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That Slow Awakening

The Satura Trilogy, Book Two

Laurel Beckley


For my wife.


Chapter One

POWER SHIFTED, RIPPLING throughout the mountains moments before a thunderous bang roared across the lookout post.

Khelek’s wards triggered, firing magic to keep the structure together, tendrils knitting and locking as the ground trembled, shaking his chair and the books on his desk. The cave groaned. His pen rolled off the flat surface and plinked to the floor. Khelek dove from the chair, trying to figure out if the ringing, tingling sensation in his chest and fingers and ears was the aftermath of a powerful magical working, a magic-caused earthquake, or something else. He tried to remember if he should be cowering under the desk or struggling to hold the cave together.

He’d never seen a magic flare-up like this before. Earthquake season was in the summer, when the mountains grew restless, shedding their perpetual coats of snow. He’d had several moments of breathless panic during those flares, watching as the mountains shuddered and heaved, bucking up and down as though something underneath was trying to escape. In the past, when the ground stilled so did the magic and his nerves. According to his partner, winter was supposed to be the quiet season. No earthquakes. No flares. Not for the past three months.

But this. This didn’t feel like the wild magic running rampant in the Dragonbacks.

This felt wrong.

The trembling continued and the power pulling on his chest grew stronger. A sensor ward began wailing, both audible and in his head. If whatever was going on didn’t cease, in a few seconds his wards would seal the lookout in a safe cocoon and then—

“Oh shit.” Khelek scrambled to the cave’s rear chambers, hands pressed against the cold rock walls for balance, until he reached the base of the rough-hewn staircase leading to the lookout tower.

“Mother of dragons, do you feel that?”

Khelek shrieked and clasped his chest as a face leaned over the stairwell opening, cast into shadow by the light streaming through the watch point. He doubled over, trying to catch his breath. The wards relaxed with him, pulsing slower and opening as the rocking in the mountains ceased, until his magic retreated into its dormant state.

His partner knew how easy it was to frighten him.

“Seriously?” Secara asked, the scorn apparent in her voice. “Something crashed into Youngest Sibling so hard it shook this side of the mountain and I startled you? Get up here. You’ll want to see this.”

Khelek eyed the staircase with concern, but obeyed, moving as fast as he dared up the icy steps and wishing he’d changed from his slippers into his hob-nailed boots. He had been studying not three seconds ago, dammit, and it wasn’t even close to his watch shift.

His glasses fogged at the change in temperature. He waited for them to clear, wishing he’d brought his goggles with the special inserts. Wished, too, that he were wearing his parka instead of a sweater. Their lookout was built into the side of a mountain, the watchtower emerging from one of the peaks and open to the air. It provided a wonderful view of the southern portion of their sector, but it was always freezing. He checked the heat wards he’d placed when he had first arrived. Secara had not activated them, which explained why his nose hairs had frozen and his toes were starting to go numb.

It was a brilliantly clear day in the Dragonbacks, with a blue sky a painter would die to capture, the sun so bright it reflected white gold off the snow-covered peaks. Smoke rose off one of the peaks—he never remembered the names Secara had given all of them. She treated the mountains—some of the mountains—like they were her extended family. Khelek hoped he wouldn’t be stuck out here long enough to start doing the same.

“What the hell happened?” he asked.

“A flying thing came out of nowhere and dove straight into Youngest Sibling,” Secara replied. Her voice was a distressing combination of angry, alarmed, and flat, all at once. Her entire face was covered, from parka to half mask to goggles, hiding her expression.

Khelek peered closer. Something was off about that smoke.

It should have been white, or dark gray, the color of most wildfire burnings—and they were too high in elevation for trees. Instead the smoke billowed into the sky, a thick, voluminous black. Blue flickered within the column, flashes of magic. He blinked, peering harder and wishing he’d worn his damn goggles. Secara handed him her binoculars.

The peak came into focus, but the blue flickering faded, the wind whipping the column away, erasing the damage like it had never been there. There was no trace of whatever had hit the mountain.

“Do you feel anything?” he asked. “Or see anything unusual in the smoke?”

“No.”

That made sense. Secara was as magical as… Khelek frowned. Everything had some magic, except her. She was the least magical person he had ever met, although he’d heard stories of the offworlders and their own astonishing lack of power.

“I felt magic.” Khelek paused, extending his senses. The source of the pulse was fading, dying in slow spurts. He could pinpoint the location, even without the smoke guiding him. “It’s coming from whatever hit Youngest Sibling.” It had tumbled and fallen down the craggy sides and to the mountain’s base, bleeding magic.

“I don’t recall any exercises scheduled for out here.”

“What do you think it was?” Nothing caused that level of damage, unless it was one of the monsters who called the Dragonbacks their home. From his studies and observations, nothing flew and exploded with a release of magic quite like what he’d seen. At least, nothing he knew of. He shuddered.

“I think it was one of the offworlder’s flying things.”

Khelek stared. Briefly, he wondered if the long isolation had addled her mind even more than he’d suspected.

The offworlders flew, yes, but they never came this close, and they did not have magic. Awful technological capabilities, yes, but no magic. Few Saturans had actually seen an offworlder—at least, those few who lived north of the Dragonbacks, and then, from what reports he’d read the offworlders rarely emerged from their encampment on the old palace in the far south—but their abilities were burned into every Saturan’s collective memory.

Bombs powerful enough to destroy entire cities, wipe generations out of existence, with nothing to remember them by except a black crater in the ground. Machines that flew. More machines that buzzed incessantly in the inner ear, low and unpleasant, and headache inducing. Magic dying in the heat of iron and electricity and engines.

But not here. Never here, where magic still ruled.

Where the ley lines thrummed with power.

Where the wild magic of the Dragonbacks protected them.

Khelek shook his head, denying the possibility. “No. Impossible. Their technology does not work.”

The ground rumbled again, low and distant, and a chunk of snow and rock twisted from Youngest Sibling, triggering an avalanche. Khelek extended his senses again, but he no longer detected the strange source of magic.

Even though he couldn’t sense it, he remembered it. It wasn’t wild magic, which twisted hot and coppery, blazing like fire and defying all attempts to control it. It wasn’t from a monster, either. This magic felt human. He’d thought he knew every powerful mage’s magical signature, but there was something different about it, something he just could not pinpoint. That first pulse had been powerful and barely controlled. Whoever had triggered it had no idea what they were doing.

Khelek frowned, pulling his ever-present bottle from his sweater’s pocket, bare hands shaking as he tried to unscrew its stopper.

What if the offworlders had accessed the ability to wield magic? Hells, it was so cold up here he could hardly think. He was humanizing whatever had caused that pulse. Most likely it was a flare-up and explosion caused by the mountains twitching under the weight of snow. Strange things happened in the Dragonbacks. It was why the rangers were here.

Secara covered his hand with her gloved one, stopping him. “We can do that below.”

Khelek nodded, returning to himself. His teeth chattered, and each inhale pulled frozen hairs deeper up his nose. His eyelashes stuck together, and he wished he’d grabbed a coat before dashing off to rescue his partner who did not need rescuing.

Secara gently nudged him toward the stairs, and he began the slow climb down, right hand clasping at the walls again, feet shaky. His tailbone had not forgotten his last fall, and he could not feel his toes.

Secara huffed, bounced, and emitted several disturbing groaning noises before she threw herself through the narrow opening of the stairwell. Khelek had seen her do this dozens of times, but his heart still crawled into his throat as she plummeted two stories.

She landed in a graceful, soundless crouch, as if daring gravity to try to contain her, and stood. Khelek’s knees hurt for her. “Any day,” she called, goggles glinting green from the light filtering down the watchtower’s shaft. “Not like we’re in a hurry.”

“Slow is smooth.” Khelek slipped, braced himself against the wall, and cursed the army’s mage engineers for not installing something practical like railings in these icy, isolated outposts. “Smooth is fast.”

Secara snorted. “Yeah, for your grandpa. Pretend like you’re a damn soldier and get the fuck down here.”

Khelek ignored her goading and continued at his careful pace. When he’d first arrived, she made fun of his ancestors and he’d been rightfully offended, but his explanation had only made him come out as the ass in the conversation—a noble fop too obsessed with his family legacy and reputation. He’d spent his entire life maneuvering around his family, both with the individual members and with outsiders. He knew better than to let a goad like that insult him, although the lesson had been learned while as a student instead of a soldier.

Like all members of his family—and everyone stationed in outposts across the Dragonbacks—he was a member of the Black Hells Army, the king’s personal guards and army, but his association was tangential at best. He’d passed the basic training, albeit at the bottom of his class, and then, family tradition complete, diverted from the soldier’s life straight into the royal university library. He hadn’t emerged from academia until The Incident.

He reached the ground and sighed in relief.

Another fall averted.

Secara shook her head and headed toward their living quarters, moving with chopped steps and tense shoulders. With every other step she scrunched her back, hunching and squeezing, as through trying to release an itch at her shoulder blades without scratching.

Her agitation radiated like a roll of energy, smacking into Khelek and amping up his rising anxiety. Nothing ever happened in the Ass End of Nowhere (officially: Outpost 4, Dragonbacks Range). It was precisely why he’d been exiled here, seven months ago. It was supposed to be a duty filled with routine, boredom, and bone-chilling cold, not random explosions topped with blue-sparked smoke.

On the positive side, Secara was a relatively quiet partner and he had been able to conduct quite a bit of his research without having to participate in the minutia of professorial life or family drama. On the negative side—he had been stuck with a sarcastic recluse for seven months and he was running short on reading material.

Khelek bypassed his desk, spared a glance at the standard communication mirror hanging near Secara’s workstation, and flopped onto a much-patched floor cushion before the glowing embers of their dying fire—which he had forgotten to stoke, again. He pulled out the bottle, trying to ignore Secara’s hovering as he drew a circle in the packed earth of the cave floor with his penknife, and carefully poured the bottle’s contents inside the lines.

He closed his eyes, inhaled, and waved a hand over the circle, transforming the silver liquid into a flat, reflective mirror. The act of small, simple magic was so much easier if he created his own mechanisms. It took longer to prepare, but returned more consistent results. He was so grateful his mentor, Mirijim, had taken the time to figure out his magic’s particular quirks and limitations. He missed her like he missed everyone out here in this isolated patch of nowhere, but the ache of her leaving was dulled by time. Mirijim had taken a position in Corlay five years ago, leaving a life of academia for one of a practicing mage. Out of all his teachers, she was the only one who’d reached out to him after his exile.

On the exhale, he opened his magical sight and peered into the recent past.

There was the mountain and blue skies. A speck of black fell out of the sky, the outline of what might be a metal box with chubby wings, but the entire thing was spinning and obscured by blue specks, which swarmed and consumed the box as it fell. The blue tightened, coalescing into a shield that lifted the box up, rescuing it from its fall. His stomach clenched. Whatever it was, it nearly escaped disaster—until the box’s undercarriage clipped Youngest Sibling and crashed in a ball of flame and blue magic.

Khelek scrunched his eyes and then opened them wide, trying to spread himself into the possibilities and relax into the flow, but the image didn’t resolve into anything firmer. The blue sparks refused to give way.

He pressed harder. The magical pulse had originated from the crash, but for some reason, he could focus on neither wherever the thing had landed nor the source of the magic. The pulse wasn’t one of the Black Hells Army’s wardings, nor was it entirely wild magic. It had traits he’d studied, but no easily recognizable signature, more of a perplexing mix that squirmed when he tried to focus. It had to be magical static.

One thing, however, was certain. The flying object was not one of theirs.

He sighed. “I think you’re right.”

Secara cocked her head, exaggerating the movement so he could clearly interpret her sarcasm through her thick parka. “What was that? I’m…right?” She paused. “What specifically am I right about?”

Khelek ignored his partner’s attempts to bait him. “I think it’s one of the offworlders’ flying contraptions, but something’s blocking my sight.”

“Can you check for survivors?”

Khelek rocked onto his heels. He hadn’t imagined the winged box would contain people. Nevertheless. “It doesn’t work like that. And I can’t see anything.” He paused, looking up to gage her reaction. “Although, my talents don’t lie in scrying, so it might be my error.”

His partner grunted in either agreement or annoyance.

Instead of complaining—again—about his lack of useful magical abilities, she headed toward their staging area, removed her parka, and pulled her pack off the wall. “Then we’ll check it out.”

“We?” He’d been so close to connecting some intriguing threads, and the only call he intended to make this week was to the university to beg for more source material on the Slave Wars.

“It’s standard operating procedure to investigate anything unusual in our area. Call Batbaayar.” She grabbed his pack and upended it. He winced as rolled-up food wrappers flooded out alongside his medical supplies and spoiled protein bars. She brushed away the wrappers and threw a protein bar at his head. “Seriously? I told you to clean this shit out.”

“I forgot?”

Secara loaded his pack full of fresh food, more than what they should need for quick trip. She added several pairs of clothes, warming layers, his sleeping kit, and other odds and ends he pretended to know the use of, before returning to her own pack and doing the same. The quantities in her pack were higher. The sleeves of her uniform pulled with each precise movement, revealing flashes of light-brown skin and the blue swirl of traditional Heironylan tattoos. At his drawn uhhhh, she explained, “There’s a storm coming and I want to be prepared. You can do fire, right?”

He glanced guiltily at their dying hearth. “Yes, I can do fire.”

She threw a tinderbox into her pack anyway.

“How long is this trip going to take?” Khelek asked.

“A day or two. If we walk all night, we’ll get there by sunrise.”

Khelek froze. “What?”

Secara leveled him with a withering look. “Something from the offworlders managed to get halfway through the Dragonbacks before crashing. You say you felt magic. So either they were really lucky or they managed to use our one advantage, and I intend to find out immediately. Call. The. Turbat.”

Khelek gulped as the implications hit him at last.

The Dragonback Mountains were the last barrier protecting free Satura—specifically, the royal family—from the offworlders. The offworlders had brought technology and a way to kill magic, but their methods were consistently thwarted by the Dragonbacks’ disruptive ley lines and wild magic. As those Saturans who had fled beyond mountains adjusted to the icy winters and blazing summers of the northern steppes, the offworlders completed their conquest of the rest of the world and had seemed to forget anything existed beyond the mountains for the last several hundred years. All previous attempts—made from orbit—had ended in fireballs.

The offworlders did their thing, mostly stayed out of Saturan life aside from collecting taxes and the occasional enforcement of their will, and those Saturans in occupied territory kept their heads down and prepared for the day Satura would rise. Although, a month or so ago Khelek had heard of some rumors flying up from the south, that one of the offworlders was Saturan and spoke the Old Tongue. When the news reached Outpost 4, Khelek disregarded it, along with the other plans of the great resistance. There were always rumors, there were always plans, and these were more outlandish than most—even more outlandish than the rumors of his long-dead ancestress being a famous offworld assassin. Still, his cousin Hjiotor had been dispatched to investigate.

But the rumors were true, if the offworlders had found a way to breach the Dragonbacks, to bypass the magic that had thwarted them for so long, it spelled the end of freedom, resistance, and the royal family. Of course, this would happen right before his family managed to retake all that had been lost.

“Well?” Secara prompted. She’d rolled her sleeves up to her elbows, revealing more of the tattoos. She refused to explain what they meant—except once she’d told him the swirls on her left wrist indicated she was trans and adopted romantic attachments to women, which meant she was a lesbian, thank you very much, and he’d blushed and babbled and blurted out he preferred men but liked academia more than the complications of sexual relationships and that was the end of that awkward moment.

Khelek wished he knew more about Heironylan culture, traditions, and magicwork, because while Secara lacked any magical abilities, he was certain the inkwork on her arms kept changing. She refused to tell him a lot about her people, which was par for the course. He didn’t like talking about his family either.

There weren’t a lot of Heironylans, a group of refugees who had come to Satura shortly after re-contact. Over the centuries there were fewer and fewer, and they mostly preferred to live isolated communities in the mountains. Those who joined the BHA tended to prefer being stationed in nowhere outposts along the Dragonbacks, like Secara. The few Heironylans Khelek had met all had eyes like Secara’s, which changed colors to mirror their emotions. His family had weird eyes too, though.

“Khelek.”

He shook his head, returning to the present. “What?”

“Are you going to call the turbat or not?” Secara asked. “We’re heading out in twenty minutes.”

“Wait. What?”

Secara mumbled something about absent-minded academic types.

Khelek gritted his teeth. So, he had been stalling, but he was about to report a dangerous situation potentially involving offworlders and definitely involving magic, and their turbat was scary.

He bent over his makeshift mirror, cleared it of the scrying spell with a wince at his absentmindedness, and closed his eyes. He took two deep breaths, the first to steady himself, the second to prepare to face Metin Batbaayar, commander of the largest watch area in the Dragonbacks. She prized attention to detail, merit, and adherence to all things soldierly and corporeal, which meant she despised Khelek’s entire existence.

But since Secara hated mirrors, was suspicious of magic in general, and had had an explosive break-up with Batbaayar resulting in her chosen exile to Outpost 4—along with a stubborn refusal to speak directly to her ex-girlfriend—it fell upon Khelek to make the report.

Lucky him.

He squeezed his eyes shut, wishing he were curled up in a steaming bubble bath, surrounded by candles and coziness, instead of squatting before a dying fire and freezing in five layers of clothing.

He pricked his finger with the penknife, the pain bringing him to reality, and carefully squeezed three drops of blood onto the silvery surface.

“Calling Hakar.” He added a quick whistle for the fortress’s distinctive signal.

The reflective surface swirled, turning opaque before pulsing in a familiar waiting beat.

“Yes?” a teenager in cadet grays answered, suspicion tinting their voice.

He’d spoken to this same kid in the last three reports, and it was always this song and dance, a bureaucratic rigmarole of re-authentication, all because he preferred to use his own mirror instead of the standard-issue one. “This is Dashka Khelek from Outpost 4.” He pressed his bloodied fingertip into the liquid, trying to keep the annoyance out of his tone. “I need to make an urgent report to Turbat Batbaayar.”

“Please hold.”

The surface went opaque again, leaving Khelek tapping his finger and eying Secara, who was prepping their weapons.

The surface swirled again, revealing the mildly annoyed, weather-lined face of Metin Batbaayar. Mildly annoyed was her default setting. Her scowl deepened when she spotted Khelek. “What is it, Dashka Khelek?” She stressed his rank, as though he didn’t know his other rank held no power over her. “The fort mage detected a disturbance in your sector. Do you know what it was?”

Khelek nervously adjusted his glasses. “Dashka n’gi-sa believes it to be an offworlder flying machine.” Secara shot him a nasty glare, and he continued, cursing his wavering voice. “Basic scrying was blocked due to some sort of magical interference, but I believe she is correct. We are headed out to investigate.” Secara held up a raised hand, fingers outstretched. “In five minutes.”

Batbaayar’s mouth turned down even further. “Did you say offworlder flying machine?” Her voice was low, dangerous, and Khelek’s stomach clutched his spine in fright.

“Y-Yes, Turbat.”

The turbat tapped her fingers against her desk for a long moment, doubtless spinning over the same possibilities Khelek had and coming to a similar conclusion. “Investigate it.” She paused. “If this was an offworlder flying machine, and not a flare, I expect you to erase all traces and report immediately on your findings. Do you understand me, dashka?”

“Yes, Turbat.”

“How long do you think it will take for a report?”

Khelek glanced helplessly at Secara, who was herding errant food wrappers into a pile and returning their regulation clean cave into an inspection-ready one. She held up three fingers. “Um, three hours,” Khelek relayed. The hand shook. “Sorry! Three um, days. Three days, Turbat.” Secara’s hand formed into a fist and waved in the symbol for inclement weather. “There’s a storm coming, so we might be delayed in our report.” Secara nodded, tightly, and swept the wrappers up. Khelek had a feeling he’d see them again, protecting yet another batch of healthy yet foul-tasting goodies.

“Very well. I will expect the report in no later than three days’ time.” Batbaayar paused and continued with a low-voiced menace, “And, Khelek? You have a chain of command. Remember it.”

Batbaayar ended the communication, leaving Khelek staring at his own reflection instead of the turbat’s left ear. Maintaining eye contact was difficult in the best of days, and gazing directly into Batbaayar’s steely brown eyes always made him feel examined and found wanting, particularly when she vaguely mentioned his mother. Or, well, any of the other members of his family.

He closed his eyes and sighed, collecting himself before coaxing the liquid back inside the bottle. It returned sluggishly. He wasn’t particularly apt at the smaller magics. His lackluster ability in practical magic was a source of ridicule amongst colleagues and family, but he had earned the four green rings on his sleeves. He was a mage, even if he felt like a fraud in the uniform of the Black Hells Army. Even if his area of expertise was esoteric.

“We’re ready.” Secara had already pulled on her pack. Her sword was strapped to the side alongside her quiver, unstrung bow also within easy reach.

Khelek rose and checked his own pack, giving it a cursory once-over. His sword was in good condition, and his repeating crossbow had been serviced recently, although not by him. He tended to forget his physical weapons, since, if any hypothetical fight came down to his needing sword or crossbow, it was as good as over.

He cast one glance at their cave as he dressed in his warming layers, following Secara’s wordless gestures, and strapped cross-country skies over his boots. His section of the cave was as messy as the rest was tidy, and his heart panged. He hated to leave this carved out space of normalcy. His desk, with its piles of books and half-written research and stacks of barely read letters from his family. His fuzzy blue throw blanket, draped over his chair. It was so cozy and inviting.

Secara grunted, and he hurriedly pulled on his pack, wincing as he shifted the load until it was mostly comfortable. She checked him over, tucking in straps and adjusting his poles, while he tucked his glasses into their carrying case and pulled on his goggles.

Then they were off, into the cold afternoon light, speeding down the mountainside on a path well-hidden from direct sight.

Toward whatever offworlder horror awaited them.


Chapter Two

A COLD BREEZE brushed her cheeks, rousing her into darkness.

For a long moment, she thought she was back in the cryo-chamber, unable to open her eyes with long atrophied muscles. Her eyelids strained, sealed shut with a sticky substance. She managed to crack one open, ripping eyelashes from frozen skin.

Melin tried to move her right arm and couldn’t. Broken. It had to be broken.

Her other arm moved shakily, weakly, reaching through the shattered faceplate of her helmet to swipe at her face and forcibly peel both eyes fully open.

She blinked, trying to focus in the darkness. Everything was fuzzy and tinged in gray, wrapped in flashing lightning layers of pain. Ringing clanged in her ears, broken by soft moaning. It took her a while to realize the moaning came from her.

It took her longer to remember where she was.

The shuttle overshooting.

Mountains.

Dar’Tan’s empty eyes.

Blue light.

Sorem’s screams.

Nothing.

She wished, briefly, that she were emerging from cryo, instead of wherever the hell she was, to face whatever came next. If anything came next after painful dying and nothingness.

She turned her head to stare at whatever was pinning her legs. It was so dark the switches and instruments of the shuttle console were barely visible. The cockpit was crushed, the console nearly embedded into her waist, and through the near-pitch dark light a trail of smoke rose from the blackened dashboard.

Her fingers shook as she untangled herself from the straps. She must have buckled herself in on top of the dead copilot. She didn’t remember doing that.

The straps released, and she fell against the ceiling with a thunk, whimpering at the pain shooting through her body. The shuttle must have landed belly-up. She struggled upright, her left foot unable to take much weight as she staggered into the main cabin.

It was a scene straight from a gore-vid.

A gaping hole had been ripped onto the floor-now-ceiling, shining light into half of the shuttle, and thrusting the aft half of the cabin into darkness. The edges of the gap were bent out instead of in, like a giant had pried it apart with two massive hands. Or, more likely, something had exploded from inside the hull. She rubbed her face, trying to remember what exactly the shuttle had been carrying on the floor that was now missing, and just couldn’t think over the ringing and the stench of death and the pain.

The ringing in her ears subsided, replacing by a crunching, slurping sound. Melin stepped into the light caused by the hole, instinct drawing her toward the sound, pulling her to check to see if someone—anyone—had survived with her.

One of the soldiers was hanging half-in, half-out of the opening, their body misshapen. The smell of offal and blood was overpowering, but not as much as she had anticipated. Bodies slumped in their seats, hanging limply. There was blood everywhere.

More crunching.

Please don’t let me be alone. Not again.

A body lay on the floor. It was missing an arm.

The noise from the rear of the shuttle stopped.

Her stomach clenched.

A shadow, lighter than the rest, shifted, detaching from the darkness. Melin stepped back, involuntarily. Her boot caught a shard of plexglass, and she fell with a thump. Her vision swam and everything became washed with gray and accented with dark blotches wavering in and out of existence, focusing on two spots of reflective yellow in the darkness beyond. Eyes.

She swallowed.

Something was alive, and it wasn’t one of her companions.

The creature rose from its crouch.

Melin froze, pain forgotten as what looked like a giant cat stalked toward her, yellow eyes fixated on her. The dim light of the hole illuminated white fur streaked with red.

It stopped centimeters from her. Hot, fetid breath hit her face. Melin stared into its huge green eyes, not moving as blood and tissue dripped from its chin onto her chest.

Seconds turned to minutes turned to eons.

The cat yawned, revealing teeth as long as her forearm. Its muscles tensed and she prepared herself for death.

It leapt and Melin dropped to the ground. When no impact came, she opened one eye, catching the flick of a long tail dangling over the hole in the shuttle. It flicked once, twice, over the edge, and vanished.

Melin fell back in relief, helmet clinking as her head hit the floor. Pain screamed through her body, and she lay still for a long while. The scent of smoke grew stronger, competing with the stench of carnage.

She had to get out of this death trap.

But first, she needed to see if anyone else had survived.

Dragging herself across the length of the shuttle to the other took a painful eternity, but only a moment to confirm her fears. Sorem’s head was bowed, face hidden, but Va’try’s lifeless eyes stared at her, upside-down face darkened with blood and accusing in its emptiness. The others were in various states of disarray, with no signs of struggle. All appeared to have died upon impact.

Fourteen bodies. She had a moment of hope, but the one missing was Dar’Tan, and she was absolutely certain he’d been dead as a fucking rock when she’d strapped him into his chair.

They were all dead.

Yet somehow, somehow, she’d survived.

Despite the odds.

Again.

Or was she really dead, and existing as a ghost? Would she haunt some poor Saturan for the rest of their days?

Her ankle gave out, sending another flare of pain radiating up her leg.

Survival brain took over, numbing out the pain, the horror before her. Becoming irrationally practical. Bringing her back to something resembling the present instead of spiraling into despair.

She had to leave.

In normal emergency survival situations, the smart thing was to stay beside the wreckage and wait for help. She couldn’t remember sending a mayday signal during the crash, and she had no idea if the pilots had done anything before their mysterious deaths. She knew the embassy would send a search vessel after a day or two of no response, but they would never find her, not with the shuttle having traveled so far off course. It was highly doubtful they would consider venturing this far north, and if they did, it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack amid all these mountains and valleys, even if they made a concentrated effort.

So… She was in enemy territory. No one was coming to save her. She had to save herself and somehow get back to the embassy and report what had happened, even if she didn’t quite know how or why or what. Even if it seemed impossible.

After some hunting, while she ignored the pain in her body with the steadfast grimness of a person who had been in a similar position before, she found the emergency kit. It was sparse, utterly lacking the cold weather gear she’d need if the shuttle had crashed as deep into the mountains as she suspected. The emergency signaling kit was dead.

She found an old environmental suit, used for emergency ventures into the vacuum of space, and gingerly pulled it over her flash armor. It took several tries and was nearly impossible with only one working arm, but she managed to pry her broken helmet off and replace it with the environ suit’s. The e-kit had no water, but there were some purification tabs and k-rations probably dating from the Redelki Wars. She stuffed those into a pocket and cut a hole in the environ suit so she could get her knife.

She didn’t take a gun. Something told her it wouldn’t work, and she didn’t want to carry more weight than she had to. Lugging herself would be enough of a challenge.

It took her the better part of an hour to crawl out of the hole in the shuttle’s ceiling, and another hour to climb down. By the time she made it to the snow-covered ground, the sun hovered at the tip of one of the massive mountains to her right, throwing the valley into deep shadow.

Melin shivered as the sun dipped behind the mountain and the last rays struggled over the peaks. Darkness transformed the valley and the temperature dropped dramatically. She tugged the suit tighter about herself with her good arm and began walking toward what she believed to be south.

If she looked back, the shame of surviving, the guilt of not being strong enough to even give them even the pretense of a burial, would overwhelm her. She didn’t look back.

The snow was frozen solid, but patches were thin and she crashed waist-deep through the ice layer. She pulled herself out and limped blindly through the night, pausing often to breathe through the pain pulsing through her entire being.

Determination kept her moving. She had to return to the embassy. Had to at least make it over the mountains. Over the next ridge. To civilization and help. Never mind that there were at least three thousand kilometers of enemy territory between her and safety.

She was making horrible progress. But she couldn’t turn back to the shuttle. Only death remained there.

She kept walking.

Her stomach provided a stabbing pain in counterpoint to the agony of her left ankle. Some sort of liquid dribbled down her body to collect in the booties of the environ suit, squishing with each step. She was afraid to stop and allow the liquid to freeze.

She was afraid to stop, period.

Stopping would allow the pain to take over.

Stopping meant the pain won and this struggle was for nothing.

Who am I kidding? I’m dead anyway. The trickling of despair was entering her brain, slowing down her body as the facts of her situation hammered home with each stagger. She was alone in the mountains, without communication and without friends. No water, no shelter, little food.

And she’d left them there, to be eaten by cat-monsters or remain frozen forever. She hadn’t even said the words of grieving. She had just left the bodies of her companions.

Her left foot caught something underneath all the snow, and she screamed as hot pain raced up and down her leg. Her body jerked and spasmed to the ground, sending her face-first into the snow as teeth clamped about her leg.

*

“GET UP.”

Melin stood, blinking at the light surrounding her. Her body was numb, her vision laced in white. She knew she was in a familiar dream-state, but instead of being transported to fantasy-land, she was waist-high in snow, surrounded by icy nothingness. Alone.

“Am I dead?” Her voice echoed, ringing in her ears and across the dark mountains.

The sky above was so, so empty.

She looked down at her body, noting with cool detachment at the bloodstains seeping through the environ suit. She pressed a gloved hand to her waist. There was no pain.

“Move.”

She obeyed.

She felt completely detached from herself, like with each step she floated above the snow, which was impossible. She couldn’t focus her gaze farther than a few meters. Blue sparks flicked at the edges of her vision, bouncing before and behind as her body moved on autopilot.

She felt nothing, saw nothing, was nothing.

White flecks joined the blue sparks, but they were falling down instead of bouncing at the edges of her vision. They fell faster and faster, sheathing the mountains in white nothingness. At first when they touched her environ suit, they melted. After a minute the snow stopped melting and started accumulating, transforming into a coat of frozen water.

She didn’t know how far she walked before the storm stopped. The clouds vanished as rapidly as they had come, leaving the sky pitch black. The moons were still dark, but a riot of stars blazed overhead.

Melin shambled onwards.

The blue lights vanished, without warning.

Pain returned, slowly, then all at once. She fell to her knees.

A beacon appeared, close enough to touch and yet too far, leading her deeper into the darkness.

“Move.”

She stood with effort, willed one foot to move. Then the other. Her teeth chattered and her body shook uncontrollably from shock and cold.

The beacon shone brightly as the voice urged her onwards. She kept moving, brain barely registering the shift in incline.

The light floated forward with each step, drawing her farther, farther.

She had no sense of direction anymore, no sense of anything other than to follow the light. The light would—she had no idea what the light would do. She just knew she had to follow it.

When she ran into the second trap, she dropped like a rock. She couldn’t feel any more pain, but she wasn’t able to move. Willing her body to get up, to free itself, changed nothing.

The beacon hovered before her, a meter out of reach, taunting, begging.

Clouds reappeared and snow began to fall again as she fought whatever held her. After falling for the fifth time, she tried to rise again, but her muscles wouldn’t obey. Her limbs were wooden, sluggish, limp. The entire world turned to gray again, fuzzing around the edges.

The beacon faded, as if it, too, was giving up.

Melin curled into a ball, trying to preserve warmth, wondering if she was dead and thinking this was hell if she was. She was so tired. So, so tired. And sleep was warm, and death demanded little but surrender. Something settled behind her, breathing alongside her. It had been so long since she had slept next to someone, joined her breath to theirs. Been wrapped in an embrace.

Another heart beat alongside hers, in tune with the flickering light of beacon.

Her eyes closed and snowflakes continued to fall.

Her shivering stopped.

The beacon disappeared.


Chapter Three

KHELEK STARED AT the wreckage, trying to swallow the knot in his throat.

They’d traveled all afternoon and evening, Secara taking pity on him and calling a halt as snow fell, the harbinger of the storm to come.

They encountered the first dead body on their way to the crash, along with a smear of metal wreckage. The body had dark hair, a broken neck, and wore some kind of flimsy body armor. Khelek had hoped his first sight of offworlders would have been exciting, like exposed circuitry or flashing robot eyes, or something weird. Instead, the body had been disappointingly normal, which made Khelek regret the unfortunate loss of life more than the titillation of his first offworlder. They paused long enough to investigate the cause of death—neck snapped, blunt-force trauma—and for Khelek to cast a quick magical cremation.

The magic had flowed easily, leaving him ready for another round of skiing. The adrenaline from the working faded before the stench of burning flesh.

They arrived at the still-smoking ruin moments after the morning sunlight peeped over the mountain peaks and revealed the full extent of the damage.

Smoke rose mulishly from the carnage. From the initial look of things, there wasn’t much for them to worry about, other than how the hells an offworlder flying contraption had made it this far into the Dragonbacks. It was a warped mess of gray metal bearing faint resemblance to the boxy thing with chunky wings he’d seen while scrying.

Khelek had no idea what the flying thing was supposed to look like in an unshattered state, but he didn’t think the weird twisting in the middle was normal. Metal wasn’t supposed to bend like that and be expected to fly. Plus, there was a gaping hole on the top, the edges bent outward as though something had ripped it apart, trying to get in instead of out.

He extended his senses, trying to feel for life, sensing nothing in the immediate surroundings except the faint trace of a least one snow tiger. While he had been gawking, Secara had dropped her pack, shed her skis, and completed a full circle of the wreck. She glanced at him, and he signed he had found nothing.

She leapt gracefully onto the top of the wreck, drawing her sword as she tested the outer shell’s ability to hold her weight before bending over the hole, peering into the contraption’s interior. In a smooth motion, she lifted an arm to signal wait, and vanished into the depths of the wreckage.

Khelek shivered as she dropped, despite the thick wool and fur jacket. Fear knotted in his stomach. Fear, and foreboding.

The offworlders hadn’t bothered to venture past the Dragonbacks for generations. Their hold stopped in Corlay. Corlay sat well before the thick, roiling waves of wild magic spewing from the Dragonbacks and was the farthest north that offworlder technology reliably functioned. The offworlders were prevented from further expansion because magic said no. No one had been able to figure out why.
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