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Matt: What a long, strange, fun road this has been!  Just wanted to say a quick thanks to everyone that's helped me move forward - except that would take forever, so I'll just say a big "thanks!" to the whole mess!  And, of course... thank YOU for reading. 


Jena: As always, dedicated to my sweetheart, Bryan. I could not do this without you. And to the readers: Never Give Up. Never Surrender.
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Chapter 1




Far in the west, the pale autumn sun dipped below the jagged edge of the barren mountains. Its feeble rays dragged across the land like claws, and as the light died, so too did all hope. Twilight reigned, a moment of pregnant silence between light and darkness. 

The night awoke.

True night arrived with a howl, a guttural screech of hatred and defiance that no human voice gave rise to. It was quickly joined by other voices, one after another, until they echoed across the mountains and valleys in snarling cacophony, drowning out the cry of nightbirds and wolves. To Ephema, the sound was familiar, something she had known her entire life, but familiarity didn’t mean comfort. The cries of the walking dead were never comfortable.

Tonight, there was excitement to the rage, a rising tone that meant the undead were not only walking, but had found someone to hunt. No one knew why the undead ignored anything that wasn’t human. The people in the villages said it had to do with the nature of the necromantic magic that animated corpses and sent them wandering the world. Ephema never thought much about it at all. It was enough for her to know they hunted men and that, if they found her, they would hunt her too.

She cocked her head, listening as the noises drew near, frowned and scooped up her bag of roots and herbs. She strapped the bag across her shoulders to keep her hands free as she ran. The hunt was closer than she liked and common sense drove her to retreat to the proven safety of her cave.

Ephema scrambled up the narrow mountain path, jumping from side to side to keep her footing on the loose stone and dirt. The pathway was steep and treacherous by design, a barrier to the approach of the undead just as certain as the wards etched into the cave’s entrance and walls. Such precautions had allowed Ephema’s parents, and now her alone, to live outside of the heavily fortified cities in the valley below despite the danger of being in the open.

By the time she slipped around the large stones that hid the cave entry from view, the skies were full of the bright points of glittering stars. In the east, the crescent moon crept over the horizon, its light thin and silvery white. She caught her breath and lowered her bag to the cave floor. The hunting wail crescendoed and, almost against her will, Ephema returned outside to peer into the night. In the distance, she saw movement, vaguely humanoid shapes running and stumbling down her mountain.

If they kept going in the same direction, they were going to pass very close. She placed a hand on the small, clear sphere she wore on a silver chain around her neck. It was warm, pulsing under her fingers like a tiny heartbeat. She decided all at once she needed to take a closer look, to see who was being hunted. She carried no weapons, but maybe there was something she could do to help. Her fingers tightened on the necklace and a glimmer of light flashed deep within the globe. Ephema murmured a soft prayer to the forgotten Goddess, Lianna, and began down the path she’d just ascended. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Heart pounding and legs aching, Darian stumbled down a trail that was little more than a goat path, desperately trying to keep his feet under him. He glanced over his shoulder and swore, putting on another burst of speed. They were still coming! The undead were not supposed to be so fast or dogged! Damn it all! Nothing in his training as a Journeyman Knight of Osephetin had prepared him for undead capable of sprinting down the side of a mountain. If he survived, he was going to complain to Training Sergeant Toreth, a thought that brought him little comfort as he half-fell, half-slid down the path.

He pulled himself through a stand of scraggly trees, breathing hard and risking another glance behind him. Only a few skeletal warriors still chased him, but that wasn’t reassuring. A few were more than enough to kill him, just as they had his Brethren. Cold fear puddled in his stomach and his mind insisted on replaying the moment when the caravan had been attacked, how the undead had poured into the clearing, howling and clawing. When he blinked, he saw the shadows of his fallen comrades with empty eyes in broken, blood-drenched armor, and he smelled the echoes of burning flesh and viscera. He shook the visions away with a snarl. This was not the time or place to mourn the dead, or he would join them.

Branches snagged at his leather armor, and he dropped his hand to his waist and checked the scroll case lashed to his belt pouch. The sealed case of bone and metal held information that he prayed was worth the lives they’d paid to retrieve it. It had been the mission of the caravan, his mission alone now, to retrieve the case and bring it and the scroll within back to the High Temple in Hawthan. The bigger mission was beyond his thoughts now. He had to evade his pursuers and get to the next city, any city, even a way station would do. He needed a safe place with solid walls away from this infested wilderness where Knights did not cull the wandering dead.

He slid around a boulder, a gash in his calf screaming as he demanded more of his battered body. The undead broke through the brush, and he lunged over another stone. He had never heard of the undead pursuing someone so far. They were predators, yes, but usually predators of opportunity. These skeletal creatures were unusually strong, and he was certain, despite the impossibility, they’d been directed in their attack. He remembered shouted commands in a language he didn’t know.

The deepening dark made the way increasingly treacherous, particularly for someone who was more accustomed to navigating a rocking ship than a rocky mountainside, but Darian didn’t dare slow down. Each time his steps faltered, the sounds of the undead drew nearer, the footfalls behind him drumming out a deadly rhythm on earth and stone.

He saw the edge of the tree line and broke into a desperate, hobbling run, hoping for an open path, but his hopes were swallowed when his cloak caught on the fingers of a scrabbly bush. The change in momentum brought him up short by the neck, and Darian turned and yanked on the thick wool. It came free, but as it did the scent of decay assaulted his nose and a ravaged body tumbled into him.

He twisted as he fell, trying to catch himself and hold the dead man off all at once. Claws raked his face, narrowly missing his eyes. Darian screamed and wrenched away, his blood hot on his cheeks. He climbed to his feet, shoved the monster back, and drew his mace, his feet scrambling for purchase as the earth and stone around him seemed caught up in the chase, shifting and giving way. He cried out in horror, caught up in a flood of moving stone and wrapped his arms around his head, praying he wouldn’t crack his skull when the rock slide ceased.

Studded leather armor meant to shield his body from sword and claw did very little to protect him from the impact as he bounced down the pathway. Something in his left knee wrenched and dirt sprayed into his face. He felt himself briefly leave the ground as he went over a small precipice. When he landed, the wind was driven from his lungs and his vision blurred, the coppery taste of blood filling his mouth and nose. Finally motionless, Darian lay flat on the barren ground, bleeding and broken, resigned to his death. He had failed.

Through the ringing in his ears, he heard someone approaching. His fingers flexed around the shaft of his mace, which he’d clung to through his fall. He expected a killing blow, but he wouldn’t go to Osephetin’s halls without trying to defend himself. Dimly, he realized nothing was happening, and the howls rang distant, moving away. Confused, he squinted through bruised eyes. The approaching figure didn’t move like the undead, though given his blurred vision all he was really able to discern was a vaguely human shape and the drift of pale fabric. A soft hand touched his cheek, and he bit his lip against a shriek of pain.

“It’s all right.” The voice was gentle, feminine. “You are safe now. Rest.” The words that followed were strange, twisting around him with the familiar power of divine incantation, though they were nothing he’d ever heard or felt before.

Lethargy filled his body and the pain retreated. Darian tried to form words, but they were lost as he tumbled into darkness.


      [image: image-placeholder]Darian woke slowly, his thoughts sluggish as though he was swimming through mental molasses. When he finally opened one eye, he lay in semi-darkness, the only light coming from a small bowl candle sitting on a stone ledge across the room. He lay on some soft object and a thick blanket, which smelled vaguely of goat and dirt, was tucked over him. Despite the smell, the bed was warm and encouraged him to return to sleep.

He drifted until the weight of the blanket made him realize he was bare-chested and without armor, and he pushed away his weariness and sat up. The blanket fell to his waist, but he ignored it. He searched the room and relaxed slightly as his gaze came to rest on the pile of armor neatly stacked on the floor nearby, his mace, belt pouch, and the battered scroll case lying on top.

He breathed a sigh of relief, but tensed again when he came to a realization which was more disturbing than the absence of his armor.

He could move.

He could see.

Granted, his body ached and he was tired, but he was in far less pain than many of his training sessions with the Knights had left him. How was that possible?

He frowned, trying to process the changes, to remember exactly what had happened. He‘d been injured, bleeding and unable to walk, he was sure of that. There was a gash on his leg. Darian twitched aside the blanket to look at his calf and stared at the sight of smooth skin, with a slightly paler line of long healed scarring. The deep gash was gone and it barely hurt at all. Had he died? Was this how one was reborn to Osephetin’s grace?

Darian flexed his fingers and took in a deep breath. No, he wasn’t dead. He was breathing and this certainly wasn’t the glory of the Dark Lord’s Hall of the Redeemed. The air was cool on his skin and smelled of damp earth and stone. This was… a cave, and his injuries were simply gone.

Like he’d been healed by holy magic.

A divine magic which hadn’t existed in the world for over a hundred years.

The conclusion was impossible, but the facts were undeniable.

“By the Dark One!” Darian’s breath heaved in his chest, and he rolled out of the bed, onto his hands and knees. The Daughters of Lianna, the Eternal Mother, were the only healers in history. Once they had been common companions of the Knights, but they had all died or been driven as mad as their goddess over a century ago. The creatures they were now, called the Sisters, were horrifying mockeries of what they’d been. If one of them had found him she would have killed him, not helped him. 

None of this made sense.

A soft hand touched Darian’s shoulder and, driven by training and instinct, he grabbed it and swept the person’s legs out from under them. The body landed with a muffled yelp, and Darian jumped on top of the intruder, realizing it was a woman, but not slowing his defensive attack. He’d learned the hard way that just because his opponent was a woman that didn’t make her any less dangerous. He pressed his arm against her throat, cutting off her breath. “Who are you? Where am I? What have you done to me?”

She tried to answer, but couldn’t, her lips moving with no breath for sound. Her fingers wrapped around his forearm as she thrashed under him, managing to push his arm away enough to gasp a breath. In the dim candle light, her dark eyes were wide and terrified.

He was hurting her and, despite his mission, he hesitated. She was smaller than he, and she might have saved him. Osephetin forbade hurting the innocent, and as his head grew clearer, Darian saw less threat and more fear in her eyes. He released the pressure against her throat enough to let her breathe and speak.

It was enough. She drew in a breath and pain surged up his arm where she touched him, blinding Darian with its intensity. His grip failed, and she scrambled away, throwing herself across the room and away from him.

The moment she was no longer in contact with him, his pain eased to a dull ache. Darian rubbed his head, falling back on his haunches. He assumed a defensive crouch, blinking until his vision cleared. Once he could see again, he cast about the room, surprised the woman was still present, huddled against the wall near where the candle burned.

“I…” Words failed him. What had he done? How had she hurt him? There had to be a better way to do this. “I am sorry.”

A bright light flared from a stone at her neck, and she warily pushed herself up, her bare feet pale against the grey stone. Though her breath was heavy, her face was set, and her lips turned in a scowl. “You are not nice. When the sun comes up, take your things and leave. Do not come back.” She backed out of the room, and once she was out of sight, her steps turned from walking to running.

Darian sat alone in the flickering candle light, watching the flame burn deeper in the bowl. Guilt sat like a stone in his stomach. Unconsciously, his hand drifted to his leg, and his gaze lifted to the path where the woman had retreated. She was right. In his fear and confusion, he had overreacted and it hadn’t been nice. 

Who was she? How was this possible? What should he do now? The questions joined others, chasing around his mind. Questions without answers.

He sighed and picked up his shirt. His questions would have to wait. The one thing he was certain of, was that he still had a job to do.


      [image: image-placeholder]Ephema sat in the cave entrance watching the sun rise. The light from the east wasn’t very warm, simply wan and weary, especially as autumn drifted toward winter. She heard motion from inside the cave, but did nothing, unwilling to encounter her violent visitor again. Her throat ached as did her hip where she’d landed, and she wished, not for the first time, that her healing abilities worked on herself.

Another shift of stone came, this one closer, and she turned, seeing the shadowed figure standing a few feet away. She leapt to her feet, moving out of his way, but he didn’t storm past her as she expected. In fact, he wasn’t fully clothed yet, his armor left behind, leaving him in clothing which had once been sturdy, but was now battered and ripped by his trip down the mountain.

She stared at him, uncertain what he was going to do next. His strength was evident in the curve of muscle under his rich brown skin, but she’d experienced that strength and what others might admire only increased her tension. Dirty red hair, which had looked black in darkness, fell into his eyes and brushed the collar of his shirt. She supposed he was handsome, though she had very little experience to compare him to.

Ephema’s fingers closed over her necklace, taking comfort from the cool silver chain and the smooth stone beneath her palm. “The sun is up. You can go down the mountain now.”

“Yes.” His gaze was piercing, and though his movements were still stiff, they were sure as he moved closer to her. She backed away, and he stopped, holding very still as though she was a wild animal and stillness would keep her from being spooked. “I am sorry for earlier. Are you…?” He hesitated, and she read the questions in his gaze. She didn’t want to know what he wanted to ask. She still wasn’t sure why she’d put so much effort into saving him, besides the fact he was human and didn’t deserve to die, not if she could stop it. “Are you safe here?”

The question wasn’t one she’d expected and struck Ephema as bizarre. She couldn’t contain a soft bark of laughter. “Safe? Is there truly such a thing? I live. It is enough.” She knew she was being brisk, but she couldn’t shake the vision of him leaping at her. Her fingers tightened on the chain until it dug into the back of her neck. She waved toward a bundle near the cave entrance. “There…there is food and water. Take it and go. The cities will have better.”

The man shook his head. “I cannot take your food. Water would be welcome, but nothing more. You have done more than enough.” He met her gaze, and she was certain he saw her fear. “I am sorry for before. My convoy was attacked last night, and as far as I know they are all dead. I was confused and attacked you rashly. Our Lord Osephetin looks poorly on harming the innocent, and I believe I have done you a grave disservice. Especially given you saved my life.”

Osephetin. Ephema knew that name all too well. The God of Death, the Eternal Mother’s greatest love and most bitter enemy. And his…Knight? No. Her father had been a Knight, she knew this man was not. His armor was made of leather, not metal plates, and carried no bone or magic. He could not be a Knight -- at least not yet.

She repeated his words in her mind, his accent and pace of speech making her have to focus to understand him. She didn’t speak much to other people. Most of the townsfolk feared her and ignored her, except when they needed something, or she wished to barter with them. “I am sorry your friends died. I did not see any others on the mountain.” She hesitated before continuing. “Follow this path down, and it will lead you to a wider road and the town beyond. Do not speak of Osephetin in Aserian. His temple is closed, his people long gone. Those who still worship do so quietly. Many have chosen the lost god Neikan for their devotions. Their worship has not stopped the undead.”

“What? Why? Where was the Knight in Residence?”

“He left, five years ago. No one came for a long time. When some people did, they called themselves Followers, not Knights. They were bad, and the council made them leave. No one else has come until you.”

Darian frowned, but finally nodded. “This town is very far away from the High Temple. It is unfortunate, but possible, that they did not know of the need. As the people continue to spread and settle there are not enough Knights to see to everyone. I don’t know about these Followers…”

“WITCH!” A voice boomed from down the hillside, bouncing off the stone and echoing into the cave, cutting Darian off.

Ephema cringed, biting down on a sigh. She recognized the voice. How could she not? About twice a month, Mayor Trevin made the hike up the mountain to yell at her for some imagined slight. Last month he had blamed her for there being less water in the river that fed the town. The month before that it had been her fault the wind had taken the shutters off of several houses during a storm. It was always something.

The visits were annoying but harmless. He yelled for a while, made the signs against the evil eye and stomped away. She was certain he didn’t know exactly where her cave was, only that if he came into the general area and shouted enough, she would appear, and he could tell the townsfolk he’d done something about their troubles even if nothing changed.

She glanced at Darian, and decided that whether he was nice or not, the Mayor didn’t need to know about him. “Stay here. I will return. He is loud, but not dangerous.” She didn’t wait for Darian to respond, moving quickly down the tunnel and to a narrow chimney of rock which she scurried up as easily as a mouse might. The opening came out higher up the mountain and let her circle around to the path below Trevin, who was still yelling.

“Hello, Mayor.” She pitched her voice to carry, and the Mayor whipped around, startling at her sudden appearance. “Why have you come today?”

“You!” He stomped toward her, his fist raised, shaking. “You sent those undead beasts down upon us! The guards saw them come from this direction. Do not deny it!”

Ephema tilted her head to the side, wisps of dark brown hair escaping the cloth she wore over her head to tickle her cheek. “I do not understand.”

“Undead! Skeletons! With weapons even! They killed Ol’ Man Harvid’s goat and pounded on the gates until dawn when the guards took care of them. You are lucky our guardsmen were well prepared!”

Prepared enough to watch the undead bang on the gates until dawn, when sunrise made them easier to break apart and scatter? And what would the undead do with a goat? They ignored creatures that went on more than two legs. Everyone knew that. The questions played through Ephema’s mind, but she didn’t speak them aloud. It was not worth arguing with the Mayor if she did not have to. 

“I have no guilt in this. I did nothing. The undead go where they will, like leaves driven by the wind. They are always drawn to cities. You know this. Why would last night be any different?”

Trevin leaned closer to her, and she fought not to step back. She did not trust him not to try to hit her. His breath was foul, reeking of spiced meat and mead, hot on her skin. “And do they steal cattle as well? Six more head have gone missing over the last month, all of them last seen up this way. Don’t think I don’t know how you work with those monsters and probably bandits as well. I have been patient with your foul presence in these hills for long enough. I warn you, Witch. I will return tomorrow morning, and you’d best be gone, or we’ll burn your evil out of these mountains and to the undead pits of hell with you.” Spittle flew from his lips with his snarls. He slammed into her shoulder as he stomped by, incautiously making his way down the path. If there was any justice in the world he would have stumbled, but no matter how shaky his steps were, they led him away into the leafless foliage to the valley below.

Ephema closed her eyes and rubbed her fingers across her forehead. The forest around her whispered in the winds with the creaking of branches and the shifting of stone. She hoped he would return home and sleep off the drink on his breath. Maybe by tomorrow he would forget his threats. Maybe she could remain forgotten and keep her home. She had no desire to leave and burning the woods was insanity; but people were known to do insane things, especially when they were afraid.

She looked up at her cave where Darian had emerged from behind the guarding stones, concern etched on his dirty face. Ephema walked back up the faint path. “You should go. I do not know when he will return, but he will not help you if he knows you were here with me.”

Darian’s gaze focused past her, down the mountain where the man had gone. “Would he really be foolish enough to burn the mountain?”

“He might. I do not know.” She drew close enough she did not have to raise her voice. Despite her fears, between the Mayor and this man she would rather deal with the latter. Her instincts said he had attacked her out of fear, not rage. Not that she trusted him, but he was still the better option. “His people are unhappy. He is a bad leader, but they are afraid. He needs someone to blame for their unhappiness. He claims often I have stolen something, but I think that is only an excuse as he adds to his table.”

Darian brought his gaze back to her, frowning again. “And he would risk their well-being as well as yours for that.” He shook his head as though he could shake out an unpleasant thought. “You said the town was at the bottom of the mountain?”

Ephema didn’t like the sound in his voice, but she gestured down the path. If he was gone, she could hide until the townspeople forgot their ire. She did not believe they would burn anything if they couldn’t find her. She had been preparing winter supplies already and could stay out of the way. Perhaps in the spring she would go down again, when her herbs would be wanted and troubles forgotten. “Not far. Once you leave the mountain there is an old road. It is not well kept, but it is easy to find.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Thank you.” Darian spun on his heel and walked back into the cave, his thoughts dark. There was too much amiss here, and he would be a fool not to try to help, even if it slowed his mission by a couple of hours. He had hoped to find some of his Brethren today. He would feel better in the company of others of the Order, but he couldn’t let this woman be burned out of her home for no reason. No matter his confusion. If he remembered his map correctly, this town was on his way back to Hawthan. He could do good and move forward at the same time.

It didn’t take long to get his armor on; it was an old habit by now and the leather fit him much better than it had over a year ago, when he’d first earned it. The mace hung at his side, sliding into the thong that held it at his belt. He hoped he wouldn’t use the simple mace forever, but despite being at the end of his eight years of training, he’d not yet become a full Knight and received his soul weapon. He had to work with what he had, and the mace was effective against the undead of flesh or bone.

Darian picked up the scroll case, checking it over to make sure the bone and silver seal remained unbroken. The case hummed in his hand with divine energy, but he felt no temptation to open it, that duty was for the High Priest or the scholars. He just had to get the scroll home. Success was the best way to avenge his fallen comrades. He opened the large pouch that hung on his belt and slid the scroll case inside, grateful to have time to properly secure it. At least now if he got chased, he wouldn’t worry about dropping it.

He smoothed the makeshift bed of rushes and rags and took one last look around the little cavern. It was difficult to believe that anyone lived in such sparse conditions, but it seemed the lady was comfortable here. It was her home, and Darian knew it was important to do whatever he could to ensure her safety after he was gone.

He walked back to the cave entrance, the mace occasionally slapping against his leg. The woman was crouched at the cave entrance, fiddling with the bundle of cloth. “You called that man Mayor, didn’t you? He runs the entire town of Aserian?”

She glanced up, and he saw the bundle was filled with roots and tied to a worn water skin. She was ignoring his protests about feeding him, and his stomach thought even roots sounded good. It would be rude to argue. She nodded and offered the food bundle. “Yes, he does. There is a council, but they do as he tells them. I think… you do not have to go there. You are strong, and there are other places beyond Aserian with walls and safety. If you hurry, you may find them before dark.”

“I do have to go there.” He knelt down to accept the bundle. “This is not necessary, but it is very appreciated.”

Her fingers brushed his, and she pulled her hands back quickly. Her expression showed puzzlement as she leaned back on her haunches, and he noticed her feet were still bare. “Why do you have to go there? They will not help you.”

“I don’t expect them to help me, but I cannot repay your kindness by leaving you in danger. I will tell them to leave you alone.” He saw the doubt in her expression, and he again regretted attacking her. He had many excuses for what he had done, but if he’d been slower to react things might have been different. No matter what he had been taught about healing magic, she was not a Sister. “You are a kind soul, and you helped me.”

He shrugged and pushed to his feet, automatically settling his mace and tucking the bundle under one arm. “Besides, there is the matter of the removal of my brothers to address and a temple to assess so I can tell the High Priest of the needs of the people. Just because their Mayor closed the temple doesn’t mean there aren’t still worshipers in need here.”

“But…” She blinked a few times and shook her head. “You don’t… No one will find me here. If they come, they will just yell and go away. If you confront them, they will hurt you. I do not even know your name to ask for you if they do.”

“They won’t keep going away forever. You’ve been very lucky, and your cave is well hidden, but if they really searched, they’d find you eventually. The biggest reason they haven’t, if I were to wager, is because they think you are capable of harming them. Even if you are, fear won’t last forever. They need to know you aren’t a good target.” He carefully stepped around her, mindful of his footsteps in the loose dirt. It would hardly do to kick dust into her face. A smile crept onto his face, the first real one he’d had since waking. “My name is Darian, after my father. Thank you for saving my life.”

He strode away down the mountain before she could stop him. 

A few moments later, her quiet footsteps followed him through the dust.










  
  
Chapter 2




It took nearly an hour of walking and scrambling down the mountain side before Darian spotted the distant town – desperately trying to be a city – that was Aserian. He found the broken road, and his travel went faster, bringing him to the town by midmorning. He wondered if the Mayor had ridden a horse at least as far as the foothills. He couldn’t imagine the fat man walking so far. 

The town before him had, at one point, been constructed of proper stone and metalwork, but that had long been left to the elements, the walls now crawling with greenery and thick mosses. It was obvious Aserian had expanded, and the people had gone to the abundant surrounding forest for materials to build new outbuildings and a thick, wide wooden wall to keep out the undead. At least they weren’t foolish enough to try to live outside the walls. Darian had heard awful stories of the slaughter that resulted from thin fences and unprotected homes. Here, nothing was well-maintained and some areas looked to be one good sneeze away from collapse, but they had not completely abandoned common sense.

Darian kept his pace steady as he approached the town, though his mind raced as he considered everything he’d heard the Mayor say. Witch. Undead at the gates. Burn out the hills. He knew something had to be done, but how much could he, only a Journeyman Knight, accomplish? It occurred to him that – just maybe – he might have convinced his reluctant hostess to move instead of taking on the leadership of the town. That thought didn’t sit well with him. She hadn’t done anything wrong. He was doing the right thing. He just didn’t know how he was going to accomplish it.

He adjusted his armor slightly as he walked. The journeyman armor fit comfortably, but it was warm beneath the wan sunlight and he’d begun to sweat. He looked forward to the day when he became a full-fledged Knight of Osephetin and received his soul armor which would fit like a second skin. It was what he’d always wanted, and he knew he could pass the oathing if the High Priest would only let him try.

As he approached the gates to the town, his gaze followed the curve of the wall to the town’s funeral yard and children’s cemetery. In the back of the yard stood the massive stone of the funeral tablet. It was a horrible reminder of the extremes people had been driven to in the early days before they had learned that any flame, not just Osephetin’s Eternal Flames would keep the dead from rising, at least for a time. Darian didn’t know how many years the crushing stones had been used for, and he was glad he’d never seen one that wasn’t only a reminder of how bad things could be.

Near the stone stood the crematorium where bodies not given rites at a temple were burned by those appointed by the town. It wasn’t in use now, as no smoke rose from the stacks, and he saw no one moving about. 

Darian stopped anyway to look at the building and study the children’s cemetery with its tiny headstones and urns. Despite his years in the Order, Darian didn’t understand why children didn’t rise after death. The High Priest often cited the purity of a child’s soul as the reason, though some of the Knights privately argued that it was more about the mass of a body required for the dark magic to take hold. Either way, Darian was grateful it was the case. Fighting the undead was hard enough without fighting children.

He shook his head and turned away, continuing on. Closer to the gates, he saw that the Mayor hadn’t lied about being attacked. The gates bore fresh scratches and gouges, and piles of broken, crushed bones and shreds of aging fabric told of the defense the town had put up. Darian knelt by one of the piles, studying the yellowed bone shards. There was no way to know if these were the same skeletons that had attacked his convoy and killed his comrades, but he hoped they were and took comfort in seeing them in pieces. If the townsfolk burned and scattered them today, they wouldn’t return for some time. Maybe not at all. Undead killed with divine power or laid to rest with a rite stayed that way, but sometimes the towns got lucky too.

“Ho there!” A voice echoed from the gate above, and when Darian looked up, he saw the top of a man’s head, backlit by the sun. “What you doing with those bones, boy? Doncha know better than to play with cursed stuff? We beat those bastards back from the gates not two hours ago. An’ Ingersol got rot from it, so they’re not safe. The teams’ll give them a burning and crushing later. Stop mucking with them.” The warning given, he leaned his arms on the top of the wall and scratched his forehead. “Anyway. Who are you and what are you doing here? Ain’t often we see folks carrying proper weapons and armor in these parts.”

Darian pushed to his feet, his thoughts racing with the best way to respond. He couldn’t just accuse the Mayor out of hand, or they’d never open the gates to him. He frowned a little. “I’m a bit lost, truth told.” He made sure his voice was loud enough that it carried to the other soldiers he was positive were on the other side of the gate. “I’m looking for the town of Aserian. I heard the Mayor was looking for some lost cattle. But I got lost when I picked up some undead a trail or two back, and I’m all turned around. Can you point me in the right direction, please?”

A second voice joined the first. It was distant and didn’t seem to be talking to Darian, but rather to the man on the wall who ducked down to listen. The two went back and forth before the second voice retreated and the head popped back up at the top of the gate, much like the groundhogs Darian had chased as a child. “Mayor Trevin’s been in a snit over those cattle. I’m sure he’ll be right happy to hear whatever you have to say.” He gestured to his right. “There’s a smaller door over that way. You see it? The big gate takes too long to open if there’s nothing but one body to come through. Come on over while Boris gets the Mayor.”

Darian held back a smile, relieved. He’d hoped they’d go for that carrot, not that he was sure how far he could take it, but he wanted to see this Mayor for himself. He jogged over to the smaller door, which was cleverly disguised to look like part of the wall. If he hadn’t known to look for it, he might have missed it all together. He knocked once. From behind the door came the sounds of latches being thrown and a bar grinding out of the way. Finally, the door swung open, allowing him access.

The interior of the town looked much like the exterior. Many of the buildings were in states of disrepair, patched with whatever came to hand with little eye for aesthetics over functionality. In a few spots, fresh white wash had been applied, but instead of making the buildings look better, they just made everything around them appear dingier.

Darian nodded at the men who’d opened the door for him and stepped aside so it could be closed again. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d wandered voluntarily into the fox’s den, but it couldn’t be helped. The closest guard gave a wide smile which showed a couple of missing teeth deeper in his mouth. While the expression was welcoming, the other guards didn’t seem nearly as pleased to see a stranger, much more guarded in their expressions. Their displeasure deepened as the Mayor came bustling down the street, his gait odd as he tried to hurry without appearing to run. Several other men followed him and, as curiosity spread, many of the townspeople drifted from their homes and shops to see what the rising noise was about.

Mayor Trevin came to a halt a few feet away from Darian, surveying him with a deep scowl. His eyes paused at the worn journeyman badge on the left breast of Darian’s armor, but it only made him more annoyed. “Snelson! What are you doing letting this trash into town? You’re supposed to question all newcomers before they are allowed entry!”

“But…I did, Mister Mayor, sir. He said he had a message for you about those missing cows. He’s a Knight too, or as close as we ever see out here. I didn’t see any sign of undead nor Ephema, so I figured it was safe and you would want to talk to him yourself. I can’t see where that’s wrong.”

Ephema. Darian finally had a name for her, but his satisfaction in learning it was short lived.

“Do not speak of that witch in these walls! You’ll bring her evil eye down upon us!” The Mayor’s scowl deepened, drawing furrows in his fat face. He glanced at the man standing at his elbow who was dressed in mismatched and poorly fitting amor. A sword hung at his hip, the weapon and its sheath well maintained despite everything else. “Sergeant Markany, we will discuss your guardsmen’s training when this is over with. Apparently, they are in much need of improvements.” His narrow gaze returned to Darian, and Darian felt the moment the Mayor decided he was no one of any importance or use. “So you’ve raised my whole town with your inquiries, boy. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Darian took in a breath, sending up a silent prayer for inspiration. “I must beg your forgiveness for my deception, Guardsman Snelson.” He offered the apology before bringing his full attention to the Mayor. “I do not know where the cattle are, though there are a few grazing in the meadow three trails north off the main roadway.”

At the words, a few men slipped from the back of the crowd, hurrying away. Darian hoped they were going after the animals he’d seen. That might help the village soften toward Ephema. He refocused on the Mayor who seemed about to launch into a tirade. “I do, however, have questions for you, Sir. Several issues have been brought to the Order’s attention. Why, by the name of all that is holy, with the number of undead in these lands would you close Osephetin’s temple and live without his priests? Are you mad? Without them, who gives rituals to your dead? Who keeps the fires of the Eternal Flame? Osephetin does not demand that your town worship him, but it is folly to refuse his disciples when they would aid you.”

Mayor Trevin’s eyes widened fractionally with guilt, but he merely snorted. “I assure all that the council handles such things. We do not need the flames of your Order, nor your Knights to take care of our own. I cannot believe I came away from important meetings to be lectured by a whelp with absolutely no proof that you even ARE connected with the Order. I require neither your approval nor your God. The Disciples have never done anything for us that we cannot do for ourselves. We have proven such in their absence. You see the bones crushed before our gates. We can turn away the undead by our own hands. We are the masters of our own fate!” His voice rose as he spoke, addressing not only Darian, but the crowd, who murmured in agreement. “Get this man out of my sight.”

“Uh, sir?” The guardsman to the Mayor’s right shifted nervously. “If…if he really is with the Knights…umm…he has a right to sanctuary at the temple.”

Darian latched onto the suggestion, silently thanking Lord Osephetin that not everyone in the town was as corrupt as the Mayor. “A claim I so make,” he said quickly. He glanced over the crowd, resting his hand on the grip of his mace, but making no effort to draw it. “Think carefully, though, good people. I came here to see to your well-being. What kind of man turns away those who would help and protect you?”

Mayor Trevin glared at the guard, who wilted before his gaze and stared at his feet, shuffling in the dirt. The Mayor snarled, the expression ugly and defiant. “He’s not a Knight. He’s a charlatan trying to throw his weight around. If he was really a Knight, he would have shown up last night when we were under attack, not waited until midday. He’s probably in league with the mountain witch and trying to frighten us into compliance. I am your duly elected Mayor. I am the one who has taken care of you! Throw him out. If he resists…” He looked at the Sergeant. “Then you know your duty.”

The guards looked at each other, a couple making half-hearted steps toward Darian before stopping. It seemed the Mayor’s opinions weren’t universal. Finally, the Sergeant straightened and took a breath. His fingers flexed around the hilt of his sword before releasing it. He touched a piece of braided leather wrapped around a yellowed piece of bone, holding it against his wrist. “You heard him, sir. Are you going to go of your own will or do you need convincing?”

The sight of the talisman was welcome to Darian who was beginning to feel very young and very outnumbered. The Mayor might be corrupt, and there was no doubt his corruption had tainted the other leaders of the town, but there were still the faithful among the people. He had to have faith. Darian shook his head, considering his options in the space of a heartbeat. “I will go of my own will. I will go to the Temple of Osephetin. I claim sanctuary in the home of my God.”

Sergeant Markany nodded, and Darian was certain he saw relief in the man’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Mayor. He has the right to sanctuary. If he is a fraud, Lord Osephetin will punish him for his claim.”

Mayor Trevin gave an enraged shout and lunged forward, sweeping a sword out of one of the other guardsman’s hands. “I’ll not be a prisoner to false traditions! I’ll rid us of him myself, and you can find your replacement!”

He slashed at Darian, not without skill, but with skill which was buried beneath years of heavy living. The strike was true to its mark, but slow, and by the time it landed Darian was no longer where he’d been, ducking to one side. The sword dug into the wooden gate, pushing into the aging wood and sticking fast.

Darian tugged his mace free and spun it, savagely slapping the wooden shaft across the Mayor’s hand. It wasn’t enough to break bone, but it raised an instant welt. Mayor Trevin yelped in pain and released the trapped sword, cradling his hand against his chest. A quick turn, and the mace’s flanged edge tucked neatly under Trevin’s fat chins. Darian smiled as the crowd fell to a hushed silence.

He kept his voice calm, though he couldn’t help the edge to it. He hadn’t invited violence, but he was certainly going to defend himself. “Now, maybe we can have this conversation more rationally.”

The Mayor’s throat convulsed as he swallowed against the metal. “Bastard. I’m not afraid of you, even if you are what you claim. Get out of my town.”

“Until we clear some things up, it’s no longer your town. There’s far too many things going on here that are wrong, and you seem to be at the center of all of it.” Darian glanced at the Sergeant. “I thank you for your restraint. Am I wrong in thinking that there is a town restriction against attacking someone like that? It seems like we have a lot of witnesses that I didn’t strike first.”

“Indeed, we do.” Sergeant Markany bridged the gap between them, catching the Mayor by the shoulder. “He’ll be put under detention, pending investigation. You’ll be required to stay in the town until this is resolved. Given you were already going to the temple, I do not believe this will be a problem. Do I need to ask you to swear on it?”

Darian lowered the mace before it could do more harm than scraping a layer of skin from Mayor Trevin’s throat. He grinned at the delight the Sergeant was taking in wrenching the Mayor’s arms behind him and wondered how long the Sergeant had been waiting for an excuse for just such a moment. “No, sir. I will be at the temple until things are set to rights there.”

“Good.”

Several men slipped away from the back of the crowd, though Darian couldn’t see them well enough to decide if they looked guilty or bored. He put his mace away and inclined his head. “To the Eternal Rest.”

The Sergeant cocked his head, pushing the Mayor in front of him. “To the Eternal Rest. Snelson will show you the way to the Temple. Try to get there without causing any more ruckus.” 

Mayor Trevin protested each step, but his Sergeant paid no attention to the noises, bustling him along with brusque efficiency.

The crowd fell away as quickly as it had formed, though not without many long looks at Darian and the retreating form of the Mayor. Rumor and question would be rampant within minutes. Darian decided that, more than ever, he needed back up, and he prayed the temple would help him get it. Hopefully before his very presence caused a riot.

Snelson, the gatekeeper, approached, shaking his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

Darian rolled his shoulders, trying to ease tense muscles. “It wasn’t exactly what I was intending, but I believe your Mayor has been up to no good for a long time.” He paused, then added. “Don’t be surprised if you see others of my Order arrive in the next day or two. I’m going to send a message. They should be full Knights and easy to recognize, but I do not know who is nearby. I’d suggest letting them in without any fuss.”

“I suppose we can do that. I personally always liked the Knights. Good folk, if a little strange.” He scratched his rather large nose, flicking away a piece of dirt or snot. Darian didn’t look closely enough to see which and didn’t want to know. “Kinda like Ephema. She’s not so bad either, no matter what the Mayor says, and she doesn’t bring the evil eye. She’s odd, but just a slip of a thing. Harmless, you know?”

“I know. I’ve met her.” Darian admitted as he walked along, keeping an eye out in case anyone decided to take further issue with his presence. He remembered how she’d defended herself and concluded Ephema wasn’t harmless, but he didn’t believe she was evil either.

Snelson sniffed, clearing his nose again. “Thought you might have. It seemed too much coincidence that Trevin went off to confront her this morning and then you showed up. It’s a good thing that she’s got a friend. She’s a nice girl. Polite. Helpful. Gave my daughter help with birthing pains when she had my grandson. I don’t know why so many people get all upset about Ephema. She’s never done anyone harm as I know.” He shrugged. “But people are odd.”

Darian couldn’t argue that, and they fell into silence as Snelson showed him through the town. As a whole, the town seemed fairly prosperous, even given the dire times and whatever mischief their leaders were up to. Yes, it was worn down, but the small river dock bustled with industry, and people came and went selling wares and exchanging greetings. 

They entered into a quieter section of town, and Snelson came to a stop, gesturing toward a sagging building a bit farther down the street. “That’d be the temple there.” He chuckled. “And seems you’ve already got a guest.”

Darian looked where Snelson was pointing and saw Ephema curled up in a small alcove between two buildings.

“I’ll leave you to it. If’n you get hungry, the food is good at the Tapper, and they don’t water the ale much.”

Darian nodded, though he didn’t look away from Ephema. “Thank you.”

He didn’t watch as Snelson strode away. Instead, he crossed to where Ephema sat on the ground with her arms draped around her knees. “After all the things the fat Mayor said, this is the last place I’d have expected to find you. But I’m glad to see you, Ephema.”

She tilted her head as he spoke her name and a little smile turned her lips. In the light, the tattered state of her clothing and the dirt that clung to her skin was more apparent, but she seemed unbothered. He also realized she was younger than he had thought, near his own twenty-three years. “I wanted to see what you would do. I worried there would be blood.”

“Thankfully, there wasn’t. I’m not sure if it will remain that way. I think I only accomplished as much as I did because I surprised him. That won’t last.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. My Father said that men such as the Mayor surround themselves with snakes. When one is surrounded by snakes it is easy to be bitten.” She shook her head slowly. “He is a mean man. I have seen him kick his wife and children. Maybe it would be good if a snake bit him.”

Darian blinked at her comparison, not entirely sure how much of her point was literal. He shrugged. “Maybe, but he’s being held tonight and that’s good enough for me. I need to go into the temple. I’ve stirred the hornet’s nest and asked for sanctuary, so that is my home right now. At least it has a roof, or most of a roof. But hopefully the temple aviary hasn’t been destroyed, and I can get some help with more authority to help me untangle this mess.”

Ephema nodded, rising and rubbing the dirt from her hands on her skirt. “The temple was once a beautiful building. I was sad when it went dark and the Priest no longer answered the door.”

“They were all beautiful once, but we don’t have enough people to keep them maintained.” Darian lapsed into silence as they approached the temple. The building had, as Ephema insisted, been beautiful in the past. The tall temple had been built of pink marble and granite, the old stone still visible under dirt and disrepair. What had once gleamed white and pink was now dirty grey with dingy cracks that ran across the face of the stone. The wide double oak doors hung at an angle, possibly jammed from the inside.

Darian frowned as he approached. He knew many of the temples were not taken care of as well as they should have been, but this showed long years of neglect. “Tell me again what happened here? How long has the temple been abandoned?”

Ephema approached the door, running her fingers along the front panels where there were the faded remains of elegant etchings and carvings. Now they were just memories of the past, full of dirt and coal dust. “The Knights left five years ago. They had a mission that called them away. One priest stayed behind, an old man named Cerenus. I liked him, but I haven’t seen him for many seasons either. A few moons ago others came. They said they were Followers, not Knights.” She thought for a moment, counting on her fingers. “There were seven or eight of them, I think. Their armor was not good, and I don’t believe they truly followed Osephetin. They were all loud, drinking too much and making the aunties uncomfortable. They tried to get into the temple, but could not get very far. They broke the doors. I was not sad when the Mayor kicked them out.”

“Knights don’t make a nuisance of themselves. I have never heard of someone from our order calling themselves Followers as a group. Most worshippers of Lord Osephetin that do not become Knights are either casual worshipers, or Disciples who are a part of the priesthood.” His frown deepened as he tried to piece together what might have happened. “What happened after the Mayor kicked them out of town?”

Ephema looked over her shoulder at him, tilting her head slightly. She still seemed leery, though much less so than she had this morning. He hoped that meant she had forgiven him. “That was when he began talking to the people about the superiority of worshipping Neikan.”

“Convenient that they gave him a reason to lead the people astray. It sounds like there is a lot more to this than the Mayor just being a bastard.” Darian watched as Ephema worked around the ruined door. Her tone and mannerisms regarding the facility were those of someone familiar with the inner workings of a small temple, though Darian wondered how a girl from the mountains knew any of these things. How much more did she know that she wasn’t telling him?

Everything he saw in this town bothered him, leaving Darian painfully aware of how alone he was. His hand brushed the pouch where the precious scroll case was hidden. As much as he wanted to solve the mysteries here, he had little time to spare. If he could get some of his Brethren here, he could go to Hawthan with a clear conscience and maybe an escort. He turned back to Ephema as she grunted, her shoulder wedged under the door latch as she tried to lift it. She caught her lip between her lower teeth and pushed again. “We need to go in. I feel something, but the door is stuck.”

“If you’ll move, I’ll try.” She nodded, and Darian waited for her to get clear, aware of how she kept from touching him as she moved by. She might have forgiven him but she was afraid of him. He hadn’t meant to cause such harm, but what was done was done. There would be time to dwell on it later. He climbed into her spot and squared up, using his entire body. With a grunt, he lifted and, with a squeal of protest, the latch gave way. The door didn’t swing open easily, but he gestured her over and together they pushed until there was enough space to pass.
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