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Prologue



A half-elf lay shivering on his bed, unable to get warm. His mother was downstairs in the kitchen, but he couldn’t go to her for comfort. Instead Leesil sat up and looked down at his dog lying on the floor.


Chap’s silver-gray fur shimmered by the light of a single candle in the dark room. He raised his head, blinked once at Leesil, and whined softly as if to ask what was wrong.


Leesil’s stomach churned, and his hands trembled. A feeling he couldn’t name crept through his body. He was a spy, an assassin, enslaved to the warlord Darmouth, who owned both him and his parents. He served his lord without question to protect the lives of his mother and father. But this day had been different.


Thirteen days ago, Darmouth sent Leesil to spy on an old scholar named Josiah. The old man had been kind to him; not everyone would have taken a half-elf into his home. Leesil had betrayed Josiah, giving Darmouth a letter the old scholar had written to his sister. There was no malice in it, only concern for the state of the province, but it was enough for Darmouth to claim sedition. Josiah was arrested, and Leesil was paid for his services. Darmouth called it a ‘reward.’


Leesil couldn’t erase the image of Josiah’s smiling violet eyes. His chest constricted with a faint hope that Josiah might be cleared. Perhaps one of Darmouth’s ministers would petition for the scholar’s release.


He ran a hand over his face, shivering and sweating at the same time. He needed air. He needed to get out of this room, out of this house. He reached for the drawstring pouch of coins that Lord Darmouth had given him, then got up and snuffed the candle before walking quietly into his parents’ room. His father was out, and his mother was in the kitchen, so he laid the pouch on their bed.


Few people could step softly enough that his mother wouldn’t hear, but she had taught Leesil how. His footfalls down the stairs were so silent even she would never hear him. Halfway down, he paused and looked back. Chap was there behind him, his paws making no noise either.


Leesil would’ve preferred to slip out the back door facing the lakeshore, but that meant passing through the kitchen. He didn’t want his mother to see him and ask questions. So he went out the front door, opening it silently, and Chap followed.


The moon was high, and Leesil looked about at the city of Venjètz, and up and down Favor’s Row, the street on which he’d lived his whole life. The only times he’d been beyond the city walls was in service to his lord or while training with his mother or father. Their house stood among others along the lake’s shore, and in those waters rested Darmouth’s keep, with its front portal connected to the shore by a fortified bridge. Leesil’s eyes strayed to the keep’s massive basalt walls, and then he stopped breathing.


Hanging from the wall was a body in soiled cream-colored robes, barely visible by the massive fire braziers burning atop the towers.


Master Josiah.


Lord Darmouth hadn’t waited to hang the old man.


The world grew dim before Leesil’s eyes, and his knees almost buckled as he tried to suck in air.


I did this, he thought. I am the one who did this.


On the first gasp of air, he started to run.


Leesil lurched through the streets, not caring who saw him. It was two city blocks before he heard the click of claws on cobblestone that told him Chap still followed. He ran out into the main route and stared toward the city gates before he finally regained control of himself. He slipped behind a shop, watching passing travelers.


The night was half gone, but a few wagons still entered and left the city. What trickle of commerce and trade came to Venjètz often ran both day and night.


This life had to end. If Leesil even disobeyed Darmouth, let alone tried to flee, his parents would be arrested and executed. He had nothing. No money or spare clothing. No water or food. But in this moment, nothing mattered more than escape.


The house that Darmouth had given his parents was no ‘favor’ but a cage close enough to the keep to be watched. Close enough for Leesil to see Josiah’s body each day and night, until it rotted and fell to sink into the lake. Even the old scholar’s bones would be lost, mingled among those who’d died before him and lay tangled in the water’s depths.


A wagon passed by, heading for the gates with a heavy load covered by a canvas tarp. Leesil dashed after it, and he climbed in the back before anyone saw him, and then waved for Chap to follow.


Chap’s shocked expression was almost human. The dog took two hesitant steps as the wagon pulled away. He looked back once into the city, but the house was far out of sight and only the towers of Darmouth’s keep were visible above the rooftops. Chap bolted after the wagon, leaping into the back. Leesil pulled the tarp down as they both squirmed deeper among the crates and sacks.


The wagon slowed to a creaking stop as someone called out to the driver.


‘Hallo, Vireck. Headed for the south?’


‘Better trade down there,’ came the driver’s answer. ‘The provinces are getting thin.’


‘See you in a moon?’


‘Probably two. But I’ll bring you some pipe weed to smoke on your watch.’


‘Appreciate it.’


The wagon rolled out of the city gates, and no one bothered to check in its back.


The reality of his situation crept in on Leesil. He closed his eyes and saw the faces of his mother and father. The wagon moved down the road, and he didn’t peer upward to see the walls of Venjètz finally blocked out by the night. The only sound was the clop of hooves upon the dirt road.


Chap struggled to gain more room, and a crate toppled toward them both. On instinct Leesil rolled out of its way and slipped halfway out from under the canvas tarp.


‘You!’ a voice shouted. ‘What are you doing in there?’


At first Leesil thought the driver had seen him, but the man only turned about at the voice coming from back down the road. The driver jerked the reins, and the wagon shuddered to a halt.


Leesil still heard the clop of a horse and looked back toward the city.


Three horses came up the road toward the wagon. The lead rider was a tall, slightly built man with reddish hair. Leesil knew him. Baron Emêl Milea was one of Darmouth’s nobles and a minister on his council – one of his lackeys.


Emêl’s eyes widened. You, he mouthed silently and halted his mount. Companion guards pulled their horses in beside their lord.


Leesil had seen this man only a few times. Though his parents were known as only servants to Darmouth, anyone close to the warlord had suspicions concerning their duties. Leesil had his mother’s coloring and hair. The baron could easily guess who – if not what – Leesil was.


He’d hoped to be long gone before any but his parents realized it. The coin pouch on their bed would be enough to assist them. They could run before Darmouth learned anything. They could …


Leesil’s whole world slowed as Baron Milea yelled at his men, ‘Take him!’


Leesil rolled from the wagon bed and dashed into the trees, Chap following. His mother’s teachings of night ways in the forest filled his head. He ran through the dark, still seeing Josiah’s body hanging from the wall, and the eyes of his parents watching him.


Cuirin’nên’a heard the front door click and turned to welcome her husband home. But Gavril’s face was strained and nearly white, and the welcome died on her lips.


‘Nein’a,’ he panted. ‘Leesil is gone. He’s run from the city.’


Her husband’s disheveled hair hung forward across his sweating brow. Gavril was nearly the same height as she, but there the resemblance ended. Plain-featured with dun-colored hair and eyes, he wore a short beard peppered with gray that hid the lower half of his face. No one who met him once would ever remember him. As a spy and assassin, this was but one of his strengths.


Nein’a was his contrast in all ways – tall compared to humans, with silken white-blond hair tied in a coil. More often she wore it loose down her back and tucked it behind her elongated ears whenever she wished to accentuate her strange appearance. Her skin was a golden brown. Almond-shaped amber eyes, larger than a human’s, dominated her triangular face. They captivated any human male who stared at her too long. As a spy and assassin, this was her strength.


Nein’a served as a distraction at Darmouth’s rare evening events, putting off guard any noble or officer her lord suspected of duplicity. Such men eagerly tried to impress her with whispered words of their affluence in the province, and how much they could offer for her favor. But her whole world had just shifted – hers and her husband’s.


Her heart pounded slowly inside her narrow rib cage, and she shook her head. ‘Leesil is upstairs, asleep in his bed.’


‘No.’ Gavril looked in her eyes. ‘He is gone.’


Nein’a closed her large eyes. Leesil had abandoned them?


‘Darmouth will hang us from the keep walls,’ Gavril said, and he pointed at her. ‘Change, and grab weapons. I will retrieve our store of coins.’


Of the three of them, one always remained in the house. The only exception was when she was called to one of Darmouth’s evening gatherings and remained under her lord’s watchful eyes. Only then were her husband and son both free to leave their home. Gavril sometimes took Leesil to a little inn at the backside of the merchant district. But one of them was always a hostage to ensure the others’ obedience. Yet Leesil, her son, had fled the city of Venjètz.


‘Where did you hear this?’ she asked.


‘Byrd warned me and —’


‘How did he know?’


‘There’s no time,’ Gavril said too sharply. ‘We must run!’


He hurried out of the kitchen.


Nein’a followed him upstairs, but before she ducked into their room she went to Leesil’s. It was empty, and the covers lay rustled. Chap was nowhere to be seen. She suppressed panic, turning cold inside, and rushed back to her own room.


She tore open her dress, snapping off buttons, and let it drop upon the floor. Standing naked in the cold room, she looked briefly toward the rear window. Their lord and master’s massive keep loomed offshore in the lake. She hurried to gather clothing for a cold night’s travel. Then she spotted something lying upon their bed.


Nein’a snatched up the small drawstring pouch. It was full of silver shils and pennies. A sharp pain rose in her chest as if she had been stabbed. Leesil had left this for them. Did it mean he’d been forced to leave? Had he planned for this?


When she glanced back to the open door, Gavril was climbing onto the railing of the stairs to the third floor. He reached for the hallway’s ceiling lantern.


When Nein’a had breeches, a wool shirt, and boots on, she kicked the dress under the bed and retrieved a cloth-wrapped bundle from beneath the dresser. The last thing she grabbed was a charcoal wool cloak. By the time she stepped out, Gavril stood before her with another small pouch in hand. He reached out and gently touched her arm.


‘Leesil was spotted hiding in a wagon beyond the city wall. The alarm was sounded, and the wall patrol has been alerted. We’ll never get out that way. We have to go back inside the keep.’


She knew what he suggested, and the risk was great. ‘The guards at the bridge gatehouse may be alerted as well. We will be caught in the open.’


‘We have no choice. Our only hope waits in the belly of that keep.’


He was correct, and she knew it.


They slipped out the kitchen door and into the night. Darmouth’s keep stood out upon the lake, its tower braziers casting burning reflections upon the water.


‘Why would Leesil do this?’Nein’a whispered, pulling her cloak tighter.


Gavril’s voice was soft as he gestured toward the keep. ‘I think our son could bear no more.’


Nein’a looked up. With her elven night sight, she could see clearly and did not need the orange light of the tower braziers. A limp corpse in a cream robe hung upon the nearest wall. For an instant she felt the cold stab in her chest once again.


‘He left us to die because an old scholar was hanged?’


Gavril’s softness vanished. ‘Leesil wasn’t meant for this life, but you insisted …’


Nein’a knew the words hanging on his stilled tongue. She had been the one to insist on their son’s training, though Gavril would have preferred Leesil remain nothing but a hostage, the leash Darmouth used to bind them. She had trained their son in the ways of her caste, the Anmaglâhk.


There was no time left to defend or regret what was past. Nein’a grabbed Gavril’s hand and hurried along the water’s edge toward the bridge. They fled toward the keep and their only chance of living through the night.





1



‘Where is that girl?’ Magiere muttered. ‘And that conniving four-footer?’


‘Wynn and Chap will be along,’ Leesil answered. ‘The day’s almost gone, so we might as well stay in the city one more night.’


Leesil didn’t look at Magiere and barely heard her impatient footfalls smack upon the wet street behind him. Instead, he stared out the massive northern gate of Soladran, the northernmost city in the nation of Stravina. As he raised his eyes to the distant snow-covered peaks of the Crown Range, his gaze passed over the forested foothills of Lord Darmouth’s province at the eastern side of the Warlands.


He closed his wool cloak against the late afternoon chill as a gust of wind slipped through the stone archway with its massive timber gates swung wide. The wind rustled his hood, and he tucked escaping strands of white-blond hair back into hiding.


Full winter had come during their long trek up the continent. Patches of lingering snowfall marked the ground inside and outside of the city walls, and lightly dusted the shake-and-thatch roofs of the nearest shops and other buildings. The open land beyond the gate sloped down to a wide ice-fringed stream running east to west. On the water’s far side, the ground rose to an open field of browned wild grass partially matted by the earlier cold rain. Farther out was the tree line of firs and pines marking the edge of the foothills.


There lay the forested reaches of Darmouth’s domain within the Warlands, still and quiet below a gray sky. The naïve might find the sight serene, but it was a deceit to the eyes, and Leesil knew it.Across the border stream waited the haunts of his first life.


Son and slave, spy and assassin.


Never walk backward through your own life. At least, that was the truism Leesil made up for this moment, but he had little choice if he was to continue his search.


No visible road ran out from the gate, and no matching path could be seen on the border stream’s far side. Sparse travel and trade came here from the north. None of the Stravinan border guards in their white tabards and fur-trimmed helmets stepped beyond the gate’s threshold. The citizens of Soladran didn’t even glance out the opening as they went about their daily routines. The opening of the gate each morning was a ritual rather than a necessity to the life of the city.


Leesil was so absorbed that he barely noticed Magiere cease pacing. She peered at him around the side of his hood with an impatient scowl, and then followed his gaze toward the tree-shrouded land and the white-capped mountains beyond. Leesil turned his eyes just enough to watch her search for whatever had captured his attention.


Her wool cloak’s hood lay in bunched rolls across her shoulders, and her black hair was pulled back by a leather thong into a dangling tail. She glared out the gate, dark brown eyes in a face too pale for the living. In profile, her nose ran straight and long down to the clean, neatly chiseled wedge of her mouth, lips barely tinted with life compared to her complexion. Her scowl faded in realization.


Magiere’s smooth brow furrowed again but not in irritation. She put her hand firmly upon his far cheek to pull his face toward her. Her voice was soft yet firm.


‘Quick and quiet, as always. No one will know we passed.’ Her hand slid down against the chest of his hauberk. ‘I’ll let no one out there touch you.’


Leesil tried to smile for her but couldn’t.


Fleeing her homeland of Droevinka had been hard for Magiere, much as she openly detested the place. He’d made her understand why they had to leave so quickly.


In a clearing near Apudâlsat, deep in the southeast of Droevinka, Magiere had faced the mad necromancer Ubâd. In all the years since the night of her birth, he’d awaited her return. Ubâd had called up something old and forgotten in the shape of massive black coils like a serpent. By all Leesil could guess, the necromancer’s minions – or those of the coils among the trees – still searched for Magiere.And so she’d fled north with Leesil all the way through Stravina.


Now the province of Leesil’s old lord and master, Darmouth, lay before them. Leesil knew it was now his time to return ‘home’ if they were to find passage by land through the untracked Crown Range and into the territory of his mother’s people, the Elven Territories. Somewhere in that hidden realm, his mother might still wait. Cuirin’nên’a – Nein’a, as his father had called her – was a prisoner of her own people.


And if his mother survived … if she hadn’t died because her son had fled slavery … then what of his father, Gavril?


‘Leesil?’


Startled, he looked at Magiere. She now faced inward toward the city, and he followed her gaze.


Leesil saw nothing but people on their way to somewhere else. They wandered or strode purposefully in and out of shops and stalls along the main way from the gate. But one short figure dodged awkwardly through the others, drawing closer by the moment.


Wynn Hygeorht looked like a younger sister dressed in the oversize hand-me-downs of an elder brother. The heavy sheepskin coat over her short robe was too large for her small frame, and the coat’s hood had slipped down. She tried to hold the collar closed with one hand while the other gripped the bunched top of a canvas sack slung over her shoulder. The bouncing bundle threatened to unbalance her small frame as she hopped around puddles. Beside her trotted Chap, breath steaming in the air, paws muddied, and his silver-gray fur damp across his back. The two must have been caught in the morning rain while doing errands.


Street activity increased to a flurry, as if Wynn’s passing stirred up an ever-multiplying warren of rabbits. People gathered in clusters, speaking quickly before scampering off to join others. Shopkeepers slipped out their front doors, and hawkers halted their carts. Passersby spoke with them, gestures emphatic, but neither would-be customer nor merchant showed interest in goods or services.


Wynn skidded to a stop before Leesil, and the canvas sack jostled and nearly toppled her into the mud. She caught her footing before Leesil had to grab her. Her round olive-toned cheeks glowed from the cold, and her small mouth was obscured by her hand clenching the coat’s collar. Her wide brown eyes blinked rapidly. When she released the collar, Leesil saw the worry on her round face.


‘Where have you been?’Magiere asked. ‘The day was long when you ran off, and now it’s all but gone!’


Wynn’s mouth gaped. Her strange fright vanished with a clench of her delicate jaw, and she turned on Magiere. Leesil winced before Wynn snapped out her first word.


‘You knew it would take time to find a courier! I have to return finished journals to the guild in Bela, and there are few enough caravans on the move in winter. So what did you expect? Not to mention finding any cartographer who could show us a way through the mountains. And I needed more paper, ink, and supplies for my work.’


Leesil let out a slow sigh, though the two women didn’t notice.


Bitterness had grown between Magiere and Wynn. It started in the Apudâlsat forest when Magiere beheaded a vampire named Chane – whom Wynn had foolishly befriended. Since then, Leesil had tried to keep the peace, but sooner or later any ‘discussion’ between these two erupted into petty bickering. Leesil would pull Magiere aside while Chap herded Wynn the other way, but the long trek and deepening winter had worn Leesil’s patience thin. Before he could cut loose with a tongue-lashing, Chap shoved himself between the two women, snarling at both.


Near a guards’ hut to the street’s side, a chattering cluster of city folk fell silent and backed away. Two border guards lowered their spears and took steps toward the dog.


‘Enough, Chap.’ Leesil touched the dog’s back and cast a warning glance at Magiere and Wynn. ‘I think they catch your meaning … or they’d better.’


Wynn clenched her lips, eyes closing, as Magiere looked away with a scoff. The two guards returned to their post as Chap settled to a low grumble.


‘Did you find us a map?’ Leesil asked. ‘Or some clue to a way through the mountains and into the elven lands?’


Wynn rolled her little shoulders, shaking off anger as well as her sack of acquired goods. The canvas bundle dropped to the ground.


‘There is a passage into the lower reaches, but few have gone beyond and none of those have ever returned. The master cartographer let me copy what little there was in her records, since no one ever asks for or commissions a map to a place no one wants to journey.’


Wynn pulled a folded parchment out of her coat and handed it to Leesil. He turned it in his hand but didn’t open it. Another quarter moon would pass before they needed the map, and judging by Wynn’s words, it didn’t promise much help.


‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Magiere said.


‘And?’ Leesil replied.


‘I’m not saying …’Magiere returned quickly. ‘I would never —’


‘No one before had Chap along to find a way,’ Wynn offered.


Chap huffed agreement, and Leesil looked down into the dog’s crystalline eyes. An old memory from youth surfaced into Leesil’s thoughts.


His mother sat upon the bedroom window ledge in their house, wrapped in a thick russet dressing gown. Her white-blond hair fell straight and glistening down her back, and she stroked it slowly with a rowan-wood comb. Slender and tall in the evening light, with the forest across a lake in the distance outside, she looked like a young oak growing alone in a barren field far from the other trees.


Nein’a turned, exposing a sleek triangular face with a narrow chin and a caramel complexion deeper than Leesil’s own. She raised one feathery eyebrow above her oversize and almond-shaped eyes, like some lithe and long-boned forest creature trapped in the world of humans. Unearthly, large amber irises like coals in a furnace focused upon Leesil as she spoke.


‘Léshil?’


Leesil shook himself, clearing Chap’s memory play from his thoughts. ‘I told you never to do that. Stay out of my head!’


Chap licked his nose.


Given all the time since first discovering the dog’s true nature, Leesil was certain it was some rude gesture.


‘It is his way of communicating,’ Wynn argued.


‘It’s far more than that,’ Magiere grumbled.


Wynn turned another spiteful glare at her. ‘He is anxious as well to find Leesil’s mother!’


Leesil suppressed a groan as the squabbling began again.


If they’d only get the true matter over with, once and for all, though even that might not settle things. They were both stubborn, or perhaps Magiere’s pigheadedness had worn off on the young sage. Either way, Wynn was idealistic to the point of delusion. Her deceit over Chane’s trailing all of them into Droevinka wouldn’t be forgotten by Magiere – or by Leesil.


‘It’s no surprise,’ came a deep, gravelly voice. ‘Except that this time it took so long for them to jump for each other’s throats.’


The words took Leesil by surprise. He spun about, wondering who in this faraway place knew his companions that well. Neither of the two men was familiar to him.


‘But will it spread, Colonel?’ the younger man asked the elder.


Both were dressed as Stravinan border guards in crestless white tabards over padded armor. They wore furlined capes, vambraces, and metal-scaled gloves, as well as plain polished armor for their shoulders and lower legs. Thin prongs of gold sprouted a finger’s length above the noseguards of their fur-trimmed helmets – one for the younger and three for the colonel. The only other distinguishing mark was the elder’s blue sash running from his left shoulder across his thick torso. His gray chin-beard was too long to be stylish. The taller and younger one’s sandy-blond hair hung long across his shoulders out the bottom of his helmet.


‘Unlikely,’ replied the colonel. ‘They’ve been in civil unrest for a century or more. They’re no threat to any beyond their borders, unless they cease squabbling and unify … and that’s unlikely.’


‘If war spreads from there,’ said the younger, with a disgusted shake of his head, ‘someone else can attend it. Stravina has stood long enough against the Warlands’ disorder. Let Belaski face the south, as we’ve borne enough vigilance for them up here.’


‘This is what I tried to tell you when I arrived,’ Wynn said. ‘Before I was interrupted.’


Leesil turned back to her, at a loss to understand the conversation between the two officers.


‘War,’ Wynn explained. Her glance at Magiere was quick and nervous. ‘Civil war has erupted in Droevinka.’


Magiere’s expression flattened.


She turned south, as if her gaze could cut through the city and reach all the way to a small village left far behind.


‘Aunt Bieja …’ Magiere whispered. ‘Leesil, I know I promised you, but we have to get to my aunt —’


‘We cannot,’ Wynn cut in. ‘It would take a moon or more to reach Droevinka again, let alone get to Chemestúk amid …’


The sage’s words faded at Magiere’s hardened expression. Leesil slipped one shoulder into Magiere’s way.


‘What’s happened?’ he asked.


Wynn shook her head. ‘I overheard but a little while bartering with a wagon master from Vudran, Stravina’s capital. The Sclävên allied with several minor houses and put the Droevinkan capital to siege. Another major house may have joined them. Rumors say they may succeed in casting out the Äntes and their reigning Grand Prince.’ Her next words were slow in coming. ‘It started only days after we fled from Ubâd’s forest. We stayed so far from settlements that we missed any word of what was happening. News travels too slowly to know for certain all that has occurred.’


Leesil didn’t see how their own actions or stealthy flight connected to the outbreak of civil war, but the timing disturbed him. When he said as much, Magiere’s panic increased.


‘I have to go back,’ she insisted.


‘Wynn is right,’ Leesil argued. ‘It won’t help. And I’d wager your aunt is already long gone.’


Magiere’s puzzlement was matched by Wynn’s, and Leesil touched Magiere’s arm as he confessed.


‘The morning we left Chemestúk, I gave Bieja a letter of introduction to Karlin and Caleb back in Miiska, with enough coin to get her there. I told her there’s a home for her at the Sea Lion tavern with us, though right off she took it as an insult and —’


‘Why haven’t you told me … in all this time?’Magiere asked, and her tone was disturbingly quiet.


Leesil barely turned his cringe into a shrug, wishing her ire were still aimed at Wynn. ‘I didn’t know if it would lead to anything. The women of your blood are more rigid than a dead deity. But Bieja’s cunning. I think she’d follow my advice in the face of what’s happening.’


‘He is correct, Magiere,’ Wynn added. ‘Your aunt could well be in Miiska by now, or reach there long before you returned to Chemestúk. There is nothing we can do, and your turning back within reach of Ubâd’s people will not help her.’


‘And what if they go looking for her,’ Magiere replied, ‘as a way to find me? Ubâd was there at my birth, and if he —’


Chap rumbled so deeply that they all turned their attention downward. His gaze locked only upon Magiere, and she froze for a moment, then flinched. Leesil suppressed an urge to swipe at the dog.


‘You stay out of her head as well!’


‘No, it’s all right.’ Magiere shivered briefly and swallowed hard. ‘He’s reminding me … of the clearing near Apudâlsat. Ubâd probably had my village watched for years and gave up on it long ago. When he learned that I was heading toward him, it’s unlikely he’d have told anyone to watch the village again … before he died.’


She’d told Leesil what happened in the clearing, from Chap’s frenzied slaughter of the necromancer to the massive specter of black coils circling in the forest. In Leesil’s own imagining, it was disturbing in many ways how vicious and terrified that apparition had made Chap. In turn, fear for Magiere had ridden Leesil ever since.


Magiere shot him a narrow side glance, and Leesil cringed again.


‘I’d appreciate it,’ she began softly, tone sharpening with each word, ‘if you would stop keeping these little arrangements to yourself!’


Before Leesil fumbled out another excuse, a bellowing tone carried through the air from behind him. A border guard atop the stone wall to the gate’s east side blew two more times upon a curved ashen horn. Beside the man stood several comrades and two figures in pale blue tabards over dark wool robes with full cowls. One cowled figure pointed over the wall to the north.


People nearby drifted toward the gate, and several guards politely urged them to stay back. Leesil pressed forward, his companions close behind him. He saw nothing but the still landscape across the border stream.


‘What’s happening?’ he called to the two Stravinan officers.


The elder colonel ignored him, eyes fixed upon the distant tree line as he uttered low commands to his men. The younger officer looked Leesil over, perhaps appraising him as a stranger. Leesil knew his tan skin and amber eyes were out of place, though his raised hood hid his oblong ears and most of his hair.


‘More refugees on their way,’ the young captain replied. ‘The Sluzhobnék Sútzits brought word last evening.’


Wynn tugged on Leesil’s cloak. ‘I do not understand. Why did he call those robed people “menials”?’


Belaskian was the most common language, even in Stravina, where its own tongue was used only in remote backlands or by old-blood nobles who thought such things mattered. As much as Wynn had learned the tongue surprisingly well, there were still nuances she didn’t catch.


‘Not menials,’ Magiere muttered. ‘Sútzit – minister or servant.’


‘The Servants of Compassion,’ Leesil added with disdain. ‘Priests.’


To Leesil, religion was somewhere between annoying and tyrannical. It was little more than politics shrouded in the trappings of faith and justified by doctrine surrounding a touted deity or patron saint. These ‘Servants’ were the least offensive Leesil knew of, though he couldn’t remember their patron’s name. Respected healers, they followed the teachings of a long-dead wanderer from a time when only scant settlements across the land marked where future countries would be born. Leesil avoided religious minions and, at the moment, had less tolerance than usual for sermons. He looked back through the open gate, and a flicker of movement near the distant tree line caught his attention.


A figure surged across the flat grass field – it was a woman in drab peasant garb. Two smaller forms followed. Judging by their height and the way they shadowed the woman, they were children in her charge. A pair of medium-size figures came next, a boy and girl, who rushed ahead of the others.


The younger officer took a step toward the gate’s opening. His colonel clamped a hand on the man’s shoulder and pulled him back.


‘You will not breach the border, Captain!’


The tall captain jerked away. ‘Sir ...I can’t stand by and watch this again.’


The old colonel leaned in, growling into his subordinate’s face. ‘There’s war in the south as is, and I won’t have you starting one here. This isn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last, so bite your lip and be still! Until the refugees cross the border, we cannot interfere.’


‘Interfere with what?’ Magiere called out.


The colonel ignored her, but the captain cocked his head. His long face, reddened by the cold, was clenched, showing that it took all his effort to keep silent and obey his superior. Leesil saw the man’s left eye twitch before he looked away, snapping orders to guards now gathered beside the gate.


Leesil watched more figures emerge from the distant trees, running as they came. In his youth within the Warlands, he’d seen people reach for a better life. He’d been forced more than once to take it from them. No matter how he’d sympathized with their plight, there was always Darmouth’s hold upon him, his mother, and his father. They … he had done things for lord and master that left him with years of nightmares.


‘Leesil, what’s this about?’ Magiere asked.


The first mounted soldier broke from the trees after the escaping prey.


‘A slaughter,’ Leesil whispered.


Chap watched the chase unfold upon the field. Two full-grown men were among the fleeing peasants, bringing up the rear. The rest were women, children, and an elder boy and girl old enough to run ahead of the pack. Five riders had cleared the trees so far and sped after their quarry. Armored in leather and mail, their shields were slung upon the sides of their mounts, and each wielded a long-hafted mace with a narrow iron head.


A gust of wind blew through the city gate.


It struck Chap squarely in the face. He blinked sharply as his spirit shivered with a declaration. His kin – the Fay – spoke into his being through the chill air.


Do not interfere! This event does not bear upon your purpose.


Not so, or should we keep one from the Enemy – Chap looked briefly to Magiere before his gaze fell upon Leesil – only to lose the other to his past?


Leesil stood motionless, staring across the field. The wind pulled at his hood until strands of his white-blond hair whipped around his face.


If need be, then let it be so. The child of the dead is foremost.


Across the field, the lead rider reversed his mace. He struck down with its butt upon the back of one fleeing man, who tumbled out of sight into the grass.


Chap snarled through clenched jaws, but the sound was lost in exclamations from the loose crowd about him. He turned a tight and agitated circle, and then focused on Leesil’s cold expression and unblinking eyes. Chap’s awareness caught a memory surfacing in his companion’s thoughts. Leesil’s shame washed through Chap as he saw into a moment of Leesil’s past – saw it through Leesil’s own eyes.


A nightfall meeting of tradesmen and townsfolk gathered in the shop room of a local tannery. They muttered curses for their suffering, and it was not long before talk turned to how to end their ruler’s tyranny. Leesil looked away from their angry faces and deafened his ears to their frustration. It had taken a whole season to gain the trust of a contact and be invited among them at this meeting. A shuttered lantern in hand, he inched toward the tannery’s rear door, watching for anyone who might look his way. When he was certain he moved unnoticed, Leesil cracked the rear door and slipped out into the dark street beyond.


He opened the lantern’s shutter, freeing its light, and set it on the ground before turning down the nearest side street. A handful of heartbeats passed before the quickening sound of hooves and footfalls grew louder. No one within the tannery heard the soldiers coming until it was too late.


At the sound of the shattering tannery door, Leesil ducked around a stable, pressing himself flat against its timber wall. Steel clattered and the townsfolk screamed. Leesil did not look back nor move until the night became silent again.


A rumble shuddered in Chap’s chest as Leesil’s memory faded, leaving only lingering misery. There was so much that Leesil carried within, and Chap feared a return to the half-elf ’s past might break him. Chap followed his companion’s blank stare across the field to the struggling flight of the older boy and girl. And Leesil’s guilt lingered in him. Chap flattened his ears as he lashed back at his kin.


In the time of the humans’ Forgotten, the ancestors of the flesh I wear stood with those who opposed the Enemy. We fought beside them … for them.


His kin offered no sympathy.


Only to preserve balance. Only to preserve this world as a whole. This is not such a time – but a blink in eternity – and you let mortality corrupt you. This is no more than Life itself, predator and prey in the cycle of survival. You would save an instant and risk losing all time!


The pounding of hooves carried to Chap’s ears.


A lead rider closed on a trailing peasant woman. His mace arced down, and Chap heard the distant crack as its iron head broke the back of her skull. She pitched forward and slammed down limp into the grassy earth.


The mace arced upward, trailing blood and torn hair.


Chap snarled so loudly it drowned all other sounds from his own ears. His spirit threw a spiteful reply back to his kin.


Cower in your Eternity, if you wish...I do not agree!


Wynn shuddered, though she did not know if it was from the chill breeze or what she saw upon the field. Even so, spite smoldered inside her toward Magiere. Chane was gone. Magiere, with her irrational instincts, had killed him. Wynn could not let go of her pain.


A gust blew through the gate. The shiver of her small frame increased, and an ache expanded sharply in her head.


A multitude of voices speaking in sync came from too far away to hear – or was she hearing them? It sounded more like the buzz of insect wings or the rustle of autumn leaves through an orchard. It filled her awareness until she became dizzy, like the night that …


This had happened to her once before.


Chap paced before her in agitation, fur on the back of his neck standing up. As Wynn watched him, she heard – felt – a lone set of insect wings or one single rustling leaf answer back to the others.


A rider out in the field struck down a fleeing man with the butt of his mace.


Wynn saw Chap’s muzzle wrinkle back from clenched teeth, but any sound he made was smothered by the curses and gasps of people in the street. A lone buzz of wing or leaf sounded in Wynn’s head as Chap turned in circles that made her vision spin for an instant. What was he doing? She stood still, no longer shivering, and not wishing to move at all in the vertigo passing through her, sickeningly reminiscent of the night in Droevinka when she’d foolishly used thaumaturgy to give herself mantic sight … to see the elemental Spirit layer of the world.


Chap’s snarl came late behind the curses of several border guards. Ears flattened, the dog lunged forward, and two startled guards backstepped as he spun to face Leesil.


The single leaf-wing buzzed in Wynn’s head with a deafening roar.


She clenched her eyes and covered her mouth against a dry heave. A realization fought its way over the nausea turning rock-hard in her stomach. That sensation in her skull, that single thrash of leaf-wing countering the chorus of the others...


It had come from Chap.


Chap lunged forward, snapping and snarling. Two Stravinan guards leaning into the gateway jerked back out of his way. He closed off his awareness of his kin and spun to face those in his charge and care.


Wynn stood silent, a hand over her mouth, staring at him in panic.


Magiere’s pale features were strained around blackened irises as she clutched Leesil’s wrist in a tight grip.


Leesil’s breath came hard and fast.


Chap did not need to dip into Leesil’s memories. He still felt shame pouring over him from the half-elf.


‘We can’t take mounted soldiers in the open,’ Magiere warned.


Chap’s frustrated bark stuttered into a growl of anger.


Leesil pulled from Magiere’s grip and shouted, ‘Go!’


Before the word faded from the air, the border stream’s fringe ice shattered beneath Chap’s paws. He splashed through chill water, racing up the slope and into the field.


‘Chap … Leesil, no!’ Magiere shouted, too late.


The dog hit the stream at a full run. Leesil breached the gate before anyone could stop him, slinging his cloak aside as he ran.


Fear for Leesil flooded through Magiere, but then anger boiled with a hunger rising in her throat as she turned on Wynn. Before Magiere could say a word, Wynn jumped as if startled. She looked pale, almost sickly, but she met Magiere’s gaze.


‘You stay put!’ Magiere commanded, and her own words sounded guttural and slurred.


‘Magiere,’ Wynn said, eyes wide and round, ‘you must control yourself.’


The cloud-streaked sky and the whites of Wynn’s eyes burned Magiere’s sight worse than snow under a brilliant sun. Everything was far too bright, and she felt tears slide down her cheeks as a dull ache filled her jaw.


‘Magiere!’ Wynn called.


Magiere backed one step toward the gate. She felt the cold on her face and stripped off her cloak to let it fall. Chill air helped settle her. The clouded sky above the city remained sharp but less bright. It no longer pained her vision as she pulled her dhampir nature under control.


‘Stop her,’ commanded a rough voice.


A large hand settled on Magiere’s shoulder. She instinctively slammed her elbow back, and it sank into padding beneath leather. The man stumbled clear as she veered toward the gate. Two more guards stepped in her way. The first drew his saber, shrugging his cloak back.


‘We are not Stravinan,’ Wynn shouted from behind Magiere. ‘There is no risk of a war declaration if she crosses the border.’


At that, the second guard hesitated and looked with uncertainty to the bearded colonel. The other guard stepped forward with his sword drawn. Magiere readied to charge, and then the young captain grabbed the man by the wrist of his sword arm.


‘Captain, you heard my order,’ snapped the colonel, and he stepped in behind the first hesitant guard. ‘There’ll be no proof we’re blameless if anyone interferes on foreign soil.’


Magiere caught something strange passing over the tall captain’s face. Beneath the front lip of his helmet, his brow wrinkled at his superior’s words. For an instant he seemed confused. His expression smoothed just as quickly.


‘Too late for that,’ he answered. ‘The man and that dog have seen to it.’


He heaved his grip upon the guard with the saber, and the man stumbled sideways, off balance.


Magiere rushed forward, shouldering the hesitant guard as she passed. He stumbled back into the colonel, and the two tangled long enough for her to clear the gate. She drew her falchion at a full run.


Chap was well ahead on the field, and Leesil raced up the stream’s far slope. Magiere let hunger rise in her throat, and her stride quickened as she splashed through the border stream.


This wasn’t the first time Leesil had thrown himself into a dangerous situation for an innocent, but he’d never done so on this scale. And the look on his face as he jerked free of her grip – like a suffering panic had pushed him into blind rage. She’d seen him determined in anger, or most often coldly vicious when necessary. Now he charged blindly at armed riders?


It was stupid madness! What had gotten into him?


Magiere saw the older boy and girl ahead of the other fleeing refugees. Both staggered to a halt in fear at the sight of Chap charging toward them. A rider closed quickly behind them, horse mace whirling at his side. Magiere was about to shout when the girl darted away, fleeing from the oncoming dog. The rider pulled his reins hard against his horse’s neck, veering after her.


Magiere looked across the field, searching all directions, but Leesil had vanished from sight.


From all around Wynn, the sounds and sights of imminent battle filled her senses.


Border guards scrambled to assemble beside the gate under the young captain’s commands, as the elder colonel glared out to the field, his teeth clenched. A cluster of pikemen came first, followed by archers. The two priests appeared as well, accompanied by a third. The colonel shoved them back as they tried to hurry out the gate ahead of his men. The gathering obscured Wynn’s view, and she lost sight of Magiere, Leesil, or Chap.


‘No one breaches the border!’ shouted the colonel as the pikemen rushed out. ‘Hold, unless the enemy enters the stream. Get the refugees to safety once they reach our shore.’


Wynn could not stand there and wait, doing nothing. She snatched up her canvas sack and scurried over to stash it at the base of the city wall. As the priests stepped in behind the archers heading out, she followed. The colonel grabbed her by the arm.


‘Not you,’ he said sharply. ‘It’s enough those priests are always meddling.’


‘I have some skill at tending the ill and injured,’ Wynn retorted, and tried to pull free of his grasp. ‘I can help. If this is as dire as you think, then you need all the help you can find.’


‘Not you!’ he repeated. ‘No more outlander nonsense.’


‘Let her be … sir,’ came the young captain’s voice.


Wynn twisted about to find him standing within reach, gaze locked on his superior with only barely contained resentment.


Saber drawn, he now carried a round shield painted white with a slanted blue bar across it. Long-faced and long-limbed, he was so tall beneath his furred cloak that Wynn’s head would not reach his shoulder. Blond hair trailed from beneath his polished helm with its gold prong above the noseguard. He appeared like an armored autumn tree, perhaps an ash, like those of Wynn’s homeland, and he waited for his thinly polite demand to be answered.


The old colonel’s full attention was on his subordinate. ‘You’ve enough to answer for —’


‘And so will you, sir,’ the captain cut in. ‘If she’s an outlander, then we’ve no right to stand in her way.’


‘Unless she’s a threat to the safety of our people.’


‘I am no threat to you,’ Wynn shouted. ‘I must find my friends, and I can help with those fleeing for refuge. Now release me!’


The colonel stared down into Wynn’s eyes. ‘Your friends caused enough trouble for one day.’


‘She had no part in that,’ snapped the captain. ‘Let her go, sir, or I won’t be the only one facing a tribunal when this is over.’


For a moment all Wynn heard was the soft clench of the captain’s gloved hand upon the hilt of his saber. He stared so intently at his superior that Wynn could not look away to see the colonel’s reaction.


The colonel released Wynn’s arm and shoved her forward. She stumbled toward the captain, who took a tense step in her direction until she righted herself and turned about.


The colonel’s cold look was for the captain alone. Abruptly he turned away to the remaining men around the gate.


‘Archers to the slope!’


‘If you’re coming,’ said the captain, and Wynn whirled to face him, ‘then get moving. But you, girl, stay behind the lines.’


As he headed out the gate, Wynn rushed to join him. ‘Thank you … Captain. And my name is Wynn.’


The captain cocked one eyebrow. A smile began to form on his lips, but it never quite appeared.


‘Stàsiuo,’ he returned. ‘But my sisters call me Stasi. Now do as I say...Wynn.’


Magiere veered left after the girl’s blind flight, and Chap and the mounted soldier closed rapidly at an angle. The soldier swung his mace over from the far side, but Chap was well out of reach. The dog leaped at full speed for the horse’s head.


Chap’s jaws closed on dangling reins below the horse’s jaw, but his head slammed into the side of the horse’s face. The mount twisted, jerking sharply away from the impact. The sudden motion slung Chap under the horse’s neck like a pendulum.


His body arced upward on the far side. The horse screamed in panic and jerked back the other way. Chap’s momentum and weight snapped the reins in half, and the sudden release tossed him into the air.


Magiere saw Chap squirm to right himself. He came down, hitting the earth on his back with a yelp. The sudden release from the dog’s weight threw the horse off balance, and it lost its footing. The rider leaped clear as the animal fell and skidded over the winter grass.


Magiere passed close to the older boy, who stood staring after his fleeing companion. When he started to go after the girl, Magiere grabbed the back of his coat, spun about, and flung him in the direction of the stream. He tumbled across the ground through a patch of lingering snow.


‘Run, you idiot!’ she shouted, not waiting to see if he obeyed.


The soldier that Chap had downed was on his feet again, running after the girl. Shouts and other sounds of flight and panic followed behind Magiere as she bolted after the girl and her pursuer. Earth-shuddering hooves grew louder behind her.


As the girl scurried toward the distant border stream, the soldier jerked a triangular battle dagger from a sheath on his hip. His horse mace was still gripped in his other hand. Magiere let hunger drive her, and then a familiar howl filled her ears.


Chap raced by on her right, heading back the way she had come. Magiere didn’t break stride at the whinny of a horse behind her, and then the thunder of its hooves faltered. She glanced back once to see Chap clinging to its neck, trying to down it. There was no time to help him or watch the outcome, and she kept on. The soldier closed the gap on the fleeing girl, but when he caught sight of Magiere, he slowed and turned to face her.


His dagger was too high, aimed at her face. He swung the mace, and Magiere caught it at the base of her falchion. When he thrust with the dagger, she slapped it upward with her free hand, then clenched her fist and struck.


The crack of Magiere’s fist against his face was so loud it startled her. The force threw him backward off his feet, and he spun a full turn before landing on his back. She dropped on him, pinning his arms with her knees before he could roll away. Magiere gripped the falchion with both hands, its wide point posed above the soldier’s chest.


And she froze.


He was young – too young. No more than a year or two beyond Geoffry, who’d helped serve in her tavern. His face was split across the cheekbone from her fist, and blood had smeared down to his jaw. No anger or fear showed in his eyes, not even resolve for his own death. He lay limp beneath her as if relieved that he no longer had to fight.


Mail vest and underpadding sagged on his thin frame, and were likely made for someone stouter. He wore no other armor, and his leggings were faded and over-patched. Dark rings of fatigue surrounded his young eyes, and his cheeks were sallow and sunken with hunger.


Yet he was here, killing women and children.


Magiere lashed out with her fist, cracking him across the jaw.


His body jerked once as his head whipped sideways, and then his eyes rolled as he went limp. There was no time to wonder what instinct made her to leave him alive. Magiere lunged to her feet and snatched up the horse mace, kicking the dagger out of reach.


The girl still fled for the border, now joined by the boy. Even the young soldier’s mount had run off. Ahead of the fleeing children, riders harried the other refugees. Chap’s angered howl carried across the field from among them.


Magiere turned away, searching the grassy field for any sign of Leesil.


Wynn shifted from one foot to the other behind the line of six archers upslope from the stream. Below, a matched number of pikemen stood their ground one pace back from the water’s edge. Captain Stasi paced behind them, speaking to each with a pat of a shoulder or a nod, but his voice was too low for Wynn to hear. She would have appreciated a few words of encouragement for herself.


At the far left end of the archers stood the priests, the Sluzhobnék Sútzits.Two stood back with their cowls down, a middle-aged woman and a young man. The younger shifted nervously like Wynn, while his mature companion remained as still as the third priest in front with his cowl still up. When the woman glanced toward Wynn, her cowled companion noticed and did likewise.


His features were hard to see, but Wynn made out the tuft of gray-white hair above his clean-shaven face. Though tall and straight, he moved slowly with the care of age as he gave her a polite nod and raised a hand in acknowledgment. Wynn returned the gesture, but her natural curiosity for all new things, particularly the people of this faraway land, remained dormant in the face of what lay before her. A distant scream pulled her gaze back across the stream.


‘Hold until I say,’ shouted Captain Stasi to his men.


A scattered group of women and children raced across the field toward the stream’s far slope. Behind and closing were riders with long maces swinging wildly. The archers startled Wynn as they drew and set their first arrows. Her mouth went dry.


She had been with Leesil and Magiere on the road for several moons, yet the fights she had seen were not like this. Waiting and watching was worse in this moment than scrambling through a dank forest trying to save herself from ambling creatures of the dead. War was practically unknown in her homeland of Malourné across the ocean. She felt alone among the soldiers, until the first child nearly tumbled down the far slope and into the stream.


A second refugee splashed into the water, a woman, wailing out for sanctuary.


One pikeman upended his lance and inched forward. His boot toe cracked the stream’s fringe ice and sank into running water.


‘Keep coming!’ he shouted.


He leaned forward, stretching out a gloved hand toward the thin little girl, perhaps ten or eleven. She floundered as her patched skirt soaked in the cold water.


The eldest priest hobbled downslope. His two companions rushed by him as the mounted riders charged over the lip of the far slope. A second woman cradling an infant in a wool blanket waded into the stream, followed by two young boys. They veered right at the pounding of hooves closing behind them.


Wynn could not move. Breath caught in her dry throat.


‘Hold the line,’ shouted Stasi, but he was already running along the shore toward the woman with the infant.


Wynn fixated upon the mother, no older than herself. The woman’s mouth gaped from gasping air as she trudged to midstream. One of her boys hesitated at the far side, too afraid to wade in. The other clutched his mother’s skirt from behind as he sank chest-deep and was pulled sideways behind her by the current.


The flicker of a hand ax tumbling through the air pulled Wynn’s gaze skyward. She never saw where it came from, but she called out, ‘Captain … behind her!’


Captain Stasi charged into the stream halfway between a closing rider and the woman. He stretched upward with his shield. The ax, thrown from somewhere upslope, passed above the shield’s edge and it struck the woman square in the back.


The young mother lurched, torso arching as she clutched the infant to her chest. Both boys cried out as she toppled facedown into the water, the infant trapped beneath her. Blood spread through her split sweater from the ax head embedded deep in her upper back.


Stasi’s voice rang out over the shouts of his men. ‘Let fly!’


Wynn cowered down beneath the thrum of bow-strings and arrows hissing through the air.


Magiere ran for the tree line with falchion and mace gripped in her hands. She passed another downed horse, still kicking. A deep gash had lamed one foreleg. Saddle strap split in two, a long wound opened the skin along its side to expose its rib cage. The animal’s thrashing soaked its belly and the grass beneath it with dark red that steamed in the cold air.


The sight brought her a sickening hope. Leesil was still alive out here – somewhere.


Not far off, the dying mount’s rider lay facedown. He didn’t move, and Magiere hurried on.


Ahead in the distance, two soldiers dressed in motley clothes and armor crouched low on the ground. The tall unmatted grass nearer the trees made it impossible to see what they were doing, and Magiere’s fear rose as she ran toward them.


They stood, lifting two bound refugees to their feet. Both captives were the full-grown men who’d been knocked down instead of killed.


Another rider cantered his mount out of the trees to the far right. Unlike the others, he was dressed as a fit officer in a black tabard over a gray quilted hauberk. A flash of white pulled Magiere’s attention back toward the two motley soldiers.


Leesil lunged out of the tall grass, both of his winged punching blades unsheathed.


Their forward ends were shaped like flattened steel spades with elongated tips and sharpened edges. At their bases were crosswise oval openings, allowing the weapons to be gripped by their backsides for punching. A gradual wing curved back from the outside edge of each blade head and was the full length of his forearm, ending at his elbow.


He rushed the soldiers with their captives.


‘Behind you!’ shouted the officer, and he kicked his horse into a gallop, but the warning came too late for his men.


Leesil never broke stride. He drove his right blade tip into the first soldier’s side and ripped the blade backward as he passed.


The man screeched as his side tore open. He grabbed his wound, and his hands turned instantly red as he crumpled. His shrieks filled the air, but all Magiere saw was the frantic jerk and whip of the grass where he’d fallen.


The second man shoved his captive away and swung with his mace.


Leesil caught the weapon’s haft on his raised left blade. The blade’s wing slammed against his forearm before the mace slid away along the arc. He punched his right blade up below the man’s jaw.


The soldier’s neck and face split open. Blood splashed out as the blade exited at the back of his jaw. He dropped without a sound not far from his dying companion.


The mounted officer had nearly closed in on Leesil.


Magiere switched her falchion into her left hand, shifting the mace into her right. She threw the mace as Leesil dropped one punching blade and a stiletto appeared in his hand. He whirled with his arm cocked to throw, but Magiere’s mace found its target first.


The mace’s haft cracked against the officer’s forearm, and he veered his mount. When Leesil threw his stiletto, the man was ready. He blocked with a raised shortsword, and the stiletto clanged away into the grass.


A second stiletto appeared in Leesil’s hand. Magiere closed in, falchion ready.


The officer’s attention shifted quickly between them, and then he glanced across the field toward the distant stream. He scowled with a hiss of breath at whatever he saw and jerked the reins. His mount wheeled, and he kicked it into a gallop toward the trees, abandoning what was left of his men.


Magiere trotted up to Leesil, aware of her pounding heart. She tried to speak but couldn’t between panting breaths. His hands and arms were covered in blood. Spatters marked the front of his hauberk and the right side of his face. It streaked his long hair, as if he’d run through a red rain.


Leesil slashed the bonds of the two captive men, and both immediately ran in the direction of the border stream. After sheathing the stiletto, he picked up his fallen winged blade then crouched to snatch up a horse mace. He studied it with narrow eyes, squeezing its haft until his knuckles whitened.


He was quiet, and Magiere pushed aside a chill that ran through her at the sight of him. When she reached out to check him for wounds, he backed away with only the barest glance at the blood on his arms.


‘None of it’s mine,’ he said, and turned across the field at a run for the border stream.


Magiere followed, close and silent.


Wynn lifted her head where she crouched. The woman priest thrashed through the stream after the dead mother’s body floating off on the current. The one boy still clung to his mother’s skirt and would not let go. Dragged along, he wailed between gulps of water filling his mouth while his little brother stood numbly silent on the far shore. The instant the priest blocked the body and flipped it over, a rider charged over the far slope. Captain Stasi splashed along the stream’s far shore, directly in the horse’s path.


Wynn ran downslope.


A Stravinan pikeman rushed into the stream as she hit the cold water herself. Her feet and calves numbed except for the painful ache that shot into her bones. The pikeman pushed on after his captain as Wynn snatched the boy clinging to his mother’s body.


‘Îndurare’a Iulian!’ growled the priest as she turned frantically about in the stream, searching for something.


It was a language Wynn had never heard, but when she glanced at the overturned body, she understood. The mother’s dead eyes stared up at the gray sky. Her arms floated at her sides, and the empty wool blanket clung to one. The infant was gone.


Wynn heaved the boy up as she trudged two steps toward the Stravinan side of the stream. She shoved him toward the shore. A horse’s panicked whinny sounded behind her, and she turned. She caught a glimpse of the priest wading for the shore with something wrapped in the woman’s arms. Wynn hoped fervently that it was the infant.


A pikeman’s lance sliced a horse’s neck as he tried to strike its rider. The spear head glanced off the rider’s shield, and he struck down with his mace. The lance shaft snapped as the horse lunged forward. Captain Stasi was still in its path, and directly below him at the water’s edge stood the other little boy watching his mother drift downstream.


The captain swung his shield, and its edge smashed hard against the horse’s long head. The animal veered, and its footing gave on the steep slope, still wet from the morning’s rain. Hindquarters pivoted sideways, slamming into the pikeman and flattening him as the animal toppled. The rider pitched forward, straight at the captain. On impact, both fell backward into the stream, and Wynn lost sight of them in the splash of flailing bodies.


And the little boy just stood there.


Wynn surged through the water. At midstream, the scuffle of a horse’s hooves made her look up for an instant. Another rider crested the slope. An arrow protruded from his shoulder, yet he drove his mount downward. Wynn focused on the boy.


Each waterlogged step took too long, no matter how hard she worked her numb legs. When she reached out, the boy did not look at her. His eyes were as blank as his dead mother’s. Wynn grabbed him by one arm as she heard a loud whoosh in the air. She looked up.


Wynn saw the mace, and the world slowed to silence as she watched it arcing toward her from the sky. Everything lurched back to full speed as something else slammed into her waist.


Her breath rushed out at the impact, and her vision wrenched into a frantic blur as she was thrown backward. Water splashed up around and over her, as her head and shoulders smacked against bare wet earth.


Blank sky was all Wynn saw. She lay half-out on the Stravina side of the stream, submerged from the waist down. Gasping for air, she pawed at her own head and face, but felt no wound, only the dull ache in her skull from falling. The mace had missed her.


Beside her lay the boy, looking back to the stream. His eyes suddenly widened in terror. He scrambled away, screaming as if something in the stream were more terrifying than watching his mother die.


Wynn rolled over to look. It climbed out of the water, feral eyes glimmering like crystals.


Chap shook himself and a cascade of droplets rained down upon Wynn. He had knocked her out of the mace’s path. He padded quickly to her side, head swinging as he studied her. He was matted and wet, yet his face was still soaked in blood. His jowls wrinkled around half-open jaws, exposing teeth and fangs as he sniffed her.


Wynn stiffened.


Chap’s face was that of a wolf fresh from a kill. He turned and splashed back through the stream under the sound of clattering steel and thrashing men and mounts.


A rider tried to flee upslope on foot until an arrow struck him in the thigh. He stumbled, grabbing the protruding shaft, and Chap fell upon him. The man went down with the dog at his throat. His scream broke and was lost in the waning clamor of the battle.


Wynn shrank back, turning away. The boy crawled up the wet bank on all fours. She climbed to her feet and hoisted him by the waist.


Chap’s stained face and teeth mingled with the memory of a single leaf-wing in Wynn’s numbed mind. She ran for the city gate without looking back.


Leesil stopped to look down upon the border stream. He heard Magiere right behind him.


Bodies of men and horses lay from one shore to the other, but only three of the Stravinan pikemen were down. One lay crushed beneath a toppled horse that finally went limp, and a young male priest knelt to close the dead man’s eyes. The other two wounded border guards were hoisted to their feet by their comrades and supported as they hobbled toward the city gate. The tall captain oversaw the return of his men, his white tabard soaked and grimed, but otherwise he appeared unwounded.


Downstream, a young woman’s corpse drifted away on the sluggish current with her slack face toward the clouded sky.


Leesil felt all the years since he’d fled his first life – son and slave, spy and assassin. He smothered that pain until he felt coldly numb inside. It was an old habit of survival now revived once again.


The snort of a horse called his attention.


One rider with a lamed leg heaved himself across a kneeling horse and jerked the reins to make the mount get up. The horse slipped again and again before its hooves dug into the wet embankment. It clambered to the slope top with the rider hunched over in the saddle.


Leesil pulled both winged blades and took two quick steps. Magiere moved into his path and braced her palm against his chest.


‘No more!’ she whispered harshly. ‘Enough.’


He stared at her sweat-marked pale face and black hair. He breathed twice before true recognition settled through the need to finish the last of his task.


Whatever must be done, no witnesses – the first rule taught by mother and father. For the lives of each other, they’d smothered themselves cold inside ...kept themselves secret and safe at any price.


‘How am I to watch over you …’ Magiere began, and her smooth brow wrinkled with an anger that would’ve hidden her fear from anyone but him. ‘How … if you throw yourself into the path of anyone who’d want you dead? No more. You don’t leave my side again!’


She hesitated as she lifted her hand from his chest. Leesil saw her white palm and fingers smeared with blood from his hauberk.


His stomach lurched. There was blood on her … from him.


‘Leesil?’ Magiere whispered, and her furrowed brow smoothed.


She looked at him with worry in her dark eyes, as if he were in danger and didn’t see it for himself. He felt the spattered blood mixed with his own sweat beginning to dry into his skin and hair.


And he’d put it on her.


Magiere took a slow step toward him.


Leesil backed away. He jogged quickly down the slope, stepped into the stream, and waded toward the Stravinan side. He heard Magiere splash into the water close behind him.


How could he have brought her here, after all she had to bear from her own past?


He wanted to stop in the cold stream swirling around his legs, sink down, and let the icy water wash over him. Let it crush this sudden anguish out of him. But it would not help. For all the water he might pour over his flesh, or wine he swallowed to deaden his nightmares, there had always been blood on him. He could bear that.


But not on Magiere.


Leesil quickened his stride upslope toward the city. This was his homecoming, in the only way it could ever be.
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Chane reined in his horse on a forested knoll and peered from the deep shadow of his cowl to the snow-patched field below. The sun dipped low behind the clouded horizon. The trees and his voluminous cloak shielded him from the light of dusk, but he still felt its prickle upon his skin. When he opened his senses wide, the scent of blood carried to him on the stiff breeze.


Across the distance to the Stravinan border, he saw the remains of a small battle. Leesil, Magiere, and Chap trudged through the aftermath toward the city. And there was Wynn, waiting within the open gates as her companions entered.


Chane’s anxious worry faded upon seeing her; then the city gates swung closed in the dusk.


Welstiel pulled up his horse beside Chane’s mount. ‘What happened here?’


Chane shook his head in silence.


When they’d first met, Welstiel had meticulous grooming habits. In his early forties by appearance, he was of medium height and build with dark brown hair marked by stark white patches at his temples. Now uncombed locks hung in lank strands down his brow from under his own cowl. His fine wool cloak was faded and snagged from the many days of sleeping outside in a makeshift tent concealed with scavenged foliage. Welstiel had changed much in the passing moons, but then so had Chane.


His own red-brown hair, nearly reaching his shoulders, hung limp around his face. He pulled at the wool scarf around his neck. Though he’d not seen his own reflection in a long while, he felt what was hidden there, and rubbed at the ridge of a scar encircling his throat. Less than a moon before, Magiere had severed his head. A ghost of that pain still haunted him. No matter how much he fed and focused his will, the mark remained branded on his pale undead flesh.


Welstiel had brought him back from this second death.


Chane’s scheming companion had yet to say how. Was it an arcane secret of Welstiel’s conjuration, the magics of the spirit side of existence? Or was it a little-known aspect of the Noble Dead that only Welstiel had uncovered … somewhere?
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