion birds continued to fly over us, their calls shrill against my nerves. Beside the priestess, Antin also stepped up to the edge of the mass grave.
From the corner of my eye, I saw the priestess and paladin share a look that lasted mere seconds but seemed to convey a great deal. After a moment, Naethena lowered her head and said a prayer to her deity, while Antin drew his sword and pressed the tip into the rocky soil at his feet.
The paladin lowered his head, but it didn’t seem to be in prayer. Even with Naethena between us, I could feel the heat radiating from the man. The air distorted, and Antin’s metal armor took on an orange glow, just like in battle.
A strange pulse radiated from the paladin, and with it, the temperature in the air rose dramatically. My inner beast stirred as it sensed danger, but I didn’t move from where I stood. Instead, I continued to look at the poor victims that I’d been too late to save.
Snowbanks all around us melted. The carrion birds among the dead and in the air began to flee. Their calls sounded of panic instead of the triumph they’d held earlier. In moments, the skies above us were clear of the scavengers, and all sound ceased.
With an explosive movement, Antin dropped to one knee, his blade sinking up to the hilt into the ground as if it were soft clay. The pit of death before us suddenly grew so bright, I had to shield my eyes and look away. The brightness stood out against the insides of my eyelids, but it dissipated almost as soon as it started. When I dared open my eyes again, the pile of bodies were gone. Only glowing earth and floating ash remained.
Mentally, I prayed to the ancestors to receive these people who’d died so tragically. Noticing a pain in my hand, I realized I’d been holding the hilt of my sword in a death grip. Even as I relaxed my hand and felt it healing, I focused on one thought. We’d avenge these deaths or die trying.




Chapter 24

With nothing left in the pit, I jogged back towards the front of the beast-kind. The scent of fear and anger were heavy in the air. I paid it no mind, instead focusing on my own desire for vengeance and the darkness in the cave beyond. The troops had stopped right before the threshold, and my eyes still had trouble piercing the gloom before us. My inner beast was on edge. The shadows had to be unnatural. Wolves did not fear the dark.
The entire army stopped but a moment before Erick gave the order to advance. No beast-kind would ever appear weak before humans, and as such, those following Rikar and me didn’t hesitate to step forward as well.
Upon crossing the line of shadow, my vision cleared, as did the vision of everyone else. The gloom of the cave pressed against us as our eyes adjusted to the low light, but we only had a moment to care about such things. Before us stood row upon row of Forsaken along with their Faithful handlers. At a guess, they outnumbered us by at least a factor of six. Standing before them all was the muscular form of Enoch Ferrun.
He’d grown even larger since the last time I’d seen him. He stood taller and wider, his neck all but absorbed into the muscle of his shoulders and back. Dark veins stood out on his flesh, like snakes coiled around him. Pointed teeth protruded from his mouth, barely contained by his lips as he spoke.
Dark leather armor studded with sharpened points covered his chest and stomach, and leather pants in the same style covered his legs. Metal tipped boots finished the ensemble. On his chest, someone had painted the symbol of a dragon in deep red, and he held a two-handed axe with the same symbol upon its blade.
Taking in the scene before us, I glanced behind the enemy force and its commander. Ramps leading to multiple levels and tunnels in nearly every wall stood out in the rock. It reminded me of an ant hill. It could take weeks to search those passages for captives, assuming we defeated the monsters before us.
“So this is the force that has been causing us so much trouble lately,” Enoch said, his deep voice somehow sounding wrong, like rocks being ground together. “I expected more,” he added. At his words, the Faithful laughed, and the Forsaken growled menacingly.
Glancing over towards where Erick and the others stood in the middle of the formation, I saw him looking at me, his eyebrow raised. The message was clear. He expected me to respond to the overgrown bear-kind.
“Prepare the soldiers to shift. Use them to blunt the enemy’s charge. You’ll know when to give the order. Be ready,” I whispered to Rikar beside me as I stepped forward. I walked casually, my shoulders relaxed, as if strolling through the market district instead of towards a murderous army.
The cavern grew quiet, all eyes focusing on me as I stepped out in front of our army and moved more towards the middle of the no-man's-land between forces. I let my aura radiate from me, uncontained. I knew it wouldn’t affect the Faithful, but the Forsaken seemed to grow restless.
“Look at you Enoch, all grown up. You sound confident, strong. It’s too bad that your strength comes from selling yourself like a whore,” I said loud enough that all in the open chamber could hear. Enoch clenched his jaw in anger, and I saw his knuckles turn white as he squeezed the axe handle in his grip. Seconds passed before the tension bled from him, and his grip relaxed. A cruel smile replaced his scowl.
“It is good you are here, Dark Wolf. I feared I wouldn’t get the chance to end you personally. You’ll make a worthy sacrifice for my master. Your screams will be pleasing to the ear as they echo throughout the mines,” he replied, a growl rising from his chest.
“If you want me so badly, why don’t you come and defeat me yourself? I’ll be happy to face you in a challenge. Come, and we will test ourselves against one another before these assembled forces. Let them see the might of the beast-kind,” I answered. As I spoke, I raised my arms at my sides, inviting him to step forward. With my aura, I reinforced my challenge. I knew it wouldn’t cow him, but I suspected he could still feel my intentions. Despite my open challenge in front of everyone, he didn’t move from his place at the head of his army.
“You are a fool, Fero. The old ways are dead. Why would I risk myself when I have superior forces? You will die with the rest of these fighters, forgotten and alone, food for my growing forces. Only the strong can set the terms,” Enoch taunted, a cruel smile stretched over his sharp, disfigured teeth.
“You’re partly right. The strong do set the terms,” I responded, locking eyes with the bear-kind. I couldn’t stop the smirk on my face as the beast inside rose to the forefront. Heartbeats later, my form had expanded. I felt strength flow through my body. My sense became more detailed. Scents that I could have lived without filled my nostrils, but my eyes were locked on the arrogant form of Enoch. His smile still sat upon his face, but his eyes no longer held any mirth or superiority.
Before either side could react to my change, I lunged forward, covering ground faster than anyone would expect. Being charged by a seven foot predator is enough to cause fear in anyone’s brain, even a beast-kind in human form. I smelled it on Enoch, even as my clawed hand swiped out towards his face. The resistance I felt told me I’d had some success, but just as soon as my talons sank into flesh, I was knocked sideways, rolling to remain upright as I hit the ground.
Even if my enemy was arrogant, he’d had a lifetime of training from his father before now. Those instincts had helped him to whip the handle of his weapon around, batting me aside before my attack could become fatal.
“Kill them all,” he roared, pain and rage evident in his tone as I tried to orient myself. My eyes just found Enoch, rushing back into the ranks of his forces. I didn’t have time to inspect the damage I’d caused, but the blood covering his face and his hand over an eye told me it was significant. I’d have to worry about him later, as suddenly, a massive clawed hand swiped towards my head.
Instinct took over as I reacted to the surrounding danger. My first attacker found itself disemboweled for being so bold, but a sting in my shoulder told me that there were plenty of opponents to take their place. I rolled back from a sword swing by one of the Faithful, even as a Forsaken fox-kind snapped at the place my thigh had just been. Fighting a battle against numbers I couldn’t hope to beat, I allowed myself to be herded back towards my allies.
It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, but it felt like hours when I finally backed up enough to find cover with the humans and other beast-kind. A shifted Rikar charged forward as I fought off three Forsaken jaguar-kind. His bulk pushed all four of us out of position, and moments later, a paw the size of my head ended two of my attackers at once. He roared at the forces closing in all around us before lunging forward and crushing the chest of the other jaguar Forsaken in his massive jaws.
As we fought, sporadic pulses of light radiated from somewhere behind me. Other than a strange tingling sensation across my back, it did nothing to me. The same couldn’t be said for the attacking Forsaken. Every time the light swept forward, they pulled back as if being burned. The momentary reprieves were welcome, but they came less and less often as the fight continued. I knew Naethena to be strong, but her stamina wasn’t unlimited, and she’d already pushed herself in the last battle.
“Hold the line,” Erick suddenly yelled out from somewhere behind me. I glanced back to see him near the front lines, emboldening the humans in the shield wall. At his side, Barnabus and Antin both worked to keep him covered. The paladin had his flames to give them room, but the untrusting second-in-command had no such power. Still, even without magic, he fought with a ferocity that would make any beast-kind proud.
I couldn’t watch them very long, as a group of Forsaken charged in from my right and were immediately challenged by several of our shifted troops. Many of the beast-kind slaves had been malnourished from their time working the mines, but their rage gave them strength. The Forsaken clearly didn’t expect the level of resistance they met and quickly fell to tooth and claw.
As I looked for my next opponent, I briefly hoped that we might hold. That hope disappeared when a pulse of light died before ever reaching the front lines, and a feminine cry rang out from the group of soldiers at my back. Sensing weakness, our enemy redoubled their efforts.
About the time I was able to pull away from the front, Antin shouted out to me. “Valian, please, protect her,” he yelled, and it was only my acute hearing that carried the sound over the den of battle. Glancing over, the paladin was still tied up at the front of the shield wall. If he tried to disengage, the entire thing was likely to collapse.
Hunting for the source of the cry, I noticed a group of Faithful who’d flanked the main line and pushed towards the center. Assuming I’d find Naethena somewhere around there, I pushed towards the commotion. Soldiers and shifted beast-kind were shoulder to shoulder with the enemy in the fierce battle, but I made steady progress. None of my allies would dare try to block me while in this form, and the enemies I encountered were too distracted to fully appreciate the threat I posed to them.
Finally, after several tense moments, I arrived in the heart of our formation. There were no other shifted nearby, and I stood out amongst the human soldiers. Our army was having trouble pushing forward with the enemy amongst our ranks. The Faithful, kitted out in metal plate and chain mail were proving more than effective at disrupting us, wielding cruel morningstars and shields. They hacked at our soldiers, barely reacting to the minor wounds our own people inflicted. In the middle of the chaos, I could see Naethena lying amongst the bodies on the mine floor.
Roaring my challenge, I waded into the melee. The enemies’ weapons were particularly well suited to causing me pain, but I had faith in my own abilities. Luckily, several of the Faithful had grown complacent slaying the humans. My sudden appearance and roar caused more than a few to falter and step back. It was all the opening I needed.
With savage efficiency, I targeted joints and seams in the enemies’ armor. The first few died with severed arteries, and one unfortunate soul had his groin ripped open. I cared not, and their gruesome deaths served to further demoralize the pocket of attackers who’d strayed so far from their support. With their will to fight damaged, the rest quickly fell to either me or the surrounding soldiers who’d found their second wind.
The immediate threat ended, I kneeled down next to Naethena, who had been staring up at the ceiling. With my body towering over her, she had no choice but to look at me. My ears had picked up on faint breathing before I reached her, so I knew she lived. At my kneeling, I heard her heart rate increase even more than it had already been racing. Her eyes focused on my own, and she visibly relaxed.
“Thank you for coming for me. I feared my last view would be of a morningstar descending towards my head,” she started, her voice weak. Inspecting her as she spoke, I noticed her hands holding pressure to a spot over her abdomen. My nose told me she still bled from the wound. Glancing back at her face told me she’d caught me in my inspection.
“The wound is unimportant. It won’t be the thing that kills me. We don’t have time to waste, though. There is a darkness in this place, some anchor for the corrupt one’s power. If we’re to have any hope at all, we must destroy it. Our army, these soldiers, can’t win, but they can keep the main forces occupied. If you hope to save any of us, you must find and destroy whatever abomination these people have created before it’s too late. If we fail here, this evil will overrun large swaths of the continent,” she said, coughing up blood even as she spoke. Her body might be failing her, but her conviction still shone in her eyes.
My beast hated the idea of running from the battle and abandoning my allies. It especially hated the idea of being in darkness, surrounded by enemies. Though my instincts fought against the idea, looking into Naethena’s eyes, I knew it was the only path forward. With a low growl, I nodded before standing and turning away from the priestess. My ears might have heard a weak ‘thank you’, but I ignored it as I moved back towards the front of the battle.
I suspected I knew the direction to go looking for this dark relic. Enoch would go to such an item if it might strengthen him and heal his wounds. If I was going to make it there though, I’d need help, and I knew just the bear-kind for the job.
Reaching out with my aura, even as I re-entered the struggle at the battle’s front, I signaled to Rikar that we had to break through. I also sent him a mental image of the tunnel we needed to take. Though not having a voice in my shifted form had its drawbacks, the ability to communicate amongst other shifted was priceless.
After a moment, I felt his agreement from his own aura along with his giving orders to those beast-kind remaining in the fight. Unfortunately, when acting as skirmishers in such a one-sided battle, casualties were high. The only consolation was the fact that these men and women were acquitting themselves admirably before the ancestors. I only hoped that those that fell found the peace that this life had been unable to provide.
All thoughts of such things faded as Rikar crashed through the battlefield, throwing me and my current opponent out of position yet again. He quickly swatted the forsaken away, making it unable for me to claim my kill. An irritated growl escaped my mouth even as I turned towards our goal, and the two of us started forcing our way through.
I created the seam in the enemy forces, and Rikar punched it open for us. Between my healing rates and his tough fur, they never had a chance of stopping us. In minutes, we were at the mouth of the tunnel, about to descend into darkness.
Sparing a glance back, I saw the hopeless plight of our forces. They were outnumbered, tired, and fighting an unrelenting enemy. At the head of their resistance stood Erick, Antin, and Barnabus, somehow keeping the men and women together despite the odds.
For a moment I imagined that Erick looked my way and made eye contact, but I didn’t think on it long. Instead I turned towards the dark tunnel and what I hoped was a way to stop this madness.




Chapter 25

Moving forward in the tunnels felt like being wrapped in darkness. Rikar’s form barely fit behind me and did a good job of blocking out the sound and light from the entry chamber. With the few torches I’d seen along the stone walls being unlit, even my impressive night vision could make out very little in the gloom.
After several minutes of travelling the dark corridors, my ears picked up the sound of a leather boot scraping across stone. The one responsible for the sound must have known I caught him, as he immediately lunged from a depression in the wall I hadn’t even noticed.
All I could see was the vague outline of a human shape charging my direction, but my instincts warned of his right side. Stepping towards his left, I slashed out at where I suspected his right arm would be and was awarded by the sound of a blade hitting the floor.
The stench of putrid blood filled the passage as my attacker dropped his blade, but he was by no means out of the fight. With unnatural quickness and strength, he punched out with a gauntlet-covered fist and cracked one of my ribs. Doing my best to keep from roaring at the pain and anger of being injured, I bit down where I assumed his neck sat atop his shoulders. Some of my teeth met metal that kept them from penetrating, but others sank into soft leather and flesh.
With the close confines of the passageway, my enemy couldn’t pull away. He struck my body with several more powerful punches, but through the pain, I could feel him weakening. Shaking my jaws savagely, I tore into flesh until the man’s strength left him and he collapsed on the floor.
I stepped forward and immediately began working on spitting the foul tasting blood from my mouth. Behind me, I heard the sound of a head being crushed under a giant paw as Rikar stepped forward. No matter what the man’s regenerative capacity, he wouldn’t be healing from that.
The taste of old blood, ash, and rot still lingered in my mouth as we continued on. I didn’t know what these rituals actually did to the Faithful, but the blood in my mouth told me there was no redemption to be had. They were no longer a part of the natural world.
Finally, after several more minutes of travelling, a light became discernable ahead of us. We encountered no more enemies, and the entire thing felt like a trap. Even with the battle raging, no one would leave their inner compound unguarded.
I was just about to signal for Rikar to be ready with my aura when the tunnel abruptly ended in a large open chamber lit by torches. Several Faithful in armor stood along the walls of the cavern, but they didn’t attack. Instead, they stood at attention, their eyes unfocused before them. At the opposite side of the room, a black dragon four times the size of a man was carved over an altar of the same material. Kneeling before the altar was Enoch, his head down and hands touching the stone.
Not stopping to stare, I roared and dove at the nearest armored Faithful. My actions seemed to take the room off-guard, and the woman was slow to bring her defenses to bear. My teeth ripped out her throat even as I moved towards my next target.
Behind me, I heard Rikar enter the room and move in the other direction. He followed my lead, and in short order, only Enoch remained between us and the stone dragon.
“Cute, but futile. My master does so love to see bloodshed, though. He’s especially wanted to see you, Valian. He has such plans for you,” Enoch announced. At some point, he’d risen and turned towards us, but he’d made no move to step away from the altar. His face now bore five strips of white flesh, marring his otherwise tan complexion. His right eye had also changed. Where the outside had once been white, it was now blood red, and the center of the eye was a solid black.
Reaching to his left, he picked up a bowl I hadn’t noticed till that moment. With a rabid smile made worse by his pointed teeth, he brought it to his lips. When he lowered it again, his chin dripped crimson fluid. The crazed look in his eyes gave me goosebumps as he lowered the bowl and placed it almost reverently back on the altar.
From the other side of the room, Rikar’s growl rumbled from deep within his chest, echoing off the walls of the room. Enoch turned to look at him as if he’d just noticed his presence. “A challenger to my position. You’ll make a worthy sacrifice. Perhaps I’ll even turn you into one of my Forsaken. I’ve created an army of them in the lower chambers. You’ll fit right in,” the crazed bear-kind said as he took his first step away from the altar.
As his foot landed, a sharp snap echoed out from his ankle. For a moment, I thought something might have attacked him, but more cracking noises followed the sound. Realization hit me as he ripped away his armor, and I saw a rib suddenly break and stick nearly straight out under his skin.
My instincts roared that I was in danger, but I could not look away or move as I watched Enoch’s transformation. This was not a shift. This was some twisted version that should not be. Everything seemed to take longer, and the alterations in his body appeared to be happening in such a way as to ensure the maximum amount of pain for the young bear-kind. The gruesome scene continued for nearly five minutes, but neither Rikar nor I could break whatever power held us in place. If we could, we’d have ended the threat before it came to fruition.
Change finally completed, an affront to nature stood before us. He reached at least a foot taller than Rikar and had to outweigh him by two hundred pounds. The fur on his body didn’t seem capable of covering his bulk, and leathery bare skin stood out in several places. The talons that tipped his hands and feet were much longer than normal and curled like those of a feline.
His head disturbed me the most, though. His lower jaw looked wider than it should have been, and his skull was more elongated than a regular bear-kind. Patches of fur only covered small areas, leaving tough leathery hide in large spots. Inside his maw, sharp, serrated teeth stood out, going several rows back. His gums bled freely as if his teeth had forced their way through where they didn’t belong. The only word that fit him was monster, for he was no longer a beast-kind.
Enoch let out a roar of challenge. The sound was too high pitched, and there was something of a wail in it. The noise felt like nails piercing my skull to my heightened sense of hearing, but it snapped me out of whatever force rooted me in place.
I launched myself at the abomination, hoping to strike while he was still somewhat disoriented by the change. With his bulk, he couldn’t be as fast as me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rikar also moving towards our opponent. He’d circled more to the right so that Enoch would have to split his attention if he hoped to fight us both.
With both clawed hands, I lunged forward and swiped at the creature’s right knee, just as I would if fighting a regular bear-kind. It was difficult to reach my target, as Enoch was leaned forward, resting some of his bulk on his upper limbs. The only way to accomplish the attack was to stretch out low and leave the ground for a split second, hoping the enemy would guard his abdomen out of reflex at my charge.
Even as my claws hung on what felt like hardened leather, I felt an impact against my side. I was violently ripped away from Enoch’s knee, feeling several of my fingers break in the process. The world spun round and didn’t stop until I impacted the stone wall some ten feet away. As I fell to the floor, I noticed the enemy moving in my direction, but I couldn’t focus. My mind couldn’t even catalogue the number of broken bones and internal injuries I sustained in that one strike, but I felt pain in my entire body as my power went about healing it all. Unfortunately, something in my head was taking longer than normal, and everything felt fuzzy. I also couldn’t seem to find my balance.
Lying on my side, I managed to roll over and face my opponent again just as Enoch slammed into him with the force of an avalanche. The entire cave seemed to shake at the collision. The bear-kind’s claws furiously raked across the mottled fur of Enoch’s back and side, even as his jaws bit down on his neck.
Not to be easily defeated, Enoch let out a twisted roar and grabbed Rikar’s shoulders in his own claws. With a twist, he violently threw the fully shifted bear-kind away from him, tearing deep gouges in his arms as he was sent flying. I could see Enoch’s own wounds begin to mend. Like everything else regarding his form, the healing looked unnatural and painful.
The enemy didn’t slow down or show weakness at his injuries. Instead, he pounced on Rikar before he could rise from the floor. Caught out of position, it was all the bear-kind could do to keep the monster from clamping down on his throat with its serrated teeth. The entire time, I desperately tried to stand up without success.
Finally, my body fixed whatever kept me from balancing, and I jumped to my feet, running towards the battle on the other side of the room. Rikar was fighting his hardest, but Enoch was stronger and had the dominant position.
Like before, I targeted one of Enoch’s knees, but this time, he was in no position to counter. My claws sank into skin and tendon that felt nearly as hard as armor, and I began ripping with reckless abandon. If we didn’t bring him down now, Enoch could very well defeat us. Out of reflex, he tried to twist towards the sudden pain in his leg. The move cost him his life.
Just as the monster turned, Rikar rallied the last of his strength. Bloody, claw-tipped hands reached up and grabbed our opponent by the head and shoulder. Before Enoch could respond, Rikar bit down on his outstretched neck and shook his head violently. The noise of that final attack was deafening. Suddenly, Enoch’s body went limp, and there was silence.
I stepped back from the two bear-kind as Rikar flipped Enoch’s body off of his own. The mass of twisted flesh landed with a thud, but it was already shrinking down to human form. Well, as close to human as Enoch had been before the end. Even in death, his teeth were serrated points, and his vacant, staring eyes were unnaturally colored.
Beside the twisted bear-kind, Rikar was also shifting back to human. The change between forms always took several minutes for the larger species, and noble blood could only do so much to quicken the shedding of such mass. I moved to my friend’s side, worried about what I’d find.
As dense, brown fur gave way to fragile human flesh, I began to see the extent of the damage done to Rikar. His upper body bled freely, and it seemed no inch of his chest and stomach had escaped Enoch’s mauling. He’d kept the enemy from clamping down on his throat, but he’d been able to protect little else in the struggle.
Even with the power of his bloodline, the wounds refused to close. I quickly shifted back to human form and knelt beside him. I tried to keep the hopelessness from my eyes, but his expression told me I did a poor job. Surprisingly, the big man smiled at me through bloodstained lips.
In the torchlight of the cavern, Rikar’s eyes moved and became focused somewhere behind me. His breathing came in gasps, and tears freely flowed, leaving a line of clean skin amidst the gore and tangled hair.
“It’s okay. This is what I wanted. I can stand before the ancestors unashamed,” he whispered, a cough following his words. I sat there, not sure what to say. I felt like I stood in a doorway, watching a conversation not meant for me as Rikar spoke. As if sensing my thoughts, his eyes refocused on me.
“This was always the price. The seer was clear. If I wanted to erase the stain on my honor from my family’s dealing in slaves, it would cost me my life. I feared those words for so long; years were wasted. But when I heard of what you were doing in Krinshir, I knew it was my chance,” he said to me. As he spoke, a cold sense of dread clenched my heart.
His eyes drifted off again, and his breaths grew shallower with every passing heartbeat. Unsure of what to say, I rested a hand on his chest, careful not to bother any of his wounds. If I could have willed my strength into his body, I would have, but our kind didn’t possess such magic. All I could do was offer some small comradery before the end. I kneeled there in the cavernous room, surrounded by silence, as I was powerless to help the man who’d saved my life.
“Take care, Valian. The seer’s help is powerful, but you cannot avoid the cost. No matter what happens, remember, honor is all we have. I’ll ask the ancestors to watch over you,” Rikar said, the sound barely a whisper, and with those words, I heard the last of his breath leave him.
I sat there, unsure of what to do. My emotions felt raw, but I felt numb at the same time. I’d lost people before, friends, subordinates. It was the fate of all those who led, but this felt different. It could have just as easily been me lying on the floor. It should have been me. He gave himself in my place.
Pressure built in my chest, demanding release. Without conscious thought, I allowed the transformation to take me. I felt the change as my body became that of the predator once again. Despite the raw power, the tension remained. Allowing my instincts to guide me, I lifted my head and let out a long, sorrowful howl.
The sound echoed in the surrounding cavern, building in volume, hurting my ears. My bones felt as if they were vibrating from the force of it, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. My animal side demanded this tribute for the fallen. When I lowered my head to look at Rikar again, his eyes were empty. The light had already left them.
I stood and took the time to look around the cavern for the first time since the battle. Bodies lie broken everywhere. The guards we’d initially fought hadn’t expected our ferocity, and they’d been woefully unprepared. Near Rikar, Enoch’s body already smelled of rot. Whatever foul power he’d accepted had left upon his death, and the damage it’d caused seemed to accelerate his decay.
As powerful a foe as he’d been, I felt nothing when I looked at him. He’d only ever been an insecure young man trying to step out of his father’s shadow. I had no doubt he’d damned his soul, and after all he’d done, I felt like he deserved everything he had coming.
My eyes moved away from the bodies and focused on the altar. I hadn’t gotten to really inspect it since our arrival, but now, I couldn’t take my eyes off of it.
The statue of a dragon dominated the space, looking more lifelike than it had any right to look. Strange, disjointed whispers and visions filled my mind, promising power and conquest. A fearsome presence accompanied those dark promises, continuously trying to force me to bend to its will.
While it felt like the mountain bearing down on me, the pressure caused my beast to stir. I wasn’t some dog to be brought to heel with a firm hand and promise of treats. I was a dark wolf, descended from a line that had never submitted. Even to near extinction, my ancestors had fought. I wouldn’t be the weak link in that chain.
My anger grew, and with a furious roar, I somehow forced the visions and whispers from my mind. With the visions, the presence also disappeared, but not just from my mind. It felt as if the entire cavern somehow lightened. With the change in the room, the dragon statue began to break. A network of webbed cracks formed throughout until it suddenly shattered and fell atop the altar before it. Unable to take the weight of so much rock, the altar cracked down its center and collapsed.
With the altar’s destruction, something shifted in the cavern. Rubble started to fall from the ceiling, and my senses warned me of immediate danger. My instincts screamed for me to run. Now free of whatever darkness had held sway here, I somehow knew the entire cave system was coming down.
Glancing back at Rikar’s body, I knew I had no hope of carrying it out with me. Instead of a pyre, he’d have a tomb, along with all the other countless victims of Enoch’s madness. Offering a silent prayer to the ancestors, I turned from the scene of the bear-kind’s sacrifice and began my mad dash through the dark tunnels from which I’d come. I could only hope I’d make it out in time.




Chapter 26

I ran through the darkness until I questioned just how far Rikar and I had travelled before torchlight again became visible. Throughout my flight, I waited for the ambush I was sure would come any moment, but no one attacked. Even as I finally made it back to the main cavern in which the battle had been taking place, I only spared a passing glance. I didn’t have time for more than that. I knew I had to be out before the entire place collapsed.
The scene I ran through was one of death and destruction. Bodies littered the ground, some torn apart, others stabbed or burned. I couldn’t tell friend or foe apart amongst the gore, but I hoped Erick and his people had made it out.
That I didn’t see anyone fighting was more worrisome than the bodies on the floor. I knew Naethena and Antin would never give up this fight. They’d be dead themselves before they gave the dragon worshipers a chance to further strengthen their numbers, but I couldn’t say the same for Erick and his people. They’d joined us in the hope of freedom, not dying to a man. This had never been an all-or-nothing affair for them. They’d just wanted to get away from the empire.
Just then, my thoughts were interrupted by a loud, resounding crack forming in the ceiling above me. Small shards of stone fell, pelting me and cutting open small wounds in my fur. Luckily, my wolf-form was dense enough to shrug away such damage, and none of the stones were large enough to cause serious injury.
I thanked the ancestors for the small blessing, but I kept running. If I didn’t hurry, I wouldn’t be worried about falling stones, I’d be worried about a falling ceiling. Behind me, I heard the sounds of collapsing tunnels.
With as much speed as I could muster, I ran towards the entrance. Even as I heard the ceiling crashing down behind me, I could see the light of the sun at the entrance. It stood out like a beacon, urging my already straining legs to push harder, to run faster.
I sprinted forward despite the cloud of dust that overtook me right before the entrance, and for a terrifying moment, I thought I’d been too slow. I choked and coughed in the thick debris, unable to breathe, but I ran forward anyway. My legs burned and my head ached from the exertion.
Shutting my eyes against the dust, I lunged forward with the last of my strength. Suddenly, everything stood silent. I didn’t feel the weight of uncountable tons of stone on my body, so I’d either made it, or I’d been trapped in an open tomb to starve.
Dust still covered everything, but I was forced to take a breath as my body refused to let me lose consciousness. Hacking up the intrusive particles, I squinted my eyes, trying to see my surroundings. The first thing I noticed was the sun shining through the thinning layer of floating debris. Relief washed over me, and I felt fatigue weigh on my body as adrenaline stopped flooding my system. If I could see the sun, I’d made it out.
My revelry was interrupted as the dust settled more, and a shield wall became visible several feet in front of me. Only about fifty shields stood ready to defend, but each of them was bristling with pointed blades and spear tips. Of the Faithful or their Fallen, I saw no sign.
Feeling the mounting fatigue, I let my beast form fall away. The loss of my animal strength was staggering, and I nearly fell down from my exhaustion. I’d pushed my body beyond even my considerable limits, and it was telling.
As shouts rose from the shield wall, no doubt alerting the leaders of the survivors to my presence, I took the time to re-secure what was left of my armor to my body. My chest piece was mostly intact, and I’d been able to keep hold of my belt and blades, but that had been about it. My sandals never survived the change, but my greaves and vambraces didn’t survive the struggle either. Surprisingly, the cord holding the canines of my enemies remained. How it hadn’t been broken or ripped away, I had no clue, but its presence comforted me. The macabre jewelry had become a representation of my power as much as anything else.
Heavy footsteps on the thick gravel interrupted my musing. Looking up, I found a solemn Antin standing before me. His armor was bent and ripped in many places, and dirt-covered blood coated his face and hands.
“I’m glad to see that you succeeded. I feared or sacrifices were for naught. Come with me. I’ll lead you to the others,” he said, surprising me with the coldness in his voice. The paladin had never been a talkative man, but he’d been friendly enough. This change didn’t bode well. With a nod, I fell in step behind him as he turned back towards the shield wall still holding its position.
Passing through the ranks of soldiers, I was surprised by how few remained. There were maybe seventy five of our number left, and of those, I only saw five or six beast-kind. Some seemed to perk up at my presence, but most looked back at me with cold eyes, their exhaustion shining through.
When we passed through the formation, there were no wounded or medical tents. Most of the soldiers had some level of injury or wounds, but they continued to stand, waiting to see if the enemy would re-emerge. Against a foe such as the Forsaken, one did not have the luxury of bowing out of the fight.
“Did any of the enemy attack the shield wall in the open before my arrival?” I asked, curious about the state of our forces. I wanted to ask about the rest of the battle, but I didn’t have the heart to ask so many questions when our losses had been so great.
“No. When the caves began to rumble, the faithful and their forsaken broke off from the battle and retreated deeper into the caverns. Whatever they felt drove them nearly into a panic. Some of our people mistakenly thought they could attack the enemy as they fled. They were ripped apart before they could correct their mistake. The rest of us were able to make it out and set up a hasty formation between the closest buildings, but you are the only one to come out,” Antin answered without looking back at me.
We walked a short distance, arriving at one of the abandoned buildings of the mining camp. Based on the overturned carts and scent of metal, this had once been a collection house for the excavated ore. The walls were sturdy and there appeared to be several rooms branching off in either direction from the hallway.
Antin led me to the very back of the building, towards a room twice as large as any of the others I’d seen. Erick sat at a table there, a bandage across his left eye. Several of his senior sergeants surrounded him, but I noticed Barnabus’ absence. I’d never particularly liked the man. He’d always distrusted me and spent much of his time arguing against our mission, but he’d been a strong leader and cared deeply for those trusting themselves in his care.
In the corner, I noticed Naethena’s unmoving form lying on a cot. Even from across the room, I could smell fresh blood and sweat. Remembering her stomach wound, I cringed internally. If she were a regular human, she’d already be dead. It seemed whatever magic lived within her made her more resilient. I hoped, for her sake, her goddess could heal her, or she’d be forced to suffer needlessly before succumbing to the injury.
“Ah, the Dark Wolf has returned, dirty but otherwise unharmed,” Erick announced to the room, looking me in the eyes. My beast rose to the surface at his sarcasm and challenge, but I saw the pain of loss deep in his eyes. Pushing my anger down, I stepped forward, holding his gaze.
“I am returned, but I assure you, I am just as deeply injured by our losses as you are. I never wanted so many to die, but you know our cause would accept no half-measures. At least we were successful in breaking this place and ending the threat it posed to all of us,” I replied, sitting across from him in a vacant chair at the table. Antin walked over and sat at the edge of Naethena’s cot without a word. Erick kept his stare a moment more before dropping his eyes back to the table. The entire room was quiet. We’d won, but none of us felt like it was a victory.
“Rikar?” Erick asked in the silence after several moments. The bear-kind had been a steady presence among our group since the beginning, endearing himself to the humans and beast-kind alike.
“He gave himself to defeat Enoch. If not for him, I would surely be dead,” I responded, tasting bile on my tongue at the words. If I’d have been stronger, perhaps he’d still be here with us.
“It is the same for Barnabus. He gave himself to protect me,” Erick said, surprising me. I could hear my own feelings echoed back to me in the young man’s tone. After his reply, we fell back into silence.
“Naethena was right, you know. There was an altar deeper in the mines. Rikar’s sacrifice allowed us to destroy it. That’s when the caves started to collapse,” I said to the room. I didn’t feel bad about glossing some parts over. None needed to know of the dark presence or its temptations. The last things we needed amongst us was distrust.
“She usually is right. I’m surprised you were able to destroy it, though. Altars are usually protected by potent magic. Often times, the deity’s will itself can be felt in such places of power,” Antin answered. Though he spoke to the room, he fixed his eyes on the priestess lying on the cot.
“Will she survive?” I asked. I knew I should have left it alone, but I couldn’t help myself. The mysterious woman had felt like a constant on this journey. The thought of her no longer being amongst the living didn’t sit well.
“I don’t know. She is unable to cast healing upon herself, so it is in her goddess’ hands. I pray that she brings her back to us, but who can know the will of the gods,” Antin responded after staring at her for a moment longer.
“We all hope she recovers. Every man and woman amongst us knows it was her power that kept us from being overwhelmed and swarmed at our darkest moments,” Erick said, and all of his subordinates in the room nodded in agreement.
“I think it is safe to say that, with the caves destroyed, we can be relatively sure we’ve won the day. Have the shield wall dispersed and a guard rotation set upon the wall. Bring the supplies and horses in from the countryside. Everyone else will need to rest and recover what strength they can,” Erick ordered his sergeants, and they all broke to carry out his commands without question. Despite the short time they’d been free and training, their discipline rivaled an army with years of experience. I guessed so many life or death situations would have that effect on soldiers.
“I know we haven’t discussed what would happen after we cleansed the mines, but this isn’t over. We might have destroyed the altar and the army of monsters they were creating here, but the princess and her general are still out there. All of this can be laid at their feet. They are the root of this evil,” I started when it was just Erick, Antin, Naethena, and me left in the room. Before I could continue, Erick held up a hand, stopping me.
“You might still have business to settle, but we have gone as far as we can go in this madness. Once we’ve rested and recovered some of our strength, we’ll be heading east, out of imperial territory, and then south. With the goddess’ blessing, some of my people might see their homes again,” Erick announced.
I sat speechless. Erick’s tone was absolute. There was no room for persuading him otherwise. I looked over towards the paladin who still didn’t look up from Naethena’s unconscious form.
“And you? It was you and the priestess who championed the idea of this army coming with me in the first place. Will you see it through to the end?” I asked Antin. He didn’t even look my way.
“Naethena’s visions were of an army of corruption sweeping down from the north and threatening our lands. With this place destroyed, the twisted one has lost his ability to field such an army. We will be returning with Erick and the others,” he announced with finality. I was at a loss of what to say.
“Very well, it seems our journey together is at an end. I’ll rest the night and leave at first light,” I said into the oppressive silence following their declarations. Though anger and a sense of abandonment bubbled below the surface, a part of me recognized that their strength was spent. No matter what happened, they’d sacrificed enough.
“I’ll go and see to Bashita. She doesn’t respond well to strangers,” I said as I stood. “If either of you have need of me, I’ll be around. If I don’t see you again, I pray the ancestors protect you on your journey,” I said and left the room. Neither of the men said anything, but they both nodded at my words. Though we’d fought impossible odds beside one another, it felt as if an impenetrable wall now stood between us as I stepped out of the building and into the late evening sun.
Sparing one last glance towards the building I’d just exited, I turned and went in search of my horse. I truly did wish these men and women well, but my journey was not yet complete.




Chapter 27

Sitting atop Bashita in the pre-dawn light, I scanned the terrain before me. I was north of Tor’s Rest, somewhere near the exit of Karsam’s escape tunnel. Despite my memory of its general location, I’d only been here once. I was having trouble finding it amongst the small hills that dotted the area. I’d pushed Bashita hard to get here as quickly as possible. Now the damn tunnel was being illusive.
With a frustrated growl, I stepped out of the saddle behind the fifth hill that looked like it might be the one. Scanning with my eyes, I walked around the thing until I finally saw the obscure outline of the door into Karsam’s secret study. Anxiety and anticipation mixed within me as I stared at the portal. There would be no turning back from here.
“All right girl, I’ve got to leave you tied out here for a bit, but I’ll send someone to get you as soon as I can. I know you can take care of yourself, just don’t kill the poor sap that’s tasked to bring you into the city,” I said to my mount, stroking her head gently as I spoke.
I hated leaving her behind, but I didn’t see much choice. After all I’d learned last time I’d been here, it was too risky to enter the city gates again. My only choice was to go back in through the thieves’ guild. Once I met back up with Karsam, Lathian, and Leah, Fero House could give me a hand getting where I needed to go inconspicuously.
Without stalling further, I patted Bashita on the shoulder and moved to the door. Luckily, I’d inspected the mechanism when we’d left since I’d found it so interesting. With a twist of a hidden section and a tug, the concealed passage opened. Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, plunging my world into total darkness once again.
The tunnel felt just as long going in as it had going out, and I hoped there weren’t any false corridors to confuse people. If there were, I might be down here for quite a while, and I didn’t have time for any more delays.
My senses kicked into overdrive as I moved through the darkness. With my vision gone, my ears and nose picked up the slack. Faint traces of mold and fungus played across my sense of smell as the softest sound of dripping water echoed in the corridor. Isolated, my thoughts forced themselves upon me. Now that I couldn’t focus on some outside stimulus, they refused to be ignored.
The seer’s words still plagued me, and I didn’t even want to think about what he might have meant by the cost of my victory. That being said, I couldn’t let Emilia walk away from this. I’d played the good citizen once and left Tor’s Rest to its own devices. She’d used that peace to sow corruption and misery throughout the region. The entire place had gone mad under her leadership.
Crushing the Faithful’s source of power had been important, but I couldn’t leave the door they’d walked through open any longer. Emilia had to go, and the empire clearly wasn’t going to take care of the job. If they were, they’d have done it after she’d lost so many imperial soldiers at Fort Granas.
After such abuse of power, she had to be stopped, and I seemed to be the only one willing to confront her. The older nobles who might have stood against her with me were gone. Droka Ferrun and his allies had all been betrayed by those they trusted within their houses. I knew those in Fero House would gladly stand with me, but I couldn’t risk it. Growing up in an orphanage and then a battle academy had taught me one thing above all else: the value of family.
Kyla, Tristan, Iglias, and all the others in Fero House were my family, even Lathian. I knew in my heart that they’d all shed blood for me in a second if I asked it of them, and that was the problem. I needed to distance them from what I was about to do. None of the blame could fall on them. It’d be too much for me to bear.
The empire was cruel and rewarded strength above all else, but its laws were also clear. If I did this alone, I’d be the only one who could be charged for it. This chaos was too big for the empire to sweep the truth under the rug. Every noble house across the nation would hear of these events. If the emperor went after Fero House as a personal measure, he’d be facing unrest across all territories.
My thoughts were cut short as I finally saw the outline of light in front of me. Moving as silently as I could, not wanting to raise an alarm, I unlatched the false wall and swung it out of the way. I’d heard nothing from the other side of the doorway before opening the portal.
My instincts warned me of danger, and I jumped back deeper into the tunnel a split second before a long dagger appeared where my torso had just been. Following the dagger point to the arm, and then head attached to it, I saw Lathian poised for a follow up strike with a second long dagger in his other hand.
“By the ancestors, it’s just me,” I said loudly, adrenaline coursing through my body. My inner beast strained against my control despite the fact that I knew who’d just attacked. Beast-kind did not handle surprise attempts on their lives very well.
“If one does not want to be accidentally gutted like a fish, one should not skulk around like an infiltrating assassin,” the elf said imperiously. He settled into a more neutral posture as he spoke, but his blades remained out and at the ready. When it came to Karsam’s safety, he didn’t take any chances.
“Fair enough. I didn’t think about how my arrival through the tunnel might look. I assure you I’m not here to attack Karsam, so do you mind stepping aside and putting those away? Where do you even hide them?” I responded. Looking at his clothing, he wore soft leather armor over a regular shirt with a dark cloak draped over his back. Nowhere on his body did it look like the two long dagger could be concealed.
“If that information was easy to discern, I’d be losing my touch,” he said in a flat tone, and I had to stop and think about whether or not he was making a joke. Nothing of his facial expression tipped me off one way or another.
“Let Valian through, Lathian. I doubt he’d be trying to kill me after making me Kyla’s second, especially before breakfast even arrives. I am curious why he’s sneaking down here by himself though,” Karsam said from behind Lathian, outside of my view. I assumed he sat at his desk, but I couldn’t be sure. The elf moved gracefully to the side, just out of my line of sight from so far in the tunnel.
When I emerged out into the light of Karsam’s office, the elf stood inches from the hidden entrance, intentionally in my personal space. I could smell a slight floral scent coming from the man that didn’t fit in with the northern territory. I briefly wondered if it was some scent from his homeland as I purposefully ignored his proximity.
As I sat in the chair before Karsam’s desk, I could have sworn I heard a light chuckle, but when I turned, the elf had his same neutral expression as always. His daggers were nowhere to be seen, nor did I see any place on his clothing that looked disturbed. Shaking my head, I focused on the wolf-kind in front of me.
He looked better than he did the last time I’d seen him. He’d gone through the effort of shaving, and his demeanor seemed more together. The bottle of alcohol was also absent from his desk, and he wore the Fero House tabard I’d left for him. It seemed that having a purpose had done wonders for the man I considered a mentor.
“Is Leah nearby? I need to get into the governor’s palace, and I need to do so quickly,” I said to Karsam, jumping into what I needed without giving any information. To his credit, only the slight flaring of his nostrils gave any hint that my abrupt manner disturbed him. He frowned as he considered my question.
“Last time you were here, we decided that an assassination wasn’t doable. That’s the whole reason you separated yourself from Fero House and have been running around with an army of slaves. Remember?” Karsam answered, exasperation evident in his tone. Behind me, I felt more than heard Lathian stepping closer toward the desk and into my blind spot. I was tired, and my patience had been gone since I witnessed the innocents murdered at Enoch’s mine. I let some of those emotions bleed into my aura.
“I’m not planning an assassination. I’m planning a slaughter. I just need Leah’s help to get past any imperial guards still stationed in the area,” I said, looking directly into Karsam’s eyes. Let him see the rage smoldering just below the surface, struggling to get out. That I was trying to spare any imperial soldiers just doing their duty spoke of my control. That being said, if I had to, I’d just chalk them up as collateral damage.
My words and aura brought the room to a standstill. Both Karsam and Lathian froze in place. The wolf-kind’s mouth hung open as if not being able to understand what he’d just heard. To their credit, they didn’t stay like that for long. Both of them snapped out of it quickly.
“Before we get too wrapped up in this, I had to leave Bashita out at the tunnel exit. I need you to send someone to bring her into the stables,” I said into the silence as my audience got their thoughts together. A nod from Karsam, and Lathian was out the door of his office.
“Why are you here alone? Where are the people that were helping you?” Karsam asked after the elf disappeared into the hall. I suspected that he wasn’t going far. True to my prediction, Lathian was back in the office after barely any time at all. A nod in my direction let me know Bashita was being tended to.
With a sigh, I rehashed the story of all that had happened since my leaving Tor’s Rest last time. I kept the story direct and didn’t elaborate on every detail. They’d never met Rikar, so I didn’t mention his sacrifice. It still felt too raw to talk about with those not involved. What I did make sure they understood was that the cultists were broken. Whatever power they’d been channeling left them with the destruction of the altar. Now, those that brought them here had to pay.
“Well, that explains a lot of what’s been happening here,” Leah said as she appeared out of the darkness of the doorway, chewing on a strip of dried meat. Neither of the other two looked surprised to see her, so I suspected she’d been in the building when Lathian stepped out.
“Do you enjoy making dramatic entrances?” I asked the jaguar-kind as she walked up and sat in the chair next to me. Lathian rarely sat in the presence of others and had deigned to lean on the wall behind Karsam. I ignored the audible growl from my stomach as I caught wind of Leah’s breakfast. Supplies had been short for Erick and his people. I hadn’t felt comfortable taking from them at my departure, and as a result, it had been a lean several days.
“What can I say, my last house leader let me get away with a lot,” she replied as she ripped the meat in half and threw me the larger piece. A smug grin graced her face, and a mischievous twinkle sparkled in her eye as I nodded and devoured the offering.
“So, I take it you have an idea for getting me inside the palace?” I asked after I’d finished my snack, my eyebrow raised.
“I do. All it will take is our waiting until tonight and a little distraction. As far as imperial troops, you won’t have to worry. Ever since a couple of days ago, the palace has turned into a strange place,” Leah started, and I leaned in to listen.
“First, wagon drivers taking supplies up to the main building stopped returning, and the servants stopped appearing around the property. After that, an official order was given, dismissing all the imperial guards from the grounds. Then, the Faithful who’d been patrolling the city reported to the palace and never left,” she explained.
“Now, the grounds are abandoned. The doors are shut. The curtains are drawn, and we have seen no one entering or exiting in some time. Some locals whisper that everyone’s dead in there, but I don’t think that’s the case. Even without the daily supplies, there’d be enough food for the entire place to withstand a siege if need be,” Leah finished.
The report was disturbing, and the timeframe matched a little too closely with the destruction of Enoch and the altar for my comfort. I didn’t fully understand what could be happening, but I agreed with Leah’s assessment. No matter the situation in the palace, I was sure the princess still lived. She was too stubborn to die easily.
“So, what’s your plan exactly? And before you say anything, I’m going in alone. I won’t have Fero House tied to this,” I said to the room, not sure what the jaguar-kind was thinking.
“Oh, I can assure you, Fero House and its operatives will have nothing to do with what happens at the governor’s palace come nightfall,” Leah responded, pulling her tabard over her head and placing it on the chair behind her. Her grin sent chills down my spine, and there was no room for argument in her demeanor.




Chapter 28

They gave me an entire day to rest while Leah pulled together her plan. She didn’t share much with me, only that we’d be sneaking in while something distracted everyone. The not knowing bothered me, but I trusted Leah with my life.
I was given a private room, unlike the last time I was here, when cots had been lined up in one of the sitting rooms. The privacy was nice, but during my fitful dozing, my dreams took me to dark places. I saw Rikar’s death all over again. Then the scene replayed itself with Kyla standing in for Rikar. Then, I was kneeling in front of the altar, but instead of a stone statue, an actual dragon sat sprawled over it.
Round and round my nightmares went, periodically waking me up just for me to fall back asleep when my heart stopped racing. I don’t know how long the cycle continued or why I didn’t wake up from it all, but eventually, a knock on my door finally broke me from the spell.
Fully waking, I realized I was covered in sweat, but I also noticed the atmosphere felt oppressive, like the way the air had felt in Enoch’s mines. Antin had said the dragon’s power was broken here in the north, but the feeling all around me told me otherwise. Emilia and her cultists couldn’t be cleansed fast enough.
Taking a moment to dowse myself in the cold water sitting atop my dresser, I went about putting on the dark cloth armor that had been provided. My regular armor wasn’t suited for stealth, and too few pieces of it remained to call it a full set anyway. I’d be keeping my weapon’s belt and the growing collection of trophies, but that was all from my original clothing.
Looking at myself in the mirror, the bones on my necklace stood out against the dark fabric before I tucked them under the neckline. They poked at my skin uncomfortably, but also reassured me somehow. My strength was enough to face this challenge. I let the inner beast slip its cage just a hair. There was no visible change, but I could see the feral aggression in my eyes. It was time to hunt.
There wasn’t much to say as I met Leah in the front room where Tristan and Alexander had been playing cards the night my best friend and I fought over this path. There weren’t any cards on the table, but a decanter sat out with several glasses beside it.
“I thought we might have a toast before you went to commit high treason,” Karsam said as he entered the room behind me. He wore leather armor with the Fero House tabard over the top of it. The sight made me happy, but also came with an edge of sadness. Depending on how this played out, I might never wear my family’s colors again.
“I slept like hell, so the bite will do me good,” I replied, not wanting to get into it with him about what I planned on doing. Ironically, it wasn’t my attacking a large building filled with who knew how many people that bothered him. It was the ‘what next’ attached to it. Besides the princess herself, I was confident in my innate abilities against any of the other nobles. As long as they were in manageable numbers, I would prevail.
“Looks like you brought out the good stuff,” Leah said, sniffing the air as she entered the room. She moved towards the decanter with a fluidity and grace that made me feel clumsy. Karsam poured her a glass and handed it over as he smiled at her observation.
Her armor looked to be a match to my own. Thick black cloth offered protection, while also muffling sound and providing cover in the shadows. Neither of us wore an identifiable logo of any kind. The only thing we were missing was a hood to cover our faces.
“I’m sure your wondering about hoods, but I assure you they only make people lazy and hinder one’s own senses,” Lathian said, emerging from the doorway shortly behind Leah. He wore the same garb as the jaguar-kind and I, but long daggers stood out at each hip. Seeing the elf, I turned to Karsam with a raised eyebrow. Before I could say anything, Karsam beat me to it.
“You’ve relinquished your title and distanced your actions from Fero House. That being said, if you fail, Fero House will still be doomed. As the second of this house, I refuse to see that happen. If your odds of success go up with a third, then so be it. Both Leah and Lathian are trained operatives, and they both know that they act without official support from the main house. Their instructions are to not be caught, but if they are, we had no knowledge that you subverted them,” Karsam explained with no room for me to say anything different. As he spoke, Lathian poured his own glass and downed it in a single swallow.
“I’m sure I won’t slow you down. Just imagine we’re hunting saurians again. The only difference is, for now, we can actually communicate instead of you snarling and drooling everywhere,” Lathian said deadpan. I didn’t know whether to laugh at the elf or be offended, but his pouring himself a second drink told me he was on edge.
“Thank you both for your help. I value both of you, and I ask that neither of you take any unnecessary risks. I will say this before we leave though, do not get between me and Emilia. When the time comes, she is mine,” I said to the two warriors dressed in black. My aura slipped out of my hold, letting Karsam and Leah know how serious I was about ending the princess. Murderous intent hung thick in the room.
“Sure. We’ll just hang back and watch you in a life and death struggle without lifting a finger. Like Kyla would ever forgive us if we let something happen to you,” Leah said, rolling her eyes at my statement before downing another shot of the strong spirits and turning towards the exit.
I shook my head at Leah’s words, knowing she was right. Looking towards Lathian, he just stared back at me impassively until I looked away. With a heavy sigh, I lifted the glass of amber liquid and poured it into my mouth. The burn moved down my throat and into my stomach smoothly, radiating from there throughout my entire body.
The effects didn’t last long, my inner beast cleansing the toxin from my bloodstream, but by the time the warmth subsided, we were already through the thieves’ guild and out a side entrance leading to the edge of the noble quarter.
Even with all that had happened here, the quarter was still a beautiful place. In the darkness, the colors were muted, but the statues and small park areas still stood out in the light of the crescent moon.
“I still can’t believe that place existed without my knowing about it,” I whispered to my two companions. They led us through back alleys and side streets towards the palace. The streets themselves were eerily quiet. Even now, people were afraid to be out and about, lest they garner the attention of the princess or her thugs.
“You may not enjoy hearing this, but you are a child. In a hundred years, you will still be a child. The governor’s palace could be filled to bursting with books full of information you don’t know,” Lathian responded, his voice just loud enough for me to hear. Despite our quick pace, the elf wasn’t winded in the slightest.
Not having anything to say to his admonishment, I kept quiet as we continued to traverse the shadows of Tor’s Rest. Eventually, we reached the open space between the nearest building and the short wall separating the palace from the rest of the city. We’d stuck to the shadows the entire trip, but we’d need to cross this space to make it onto the palace grounds.
Looking past the divide, I scanned the top of the short wall. I expected to see guards patrolling the space, but it looked deserted. Even so, crossing over would be a challenge without cover, and we couldn’t assume no one was looking. Once we stepped out, it’d be the same as if we were walking in daylight.
My frustration grew as I tried to come up with a plan to get past this obstacle. Neither Leah nor Lathian said anything, and I began pacing in the dark alley. Looking over at my companions, I finally noticed that Lathian was propped up against the wall further in the shadows. Leah was actually sitting on the ground, her arms crossed and her head resting against a wall. My mouth must have hung open, because when I made eye contact with Leah, she winked.
“We’re waiting here for a bit. The diversion hasn’t arrived yet. When it does, we’ll cross over quickly and stick to the trees leading to the main house. The wall is shit, but the palace itself is secure. We’ll be using a servant’s entrance into the kitchen,” Leah explained as she sat there, looking out at the palace in the darkness. No guards patrolled the grounds. No fires were lit along the walls or near the building. There weren’t even any sounds coming from the stables or dog kennels. The entire place looked dead and haunted.
All I could do was nod in answer, feeling embarrassed for my earlier anxiety. What more was there to say? From the kitchen, everything was straight forward. We’d make our way towards the central audience hall. Whether the tiger-kind was crazy or sane, she’d be there, sitting on the throne she’d convinced herself she deserved.
Hours passed, marked by the movement of the moon in the sky. With no street lamps lit, the stars had been a welcome sight during our silent vigil. Everyone expected the action involved in such an operation, but no one ever prepared you for the waiting. Just sitting still for so long took discipline, and my patience had long been wearing thin.
About to ask Leah what exactly our diversion was to be, a loud explosion on the other side of the palace stopped my words in my throat. I couldn’t see the source, but the fireball and smoke rose well over the palace’s profile.
“Subtle,” I whispered, when I recovered from the shock of what I’d just seen. She’d told me all eyes would be away from the palace, but I never expected this.
“We paid the thieves’ guild to rob the supply warehouses and light them on fire at their exit. It would appear they had more dramatic ideas,” Leah whispered back even as we ran across the open street and jumped the half wall blocking our way.
Compared to the burning remains of the storage structure, our footfalls were soundless. If trained guards had been patrolling the area, they might have fanned out in all directions, watching for further attacks. As it was, we moved without an alarm or even a shout being raised.
Strangely enough, I didn’t even hear voices or movement on the other end of the house. No one seemed to care that the giant storage facility on fire. Maybe the palace had indeed been deserted.
“Planned or not, that kind of scene will draw guards from the noble quarter to put out the fires. We must hurry,” Lathian said as we moved through the grounds.
With the flames casting eerie shadows all around us, we moved up to the dark side of the palace. The servant’s entrance was locked, but Leah quickly pulled a pick from a hidden pocket on her side. I raised my eyebrows at the display and checked my own armor for a hidden pocket. She smirked at me as I came up empty and got down to business. In no time, we were opening the door and stepping inside with no one being the wiser about our presence.
Stepping into the dark kitchen and closing the door behind me, I almost vomited. The scent of rancid meat was so strong that it competed with my ability to breathe. Surveying my surroundings with what little light my eyes could utilize for night vision, it looked like a scene out of a nightmare.
The smell originated from two dead bodies laid on the tops of the preparation tables in the center of the kitchen. The chest and abdomen of the two victims had been ripped open, and their faces were frozen in expressions of pain and terror. Blood was splattered on most of the walls and surfaces of the kitchen. The two had clearly been alive when this atrocity had happened to them. In no world could I imagine a place where such a thing had reason to happen.
“Holy shit,” Leah whispered just loud enough to be heard. Lathian muttered something too, but it didn’t sound like it was common that he spoke. I didn’t speak, mentally adding this to the tally of things for which the princess had to pay.
“If what I saw inside Enoch’s mine is any indication, it’ll probably get worse the closer we get to the audience hall. Be on your guard for Faithful or even Forsaken,” I said to the two next to me as I pulled my sword and dagger. We had encountered no one yet, but based on what they had done to these poor souls, I felt better with my blades out.
My companions followed my lead and drew their own weapons. Leah and I sported a short sword and dagger each, while Lathian drew the two long daggers from his sides. The blades were thinner than mine, and even in the gloom, I could see their points were sharp and their edges could easily end someone before they had time to counter-attack. His were blades meant for speed and precision, not a drawn out fight.
Moving through the halls of the servant quarters was a lot like walking through an abandoned butcher’s building. Here and there, the smell was stronger, letting us know where the next victim was. Blood was smeared on the walls, as if those doing the killing had dipped their hands in it and then drawn with it.
Men, women, young, old, it appeared to make no difference in the slaughter. Everywhere there were bodies, but where were the killers? As if answering my thoughts, we suddenly heard movement from one of the rooms to the left. I could hear the sound of tearing meat and chewing as we moved closer. Steps from the doorway, the noises stopped.
“Who’s there? Aaryn, is that you?” came from a guttural voice that I vaguely recognized. The thing stepping out into the hall only barely resembled the man he’d once been. Before us stood what was left of Maxon Vinea, Aaryn’s husband and co-ruler of Silvanti House.
His body moved unnaturally. His left half moved like a man, but his right seemed tight or contracted. His leg drug across the floor, and his arm seemed drawn in close to his body. What little I could make out in the moonlight through the windows told me why.
Before us was something between one of the Forsaken and a man. Naked, half his body looked pock-marked and sickly, the other looked as if it had tried to shift and failed. Long spindly limbs stood out, furless and with no real muscle mass to them. The dichotomy of forms basically split him in half. Not even his face was spared.
“You,” the repulsive creature said in barely discernable words from the ruin that was his mouth. He clearly recognized me. After his pronouncement, he let out a shrill attempt at a roar that reminded me somewhat of the sound Enoch made.
Stepping forward before he could move, I brought my sword down for an overhead chop. To my surprise, the contracted arm extended out faster than a snake striking in the blade's path.
Where my blade hit, it lodged into the flesh, but no further. Whatever had happened to his skin, it was tougher than leather armor. Not to be so easily shrugged aside, I brought my dagger around towards his human looking side. It met with better success, scoring a deep cut along his ribcage.
The thing that had once been Maxon let out a howling wail as my blade separated his flesh. A foul, thick liquid seeped from the wound, much like that of the Forsaken. In pain, the creature yanked his deformed arm off my blade before striking out with it towards the side of my chest.
Before the blow could connect, Leah’s sword pushed into his ribs, puncturing at least one lung and severing his spine. He’d never even noticed her circling around.
“Quit playing around. We’ve got a job to do, and time is against us. We need to get in and get out quickly,” she said as she bent over and wiped her blade off on his leg. I shrugged away her admonishment and cleaned my own weapons on a nearby ripped tapestry.
Looking down at Maxon, I saw lucidity in his eyes where before, only madness resided. He was struggling to breathe, and I knew he didn’t have long. I saw acceptance in his expression, mixed in with sorrow and pain.
“I killed her. They made me do it. Told me it was the only way to get back the blessing. They said it would fix whatever had gone wrong,” the twisted visage of Maxon whispered as tears leaked from his one human eye. Blood trickled from the other. Then something in him changed. He no longer looked remorseful as his face drew up into a feral sneer.
“Her flesh tasted sweet. She is not gone. She is a part of me now,” the thing snarled as if to itself more than us. Lathian suddenly stabbed down into the creature’s forehead with one of his daggers, cutting off its conversation and ending it for good.
“Sometimes, one must know when to put a rabid animal out of its misery,” he said as he pulled the blade free and cleaned it on a ripped length of carpet. I just looked at him as he turned back towards the hall and moved on. Leah and I shared a look and a shrug before hurrying to follow.
Nothing came running out of the darkness, but throughout the palace we could hear shrill, twisted roars of every kind. I’d never planned on sneaking in without being noticed. In my mind, I was going to charge the front doors and kill all that stood in my way. Hearing those roars and seeing what Maxon had been twisted into, I reconsidered my plan.
“We may be in trouble,” Lathian said, answering my thoughts, as we stood at an intersection, listening to the maddened sounds echoing through the palace. Door after door stood open on either side of the various paths. Any of them could be housing another of these twisted creatures. I nodded in agreement at his observation.
“There’s only one way to find out,” Leah whispered as she pushed past us and stomped forward into the open hallway straight ahead. Despite her brazen attitude, I could see the death grip she held on her weapons.




Chapter 29

Moving through the halls of the palace at a pace just short of a run, Leah, Lathian, and I all expected a flood of the nightmarish creatures to come at us at any moment. I remembered the Forsaken and their overwhelming aggression. I couldn’t see these things being any different.
Suddenly, what may have once been a female leopard-kind in a ruined blue dress lunged from a dark hallway to our left. The thing had a rail thin form, but its hands and claws were too big for its body. Shocked by the sudden attack, I instinctively lashed out while Leah parried the curved talons coming for the group.
Unlike Maxon, this cult member’s skin wasn’t as tough as dried leather. My sword passed through her neck cleanly. Her body dropped mid-lunge, while her head sailed silently over Lathian’s shoulder, making a soft thud against the carpet. Expecting a gush of blood, I jumped back, but the viscous liquid coming from the stump only slowly oozed out onto the floor.
“If you shower me in ichor, it may not be the cultists you have to worry about,” Leah whispered through clenched teeth. Looking over at the elf, I noticed his eyes were saying much the same thing, though he remained quiet. I made a note to be more careful.
Our most recent attacker gone, we kept moving forward and finally made it to the main hallway. None of us knew our way around the palace, so we were relying on this passage to take us to our destination. I knew from my previous visits that it ran from the entryway to the audience hall. I just hated using the open space, as it held very little cover and could easily lead to our being swarmed.
Just trying to find this hallway in the dark palace had been a gamble, but most elaborate estates had multiple servant corridors leading to the spaces the nobility used. This place had been no different in that regard. Where it was different was the new decoration style that had been chosen.
The large white banners still lined the walls with statues and suits of armor between them. Unlike before, a rust-colored red had been liberally applied to the frayed and ripped fabric, and the statues and armor were broken and scattered on the floor. In some spots, chewed bones intermixed with the destroyed pieces of art, giving rise to more of the stench that permeated this place.
“Some of these statues were actually from my homeland. I hate to see them come to such an end,” Lathian said, shifting pieces of a broken statue with his foot. The piece looked like it had once depicted a wild tiger in motion. Now, it was just crumbled stone covered in dried gore.
Neither Leah nor I knew what to say to that, so we said nothing as we continued. That we hadn’t been chased down by any more of the creatures weighed heavily on my mind. They should have easily found us by now. The thing I’d beheaded hadn’t been quiet in its attack, and this place wasn’t so big that it’d be hard to track down the source of the commotion. Lathian suddenly held a hand up, calling for us to halt.
“I sense something up ahead. Whatever it is, the power from it feels… off,” Lathian spoke into the silence just as we came into view of the doors leading into the waiting chamber. Behind it sat the large double doors leading into the audience hall proper.
Leah sniffed the air, and I did the same. I didn’t know what Lathian meant by “sensing” something, but the scent of perfumed air stood out against the surrounding decay.
“It would seem the princess is still a fan of holding court,” the jaguar-kind said beside me, and a realization hit me. That was the reason we hadn’t seen any of the creatures besides the two that had attacked. They were all waiting in the audience hall.
“We will need a plan if we’re to move forward,” Lathian responded as my brain kicked back into gear. If the two we’d already fought were any indication, each of them were unique. Misshapen husks of their former selves, yes, but dangerous in their diversity. We needed a way to draw them out, a way to separate them.
Looking at the two with me, no one said a word. We were in a building we didn’t know, outnumbered, and possibly outmatched.
“Yeah, I’ve got nothing. I’m just going to go in there and kill her. Maybe the others will break and run after she dies,” I said after a long stretch of silence.
“Fair enough,” Leah said, flourishing her blade in the air. Taking a deep breath and letting it out, I started walking towards the antechamber and the large double doors beyond.
“Very well. After you,” I heard Lathian’s voice, barely above a whisper. Choosing to say nothing further, I kept moving forward.
Like the rest of the building, the antechamber was dark. Minimal light permeated the space, and it made seeing the corners difficult. Even as I touched the large double doors leading to the audience hall, I half expected more monsters to jump out at me. Even the unshakable elf’s head moved from side to side ever so often.
To her credit, Leah looked the calmest among us, but when I listened closely, I could hear her heart beating just a touch faster than it normally would. Of course, I’d never bring that observation to her attention. I valued my life, after all.
Standing before the doors, I gave a mental prayer to the ancestors. Whatever stood beyond this point, there’d be no going back. Twisting the handle with my dagger hand, I pushed the two doors and was surprised that they easily swung open. I’d half expected them to be locked and barred.
Even more surprising was the room beyond and its occupants. As soon as the doors started swinging wide, light shone brightly through the open portal, making me squint as my eyes readjusted. The inside of the room looked as if we stood in broad daylight. The chandeliers and wall sconces were all lit, and pleasant warmth radiated from the space.
Inside the grand hall, scores of beast-kind stood in attendance, painted gold and silver by the reflections of light off the opulent decorations. They were all dressed in finery and looked as normal as I’d ever seen them. If anything, they looked healthier and stronger than I remembered.
In the center of the room, Emilia sat atop a golden throne that shown like it was her own personal star. General Zanethus stood beside her raised dais, a magnanimous smile upon his face. The princess wore a dress of glittering silver that accentuated her shapely figure. Her porcelain skin shone with its own inner brilliance that rivaled the show of wealth around her. Looking into her face, I saw a warm, welcoming smile that reached all the way to her eyes. Those eyes promised forgiveness and acceptance, and my knees grew weak at her beauty.
All in the room stood tall and quiet, giving me the respect I’d never had from the nobility. The respect I was due. As my gaze swept over the room, many bowed deferentially in my direction. I felt their admiration like a palpable thing as I looked into the room. Deep down, my inner beast warned me that something wasn’t right, that this couldn’t be right. I quieted that voice. Paranoia would not ruin this moment for me.
Stepping forward as if in a dream, I moved to sheath my blades. I nearly did so, but a strong hand gripped my shoulder. Looking over to see who’d dare interrupt my greeting the hall, I saw Lathian. Unlike the normally composed person I knew him to be, his face was pale, and beads of sweat ran down his face.
“Remember the last time you stepped foot in this place. She’d started enslaving your countrymen. She’d filled her court with power hungry sycophants. She condemned Fero House to pay a sum they could never hope to amass in the time she gave you. She is a murderer. Remember,” Lathian said to me, an urgency in his voice I’d never heard before.
I thought it ridiculous that he’d bring up such petty disputes from the past in the presence of our host, but I trusted the elf. I looked at the grand room before me and tried to remember that which he mentioned. The warning of my inner beast grew louder, demanding my attention.
At first, I saw nothing different, but as I tried to remember those moments, those experiences, and the feelings that came with them, a part of my memory started nagging me. It was a little thing, something that had been so right with this place compared to all that I’d thought was so wrong before.
I briefly looked out at the crowd. I saw Aaryn standing with Maxon, smiling warmly at me. Next to them stood Droka Ferrun, his arm draped over his son Enoch. Furrowing my brow, I thought how strange it was that I’d thought them all dead. Yet, here they were, smiling at me amidst the other nobles of the court.
A flash of memory pervaded my thoughts, a hideous monster transforming before me and my being unable to move. A shifted bear-kind diving at the threat he had no hope of defeating himself. Two massive creatures tearing one another apart and me unable to stand. Rikar’s bleeding form as the light left his eyes. As quickly as the memories struck, they were gone, but I still heard the words, “Honor is all that we have,” drift by as if on the wind. The forms of Droka and Enoch disappeared from the vision before me.
Another memory flashed through my head. This one was of the broken thing that had once been Maxon as he died. His talking about eating his bride Aaryn’s flesh after sacrificing her to his dark deity. The vision shifted again. This time, the two wolf-kind were gone as well.
I looked back at the inviting form of Emilia, looked at her face, her eyes. Those eyes who’d always looked upon me with hatred and disdain. The eyes I remembered didn’t match the ones that faced me now.
I looked down at her throne in an effort not to see her face switching between invitation and scorn. There, the golden throne rippled. It wasn’t right. The throne of this place hadn’t been one of gold. It had been one of rock and wood and iron. It had embodied all that this territory had to offer the empire and the skill of the craftsmen that lived here. It hadn’t been flashy like the thing before me, but it had been right.
Suddenly, the warning of my inner beast became a roar of fury. They had tried to trap me, ensnare me in a lie. The glamour shattered. The entire world seemed to ripple, and then it all went upside down. Dim, smoky sconces replaced bright light. Crowds of nobles dressed in their best finery faded away to be replaced by a quarter of their number of hideous, twisted mockeries of people. The floors were grimy and stained with blood. The beautiful statues and tapestries in the hall had all been ripped down or broken as if in a fit of rage.
Looking towards the center of the room, the throne still stood, sturdy and resolute, but everything else around it was wrong. Before it, a large stone table had been drug to a place of prominence with two large braziers flanking it. Upon it, a body lay half devoured and rotting. Beside the dais, a corpse was propped up in a macabre imitation of life, its head leaned back and its arms hanging lifeless at its side even as it wore what had once been finely polished imperial armor fit for a general.
A tortuous, moaning roar brought my attention back to the throne itself. Upon it sat what I assumed had once been Princess Emilia. Now, she could only be described as a hideous hag. What little hair remained on her head hung in greasy, grey strands. Her skin, once smooth and supple, sat shriveled upon her frame. Her body, once the embodiment of youthful strength, now looked twisted and unnatural.
Of all that I saw of the transformed princess, her eyes stood out the most. They’d been a cold, but attractive blue the last time I’d seen her. Now, the whites were yellowed, and her blue had become the rusty red of old blood.
Not sparing any more time to stare at the monster before me, I took a step forward, projecting as confident a mask as possible. In truth, the severity of the princess’ transformation scared me. If experience had taught me anything, it was that the more grotesque the visage, the stronger the dragon worshipper.
“I see Zanethus didn’t survive his time with you,” I said loudly to the room. The rustling of the broken cultists stopped as they focused on me. Behind me, I heard Leah gasping for air as if she’d been under water. Lathian whispered something in her ear comfortingly, but I couldn’t spare attention for them at the moment.
“He assured me of our success, but instead, he led us to ruin. I did care for him, though. My feelings made him a useful sacrifice to the great dragon. In my master’s mercy, he gave us power despite our failings,” a voice like rocks being ground together said from atop the throne.
“I can see that. I dare say this new form is closer to your true self than the way you once looked,” I responded. Emilia roared at me in response and leaned forward at the edge of the stone throne. Even from my place halfway across the room, I could see corded muscled, like snakes under her skin, flexing along the thin frame of her arms.
“Failure must be punished. I focused too much on my appearance and not enough on my master’s success. That will no longer be a problem. Now I am the perfect form for fulfilling my master’s desires,” she said and ran a hand over her mangled body as if trying to be seductive. I had to force the bile back down the back of my throat at the gesture.
“And your followers? I can see there are far fewer of them than I’d thought there would be,” I said as I continued to walk forward at a slow pace. Despite the room’s attention, none of the other abominations had moved in my direction. They clearly deferred to the thing upon the throne.
“Many were not willing to give their all for the master. Of those that were, a sacrifice of a loved one had to be made. It is a minor setback. We will make more followers. Besides, those that perished nourished our strength and tasted sweet upon our lips,” she answered, running a tongue that was too long and thin across teeth that all ended in points, much like Enoch’s had.
“Do you come to present a sacrifice to the great dragon? The disgraced knight Kyla, perhaps? Or do you come to be nourishment for the strong?” She asked, stopping me in my tracks. A weight settled on my shoulders, like I was a bug being observed by some great presence, but it held none of the seductive promise it once had. Gritting my teeth, I mentally pushed back against the weight.
“I’ve come to erase your filth from the empire,” I answered between clinched teeth before shifting forms. In the few seconds it took for my body to change, Emilia had already covered most of the distance between us.
At my change, the power that had pressed down upon me vanished as if it had only ever been a shadow. As fast as Emilia was, I could still trace her movements and caught her outstretched claws with my blades. Despite my bracing for the impact, I still had to bend my knees to absorb the blow. I noticed she was much taller in this new form, nearly the same height as my seven feet of shifted wolf-kind.
“You will never be as strong as me. I am one of the chosen,” Emilia hissed, and spittle struck the fur of my cheek. That I’d been spit on by the foul thing enraged my beast more than anything else in her words. With a roar, I pushed the princess back and moved to capitalize on her loss of balance.
Before my sword slash could connect with my target’s throat, my instincts screamed for me to roll to my left. Following the impulse, I felt the wind off of something passing by my head. As I came to my feet, I was forced to block swipes from two of the twisted followers that had been in the audience hall. Apparently, Emilia’s attack had been the signal for them to join the fray.
Now that I was looking, I noticed that there were fifteen of the things in the room. Ten were working on surrounding me. Another five were moving towards Lathian and Leah. My two companions both had weapons at the ready, and Leah had found the time to shift forms as well. I couldn’t defeat the surrounding creatures at once. My only bet was to hold out for the elf and jaguar-kind to clear their own threats and come to my aid.
As if hearing my thoughts, Emilia lunged at me from nearly ten feet away. Her jump gave me an opportunity, and as she neared me and her landing, I stepped into her trajectory and punched both hands out, blades forward.
She blocked my sword and ignored my dagger as it made a moderately deep cut along her side. Her skin felt like trying to stab through several layers of hardened leather, and I questioned how much damage my blade did. With her free hand, she swiped at my shoulder, cutting through dark cloth and furred hide all the same.
My attack succeeded in its primary goal, gaining some space. Since Emilia’s feet hadn’t been on the ground when I’d attacked, she wasn’t able to resist the change in momentum. She flew several feet away, striking a stone pedestal that had once held an expensive looking vase. The blow looked to have momentarily rattled her, and she was slow to get to her feet.
My reprieve was short lived though, as I had to counter several of the creatures circling me. I gained many small nicks and cuts as I fought Emilia’s followers, but they healed in moments. Unfortunately, the wound I’d received from the princess on my shoulder didn’t seem to be recovering.
Sparing a glance at the damage between stabbing an attacker through the chest and parrying the claws of another, what I saw alarmed me. Unlike most injuries I received, this one hadn’t healed at all. If anything, it looked to be swollen and inflamed. The surrounding tissue had angry red streaks in it. Despite how bad the tissue looked, the damage at least didn’t seem to be spreading.
The only explanation was that Emilia’s claws were somehow tipped with poison. I couldn’t afford to take a lot of that sort of damage, or I risked being weakened and overwhelmed. Even as I fought her minions, I kept an eye on the dangerous creature.
She moved towards me again after only a few moments, this time coming in low. She wasn’t making the same mistake twice. I hated that she was smart enough to learn and adapt as we fought. A swarm of mindless forsaken would have been preferable to the foe coming towards me yet again, murder in her eyes.
Again, we exchanged blows. This time I watched for counter attacks from her claws. She fought recklessly, leaving herself open to attacks, knowing that if I took the bait, she’d be able to inflict lasting damage. The wound to her side seemed to have already healed over, so in many ways, it was like fighting another noble beast-kind.
That didn’t play to my favor. My wounds from her were angry, throbbing, and red. Hers from me already seemed to have healed over. In a war of attrition, being able to actually cause injury was a must.
Side stepping a slash of her claws, I blocked another opportunistic attack from the side I’d just dodged towards. The cuts I received were minor and healed in seconds, but it caused my dagger to fly from of my hand. Now, I only had a sword and my claws.
With a snarl, I savaged the creature that’d caused me to lose one of my weapons. This one was only half transformed and only had one large clawed hand with which to contend. My teeth sank deep into the thing’s throat and chest, even as it tried to attack with its long, curved talons. I felt the pain of my skin opening again and again, but I healed as quickly as my victim struck.
As the creature grew sluggish and stopped struggling, I flung it away from me, knocking over several of my attackers and one of the braziers sitting near the altar. Even as I spit the rank blood from my mouth, oil spilled across the floor and caught fire on the burning embers that’d been scattered.
I couldn’t spare any more time to worry about the flames, as Emilia’s talons came very near to scoring my chest. I blocked with my sword and swiped down across one of her legs. My claws found purchase, but it felt as if I was trying to tear through chain mail instead of skin. Luckily for me, I was stubborn and strong enough to keep at it.
Though it took extreme effort, I drug my claws down along the inside of her leg where arteries would have run in a normal person. I was rewarded by her corrupted blood gushing out over the fur on my arm. Where the vile substance touched, I felt a light burning sensation that wouldn’t go away. It was as if her entire body was corrosive.
Growling through my pain, several more of her people forced me back as she staggered away from me. I had no doubt the wound would heal, but whatever power these things had called into themselves, it seemed to hinder the natural regenerative properties of our race. Any time their wounds healed over, it looked to be a painful, unnatural process.
Letting the creatures push me back, I retreated to a large fountain that had been cracked on one side. The contents of the vessel looked to be bits of flesh mixed with blood and water, and I hated to do it, but I dipped my affected arm into the mixture. The burning sensation stopped as Emilia’s blood was washed off, and the arm began to heal in earnest.
The constant attacks from the cultists were infuriating as I used the well to guard one side of my position. For every two I blocked, three more scored stinging marks across my skin. The worst were the ones that struck my poisoned shoulder. They didn’t heal nearly as fast, and the pain radiated throughout my entire body.
Slipping into an animalistic survival mode, I dropped my sword and began attacking any enemy that came near, using tooth and claw with reckless abandon. Thoughts blurred as my world became stinging pain and violence. Without any organized intent, I struck out at the world around me. There was no consideration for defense or tactics. There was only blood.
Eventually, my mind returned to me as the number of stinging attacks diminished. Looking across the ruined hall, the world was in tatters. On one side of the room, flames had claimed the fallen banners, dead bodies, and anything else capable of burning. The sconces that had been running along that side of the wall looked to have exploded as the oil inside them was rapidly heated and ignited.
On the other side of the room, dead cultists littered the floor, grotesque parodies of beast-kind form. Lathian stood nearby, fighting three of the things by himself. Further away, Leah engaged Emilia in battle with her sword and dagger. Even from here, I could see several spots marring her fur that looked red and swollen. The jaguar-kind wasn’t faring well against the princess.
“Help her. I can handle these things, but Leah won’t last much longer against Emilia,” Lathian called out to me as he noticed my watching the fight with clear eyes again. The elf’s dark cloth armor was in tatters, and pale skin shown through in multiple places. Though his clothing had been damaged beyond repair, I saw only minor wounds across his body. He was a fierce warrior. If he said he could handle the cultists, I had to trust him.
My mind went back to when we’d first entered the chamber. The illusion had me completely in that moment. It’d been the elf that had saved me from it. It seemed like magic, but that should have been impossible. Those that were capable of such things were stripped of their power upon first being enslaved. I decided to file those thoughts away for later as I charged forward.
I roared loudly as I crossed the remaining space between myself and the two women locked in battle. My fury echoed off the walls, competing with the sound of the flames that were, even now, still spreading. Emilia looked up instinctively, pulling her focus from the dagger moving towards her chest.
To Leah’s credit, she hit her target perfectly. The dagger she wielded sank into Emilia’s chest at a downward angle, tilted so it might miss the bones and puncture vital heart and lung tissue. Unfortunately, her strength wasn’t adequate to completely pierce through the princess’ unnaturally tough skin.
The wound shocked Emilia back to focusing on her immediate enemy, and she didn’t hesitate to bring her clawed hands up and pierce both of Leah’s sides even as the jaguar-kind tried to push her dagger deeper.
Leah fell away from the fight, landing hard on the floor. Blood pooled ever so slowly around her, easily discernable from the old gore in the bright light of the fire. On her furred mouth, I could see specks of blood appear as she coughed.
Soon, her body shrank as it transformed back to that of a woman. Only a life threatening wound could reverse the shift against a beast-kind’s will like this.
In front of me, Emilia staggered back, closer to the makeshift altar that was now covered in burning oil. The dagger hadn’t been enough to kill her outright, but it appeared Leah’s efforts weren’t in vain. Before the princess could pull the blade free, I was there.
My anger gave me strength I’d thought had long since left me. With one hand, I stabbed my talons deep into Emilia’s abdomen. With the other, I gripped the knife still protruding from her chest. Even as I pushed both hands towards one another, leveraging the dagger deeper into her chest, I felt Emilia’s poisoned claws slashing my arms and sides.
Ignoring the pain, I continued to push the dagger further into her flesh. As her struggles weakened, she made eye contact with me. The red irises surrounded by sickly looking yellow focused on my own eyes, the eyes of a predator, of a wolf.
In her expression, I saw the anger and madness that had taken Emilia’s mind part ever so briefly. With that barrier gone, human emotion appeared on her twisted face once again. The primal part of me noted with some satisfaction that the last emotion on her face before the light faded from her was fear.
After all that she’d done, the sight made me glad. She deserved whatever awaited her in the afterlife. I briefly hoped that she finally got to see her master, who she’d loved so much, and that she felt his tender mercies at her failure.
Not thinking twice about it, I pushed her onto the burning altar. Whatever dark magic still circulated in her body, it responded violently to my actions. The flames leapt another ten feet into the air above me. The heat was so intense that I had to turn away, despite there not being enough fuel to burn so high or so hot. Around the room and beyond, I heard the shattering of sconces as flames suddenly appeared with no visible source of ignition. It seemed the dragon was a spiteful one.
With my back turned to the burning altar, I saw Lathian kneeling over Leah’s body, his opponents slain behind him. My first thought was that she’d already left us. The knowledge broke my heart, but then I saw a slight rise and fall in her chest and felt a thread of hope.
Moving towards my two companions, I realized a dim glow emanating from Lathian’s hands as he pressed them against Leah’s abdomen. His lips moved, muttering strange syllables even as sweat poured down his face.
As I approached, Leah’s wounds sealed themselves and the red, angry lines faded from her skin. Her breathing came easier and stronger, but she didn’t stir. Lathian’s shoulders slouched, and for a moment, he looked like he might collapse.
“I’ve healed her of the worst damage, but she won’t wake for some time. I don’t think I can manage another healing, but your body should naturally clear the poison given time,” the elf said as I shifted forms back to that of a man.
My armor was ruined. I pulled at a few tattered strands, and it fell away. I stood barefoot and shirtless, wearing only tattered pants and a strangely undamaged bone necklace.
With the change came a wave of fatigue. I noticed my shoulder and the areas along my sides and arms where Emilia had scratched me were still raw. The skin hadn’t closed yet, but the red lines had faded. I might be on the mend, but I felt as if I barely had the strength to walk.
“I agree, but I’m dead on my feet. We have to hurry. Do you have the strength to carry her?” I replied, ignoring the magic I’d seen him do earlier. That’d be a discussion for another time.
Taking a deep breath, the elf scooped up Leah’s unconscious form, and we turned towards the door from which we’d come. Already, flames could be seen licking the edges of the corridor we were facing. Without another word, we both moved at a staggering jog towards our exit.
Even the slow pace we attempted was almost too much for me. Occasionally, I’d use the nearest wall to catch myself before I fell. Only my will and the desire not to be burned alive kept me going. If I lost my footing or stopped too long, I worried I’d be unable to get back up.
Beside me, Lathian looked like an elf possessed. Despite the pale color of his skin, he moved with a sureness of step. It appeared as if Leah’s weight didn’t bother him in the slightest as he kept pace beside me.
All around us, fire burned unnaturally bright and hot, devouring the wood and fabrics within the building, eating at the very stone around us. The intensity of the flame wasn’t natural, and I suspected that by the morning, nothing of the governor’s palace would stand. I just hoped the fire cleansed the area of the cultists’ influence. It wouldn’t do to have another area like Enoch’s mine right in the middle of the city. That would all but guarantee the destruction of Tor’s Rest.
Noises interrupted my thoughts as we neared the main entrance. Through the rippling air and smoke, I could see people in armor. It appeared as if they were trying to pour water on the flames, but the fire consumed it as if it were dried kindling. At a guess, these were the imperial troops stationed at the outer walls come to save the princess.
Holding out a hand, I stopped Lathian from moving forward and looked around. After a panicked moment, I noticed a servant’s hallway leading toward the kitchens. A plan formed in my mind.
“They can’t see the two of you, or it will implicate Fero House in whatever they say happened here. Take Leah through the kitchens and get clear. I have faith that your abilities can see the two of you out safely. I’ll distract the imperials,” I said. Lathian looked like he might object, but after a moment, he just nodded.
“Whatever happens, I pray the divines watch over you,” the elf said as he turned down the side hallway and disappeared in smoke and shadow. If anyone could get them out, it’d be him, but his parting words bothered me. I’d never heard the elf speak of divinity of any kind before.
Moments later, I felt the cool, late winter air on my bare skin as I stumbled down the large stone steps leading up into the governor’s palace. The fresh breeze entering my lungs and moving over my skin felt glorious, and I closed my eyes to take in the sensation as I tipped my head to the stars.
A sharp pain interrupted my revelry as a sword tip was pressed into the back of my neck. I’d heard the soldier approaching, but there wasn’t much I could do. I was too weak to fight anyone at the moment, and the imperial soldiers weren’t my enemies. They were just victims of their chain of command. I knew in my heart that anyone affiliate with the Faithful was inside the palace in the end.
“What has happened here? Where is Princess Emilia?” a severe looking lion-kind wearing the uniform of an imperial knight captain said as he stepped before me. He sported a great sword across his back instead of the typical short sword and dagger combination of most officers.
Donning a mask of arrogance and lethality, I looked the man in the eyes as my aura radiated out. Everyone on the grounds would have felt it and turned their attention to my location, hopefully giving Lathian the time he needed to escape.
“She has been found guilty of neglect of her people and wanton abuse of her station. As such, she has been summarily executed,” I answered the knight who’d taken a step back at my display, but he still stood in a threatening posture.
“And just who are you to make such a judgement?” he asked, his hand rising towards his blade’s hilt on his back as if it were a safety blanket. He tried to hide it, but I could see the fear deep in his eyes.
“I am the Dark Wolf,” I answered with a feral grin on my face. That was the last thing I said before the officer gestured to someone behind me.
Shortly thereafter, a hard strike to the back of my neck sent me to the rest I so desperately needed, and I knew no more.




Epilogue

Lathian slipped over the low wall along the perimeter of the palace grounds, Leah’s unconscious form held close in his arms. Whatever Valian had done upon leaving, it’d had a marked effect on the imperials combing the grounds for the princess. They’d all suddenly rushed towards the main entrance as if under attack.
Hopefully, that wasn’t the young wolf-kind’s plan. Based on how he’d looked before their parting, Lathian doubted Valian would be able to shift again until he rested for a time. Thinking of the young man’s resilience, Lathian was impressed that he could even stand after all the damage he’d taken, much less move.
The poison that Emilia had in her blood and upon her nails was one of the worst he’d ever seen. It almost seemed designed to intentionally disrupt beast-kind regeneration. That the young tolerated the doses he’d received spoke to a frightening power.
Of course, thinking of the princess brought up many other unpleasant thoughts. Lathian had seen what Emilia had been doing within Tor’s Rest, but he’d deluded himself. He’d ignored the signs that one of the dread gods had gained followers upon this continent again. The stories of his people claimed they’d driven off all the dark pantheon’s followers before the beast-kind were anything more than scattered tribes.
While the beast-kind held no belief in the pantheons, the humans and elves had guarded against the ruin of the dread gods for generations. His great grandfather six generations back had supposedly even stood against the worst of the deities himself when it tried to incarnate upon this plane.
Memories of his family brought a pain to his chest. It had been so long since he’d thought of them. Most of the time, he intentionally pretended that all he had was service to Karsam. Looking into the past was too painful.
Running from his responsibilities had been what led his youngest sister to the border town and the beast-kind attack. If not for Karsam’s mercy, she’d have been captured and paid the price for Lathian’s weakness. If anything, he’d been relieved when he was taken and she released. His capture had been the ultimate escape from the pressures of his family name.
Upon becoming Karsam’s slave, strange beast-kind rituals had stripped him of what little magic lived within him. Like shutting another set of eyes, it had left him feeling blind for a time, but he’d slowly gotten used to it over years. He realized now that everything had changed when he met the young-wolf kind.
Tonight, his power had reawakened stronger than he ever remembered it being. It had been happening for a while, but he’d intentionally played the fool. He couldn’t ignore it any longer. Something about Valian stirred the power granted to his family by the divines. It was as if the cosmos had taken notice of the happenings around the young wolf-kind in this backwoods portion of the empire. If that was the case, Lathian feared what the future might hold.
Unfortunately, with his magic reawakened, he could no longer pretend to be just another elven slave. Others among his people would now know he still lived. His power was too important to be left in the hands of the enemy. He was sure that the queen would start planning a rescue mission as soon as possible. His mother was as headstrong as any ruler his people had known.
Memories of how he’d run from his birthright plagued his thoughts as he moved from shadow to shadow. Soldiers and nobles of every house ran through the streets. They were frantically gathering water and trying to stop the strange fire at the palace. Even now, it was moving out towards the noble district. It burned grass and stone alike. Lathian knew there’d be no stopping the magical flame until it ran its course. They could only run from it. He didn’t think it’d take the entire city, but it very well could devour the noble quarter.
“Where are we? Where’s Valian?” a weak voice from the jaguar-kind in his arms asked, breaking him from his thoughts. She barely clung to consciousness, and Lathian knew it was just willpower that allowed her to speak now.
“Everything is okay. Valian will be fine. Now, rest child,” Lathian said to the young woman in his arms. She stirred as if she might try to get up, and a faint purple light emanated from his hands. Suddenly, her eyelids grew heavy, and she fell into a deep sleep. He genuinely hoped he was right about Valian. He honestly wondered if it was even possible to kill the wolf-kind based on the power in his blood, but death could be a mercy compared to some things.
Slipping through the shadows, none of the panicking noble quarter even noticed the elf with his strange cargo as he moved towards their thieves’ guild headquarters and a complicated future.
◆◆◆
 
Kyla rode across the countryside at a full gallop. She had no consideration for her safety or the safety of those trying to follow. Even now, the sun had set behind the hills to the east, and she could see a faint orange light from the direction of Tor’s Rest. Something in her heart told her Valian was somehow involved in that ominous glow.
Fate had been cruel, and late season snow storms had plagued her ever since she and Valian parted ways. Her trip north had been slow, and she’d then spent weeks pacing the settlement of Woodman’s Knoll, cursing herself for allowing Valian to talk her into leaving without him.
Of course, the weather she’d experienced likely wouldn’t have reached far enough south to delay Erick’s army. Though she’d hoped they’d wait, she knew it was unlikely. Knowing her… She didn’t know what to think of him as: her partner, lover, soulmate. Everything was complicated right now. He’d likely marched off after their enemy with little concern to the odds against him. The only thing she knew for certain was that she needed to get to him. Now.
As soon as the clouds had shown signs of thinning, Kyla had ordered the march. Against Iglias’ advice, Fero House’s army had sallied forth with snow still falling overhead. They’d marched for weeks, the fresh powder on the road hiding obstacles and making it almost impossible to traverse.
Despite the difficulty, she and her troops had finally made it clear of the weather and back to the lands near Tor’s Rest. They’d first marched to the designated rendezvous, knowing it was unlikely that Valian would still be there. They’d spent a day there, resting and waiting before setting off toward the mines the next morning.
Reaching the first mine, they’d immediately noticed the lack of banners at the front gates. After a cursory exploration of the structures, they’d marched on. That the entire place was abandoned caused a knot in the pit of her stomach.
At the second mining complex, they’d encountered some freed beast-kind that hadn’t joined Valian and Erick’s forces. Part of her had been angered by these people’s cowardice, but at least she had answers. With haste, they’d departed for the mines furthest into the mountains.
Seeing human guards along the walls of Enoch’s last mines had brought Kyla mixed feelings. On one hand, she was relieved to see their allies alive. On the other hand, they clearly hadn’t waited for them at all. Upon seeing the Fero banner, the gates were thrown open, and the army was allowed entry into the fortifications.
A weary looking Erick along with Antin and an injured Naethena had greeted her upon her arrival. Of the three, the priestess seemed to be in the best spirits. They’d sat down with Kyla and her command team and given a detailed retelling of all that had happened. The more they’d told, the more Kyla’s anger and anxiety had grown in equal measure.
When they’d arrived at the end of the tale, they’d hesitated, uncomfortable with telling her something. After a moment, they shared Valian’s insistence on confronting Emelia, and her blood had run cold. She knew the power the royal family possessed, and while she didn’t doubt Valian’s strength, there was too much risk with confronting the princess.
Sparing no time at all, Kyla had immediately mounted her horse and insisted on setting out towards the capital at once. The main force would have to wait for word, as they couldn’t keep up. Iglias had called the idea reckless, but it had been to Kyla’s back as she rode away, and she didn’t care. She was the House Leader, and her word was law.
She’d ridden hard for days, hoping against hope that she’d make it before anything happened. Now, the horizon was orange despite the sun having long sense set, and her heart refused to slow.
“Milady, we must stop. It’s a miracle none of the horses have broken a leg as it is. If we continue this course, we’ll be walking to Tor’s Rest, and it’ll take twice as long,” Tristan called out as he finally caught up to his wayward leader.
“And what would you suggest? Should we just give up on Valian because it’s difficult?” she fired back, glaring at Tristan. Luckily, she withheld her aura, or he’d have been unable to speak under her gaze.
“Of all people, you know I’ll never be one to suggest that,” Tristan replied, looking offended at her words. Kyla took a deep breath to calm herself before continuing. As Valian’s oldest friend, she knew Tristan would never abandon him, regardless of the circumstances. He’d proven as much at least half a dozen times in this endeavor alone.
“I’m sorry,” she finally said as the rest of her guard caught up. Only a handful of soldiers had mounted up in time to accompany their house leader, and it’d been a struggle the entire journey. “I’ve been pushing hard for days, and I know you all have little left. I leave it to you to decide how we continue from here. You’ve earned that right over these last days,” Kyla finished, looking out at the group of soldiers. Inside, her beast pushed for her to whip around and gallop towards the city. She pushed it down, refusing to let fear rule her.
“There’s no debate to be had. You’re our house leader, and you want to continue. So, we continue, but at a safer pace for the dark. We’ll move at a fast walk and rest the horses periodically. We can sleep in shifts in the saddle. Everyone will partner up and switch off at midnight,” Tristan announced for the group.
His eyes moved between his fellow soldiers, daring anyone to argue with continuing. Even in the darkness, they all caught the feral glint in his gaze. No one spoke against him, and they were moving in short order.
“Milady, it’s improper to ask, but we have an odd number of soldiers. Would you mind tying my horse's reins to your own for a bit while I sleep? I’m afraid I’ll drop from the saddle if I don’t get some rest,” Tristan said as he steered his horse near Kyla’s. She smiled at his hesitance and nodded.
“Tristan, you’ve shown your dedication time and time again. Do not stand on ceremony for such a small matter,” she said, taking the reins and looping them around her saddle horn. Tristan nodded and was out moments later. He’d pushed himself to his limits, trying to follow her.
Looking out towards the orange horizon, Kyla prayed to the ancestors to watch over Valian. “We’re coming,” she whispered. In her heart, she knew she meant it. No matter the distance or barriers between them, she’d find a way to get to Valian or die trying.
◆◆◆
 
“Sorcerer!” Regara Saeva yelled as he barreled down the halls of his private wing of the imperial palace. The space he called his own was larger than any provincial governor’s palace in the empire, and the wealth on display in his halls would make any noble salivate in wanting. Even the fine silks he wore were only available from one region of the entire empire in limited number. They were hand woven by blind elven slaves. Their eyesight had been taken so that their sense of touch might be heightened.
He cared for none of it. He only had eyes for his destination and the mysterious man that lived there. So focused was he, that he didn’t even notice the various slaves and palace workers that cowered in the halls as he stormed by. Even the guards from his personal retinue shied away from his gaze, opening any doors he approached well in advance of his arrival.
As the second prince of the empire, Regara was well liked by the nobility. He had a reputation of being sharp-minded, and he’d done a fair bit to endear himself to the most influential families. Some amongst the peerage even wondered if he might be named successor over his older brother. The emperor was growing old after all, and it’d be critical to the succession to have the nobles endorse whoever replaced him. To many, he was the logical choice.
Despite his reputation amongst the empire’s elite, the commoners that worked near the prince prayed he never sat upon the Soltaran throne. Whispers of his dark appetites circulated regularly. He frequently bought entire shipments of slaves, only for them to disappear months later.
No one knew what happened to them all, but rumors abounded. The most repeated of those was his proclivity for human and elven flesh. He wouldn’t be the first beast-kind to indulge in such appetites, but it was highly discouraged amongst polite society. After all, had the beast-kind species not united and risen above all others? Giving in to baser natures only led to savagery and destruction. No one wanted to see that from the emperor of the greatest nation on the continent.
“Sorcerer, you failed me. You promised me an army strong enough to topple cities. Instead, my operative and my sister are both dead,” Regara yelled as he burst into the sorcerer’s study. The man, wearing a dark cowl and robes, didn’t even look up at the prince as he stormed into the room. The sorcerer’s head stayed bowed as if in prayer. For all the reaction he gave, he might not have even noticed the furious tiger-kind. After several heartbeats, he looked up at his benefactor.
“The only one who failed was the man you picked to go east. I told you to quietly build your strength. If you’d done that, you’d have had an army able to topple cities with ease. I never told you to take the east before you were ready to act,” the sorcerer said, looking the prince in the eyes.
Despite his animal fury, Regara turned away first. The sorcerer smirked, not caring if the prince noticed. He wasn’t one to be intimidated.
“Your general and sister were both fools. They grasped at scraps, thinking them delicacies. The dragon’s corruption was a means to an end, not the overall goal. Had they succeeded, we’d be discussing the best way to destroy them right now,” the sorcerer continued. Anyone who saw the scene would have been surprised to see the prince allowing someone to talk down to him. Of course, anyone who saw their conversation would have been swiftly executed shortly thereafter.
“That may be, but the power you promised didn’t even measure up against a weak pretender, a wolf-kind claiming to be more than he is. If that is all it takes to stop this army, I doubt it would have been much use to me,” Regara replied, trying to salvage his pride in the conversation. The sorcerer simply shrugged. He had no reason to dominate the young tiger-kind. The prince’s arrogance had its uses.
“I am curious about this beast-kind you call a pretender. My spies report he is being brought to the capital as we speak, but I am unable to see him with my scrying. I have also detected powers operating in the east that have no business being there. It is an interesting puzzle. One I look forward to deciphering,” the sorcerer said, more to himself than the prince. Already, his focus was turning back to his own experiments.
“Do what you want with the pretender when he gets here, but do not forget your purpose. I allow you your projects because you are useful to me. If you prove yourself unworthy, your usefulness will be at its end,” Regara mumbled to himself, his earlier fire gone. The guards at the door looked away, afraid of seeing their prince acting the spoiled child instead of a dominant ruler. Such things might give him cause to make them disappear themselves. After all, one of the rarer rumors was that his appetites weren’t just for human and elven flesh.
Inside the dim room the prince had just left, the sorcerer smiled in anticipation of this newest curiosity. If anyone would have been in the room, they might have noticed his glowing purple eyes or the fact that his smile was lined with hundreds of razor-sharp teeth.
End Book 2




Author’s Note

If you’re reading this, it means you’re still following Valian’s journey. As my second book ever, this one presented some unique challenges and opportunities. I hope you enjoyed it. There is definitely much more to come, and I hope you’ll hang on for the ride. Thank you so much for your support.
Please let me know what you thought of the book by leaving a Review. For self-published authors, they’re a huge part of exposure. Your help is greatly appreciated!
For updates on new releases, be sure to follow my author profile on Amazon or Facebook.
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