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    To those readers who have stuck with this series from the beginning. You are the reason I write.

 

To my ever patient family. You make my life worth living and help me work out the plot when I get stuck. This book would never had been completed if not for your patience and understanding.
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This is a work of original fiction. It was written by a real person, not an AI. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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​Trigger Warning


[image: ]




This book has fantasy violence that can be difficult for some readers along with mention of a lot of very big spiders. If you have a phobia of spiders you might want to skip this one.

As always my fantasy books are not for the gentlest of souls.
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​Chapter one
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The city streets are legendarily mean, but it doesn’t mean that you won’t find kindness there from time to time. Once the people who walked the clean streets would smile and even speak kindly to those they passed by, but with the turn of the new century it was more likely they would cross the street than say a word to anyone they didn’t know closely.

Angela was not one of the rude or overly cautious people. She was a throwback to a gentler time. With a smile or a kind word, she would make anyone she passed by feel just a little better. Even on her worse day she would be counted on to brighten someone’s day. Her soft brown hair that held highlights of red and gold and the large hazel eyes were changeable with her moods.

***
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THE FALL NIGHTS WERE almost over. Winter came earlier in this place than he was used to. Born in a land where the winter rarely got below the freezing point, the tall, lean man was wrapped up in his long leather coat to ward off the chill he felt. Under that coat was a body of whipcord lean muscle over bone. Not a spare ounce of flesh to keep him warm from the chill breeze that settled over the streets of the city as the sun set.

Dodging down the nearest alley, he lost the shadows chasing him, if only for a few minutes. Once darkness fell the Wolfen would have more freedom. He needed to find a place to spend the night. His enemies would be on him if he didn’t get behind a threshold by the time the moon rose.

His head whipped around as a howl cut the darkening streets. That wasn’t a stray dog; it was them, the wolfen. He took off, heading away from the howls. He knew his chances of surviving the night depended on being in a well lit area once they caught him.

He covered the mile from older part of town to the strip mall in less than four minutes, but before he could hit the lot with the overhead lights they caught up with him. As the first leapt out of the gathering darkness he pulled out the barbed chain he had scrounged and swirled it about his head. It was time to get down and dirty and pray.

***
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HEAVING THE LAST BAG into the truck, Angela turned to her daughter. “Okay pumpkin, let’s head home.” She reached out and ruffled the curls of the five year old child at her side.

“Mommy, can we watch Scooby when we get home?”

Shaking her head, Angela chuckled. “After we get the groceries put away and you take your bath, you can watch one movie. Okay?”

The child squealed and hugged her mother. “You are the best mommy.”

Angela smiled and buckled her child into her car seat and then turned on the old SUV. Backing out, she turned to take the back way out of the lot. The traffic out the front to the main drag of town was always slow thanks to the fast food chains that had popped up across from the strip mall. This back drive was usually only taken by those who worked at the mall. Being a resident of the city Angela, knew at this time of night it was pretty clear. 

She pulled into the darkened drive and started to pick up speed when she saw a tall dark figure run across the parking lot behind the medical building. Normally she would just drive on, but then she spotted the three figures chasing the first. While the first was obviously a tall man in a long duster, the three following him looked like a cross between a huge dog and a man. When they all leapt as one and took down the man, she didn’t pause to think; she floored the pedal and screeched into the lot across from where she had planned on going.

When her headlights hit them, the animals all looked up. The faces turned toward her were hideously formed. Massive tusks seemed to thrust upwards from their jaws and their claws were covered in red blood. She lay on the horn and the creatures jumped back in surprise. Covering their ears, they scattered into the darkness. “Damn,” she said softly.

Spinning the wheel, she pulled up next to the man, who was just trying to rise, holding his side. “Lily, mommy needs you to unbuckle and climb into the front seat honey.” Her daughter nodded and without a comment climbed into the front seat and tried to buckle herself as her mother carefully opened her door.

She made sure the creatures were gone and then scooted out, then knelt next to the man. She slid an arm about him gently, and then held on as he reared up with a snarl. His eyes glowed in the darkness an eerie yet familiar green. “Gently now, I’m just trying to help you.”

The glow faded as the man slumped back down with a moan. “Don’t, they’ll hurt you.”

“Not likely, now let’s get you into the back seat and get you some help.” She helped him to his feet and opened the passenger door, quickly tossing the booster seat to the far back. Guiding the stranger into her backseat was not easy. He was easily a foot taller than she was. At 5 foot 5 she wasn’t short, but she wasn’t tall. She swiftly closed the door and jumped back into the driver seat. Just as she pulled out of the lot she could hear the beasts howling again. 

Looking over at her daughter, Angela reached out and gripped her little hand. “Mommy, we have to get him someplace safe. The monsters will get him if we take him to the hothpital.” Lily stuck her thumb in her mouth and pleaded with her big blue eyes. Her baby lisp did little to hide the knowledge in the little girl’s face. 

“Mommy knows, honey.” Angela buckled her daughter in and putting the truck in gear, goosed the engine. Within moments they were ahead of the returning beast men and heading toward the bridge out of town. As they crossed the river the beasts slowed; the strongly flowing river making them anxious. 

She drove quickly through the darkened streets taking side streets and turns till she was sure they had lost the beast men. Finally, she turned toward home. The soft moans from the backseat were causing her more concern now than the creatures that had attacked him. She had not thought to see the Wolfen chasing a man through the streets of a city in the Ironlands.

It took a half hour longer to reach her home. She had to drive through Hudson and cross back over the River before heading down the DW to Spit brook Road. A few more turns and she came to a section that was barely populated. While homes were being built, that place between the border of Nashua and Hollis was still mostly old farm land. There were signs of the lots being for sale and she hoped they wouldn’t sell too quickly.

It was after the dinner hour, so many were already settled in with their television or whatever the average human did. She took a quick look before singing a soft chant and swiftly turning down the long drive that led to her hidden home. This part of the old county road belonged totally to her. She had paved it a year back to make it easier to get in and out in the winter. She was glad she did. Each bump made her backseat passenger moan and she knew he was bleeding on the upholstery. 

She pulled right up and into the garage. Whispering softly, she hit the remote to close the gate and then quietly told her little girl to go to the door. She turned to the backseat and scanned the man bleeding there.

He was tall, well over six feet and his hair hung over most of his face. Not that it was really long. It looked like if cared for it would be just long enough to be pulled back into a Warrior’s queue. She hadn’t seen a man with one of those in years. Could he be from the Clan Lands too? Shaking her head, she got out and opened the back door. “This is going to hurt, but I have to get you inside.” She slid her hands under his shoulders and started to pull.

“Give me a second,” he commented with a deep and ragged voice. She could feel him panting as he moved her hands from his shoulders. With a muffled curse, the man dragged himself from her backseat and leaned heavily against the side of her old Trooper. Panting, he licked his lips before gesturing with one hand. “Go ahead.”

Shaking her head with a put on sigh, Angela nodded at Lily. “Get mommy’s kit, sweetie.” She then muscled her way under his shoulder and lifted. “Don’t argue with me, handsome. You need help.”

Aiden winced and leaned on the sturdy woman. He didn’t have much choice as he could feel the poison from the claws of the half beasts working through the wound on his side. “Lead on.” He whispered. He hoped whatever this woman’s kit held would help stop that. He needed to find the ones he was searching for.

Angela slowly moved him into her house and got him over to one of the two couches she had. Sitting him down, she efficiently stripped him of coat and tattered shirt. A part of her winced at the long wounds on his skin as the rest of her mind went over what she would need to do. She could already feel heat starting to pour out of the wounds. Wolfen claws carried all the contagion of whatever they last killed, baked into a slime that was toxic. The wounds would need a thorough cleansing and that was going to hurt, almost as much as the clawing did.

After stretching him out on his back, she went to the kitchen and got a large bowl of very hot water, along with all the kitchen towels and a big bottle of alcohol. Once she got the wounds cleaned out she would stitch them up and cover them in the ointment she had traded a shirt for from the Alchemist in town. While she knew how to make healing unguents there were others better at infusing them with the right kind of healing energy. 

She could see the fine sheen of sweat on his skin before she even touched him. “This will hurt, but we both know it has to be done.”

He nodded, placing an arm over his eyes, as she reached out and poured the rubbing alcohol directly into the rents on his side. Aiden managed to only let out one hiss as the cleansing agent burned. He grit his teeth as she then started to wash out the wounds, the warm water a balm after the burn. Her hands were steady and gentle as she cleaned the blood away from his skin. 

Angela turned to Lily. The child was standing behind her with a case that was too big for her little form in her arms. “I got the big one mommy. Is he gonna be okay?”

“If I can get this all cleaned up and stitched, he will be.” Angela hoped she wasn’t lying to her daughter. She pulled out a curved suture needle and threaded it quickly. She had hoped to never have to stitch another wound again in her life, but she knew it had to be done. On this side of the gate generally those injured when to the hospital and not to the local witch for stitches and the like. Though explaining the long rents down his torso would have been interesting if it was anyone other than those in the know. She paused for a moment, “I don’t have anything to numb this, so please, try to hold still.” She then quickly started to close the rents. There were three running from high under his arm almost to his navel. Somehow his coat must have blunted the other claw attacks. Generally the Wolfen would go for the throat or belly. She was glad that his face hadn’t been injured. It would have been a crying shame for such a fine man to have facial scarring.

For a brief second she felt that she recognized his face. As if out of an old memory or a dream, she could almost swear remembering a face like his laughing at her when she was a young girl. Giving herself a mental head shake she went back to work. 

Ignoring the fine, toned body, she closed each wound, leaving a small part of each open if drainage was needed. Then she took out a tube of ointment and lightly spread it along each of them. Once he was coated properly, she taped bandages over the wound.

Sitting back on her heels, she sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know who you are handsome, but tangling with demented Wolfen on a fall night is pure suicide.”

“Didn’t plan it,” Aiden answered softly. 

Angela smiled and stifled a chuckle as she cleaned up the bloody towels. “I hope not. Now give me a little bit to get you something to eat.” Angela turned and smiled as Lily bought out a bottle of generic sports drink. “Good girl, sweetie.” She opened the bottle and turned to her patient.

She sighed softly as she saw his eyes had shut and his breathing had evened out. The stress had obviously made him exhausted. Placing a finger to her lips, she sent Lily into the kitchen. She softly hummed a slow few bars of music, and then followed her daughter. “Not bad for a stitch witch who isn’t really a healer.”

Swiftly, she put together a sandwich and a glass of milk for her daughter. “Eat this quietly, love.” She then moved back to the door leading to the garage. “Don’t disturb our guest, honey and mommy will bring in the groceries.

She managed to get everything inside and put away without waking the stranger on her couch, she even got Lily bathed and settled down with her movie. “Now when this is over you go right to sleep.” Kissing her softly, Angela hugged the one constant in her life. Only for Lily would she have left the clan lands all together. If she had not been pregnant when her husband passed she would have returned to her own clan home and lived her life like any other widow of the interminable clan wars.

She admitted that not all the wars were between the clans. There were intelligent creatures, like the Wolfen, who did not like men encroaching on their territories. War was a way of life for more generations than any knew. Warriors would go off to battle, leaving behind mates and children when they died. It was considered to honorable way of life. One that she had hoped to never have to deal with again once she fled to the Ironlands.

“Okay, mommy, the big man should wake up soon.” Her bright blue eyes twinkled. 

Angela gave her daughter a confused look. The little girl was always saying things like this. She was too young to be coming into her father’s powers. The powers that cost him his life in her opinion, were really too much for a child of five to bear. They had fled here because this place was supposed to suppress powers, though she found that wasn’t true. If anything her own gifts had grown once she was away from home. “Why do you say that, baby?”

“He can’t nap that long can he?” She stuck her thumb in her mouth and turned to watch a cartoon Great Dane run about scared.

Angela shook her head and left the room, closing the door softly. It was true that he should be waking up and demanding food, if she knew her warriors. It may have been years since she came to this city, but she used to know men like the one lying on her couch. She knew them, cared for them, healed many and watched the rest die. She was the daughter of one, the widow of another, had siblings, both alive and dead, who were also Warriors. In fact in many ways she was different than her siblings. She was of a gentler temperament. She could fight if necessary for no child of her family above the age of ten was totally unable to wield steel if necessary, but she found that the steel she was best with was needles. Be they knitting or sewing or suturing, she could wield them better than any other.

She started up a pot of stew when she made Lily her dinner and it should be about ready for seasoning now. She briefly looked in on the man and smiled. He was stirring a bit, like he wanted to wake up, but couldn’t yet. She whispered words softly again and he settled back down to rest. The little cantrip that her mother had taught her long ago worked well on those who needed a little extra push to rest. Meant to help a mother to get a fractious child to sleep, Angela found it worked fine on Warriors in need of rest too.

As much as she would like to ask him a bunch of questions, she wanted the man to rest. Now that Lily was settled with her movie, she could refresh the wards about her home and quite a bit of the land she called home. While her small house was built in a clearing, there were many fine and tall old trees around it, blocking it from view. She had wanted it that way, for it was easier to hide in plain sight if there were many living things around you. Trees and the animals who claimed their places here were just enough cover for her. 

The creatures she had left behind at the river were not the only dangers. She had come to know that the Ironlands were not as free of danger as the legends said. Or more that the legends only spoke of the machines and the guns that the humans used. It hadn’t told of all the other creatures who shared the world on this side of the gate.

She moved point to point, recharging her wards with a simple touch. Here in the Ironlands her simple spells had more power than they did at home. It wasn’t that she had little power, but that her type of magic was not understood. Her grandmother had told her that her ability to weave music into strands of magic and then infuse it into whatever she was working on was more than rare. Once, long ago, her clan had others who could spin the very light from the air into cloth that was used to clothe the high kings of old. 

Angela would have loved to see that. She hadn’t tried it yet here, for catching sunlight and spinning it into thread was a tricky thing. She had tried to once when she was a girl and somewhere back in her old rooms in Manuel’s keep there was a small square of it. She had burned her fingertips making it and had never got to do more than that.

***
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AIDEN CAME AWAKE WITH a start. He could still feel the hot breath on his skin. Taking a shallow breath, he opened his eyes a slit and looked about. The room he was in was lit by a crackling fire. He could hear a soft creak by the fire and turned his head that way. Sitting in a simple rocking chair with a pile of yarn in her lap, was his savior. He saw a flash as she moved a hook back and forth. The flickering light of the fire couldn’t give him much detail, but it looked like a complicated pattern was being woven. He didn’t know just what the technique was called, but it was a homey thing that he had seen done in a time he would never have again.
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