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Prologue 

Mrethren Örk’s dark gaze wandered about the ancient temple, but her thoughts lay elsewhere. Shattered stone walls, once shining examples of the grandeur of the Third Age, faded into a forest of pine and oak thick with weeds and grass. Some of the last remnant of her Kvik—tall, gray-skinned warriors—moved through the dilapidated structure, clearing it of their current inhabitants. Even the corpse of the white-furred monster, with the body of a lion and head of a dragon, twitching at the other end of Örk’s spear could not hold her attention.
The Chimera had almost caught her by surprise, but now both its head and chest leaked bright streams of life-fluid. It’s scarlet, deep-set eyes glowed with feverish madness making it seem poised on the verge of more violence even though dead. It and its kin were a race of creatures completely overcome by the taint of the Abyss.
Twilight swelled on the horizon, and the shadows glimpsed through the rents in the roof and walls stretched into monstrous aspects. The darkened interior of nearby chambers rang with the sounds of battle, and the heat from the warm bodies pressed behind Örk wafted against the eight dark spider-like appendages sprouting from her back. For twenty years she had remained secreted away underground and had never thought to lead a desperate party of survivors through the Northern Reaches. The lands above held little interest for Mrethren Örk, or they had until now.
Her eyes went back to the Chimera at her feet. She jerked her spear free and strode deeper into the edifice, moving across a stone floor strewn with hundreds of different animal bones. The lumbering gait of two Vatn Björns at her side mirrored her own, crushing skeletons beneath their clawed feet, searching the temple with their eyeless faces, tasting the air through their extendable circular mouths. Behind them came the Caretakers, gray-skinned Dökk like Örk, but much shorter with bump-like antennae. Fifty-three in number, each carrying a large transparent egg on its back.
Örk stopped at the center of a small pool of orange illumination cast through a hole in the roof. She glanced up, and the black shard embedded in her forehead glittered with refractive light before the large wings of an unknown white bird whirled past, circling above. Dropping her gaze, she reached out to the Dökk struggling to eradicate the den of Chimeras through the ghostly strings of dull gold that connected her mind to the rest of her Kvik. She was the focal point, the hub through which all strings networked. 
Kill them quicker, Örk told them. Time was growing short. She wanted everyone secured within the temple before nightfall. 
The web of networked brains shuddered, and Örk spun toward the entrance, a massive gap in the stone wall. A mind-twisting pain struck at her core, wrenching one of the ghostly strings from her control. She dropped to her knees panting, gasping. Impossible! Only a Great Mrethren could do such a thing, or. . . .
“This had to be the work of one of the Great Masters,” Örk muttered.
The Great Masters. The title made her skin crawl with the horror of a sunless winter. The title the Dökk used to refer to the Sorcerer-Kings when the whole world still trembled at their power. It was more than a thousand years since the Great Masters’ pride and the War of Madness had shattered the world for the third time and had brought an end to the Age of Men. A thousand years, but Örk’s Great Mrethren had spoken of it as if it was yesterday. She had told Örk and her sisters of the Great Masters’ perversions, of their lust, of their thirst to create ever-more-horrifying creatures.
Örk grunted as her skull rang in turmoil. One by one, the ghostly strings tore from her grasp, turning from a dull gold into a bright crimson when they connected with the unseen Great Master. Then she could see him, not with her eyes but with her mind. He shone like the risen sun, glowing a little more radiant with each new string.
The milling mass of Caretakers parted, no longer under Örk’s control. A yellow-eyed youth with whitish hair ambled toward her. He looked no older than a boy of four, but it was hard to be certain. After the hair and the eyes, the next thing she noticed was the luminous jewel the child clasped in his hand, which flashed with a sinister red light.
“There’s no need for fear,” the boy said.
It felt as if her head was being struck with the sides of spears. Pain flared hot and all-consuming, driving deeper and deeper into Örk’s brain. She tried to fling herself at the Great Master, but her muscles refused to obey. In desperation, she commanded the Vatn Björns to attack, but they too were no longer under her power.
“Hush now, my child,” the boy whispered, wiping the tears from her cheek. “There are only two kinds of stories: tragedy and comedy. One ends with a feast and fucking and the other with death and tears. When you mix the two, you get real life.” He pressed his thumb to the dark shard in her forehead.
“NO!” Örk shrieked.
From the thumb poured cauldrons of burning acid into her brain, bubbling, foaming, always searing away the old with pins of sliver-thin agony. It was the torment of death, the glory of rebirth. It was unending suffering—it was love!              
Örk blinked away tears and sucked air through the two slits below her eyes. Reality-twisting pleasure struck at her chest, dimming peripheral things to nothingness, illuminating the young face before her. “Great Master,” she said in a voice that caught in her throat. “Great Master!”




PART ONE:

The Hills are Shadows




Chapter 1



Horrors are like weeds, pull one out and another grows to take its place.  
— NÚMI MAIDA, TO HIS SON
Erik Ito, the third Prince of the kingdom of Vindur, fingered the long, blonde hair of his traumatized wife, Hanna Ito. She sobbed into his shoulder as he lay on his back. Despite her blood-drenched dress, hair, and skin, many would have accounted her a beauty. She lifted her head and looked at him with a piercing stare. Her blue eyes usually held an element of sadness, but today there was something more, a hint of rage and despair.
“You came for me,” Hanna said, clutching at his robe; they matched, both of their blue garments were suffused with scarlet.
He smiled. “I did.”
She pressed her head back into the hollow of his neck.
Erik’s lips twisted into a grimace. Jolts of agony tore through him. Every part of him hurt, from the tips of his toes to his hair follicles. He gasped and focused on the low buzzing that came from the earth, focused on the humming coming from the glowing insects that hovered around the vaulted cavern.
The underground chamber could have been an ancient tomb. Gray-skinned corpses lay strewn artlessly across the floor, most charred beyond recognition. Heaps of rubble lay scattered from the rock wall that Erik had shattered in his fit of madness and motes of dust glittered where they hung in the air. And at the center of it all, the mountain of pale flesh that had once been the Great Mrethren trickled forth with blood.
“I should have been here sooner.” Erik grunted behind clenched teeth. “If only I had. . . . Forgive me. I can’t undo what was done to you. I wish. . . .”
Hanna went still in Erik’s grasp. “What do you mean?” Her voice hovered somewhere between a growl and a whisper, punctuated by a throbbing vein of shame.
“I know what they—what he did.”
Hanna scampered back on her hindquarters, slid across the gore-slicked floor. She glared at him, chest rising and falling with panicked gasps. “How?” she asked. “How do you. . . ?”
Tell her we raped her together!
That was Saxi, laughing seemingly lost in a bout of rage, the newest voice in Erik’s head. The Dökk’s presence hissed at the back of Erik’s skull like a vent in the earth, furious and bubbling.
Shut up! Patrick—another voice in Erik’s head—snarled at Saxi. Do you believe nothing else can be done to you because you’re dead? If so, you’re sadly mistaken.
As if to prove Patrick’s point, another presence rose from the depth of Erik’s brain, ancient and primeval. The Celestial Dragon. An abomination that had feasted on the carnage of a dozen worlds until it had been devoured at the foot of the Rin Mountains by Erik himself.
Saxi retreated, prideful even in his terror.
What do I say? Erik pushed himself to his knees and black spots swarmed his vision. He gritted his teeth, blind to the world.  
Anything but the truth, Patrick said. I might not know a lot about the intricacies of the female mind, but I know this much. If you tell your wife the creature that raped her is now part of you, it won’t end well.
Lie? Erik did not know if he could do that. Secrets had the power to kill. Asbjörn had died the last time he had withheld information from someone he loved. He would not risk that again, not now. Never again. 
Why did you stop, came Asbjörn’s deranged voice. We were almost free, son. Free from these chains! Free from this world!
Slowly, the darkness receded.
“I saw it all,” Erik whispered to Hanna. “I’m so sorry.”
“How? I don’t understand.” Hanna’s eyes looked thoughtfully inward and an unnoticed tear slipped down her blood-stained cheek. “You weren’t there, how could you know? And stop saying that! ‘You’re sorry. You’re sorry.’ What do you have to be sorry about? I won’t have you thinking I’m weak. I’m not!” The trickle of tears turned into a flood.
Erik reached out to Hanna, but the fierceness of her gaze made him drop his hand. He turned from her and studied the two dragon-hilts sticking out of the ground. One ebony and the other gold. Asbjörn’s former Tár Guðs weapons, now his swords.
He lurched to his feet, tilted to one side. Hanna appeared beside him and steadied him with a hand. Together, they limped over to the blades.
“I don’t think you’re weak.” Erik sighed. “No one would mistake you for one of those fragile and delicate flowers. You’re a wellspring of fortitude and perseverance.” 
“Some things never change,” Hanna said, her Ógilter accent thicker than usual. “You always tell the most beautiful lies.”
Erik tore away from Hanna, dropped to his knees. He reached out and caressed the sword hilts. With these weapons, he had almost destroyed the world. If not for Hanna, he would have succeeded. His hands spasmed. He swallowed.
What did I almost do? Inky, black sadness swelled with every breath, trying to drown him, trying to strangle him with hair-thin threads of despair.
He weeped silently.
Hanna placed her palm on his back. “That was unkind. I’m unkind. Forgive me.”
“I watched Saxi rape you! I saw it all through his eyes, felt it, too. It was as if I was the one. . . .” He calmed himself with a breath, sensed Hanna’s hand tremble on his back. “It’s one of my new abilities. When I devour someone I steal their memories. You must understand, I was desperate to find you. I ate Saxi because of you.”
“You what?”
“I ate him, Hanna!”
Leaping upright, Erik yanked the swords out of the ground. The chamber wobbled around him, but he stayed on his feet. He gasped.
“Now he’s a part of me,” he said. “Another voice in my head.”
“Erik!” Hanna shrieked.
Erik whirled. His vision blurred and fear climbed down into his throat. A terror-filled moment later, the world firmed. He followed Hanna’s finger. Mrethren Örk rose from a pool of scarlet gore, black hair slicked back, her eight spider-like appendages twitching in the surrounding air. She snarled, revealed her fused teeth.
“Get behind me!” Erik pushed himself ahead of Hanna. She complied, if reluctantly.
“You’ll pay,” Örk said in a trembling voice. “One day you’ll all pay for what you’ve done here. This I swear!”
Erik blinked, fighting against the bile rising in his stomach. He was in no shape for combat. He could barely find the strength to keep his swords elevated. But this was not the time to show weakness. He took a step forward.
Örk bolted in the opposite direction, skidding and slipping on the wet floor. She disappeared through the doorway. Erik collapsed to one knee, huffing and puffing.
“Are you all right?” Hanna was by his side in an instant, pulling him to his feet.
Erik shook his head. “We need to get out of here.”
“Which way is out?” One corner of Hanna’s mouth quirked in what might have been a snarl or a grimace. “I was dragged through so many tunnels, I have no idea where we would even begin.”
“Leave it to me.”
Erik handed Hanna his shortsword and limped toward the hole in the wall, dragging her along. He was forced to lean on her for support within a handful of steps. They carefully navigated around charred corpses and past rubble out into a tunnel lit with glowing gems embedded in the ceiling.
“Are you sure this is the right way?” Hanna stiffened and glanced over her shoulder.
“We’re in a labyrinth of twisting pathways and rooms, purposely built to confuse any intruder.” Erik plodded onward, pulling Hanna along.
“But you know the way out?”
He nodded. “It’s one piece of information that came over after I devoured Saxi.”
Silence.
Through endless tunnels they wandered, always climbing upwards through long, curling corridors, stopping when the earth’s slight tremors quickened, in short, violent bursts. Gray Skins lay piled around every corner, ugly faces twisted in death, in their thousands. Some half-flayed into ash, others half-sank into the floor, but most they encountered were thin and wasted, bodies stabbed and slashed. Blood flowed in streams, splashing against their feet.
“You did this? All of this by yourself?” Hanna asked.
Erik glared down at the cadaver-strewn ground. A cavernous hole opened within. His stomach throbbed with murderous pangs. The world warped and distorted at the edge of his vision.
EAT! EAT!  
The Celestial Dragon repeated that one word like a blacksmith's hammer pounding at the back of his skull. Each repetition brought his bones closer to rupture. Each repetition added another hairline crack in his self-control.
NO! Erik yelled at it.
The idea of feeding on the corpses made him queasy. Never again would he feast on a creature with conscious thought; it was too risky. How many more voices would it take until he was no longer himself? Until he was nothing but a lunatic?
He shook his head. Never again!
“Erik,” Hanna said, her crimson dripping face tilted.
He looked down at her in what he hoped was a smile, but feared might have been a sneer. “I told you, ‘For you, I would murder the world.’ Did you not believe me?”
“You love me that much?”
“For over a thousand years, Fiendlords have plagued mankind and never had anyone been able to reverse the corruption of the Abyss after it took hold. Not once, until today. Until you saved me from myself. What does that tell you?”
Hanna shifted a lock of hair that had fallen over her eye and smiled, though it seemed forced. “Sometimes I forget I need to protect my heart from you. Then I remember her and the others, and the long procession of women you’ve been through in your life, all convinced they were different from those that came before them.”
“I was young and foolish,” Erik said.
“Perhaps.” Hanna nodded, considering. “And what are you now?”
Erik pondered her words, feeling the strain from their journey in his long limbs. His eyes flickered close for a moment. I need to sleep. “Older, but still a fool,”
Hanna snorted but said nothing. 
Eventually, they ascended into a massive, circular chamber with a roof that ended in a point. It was cruder than the rest of the labyrinth had been, with walls made of a mixture of dirt and rock. Scattered throughout the room was a small army of Dökk, clustered in knots, weapons discarded, eyes despondent, staring off into nothingness.
“That’s our way out.” Erik pointed to the dark opening on the other side of the room.
“Is . . . there no other way out?” Hanna shuddered.
Erik frowned. “Yes, there are many, but none closer. And we need to leave this place now. This much carnage will draw monsters from kilometers away. We won’t want to be here when that happens.”
Hanna nodded. There was a note of anxiety around her eyes, but other than that she looked resolute. It surprised him, how easy her moods were to read today. This was never the case, Hanna was a master of the Game of Faces, never revealing an iota more than she wished; which showed how much the last few hours had affected her.
Erik led the way with Hanna a step behind. His eyes darted around the chamber, searching for danger. He clasped his longsword with both hands. The dried blood on his skin made him want to itch, but he resisted the urge to scratch. A small rock bounced off of his foot and clattered across the floor loudly.
Erik and Hanna froze.
A gray face turned toward them, its large, black eyes unblinking. Other than that, the creature continued to lie curled on the ground, chest rising and falling. It was as if it could not see what was before it, or perhaps it did not care to. Either way, they were safe for now.
Rise brothers! Saxi yelled. Rise and defend our Kvik. Destroy the murderer and his whore!
Shut up! Patrick told the Gray Skin.
Erik sent Hanna a strained smile, then they continued, sneaking their way past the bewildered Dökk dispersed throughout the crude chamber. The sound of shifting rocks drew his attention to the left.
A large Gray Skin with a headband made of a tattered red fabric rose among a cluster of his prone brethren, gripping a bone spear. A Chosen, a class of Dökk with powers to rival those of Cultivators. The dark shard in its forehead glittered with scant light that fell from the gems embedded in the ceiling.
“Run!” Erik shouted. 
Erik sprinted toward the enemy. He quickened his two hearts, or tried to. The world slowed then jerked back into its normal rhythm. He staggered, unbalanced. The Chosen flung out a hand, palm first.
The air distorted in front of Erik—he had no time for shock or fear—and the next thing he knew he was tumbling through the air, twisting desperately, ears ringing with thunder. He crashed to the ground, slammed into prone Gray Skins, skidded until his head smashed into a wall. His skull rang. Pain exploded within.
Erik gasped, blinked away tears. It was all he could do to breathe. His muscles spasmed. His hand twitched helplessly by his side.
Die! Die! Saxi shrieked.
The Chosen strode toward Erik, spear first. “She’s gone. Gone!” Tears leaked from the creatures large eyes. “It’s so quiet. So lonely. I’m all alone!” He stopped inches from the Prince.
A quick shiver ran through Erik. 
The Chosen jerked, falling to his knees, empty hand touching the point of the blade jutting from his flesh. He blinked, not understanding. Then he crumbled to the ground.
Hanna stood behind it, peering down at Erik. Droplets of blood dripped from the shortsword in her hand.             




Chapter 2 

“Finish it,” Erik said.
The words tasted like bile on his tongue. Once Hanna had seemed so innocent in appearance until life in Vetur, the capital of Vindur, had wilted that element away. Yet there still remained the shadow of the little girl she had once been in her eyes and on her lips when she smiled. It repulsed him, but he had to help her destroy that last pure part of herself before grief and rage turned it into something poisonous.
Hanna looked from him to the Gray Skin writhing at his feet. Her arms trembled with barely controlled passion, and scarlet droplets sprinkled from the dragon-hilted shortsword in her hand. The Chosen struggled, trying to climb back to his feet; though bleeding from the wound in his chest, he was far from dead.
“Do it NOW!” Erik yelled in a voice that brooked no disagreement.
Hanna fell upon the Chosen, shortsword rising and falling. The Dökk jerked beneath her, gray body spasming, harsh voice squealing. Even when the monster fell silent and still she kept striking him in the back, wrenching the blade free after every blow.
“That’s it, Hanna.” Erik used his elbows to push himself onto his butt. “Let it all out.” His eyes scanned the chamber for danger; the other Gray Skins appeared oblivious to the violence taking place mere meters away, even the ones he had struck as he skidded across the ground.
Hanna screamed, seeming to have to force herself to go on. Crimson ribbons squirted into the air after her every thrust, drenching her anew. Her blue eyes were the only part of her not covered in blood.
“Die! Die!” She collapsed, crumbled in on herself, panting for breath.
Erik tried to stand, but his knees gave way, and he sat down hard on the ground. Hanna’s eyes flogged him with concern. He forced a smile and crawled toward her.                
“It gets easier after your first,” he said, “like killing chickens.”
“When have you ever killed a chicken?” Hanna asked.
“Never. It’s just something people—” Erik began, but Hanna stopped him with a glare.
“Don’t try to appease me with things people say. Speak your own words or say nothing at all. I’m not some little lost puppy. I’m your wife.”
Erik fought back a sigh; Hanna made nothing easy. He traced a circle on her forehead. “In some cultures, you save a man’s life, and he gets to bugger you.” Hanna rose an eyebrow at him. “That one is all me.”
She burst into a fit of laughter and threw her arms around Erik. Slowly, her amusement morphed into sobs. “I love you, you know?” she said. “I really do.”
“Hanna . . . I know.” He rubbed her back. “But we have to go. Are you hurt? Can you stand?”
“No and yes.” She rose a hand to her face, then reconsidered when she got a closer look at her gore covered limb.
“Good, because I can’t.”
With Hanna’s help, Erik climbed to his feet, retrieved his longsword and moved toward the darkened exit. Each step rocked Erik’s body with a new stab of agony, parts of him hurt he did not even know existed. Bones in his back throbbed. Muscles in his legs screamed. 
Your time is at an end, human! Saxi snarled. Even if you leave here alive, you won’t live long. We’re coming! Do you hear me? We’re coming!
Erik’s eyes combed his surroundings, and as he listened to Saxi’s rant, his back straightened. The Chosen’s presence tugged at him, sent rage and hatred roiling along his skull. Because of the Gray Skin, Hanna had suffered pain beyond knowing, pain no woman should suffer. She had been broken, and there was no telling what lasting damage her trauma might leave. But fate had given him the means of retribution, a way to torment his enemy beyond the grave.
Like a black wave we will sweep all the lands to the south, Saxi was saying. We will fuck your women and your children still warm in their mothers’ wombs. Not even your dogs will be spared the horror of our cocks!
Claw, Erik told the Celestial Dragon.
The Devourer of Worlds rose within him, its ancient presence roaring, pulsing. His mind seethed. Saxi receded, but it was already too late. The Celestial Dragon tore into the Gray Skin’s essence, ripping chunks out of his being. Saxi shrieked as his torn pieces merged with Erik.
Enough. Erik grinned, his head spinning.
“Why are you smiling?” Hanna grunted and struggled to handle his weight.
Erik winked down at her. “I—”
Something warm brushed at the outside of Erik’s mind, a soothing touch like a mother’s soft fingertip running across her child’s face. He spun around, almost lurching Hanna right off her feet. Mrethren Örk stood in the shadow of the opening through which they had entered the huge chamber, glaring at them.
“No,” Erik whispered.
“I promised vengeance. I promised retribution!” Örk’s voice echoed through the room, stirring the milling mass of Gray Skins. By ones and twos they jerked to their feet, dark eyes glowing with renewed purpose, large hands gripping vicious spears.
Hanna shuddered at Erik’s side. He pushed her back and stepped in front of her. They were surrounded, or soon would be.   
A hundred and twelve, Patrick said. That’s how many there are, if you were wondering. 
Sweat rolled down Erik’s face as he lifted his longsword. No breath of air stirred through the windowless chamber, but his perspiration had nothing to do with the heat and everything to do with his dread. Only hours earlier he had killed Gray Skins in their tens of thousands, but now he was too weak. Too tired.
I have no choice.
Erik charged forward and thrust his blade through the neck of a Dökk climbing to his feet. His weapon slid into gray flesh like a finger pressed into an apple pie. He jerked his longsword free and flung himself at Hanna.                             “Down!” he shouted.
She dropped to the ground without protest, her eyes round. He passed over her and slashed another disorientated Gray Skin. The monster staggered back, spewing blood.
Lungs burning, Erik danced around Hanna, his longsword blurring, his footwork sloppy and slow; the only reason his attacks worked at all was that the Dökk were disorganized and muddleheaded. But it would not last for much longer, he could see that.
The Celestial Dragon stirred, spreading through hidden crevices in his mind, offering a wellspring of untouched strength. Erik rejected it. That way led to destruction. With Hanna here, he could not risk himself losing himself in the dragon’s form. Far too dangerous. Better he battled the Dökk on his own than chance eating his own wife.
Dead is dead unless you’re mad. Asbjörn snickered. Then you end up a voice in another’s head. Calmer, almost lucid. Are you real? Am I?
A scowl twisted Erik’s face. A spear turned his blade, leaving him open to a counterattack. He spun, dropping a hand from his longsword to block the other spear trying to impale him. His hand smacked the weapon aside.
“Erik!” Hanna yelled from behind him.
Erik’s eyes widened in terror. Blood roared in his ear. Fear clawed at his flesh. He turned, but a snarling Gray Skin punctured his stomach with a spear, wrenching him to a stop. Then another spear entered him from the opposite direction, then another and another. . . . Each wound flared with agony.
HANNA!
Rage coursed through Erik’s veins, hot and acidic. Muscles in his legs and arms bulged, flooded with more body mass; it came pouring into him from this other place—this other dimension he could only half perceive. He growled, shifted toward Hanna and dragged the Dökk gripping the other end of the spears off of their feet.
A grinning Gray Skin stabbed at Hanna’s crouched form, jabbed at her face. Erik pulled his arm back and hurled his longsword, blade first. The sword flashed through the air and lanced through the monster’s skull, flinging him back from the force of the blow. More Dökk rushed Hanna from every direction, howling, screaming in their gray multitudes.
Erik took a step forward, grunting as more spears skewered him. Slowly, his body devoured them, breaking the weapons down, transforming them into fuel; not even the blood that smattered his skin was spared. Energy trickled into him like a stream from a small puddle and vitality came roaring back into his being. The Gray Skins around him stumbled back, watching as their weapons disappeared into roiling flesh.
“Don’t touch my wife!” Erik yelled.
Not understanding how, he converted his arms into long, black, scythe-shaped blades made of the same material as the Celestial Dragon’s claws. Danger lay everywhere. Nothing that could threaten him, but Hanna was a different story. He had to protect her. He had to!
“Stay on the ground,” he told Hanna.
Erik spun in circles, scythe-shaped arms screeching as they cut through the air. He was a blood-soaked tornado. He was a churning maelstrom. Fine red strings torn from severed body parts, ruptured organs, and slashed chests unspooled like scarlet embroidery. Yelping, moaning voices rose around him, but he was deaf to their pleas. Blind to their torment filled faces.
When he stopped, he and Hanna were surrounded by a short wall of twitching meat. Beyond the dead and the dying, the living looked on in dismay. Erik had eyes for none of them. He gazed only at Mrethren Örk, who still stood where she first appeared, limbs trembling.
“Leave or die. There are no other options than that,” Erik said. “I am death! To stand before me is to end.” The floor quivered ever so slightly beneath his feet.
“Erik.” Hanna tugged at his robe and pointed at the exit.
Two giant Gray Skins pushed their way out of the tunnel, three meters tall with potbellies and massive forearms, each dragging a tree trunk sized club behind it. The other Dökk banged their spears off of the ground in a rhythmic pattern while clearing a path to Erik for their much larger brethren.
“You might be death, human,” Örk’s voice rose above the din, “but your woman is not. We may not be able to slay you, but she we will kill.” 
Yes, Saxi said, laughing. Murder her for the Great Mrethren. Murder them all!
Erik shoved Hanna to the ground hard as a club hurled through the space they had occupied, whooshing over their heads. Screams rose behind them, and the banging of spears turned erratic, replaced by the sounds of splintering wood and bone.
There is another one, Patrick said.
Erik quickened his hearts, sensing Hanna shudder beneath him. Time and motion slowed; the second club flying toward them decelerated until it almost looked stalled. It hung suspended in the air, crawling forward. He rolled Hanna out of the way and lunged to his feet. Eyes narrowing into slits, he leaped into the air and landed on the wooden club; it sagged toward the floor even as he vaulted back into the air. His enemies were half-frozen statues, unable to even perceive movement at such speeds. He drifted over the heads of a dozen Gray Skins and then rolled across the ground, slashing through the kneecap of the first giant Dökk, then the second.
The muscles in Erik’s thighs spasmed and motion came rushing back. Distorted sounds sped up, and the two massive mounds of gray flesh crashed to the dirt behind him, wailing. He dropped to his knees, gasping, watching ruby droplets sink into his scythe-like arms until they were spotless. Each drop added a little flash of strength and something else. Something undefined. 
Indulging himself in one last deep breath, Erik stood and turned, baring witness to the slaughter. The giants writhed back and forth, striking out randomly as blood gushed from their parted kneecaps. His eyes found Hanna climbing to her feet, then went to Örk. He gave the black-haired Gray Skin a disparaging smirk. 
“Kill her! Kill her!” Örk yelled, fleeing back where she came from.
Erik exploded into action. Arms opened wide to help keep his balance, he ran across the mass of twitching flesh. Hanna spun, fending off the approaching Dökk with her shortsword. Erik was beside her in a second, slashing and hacking, his razor-sharp appendages humming.
“Hold on to me!” he told her when they received a small moment of respite.
Hanna stood with her back against his, leaning slightly forward, turning when he turned, shortsword slashing and thrusting. “What?”
“Hanna, now!”
Erik ripped his limb from the warm, juicy innards of his newest victim and shifted until he and Hanna were face to face. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms under his shoulder and around his neck. The hard hilt of her shortsword pressed into his back, but it was one torment among many.
“Hold on tight,” he said.
Hanna shifted, throwing Erik out of equilibrium. He stumbled, caught himself and whirled his scythe-like appendages. The quickest Gray Skins leaped back, and the unfortunate ones fell beneath his blades, only losing hands if lucky. Hot blood hissed into the air, and Hanna screamed into his ear.
He jerked to a stop and scanned the carnage, locating his longsword protruding from the skull of a dead Dökk. Black limbs transforming back into human arms, he darted for it, weaving in and out of the reach of stabbing weapons, leaping over the palpitating forms of the wounded.
Erik’s legs ached. His back burned. And Hanna’s warm, sticky presence pressed tight against his chest made it all worth it. He wrenched his longsword free, slid in a pool of gore and raced for the exit, trailed by a howling mob of Dökk. 
“Faster!” Hanna said, tightening her hold on him.
Erik slashed a thrown spear out of the air, ducked to avoid another coming from the other direction and hopped over one of the giants’ severed limbs.
“What am I? A horse?” he asked, huffing in between panted breaths.
“Yes! Yes!” Hanna’s wet body quivered in terror against him, but her voice was as merry as Renewal Day bells. “Faster, my little horsey!”
Erik twisted to the side and beheaded a kneeling Gray Skin, all the while choking on laughter. “Are you trying to get us killed?”
Eyes watering, he dashed into the exit, a large tunnel that ended in a massive boulder wrapped in cordage. He halted in front of the boulder and touch the rope.
“Hurry up!” Hanna slapped Erik’s back. “They’re coming!”
Her words were unnecessary. Erik could sense the approaching horde, could feel them through the shaking of the dirt beneath his feet. He pushed against the boulder, straining his muscles. His arms shook. His head throbbed.
“Hurry!” Hanna’s voice screeched.
Erik roared and shoved with all his might. The tunnel groaned, and the boulder rolled away, then they were free. Chilly night air wafted against him. Half-blinded by dazzling starlight, he kept himself from sliding downward and ran on until the quivering ground tossed him off his feet.
He landed in a jumble of limbs, somehow avoiding wounding Hanna and himself. He glanced back, studied the Gray Skins’ lair, a large hill covered in grass and stunted trees. A massive hand reached down and scooped up half a dozen Dökk from the entrance.
Erik gulped. The hand belonged to a three stories tall monster covered in dripping brown-green goop that almost looked black in the darkness. A row of triangle-shaped spikes jutted from the creature’s back and forehead. It threw the Gray Skins into its mouth and stared at Erik with eyes that glowed like scarlet bonfires.




Chapter 3 

Erik stood in almost total shock and stared at the behemoth, trying to comprehend what lay before him. A sense of otherness oozed from the globs of foul goop that covered and splashed from the unnatural monster’s form every time it moved. Rank, like something dead a year in stagnant mud, the smell of it choked him, the stench growing stronger by the moment. He felt his body gag, but the disgust seemed to belong to someone else.
“Chemosh.” The name made Erik shiver as if ice water had been injected into his veins. The name borne by the most violent of the Four Great Calamities, a monster that had destroyed nations for over a thousand years and had been beaten back but never defeated.
He dropped to his knees, gasping. One hand went to his blade, to the golden dragon-hilted longsword laying on the grass. His Tár Guðs made weapon: with it, he was able to channel more of the Four Aspects—Earth, Water, Fire, and Air—to power his Esoteric Sword Techniques than he could unaided. For an instant, he froze, almost reaching for his power, then thought better of it for the same reason he had not used it in the Dökk’s burrows. It was too soon to safely attempt it, and the idea of touching the same power he had almost used to destroy the world sickened him.
“No, whatever that monster is, it isn’t Chemosh,” Hanna said. “Chemosh is far larger, and it smells nothing like this.”
“How do you—” Erik began, before he remembered Ógilt, Hanna’s homeland, had been attacked by the creature before it fell.
The ground quivered beneath him, and his eyes jumped back to the unknown monster. It tore at the hillside that concealed the entrance to the Dökk’s underground tunnel system. The earth groaned, and large clumps of dirt flew upwards, scattered thin into clouds of dust and grit. The highest level of the sky was one large dome covered in distant points of light, darkened by the flood of soil into the air.
“Let’s go!” Hanna tugged at Erik’s now spotless robe.
Erik stood up, tossed his concern aside and took Hanna’s free hand in his own; her blood-soaked fingers were cold and sticky against his palm. Cautiously, he pulled her toward the south and ran. Huge oaks and pines jutted out of the ground in front of them, long branches nimbused by moonlight. After the near darkness of the tunnels, it was almost like day. Nothing moved among the trees, but he could sense .  .  . something .  .  . coming closer.
He jerked Hanna to the side, and a large rock tore through the space they had just occupied. The rock slammed into the trunk of a tree and shattered into dozens of ricocheting shards.
Hanna squeaked, the shortsword in her hand slashing out at the fragments. Her feet came together, and she floundered, falling until Erik yanked her onward and she regained her balance. Then, on they sprinted, slivers of stone raining down around them.
Hearts pounding, Erik led them on a sinuous path, weaving around and between trees. The fetid odor grew weaker the further they got from the hill, and new scents filled the air. They tickled his nostrils, slinking at the edge of his awareness like moon shadows, warning him of potential danger. With the night’s smells as a guide, he avoided the pitfall of stumbling into another monster’s lair, but they did not go on unobserved. Sometimes glowing eyes flickered open and watched them as they hurried past.
On and on they ran, legs burning, breaths panting until they could move no more. Then they collapsed at the foot of a massive oak and rested for a moment with their backs against the bark, side by side.
Though exhausted, Erik did not relax his vigil, his eyes shifted, scouring the dark for peril. He sensed Hanna’s heartbeat beside him, like a deep drum pounding. Gradually, her heart slowed, and he patted her thigh.
It’s starting to seem like all we do is move from one crisis to the next, Patrick said. Where are the mind-numbing moments of boredom we’re supposed to get in between each crisis? That’s all I want to know.
A break would be nice. Erik sighed.
“What are you thinking about?” Hanna asked.
Erik threw an arm around Hanna’s shoulder, and she stiffed before softening, but only slightly. He did not understand why he felt surprised with all she had already been through today, but the tightness in her body hurt him. If he could take the pain from her, he would, gladly. Without a second’s hesitation.
“Erik. . . .” She allowed her voice to trail off.
“It has been a long day,” he said. “That’s what I’m thinking.”
Hanna nodded, blue eyes distant. “It has.”
Instead of filling the silence with needless words, Erik allowed the sound of the wind rustling through the tops of trees to speak for him. He did not know how else to respond. There was nothing to say, or perhaps there was too much to say. Despite his admiration for their potency, words could not heal all wounds, not even time could do that.
“I remember it so vividly,” Hanna went on after a handful of seconds. “The moment it all changed, the day Chemosh descended upon Ógilt. I can pinpoint it down to the exact instant. My brother and I were in my father’s study when the first reports trickled in. It’s strange, I grew up with my nursemaids’ fireside tales of the horror of the Four Great Calamities, but I did not understand the danger they posed. My brother was scared, yet I wasn't.” She gave a bitter laugh, filled with self-loathing. “I was excited. Can you believe that?”
“You were young,” Erik said.
Hanna shook her head. “That’s no excuse. Ignorance and youth are no defense, not against monsters. Not from men.” She ran a hand through her gore-mattered hair, emotion raw in her typically melodious voice. “I remember liking how pretty the night sky looked lit up with flames and crackling lightning. It took every Cultivator Ógilt had to beat Chemosh back. Thousands lost their lives that night, and I thought it was pretty. It was only when the sun rose I saw the devastation. Höfn lay in ruins, the city that had protected my family for generations broken like some child’s plaything.”
“Hanna,” Erik interrupted. “None of this has to be said, not right now. Not in this place. I know the story. All of Daði knows what happened that day.”
“The battle never reached the palace,” she carried on as if he had never spoken, her voice lowering to an almost whisper. “And all the hearthfires in the city had been extinguished by decree, in the hopes Chemosh would wander past us. So I didn’t understand the brutality it had inflicted on us. Only by the light of morning was that made clear to me.”
Erik opened his mouth, but Hanna was already pushing herself to her feet. He stared at her, and slowly dragged his robe sleeve along the blade of his longsword. She paced beside him, blind to his actions, clasping her hands to her bosom. Erik had tortured himself with memories before, and seen it done—it never ended well—but instead of what he expected, she never broke into tears.
“We won,” Hanna told him, jerking to a stop. “Despite the fact half of Höfn lay demolished, everyone was smiling, overcome with elation. That joy soon turned into despair when sentinels spotted your father and his armies cresting over the horizon. That was the first and last time I ever saw my father weep.”
“We need to go.” Erik stood, doing his best to keep his voice even, but not quite succeeding. “It’s not safe to stay too long in one place, the smell of blood will draw things we don’t want to face.”
Hanna rounded on him. “You knew your father would banish you for marrying me, didn’t you?” Her eyes were daggers, but her heart was not in it, not truly; she could have been talking about the sleeping habits of crustaceans. She was staring through him as much as at him. “You used me,” she said absently. “To what end, I know not.”
“What do you want me to say, Hanna?” Erik placed a hand on her bare arm; she blinked and focused on him. “We used each other to our mutual benefit.” He did not intend to sound as harsh as he did, but his voice raised on its own; they were touching upon a topic best left untouched. “Tell me you did not enjoy the look of frustration on my father’s face when I told him I had taken you for my wife.”
She looked at him with the bewilderment of someone listening to another display their ignorance. “Vilhelm Ito murdered my family,” she told him, “his frustration means nothing to me. His death is the only thing I seek, but you are aware of that. Where does it all end, this grand plan of yours?”
They come. Asbjörn’s voice crackled like mad lightning.
The hairs on the back of Erik’s neck stood, and a tingle ran down his spine like icy droplets of rainwater. He dropped his hand from Hanna’s arm and spun her around, flinging her toward the remote branches hanging above them. She screamed, taken by complete surprise.
“Grab onto a branch!” he yelled but did not wait to see if she obeyed, too busy shifting to scan his surroundings for danger.
A high-pitched howl tore through the darkness, echoing like the cry of an owl, changing directions so many times it was impossible to tell from where it originated. Erik’s double hearts quickened, and the world slowed; Hanna hung above him, still drifting upwards, but at a reduced pace. Blood roared in his veins, violent and frantic. His eyes narrowed.
Things moved among the shadows, slowly resolving into two dire wolves, eyes shining silver and as big as ponies. Snow and Fang. The last two living members of the Night Echo Pack, who had been slaughtered by Erik only hours earlier. If not for the power coursing through him, he would not even be able to perceive them. Snow’s pure, white fur shifted gently, stroked by the air currents that pounded against her like the deep booms of a drum. Fang was only a step behind her, snarling, his missing eye stained with crimson droplets.
Erik slammed the point of his blade into the earth and took a step forward; the world pushed and pulled at him, trying to slow him to a crawl. He growled! His arms melted, transformed into quivering tendrils, settled into large, black paws. His robe and flesh roiled, fanned across his body. Then the rest of him flowed and merged until he morphed into a midnight-colored dire wolf, slavering and snarling as he launched himself forward.
The world was varying shades of black and white as odors came rushing into his snout from kilometers away. The familiar scents stirred memories, memories of the Night Echo Pack stalking the Northern Reaches for prey. Animal instincts warred with human thoughts.
Family—NO!
Mouths agape, the wolves hurtled at Erik from two sides, faster than any galloping horse, but seeming to only be moving at a snail’s pace. He puffed out the hairs on his body and raised his tail, acting from intuition. Snow and Fang paused, a note of worry creeping into their steps.
When they reached each other, they circled, matching each other move for move, as though dancing. Great heads thrown back, their teeth dripping like burnished steel, they communicated without words; through the motions of their tails and the flicks of their ears.
Stranger. Non-stranger, they sent to Erik. Trespasser.
Erik’s every action conveyed dominance; he towered over Snow and Fang like a black mountain, unfolded with the menace of a dark storm cloud, bristled with all the heat of forked lightning. His paws tore through the earth and great puffs of soil and dirt billowed into the air.
Mine, he told them. Territory mine. Pack mine. Submit.
Yours. Aggression turned to capitulation. They backed away, heads and tails lowered, eyes downcast. 
Go, Erik said, pride flaring within him, warm and pulsing. 
Hunt, Snow and Fang begged. Lead. We follow.
Erik trembled, overcome with the need to do just that. His blood sang, cried out for the exhilaration of stalking prey, moaned for the. . . . He shook his head and freed himself from the pull of the dire wolf instincts that tried to overpower his own wants.
GO! His wailing tail stilled. 
Snow and Fang retreated, fading from view, sulking into the darkness. 
“Erik . . . is that you?”
He spun at the sound of Hanna’s voice; engrossed with the dire wolves, he had not heard her fall back to the ground. She lay on her stomach, peering up at him, face lost in shadow. She would have not been able to see most of what had transpired but to know it was him she must have witnessed enough.
“Yes, it’s me,” he said.
Hanna tensed, and Erik realized what she heard and what he believed he said were two very different things; his current throat was not meant for the intricacies of human speech. He took a step toward her, then thought better of it when she backed away in terror.
Erik transformed; this time the change was slower and harder to manage. Huge bones broke, and fur and flesh shifted, like boiling oil, like wailing worms. He collapsed to the dirt and human arms pushed out of twitching meat, then all colors returned as he assumed his original form.
He gasped, pain like a furnace flaring in his chest; it was a challenge just to breathe. Tremors shook his body, and weakness swept through him, leaving no nook or corner untouched. Sleep called to him, a lover’s murmur enticing him into warmth.
Across from him the shuffle of feet drew his attention. Hanna stood clutching her dress with one hand and the shortsword with the other, staring at him, face consumed by indecision. 
“Help,” he whispered.
Hanna was by his side in an instant, helping him to his feet. “Are you—” She shook her head and allowed him to lean on her. “Stupid question. This is my fault. I—I’m sorry.”
Erik did not have the energy to respond. He used his longsword and Hanna’s shoulder to stay upright, somehow keeping the black motes that sparkled at the edge of his vision from overwhelming him. But it was a struggle he knew he would eventually lose. It was just a matter of time.
“You don’t look well,” Hanna said.
He nodded. “We need to go. No more talking. Just walking.”
He led her forward as hard as he could manage, ignoring her cries to slow down. Down small slopes, through darkened woodlands where sleepy creatures, roused by the noise of their passing, peered at them in consternation from moonlit lairs. Along narrow animal trails, where giant pines stood restlessly on either side, branches whistling above their heads, making the night ring with the song of trees. 
“We can take a break if you need it,” Hanna said at Erik’s side.
He lurched onward without replying.
The hunger in his stomach clenched like a vise, Hanna’s voice he was only vaguely aware of outside the pain, by the time he reached the bottom of the Rin Mountains. Hjörtur’s mighty black walls stood framed against the brightening radiance of the approaching dawn. The reek of thousands of gray-skinned corpses wafted down upon them, along with the sounds of unknown creatures feeding on the carnage.
Careful, Patrick said, the mountain is filled with
Nætstalkers.
Erik grunted, noting the indistinct shapes feasting upon the remains strewn over the rocky pathway to the citadel. He refused to cower or submit to his body’s efforts to stoop down. He pushed on.
Nætstalkers screeched at them from their mounds of rotting meat. The size of deformed dogs, their large eyes, and piranha-like teeth glowed in the dim light. No two exactly alike, their small twisted, green-colored humanoid bodies scampered around on all fours, circling the duo.
“Erik,” Hanna said in a half hiss.
“Keep. Have to keep. . . .” His eyes drifted close.
A two-headed Nætstalker lunged, stopping short as Erik’s longsword snaked out to meet it. Hissing, spraying foul spittle, it backed away, rejoining the rest of its kin that trailed the pair. Hanna shuddered against Erik.
I have to stay awake. Just a little bit . . . the
Grand Assessment. . . . Can still make it back in time.
Erik’s legs gave out, and he dropped to the ground, in the shadow of the rubble of the once mighty wardstones, now reduced to heaps of stone, encircled by piles of dead Dökk. The stench of decaying flesh wafted.
“Erik!” Hanna cried in a voice that stabbed into his mind, even as his consciousness faded.  




Chapter 4  

Above an ancient temple, three White Cranes stretched out, ivory-colored plumage streaming back in the twilight as they whirled in long loops, wings beating a steady rhythm whenever they turned. Morgan led the way, giant crane and blue-clad rider all too visible in the fading light. Nóel’s bird followed closely behind Morgan’s own in a tight line, matching its sorcery created brethren flap for flap.
Leon flew last in line, with the heat of Pen’s body passing through the saddle and into his thighs. Morgan and Nóel never glanced back at him, reserving their full attention for what was taking place below them. Gray-skinned warriors milled outside and inside the ruined temple, seen through the gaps in between trees and the rents in the domed roof. Outside the stone edifice, the Dökk parted for Ypse, a small white-haired boy, that approached them fearlessly. 
Every few seconds Leon scanned the sky while he clung to Pen’s reins. The Northern Reaches was filled with far worse monstrosities than the Gray Skins arrayed below him, and some of them could fly. But for now the sky was empty, only the orange light of the setting sun met his gaze. He felt no relief. . . . Some creatures could conceal themselves from even the most careful eye, Ypse had said. And circling as they were, they made tempting targets.
He whistled, drawing Morgan’s and Nóel’s scrutiny, then pointed at the ground. Morgan’s scarred face turned white and the infectious smile that usually hung from Nóel’s lips disappeared. Before either one of them had the chance to object, Leon sent Pen plunging downward. The air roared around him, and his heart pounded in his chest. He clung tighter to the saddle and reins with taut muscles, fervently hoping he was not making a terrible mistake.
Even as the earth rose to meet him, a part of Leon wanted to go faster, despite his worry, despite the wind stinging his eyes. He pulled Pen up from the dive, much sooner than he would have liked, and Pen flapped his wings, drifting above the tops of trees. Vagrant leaves whirled and danced as he set his mount down beside another White Crane. Lin. Lin turned to glare at him, her yellow eyes glowing in the twilight.
Leon hopped off of Pen’s back and charged forward, deaf to the panicked voices that rose behind. Absentmindedly, he touched the snake bite at the back of his neck; though long healed, it throbbed in an odd counter to the furious beat of his own heart. Hot one instant and cold the next. At night, it turned feverish and prodded at him with a nagging itch no amount of scratching would relieve. Not to mention the dreams. . . .
He ducked under an unusually low branch and forced his mind away from that topic. He had already worn himself thin with concern over what had happened that night—the night the earth had churned beneath him, the night he had been visited by the emissaries of the Dark One—and what was still happening every time he closed his eyes to sleep. Was any of it real? That question plagued him above all others.
“Leon!” a shout came from behind.
Leon ran on. Now that his fear had been given an outlet, he did not know if he could stop. He sped through the sparse forest like a ghost, just keeping ahead of Morgan and Nóel, who clamored behind him. Leon wanted to go faster—needed to! He could sense Morgan’s hand straining to catch at the back of his blue coat, heard the panting of the older boy’s exasperated breath, deeper than Nóel’s own, drawing nearer. He zigged, and he zagged, desperately trying to maintain his lead, then he broke through the last cluster of trees. 
Morgan slammed into Leon’s back, and they rolled on the ground, both fighting for supremacy. Leon refused to surrender. Back in Hjörtur, Morgan had always gotten the better in their scraps, and he would be damned before he allowed him to win now. He bit down on the older boys arm, and Morgan howled. A slick sense of satisfaction fluttered through Leon’s chest, then Morgan’s elbow smashed into his solar plexus.
Leon gasped and sputtered.
“Stop!” Nóel screamed.
Lying on his back, Leon looked up at Morgan through watery eyes. The older boy trembled on top of him, peering to the side. Leon followed Morgan’s gaze, then went still. He lay in front of the broken and weathered temple, surrounded by spear-wielding Dökk. Two of their number towered over all the rest, three meters tall with round bellies and massive forearms, both armed with a large club.
Leon’s eyes drifted to the animal skin loincloth each Gray Skin wore as the stories of their brutality ran through his skull. Better to die than to fall into the hands of monsters such as this. They were words he had once overheard, but they fit this moment. He had escaped one such horror and he would die before . . . before. . . . He closed his hands into fists.
The wall of gray flesh parted and Ypse approached them, trailed by a female Dökk with long, flowing, black hair and eight spider-like appendages jutting from her back. A bone spear dangling from her hand and her large eyes were wellsprings of endless darkness.
Ypse sighed. “Mrethren Örk, allow me to introduce you to Nóel, Morgan, and Leon. They are not to be harmed in any way, do you understand? Consider them the newest members of your Kvik.” He fondled the scarlet jewel in his hand, absentmindedly.
“Yes, Great Master,” she said, almost cooing in her eagerness to please.
“So it worked?” Morgan asked, climbing off of Leon.
Leon grunted in relief and rubbed at his chest.
Ypse tilted his head to the side in consideration. Leon still found it strange to watch a child seemingly younger than himself so perfectly mimic the mannerisms of an adult.
“It appears so,” Ypse said, “or perhaps it would be better to say it has for now.” He wiped away the blood dripping from his nose. “I’m not as strong as I used to be. I won’t be able to keep this going for much longer without the aid of some tools.”
“Oh, joy,” Morgan muttered under his breath, as insolent as ever.
“Fetch the birds,” Ypse told Morgan. “Leon, with me. If we mean to spend the night in here, we need to get everything situated.” 
Leon stood, prodding the tender spot on his stomach. “You heard him, get going.” He kicked Morgan in the shin.
Morgan yelped and darted back, hopping on one leg. Nóel watched with a broad grin, his golden-brown curls shaking as his body threatened to break into laughter.
“Children,” Ypse said, his voice cold with the hint of menace. The chilliness of his tone was belied by the high-pitch nature of his voice; he sounded like a small mouse.
The Gray Skins shifted, lips lifting to reveal fused teeth.
Nóel tugged on Morgan’s coat sleeve. “Let’s go before it gets too dark.” He eyed the Dökk that surrounded them; in most cases, they only came up to the creatures’ thighs, and Ypse was smaller still.
Somewhat reluctantly Morgan allowed himself to be guided away. Ypse motioned to a handful of Dökk, and they chased after the duo, their long limbs catching up with them in an instant.
“Leon.” Ypse fell to his knees, his face pale as his snow-colored hair.
Leon rushed over to the Sorcerer’s side. A stab of fear pricked at him. If something happened to Ypse, he and his friends were as good as dead. No, worse. Much worse than death waited for them now.
“Are you all right?” Leon asked.
Ypse’s yellow eyes gleamed with moisture.
“Great Master,” Örk began before Ypse forestalled her with a raised hand. Her lips trembled as if she might cry, which added a strange note of sympathy to her alien countenance.
“Inside,” Ypse whispered. “Help me inside.”
Leon lifted the Sorcerer into his arms and carried him forward. Ypse weighed almost nothing pressed against Leon’s chest. The Gray Skins clamored to get out of his way.
The ancient temple loomed before Leon, its dark interior relieved by pools of vibrant orange and red sunlight that fell through the cracks in the timeworn stone. He shifted Ypse in his grasp and entered the building through the large opening, with Örk at his side. The floor was littered with hundreds of different animal bones, some green with moss and dotted with bright clumps of fungus like the nearby walls.
Leon carefully navigated the treacherous terrain, keeping away from the corpse of the white-furred creature and the short Dökk with bump-like antennae that surrounded it. The indistinct forms of the two Vatn Björns shifted at his periphery.
Now and again the building rang with sounds of a fierce battle, sounds that came from the chambers below, distorted by their transit through twisting corridors. Loud dog-like barks faded, or cut off abruptly, transformed into pain filled howls.
Leon set Ypse down on an overturned statue of a headless woman.
“Don’t worry,” Ypse said, closing his eyes. “Your friends aren’t in danger, not from the Dökk. I’m making sure of that.”
“You look. . . .” Leon allowed his voice to fade.
“Trust me, I know. It’s taking everything I have to repress their natural inclinations to rape and murder us.” Sweat rolled down Ypse’s young face. “It’s madness! What would possess the Sorcerer-Kings to make them this way?”
Leon sat down beside the Sorcerer and took in his surroundings. The temple held all the musky odors of a wild animal den, thick with the scent of decomposing flesh and unwashed fur. Mrethren Örk knelt across from them, towering over them even on her knees; she watched Ypse with a single-mindedness that boarded on obsession. It unnerved Leon.
He turned from her unblinking stare. “What does it feel like?” 
“It’s like. . . .” Ypse opened his eyes. “Have you ever tried to juggle?”
“Once or twice. I was never—”
“Imagine,” Ypse said, cutting in, “juggling a hundred hiltless blades, each sharper than a razor and thinner than a human hair. If I slip for even a second. . . . Well, it’s best we don’t dwell too much on that.”
Leon shuddered and scrubbed his hand across his face. A solitary bird cry drew his attention to the entrance where Morgan and Nóel were shepherding four White Cranes into the temple. He leaped to his feet and waved them over, glad for the distraction. Not even Morgan’s scowl could shake his sudden good cheer.
“Nice place,” Morgan said, leading the birds toward the statue. “It smells like a dog’s ass and looks like the inside of one, too. The perfect location to build your armies for your plan to retake all that your ancestors lost in the last Age. That is what we’re doing here, isn’t it Sorcerer?”
Leon froze and watched Ypse from the corner of his eyes. From experience, he knew most adults had little patience for Morgan’s barbed tongue.
“Morgan!” Nóel yelled, his face turning pink. “You promised you would behave. You promised!”
“I changed my mind.” Morgan shrugged and brought the White Cranes to a halt in front of Ypse. “We’ve been tiptoeing around this topic for days. What’s the point? This way is better. Simpler.”
“You will watch your tongue with me, boy,” Ypse said softly.
“Or what?”
Ypse stood. “Or Mrethren Örk have a word with you, just the two of you. Alone.” Örk rose from her crouch with the butt of her spear resting on the ground.
Nóel jerked back, and the birds cried out in panic.
“I’m not afraid of you.” Morgan stood tall, defiant. Yet his hands trembled.
The Gray Skins scattered around the chamber, all took a step toward Morgan, their ugly faces twisted into snarls.
“Is this how you treat us?” Morgan went on, still uncowered. “With threats? You’re alive because of us! You’re free because of us! We deserve to know the rest of your plan.”
Leon placed a hand on Ypse’s small shoulder; the Sorcerer tensed. “He’s right. You’re the only one who ever treated us like we mattered, you can’t go treating us like children now.”
“You are children.” Ypse said, but his heart was not in it.
“Either we’re in this together, or we’re not,” Leon said. “Either you trust us, or you don’t.”
Ypse sighed and peered into his scarlet jewel. “Perhaps you’re right. No. You are. I owe you an explanation, but not right now. Tonight.” Another line of blood dripped from his nose. “If I don’t finish this task, it won’t matter because we will all be dead.”
“Tonight then.” Morgan frowned.




Chapter 5  

Leon unclenched his hand from Ypse’s shoulder and patted his own thigh but did not allow himself to relax. Ypse peered into the flickering jewel, his yellow eyes vacant. The Sorcerer’s obsession with the gem was unnerving. He never parted with it, not even for a moment. The eerie crimson light that flashed within it cast everything it touched in a sinister tint.
“Now that’s taken care of,” Ypse said, “I suggest you two start a fire and set up the wardstones. Hopefully, what comes next won’t take too long, for all our sakes.”
“The wardstones?” Morgan frowned at the towering Gray Skins. The tension that had drained from him visibly returned. “I thought you had them under your control?”
“A precaution only.” Ypse smiled and wiped the blood from his nose. “My attention will be divided. Better if you’re safely secured behind the stones when I begin.” He pushed past Morgan, his small frame only coming up to the older boy’s waist. “Leon, with me.”
Leon sent Morgan and Nóel a nervous smile, then hurried after the Sorcerer. Ypse took his hand, and he helped guide the younger boy across the stone floor made treacherous by countless animal bones. Mrethren Örk followed behind them with a pair of Dökk by her side.
“Örk,” Ypse called.
She quickened her pace until she was even with them. “I’m here, Great Master.” There was a primitive drawl in the way the words rolled off her tongue, making them sound harsh to the human ear.
“Lead the way and have them bring the Chimera’s corpse along. In fact, I will need all the corpses.”
Mrethren Örk bowed and gestured at the two burly Gray Skins bringing up the rear. The Gray Skins rushed over to the carcass of the white-furred monster and dragged it behind them, each grabbing hold of a leg.
All around Leon the Dökk were bustling about, loading the large eggs into a darkened corner of the temple. Similar activity took place at the entrance as Dökk fortified it with rubble and wooden spikes. Before long, he descended large weathered stone steps with the flesh-toned Vatn Björns leading the way down. The walls groaned and cracked, forced to accommodate the creatures’ massive eight-legged bodies, but Örk shielded him and Ypse from the worst of the dust and dirt that surged with their passing.
If not for the pulsing light cast from Ypse’s jewel, the underground corridor they traveled through would have been pitch black. Though, the scarlet radiance that bathed the hallway was not much better than darkness. It all made Leon’s heart race.
“Why did you lie to Morgan?” Leon asked, doing his best to get a handle on his fear. “You told him the wardstones were only a precaution, but they’re not, are they?”
Ypse looked up at him. “Did you want me to frighten your friends more than they are already? I left them the illusion of safety. That is all. They are both aware that they’re in danger, but this way they can pretend the risk is minimal. Not everyone is as brave as you are, Leon.” 
“I’m not brave.” Leon raked fingers through his hair in consternation. “I’m scared all the time. I mean all the time. If you only understood how terrified I am right now, you wouldn’t say that.”
Ypse smiled his little smile. “Yet here you are traveling into the depths of an ancient temple with me. You could have said no, but you didn’t. That’s what it means to be brave, Leon, doing what you know you must when every part of your body is screaming at you to run away.”
Leon remained silent. His thoughts turned inward as they passed ruined chamber after ruined chamber, all overrun with debris and dirt. Dökk exited each one they passed, joined the growing procession that trailing behind them, dragging the fresh corpses. All sounds of battle had long ceased, replaced by the rhythmic stomping of feet and the raucous nature of the Vatn Björns’s lumbering gait.
“Ask it,” Ypse said.
Leon blinked. “Ask what?”
“The question you’ve been pondering for the longest while.” They descended the second set of stairs into the huge open basement, permeated with the foul odor of things long decomposed.
“I. . . .” Leon touched the snake bite on the back of his neck. “How did you know?” He sighed, slightly exasperated at so easily being read. “I can’t stop going over that day on Viscount Baldur’s balcony. Did you mean those things you said to the princess? Did you love her?” He could not be certain with the red light, but he thought color flamed in Ypse’s pale face. For this once, perhaps the Sorcerer was the one flustered.
“Hanna?” Ypse asked, frowning.
Leon nodded, turning a deaf ear to the Gray Skins who entered the chamber in twos. Each pair dragged a corpse behind them and deposited it at the center of the room then left. 
“Sometimes it is necessary to embellish facts a little to throw your enemies off balance.” If Ypse was embarrassed, he did not reveal it in his voice. “It was a useful fiction, only that. Someone like her—someone like me.” He shifted away from Leon’s searching gaze.
“So none of it was true?”
“What brought this topic on?” Ypse asked.
It was Leon’s turn to shift uncomfortably. “There was this girl—I mean there is this girl.”
The Sorcerer flashed him a broad smile and stifled a soft chuckle. “No more ominous words have ever been spoken, my friend.”
It could not hurt to tell Ypse about her. If anyone could help keep his dreams free from her nightly visits, it would be Ypse. Especially if the Sorcerer thought his night terrors might negatively affect his own plans. It could not hurt—if he could trust Ypse. If he could not, then he had bigger problems than nightmares. A stark realization, but not as stark as the knowledge the only thing keeping him from the other end of a spear was Ypse.
“It’s not like that!” Leon went on. “She visits me in my dreams and—”
Ypse squeezed Leon’s hand. “I understand. I was never in love with Hanna, not in that way. She was too young, she was little more than a child when I first met her. A traumatized child.” He studied the growing mound of corpses, his eyes distant. “I suppose you can say she reminded me of myself. Though she walked around uncollared, she was just as much a slave as I. Watching Prince Erik—”
The snapping of bone drew their attention to Örk, who clutched a cracked spear in her hand. “Erik.” She snarled.
Leon shivered. “You know Prince Erik? How?”
The Mrethren did not speak. She glared at Leon until he feared she was ready to plunge her spear into his chest. He took a nervous step back.
“Answer him,” Ypse said with iron in his voice.
Örk’s body quivered and her lips trembled. When she spoke, her voice was anguished, her face a mix of fury and too much hatred to ever be fully expressed. She told the story of the Prince’s assault on her home in painful detail, painting a vivid picture in Leon’s mind.
“You’re sure his eyes were no longer red?” Ypse asked.
“I’m sure, Great Master,” she said.
Ypse swept his gaze across the growing pile of carcasses. A fresh string of red dripped from his nose. He used the back of his hand and wiped it away.
“Did you plan this?” Leon asked Ypse.
The Sorcerer shook his head and laughed. “No. How would I have orchestrated all this? I was always supposed to fail in my attempt to take over Hjörtur. That was my plan. It was the only way to make sure they sent no one after me, I couldn’t just run away. Prince Erik’s return was a surprise, but in the Game of Faces, you have to know how to improvise. That’s what separates the great players from the—”
An itch between Leon’s shoulder blades made him spin toward the entrance and Ypse fell silent, turning with him. A Gray Skin with a red armband was lunging at him with a spear.
He froze.
The spear stopped an inch from Leon’s chest, ready to plunge in. The Chosen snarled and trembled as if struggling against invisible chains.
“Leon, get back!” Ypse yelled. “I don’t know how long I—”
Leon stumbled backward and dropped onto his rear. The Chosen roared and flashed forward once again, his gleaming weapon lowering to impale Leon. Örk’s turned the spear with her own, and the underground chamber rang with the fury of clashing bone spears. Leon rolled away, desperately trying to put distance between himself and the gray skinned combatants. Stones and jagged bones jabbed into his flesh.
“Heel, Chosen!” Örk shouted as one of her spider-like appendages shot toward her opponent’s face.
“You’ve been corrupted, Mrethren Örk.” The Chosen jerked back and whirled his spear around, one handed. “I smell the stench of a Great Master on you.” He extended his free hand, palm first.
The chamber shook with the sound of thunder. Leon’s ears rang, ached. Örk was sent tumbling through the air.
The absence of sound.
Leon covered his ears, gaped as the two Vatn Björns charged the Chosen from opposite directions. A cloud of dust rose beneath their eight-legged bodies. The Chosen hurled his spear at Ypse, then disappeared, torn apart by clawed feet.
“Ypse!”
Leon leaped to his feet, raced toward Ypse, ducked around stationary Gray Skins and jumped over rubble. He dropped to his knee, coughing from the dust in the air. Ypse blinked up at him with his hands pressing down on the red tide rising around the spear point lodged in his stomach. Next to him, the scarlet gem flashed with a greater intensity, yet growing fainter by the second.
“No.” Tension knotted the muscles in Leon’s bruised limbs, coiled in his intestines like black tendrils. His vision swam. Don’t die. Please, don’t!
Ypse jerked his eyes in the direction of the gem. “Place it on . . . the corpses. Hurry.” His voice was thin and feeble, as though spoken through the throat of a choking babe.
Leon shook his head, pulled himself back from the clutches of mind-numbing terror. Hands trembling, he looked around the room. Örk lurched to her feet with help from a broken spear, but she was the only one moving. All the other Dökk stared at Ypse with varying degrees of fury.
“Hurry,” the Sorcerer said in a weak voice.
Leon blinked and awkwardly climbed to his feet. He grabbed the pulsing jewel. His fingers convulsed, and the jewel clattered back onto the floor. He picked it up again, hissing through his teeth. He held the sun in his grasp. The sun. Unless he released the gem, his skin would turn into ash and his delicate bones into magma.
He ran forward, screamed and hurled the gem at the mound of corpses. His knees gave out and he crumbled to the floor, squeezing his wrist with his good hand. Pain shot up his arm, pain like a dozen iron lances. 
From atop the mound of flesh and fur, the crimson jewel glowed brighter, illuminating every nook and corner with its glitter. Fur and animal flesh hissed like fried bacon. The gem sank down into the piles of meat and the chamber plunged into darkness.
Leon gulped in dust filled air.
Slowly, the carcasses liquefied and transformed into a thick, boiling stew, surrounded by a creeping red mist. And at the center of it all sat the source of Ypse’s power, pulsing, throbbing.
Örk came to a stop beside Leon with Ypse in her arms. The spear was no longer lodged in the Sorcerer’s stomach, but now, even more, blood was gushing forth from his wound.
“Are you going to be all right?” Leon stood and wiggled his aching fingers.
“Leon. . . .” Ypse’s yellow eyes were dim and tear-filled. “You’re in charge now.” His soft voice was hard to hear over the pounding of Leon’s heart. “Örk will obey you, I made sure of that.”
“Where are you going?” Leon squeezed his wrist. “Are you. . . .” He swallowed and tried again. “Are you dying?”
“I need to heal my wound. Not sure how long it will take.” Ypse’s eyes closed and his breathing slowed.  “I’m s-so weak.”
The scarlet jewel rose from the boiling stew encased in a misshapen flesh pillar, flickering like ten thousand fireflies. Eerie. Beautiful. The stew cooled, hardened into a swelling pale meat-like substance, veiny and flecked with green and yellow mucus.
“Y-You can’t leave us like this,” Leon said, gagging on the repugnant, fishy odor that wafted from the meat-like substance.
Ypse jabbed a finger at the inverted fleshy flower that was slowly growing beside the meat pillar. “You need to collect more corpses. As many as you can manage. Feed them to . . . to. . . .”
Örk lowered Ypse onto the pulsing flesh that covered the floor. A cocoon of the meat-like substance rose to envelop the Sorcerer, oozing up his arms and legs.
“What?” Leon whispered.
“Be wary of the Dökk,” Ypse said, disappearing into the folds of flesh. “Örk will obey, but the others. . . .”




Chapter 6  

Ascending the mountain trail, Hanna used one hand to steady Erik and the other to grip her shortsword as she peered back at the furious Nætstalkers creeping behind them. The hilt felt like a piece of ice in her hand, and the breeze that whipped her gore-stained dress was cold enough to make her teeth chatter. Mounds of gray-skinned corpses littered the slope, pregnant with the rank odor of decomposing flesh; the darkness obscured her vision somewhat and made her doubly conscious of the danger. Yet the hint of brightness in the sky promised the approach of dawn. It had been dusk when her ordeal began, hours earlier, and it only seemed right it should finish as the sun once again rose to grace the earth.
Hanna wrenched her head back around and tried to put the screeching Nætstalkers out of her mind. Hjörtur’s outer wall loomed above her, but no one came charging out of the seemingly solid wall of black to her rescue. Torches blazed on top of the ramparts and below them lay the shattered remains of the former wardstones.
Erik stumbled, lurching himself right out of Hanna’s grasp. She tilted sideways, then steadied herself as Erik smacked hard against the rocky terrain, face first.
“Erik!”
Awkwardly crouching down while turning back to the Nætstalkers, Hanna reached down to shake her husband. The deformed creatures rushed forward, their twisted green bodies blurring in the dark. Her fingers tightened around the hilt of the shortsword.
“Help! Help!” Hanna jerked to her full height and waved her blade at the horde. Shouts rose behind her and hope surged in her heart.
Piranha-like teeth gleamed as the Nætstalkers pulled up short, just out of reach of Hanna’s blade, snarling. Foul spittle hissed through the air. Fear gave way to fury. It boiled in her veins, burned away the weariness in her limbs.
She took a step forward.
All those old aches that moments before seemed insurmountable faded from her awareness. What existed was the dog-like monstrosities before her and the inferno in her chest, pumping fire into her arms.    
“He is mine!” she screamed. “You will not have him!”
Hanna lashed out, left and right. A line of purple blood blossomed on the face of the two-headed Nætstalker. It whimpered and retreated. Her heart hammered her breastbone. She slashed at a three-eyed Nætstalker a little more daring than the rest, missing it by an inch. She would rather die than give any more ground to these beasts.
A black coated man sprinted past Hanna—moving impossibly fast, the man’s longsword blurred in his hand as a dark top-knot webbed with hints of gray whirled behind him. Deformed Nætstalker flesh parted before his weapon and rank life-fluid gushed forth.
Sir Tandri.

Hanna froze, her earlier rage all but forgotten. The Nætstalkers fled from Sir Tandri like wild animals before a flood. He spun back to face her, his hazel eyes searching. His coat was finely woven and high-necked, but still plain enough it would not stand out if he stood among his brethren. The pin on his left collar, a small silver starburst, caught what little light there was and glittered.
Sir Tandri frowned at her, making her suspect he did not recognize her dressed as she was. It felt like a lifetime since she had last seen Tandri in the Viscount Baldur’s private gardens, but it could not have been more than a handful of hours ago. So much had happened. So much had changed. None for the better.
That’s not true, I have Erik back. Erik!
Hanna spun away from Tandri and hurried to Erik’s side. She pressed her hand to the back of his neck. The steady beat of pumping blood pulsed against her fingers. His flesh hot to the touch, far warmer than any human skin had the right to be.
She breathed a sigh.
A column of blue surcoated soldiers approached them through the sally gate, two dozen men in burnished plate-and-mail armor and shining conical helmets, ladened with iron tipped wooden spears and longswords at their waists. She was suddenly very aware of the tears and rips in her dress, and the blood that matted her hair and flesh.
“Lady Hanna, is that you under all that crimson?” Tandri asked from behind her. “Is that the third Prince? Is he. . . ?”
“He’s alive.” Hot tears spilled down her cheek. She clenched her teeth. Why am I so weak? “He came back for me. He saved me.”
“It’s all right, my Lady, you’re safe now.” Tandri draped his coat over Hanna’s shoulders and helped her to her feet. The armored men surrounded them, scanning the darkness. “Bring a stretcher,” he told them.
Hanna blinked away the tears in her eyes and held the coat closed with a hand; the coat was large enough that it protected her modesty and reached past her knees. She was hyperconscious of the eyes that roamed her body to an inordinate degree, and none of her training could keep her skin from crawling in disgust. It might have been her imagination, but she thought the soldiers’ eyes held the same hunger as the Gray Skins’ own had.
This is the truth of womanhood. To lay bound on your back with your legs spread open.
The Great Mrethren’s remembered words rolled through Hanna skull. Her shoulders trembled beneath the black coat. Her grip on the hilt of the shortsword tightened.
“Let’s get you inside,” Tandri said softly.
“Not without Erik.” Hanna shook her head and waited as the soldiers loaded her husband onto the stretcher. They strained and groaned, struggling to lift the Prince, and, in the end, it took six men to carry him forward.
Hanna followed behind them with Tandri at her side. The main gate remained closed and damaged; it was held together by an assortment of rough, wooden boards. They entered the former stronghold of the Sorcerer-Kings through the arched sally gate. The half-charred remains of a nearby stable greeted her on the other side, that and a crowd of soldiers, who stared at Erik with reverence. 
“You might not know of this,” Tandri said, “but if not for your husband the citadel would have fallen.”
“I stabbed Ypse in the eye with my dagger, did he survive?” She worked to maintain the calm in her voice under the Lightbender’s steady, unblinking stare. “And with the Viscount dead, who is in command Hjörtur?”
“Prince Erik burnt the Sorcerer alive, and you’re mistaken, my Lady, the Viscount isn’t dead.”
Before Hanna had time to process that piece of information, a chant began. It started with one soldier beating his hand against his armored chest, and then it spread like an infection. Soon they were all doing it, shouting in unison with the steady clang of hard fists meeting steel.
“Prince Erik! Prince Erik! Prince Erik!”
■■■
Erik’s hearts hammered his chest as he ran past barren hills laden with swirling clouds of mist, though no hint of a breeze stirred the land. This was not just a place where wildlife had declined; life had never existed here, and it never would. Nothing but dust sprouted from the cold soil that crunched beneath his sandals. He scrambled past ancient rubble thrice as tall as he was; mist reclaimed the broken stone before he could more than glimpse it. The sun was a swollen, white blur, half concealed by the fog that roiled on every horizon, and despite its presence, the moist air burned his flesh like ice.
“Prince Erik! Prince Erik! Prince Erik!”
Erik glanced over his shoulder as he ran, but he could not see the ones yelling his name. Only the vague outline of hills shrouded in boiling vapors, now the size of jagged mountains, topped by plumes of red smoke. Though he could not see them, he heard them, howling his name, powerful voices shouting in celebration.
He jerked his head back around and glimpsed a boy in a golden robe and a little girl in a cream-colored dress, running beside him, laughing and holding hands. Four pairs of green eyes peered up at him
“Come play,” the little girl said.
The reek of death enveloped Erik. It hurt to look at the girl’s face, turned his mind to smoldering coals. He did not want to think of why. He did not. Her hand reached toward him, beckoning. With reckless haste, he scrambled away from her. His hearts pounded harder. Faster. He had to get away. He had to.
“Erik,” came the girl’s voice, displeased, and as if from a great distance.
Unseen talons touched the back of his head, clawed at his skull, trying to scoop out his brains. He ducked down and jerked to the right, glancing up. A massive crow swooped above him, missing him by inches. Its plumage was midnight black with a greenish purple sheen.
Erik’s hearts twitched as terror dug its cold, lifeless fingers into his warm flesh. His legs exploded forward, carrying him away from the crow. Half-blinded by the steamy mist, he raced up a knife-edged slope until rock gave way before him to plunge a thousand meters into a canyon strewn with furious vapors. Thunder rumbled in the valley below, and lightning flashed through the foul gray, sometimes striking the sheer rock wall on which he stood.
From the center of the fog, a rattle snake thrust upward. A rattle snake taller than the Rin Mountains. A rattle snake as black as death.
“Beloved, you’ve returned.” Its forked tongue flicked out of its mouth as it spoke.
Erik turned from it, but his path back down was blocked by a blue scaled qilin larger than an elephant, with antlers the size of a mammoth’s ivory tusks. Grim waves of gray broke against its hooves, glowing crimson as they parted as if magma flared beneath the hidden ground then stilled. Enormous wings flapped above his head, but he did not bother to look up. He was surrounded.
Erik shifted back to the snake. His eyes narrowed, and rage surged through his chest. Fury entwined his hearts with molten chains, pulled at his legs, called him forward. He screamed and flung himself off the ridge. He fell, flailing through the mist, bombarded by the constant bone-numbing rumble of thunder.
Suddenly, he was no longer tumbling through the fog, no longer screaming. Brown and orange leaves crunched under his sandals. He almost cried from the joy of being free from the endless gray. Leafless trees ringed the clearing he stood within, towering pillars of ancient wood. A blue orb with vague landmasses hung above him, surrounded by the void and distant points of light.
The sound of a melodious voice raised in song drew Erik’s attention to the center of the clearing where a giant, blue skinned woman with three eyes sat cross-legged, staring at the distant planet. Heavy chains adorned each one of her four arms, and a silver crescent moon dangled above her forehead, fastened in her long, dark hair. Other than that she was naked.
Erik dropped to his knees, and tears spilled down his cheeks, hot to the touch. The song, sang in an unknown language, in a haunting cadence, shivered despair into his bones. He had never heard it before, but he knew it. The knowledge of it flashed away like a silver minnow when he tried to grasp it, but it was there. He was sure; he sensed it hiding within the depths of his mind. 
The woman lowered her head to grace him with a sad smile. “Oh, my poor child, did you miss me that much? I released you, and you rush back to me. I’m afraid I have nothing for you but ballads and sorrow. More ballads than you can hope to listen to in a lifetime. More sorrow than your little heart can bear.”
“That song, I know it,” Erik said.
“Do you now?” She sounded surprised, but her facial expression did not change. If anything, her dark eyes suddenly seemed darker and almost appeared to devour the light. “The lineage of my demons goes back many generations. What you see, what you hear is merely their newest iteration.”
“That’s supposed to signify something of great importance, is it not?” Erik frowned, unsure. He wiped the now cold tears from his cheeks and climbed to his feet. “Where am I, and who are you?”
“Call me Matangi or Earth Mother. This is my home.”
“Why am I here?”
“I assume you’re here to ask me to heal you. No.” Matangi shook her head and combed her fingers through her twig mattered hair. “That moment has yet to happen, or perhaps it already has. Forgive me, sometimes it is hard keeping things in order.”
Beloved, a voice hissed in the roiling confusion of his mind. A familiar voice.
“Careful,” Matangi said softly, “if you listen too closely you will lose yourself and will never be able to find your way out again.”
Erik turned from her. He found himself drawn to the sound of the wind whistling through the leafless trees, watching as each new gust swayed the gnarled branches. Even with his back to Matangi, he could still sense her like the warmth of a crackling fire.
“What happens now?” he asked. “I feel as if there is something I should be doing, but can’t remember what.”
“If you like, you can stay here with me.”
Erik spun back to her. “For how long?”
“If you would like, for forever.”




Chapter 7  

Fighting back a yawn, Hanna watched Viscount Baldur from her high-backed chair, her hands folded on her lap and blonde hair spilling down her back. It was quite ridiculous that she had been commanded to appear here at such an hour, and it mattered not that the Viscount’s wives, Lexi and Jenny, hovered just behind their husband’s chair. It was unseemly, not to mention she was not his to direct. As long as Erik still breathed. . . .
You have to wake up, Erik. You have to.
Baldur’s brown eyes flicked from her to the roaring fireplace, decorated in winding black serpents. The last week had aged the Viscount terribly, and he was unlikely to ever regain his former vigor. He sat hunched forward in his chair, leaning on a wooden cane. Half of his face hung lifeless, which slurred his speech when he spoke. His eyes moved from the fireplace to roam the white, wooden panels, carved in large trees and frolicking children, that covered the black stone walls of his apartments.
“This is quite unacceptable, my Lord,” said a man to Hanna’s right, dressed in a long, white-beaked vulture mask, a black top hat, leather gloves, and a flowing red, linen robe. “We’ve been kept from Prince Erik’s side long enough.”
Hanna turned to regard Læknir Myrkvi fully. She did not so much stare at him as stare through him. She kept her breathing even and her face blank, allowing him to feel the entire weight of her disdain. She had little love for the Læknar—an order of Vindurian men of healing, specialized in the use of leeches and bloodletting—on the best of occasions, but Erik’s situation made the man’s request an impossibility. Until the Prince regained consciousness, no one could be allowed to touch him, lest they discover his secret.
Baldur pointed at the door with a bony finger. “Go.”
“My Lord?” Læknir Myrkvi shifted to the Viscount, his voice scandalized.
Baldur graced the man with his full attention, and Lexi and Jenny rubbed their husbands back soothingly, but it did not seem to relieve the tension that had surged into the room. If anything the Viscount was suddenly more menacing, despite his feeble appearance and his wives soft coos.
“My Lord. My ladies.” Myrkvi gave a quick bow and left the chamber with his pride in tatters.
“Now, what am I supposed to do with you, my dear?” Baldur asked Hanna. “You know what will be said if the Prince dies while you refuse to let the Læknar attend to him? What will befall me if that happens, and I refused to force you?”
“I understand the difficult position I’ve placed you in, my Lord, and I beg your forgiveness.” Hanna tilted her head downward ever so slightly and appeared anything but contrite, at least in her own mind. Men such as the Viscount respected nothing so much as courage, feigned feminine fragility would do no good here. “But I beseech you to consider what my husband will do to you if you use force to enter my bedchamber. Because that’s the only way the Læknar will step foot inside our apartments. After all, he burned alive the last man who dared place his hand upon me.”
Lexi and Jenny hissed in unison. Hanna fought back a smile. They had the most delightful soured expressions. She had thought them better at the Game of Faces, if not so skilled as herself. The smoldering hate etched in their jaw-lines made her reconsider that theory.
Baldur laughed, an act that seemed only to increase the level of his wives’ enmity. “My dear, if I were a younger man, and you were unwed. . . .” He trailed off and gave another bark of laughter.
Hanna stopped the color that threatened to flair in her cheeks, concentrated on a memory of herself strolling through a garden in full bloom, focused on the remembered scent of—
A hacking cough tore her mind away from the memory, pulled her back into the here and now. The Viscount’s face burned. His amusement caught in his throat, transformed into a whooping, wheezing cough. He gasped. His wives pounded his back with delicate fists.  
Hanna rose from her seat and curtsied—the quintessential model of grace and decorum. She turned her back to the rooms occupants and strode toward the door. A grin crept along her lips.
“My patience has come to an end,” Baldur said, panting. “Come first light, the Læknar will enter your chamber one way or another.”
Hanna closed her eyes. What was it? The Viscount must have sensed her joy at his malaise—but how? The smile. Her momentary lapse must have revealed itself in her shoulders or. . . . A dozen possible tells unfurled in her mind.
Stupid. All that work ruined.
Hanna opened her eyes and took a guarded breath. The past could not be changed, only mined for lessons. She stepped out of the Viscount’s apartments without bothering to respond and moved past the two Lightbenders that towered at either side of the doorway.
Sir Tandri leaned against the wall across from her personal attendants, Rikka and Óla, eying them like a wolf might its latest meal. The cherry flaring in the serving women’s angular faces told Hanna that they were well aware of the man’s predatory stare. 
“My Lady,” Tandri said with a toothy smirk.
Hanna ignored the man and motioned to the women. With indignant glances sent Tandri’s way, they straightened their immaculate dresses and ushered Hanna down the hall.
“Bad news then,” Tandri said, falling in beside Hanna.
Hanna counted her steps. It seemed despite her best efforts, she had become an open window, exposed to the machinations of any passers by. She unclenched her hand.
“You’re too hard on yourself,” Tandri said. “You’re better at the game than most, but when you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn to see through the little parlor tricks nobles used to conceal their emotions. Few can mask their heart palpitations from my ear.”
“Thank you for the lesson, Sir Tandri,” she said in a biting tone.
The Lightbender chortled.
“I assume you’re stalking me for a reason?” she asked.
“Is your hate for the Læknar that strong? Why not capitulate?”
Hanna rounded on him. “Your precious Læknar almost murdered my brother soon after we arrived at Vetur. I’ve seen the ill their bloodletting and leeches can do. They will touch my husband over my dead body.”
“I doubt their best efforts could harm the Prince as he is now.”
Hanna’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Tandri gave Hanna an elaborate bow, flippant for its lowness—a commoner would not bend to such a degree for the King of Vindur, much less a Lightbender to a Princess of nothing. He spun on his heels and he left, his topknot swaying behind him.
Rikka clicked her tongue. “My mother told me most men need a good beating from time to time.”
“He’s overdue for one, I reckon,” Óla said just as vexedly, tapping a finger against the small mole on her upper lip. 
Hanna said nothing, but she was thankful for the women’s chatter. It helped relieve some of the anxiety knotted in her stomach. They made the rest of the journey in silence.
Outside Hanna’s personal apartments, three Lightbender’s stood guard, the last living members of the military escort that had traveled with her husband from Vetur to Hjörtur. When the trek to the citadel first began, these same men had loathed heeding any of Erik’s commands, but now they had begged her for the honor of protecting his door. What a difference four months made. 
Inside, Hanna’s other serving woman, Súla sat with Kai, an armored man, beside the hearth fire. They leaped to their feet after she entered hot on Rikka and Óla’s heels. She turned a blind eye to the hint of pink staining the pair’s cheeks, and strode over the bright colored carpets that covered the anteroom in layers. She stopped in front of the bedchamber door and turned to Kai.
The man cleared his throat. “My Lady?”
“Assemble as many of your brethren as you can,” Hanna said. “The Viscount means to force entry into this chamber at first light.”
“My Lady,” Kai mumbled, his eyes going wide.
■■■
Erik spun and whirled. The air squealed and cried around his arms, which were transformed into long scythe-like blades. Matangi watched him practice his attacks with something like sadness hanging from her lips. Her eyes drooped from the exhaustion of her tormentors’ last visit. Every day like clockwork, they would arrive to start her torture anew, despite his best efforts. He was not strong enough to protect her.
She stirred and muttered, “Something old made new.”
He spun faster, slashed through the air with greater effort. He would not let them harm her. Not this time.
“I will humor you in this, child.” Matangi lurched upright, and her chains clanged like tower sized bells. “But even if we join hands, we are no match for the Raat Eegal. The only way to stop them is with the gola. Their key.”
“We can try.” Erik dropped his razor sharp limbs to his side. “I can’t watch you suffer through that again. I can’t. Teach me.”
She raised her four arms in a fighter’s stance and he rushed her with his scythe-shaped arms extended, their glossy black surface glittered in the ethereal light that bathed the clearing.
Matangi threw a punch, and the air howled. Her slow moving fist built pressure, leaked hissing steam, glowed with fiery heat. Erik hurled himself out of the path of destruction, smashed back first into the ground, choked on stomach clenching fear.
Panting, he rose to face her. For a moment, neither one of them spoke. Her dark eyes gleamed with reflected light. A gust of wind whipped her long hair back from her blue shoulders.
Matangi sighed and lowered her arms. “Perhaps this was not the best of ideas. I have been many things, but none of them have equaled my ability as a warrior. It’s unfair to expect you to match me blow for blow.”
“I’ll do better next time,” he said softly.
Matangi tilted her head to the side. She seemed able to communicate an entire conversation through her glances, telling him as clearly as if she had spoken that he was too weak. He was too feeble to hope to spar with such as her.
Her pity, her disdain made Erik’s blood churn. His eyes narrowed and his insides twisted. His body swelled, grew until they stood eye level. She no longer loomed, no longer towered.
“It won’t be enough.” Matangi shook her head.
His heart thumped with a pitiless sound. Doubt. Doubt that she might be right, that he would always be weaker than he hoped. He charged. He snarled. His scythe-shaped limb whirled toward Matangi’s face. She shifted her head back the instant before the blade could cleave her cheek in two, and made it look easy. Made him seem a turtle warring a leopard.
Erik growled in his throat, pushed himself faster. The air keened as he spun, as his arms slashed toward the Earth Mother. She smiled and moved. Back and forth they went, him reaching, always reaching. A dance of sorts. Yet at the last moment, always at the last moment, she shifted like sand beneath his feet, like time slipping through an old man’s gnarled fingers. He was a witless youth chasing after something that could never be touched.
She laughed the way a young girl might and pulled him into a kiss. Bewildered, Erik stumbled back, lurching to keep himself upright.
“Always so petulant in your anger,” she said, brushing a strand of black hair from her eye. “I think that’s what I like best about you.”
“Why did you do that?”
“The mood took me.” A raised eyebrow. “Did you not like it?”
“No . . . I. . . .”
“I suppose I should teach you to dance before I teach you to sing.” And again she crackled, this time with all the warmth of a hearth after a long day trudging through snow covered banks. She called him forth with an open hand. “Again. This time try not to let your rage control you. Reason trumps passion, or so I was once told. I’m not sure I agree, but for now, let us pretend.”
“I don’t understand why,” he said. “There’s something in me that burns.”
“White Fire.”
Erik shuddered and glanced down at his strange arms. They twisted, warped in on themselves until they were once again made of flesh.  He flexed fingers, balled hands into fists.
“Dance with me, child of Man.” Matangi smiled. “Dance and forget your worries, dance for the simple joy of dancing. There is beauty in it. The storm comes, you feel it in your bones as I do, but it is not here yet. So dance.”
Erik nodded, and not so much rushed toward her as flowed. His hands struck out, sometimes closed, sometimes open, and Matangi waltzed before him. Rising on the tips of her toes, she held herself erect, the chains around her wrists limiting her movements to a small circle, but it was enough. More than enough. Her eyes sang with a joy that made his own blood quicken, made his hearts cry out in exultation.
He could not say how long they whirled within that tight space, almost but never touching, with the clanking of iron the melody to their jig. He wept tears of elation and pressed her ever faster. The air shrieked before his fists. The ground groaned beneath their feet.
Doom approached as it had countless times before. Erik heard it in the sky, the buzzing of metallic wings, the approach of the Raat Eegal. Yet he did not gaze upward, did not pause his onslaught. The dance was all that matter, the glory of it. The beauty of it.
Ghostly notes of a string instrument slithered into the clearing from the forest, half heard, half recollected. Memories stirred and Erik faltered, his arms slowing, his legs pausing their rhythmic stomps. He knew this melody, knew this song.
But from where?
Hanna!
A jolt of lightning coiled around his spine.
“I remember,” he said, turning from the Earth Mother, from the Dark One’s sad smile. “You’re the Mother of Lies, the Great Destroyer. I remember.” His eyes searched the wooden pillars where swirling mist now reigned. “Hanna.”
“Go,” the Dark One said, her voice quivering with a melancholy so deep it made him want to weep. “Go.”
And Erik ran toward the fog strewn trees, not looking back even as screams rose behind him.  Matangi’s torment had started anew. Shame pulled at his heart, as well as dread. The mist engulfed him.




Chapter 8 

Erik awoke gasping, struggling to separate the real from the imagined. His head rang, thick with the torment pitched screams of the Dark One and the enchanted notes of a plucked instrument. He blinked watery eyes. Hanna sat etched in the light of golden coals, a gilded zither draped across her lap. He exhaled. She was a haunting vision of feminine divinity. Her hands faltered, and notes turned sharp and piercing.
“Erik!”
Eyes wide, Hanna lurched to her feet, and the zither tumbled to the floor. She grasped hold of his blue robe, buried her head in the hollow of his neck.
“You’re awake,” she murmured. “Thank the Eternal Father, you’re awake.”
Erik gathered her into his arms, held her tight, even as his arms tingled. His innards ached, twisted with a yearning that made his head spin the more he focused on it. The ceiling swayed to and fro.
EAT! EAT!  
The Celestial Dragon’s voice hammered the inside of Erik’s skull, and he felt himself unravel. He sat upright and flung Hanna from him. She rolled across the bed, her blonde locks and arms flailing. She fell to the floor.
Erik bent double and clutched at his stomach. He blinked tears from his eyes. His insides were on fire. A chorus of wailing serpents. Everything hurt. Even his ears affected a breathless torment.
Is this what it means to be a beast? Asbjörn asked. To see all of existence as a feast?
To hunger without end?
Saxi laughed, and Patrick said something that was impossible to focus on through the pain. Erik blinked at Hanna, glanced down at black snake-like tendrils protruding from his chest, reaching for her.
“I need to eat,” he said.
Hanna stepped back.
Erik forced the tendrils to settled back into flesh and pseudo silk and wiped sweat from his cheeks. The distant tell-tale din of men at battle fluttered into the room.
“I can smell blood. Human blood. Why?”  he asked.
“You’ve been unconscious for over a week.” Hanna inhaled slowly and brought her quivering limbs under control. “The Læknar wished to attend to you, but I refused their aid for obvious reasons. They beseeched the Viscount, and now there are armed men trying to break through our door so they may get to you.”
“A week?”
Erik fell back onto the bed. His throat tightened. There was no way he could reach Vetur in time to attend the Grand Assessment now. It was really over. He had known that the impossibility existed when he went to rescue Hanna, but he had hoped that the throne would still be within reach.
He brushed a tear from his eye. 
“Men are dying in your name as we speak,” Hanna said, “dying to protect us.”
She was right, Erik knew that, yet it did not hurt any less. An imaged of a retreating throne slipped through his vision. All that pain and sacrifice for nothing. He shook his head. No, not nothing. He had traded it for Hanna’s life. Love was worth the death of his dream, was it not?
“Where are Asbjörn’s. . . .” He rose from the bed. “Where are my swords?”
“Here,” she said, handing him the sheathed blades.
Erik rubbed his thumbs over the black and gold dragon hilts. He could feel the heat of Hanna’s gaze, it seemed as if she could sense something of his mood. She said nothing.
He stepped out into the antechamber, with her hovering by his side. Súla, Rikka, and Óla rose from their seats around a small table beside the fireplace. A chorus of “My Prince” rang out before they dropped a curtsy.
“You’re awake,” Súla said, clutching at the light, blue cloth that tightened across her bosom.
Gray pre-dawn light fell through the gaps in between the brocaded curtains hanging over the arrow-slits, diminishing the domain of shadows to the margins. The loud sound of raised voices and clanging weapons invaded past the closed door.
“Yes, I’m awake,” he said, gracing Súla with a broad smile.
Hanna jabbed an elbow into his ribs, and he reeled. 
Patrick laughed. Ogling another woman when your wife’s right beside you—the rumors about you are true, you really are insatiable.
I was not. . . . Erik sighed, rubbed at his side. “Excuse me, ladies.” He nodded his head and, for an instant, everything tilted toward blackness.
Hanna steadied him with a hand. He sent her a slight grin, which she did not return. Together they made their way to the thick, iron-strapped door that stood between them and the choir of clanging metal.
“Súla, the door,” Hanna said.
Súla rushed past them and flung the door open.
Erik’s eyes darted from sword wielding figure to figure. Blood flew as blades slashed through the gaps between plated armor. It was a narrow hallway like all the rest, built with seamless black stones, lined with old tapestries and faded painted screens, populated with black coated Lightbenders and armored soldiers. His stomach contorted, filled with glowing pins and searing needles. The Celestial Dragon begged to be fed, urged him to rip into soft meat. 
Fury bubbled up, at his hunger as much as the ridiculousness of the situation. Not so long ago, these same men had fought shoulder-to-shoulder, had defended Hjörtur against a horde of invading Gray Skins, now they fought each other. To what end?
You witless fools! He took a deep breath.
“Enough!” Erik shouted.
The fighting stopped and faces turned to him in shock. Many soldiers hailed him by name before dropping to their knees—he noticed Kai among their number, his armor dented and face bloody—leaving only the black coated men still on their feet. Among the dead were three Lightbenders, with topknots bound with red and blue ribbons, the last members of his honor guard.
Ubbi. Toddi. Issi, Patrick said, naming his former brothers in arms. They were ugly bastards, but they deserved a better end than this.
Erik stepped among the carnage. The stench of voided bowels and dripping lacerations washed over him, mixed with the thumping of racing hearts and the gasps of ragged breaths. His legs trembled. His mouth watered. He was filled with an overwhelming need, a need that sickened as much as it aroused.
Puny juicy flesh-things, eat.
The Celestial Dragon never sounded so intelligent, never so reasonable.
Erik looked past the slaughter, forced his gaze away from the appetizing feast. Sir Tandri and Baron Rasmus, a slander, hook-nosed man, stood a few meters down the hallway, observing the whole thing along with three bird masked Læknar. The young Baron wore a flowing white robe etched with a golden sun pattern. His face was emotionless.
“What is the meaning of this, Rasmus?” Erik said, stepping toward the nobleman. “Who gave you the authority to trespass on my inner sanctum?”
“We are here by order of the Viscount,” the Baron said in a tone that was anything but contrite.
“Treason,” Hanna muttered from beside Erik. “What else can it mean to rebel against the king? His sworn knights lie dead behind us, his son’s chamber assaulted.” The Læknar took a hesitant step back, and the very air seemed to go out of the room.
Erik affected an unsurprised expression as if they had planned this beforehand, but inside he seethed. What is she doing? Is she trying to get us both killed? Hands drifted toward sword hilts. I’m too weak. I’m too hungry to battle the entire fortress.
She knows the punishment for treason is to be flayed alive, right? Patrick asked wonderingly. She has to.
There are few things men won’t do to escape such a fate.
“We merely wished to verify the seriousness of your illness, my Prince,” Læknir Myrkvi said from behind his distinctive white-beaked vulture mask.
“I see,” Erik said, “you murdered Knights of the Realm for my benefit.”
Fear filled silence.
“I hold none of you responsible for what took place here,” Erik said after a moment. “That blame lies solely on your master. Tell Viscount Baldur that I have summoned him to the Great Hall to answer for his crimes.”
Erik patted Hanna’s arm and led  her down the hallway. Sir Tandri stepped in front of him.
“I hope you know what you’re doing, my Prince,” Tandri said softly. “We’re a long way from the capital.”
“We will see about that I suppose.” Erik smiled and shifted his attention to Baron Rasmus. “You have something that belongs to me, and you will return it today.”
Rasmus frowned. “And what would that be . . . my Prince?”
“The Tár Guðs longsword gifted to me by my father. I dropped it at the bottom of the Rin Mountains and when I returned I saw it in your hands during the assault by the Dökk. I was too distracted to say anything then, but I’m telling you now, you will return it today, or I will sever your neck from your head.”
Color flared in Rasmus’s cheeks, but he remained silent.
Erik strode past Rasmus and Tandri with Hanna still at his side. An old riddle rattled through his mind. What was power without the ability to enforce your will?
An illusion, Asbjörn whispered. 
Erik nodded. “Kai, with me.”
Kai hurried to Erik’s side with a dozen soldiers in clanking armor. He held a hand pressed to his rib, from which ribbons of blood seeped. Erik averted his gaze before the temptation became too much.
“Kai has proved indispensable over the last week,” Hanna said as they drifted down the corridor.  “I don’t know what I would’ve done without him.”
Erik nodded. Fear by itself was not enough to keep a soldier’s loyalty. Rewards were also necessary. “I would expect nothing else from a warrior such as him. He was right by my side during the battle against the Gray Skins, and never once retreated.”
Kai dropped his hand from his side and walked taller.
“Send someone to the kitchen,” Erik told Kai. “Have them ready the Great Hall with food—with meat. Lots of meat.”
“My Prince.” Kai bowed stiffly, hand to heart, and turned to the soldiers that trailed behind. Before long one man broke from the squad and rushed ahead of Erik and Hanna.
“The Viscount won’t take this slight lightly,” Hanna said as they watched the soldier disappear down the staircase. “In fact—”
Erik waved her concern away. “One problem at a time. I need to eat. After that, all things become possible. If necessary, I’ll bring the citadel down around his head.”
Silence.
Erik threaded his way carefully down winding staircases, stomach aching. By all reason, he should have collapsed from the agony—he should have—yet somehow he put one foot in front of the next. When they reached the Great Hall, he dropped onto a seat reserved for the Viscount in front of a long table overlooking the rest of the hall.
Plates laden with roast meats and whole chickens glistened on top of the table. The aroma made Erik’s innards purr. He ripped a chicken in half with his bare hand and tore into it, almost inhaling chunks of meat whole. Each bite was life. He groaned. The Celestial Dragon’s cries grew fainter.
Hanna stared at him, her mouth slightly parted.
He swallowed. “Do you want some?”
“Excuse my husband,” she said, smiling down at the soldiers gazing up at the high table. “He hasn’t been able to eat anything but sips of soup in over a week.”
“So is that a no?” Erik burped and wiped the grease from his mouth.
“What’s the plan?” Hanna leaned close and lowered her voice. “I assume there is one?”
“Eat and wait for our enemies to come to us.”
“That seems a little—”
“Reckless?” Erik asked. “Perhaps, but Viscount Baldur overstepped his authority when he ordered an assault on our apartments. He can no longer be allowed to keep power. Plus, you know what I’m capable of.”
“I have an idea. . . .”
“But?”
“But,” Hanna said, “those were monsters, and these are Lightbenders, and you won’t be able to use all of your abilities.”
The large double doors of the Great Hall swung open, and two rows of black coated men filed into the chamber led by Sir Tandri. Kai and his comrades formed a defensive line in front of the high table, their tense hands on the longsword hilts hanging at their waists.
The thumping of wood knocking off of stone echoed through the chamber. The rows of Lightbenders parted and Viscount Baldur limped into the Great Hall, leaning on his cane. He stopped before the armored men and peered past them as if they were so much wheat.
“I’m glad to see you awake, my Prince,” Baldur said.
“Finally.” Erik smiled down at the Viscount. “I was afraid I would have to personally go drag your filthy carcass out of your hole.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m placing you under arrest for rebelling against the authority of the crown and conspiring with a Sorcerer to seize control of a direct fiefdom of the King.”
For a heartbeat, surprised filled silence gripped the Great Hall.
Baldur laughed, a dark, humorless sound. He rose his free hand and flicked it forward. A large rosebud roared into existence mere inches from his fingertips, opening to devour the high table. Erik unsheathed his shortsword and threw it point first. The Tár Guðs blade shattered the bright, red flames of the Esoteric Technique into shards of ivory light, then flew toward the Viscount.
Sir Tandri stepped in front of Baldur and knocked the shortsword away. Baldur stumbled back, and the room exploded into shouts and the sound of drawn swords before quieting to a low murmur.
“Remember you chose this path.” Erik stood and unsheathed his longsword. “I was willing to give you a quick death.”
He leaped over the table and landed behind Kai and the armored soldiers, who quickly opened a path for him. He strode forward with all the swagger he could muster and reached for his power, the one that made him more than a man, the one that made him a Cultivator. A sense of flowing inward overtook him, a sense of—
Erik staggered, seeing triple. The chamber tilted beneath him, and webs of fire crackled through his mind. He collapsed to his knees and fought the urge to hurl up everything he had just consumed.
“Erik!” a voice shouted.
Hanna’s voice, Erik was almost certain, but it was hard to tell. Everything was suddenly obscure. Sounds distant. Colors faded, tainted with throbbing black threads. He peered up at the Viscount’s leering visage as the fear that his ability to reach the Abyss might have been burnt from him hammered in his chest. He wanted to deny the idea. Yet never had his power not come when he called it.
Never!




PART TWO:

Broken Things




Chapter 9



My hate beats inside me like a second heart.   
—  ASBJÖRN MAKI, PERSONAL JOURNAL 
Cecilia pulled the leather curtains back from the window. The view would have been pitch black but for the torches carried by the plate-armored soldiers marching alongside the carriage. Overhead, an endless expanse of smooth stone stretched, and a strong breeze fed by unseen vents flared cloaks, made the red and blue Phoenix Banner of the Royal House of Ito snap and crack like a whip. The Lightbenders kept mostly to their own, moving along the column in small knots while looking around uneasily. For once, their disquiet seemed warranted. This far under the Rin Mountains any number of monstrosities might lurk in some darkened warren. The tunnel connecting Hjörtur to the other side of the mountain range was patrolled only rarely, and for a good reason.  
Cecilia allowed the curtains to fall back into place and shifted to regard the man who sat across from her, Viscount Gilbert Horie, her husband. An old man with a short, white beard. He was gentle and learned, a keen observer of man, but lacking in a deep understanding of the female mind.
“Forgive me, my dear,” Gilbert was saying, “but your defeat is inescapable.” He moved one of his ivory stones across the gold-and-silver Liubo board etched with distinctive, symmetrical patterns and smiled. His gnarled fingers plucked at his beard, and he spoke softly, as though afraid of hurting her feelings. “They say, life like Liubo is a game of chance more than anything else. I don’t disagree. Well, not fully, but as in life luck will not carry you through to the end. Only skill will do that.”
Cecilia giggled and her long, moonstone earrings swayed back and forth. Her husband was demanding at times, but as usual, she found his logic impeccable. The board held few if any avenues to victory. As always, her path forward was a narrow one.
“Lord and husband,” she said softly, “how many games of Liubo have we played during our journey?”
He dropped his hand from his beard and muttered under his breath.
She stifled her amusement into a mocking smile, careful to keep any sharpness from her eyes. A husband’s pride was a delicate thing, easily bruised.
“How many?” she asked.
“Thirty-six,” Gilbert said, aping the disposition of a victim of one of the King’s famed torturers, albeit unconvincingly. He glowered at her, his blue eyes alight with a mixture of delight and mock anger. 
“And,” Cecilia cooed, her voice humming with mischief, “of those, how many have you won?”
“Peace, Cecilia!” Gilbert said. “I’ve already admitted it, luck rides with you.” No sooner had he spoken than he returned to plucking at his beard. He gave a grin that turned his old face boyish. As a personal confidant of the King of Vindur, Gilbert was feared by many, but you could never tell it by the gentleness with which he treated those he loved. “Put your mind to the warm bath that awaits us. I know your skin itches like mine.”
She snorted. “You avoid the question, dear husband.”
“Would you make me say it?” He paused hopefully, but when she did not respond, he continued. “Fine! I will say it.” He yanked Cecilia over to his side of the carriage, knocking over the game board. “Three. That’s how many I’ve won. Are you happy?”
Perched on her husband’s lap, Cecilia released her breath in a controlled exhale, slow and even. Gilbert had taken her by surprise. She had forgotten, despite his apparent feebleness, he was anything but. The hand gripping her forearm was like an iron claw.
“Well?” He tilted his head back to peer at her. “No witty retorts?”
“I’m still thinking.” She smoothed her yellow dress and tugged on his beard, pulling him into a soft kiss. “But it’s hard to focus with your member pulsing against my behind.” She wiggled her butt deeper into his lap.
The carriage rolled over a pothole, and Cecilia was launched upward. She screamed. Gilbert laughed, then groaned when she slammed back into him.
“That’s what you get, you old billy goat!” Cecilia said, smacking his arm.
“Peace, wife. Peace!” Cecilia opened her mouth to gloat, but Gilbert went on before she could speak, strained yet calm. “It won’t be long now. Will you weep when you see your old friend again?”
Cecilia frowned. “Perhaps, then again I was never one for weeping. Have you ever seen me cry?” She pushed away from her husband and took a seat beside him, maintaining her slight smile with effort. He did not seem to notice the sudden change in her mood.
“I suppose not.” He shook his head. “I thought. . . .”
“Don’t do that.” Cecilia sighed. “I hate when you do that. When you begin something, you must finish it.”
The Viscount’s pale cheeks flushed red at the rebuke. Thank the Eternal Father he was not this way except with her. “You’re right. Forgive me.”
She sat without speaking, her face as smooth as she could make it, her hands clutching in her lap. She did not like where this discussion was going. Sometimes it was easy to forget all she had lost, all that had been stolen from her and her family.  
“Do you ever miss it?” he asked.
“Ógilt is no more, husband. I’m a Vindurian now, as are all those who once called that kingdom home.” Her voice was subdued, but just barely. “Leave the past in the past. Instead, focus your mind on the dog’s dinner that awaits you at the end of our journey.”
“Trust me, Cecilia, I can think of much else. Yet, for the moment, Hjörtur and its complications lie outside my grasp.” He threw an arm around her and pulled her against his chest. “You, on the other hand, are right here. Forgive me my concern if it needles you over much.”
“No. I appreciate it. I only wished you understood that some things can’t be fixed. Too often you fall victim to that nagging predilection of your sex. Not everything can be made whole, not by words. Not by men. Sometimes all a wife needs is for her husband to nod sagely at her prattling.” 
Gilbert bobbed his head repeatedly. “How’s that?” The coach jerked as it rode up the long ramp leading to Hjörtur’s Hidden Gate. “Better?”
She snuggled closer and closed her eyes. “Much. If you aren’t careful, you’ll wake one day to find yourself fully trained, dear.”
“And here I thought I was the one training you.” She heard the smirk in his voice.
“This is simply part of the game.” Cecilia hated how safe she felt nestled against her husband’s chest. Falling in love with him had never been part of her plan. “You must always guard your heart against me, dear husband. Always.”
There was some delay in letting their party through the Hidden Gate, and much shouting back and forth between the two groups. Justifiably, the guards held some trepidation in allowing such a large group of soldiers into the fortress without approval from higher-ups, despite recognizing the Royal Banner under which they rode. After lots of threats back and forth, the gate was opened, and their carriage rumbled through along with the rest of its entourage. Cecilia and Gilbert untangled themselves and took a few moments to make themselves presentable.
The second the horses came to a complete stop, a beady-eyed soldier in plate-and-mail armor opened the coach door, revealing an underground courtyard. Torchlight gleamed dully off of the man’s dust-covered helmet.
Cecilia touched a palm to her stomach, making sure it was still flat. It was much too soon for it to be anything but, yet she liked being careful of her secrets. Gilbert gathered his leather satchel from beneath his seat and stepped outside. The other carriages that had accompanied them stood sprawled out beside their own, passengers disembarking. All the soldiers they had brought with them crowded the courtyard beyond comfort, and some of the guards looking down on them from raised platforms appeared none too pleased about it. A force of five hundred soldiers, thirty Lightbenders, and two Viscounts was nothing to snort at. The guards had the right to be nervous.
Bright-garbed serving men and women rushed to offer porcelain bowls of wine, but Cecilia ignored them. Gilbert waved them off, took her arm and threaded his way through the sea of soldiers, eyes searching. Cursing and puking drew them to Viscount Henrik, who kneeled beside his coach, his broad shoulders shuddering with every spasm.
Behind Henrik, Britta, a round woman with short hair, stood shaking her head. Her fat fingers plucked at the frayed edges of an old handkerchief, and she spoke rapidly. “I told you, you’re still too ill to go running about. But you never listen!”
“Enough, woman!” Henrik wiped the spittle from his mouth onto the back of his robe sleeve and glanced up at Gilbert and Cecilia. “Thank the Eternal Father. Gilbert, save me from this woman’s ceaseless chatter.”
“Sorry, old friend, you’re on your own in this,” Gilbert said, winking in Britta’s direction. “I know better than to get between a lover’s quarrel.”
“Bah, coward!”
Gilbert smirked. “You could call me that, but I prefer the word sensible.”
“Yes, dear, very sensible.” Cecilia patted Gilbert’s arm before shifting her attention to Britta.  “I thought this illness was behind him?”
“It was, or it would be if he didn’t exert himself so.” Britta sighed, her exasperation coming through in the way she tore at her handkerchief. “How do you keep your husband so well trained?”
“Easy,” Cecilia said, keeping her voice as deadpan as possible. “I beat him with a stick, regularly.”
“Now you tell me,” Britta said in the same dry tone.
Roaring with laughter, Henrik threw himself onto his feet, his green robe wrinkling as he clutched at the longsword at his side. “Enough of this! We have work to do. Gilbert, have you the Edict?”
In lieu of a response, Gilbert tapped the satchel hanging from his shoulder. He gave Cecilia a sly look. “A stick, eh?” He lifted her head with a finger under her chin and kissed her cheek.
“Not just any stick.” Cecilia cocked her eyebrow at her husband. “A very big stick. Do you deny it?”
“Excuse our intrusion.”
Three Janus monks stood waiting to one side between the massive coaches, clothed in gray, wool robes. A strange sameness animated their asymmetric faces, and except for the ring of hair that encircled their heads, they were bald. One of the young monks had a white cloth tied over his mouth, another clasped a walking staff at his side, and the last wore a strip of red fabric over his eyes. It was the blind monk who had spoken, he was the one that always spoke for this triad.
Gilbert barely reacted. He merely dropped his finger from Cecilia’s chin, but Henrik spun to face the Janus monks, and his hand tightened on the hilt of his longsword. Henrik held such a deep revulsion for the monks that Cecilia often wondered what bargain he had struck with their order in the past. Britta blinked and stilled her plucking at her handkerchief.
“But we have stumbled upon some information that might prove useful,” the blind monk said.
“Well spit it out then!” Henrik took a menacing step toward them. “Or do you want to trade for that as well?”
“Please forgive the Viscount, his illness has made him irritable,” Gilbert said, matching Henrik step for step. The withering look he sent his friend made the man snort and turn his back to the monks as if they no longer existed. Only a noble without his own fief could treat a Janus monk with such disdain. All others needed them. Without them, the wardstones that protected most cultivated lands would stop working. “I would very much like to hear what information you hold. How much—”
The monk with the walking stick waved the question away, and the blind monk said, “No need for compensation. What we’ve learned you would discover soon after talking with the guards as we have. It appears that Viscount Baldur and Prince’s Erik wife had a disagreement that led to the Viscount sending soldiers to storm her apartment.”
Hanna!
Cecilia’s heart clenched in sudden terror. Everything depended on the Princess’s wellbeing, if she died now so would all hope of Ógilt’s rebirth. “Does Hanna still live? Answer me!”
“There was a battle,” the blind monk said, carrying on as if Cecilia had never spoken, “but before the Viscount’s men could gain entry, the Prince awoke from his coma to put an end to it. Now he awaits in the Great Hall with his wife and has summoned the Viscount to account for his crimes.”             
Gilbert and Henrik moved together as the blind monk fell silent. The nobles called out to their Lightbenders, issuing hurried commands. Shouts rose, and chaos reigned as weary soldiers made ready for a war none of them had expected only moments earlier.
“I’m coming with you,” Cecilia told Gilbert.
He shook his head. “That’s not happening!”
“Husband—”
“No.” Gilbert pressed Cecilia against the carriage, back first, his eyes flaring with barely controlled rage. “You’re not an Eldurian Sword Maiden, Cecilia. You’re my wife, and the battlefield is no place for you. When it’s safe, I’ll send for you. I swear. Now yield.”
Cecilia ground her teeth. If you only knew what I was, you would stab me dead where I stand, dear husband. “I yield, my Lord.”
He kissed her hard, then he was gone, giving more commands.
“Does he know?” Britta asked.
Cecilia blinked, taken aback. She followed Britta’s gaze down to her own stomach where her hand clenched at her belly. She flung the limb away as if it burned. By all reason, Britta should not have been able to unravel Cecilia’s secret just by the mere placement of her hand—she should not have!—yet Britta’s coy smile said she had.
“I know the signs,” Britta said in the way of explanation. “Does he know?”
What a twisted path I walk. “No. I only just found out myself.” Victory will only bring me sorrow now.




Chapter 10

White tendrils rose from the torches that adorned the walls of the Great Hall, drifting past the faded war banners that swayed from a frayed robe until they pooled under the vaulted, soot-stained ceiling. Below, the hard stone of the chamber was ice cold beneath Erik’s knees, cold enough to make him gasp if his world were not collapsing in around him. Looking up at Viscount Baldur’s leering visage, his time sense stretched until the man appeared to slow as he spoke. The wisps of smoke now rose in languorous swirls, like impossibly thin leaves falling in reverse.
He gripped his thigh, glad for the respite from the storm that brewed around him, if not from the one that raged inside. The Lightbenders that surrounded the Viscount might have as well been statues, awaiting the perfect moment to strike. Better if they plunged their weapons into him now than later. What was the point of living now as he was?
For the first time, Erik regretted jumping into the hole the Vatn Björn made to rescue Hanna, and hated himself for it. He had been willing to miss the Grand Assessment—give up his chance to become the King of Vindur, but not this. This price was too high. Without the ability to touch the Abyss he was not a noble. He was nothing. Nothing.
I should have listened to you. I should have let Hanna. . . . He sensed tears hot on his cheeks, tasted salt on his lips. Shame would not allow him to finish the thought. Even now, Hanna stood somewhere behind him, in danger, again. And this time it was his fault. His arrogance had once again led him down a blind alley. When will I learn?
Don’t say that, Patrick said. She’s your Christel. I never should have suggested abandoning her to die. 
Maybe. Erik’s head ached and throbbed, the odd blurring returning to cut across his vision, but that was distant, another man’s eyes. His insides were fire and ice, another man’s pain.
Look how you cower. Saxi chuckled. Listen to how you weep. Humans have no pride.
Erik’s hand tightened on his thigh, and his finger flexed on the hilt of his longsword. 
Patrick snarled. The Gray Skin is right! Snap out of this.
You don’t understand! Erik yelled. You’ve never been a noble. You don’t know what it means to have your birthright stolen from you, to lose the one thing that always made you special.
Asbjörn, what have you done to me? Why can’t I reach the Abyss?
I tried to free you from your shackles, Asbjörn said. It was not me who did this, son. You were the one who refused my gift of freedom, not I. Now you must pay. In torment. In blood.
Several Lightbenders appeared to be unfreezing, albeit slowly, despite Erik’s stretched time sense. They shifted toward him, their longswords glittering like silver coins. The blades seemed as cold as Erik felt, as if they belonged together. He was aware of the fatalistic bent to his thoughts, and though it flailed his idea of self, he considered for a moment the possibility that the voices in his head were affecting his state of mind.
How do you even know if your power is gone for good? Patrick asked, in a voice that revealed his panic. You fail once, and you’re ready to give up everything? What is wrong with you? Search yourself? Try again.              
Erik released his thigh, riding the wave of roiling emotions whirling within him. Patrick was right, he understood that, but somehow he just knew no matter how many times he tried it would never come back. He turned his gaze inward, searched his body and soul for wounds. He froze. There was something inside him, an egg-sized, crystal sphere in his gut. What was that?
Twice Born, Asbjörn whispered, his voice shaking with awe and dread.
Erik blinked and roared to his feet. Twice Born? That was the name the people on the Mainland called their Lightbenders. A lance of disgust stabbed into his breastbone, rocked him back on his heels. He had always considered Lightbenders a rung beneath Cultivators. I’m a fucking Lightbender?
It had to be some kind of sick joke. The heavens were pissing on him. He snickered, unamused yet laughing anyway as he spun out of the slow-moving longsword Sir Tandri slashed at him. The Lightbenders were catching up to his pace.
Erik whirled, faced Tandri’s attack, gripping his sword hilt two-handed. Their blades clashed with the fury of forage hammers. Tandri gave way under the force of the blow, retreated into the midst of his comrades, which each moved with varying degrees of speed.
Don’t let them surround you! Patrick shouted.
From the corner of his eyes, Erik saw a cluster of black-coated men trying to do just that, leaping over long tables, their topknots swaying ever so slightly to his stretched time sense. He shifted to confront them but had to step back to avoid Tandri’s weapon. This time the Lightbender was not alone in his assault, two of his brothers-in-arms were at his side.
Erik staggered back, bunched in by the wooden tables that lay to his left and right, and by the armored soldiers that stood rooted to their plot of earth behind him, in front of the high table, like a row of iron trees.
Tandri’s blade jabbed toward his face.
He moved his head to the side, still trying to regain his proper footing. Tandri’s longsword stabbed into something wet that held it captive for half an instant, long enough for Erik’s own sword to cut the man’s thigh. Tandri’s blood was cherry-red, thrusting up from parted flesh.
A low rumble at the back of Erik skull, the Celestial Dragon’s arousal at the sight and scent of fresh gore. The monster was panting inside him, the only sound in his ear, wobbling the world around him. Each breath powerful enough to whip banners like storm-battered trees.
TEAR THE MEAT FROM THEIR BONES.
Erik shuddered, the pit of his stomach twisting, his loins stirring. Hunger weighed down on him like lead. Only twenty Lightbenders stood in the Great Hall, thirty-five people altogether, but a great many more lay scattered throughout the citadel and countless more throughout the world. Yet, there was never enough meat to fill him, but maybe this once—just this once. . . . Blood and flesh and death.
EAT.
EAT!
No, he told the monster. I’m not you!
And then, regretfully, hating the regret, he looked away from the life fluid spewing from Tandri’s thigh as the man jumped back, foiling another Lightbender’s attack. And I’ll never become you. Do you understand?              
Hunger answered, deep and profound in the emptiness that filled his stomach. And there was yawning laughter as well, roaring somewhere in the hollow of his mind. Dragon laughter. A thing of pure madness. His sweat-soaked thumb slid down the golden dragon that serpentined the hilt of his longsword. The razor sharp edge of the blade gleamed with scarlet droplets.
Erik favored the remaining knight with a crazed smile; there were more topknotted soldiers behind the man, but they were too far, for the moment, to provide any assistance. Who cared if he was going insane? What did it matter if he was no longer a Cultivator? So far he had held off a score of Lightbenders despite his afflictions, by himself. That was all that was important.
The Lightbender retreated before him, yet not fast enough to save himself from the blade that slashed across his throat. Erik pushed through a fountain of creeping crimson and kicked a nearby table filled with black-coated men running atop it. The table lurched back, launching screaming, topknotted soldiers upward.
Erik threw himself toward the other table, next to where Tandri was still falling to the ground entangled with the other Lightbender. His foot slammed into the side of the table, and it rolled, as if it had been struck by a battering ram. It smashed into other tables, shattering into jagged shards and splinters, sending even more surprised, black-coated men flying through the air.
He spun back to the prone Tandri, only to witness silver beams of light shooting toward him from the tips of a dozen longswords. Hearts pounding, he ducked low, then high, did his best to weave through the onslaught, contorted himself into nigh impossible angles.
But, still, it was not enough.
First, one bar of brilliant light, thicker than three fingers, struck him, then another, and another knifed into him. With each beam came a wave of sadness, filling him with tar colored indigo. His hearts stuttered for the horror of being.             
Christel, Patrick whimpered, his voice pregnant with a melancholy so mournful it stabbed the soul to hear it.
Nenna, my love, forgive me. Asbjörn wept, his cries twice as poignant as Patrick’s own, twice as haunting. Please, have mercy. Please!
Erik’s body jerked, his muscles out of his control. He staggered, collapsed to his knees like a drunken whore, the sour taste of filth on his tongue. Life never seemed more vile. He no more wanted to scoop cold puke into his mouth than he wanted to keep breathing. His hands trembled with the urge to turn his blade against himself. 
Saxi laughed. Do it. End it all here. Run the blade across your throat. 
Erik nodded. To end. To be free. One cut, quick and easy. He raised the longsword to his throat, smiling, glad he—
EAT! 
Erik blinked calmly, but inside of him, hunger flared, an emptiness that demanded blood flesh and death. His body twitched, on the edge of unfurling into a thing of scales and claws, but he stopped it by the barest of margins. He exhaled, his breathing ragged, and lowered his longsword. Mother help me, destruction waits at every turn.
“What are you?”
Erik looked from his blade to Tandri, who struggled to his knees with help from another Lightbender. He wore an aghast aspect on his weathered visage. Behind him, Viscount Baldur stood with the rest of his men, all their faces twisted with the same bewildered expression. The groans and the grunts of the injured suffused the almost stillness with the hint of dread.
“What you did shouldn’t be possible,” Tandri said, holding his wound closed with a hand. “You move as fast as a Lightbender. Faster even. And that much Silver Sword Light should have left you a drooling idiot at the very least.” He sucked air through his teeth. “What are—”
Erik exploded forward and came to a stop with his longsword buried inside Tandri’s mouth. The Lightbender that was holding Tandri up leaped back, but Erik ignored him and casually pulled his blade from Tandri’s orifice. A river of crimson gushed forth, and Tandri flopped to the floor, his corpse twitching with the last vestiges of life.
“I am death,” Erik said in a flat voice, that much more terrifying for its lack of bluster.
“Kill him!” The Viscount commanded, raising the hand not holding the cane. A bolt of lightning tore from his twisting fingers, hissing as it arced through the air on the way to the Prince.
Erik met the thunderbolt with the tip of his blade, and it sputtered into fragments of ivory light, then into nothingness. With his Tár Guðs longsword in his palm, he had little to fear from the Viscount—or any other low-level Cultivator. The Lightbenders, on the other hand, were a problem, there were too many for him to handle at one time. The only reason he had lasted this long was that they had underestimated him, even after some of them had witnessed firsthand how he fought the Dökk during the attack on the citadel. It was a mistake they would not make again.
Several Lightbenders disintegrated, warped themselves into invisibility. Erik sighed. He itched to use Celestial Vision to change his eyes but feared where that might lead. A step closer to the Celestial Dragon may turn into it seizing control again. The terror of the last time stayed his hand.
More Silver Sword Light flew in Erik’s direction, like a hail of glittering arrows they came, moving faster than any bow could achieve. He danced, he whirled and knew it would not be enough. On and on they came, one after another, three at a time, the ones not striking him hitting the people behind him. He heard Hanna cry out, heard men drop weapons and weep for loved ones now dead.
Erik slowed under the onslaught, forced himself to hang on like a man clutching salvation with his bare hands as despair overwhelmed him. For an instant, he saw tiny hands wrap around his twin sister’s neck, saw himself. . . . Then there was hunger, just endless hunger. The world seemed tinted in red.
No!
Erik shut his eyes and stumbled about dizzily. He could not allow the dragon any kind of control, but he needed it to resist the Silver Sword Light that even now continued to strike him. The Lightbenders should not be able to keep this up for long. They would run out of prana soon, or that was the hope.
The Lightbenders had only one weakness he could exploit. Doubtless many of them understood that attacking him was an act of rebellion, but they were forced to. They had sworn two unbreakable oaths with blood and spirit, one to the King and the other to their liege lord. All he had to do was kill the Viscount, and they would be freed from his commands.
Erik sensed a tingle in his shoulder blade that had nothing to do with the Sword Light striking him, like someone was just about to reach out and touch him. Eyes still closed, he spun around. His longsword met resistance, clashed against another weapon with a hair-raising clang.
Erik risked opening his eyes into slits. The red tint was gone and, for the moment, the Lightbenders had ceased their bombardment. Weary-eyed, Viscount Baldur watched him from behind eight black-coated bodyguards, leaning heavily on his wooden cane.
Fool! Saxi said with such arrogance it made Erik question whether the Gray Skin was somehow responsible for the precognition.
Before Erik could question Saxi, the feeling came again, this time to his left then his right. He whirled, blocking an unseen blade, and for a millisecond the attacker flashed into visibility, then faded from view.
A spiderweb of fire slashed across his back leg, and he jerked away to face the other unseen assailant, his motion hampered by his gushing wound. His blade met empty air. His foot slipped on the wet floor. The tingle returned, this time in the back of his neck.
Erik leaned forward, reversed his blade and plunged it backward. The sword hilt jerked in his hand and a grunt shook the air behind him. He threw himself into a fumbling roll and climbed to his feet with a smile.
He froze.
A Lightbender with a broken nose dragged Hanna to her feet by her hair at the high table. Erik left side tingled, but he only had eyes for the horror taking place in front of him. Ice cold fury wrapped tight around his hearts.
A burst of agony erupted in Erik’s kidney as he hurled his longsword toward the broken-nosed man, point first. The longsword veered off target.
Motion jerked, then sped up. Teary-eyed, he dropped to his knees, watched the longsword sail past the broken nose Lightbender and clang off the stone wall, drawing sparks.
Erik snarled, sickened by the stench of his own gore, overcome by the need to do something, anything, yet stricken motionless by fear. If he revealed his abilities here, he would have to kill everyone to keep his secret. Kai looked up at him from the floor, his face and armor battered, and he understood he could not do that. He touched the point of the blade protruding from his flesh, cutting his finger on its edge. The sword was yanked back.
He grunted.
“Human after all, eh,” the Viscount’s mocking voice echoed through the chamber. “You’ve ruined me, my Prince. Turned me into a rebel. For this, your death won’t be easy, but no harm will come to Hanna. I’ve decided to take her as my third wife.”
Hanna gazed down on Erik, a knife held to her throat, her pale cheeks wet with tears. Her fingers fluttered at her side, but something in her blue eyes spoke of rank indignation. She had already been through so much and would continue to be tested.
White-hot rage bubbled in Erik’s chest, searing his mind of doubts. He was the one to blame for their situation. Once again, he had rushed headlong into conflict convinced he held everything and everyone in the palm of his hand. He reached out to the Celestial Dragon. . . .
The sound of the doors of the Great Hall being flung open tore through the chamber, along with the noise of hundreds of marching feet. Hanna lifted her eyes from Erik and blinked in shock.
“What is the—” began the Viscount.
“I, VILHELM ITO, King of Vindur,”—the voice boomed and crackled—“Sovereign of the Most Noble Order of the Benders of Light, hereby relieve Viscount Baldur Enomo of his command of Hjörtur, and release all of his sworn knights of their oaths of fealty to him.”
The Lightbender with the broken nose, holding the knife to Hanna’s neck, crumbled to his knees, his hands clutching at his head. He was not alone, all around Erik, once invisible Lightbenders were doing the same.




Chapter 11

Erik grimaced and pressed a hand to the hole in his belly, his head still ringing with echoes of his father’s voice. Crimson trickled down his fingers, but the wound was already half-healed. It bled only because he wanted it to, needed it to maintain the illusion of his humanity. What he did, he did to protect his path to the throne, even now, when all his plans lay ruined.
He lurched to his feet and turned to see the remnants of a Royal Edict, a floating parchment, burst into light like golden embers kicked from a campfire. Through Royal Edicts, no corner or nook of Vindur was free from the King’s will. It was what kept the nobility in line. A Lightbender’s first oath belonged to the King, as long as they could hear his voice, they would be forced to obey any command. When the sparkling fragments vanished so did the last vestige of Vilhelm Ito’s regal voice.
Viscount Gilbert, his leather satchel hanging loosely from his hand, stood beneath where the Royal Edict had floated, flanked by Viscount Henrik. Hundreds of armored soldiers streamed into the chamber around the two men, ringing the room, led by black-coated warriors. The pounding of feet and clanging armor built into a dull drone.
Baldur took two aimless steps and dropped to his knees. He stared at the nobles, taut as a zither string, his hand questing on the floor for something unseen. “Gilbert, how could you do this to me? They’re all gone. I can no longer sense—” He doubled over, then straightened a half second later. “I’ve served his Majesty faithfully for all these years, and this is my reward?”
“It would seem not.” Gilbert looked from the dead Lightbenders to Erik and shook his head as if he found it hard to believe what his eyes showed him. His hand thumbed the hilt of the longsword at his hip. “Are you all right, my Prince?”
“Never better,” Erik said in a flat voice.
“I see, you’re as eloquent as ever.” Gilbert motioned to Baldur’s former sworn knights and Kai and the armored soldiers behind Erik. “Do your wounds need seeing to?”
The warriors climbed to their feet, some hunching on their brothers for support, and filed out of the Great Hall under guard.
Erik shook his head. “A little cut and a pinprick only. I’ll be fine.”
“Listen to me, Gilbert,” Baldur said, slurring his words. “This is not what it appears. That thing isn’t human, it isn’t Prince Erik. I’ve seen it do things. Impossible things! What but a monster could possibly defeat thirty Lightbenders on its own, without the use of the Abyss?”
“What are my father’s orders?” Erik asked, pointedly ignoring Baldur.
“I was to investigate the goings on here.” Gilbert plucked at his white beard. “You were reported dead, then missing.”
“As you can see.” Erik spread his arms. “I’m hard to kill.”
“Gilbert, you must—” Balder began.
“Quiet!” Henrik shouted, his wide eyes shining with contempt. “What happened to your honor? Did you lose it living so long at the edge of civilization? You’re a Cultivator! Stop acting like a sniveling coward. You lost. There’s no way out from this.”
Balder’s shoulders sagged further, and he crumbled in on himself.  
Gilbert and Henrik looked away from Balder in disgust. Erik glanced back at Hanna. She leaned on the high table, appearing none too happy despite her smooth face and soft eyes. It was something in the hunch of her shoulders that gave her mood away.
“Hanna,” he said.
She looked through him as much as at him until her eyes widened in alarm. Her response confused him. What could make her stare at him with such fear? No, not fear of him. Fear for. . . .
Erik shifted back to Balder, but a bolt of hissing lightning caught him in the back before he could completely turn. His ears rang with thunder and electric currents coiled serpent-like through his flesh. He tumbled back, shrieking, muscles spasming beyond his control. He landed hard on the stone floor, his eyes rolling back in his head.
“Stop him!” a man’s frightened voice shouted.
“Where the fuck did he get a Tár Guðs shortsword?” another called. More voices from unseen warriors joined in, all shouting different things, issuing commands, yelling encouragements until they were reduced to a low murmur, as if they were now on the other side of a stone wall.
Erik convulsed on the ground, his teeth piercing his tongue. He choked on the stench of burnt flesh. He gagged on rivers of blood. No. No!
I’m sick and tired of this shit! Patrick screamed, his voice writhing with Erik’s shared torment.
La la la, Asbjörn sang, timing each note to one of Erik’s convulsions, his voice mad with laughter. La la la.
When the spasms faded, Erik opened watery eyes to see Hanna fending off Balder, the dragon-hilted longsword clutched in her hands. Behind the two, a dull, mud-brick wall trembled. It appeared Balder had sealed the space around the high table with The Earth Entwines—an Esoteric Sword Technique. The pounding on the other side of the thick, earthen barrier intensified, but Balder seemed unhurried as he limped to Hanna. His hatred gleamed in his brown eyes.
“Hanna.” Erik coughed, hawking up blood-soaked saliva. A pitiful sight, he was sure, but he could not bring himself to care, not with Hanna fighting for her life mere meters away.
“You are a wonder, my dear,” Balder was telling Hanna, as he shot another fiery rosebud in her direction. Red flames opened to devour pale flesh, rippled the air with searing heat.
Hanna stabbed the longsword into the Esoteric Technique, and it shattered before touching her, breaking into slivers of ivory light, then nothing. She took a hasty step back, her shoulders trembling. Her back leg jolted into Erik’s prone form. She risked a glance at him. They locked eyes for the briefest of instants, but it was enough, that small glimpse seemed to communicate a plethora of concepts: hope, dreams, and above all love. Then she was glaring at the Viscount again, a fierce determination in the arch of her back. The only way Balder was getting past her was if he killed her first.
Balder ignored her glare as easy as he did Erik’s. “I think you two are made for each other.” He laughed, immobile flesh hanging loosely off his face. “But not in the way you think. Both of you are animated by the same delusion, though it manifests itself in different ways. If you survive here—which I doubt you will. You will eventually turn on each other. You won’t be able to help yourselves. So in a way, I’m doing you a favor, my dear. Step aside and let me free you from the goad around your neck.”
“You’re not touching my husband.” Hanna’s voice was all fire and ice.
Balder feinted to the right, his shortsword probing Hanna’s range and reaction time. Hanna slashed out ineptly, her form off and her movement’s jerky; she had never spent the countless hours needed to master the sword. The Viscount loosed a snarl of laughter. Yet his victory was not a sure thing. Hanna lacked experience, but Balder was handicapped by his recent disability.
“Don’t watch his weapon!” Erik tried to push himself to his knees, but his arms collapsed under the weight. He crumbled back to the floor, his muscles still plagued by faint tremors. “Pay attention to his arms, shoulders, and eyes. They will give him away.”
Balder rushed Hanna, his gait lumbering, his shortsword whirling. Weapons clashed in a ring of esoteric metal, echoing off the earthen walls. The Viscount knocked Hanna’s blade from her limp hand and backhanded her across the face. She spun and flopped to the floor.
Balder strode toward Erik, his lips twisted in a mocking smile. Hanna threw herself at the Viscount, wrapped herself around his leg and stabbed him with a dagger.
Balder grunted and spun around.
“Hanna!”
Erik lurched toward the Viscount and fell short. Eyes widening, he watched Balder raise his shortsword. Erik’s hearts clenched.
Time slowed. Light threaded by shadow glittered and darkened the blade, made beauty of death, made art out of descending horror. And under the majesty waited and unless hunger, inside Erik. Always inside Erik. Always waiting.
EAT!
Erik reached forward, his arm too short to breach the gap between him and his enemy. Useless human flesh gave way to something mightier, something greater, a glossy, black, dragon claw. Half the length of a war lance, the thickness of a human thigh, it punctured Balder’s chest in a shower of dancing fluid, shattered bones, and ruptured organs.
Aghast, Erik pulled his limb back, and the shortsword fell from the Viscount’s lifeless hands, drifting a millimeter every four heartbeats, but quickening ever so slowly as time lurched back into its proper rhythm.
Balder blinked, unseeing. He appeared surprised, as if not quite understanding what had happened. He crumbled to the floor with the sound of wet flesh smacking stone.
Hanna screamed.
Erik traced her gaze down to his arm, marveling at how the Celestial Dragon had saved him, once again. He feared what it meant. The unfurling of dragon claw from human limb had not been a conscious decision. It had happened by instinct. Dangerous instinct.
A little reluctantly, he let go of the dragon’s gift, forced glossy, black claw back into a blue robe and pale, human flesh. The alien entity resisted, clung onto its foothold like a man dangling from a cliff, his fingernails bloody from staving off destruction.
The world unraveled, and Hanna transformed into a delicate slab of shrieking meat, wet with crimson nectar. He blinked, and the vision faded, replaced by reality.
Hanna closed her mouth and her screaming came to an abrupt end. She inhaled sharply, her blue eyes beseeching.
“Sorry.” She swallowed. “Are you all right?”
He favored her with a slight smile. “I’m fine.”
A loud collision wobbled the earthen wall and cracks appeared on its once flawless surface. Panic seized Erik’s hearts. The massive wound in the Viscount’s chest and back glittered in the faint light. How was he going to explain this?
“Burn the body.” Hanna said.
“No, I. . . .” I’m no longer a Cultivator. He could not bring himself to mouth those words, not out loud. Not now.
Erik studied himself. The laceration on the back of his leg and wound at his side was gone, healed as if they had never existed. It would be impossible to tell he had been in a life and death battle just by his appearance.
A fist size chunk of earth-brick crumbled from the wall, shattering into fragments of white light before reaching the floor. Cracks spidered the esoteric working. The whole thing appeared in real danger of coming down around them.
“Well, then, Erik, we have a. . . .” Her gaze wandered from the Viscount to the shortsword inches from his form. She fumbled for the weapon and hurried to her feet.
“What are you—”
She hacked at the body ineffectively, but not for lack of trying. “We have to disguise the evidence! We have to desecrate the corpse! It’s the only way.”
The fury of the bombardment on the earthen wall increased and slivers of white light rained down like flakes of snow, mingled with dust.
“Help me!” Hanna yelled.
Erik scooped his longsword from the ground and whirled back to face the Viscount’s corpse. Together, he and Hanna slashed at it, tore away at it until it was nothing but a bloody husk. A thunderous roar shook the chamber, and the earthen wall became dazzling. Hanna screamed.
Erik shut his eyes and kept swinging. There was a workmanlike simplicity about his task. This was what he was meant for, the hacking of flesh, the rendering of bone, the transforming of life into death.
“Erik, stop!”
He did, if begrudgingly, and opened his eyes. Hanna kneeled across from him, her arms hanging loosely by her side, her eyes wide. In between them lay an array of scarlet-soaked mush, unrecognizable for what it had once been. The reek of it brought to mind a battlefield with bloated corpses stacked into hills.
Erik noticed the silence next—silence compared to the uproar that had filled the chamber only moments before. The earthen wall now existed only as slivers that adhered to the ceiling and walls. Viscount Gilbert and Viscount Henrik stared at the Prince, their faces twisted with revulsion and shock, twin to the faces that surrounded them.
“My Prince.” Gilbert swallowed and regained some semblance of his former calm. “Forgive me. I had no idea Balder had a Tár Guðs blade.” He looked away from the chaos at Erik’s feet. “If I knew I would have handled this differently.”
“Not his, mine,” Erik said, tapping his longsword. “Formerly Asbjörn’s. I dropped it during the earlier battle.”
“Asbjörn is dead then?”
Erik nodded curtly. The last thing he wanted was to dwell on his adopted father’s passing again. The remnant he now held captive in his head was a pale imitation of what the real man had been.
When the earth spins we tumble, Asbjörn cackled.
Hanna turned from the scene and puked. She was not the only one, by the sounds of it a few men had joined her, not least among them Viscount Henrik.
Gilbert glanced at his friend, a wry smile on his lips. “Forgive Henrik, my Prince, he’s simply overjoyed with finally having a fiefdom of his own.” 
“Yes, overcome with joy,” Henrik said, wiping his mouth on the back of his robe sleeve. “That’s me. If you want to take my place—”
Gilbert laughed. “No no, old friend. Now that my reason for coming here is concluded, I mean to travel back to Vetur as soon as everyone’s gotten a chance to rest.” He shifted to Erik. “Will you be joining my entourage, my Prince?”
Erik froze. Vetur? Home. That one word once held such meaning, such hope, but what was the point of ever going back now? He was no longer a Cultivator.
“No,” he said softly, pulling Hanna to her feet. “Hjörtur is my home now.”
She blinked at him. Her mouth opened and closed.
“Excuse us,” Erik told Gilbert. “I assume you two can handle the rest of this on your own.”
“Of course.”
Erik led Hanna past the soldiers at a walk. He held his breath and prayed that the fresh stains splattered over his robe concealed his lack of injuries. They reached the doors.
“Lady Hanna . . . I would be remiss if I didn’t mention this. My wife traveled with me to Hjörtur.”
Hanna jerked to a stop and turned back. “Cecilia? Here?”




Chapter 12

In the dim, cold light of the winding corridor, Cecilia walked with a growing sense of impatience. The fortress was too large, and she had already been on her feet for what seemed like hours. Half a ring of black-coated men preceded her down the hallway, drawing the attention of the liveried servants they passed. She peered at them to gauge reactions, measured expressions by the meter stick she kept in her mind. The Game of Faces demanded as much of any who dared called themselves Players. From what she could gather, there was still much confusion among the servants. She imagined the stories about the battle and its subsequent conclusion had grown grander in the retelling. But she pushed their apparent fears out of her mind, the governing of the fortress was not her concern. Her concern lay entirely on the woman she was on her way to meet. The Princess.
Why does it feel like we haven’t seen each other in years?
Cecilia counted her breath to help still the nervous flutter of her heart. The core of her discomfort was the tale Gilbert had told her. She could not picture Hanna hacking away at a corpse. Well, not unless it was Vilhelm Ito’s own, the man who had murdered her parents. To desecrate the dead was to be stained, to be polluted by the humors of the After. Could someone change that much in such a short amount of time?
It’s only been four months!
Cecilia shook her head, anything was possible. She would just have to wait to see what transformation being married to Prince Erik had wrought in her friend. It would be nothing for the good, knowing the Prince.
She blinked in surprise when the endless corridors ended, and her honor guard opened a door onto Viscount Balder’s former private gardens. Súla, a short woman with large breasts, approached them, and curtsied, her dark dress tussled by the frigid breeze.
Cecilia ignored the woman and took in her surroundings. Despite someone’s best efforts, it was still clear that a battle had taken place here; the remnants of massive oaks lay half-buried only a few dozen meters away, large gouges scarred the land where only a handful of colorful flowers swayed, and below the large balcony overlooking the gardens stood an ill-repaired hole in the wall.
“Nice to see you again, Súla.” Cecilia acknowledged the woman with a nod, and Súla strode closer, eying the Lightbenders that made way for her.
“Likewise, Lady Cecilia.” Súla shared a small smile. “Lady Hanna has been lost without your companionship these last few months, though she would be loathed to admit it.”
Cecilia tilted her head and studied Súla with greater care. What a presumptuous thing for a serving woman to say. Súla would have never said such a thing when she was still in her employment. Then again, Hanna always preferred dealing with those that served her with a light touch. It was one of her better qualities, and Cecilia worried one day it would prove her undoing. Kindness was all well and good, but a good ruler needed iron in their bones. They needed to be feared more than they were loved.
“As have I,” Cecilia said, searching the gardens. “Where is she?”
“She’ll be down shortly, my Lady,” Súla said softly, tucking a strand of hair behind her left ear. “But she wanted me to keep you company before she arrived.”
Cecilia wrinkled her nose. Making me wait, eh?
Well, at least she has that aspect mastered. She nodded to Sir Aron, the head of her escort, and the knight motioned to three of his warriors. The air warped around the three men and they shifted into invisibility. “Lead the way,” she told Súla.
Súla curtsied again, but Cecilia was already striding past her, the columned walkway clicking beneath her shoes. Súla jerked forward and overtook her in three long strides. With an effort, Cecilia kept the smile from her lips. She reminded herself that she was no longer a child. She had to stop playing these pointless games with the help.
The table Súla guided them to was draped in a red tablecloth elegant enough to be found in a palace, pitched beneath an ancient oak tree, surrounded by four high-backed chairs. The wind made the branches overhead ripple and snap, and the ends of the tablecloth shiver in the breeze. There were no other people around, not that Cecilia could see, yet the table was arrayed with enough refreshments and snacks for ten.
Cecilia plopped herself down in a chair and arranged her skirts, a dazzling assembly of gold and silver silk, etched with blue and red eagles. After such a long time on the road, it was good to be truly clean again. Bathing with wet rags was no way for a civilized woman to live. 
“How was the journey from the capital?” Súla filled a bowl with wine and placed it in front of Cecilia.
“Dreadful.” With a frown, Cecilia picked up the bowl. The porcelain was snowy white, ingrained with intertwined roots. “Hidden behind massive walls it’s easy to forget that the world no longer belongs to us. It’s only when you witness firsthand the horror that resides outside do you truly understand that this is the Age of Monsters.”
“You were attacked.” Not a question, a statement.
“Three times. The last was the worst, to me at least.” Cecilia struggled to keep the emotion out of her voice. “I lost my dear friend Ida. You remember her, don’t you? She helped bring me into this world.”
“I do.”
“She was fetching water when a Cockma grabbed her.”
“I’m sorry for your loss, my Lady,” Súla said, her eyes soft with sympathy.
“My husband tried to track it down but was unsuccessful. The Eternal Father willing she died before the monster could have its way with her.”
Súla shuddered. “The Eternal Father willing. That’s not a pretty way to go, then again I don’t suppose there is one. Dying is dying.”
“No . . . it’s not.” Cecilia took a sip of the wine and set her bowl back on the table. “Like everything, there are degrees to it. When my end comes, I want it to be among family, among those I hold dear.” She tapped the rim of the bowl twice. “Enough of this. This conversation has taken a turn for the morbid. A happier topic please.”
Súla studied her feet. “I’m not sure that I have much of anything cheerful to share, my Lady. Hjörtur has held much else than death and war of late. I—”
“Speak to me of love,” Cecilia cut in before the woman could go on, and leaned forward conspiratorially. “There must be someone here you fancy. Don’t tell me there is no one.”
“Well. . . .” Súla paused, then went on a little less confident. “There is . . . a man.”
Cecilia smiled in encouragement. “Go on, my dear. Tell me more.”
“He’s a soldier,” Súla whispered. Eyes tight, she ran a hand down the side of her dress, close to irritated, very nearly panicked. And plainly uncomfortable.
“Not a Lightbender, I hope?”
“No!” Súla’s cheeks pinked when a handful of the Lightbenders looked in her direction. “I mean no, my Lady.”
Cecilia giggled. “Good. They have too much energy, or so a friend once told me. And a woman needs her rest.”
“I wouldn’t know of such things.” Súla kept her voice cool, but could not hide the hint of a smirk that curved her lips, even as her eyes flicked from Lightbender to Lightbender.
“Don’t worry about them.” Cecilia waved at the Lightbenders. “All men needed to be teased lest their heads grew too large. This is our most sacred task, next to bringing life into the world.”
Súla’s smirk grew by the slightest of margins.
“You have a beautiful smile, my dear,” Cecilia said, leaning back in her seat. “You should show it more often.” She turned to Sir Aron. “Don’t you think so?”
Blank-faced, Aron regarded Súla, his stare unblinking. “Yes, my Lady, very beautiful.” His voice was as dry as a desert sandstorm and just as welcoming. 
The three Lightbenders from earlier blinked into visibility beside Aron and murmured, “All clear.”
“It seems your privacy is secured, my Lady,” Aron told Cecilia without missing a beat.
Cecilia stood and glimpsed Hanna entering the gardens, proceeded by two of her serving women. “That will be all, Sir Aron. Escort Súla to the door and make sure Hanna and I are not disturbed.”
Aron nodded, and Súla bobbed a quick curtsy, then Aron ushered Súla to the door with the rest of his comrades.
Hanna whispered a word to her maids, and they joined Súla as the two groups crossed paths. Hanna wore a green-and-yellow dress and chose her steps with a wary pride, her arms folded in front of her. Yet it was her easy smile that caught Cecilia’s attention, and she found herself smiling back at her golden-haired friend. They looked like sisters, or so their parents had always proclaimed. Cecilia had never agreed with that assessment, but for the first time, she saw the resemblance.
“I’ve missed you,” Cecilia said as they embraced, clasping each other with a desperation born of too long an absence. Hanna smelled of spring and a field of lavender in full bloom.
“You look hale, Cece,” Hanna said. “Marriage agrees with you.”
Cecilia studied her friend carefully, noting the dark bags under her eyes. “I wish I could say the same about you.”
“It has been a troubled last few days.” Hanna pulled Cecilia away from the table. “Walk with me, would you?”
“Of course.”
They tracked their way down a winding path, concealed from the reach of curious eyes, neither one of them saying a word for the moment. Chilly drafts tugged at their dresses and whipped their matching golden locks, but if Hanna was bothered by it, she affected not to notice. She moved like a woman with the weight of the world pressing down on her shoulders; Cecilia knew that feeling well.
“You haven’t changed much,” Cecilia said. “Your eyes are still haunting and your hips. . . .” Her lips quickened into a seedy little smirk. “Well, I suppose I should leave the last part unsaid.”
Hanna clicked her tongue in mock vexation and brought them to a stop next to a circular patch of upturned soil. She scowled down at it. “This is where I almost lost my life. One of Ypse’s abominations had created a hole here that led all the way into the bowels of the earth.”
“I’m sorry, Hanna.” Cecilia’s smile vanished. She had heard a version of what had happened here and had doubted its validity. All stories had the tendency to grow larger in the retelling—even a Sorcerer would not go so far; surely not, or so she had told herself. It now appeared her doubts had been nothing more than wishful thinking.
“I stabbed him in the eye with my knife, and he kicked me into the hole.”
“You can cry. I won’t judge.” Cecilia turned Hanna’s face to her with a finger. “I’ve changed my view on tears over the last few weeks.”
“I’m all out of tears to spill.”
“Ida was taken from me. She. . . .” We’re doing it again, competing. Instead of it being about who was prettier, or who was more talented with the zither, this time it was about who had experienced the most suffering. And like always, it seemed Hanna was destined to get the better of her. That’s just stupid, who would want to win such a contest?
Hanna’s blue eyes softened further. “I’m sorry, Cece. I know how much you loved her.”
Had there ever been a more beautiful set of eyes? Cecilia doubted it. The way they caught the light and appeared to shift with Hanna’s moods had always struck her as transcendent.
Cecilia could not help herself, she pulled Hanna into a kiss, slipped her tongue into her friend’s wet mouth. Flames coursed down her spine, and her head swam with all the merriment of a Renewal Day celebration. Hanna tasted just as divine as she remembered.
Hanna stumbled back, taken by surprise. Her eyes glanced around in panic before coming to rest on Cecilia once again. Heat flared her cheeks into a deep crimson. “Cecilia. . . .” She began.
“You have no idea how you look to me. When you stare at me like that, it’s all I can do to breathe.”
Hanna shook her head and took a calming breath. “We’re not little girls any longer, Cece. I’m married now.”
“To the son of the man who murdered your parents.” Cecilia had to force her hand down as it leaped to smack Hanna. “Have you forgotten all we’ve lost?”
Hanna turned her back to Cecilia, her shoulders sagging slightly. “You don’t understand.”
“Make me understand.” Cecilia took a fearful step closer to the Princess. “Did he seduce you? Hanna, please say it isn’t so. You know what he is. He’s a womanizer. They say he can steal the heart of any woman, but I had hoped—”
Hanna whirled on Cecilia, her eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “It’s not like that. Erik loves me. I know he does.”
“Oh, my sweet, Hanna, how can it not be?” Cecilia brushed an unshed tear from her eye. All her worst fears were coming true. “How many women have said those very words?”
“You don’t know him like I do. The only reason I’m alive is because of him. He saved me, Cecilia. After Ypse threw me into that hole, he came for me as I knew he would. You don’t understand the horrors I faced down there.” Tears glittered as they streamed down her cheeks.
How does she manage that? Even her tears are beautiful.
Cecilia clasped Hanna’s hand between her own. “My husband is the most gentle and sweetest man; more than I deserve. Many are not so lucky. I’m pregnant with his child, but when the time comes, I’ll betray him for our people, for Ógilt. Though it will break my heart. How can you but do the same?”
Hanna shuddered and collapsed to her knees. She opened her mouth about to speak, but the only sound was the mournful dirge of the wind whipping through oak leaves. 




Chapter 13 

Seated in a high-backed chair in front of the fireplace, Erik tried to drown his worries in a bowl of red wine. It was not working. Oh, the wine was as delicious as anything anyone could expect to get this far north, and a couple bowls of wine was usually good enough to take his mind off any problem. But this was his sixth, and he felt nothing. Nothing. His bladder was not even full.
Look on the bright side, Patrick said. At least you’ll never have to put up with another hangover.
Erik ground his teeth together. “For once in your life can you save the jokes for another time? Just this once. Please.”
But there is a silver lining to all this. . . . Patrick struggled not to finish the rest of his statement, but then the dam broke. Think about all the naked girls you’ll get to peep on now that you’re an unbound Lightbender.
Erik leaped to his feet with a snarl. He threw the bowl, and it smashed against the wall, sending porcelain pieces dancing like dust particles in a forge.
Every voice in Erik’s head roared in amusement, each with its own unique resonance, pulsing at the back of his skull along with the vein in his temple.
He doubled over and gasped for air. They were all turning against him, all the entities that shared his mind. He held onto his sanity by the thinnest of strings. One slip and he would tear the fortress down around himself, for the pure joy of destruction. Everything was so much more comfortable when he did not have to think, when he warred against the world instead of himself.
A man divided cannot long survive himself.
Whose thought was that? It might have been his own, or possibly Asbjörn’s. He was uncertain, and that terrified him as much as anything else. A man should at least know if he were the author of his own thoughts!
Erik dropped back onto the chair, and it broke under his weight. He landed on his back in a pile of wood, staring up at a shadow cast ceiling.
I’m losing control.
He laughed, unable to stop the spasms that rocked his chest. There was something intoxicating about the sound, more delicate than any vintage, more vibrant than any bowl he had ever drank.
The door of the antechamber opened, and Hanna entered. He peered up at her and continued to laugh. Her face was expressionless.
“Are you drunk?” There was a note of exasperation in her voice.
Erik laughed louder, his eyes wet with amusement. It was such a domestic thing for her to say. Wives since time immemorial had said such to wayward husbands.
“Welcome back, Wife.” He greeted her with such good cheer that he choked on it. He chuckled through a hacking cough, wheezed in air between bursts. 
Hanna sighed. “What am I to do with you?”
“Play me a song. Something sad. Something to make the heavens weep.”               He expected a rejection, or at the very least a barb phrased as a question, but she did none of those things. She retrieved her zither from where it sat and played. Her long fingers plucked strings with a deftness that spoke of thousands of hours of deliberate practice.
The ethereal notes stilled Erik’s laughter, twisted amusement into the deepest of sorrows. He blinked hot tears from his eyes, and the sense of madness receded. He focused on the air entering his lungs.
In. Out. In. Out.
Erik stood from the wreckage of his former chair and dried his eyes on his sleeve. “I think no one but you could do that,” he whispered.
“And what exactly did I do?” She placed her instrument on a table and leaned back in her seat.
“You made me . . . whole . . . if but for a moment,” he said.
“And what ails you?”
Erik smoothed his blue robe. How long have I worn this same garment? He shook his head. “The same thing that plagues every Cultivator, I suppose. Madness.”
“You say it so calmly that I don’t know whether to shout or weep.”
He favored her with his most charming smile. “I’d prefer it if you did neither.”
“Do you ever wonder what it’s like for us? The wives of nobles?” she asked obviously immune to his charms. “What’s it like knowing one day your husband might go insane and murder you and your children?”
Erik lowered his gaze, unable to stomach the repudiation in her luminous eyes. “Honestly, no. Never.”
“Pity us, Husband. While you’re busy losing your minds, we must try to keep everything we have from being consumed by your madness. Pity us.”   
Erik held his hand to the fireplace and took comfort from the pleasant warmth radiating off of the fiery coals. He saw Hanna’s point. Whatever happened to him, happened to her.
“I’m being selfish again,” he said, watching the slow dance of glowing embers.
The sound of Hanna’s hand smacking wood echoed through the chamber. “Come sit with me, unless you think you will ruin another chair.”
He smirked into the fire. “I think I can manage that.”
“Good. Despite what you may believe our supply of furniture is not endless.”
This is just what I need. A soothing voice to guide me through the mire of my inner world. He circled around the wreckage and took a seat on the chair next to Hanna’s own, this time careful to keep his weight from oscillating.
“Now tell me what is going on with you.” She studied him with a carefulness that almost made his skin crawl. “Did you mean what you said to Viscount Gilbert? Do you mean for us to spend the rest of our lives here?”
“There are worse places to live, worse places to raise a family.”
“What about. . . ?” Hanna left Dara’s name unspoken and for that Erik was thankful. He had done his best to keep her out of his mind the last few months.
“What does the capital hold for us? Nothing but pain and sorrow. Why should we want to go back?”
Hanna sat motionless for a moment, then wrinkled her brow. “My brother needs me, Erik.” Her voice caught with a hint of desperation, as if she were trying to convince herself as well as him.
“You say that like he’s a child. He’s the same age as you.”
Hanna leaped to her feet. “You don’t understand!”
“But I do,” he said. “We both know the real reason you want to go back, and it isn’t because of the love of your brother, or not fully.”
She turned from him, and her shoulders slumped.
“How were you planning on doing it? I know you must have a plan you’ve gone over a hundred times in your head.
Hanna shuddered and turned to him, her disposition tinged with a hint of fury. She reached into the bosom of her dress and pulled out a glass vial attached to a gold chain that hung around her neck. She shook the small bottle, and the green fluid within it swirled.
“And what’s that.” Erik could not be certain, but he was almost positive that the chain was new. This was his first time seeing it around her neck.
“The Lady’s Bane. Poison. The same poison I used on you. Cecilia and I spent years building our immunity to it.”
“I see,” he whispered.
“It’s supposed to be undetectable.” She tucked the vial back into her dress. “Then again you proved that’s not necessarily true. Still, I think it will do the trick, don’t you?”
“Yes, I imagine it would.” He did his best to keep his tone even. “Not everyone is as versatile as me.”
“I usually keep it in a secret compartment in my trunk,” she said, answering his unspoken question, “but today and my time with the Gray Skins taught me a valuable lesson I never mean to repeat. Never will anyone catch me weaponless. Everywhere I go, I go ready for war.”
Erik approached her and reached out to caress her cheek, but stopped when she flinched from his touch. He dropped his hand and tried to hide how hurt he was. He kept forgetting that Hanna had had a hard last few weeks, in certain regards what she had been through had even been worse.
“I’m s-sorry . . . I-I. . . .” Hanna gulped air. “I don’t mean to. . . . I need time to—”
“It’s all right, Hanna, I understand.” He sat back down and studied the lines on his palm. “Whatever you want to do, I’ll do.”
She knelt down in front of him and pressed his hand to her cheek with her own. “I love you, and though I sometimes hate myself for it, I do. I followed you into exile. If here you want to stay, by your side I’ll remain.”
“Even if it means giving up your revenge?”
Hanna inhaled sharply and released it slowly. “Even if it means I’m forsworn. Even if it means the betrayal of every oath than the one I swore to you on our wedding day.”
He could sense the vibrant pulse of her heart through his hand. The sensation was more soothing than the warmth of any fire. Her pupils dilated, and her lips parted in invitation. He leaned down to partake in the delights of her. . . .
The door rang with the pounding of a fist.
Erik groaned in frustration and helped Hanna to her feet. “I swear, if—”
Hanna shushed him with a finger. “We have the rest of our lives to sneak kisses.” She pressed her lips to his cheek and retook her seat.
“Enter!” Erik shouted.
The door opened, and three Janus monks ambled into the room, closing the door behind themselves. They strode to Erik, eyed the broken chair a few meters away, but refrained from commenting on it. The monk with the walking stick carried a sheathed longsword in his hand.
They came to a stop and bowed as one. “Greetings, my Prince, my Lady,” the blind monk said. “We are known as Laufar.”
“What has brought you to my door?” Erik asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.
“Our objectives are two-fold, my Prince,” the blind monk said. “First, we met Baron Rasmus on the way to your apartment, and he gave us this to return to you.” The monk with the walking stick handed Erik the longsword.
Erik unsheathed an inch of the blade and gazed at its reflective surface. Yes, this was his weapon. The same longsword he had dropped at the foot of the Rin Mountains what seemed so long ago.
“You traveled here with Viscount Gilbert’s party, I assume,” Hanna said. “How was the journey from Vetur?”
“Long, my Lady, but your friend Lady Cecilia made the journey tolerable with her company, music, and stories. She often talked about you.”
“Oh, is that so?”
“Oh, yes.” The monk with the walking stick said, “Next to tales about her deceased brother, you were her favorite topic. She once said you were to be sisters.”
“In another life.” Hanna frowned, her hand wrinkling her dress. “She was promised to my brother and I to hers.” 
“And your second objective?” Erik sheathed his blade with a loud snap.
“It’s a delicate matter.” The blind monk touched his face. “If we could speak to you alone—”
“I trust my wife.” Erik stopped Hanna from rising with a hand. “Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of her.”
“I’d advise you to reconsider. Our client’s instructions were quite clear.”
Erik waved the man’s objections away. “There is nothing to reconsider. Proceed.”
The monk with the piece of red fabric tied around his mouth reached into his gray robe and handed Erik a letter. It was pure white and thick, the seal a spider impressed in a circle of black wax.
“Now that our mission is complete, we bid you farewell.” The monks bowed.
Erik walked them to the door, running his finger along the black wax. His heart thundered in anticipation. He recognized the seal. How could he not?
“Thank you for your efforts,” he told them, then closed the door.
Hanna watched him with a guarded look. “Well, are you going to open it?”
Erik stilled his trembling fingers and did just that. The entire letter contained but two words. Two words that changed everything.
He stumbled to the fireplace, gasping, his head ringing with a deafening tone. He fed the letter to the flames, watched white paper blacken. The world tilted then righted itself. He could not breathe. He could not think.
Hanna was behind him. He could sense the heat of her gaze, feel the magnetism of her presence in the tingle running up his spine.
“What did the letter say?” she asked.
Erik said nothing.
“Answer me.” There was panic in her voice now. “What did the letter say?”
Silence.
Erik closed his eyes, but the image of the burning paper was seared into his mind’s eye. With the destruction of the letter so went any illusion that he and Hanna could remain in Hjörtur. Home called to him now in a way the throne had never done.




Chapter 14

As Leon walked up the underground staircase of the ancient temple, he could not help but tremble. In his short life, he had been through many harrowing experiences, but none of them equaled the terror of following Mrethren Örk by himself. Large indistinct shapes watched him from darkened doorways, the sound of their harsh breaths rising above his careful footsteps.
It hardly seemed fair that so much could change in such a short amount of time. When he and Ypse had walked down these very same steps, he had thought he knew what fear was. He was wrong. Back then he had at least had the light of Ypse scarlet jewel to help guide him.
Leon stumbled back above ground, and pitch blackness gave way to a lighter version of itself. The twilight that had once brightened the rents in the stone walls had been replaced by true night, held at bay only by the small fire his friends and the White Cranes were gathered around.
Morgan and Nóel smiled when they saw him, and he ran toward them, adrenaline pumping through his veins. He staggered and tripped over the animal bones that caught at his feet. His friends leaped upright, and the giant birds cried out in fright.
Leon sped past the small weathered wardstones arrayed around the campsite, and collapsed next to the fire, gulping air. Safe!
“Leon, what happened?” Nóel asked, crouching down beside him.
Morgan grabbed his bow and armed it with an arrow, eying Örk who stood at the edge of the wardstones’ influence, searching for Leon. “Where’s Ypse? Damn it! Did he turn on you? I knew it was a bad idea to trust a Sorcerer!”
Leon stared up at the ceiling and tried to catch his breath long enough to speak. Luminous starlight twinkled through the gaps in the ancient roof.
“Where is he?” Morgan jerked his bow from Örk to the underground entrance and back again.
“It’s not like that.” Leon sat up and waved Nóel’s offered hand away. “He’s injured. We were attacked.”
Morgan lowered his bow and spun to face Leon. “By what? Are we in danger?”
“By a crazy Gray Skin. And no.” Leon shook his head. “I mean yes. I don’t know. Ypse left me in charge. We have to hunt monsters and bring their corpses below to help him heal.” The words tumbled out of his mouth in one jumbled breath.
“Slow down. What? You in charge?” Morgan scowled.
“Is that all you heard?” Leon stood in a huff. “We are stuck in here all by ourselves with a bunch of Gray Skins that want nothing but to rape and murder us.” He glared at Morgan with disdain. “And you want to argue about who’s in charge? Fine you can be in charge. Happy?”
“Um, guys,” Nóel said, interrupting them. “Look.” He pointed at Örk as she stabbed her spear at the empty air, and more and more Gray Skins gathered around her.
“Young Master!” Örk shouted. “Where are you?”
Morgan took a fearful step back. “Leon, stop her before she stumbles upon us.”
“Me?” Leon asked incredulously. “You’re the one in charge, you go talk to her.” He flopped back onto the ground and searched through his pack for something to eat. All the heart-thumping terror had made him famished.
Morgan took a step toward Örk, then stopped. Slowly all his bravado leaked from him, and he shifted to Leon, his eyes pleading. “Don’t be like that, she knows you.”
“Stop wasting time and go lead, your Lordship.” Leon gnawed off a piece of stale bread and chewed it loudly, smacking his lips together as he ate.
Mrethren Örk hurled a spear toward them, and Morgan and Nóel dropped onto their bellies, screaming. The spear flew above the fire and shattered against a stone wall.
“Leon!” the boys yelled as one.
Leon took another bite; the bread was dry and as hard as a rock. From the corner of his eye, he watched Örk grab another spear from the hands of a nearby Gray Skin and pulled her hand back.
“Fine! You’re in charge!” Morgan said, his eyes wide with terror.
Leon threw himself into a roll, barely avoiding the spear that flew in his direction. “I’m here. I’m here.” He landed in a jumble at her gray feet.
She lifted him, her large hands unnaturally warm against his skin. “You must never disappear like that again. Do you understand? The Great Master instructed that I must obey and protect you and I can do neither if you aren’t always by my side.”
“I won’t do it again. I promise.” Leon grimaced, her grip on his arms were cutting off circulation. “You’re hurting me.”
Örk blinked and released him. He dropped to his knees and rubbed his limbs with more than a little indignation, muttering under his breath. If she was displeased by his display, she gave no indication. The Dökk that surrounded them rustled like gnarled branches in the breeze.
Leon turned from them and gazed longingly at his friends. Why did I want to be in charge again?
Was it just to get one over on Morgan? I can’t be that stupid, can I? He sighed. It was too late for regrets, now.
“What are your commands, Young Master?” Örk asked, her strange accent grating his ears.
“Tell them to move back.” Leon did not like the hungry look he observed in the Gray Skins black eyes.
Örk’s eight spider-like appendages twitched, and the Gray Skins backed away, creating an unobstructed path to the fire.
Leon breathed a silent sigh of relief. What now? Nóel and Morgan watched him with fear touched cheeks. Do I have to spend all night out here? Maybe I can. . . .
He shifted back to Örk. “Take my hand and close your eyes.”
She blinked, uncertain, her gaze none the less still as piercing.
“Do it.” His voice shook, and he moistened his dry mouth.
Örk took his much smaller hand in her own and closed her eyes. She could crush his fingers into a bloody pulp if she so chose, he reasoned.
Leon forced his mind away from the danger that hovered beside him and onto the warmth that awaited him at the end of his journey. He took a few slow steps toward his friends and was pulled up short by Örk. Her eyes were open and wild, and her teeth bared into a snarl, revealing ugly fused teeth.
“Keep your eyes closed.” He grunted as she squeezed down on his hand. “Do it!”
Reluctantly, she did as she was told, and he continued onward. She tugged slightly at him, but he trudged forward relentlessly, brittle bones snapping beneath his feet with almost every step. Örk whimpered like a beaten dog behind him. He ignored it the best he could.
Please, let this work Eternal Father.
They passed the wardstones, and Örk’s whimpers grew louder. Sweat dampened the back of Leon’s neck, but he did not glance back at her. He was too fearful of what might happen if he did.
Morgan and Nóel moved to the opposite side of the fire, placing as much distance between themselves and Örk as they could. Leon envied them.
This stupid idea will get us all killed!
The moment after he and Örk reached the fire, she collapsed onto trembling hands and knees, her spider-like appendages jerking uncontrollably around her.
Leon jumped back, and a black claw whooshed through the space where his head was an instant before. “Stop it.” He took another step back. “Örk, stop it.” The White Cranes screeched and flapped their massive wings, sending embers whirling like orange shards cast upon an opaque sky.
“Why did you have to bring her in here?” Morgan shouted, his back against the wall.  “Damn it!” He aimed his bow at Örk.
Nóel huddled next to Morgan's feet, his young face pale with dread. “Leon, make her stop.”
“Don’t!” Leon told Morgan. “If she dies, we’re as good as dead.”
Morgan ducked down as fiery sparks swirled toward his face, then died against the ancient wall. He dropped his arrow and fumbled after it.
“Morgan, stop!” Leon said. “She’s the only thing keeping us alive. The Gray Skins will kill us if she dies.”
Morgan stood and pulled back the string of his bow.
“Nóel, stop him!” Leon shouted, dodging another claw.
Eyes wide, Nóel threw himself at Morgan. Morgan grunted and tilted sideways, falling against the wall. The arrow sped through the air, striking Örk’s spider-like appendage before shattering into splinters.
Leon ran around the birds, bent under their flapping wings. Morgan knocked Nóel back, and the younger boy cried out. Hands trembling, Morgan notched another arrow. Leon threw himself at the older boy, and they smashed into the floor.
“Stop it, Morgan!” Leon said.
Morgan fought like a cornered animal, biting and scratching. Leon rained blows down the older boy, not wanting to hurt him, but seeing no other way to get him to stop. 
“Stop!” Nóel screamed, his high-pitched voice rising into an almost screech.
Lips bloody, Morgan snarled up at Leon. All reason had fled his eyes. Leon rose his fist.
“No! I won’t let you. Not again,” Morgan said with tears streaming out of his eyes. “Never again!”
Leon froze. Morgan had always been the strongest out of all of them. It ached his heart to see him in such a state. He lowered his hand.
“It’s all right, Morgan, you’re safe.” Leon hugged his friend. “The Viscount can’t hurt you no more. He’s dead, I killed him.”
Slowly, Morgan’s struggles ceased, and he clutched at Leon. For a moment, they just lay there holding onto each other, two siblings finding support in the familial comfort.
“Young Master.”
Leon looked up to see Örk staring at him from across the fire. He let go of Morgan. Morgan stood and wiped tears and snort from his face. He refused to meet Leon’s or even Nóel’s eyes.
“Where are we?” Örk studied her surroundings. “We’re behind the glowing stones.” She tilted her head to the side. “Interesting.”
“Are you. . . ?” Leon paused. How could he make sure she was still under Ypse control? She had not attacked them yet was that not proof enough? “Do you remember what . . . the Great Master told you?”
“I’m to keep you from harm and obey you. In that order.”
The tension eased, and they all took a step closer to the fire. “These are my friends, Morgan and Nóel. Ypse introduced them earlier. You can’t let anyone, not even the Gray Skins harm them.”
“Hey,” Nóel said, from behind Leon, nervously peeking at Örk.
Ignoring everyone but Leon, she asked, “Gray Skins?”
“Don’t play stupid!” Morgan shouted.
Leon turned to him, trying but failing to keep his exasperation from his face. “Morgan, let me handle this.”
Morgan snorted in disdain, then fetched his bow. Leon loved Morgan like an older brother, but sometimes the older boy made it hard not to want to punch him in the face. Really hard.
“You mean my Kvik? Örk asked.
Leon nodded. “I don’t want anyone to hurt them.”
“The Dökk can be very difficult to control. They were made this way. They have needs and hungers that go all the way into the root of their very beings, and without the Great Mrethren here to sate them, these needs will only grow larger with time.”
Morgan whirled back around, his bow clasped tight in his hand. But thankfully, he remained silent.
“Are you saying that you can’t protect us from them?” Leon asked
“No.” Örk shook her head. “I’m saying it will be difficult. They must always remain by my side or behind these glowing stones.”
“Just great,” Morgan muttered under his breath. “Why would we expect anything else?” He sat down beside the fire and fingered his bow. After a moment, Leon and Nóel joined him. He made room for them wordlessly, then raffled Nóel’s hair. “Sorry about earlier. Sometimes I get—”
“Don’t worry about it.” Nóel sent him a shy smile and rubbed where Morgan had struck him. “You hit like a girl, anyway.”
“You little shit.” Morgan swiped at Nóel playfully. Nóel ducked and laughed.
Leon rolled his eyes. The only way they would overcome this situation was together, and Morgan’s temper posed a severe obstacle to that. There was a darkness inside his friend. He recognized it because sometimes he caught sight of it within himself. It manifested as anger—as hatred for existence.
“Leon,” Nóel’s panicked voice called out.
Örk twitched uncontrollably. “Kill—no. Kill—can’t . . . Great Master—kill.”   




Chapter 15

Leon peered past Örk’s twitching form. A handful of Gray Skins ambled toward the fire, only a few at the start, but soon their numbers swelled and spread out to surround the edge of the wardstones protective bubble. A muted buzz rose from their alien throats.
“Leon, do something,” Nóel said.
Leon cracked a small animal bone between his fingers. Me? Why does it always have to be me? He looked away from Nóel and tried to push down on the terror clawing at his airways.
Nóel clasped Leon’s thigh. He said nothing further, but his look seemed to convey all that needed to be said. Morgan’s breaths were coming in raspy gasps. If Leon did nothing, Morgan would lose control, again.
Örk’s eyes closed and her body spasmed. “Kill. Kill. . . . No. No.”
There was only one way out of this as far as Leon could see. He had to drag Örk away from the wardstones and pray to the Eternal Father that was the cause of her illness. If his guess was wrong, his ending would not be a pleasant one.
Nóel’s fingers tightened their hold on Leon’s thigh. Morgan swung his bow upward. Leon focused on Nóel’s touch, on what was at stake. His chest shook with the pounding of his heart.
Please, don’t let her kill me.
Leon leaped to his feet and rushed to Örk’s side. She jerked toward him, her eyes wide and wild like those of a caged beast.
“Young Master. . . .” Her eyes rolled up into her head.
“Take my hand and follow me.” Leon extended his trembling limb. Please, don’t—
Örk sprung at him, and he jerked back, tumbling onto his side. A look of pure hatred flashed across her gray face, gone in an instant, replaced by confusion. Slowly, she climbed to her feet, and an arrow flew past her face. She snarled and shifted toward Morgan.
“No! Follow me.” Leon pushed himself upright and took a step closer to the stationary Dökk, growling outside the reach of the wardstones. “Örk, Ypse said you have to obey me. Obey me. Follow!”
Örk shook her head and her snarl transformed into a frown. She chased after Leon, growling, lurching from side to side. Leon glanced back and forth between her and the waiting horde. This was looking like one of his more stupid ideas.
The Dökk rippled like long stalks of wheat in a gust, and they raised bone spears into the air. Leon dived among them, weaved between and through lanky limbs, Örk hot on his heels.
“Leon!” Nóel yelled.
Spears fell around Leon, point first, doing their best to pin him to the earth. He rolled across the bone-strewn floor, avoided stomping feet and furious kicks by the slightest of margins. Air rushed past his face. His heart thundered in his chest cavity. Thundered until all other sounds became meaningless.
No.
Leon scrambled forward on his hands and knees. The Gray Skins staggered above him, striking each other in their haste to track him down. He kept moving, kept screaming about his own stupidity in his head. His muscles shuddered. His throat tightened, and he choked on an ever-swelling dread.
Then he was past the horde climbing to his feet. A foot caught him in the chest. He tumbled onto the ground, his eyes wet with tears. A dozen Gray Skins rose spears to stab him. He closed his eyes.
Seconds ticked past. 
He opened his eyelids. A dozen Gray Skins stood frozen in the act of lunging,  struggling against some unseen enemy.
The milling mass behind the dozen Gray Skins parted, and Örk ambled forward. Her face no longer flickered between hate and confusion. Her spider-like appendages struck the frozen dozen, knocking them to the ground.
She kneeled in front of Leon, her dark gaze searching. “Did they hurt you, Young Master?”
“Yes—no. I don’t think so.” Leon took a deep breath and searched his body for wounds. “I’m fine, just scratches. Do you want to kill me?”
“Kill you?” Örk tilted her head. “Why would I want to do that, Young Master? I’m meant to keep you safe, not harm you.”
“Uh-huh . . . so you say.” He peered behind her, at the gray horde. “Can you make them sit down or something? I don’t like them towering over me like that.”
Wordlessly, the Dökk lowered themselves to the ground. Leon stood and waved at his friends. Only a few dozen meters separated them, but they might as well have been on the other side of the Howling Sea.
Nóel waved back.
Leon lowered his arm. It seemed he was destined to be alone with these monsters. He crouched down and swept a small area clean of bones and sat down cross-legged.
Örk copied him, her black appendages casting long shadows with every slight movement. For a time they just sat there saying nothing, and Örk appeared happy to keep the silence going indefinitely. But it wore on Leon within a handful of minutes.
“Tell me something about yourself,” Leon told her.
She blinked. “What do you want to know?”
Leon scratched at his face. That was a good question. What did he want to know? “Do you know anything about the reign of the Sorcerer-Kings?” he asked, leaning forward in anticipation. 
“Only what the Great Mrethren has told me.”
“The Great Mrethren? That’s like your mother, right?” Leon waved Örk’s response away before she could give it. “Never mind about that part. The Sorcerer-Kings made your people?”
Örk nodded. “The Great Masters created us to mine the minerals of the earth.”
“Miners? Then why are you so. . . ?”
“The Great Master’s loved their games. Only the Young Masters and the weakest of the Great Masters worked the mines. We were meant as a lesson to their young. We exemplified the dangers of losing control of their tools.”
“They sound cruel,” Leon said.
“They were the greatest and cruelest of rulers, or so my Great Mrethren often said.” Örk picked up a rib bone from the floor and tossed it back and forth between her claws. “The others will tremble when they learn of what happens here. For over a thousand years no Great Master has taken control of a Kvik.”
“If there were so powerful, why did they fall in the first place?” Leon asked. “That’s the part of the stories that never made sense to me.”
Örk’s claw missed the rib, and it clattered back to the floor. “The War of Madness happened. They created tools to do what no other could, destroy themselves. They created a disease called Svartidauði that killed the most powerful among them. Without the strongest Great Masters, it became impossible to control their most dangerous creations.”
Leon knitted his fingers behind his head and lay down on his back. Pale, twinkling starlight drew his eyes to a large hole in the roof, reminding him that even amid horror there was beauty. It was a strange realization, but drowsiness kept him from pondering it over much. His eyelids fluttered.
The pale light transformed into the glow of two red stars. All Leon wanted to do was sleep, but something about the crimson stars kept rest at bay.
Red stars shaped like orbs? Leon bolted upright. No, not stars, eyes. “Örk, look.” He pointed at the ceiling.
A black monster, the size of a pony, crept into the temple, holding onto the roof with the claws that hung from its bat-like wings. A Næthowler. It turned its scarlet eyes in Leon’s direction and hissed. Right behind the first were two more of the strange creatures.
Örk exploded into action and hurled a spear skyward. Harsh shouts rose all over the temple as the other Gray Skins noticed the threat among them. The spear struck the monster in the spine, and it spiraled downward screeching.
Leon dropped to his knees and covered his ears. The Næthowler’s screams tore at his skull and eardrums. The monster splattered against the hard stone, and the Dökk swarmed it, thrusting spears into black flesh.
Leon lowered his hands. More of the monsters kept entering through the rents in the roof. Four of them already hung upside down from the ceiling, crimson eyes leering.
Örk threw another spear, injuring another one of the Næthowlers. Three fanged mouths opened and released a paralyzing scream. Leon fell onto his back, and his eyes rolled back into his head. Knives jabbed into his ears and twisted with every thrust.
He thrashed on the floor.
Spiderwebs of fire crawled across his mind. He felt himself drift. The fire shifted into flashes of color: green, blue, brown. Then the pain was gone, and he was standing in a familiar clearing, with the world hanging above him in a cloudless sky, and a blue-skinned giantess sitting cross-legged below it.
Leon recognized her immediately as She-Who-Is-Chained, Matangi. The woman who haunted his dreams. She watched him with her three dark eyes.
“You’ve returned, my child,” she said.
“Why won’t you leave me alone?” Leon asked. “Why must you haunt me?”
Matangi’s eyes softened. “You’re mistaken. This time it was you who reached out to me.”
“What? I would never. . . .” Leon touched his forehead. “Ypse was injured, and the temple was under attack. I remember now!” He rushed toward her before stopping. “Am I dead? Did I die?”
“No.” Matangi brushed a strand of black hair from her eye. “You lie unconscious, near death’s door, but not truly there. If you reconsider my offer, I can help heal and protect your friends.”
“No! I will not serve you. I don’t know what you are. You might be the Dark One for all I know. I’m through obeying orders. Every night we go through the same thing. No one gives without expecting something in return. No one! I learned that the hard way.”
“My poor child,” she whispered. “You make me want to weep. I know what was done to you. If I could take your pain and make it my own, I would.”
“Send me back.” Leon’s cheeks burned.
Matangi pointed over his shoulder. “As always, your way home lies behind you, my child. Hurry, your friends are in terrible danger.”
Leon spun around and raced toward the massive trees ringing the clearing. He pushed himself faster and tasted terror on his tongue. The shadows of the giant redwoods enveloped him, and colors faded, replaced by darkness cut with agony.
He blinked tears from his eyes.
Næthowlers whooshed overhead and the force of their passing sent his hair dancing. More than a dozen of them battled against the Gray Skins. Örk led her warriors with a fearlessness that clutched at his heart; she jumped from the backs of kneeling Dökk to reach heights that would be otherwise unattainable.
The world was muted.
Leon touched his ears and grimaced. An odd ringing replaced the muffled sounds. The space in front of him opened, and he glimpsed his friends fending off one of the black-winged monstrosities. Gray Skins moved back and forth, and his friends were once again hidden from view.
Leon pushed himself onto his wobbly legs, but they gave out beneath him. He forced himself back up. Morgan and Nóel needed him. The Gray Skins could not aid them due to the wardstones.
He scooped up a dropped spear and ran to them. He pushed and fought against the towering tide that swirled around him. Large limbs knocked and struck him. He gritted his teeth and ran on. His friends were in danger! Nothing else mattered.
“Morgan!” Leon’s stomach twisted into knots. “Nóel!”
An elbow struck Leon in the back, and he staggered past the last of the Gray Skins, tripped over a pile of animal bones. Next to the fire, Lin bled out from a gaping hole in her throat. White wings flapped in a fury, sending sparks dancing above the charcoal-colored Næthowler that had Nóel pinned against the wall.
Morgan fired an arrow, and it struck the monster in the wing. Enraged, the beast turned on Morgan, leaving Nóel staring blankly at the retreating creature. Morgan scrambled back, doing his best to string another arrow despite his trembling hands.
Leon screamed and leaped over the fire. He landed oddly and lurched sideways, steadying himself with the butt of the spear. The Næthowler shifted its attention toward him, and he froze. The beast’s crimson eyes seared him like a cauldron of fiery magma. His heart clutched.
It screeched and lunged at Leon, its long, serpentine neck rushing forward like a viper. Leon fell back and dropped his spear. Inches from him, the creature opened its fanged mouth, and its putrid breath blew across his face, viler than a dozen dogs’ feces mixed into a stew.
The fire roared and Pen, Leon’s White Crane, charged through it, hurling himself at the Næthowler. White and black met in a jumble of leather wings and ivory plumage. Nóel threw himself away from the wall, narrowly avoiding the massive forms that slammed into the spot he occupied only an instant earlier.
The Næthowler’s fangs sank into Pen’s neck. Bright blood spewed forth.
“Pen!” Leon yelled. His eyes burned.
He grabbed the spear and charged the red-eyed monster, screamed at the top of his lungs. The spear hit flesh, and he jerked it back.
Leon’s mind whirled. The moments spent on top of Pen’s back, riding updrafts were some of his happiest times. They had been the only bright spots among the horror that was his life.
He stabbed, again and again, half blind with tears. He could let nothing happen to Pen, they had been through too much together.
“It’s dead. It’s dead.” Morgan pulled Leon back.
Leon blinked. Morgan was right. The Næthowler’s corpse lay curled up, riddled with holes. Leon dropped the red-tipped spear and ran to Pen’s side.
Pen’s long neck thrashed in Leon’s arms. “It’s all right, boy. I’m here.” He ran his palm gently along the bird’s blood-soaked feathers. “You will be fine, just watch.  It’s just a little scratch.”
The lie felt like ash on Leon’s tongue. He clutched Pen’s head to his chest as the bird’s breathing turned feeble. Sadness pooled in Leon’s eyes and streamed down his cheeks in little streams.
“It’s going to be all right, boy.”




Chapter 16 

Pen went still in Leon’s arms. He ground his teeth and ran his hand along the bird’s blood mattered feathers. If only he had been stronger, Pen’s death would have been unnecessary. He could sense the blue giantess, like an unseen lantern hanging behind his shoulder, waiting for him, in his mind. All he had to do was reach out to her. He could do it. If he dared.
“Leon,” Morgan said from a few steps away.
Leon ignored him, clutched Pen even tighter to his chest. The sound of battle pounded at his ears like hammers striking glowing metal. Loud cries of pain joined with the flapping of wings and harsh alien shouts.
“Leon, we have to get out of here,” Morgan said.
Eyes narrowing into slits, Leon pressed his forehead to Pen’s beak. The blood that spilled onto him had already cooled, unspooling like rivers of crimson silk from torn flesh.
I’m sorry, boy. One day we will fly again. Tears burned in his eyes. I’ll miss you more than you can understand.
Leon gently lowered Pen’s long neck onto the ground. A small hand gripped his shoulder. Nóel’s hand.
“He loved you,” Nóel said, his voice no more than a whisper. “He never looked happier than when you two were soaring through the sky.
Leon clasped Nóel’s hand with his own. He took a slow breath and stood. Morgan stood with his back to Leon, a fresh arrow notched to his bow, scanning the ceiling. He fired and a black winged creature wheeled from the air, cratering into the floor.
The battle had progressed by a large degree, only two of the monsters remained, escaping back through the hole they had used to enter the building. Through the rents in the roof, distant starlight glittered in the night sky. The wind that blew in through the holes was cold, and colder seeming for the blood that soaked his coat.
Örk appeared, threading her way through a wall of towering Gray Skins, dark eyes searching. Covered in the life fluid of her enemies, her untamed black hair whipped in the breeze and her eyes glistened with cold starlight. By all reason, she should not have been able to locate him behind the wardstones—she should have not—yet her gaze settled upon him almost immediately. 
Nóel and Morgan took a step back and glanced at Leon. Perhaps wanting him to take control of the situation again. The thought made him sigh bitterly. Events would not even allow him time to grieve.
“Young Master, it gladdens me to see you yet live,” Örk said, her lips curving in an imitation of a human smile.
Leon swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. Örk could see him through the wardstones. There was no guesswork about it. How exactly this complicated things, he did not have the energy to ponder at the moment. But he knew it was not good.
“Yes, I’m alive,” Leon said.
What else could he say? He shook his head and took a step forward, glancing around the temple. Half a dozen red-eyed Næthowlers littered the ground, some still alive and being toyed with by the Gray Skins.
Leon blushed and jerked his eyes away from the sight of them defiling a screeching creature with their spears. Every time he even began to forget about the horrifying nature of the Dökk, he was reminded just what abnormal monsters they were.
Behind him, Nóel and Moran gasped.
Leon forced himself to focus on Örk and only on Örk, but it was hard. They were other things that needed to be done. He just had to remember what those things were.
“W-what are they doing to that-that thing,” Nóel asked.
“Örk,” Leon shouted, doing his best to drown out the monster’s screams. “Have them bring the corpses down into the basement.”
She nodded and the Gray Skins stopped their wanton desecration of their victims long enough to drag them below.
Leon turned to his friends and motioned at the corpse next to Pen’s own. “Come on, help me drag this thing clear of the wardstones.”
He tugged at Nóel. The young boy’s eyes were wide and his face pale. It hurt Leon to see him like that. Slowly, but surely Nóel’s innocence was draining away, and the world was a lot worse off for it.
After many false starts, they worked to drag the Næthowler closer to Örk; the creatures featherless body felt like warm leather in his hands, especially its wings, which was as smooth and as thin as a sheet of silk. With one last heave, they pushed it past the wardstones. Örk took it from there, pulling it for a dozen meters by herself until she was given a hand by a band of her warriors.
Leon collapsed onto his butt and wiped the sweat from his forehead, grimacing as blood mangled with perspiration stung his eyes.
“Stop rubbing at it,” Morgan said in a sullen tone. “You’re just making it worse.”
“Wait, Leon. Let me help,” Nóel said, dabbing at Leon’s face with something wet.
When Leon could see again, he blinked the moisture from his eyes. Morgan watched him with arms folded under his chest, and Nóel kneeled in front of him, trying to fight back a smile, but not quite succeeding. 
Leon frowned. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing.” Nóel bit his bottom lip.
“Uh-huh, sure looks like nothing.” Leon stood and moved closer to the fire, pulling Nóel along. He stepped around Lin’s corpse. “You did good earlier.”
Morgan snorted. Leon shot him a dirty look over his shoulder. The older boy at least had the good decency to lower his gaze, and for that Leon was thankful. Morgan was not half so mean as he liked to pretend to be. But did he ever know how to test Leon’s patience.
Nóel cast his gaze back at Pen. “What are you going to do with Pen and Lin?”
“We’ll bury them in the morning,” Leon said.
Morgan snorted again.
“If you have something to say, just say it, Morgan.” Leon rubbed at his forehead. “You’re not a horse, use your words. We know you can. We believe in you.”
Nóel clapped his hands together and sang, “We believe. We believe.”
Leon chuckled and after a moment Nóel joined in. It eased the pain in his chest to smile again. Morgan growled, and Leon and Nóel laughed louder.
“I’m glad I can be the source of your amusement in these trying times.” Morgan sounded anything but glad, hissing at them through clenched teeth. “I . . . burying Pen and Lin would be a waste of time. You said Ypse needed corpses.”
“Morgan!” Nóel shouted. “How could you even say something like that? You know how much Leon loved Pen.”
Leon took a slow breath. Morgan loved sharing his misery with others. When he was in a bad mood, everyone had to be in a bad mood too.
“I know, but we must only think of ourselves now.” Morgan strode closer to the fire and held his palms out to the flames. “You saw what those Gray Skins were doing to the corpses. We need Ypse back here as soon as possible. I don’t trust him, but I trust him more than these savages. Have you seen how that Örk bitch stares at us when she thinks we’re not looking?”
Leon balled his hands. “I know you’re afraid, Morgan. Don’t you think we are as well? Don’t you think we see what you see?”
“All the more reason—”
“No.” Leon snarled. “Would you feed my corpse to that thing in the basement if I died? How about Nóel’s?”
Morgan invaded Leon’s space, pushing the boy back. “I enjoy flying through the sky just as much as you but the White Cranes aren’t human. They were created from sorcery. They’re abominations. What does it matter if they go back where they came from?”
Leon punched Morgan in the face, and the older boy was rocked back onto his heels. Morgan pressed his hand to his bloody lip. Eyes wide, he stared at his fingers.
“No!” Nóel yelled as Morgan hurled himself at Leon. 
Leon fell back with Morgan on top of him. They rolled back and forth on the hard floor. Panic bird cries rose from the two remaining White Cranes. Bones and small rocks jabbed into Leon’s arms and spine. He punched Morgan in the kidney and gasped when Morgan dropped an elbow onto his chest.
Watery-eyed, Leon stared up in dread as Morgan pulled his arm back. Nóel dove on top of Morgan, throwing off his punch. All three of them rolled. Leon and Nóel grabbed Morgan, doing their best to restrain him.
“Morgan, stop!” Nóel yelled.
Leon did not have enough air for words, he barely had enough in his lungs to keep his body moving. Somehow he ended on top of Morgan’s back with his arms around the older boy’s throat. He squeezed and Morgan spasmed. Nóel jumped onto Morgan’s waist and Morgan collapsed onto his stomach, still struggling to break free.
“Look!” Nóel’s shouted, pointing.
Leon followed Nóel’s finger. Örk crouched at the end of the wardstones’ influence, one hand fumbling under her animal skinned loincloth, a cruel smile hanging from her gray lips.
Beneath Leon, Morgan stilled his struggling. Leon released him and backed away from the Mrethren’s leer. Morgan and Nóel were right behind Leon, they both backed away, keeping their eyes locked on Örk.
When the boy’s backs met the wall, they stilled, gripping each other’s arms for comfort. Örk removed her hand and sniffed her fingers.
“What is she doing?” Nóel asked
No one responded, they just watched as Örk licked her fingers with her head tilted to the side. Her spider-like limbs twitched around her, claws snapping and opening.




Chapter 17 

Hanna’s heart clutched with sorrow as she slammed the anteroom door in Erik’s face. The hallway blurred. She blinked away tears and ran. It was happening again, betrayal and lies. Her green slippers smacked against the hard stone, echoing with each frantic palpitation. The torches that adorned the walls were a collection of moon shards, cold enough to freeze magma into ice, distant enough that their chill was barely perceived.
Hanna looked over her shoulder, her arms swelling with goosebumps. The door flew open, and Erik erupted into the hallway, his green eyes wild with grief. He gave chase.
“Hanna!” he cried.
She shuddered and turned back around, almost running into a wall. She caught herself and ran faster. The air dragged at her dress, slowed her steps. She hiked it up in her hands and exposed her stocking leggings to the empty corridor. Her modesty was the last thing on her mind at the moment. All she wanted to do was get away from the man that broke her heart.
Hanna took a sharp corner, gasping, tears slipping from her eyes. A part of her knew it would always end this way. She did not deserve a happy ending. Happy endings were only found in storybooks. In the real world, it all ended the same way, in blood and tears.
“Hanna!” Erik’s distant voice called.
Her legs gave out, and she fell scraping her knees. Wincing, she got back up and ran on, her heart near the point of bursting. The hallway narrowed. Walls caught at her dress, tore strips out of a once beautiful work of high fashion. But the dress did not matter. Nothing mattered but getting away from the man she loved.
Heart pounding, she took a right turn and came to a dead end. She spun back frantic. Erik stood blocking her way.
“I can explain,” he was saying. “Why won’t you listen. Just listen!”
“I don’t want to hear your lies.” She backed up against the wall. “I gave you a chance.”
“No, you just ran away.”
Hanna snarled. “Leave me alone. Go away.” She fell to her knees, blocking her exposed flesh the best she could with her hands, but there were too many rips in her dress. “All you had to do was tell me what the letter said. That’s all. But now everything is ruined. Don’t you understand what you’ve done?”
Erik took Hanna’s head in his hands and kissed her forehead. She tried to push him away, but his arms were like blocks of iron. His strength, her weakness made her hate her feeble limbs.
“Stop,” she said.
“You’re so beautiful,” Erik whispered, his voice harsh with need, with hunger. “So, so beautiful.”
She struck him in the chest, and he pushed her onto her back. Dread clawed at her sense of control. This could not be happening. Not again. Not by Erik, the man she loved. She choked on her disgust and disappointment.
Hanna shut her eyes. “Please, Erik, don’t do this. Please!”
Hard hands tore at her dress, ripped fabric with every tug. Something was pinning her arms against the cold floor, no matter how hard she struggled she could not break free.
“Did you miss me, my sweet?” an alien voice asked, half Erik’s own, half another’s.
Hanna froze. The voice made her body tremble from whips of terror. She knew it, remembered it from her nightmares. She opened her eyes to Saxi staring down at her with his bloody member in his hand, leering, laughing. A gust of air flared his tattered red cloak behind him.
No longer was she in the hallway. She was back in the Great Mrethren’s chamber. Large bug-like creatures with bodies like glowing lanterns hovered near the ceiling, illuminating the massive maggot-like creature peering at Hanna with the face of an old woman.  
No. No. This could not be possible. She could not be here again. Not here with these monsters.
“Answer me, whore,” Saxi said, striking her across the face.
Her cheeks stung, and her ears rang. She whimpered. All around her stood naked Dökk. Gray hands touched, caressed, and pinched her.
■■■
Hanna awoke with a jolt, screaming, flesh crawling with the sensation of a hundred rough hands roaming her body. For an instant all was confusion, then she blinked. Erik sat beside her on the bed, shirtless, a hand on her shoulder and a look of concern marring his features. 
“It’s all right, Hanna,” he cooed, his voice soft and soothing.
Hanna jerked upright, her skin still crawling. The dream had seemed so real. Erik pulled her into a hug, and she shuddered, sucking air through her mouth in gasps. No matter how strong she thought she was, it always came down to this, with her needing to be saved or consoled by Erik. When did I become so weak? She pushed him from her and used her training to seize control of her emotions.
“That’s it.” He rubbed her back. “Just breathe.”
“Don’t touch me,” she said through gritted teeth.
He dropped his hand from her and turned his back to her. He gazed into the fireplace, which blazed with fat logs. “I wish you would let this go.”
“There is nothing to let go,” she said, her words belied by the iciness of her tone. She took another deep breath and forced warmth into her voice. “We all have our secrets. You need not share yours with me.”
Erik shook his head. “It’s not like that, Hanna. If you want to know that badly what the letter said, I’ll. . . .” His voice drifted off, and his shoulders slumped.
Hanna listened to the budding storm raging outside the arrow-slits, and the soothing crackling of the fire. She threw herself back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling, her hand on her chest. Her heart still raced, albeit at a slower pace. They had come so far, Erik and her, but it seemed their relationship had reached an impasse.
Perhaps Cecilia was right, he doesn’t truly love me. Maybe to him, I’m just another conquest. Her hand twitched on her chest. I don’t believe it. I can’t. He loves me. He does.
The naked desperation of her thoughts made her queasy. She often laughed at the lies women told themselves to justify their emotions, but now their lies and her thoughts sounded all too similar.
“You were dreaming about what happened to you below the mountain, weren’t you?” Erik turned to face her, the tears on his cheeks glistening in the faint light. “I wished I could have spared you that horror. I wished I got to you quicker. All I want to do is protect you. If this doesn’t make sense to you, know it’s for that reason.”
“The larger the walls the weaker the person.”
He frowned. “What?”
“Something my mother said once.” Hanna sat up. “I don’t need you to protect me, Erik. Not from the truth.”
“You say that, yet. . . .”
Hanna grimaced. “You don’t understand me at all, do you? I’ll make you pay for this, I won’t be able not to. It’s my nature. When you least expect it, I’ll make you regret this betrayal.” She felt moisture spring to her eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I won’t be able not to. I repay every slight in kind.”
He reached out to her and dropped his arm. “I know.”
“Then why?
Erik climbed off the bed, and a blue robe sprang from his naked flesh. He studied it for a moment, and it rippled, transformed into an elegant green robe. Hanna blinked. If she was not mistaken, that was the same robe he had worn when he went hunting in the Northern Reaches, the day he died.
He turned to her, his look of wonder slipping from his face when he caught sight of her expression. Despite all his power, in some regards, he was very much still a little boy. Her little boy. The thought wounded.
Hanna’s eyes stung with a blistering ache, and she whimpered in her throat. She pushed down on the voice and turned the whimper into a growl, turned her heartache into hatred.
Erik took a step back.
Men are greedy. If you let them they will take all of you and leave none for yourself. Her mother’s words. The truth of them hollowed her insides. 
Hanna glared at him. “I’m not one of your whores, Erik Ito, you won’t use and discard me. Do you understand me? Do you?”




Chapter 18  

Erik hoped that his relationship with Hanna would go smoothly, and since his first resurrection, it seemed to do so. He hoped that it would even as she glared up at him from the bed, clothed in a sheer, white nightgown, cheeks flushed with rage, eyes manic with pain. Lightning crackled outside the arrow-slits, bright enough to battle with the glow of the fireplace. Wind lashed the curtains and rain wailed out in the night, turning the silence into a mournful dirge.
“Hanna,” he began then closed his mouth. What could he say that would even start to bridge this new divide? The look in her eyes hurt. He had warned her what he was. He told her that one day she might bore him, though it was not that—he was far from over the way she made him feel.
“Answer me!” she said.
Thunder rolled then stilled, and the chamber rang with a distant knock at the anteroom door. Erik turned from Hanna, moving toward the—
“Don’t you dare. . . .” Her voice trailed off and her jaw snapped shut.
With his hand on the door, Erik turned back to face her. The knock came again, this time twice as loud. Hanna took a deep breath, regaining her former calm. She cooled as if ice water had been injected into her veins. Within seconds she oozed the regal composer of an empress, and all of her murky depths were hidden behind a mask. A mask he knew all too well.
“Hanna—”
“Go,” she said.
He looked between her and the door and was reminded of the last time she said that word to him. The difference between those two moments hollowed him with regret. How did we get here?
Wood banged with the pounding of a hard fist.
“I love you,” he said.
She snorted.
“I love you so much that I overcame The Change for you.”
Hanna laughed. “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds? How many Fiendlords have there been over the years? Do you think that you’re the only one that has loved someone? Why did none of their love matter when they murdered their friends? Their families?”
“None of them loved like me.”
“Asbjörn didn’t love hard enough?” she asked softly. “Is that what you’re saying? That the man that loved you like a son, didn’t love deep enough?”
He straightened as if struck.
“You’re a fool. What you did had nothing to do with love. If it did, you wouldn’t be the only one that fought off the madness. You’re alive because of who you are, because of what you’ve become. Love has nothing to do with why you’re still alive.”
“As promised, the knife in my gut.” Erik smiled though he felt like smashing furniture against the wall. “Did you enjoy it? Did it make you hurt any less?”
“Prince Erik,” a distant voice called.
“Go and don’t bother coming back.” She got under the blankets and turned her back to him. “Find somewhere else to lay your head.”
Erik left the bedchamber, wiping tears from his eyes. Hanna’s words wounded him deeply. He touched his stomach and expected his fingers to come away stained with blood, but they were unsoiled. The hurt was only in his mind.
The voices remained silent and for that small mercy, he was thankful. He collected himself before the door, then opened it. Kai stood on the other side, his armor dented from the earlier battle, yet it seemed he had taken time to get rid of the stains.
“Sorry to wake you—”
Erik stepped out into the hall and shut the door behind him. “What is it?
“Númi was just found unconscious outside the outer gate,” Kai said in one breath. “I thought you’d want to know.”
Erik froze. If it was not one thing, it was another. He had allowed Númi to live because of Patrick. He had not wanted to deprive the Lightbender of his father so soon after losing Asbjörn to the madness.
Don’t even think of touching him, Patrick said. I don’t care what he says or does, I won’t allow any harm to come to him.
Erik walked beside Kai as the man guided him down the corridor. “You did well. Thank you for bringing this to me.”
Kai nodded.
Ignore me all you want, I don’t care, Patrick said. As long as you heed my warning.
Erik frowned. He was long past sick of the sound of the Lightbender’s voice. What kind of monster do you think I am?
The worse sort. Patrick snarled. The sort that thinks he’s a good guy. If you were saner, you’d at least realize the error of your ways instead of elevating your miss deeds as the holiest of acts.
“My Prince,” Kai said hesitantly, “do you mind if I ask you a question?”
“Is it about Súla?” Erik smirked as the large man blushed.
“How. . . ?” He swallowed. “Yes.”
Erik favored Kai with a small chuckle that sounded false to his own ears. Though he tried to pretend otherwise, Hanna’s words stilled weighed heavily on his mind. “Hanna mentioned how you two were mooning over each other.”
Kai hung his head in apparent shame. “I didn’t know it was so obvious. I find her simulating in so many ways.”
Erik smiled wider.
“Not in that way,” Kai said in a hurry after catching a look at the Prince’s grin. “Well, in that way, but there is so much more to her. She has so many hidden levels, and when she laughs, I can’t help but be reminded of how beautiful the world can be.”
It took effort for Erik to maintain his smile, and it seemed that Kai could sense his mood. When Kai fell silent, he remained so for a long while as they descended the stairs onto the main floor. Revelers filled the hallways, stumbling drunk from the feast that was taken place in the Great Hall to celebrate Viscount Henrik’s rule of the fortress.
A soldier stealing a kiss from a serving woman straightened when he caught sight of Erik. The man dropped a quick bow, his face flushed with alcohol and horror. A second behind him, the serving woman curtsied.
Erik ignored them. “The only advice I can give you is to enjoy the beginning because it doesn’t always remain so sweet. She might be enamored with you now, but it won’t last. It never lasts, and that’s the sad part. She will start to test you, not from any malice, but more out of instinct. In most instances, they are not even aware of what they’re doing.”
Kai moved uncomfortably at Erik’s side, his finger thumbing the pommel of his longsword, his eyes flickering from Erik to the tapestries on the wall.
“She’ll try to change you, in small ways at first,” Erik said. “Perhaps you chew with your mouth open or you drink too much. And in the name of love, you’ll change for her. You’ll rationalize it in your own head. ‘I keep more food in my mouth when I chew with my mouth closed anyway,’ you’ll tell yourself. But that’s just the beginning. If you let her, she’ll change you into something she’s not attracted to anymore.”
“You make women sound so—”
“Monstrous?”
“Yes,” Kai whispered. “Súla’s not like that. She’s sweet, she’s loving.”
Erik laughed, this time genuinely amused. He smacked Kai on his armored back. “Oh, my innocent friend, you’ll learn. Until you do, listen and remember these words. The trick is false battlefronts. You must create false faults so that you can pretend to allow them to win when you change for them, and never actually change. This is the only way to make them love you forever.” He smacked Kai on the back again.
Kai staggered against the wall next to a door under guard by six Lightbenders. The warriors studied Erik and Kai with unblinking eyes. Erik nodded to the men and shifted his attention back to Kai, who straightened from his slumped over position, trying to conceal how the blow had injured him.
“Forgive me, Kai,” Erik said. “Sometimes I forget my own strength.”
“Nothing to forgive, my Prince.” Kai groaned behind clenched teeth.
Erik sent him a sad smile and entered the room. Inside a group of Læknar, dressed in long, white-beaked vulture masks and flowing red, linen robes, fussed over an unconscious man sprawled out on an operating table. The man’s bare chest was covered with faded scars, and his white topknot hung loosely from his head.
“My Prince,” a voice called from the side of the room.
Erik turned. Viscounts Gilbert and Henrik motioned to him. He joined them, doing his best to hide just how nervous he was. What Númi had witnessed could prove his undoing in so many ways.
“I was just going to send for you,” Gilbert said. “You appear in much better form than earlier.”
“Sleep will do that.” Erik shifted his attention to Henrik, who sipped from a bowl, eying the unconscious Lightbender. “And I apologize for not being able to attend your feast.”
Henrik waved the apology away. “No need. You’ve been to one feast you’ve been to a thousand.” His eyes roamed Erik’s body before moving back to Númi. “I’m just glad you’re feeling much better.”
“Now, do you know what happened here?” Gilbert gestured at the table. “I’ve been told he and Asbjörn went out into the Northern Reaches to search for you after you disappeared.”
“I didn’t disappear, I was abducted,” Erik said.
“Ah, I see.”
Erik lowered his gaze. “And before you ask, I’d rather not talk about it. Not here. Not at this moment.”
“I hope that you don’t mean for me to return to the capital empty-handed, my Prince,” Gilbert said with a slight edge in his voice. “Your father would not be pleased, not with me. Not with you.”
“No, I don’t,” Erik said softly. “I’ve changed my mind, I will travel back to the capital with you after all.”
Before the Viscount could reply, a gasp drew all of their attention to the table. The Læknar tried to calm Númi as he sat up. They pushed him back down none too gently, and Númi allowed them to until he locked eyes on Erik.
No. Erik groaned.
“Monster!” Númi screamed.
The Lightbender flung away the hands holding him down and flopped onto the ground, belly first. Henrik screamed for his guards, and the black-coated men rushed into the chamber, restraining Númi flailing form the best they could.
“Monster!” Númi yelled, his blue eyes filled with pure hatred.
Erik watched it all while maintaining his outer calm. Númi crawled toward the Viscounts and Erik, with a warrior’s arm wrapped around his neck, and two more pinning his legs to the floor.
“Monster!”
Asbjörn’s laughter roared through Erik’s skull.




PART THREE:

Color of Awe




Chapter 19



We all become mud after the autumn rain.   
— ANCIENT PROVERB 
Hanna lifted the leather window curtains to peer outside the carriage. Under a faltering drizzle, a small army of men worked their way down the well-maintained road leading from the outpost on the southern side of the Rin Mountains, small and dark against the northern sky. There was nothing interesting to see so soon after leaving Hjörtur, but Erik was out there somewhere. Despite the rain, brilliant sun rays shone through the thinning gray clouds, yet the light did nothing to remove the recent gloom from her heart.
Three days. It had been three days since she told Erik to leave and not to come back. They had spoken no words since then and had only caught short glimpses of each other. She sighed.
“The weather’s clearing up,” Cecilia said.
Hanna allowed the curtains to fall back into place. “It seems so.”
Cecilia brushed a strand of golden hair from her eye and turned the page of the leather book plopped on her lap. Her blue dress was etched with silver crescent moons; the colors did not quite match, but somehow she made it look dazzling none the less.
“What are you reading?” Hanna asked.
Cecilia shook her head and smirked. “The same thing I’ve been reading for the last hour. I’m glad you’re finally feeling well enough to notice your surroundings.”
“Some things don’t change, eh.” Hanna searched her yellow dress for imaginary dust. “You’re still a little brat.”
“And you’re still a self-entitled ass.”
They glowered at each other before breaking out into fits of laughter. This had often been their way. From the beginning of their relationship, they had been enemies, set against each other more by jealousy more than anything else. They had only grown into friends after long years of quiet battle. Hanna still bared the scars to prove it.
“It’s called the Thirty-Eight Stratagems, one of Gilbert’s books. A book on the stratagems of war,” Cecilia said. “I swear, I must’ve read it a hundred times. Still, every time I open it, I discover something new.”
Hanna folded her hands in her lap. The Cecilia she knew was never interested in her studies and had once stated that reading was the greatest bore that life yet held. What had brought on this change?
“Listen to this.” Cecilia paused a moment to find her spot on the page. “The Second Stratagem: ‘Distract Then Destroy. For a solitary wolf to survive an attack from the lambs, he must strike at what they hold dear. Then destroy them as they return to safeguard their heart.’”
“You study to become a general?” Hanna could not quite keep a hint of mocking from entering her voice.
Cecilia feigned a pout in her direction. “No. Well, not exactly. The genius of these strategies is that they can apply to anything. What is life but a battlefield?” She leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “And what are you and I but captive wolves?”
“These lambs have teeth, Cece,” Hanna told her.
“As do we.”
“We’ve been circling around this topic now for the last few days.” Hanna sighed and tried to collect her thoughts. “I’m afraid to ask what you have planned. A part of me thinks it’s better if I don’t know.”
“Why?”
Hanna leaned forward, desperate to be believed. “You don’t know my husband like I do. Any plans you have are destined for failure.”
“I’ve heard the stories. They say he came back from the dead and he can’t be killed. That he’s a monster. That he’s the Eternal Father reborn.” Cecilia slammed her book shut. “All nonsense.”
Hanna favored her friend with a small smile. “Are you so certain?”
“No one is without weakness.” Cecilia placed the book on the empty seat next to herself. “Not even the gods. Otherwise, most of them would not be imprisoned in the Abyss at this very moment.”
Hanna pulled the curtains back from the window again. “Perhaps this is my fault. I shouldn’t have left you on your own after we learned of Willum’s death.”
“Perhaps he isn’t—”
The carriage jerked to a stop, and Hanna dropped the curtains. A claw seized her heart. “Perhaps he isn’t what?” She could not mean. . . . Could she? Had grief made her this deranged?
The carriage door opened and Gilbert entered, his robe and beard dripping with water. Cecilia grabbed the book from the seat and scrambled back to make room for him, hopelessly trying to avoid getting drenched.
“Gilbert!” Cecilia clicked her tongue.
Unconcern with his wife’s complaints, he showered her cheek with kisses, draping his wet beard onto her dress. “Be happy you don’t have to walk through the rain. A few droplets are nothing compared to what you would suffer then.”
“He is right,” Hanna told Cecilia with a sweet smile.
Cecilia clicked her tongue again. “Don’t go filling his head, it’s big enough as it is. He’s only right when I say he is.”
Hanna rose her hands in mock surrender.
Gilbert turned his attention to Hanna. “I wished you and the Prince would end this disagreement, my dear. The men are already talking. He refuses to be engaged in conversation. He just stares at anyone who approaches him with those cold green eyes.”
Hanna froze and released her breath in a controlled manner. The last thing she wanted to discuss was her relationship with Erik. She had already wasted enough time worrying over that tangled ball of yarn.
“Leave her alone, Gilbert,” Cecilia said, drying his beard with an old rag. “Their relationship concerns no one but them.”
Gilbert sat back, a gentle smile curving his pale lips.
Hanna tapped her finger on her thigh. There was something off about the Viscount’s smile. No. Not his smile, but the way his shoulders tensed every time Cecilia touched him. Was she imagining things? Or was there relationship not as loving as it first seemed?
“You’re right,” he said to Cecilia before shifting back to Hanna. “Sorry, my dear, I don’t mean to pry. It’s my nature to worry about such things. An unhappy Cultivator can be a very dangerous thing, especially if he’s allowed to spend too much time in his own head.”
Hanna nodded, even as Cecilia hissed at her husband. Talk of Fiendlords was never a happy topic. He shrugged at Cecilia apologetically, his eyes softening as he stared at her. Gilbert loved Cecilia, Hanna could see that. Perhaps the tension she saw earlier was just the stress of making sure everything ran well. 
Maybe. . . .
Hanna lifted the leather curtains aside once again and stared longingly up at the sunlight casting rents in the thinning gray clouds. The sounds of passionate kisses battered her as her thoughts strayed to Erik.


■■■
Erik rode a black gelding of the finest Vindurian bloodstock, idly watching the high-wheeled cart that ambled in front of him. Water mattered his hair from the drizzle that fell from the gray heavens intermittently. At his side strode Kai in plate-and-mail armor under a blue surcoat etched with the symbol of the Royal House of Ito, twin to the symbol on the sagging banners that several soldiers carried.
His thoughts strayed from worry of turning the gelding into bloody mush if his weight randomly increased to the unconscious Lightbender in the back of the cart and back again. Better that than thoughts about Hanna or the letter.
He forced his mind away from that topic and back onto what Númi might say. The aged Lightbender had fallen into a coma after his fit and nothing any of the Læknar had done helped him regain consciousness. For that small mercy, Erik was thankful, but now he had a conundrum on his hands.
I won’t let you touch him, Patrick said, his tone biting.
Erik frowned, trying to keep his calm. Won’t let me? Patrick had long worn out Erik’s last nerve.
Yes. Patrick growled. You heard me the first time.
Who do you think you are? Streams of armored soldiers mixed with a handful of black-coated warriors matched alongside Erik, grumbling to each other about the rain, and how they could not wait to camp for the night. 
I’m your partner, Patrick said.
The horse groaned under Erik and he seized control of his emotions before disaster could strike. Nothing made him lose control of his new powers like rage, and Patrick had the ability to bring it out of him in waves. He shook his head and droplets rained down from him, causing Kai to step further back from him.
Erik smiled sheepishly down at the man. “Rain on our first day, not a good omen. Don’t you wished you’d stayed in Hjörtur now?”
“It’s just a little rain, my Prince,” Kai said. “And it’s clearing up, I believe.”
Erik grunted and turned his attention back to the cart and its unconscious occupant. He would have to make a decision soon. The danger was no longer his own, he had others to keep in his mind, now. Others he must keep safe from the potential danger of Númi’s words.
Do you think you can just ignore me? Patrick asked with what Erik imagined was a snarl on his face.
You should have killed him when you had the chance, son, Asbjörn said, his voice almost lucid. But now it’s too late. He laughed. It will always be too late.
Eat.
Run him through with your spear, Saxi said. Then turn it on yourself, human. Human was always made to sound like the lowest of slurs when spoken by the Gray Skin.
Patrick laughed, anything but amused. I see you’ve all turned against me, he yelled at the voices in Erik’s head before turning his focus back to the Prince. You swore an oath! We are partners. You can’t murder my father.
Erik eased his grip on the horse’s bridle with difficulty. I never promised to protect your father.
That wasn’t the oath. I told you I would help track down the woman you love, the woman you raped. He could not keep the disgust he felt for Patrick from leaking through his thoughts.
He had a rapist in his skull—not one but two. Sometimes that was more than enough to make him want to take his own life.
“I’m sure if you went to her, she would take you back,” Kai leaned in to whisper. “Women are really forgiving that way.”
Erik noticed he was scowling and forced the expression from his face. “Thank you for your advice, Kai, but I’ve followed the tracks in the female mind to the heart of their greatest delusion.”
“And what would that be, my Prince?” Kai asked, trying to hide his confusion but failing.
“They believe our monstrous natures can be tamed.”
Kai had nothing to say to that. He trudged on, his boots leaving wet marks into the mire of the road. If the rain continued for much longer, it would make travel all but impossible for the carriages and the carts. That was the danger with traveling with such a large group.
And when did I say I would murder your father? Erik asked Patrick. Not once did I say that.
All I want to do is talk to him. For now.
Patrick was a seething ball of hatred in the back of Erik’s skull. If this carried on for much longer, he would explode. You must think I’m one of your women. Even Hanna wouldn’t be stupid enough to believe that. I’m inside your head. I might not see all, but I see enough.
What’s that supposed to mean? Erik ground his teeth.
Patrick did not respond, and Erik rode on, his head for once only filled with the chatter of his own thoughts. The collective stink of men and horses washed against him with every breath of the northern breeze. No matter where else he looked, before long his eyes were drawn back toward the cart and Númi. Despite what he said to Patrick, he understood the man’s father must die. For Hanna. For—
“And what about us?”
Erik blinked. It took a second for him to realize it was Kai that had spoken. The large man peered up at him from behind his dented helmet. What was he going on about now?
“If women’s greatest delusion is believing we can be tamed, what’s our own?” Kai asked.
Erik gazed up at the sky. The rain had stopped completely and the gray clouds appeared in real danger of dissipating. Bright bars of sunlight tore through what yet remained, glittering off of the dusty armor of the marching soldiers.
“Our delusion is sadder yet,” Erik said. “Ours is thinking we can be saved by being tamed.”




Chapter 20 

The good weather continued for the rest of the day, the sun a touch hotter than comfortable. Some complained that now the Dark One was trying to melt them out of their armor. A scant few clouds drifted across the sky, barely enough to provide any shade. Wind lashed the wet banners until they dried and once again flapped. By the time they stopped for the day the sun was already setting. Erik was surprised at how far they had already traveled.
The soldiers arrayed the camp rather quickly, placing massive wardstones at the four corners of a clearing they had rested at on their way to Hjörtur. Neat lines of tents soon sprang up around fires while wagons and carts were unloaded and placed between the wardstones and the camp as a makeshift wall, manned by soldiers armed with bows and spears.
With help from Kai, Erik put up his tent on the other side of the camp from Hanna’s own much larger tent. They had avoided each other for the last three days and he did not mean to correct that now. He warmed his hands at the fire as Kai whittled away at a piece of wood.
  Erik shifted his gaze inward. His mind locked onto the egg-sized, crystal sphere in his gut. It glittered oddly at the edge of his perception, filled with swirling prana.
How do I use this thing? he asked Patrick.
The Lightbender rumbled within his darkened corner but otherwise said nothing. Erik sensed his disdain like wisps of hot air rising from a freshly baked pie.
Ah, not talking to me then. Erik smiled because he knew it would irritate the man. How noble of you. I think I might start calling you the noble rapist. 
Asbjörn snickered sinisterly. Better to murder the entire world than to rape a single woman. 
Silence, punctuated by deep malice. It oozed off of Patrick, black tar bubbling to the surface of a bog.
The smile slipped from Erik’s face. Do you think you’re the only teacher there is? Do you? I promise you that you’ll need me before I ever need you. He ran a hand through his hair. This was not like him. He did not goad people just for the sake of goading them—he was smarter than that. I’m beginning to act more like you.
Dread tore at Erik. He lowered his hand from the fire and doubled over, his breath coming out in a gasp. He was plagued by images of waking up to find he was no longer himself. Disorientated, he steadied himself with a hand.             
“What’s wrong?” Kai looked up from his piece of wood.
Erik took a deep breath. “Nothing. Everything.”
Kai nodded and returned to working on the piece of wood. From time to time, the wind caught wood shavings and hurled them into the fire where they burst into flames.
“You making that for Súla?” Erik asked, trying to get his mind off his own problems.
“It’s a horse. Or it will be when I’m done.” Kai paused, uncertain. “Do you think she will like it?”
“She’d be crazy not to.”
“I’m don’t know about that, but thank you for saying so, my Prince.”
Erik stretched his back. “Do me a favor, would you? Stop calling me my Prince when it’s just the two of us. It gets tiring. After all, you decided to follow me back to Vetur. Can you do that?”
“I’ll try, my. . . .” Kai chuckled and shook his head. “Habits are hard to break. My father told me it’s always smart to treat. . . . I once watched Viscount Baldur cane a man to death for not greeting him with the proper respect.”
“We noble aren’t the nicest bunch,” Erik said, “but I’m giving you permission to address me by my given name in private.”
“Yes, Erik.” Kai smiled.
Erik favored the man with a grin of his own. “Well, it’s a start. Tell me something about yourself.”
“What do you want to know?”
Erik unsheathed his longsword and studied it by the light of the fire. Its deadly edge glittered with the reflection of the fiery glow. This one Tár Guðs blade was enough to buy a small kingdom, and he now had three. “Why did you become a soldier?”
“I’m the last of three sons. My father was a soldier, and I’ve always wanted to be one for as long as I can remember. It probably has to do with the stories he used to tell us as children. They captivated me.”
“I see,” Erik said. “He infected you with tales of glory.”
“In a manner of speaking. My father was in the army that helped conquered Ógilt. He often spoke of meeting your father. He was awarded a Moon Shard personally by your father for his heroism that day. Last I saw it still hangs on his wall.”
“You love him, your father?” Erik asked with a slight hitch in his voice. He often found himself envying those that had a good relationship with their fathers. His own despised him, and with good reason.
Kai nodded, the easy smile on his lips widening. “He was a good man. I mean he is a good man, he’s not dead yet as far as I know. But I haven’t been home in a few years.” The smile slipped from his face. “I hope he still is. He won’t believe what I have to tell him.”
“I’m sure he’s still alive. Any man who can produce a son like you must come from hardy stock,” Erik said with as much good cheer as he could stomach. “He’s the reason you are risking your life to follow me, isn’t he? You want to make him proud.”
Kai snorted. “Not much of a risk traveling with so many able-bodied men.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you,” Erik said. “I’m a magnet for trouble and danger.”
If the man heard Erik’s words, he ignored it. “Plus, my Prince, you’re not the only reason I’m making this journey.” He thumbed the piece of wood in his hand almost lovingly.
Before Erik could reply, a short soldier, in armor much too large for him, stopped in front of their fire. He dropped a dead ferret next to Kai. “Compliments of the Viscount.”
“It would appear we eat like kings today, Kai. Well, as long as you know how to cook.” Erik sheathed his longsword and stood. “Because I don’t.”
“I think I will be able to manage.” Kai tucked the half-carved piece of wood into a sack.
Erik gave the short soldier a light smack on his should. “And, you, give the Viscount our thanks.”
The short man bowed, hand to heart, and left the way he had come.
“You all good here?” Erik asked Kai. “I need a walk to clear my head.”
Kai waved the Prince off and removed feathers from the ferret, plucking them and throwing them into the fire.
Erik shook his head and strode away. He slowly worked his way around the edge of the makeshift wall, nodding to the soldiers that glanced in his direction, then headed deeper into the camp.
A force of two hundred and fifty soldiers, fifteen Lightbenders, and a handful of servants created not a small amount of clatter even when they were trying to be quiet as they were now. Over the steady cacophony of human babble rose a sound, unlike the rest, the sound of clashing swords.
Erik found himself drawn to the clang of ringing steel. He intruded on an open space ringed by eight Lightbenders, watching two shirtless men—Lightbenders as well by the topknots swinging from their heads—attacking each other with longswords. The two men probed and slashed at one and other with such quickness that their limbs blurred and the air hissed with every strike.
Their leader, Sir Aron saw Erik and motion him closer. He was a man of middling height, with a silver starburst pinned on his high-collared coat of the blackest silk. The man’s silver buttons and buckle glittered in the torchlight as Erik came to a stop beside him.
“What do you think?” Aron nodded at the combatants.
Erik studied the fighters. The two Lightbenders were graceful, he would give them that. They were much better than Viscount Balder’s men had been, which made sense, seeing how they served one of Erik’s father most trusted advisers. Their every lunge and dodge were economical, using the least amount of energy to accomplish their movements.
“There are no wasted movements,” Erik said, leaning forward. His palms itched to test his hand against them.
“You’re not wrong.” Aron nodded, a slight bend of his head; his face none the less remained unreadable. He stroked one of his silver buttons. “The less energy you waste the more prana you hold in reverse. Battle is a marathon, not a sprint. Most don’t understand this.”
Erik shifted all of his focus onto Aron. “We nobles look down on you Lightbenders too much, I think. I don’t even understand how your power works except it uses prana like we do.”
“And you’ve just come to this realization?” If Aron was made uncomfortable by Erik’s careful study he did not show it, not anyway Erik could perceive.
“Sad, is it not?” Erik laughed. “Sometimes I wonder how far I could’ve already come if only I grew up sooner. So much wasted time, and I’ll never get any of it back. There is a lesson in that somewhere, don’t you think?”
Aron remained silent, his index finger polishing his button to a shine.
Have I lost my touch? “Good conversation, Sir Aron,” Erik turned to leave, “but I should really—”
“They say you move as fast as a Lightbender, and I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t witness the aftermath of your battle with Viscount Baldur myself.” Aron dropped his hand onto the hilt of his longsword and turned to face Erik. “I like to cut to the heart of matters, my Prince. I’m not one for endless words, I’m a man of action.”
“So it would appear.”
“What you did shouldn’t be possible,” Aron went on as if Erik had not spoken, “if only half what they say about you is true. That worries me. I don’t allow the unknown to slumber beside me, I prefer to keep my bedchamber fully lit.”
“Scared of the dark are you, Sir Aron?” Erik’s face twitched. Scared of the dark? What’s wrong with me? He felt as if there were a slow blurring between what was him and what was Patrick. Fear knotted his chest. He would rather spend the rest of his life as a human eating monster than become Patrick.
Aron smiled, a slight curving of his lips that never quite reached his eyes. He invaded Erik’s personal space. “In a manner of speaking. Would you care to spar with me?”
Erik did not allow his face to twist into a scowl. He refused to give Aron that pleasure. Was he always to be tested? He was a Prince. How many men would he have to leave bloody before they learned the error of their ways?
Conscious of all the eyes that had shifted in their direction, Erik graced the knight with a condescending smirk. “Perhaps another time, Sir Aron.”
He left before the man could needle him with some witty barb. If that happened, he might not be able to control himself, and a fight with Aron gained him no benefits, not that he could see. If he lost, it would be a stain on the legend that had begun to spread around him, and if he won, he earned himself another enemy. 
Erik bumbled his way through the camp, a part, but not a part of any group. He hunted until he found what he had been searching for, the tent that held Númi’s unconscious body. Ten armored soldiers and one Lightbender stood guard outside the man’s tent, eyes pausing on him as he appeared.
From the sudden tension that entered their gaze, it seemed they had been warned to be wary of him. Several hands fell onto sword hilts. It would appear that Viscount Gilbert was taking no chances with Númi’s health.
Just great.
This time Erik could not keep the scowl from his face. His blood rushed to his extremities. How was he supposed to murder the man now? He shook his head. Perhaps he left it off for too long? No. He could not believe that. The opportunity would provide itself.
“I knew I would find you here,” a voice said from behind Erik. 




Chapter 21

You must kill him. Asbjörn giggled. Yes, kill him before he can kill you. Only the dead can’t harm you. The voice in Erik’s skull turned introspective. But then if that’s true, what am I? What are you? Are we not both dead?
Erik took a shallow breath and forced himself not to act surprised. Since his resurrection, he had come to rely on his heightened senses to keep him abreast of his surroundings. Yet they seemed not to be as infallible as he first thought. Especially not when all of his attention was focused on something else. He should have heard the Viscount approach him, or at the very least Patrick should have. . . . That was it! Those other times when danger had approached it had been Patrick who had warned him.
“Forgive me if I startled you, my Prince,” Gilbert said.
Erik turned to regard the man. The Viscount stood flanked by two blue-eyed Lightbenders, in an orange robe, etched in swirling black circles. He studied Erik with a hand plucking at his white beard and the other resting on the hilt of his longsword.
“You’ve been looking for me?” Erik asked.
“In a manner of speaking.” Gilbert dropped the hand from his beard. “Do you mind if I join you?”
Erik shrugged and turned back to observe Númi’s tent. Whatever he did, he could not appear fearful. He could no longer just worry about himself. Other lives than his own now depended on his continued survival. The weight of this new responsibility pressed down on his shoulders. 
“I’m surprised he’s still unconscious,” Gilbert said, gesturing at the tent, “Lightbenders’ regenerative abilities being what they are.”
“Even they grow old,” Erik said.
The Viscount snorted. “That they do. Didn’t you find his behavior three days ago strange?”
“I have thought of nothing else since.” Erik thumbed the golden dragon wrapped around the hilt of his longsword. He could only imagine the things Gilbert would tell his father when they arrived in Vetur. There would be no end of problems when he returned home, and the only way to avoid any of it, as far as he could see, was to murder everyone in the camp. But he would not allow himself to dwell too long on that idea. He pushed it down from where it arose. “I can only imagine the horrors he faced on his own, lost deep within the Northern Reaches.”
Gilbert grunted. “He seemed to think you were a monster.”
“Me?” Erik turned to face the Viscount, his eyes narrowing. “I thought he was referring to you.”
“Me, a monster?” Gilbert chuckled. “In my youth, they called me the three-legged billy goat.” He winked at Erik. “Even you would have had trouble keeping up with me back then.”
“And look at you now all happily domesticated.”
“I suppose this is another thing we share in common, my Prince, our love of Ógiltian women.” Gilbert laughed, and this time it even sounded genuine. “They’re a fiery lot, aren’t they? Their desire for what they lost burns in the fiber of their bones.”
Erik blinked. “What are you trying to say?”
“I’m saying we’re both fools, fools in love.” The Viscount motioned at the orange tinged tops of trees, the fading sunlight giving them their gleam. “Once all this belonged to Ógilt, now it belongs to us because we had the wits to take it. Wits, not strength. After your mother was poisoned, your father could have declared war right away, but he didn’t. He waited until Ógilt was at its weakest, then he struck.”
“Are you saying Hanna shouldn’t be trusted?” Erik frowned, trying but failing to follow the train of the man’s thoughts.
“I’m saying—my Prince—that our power is our cleverness. Some believe that it’s our military might, it isn’t.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “That’s why I’ve always favored you for the throne. I see your father’s cleverness in you, even though he may not.”
Erik stared at the Viscount, uncertain. “I  . . . appreciate you saying that, Gilbert.” He had not expected the conversation to take such a turn. Just the rumor that Gilbert had spoken those word could mark him for death by his brothers.
“That’s why,” Gilbert went on in a hard tone, “I was disappointed in the way you handled things at Hjörtur. It doesn’t bode well for your continued success. In fact, I thought you were much smarter than that. We’re on our way back to Vetur—the snake pits of snake pits. Overwhelming strength won’t be any help to you there. The only thing that will save you is this.” He tapped his temple with a finger.
Erik said nothing, reflecting on the validity of the man’s words. Antagonizing Viscount Baldur had been an unnecessary risk, he could see that now. Power had blinded him.
“You’re right.” Erik sighed. “I could’ve handled that differently. I was overconfident and arrogant. A dangerous combination.”
“That it is.”
“If Asbjörn was there, he would’ve talked me out of it. He would have guided me down a better path.”
“I imagine he would’ve at that.” The Viscount gave his beard a slight tug. “I always liked the Mainlander. How did he. . . ? Never mind, I think I know. He hid it better than most I’ve met, but sometimes you’d get a glimpse of just how close he stood to the edge.”
Erik blinked away tears. To the Vindurian Nobility, becoming a Fiendlord was the worst of all fates. To be overcome by the Abyss was to be wiped away from the annals of history. Your own family would shun your memory and deny you ever existed. That was why he had told none but Hanna how Asbjörn died.
“Excuse me,” Erik said.
Not waiting for a reply, he left the Viscount’s side, his head down and his hands opening and closing into fists. Rage and sadness gnawed at the edge of his mind, sent flecks of crimson touched embers whirling through his chest.
Weeper, Saxi said. Faggot weeper.
Tears blurred his vision, yet he did not stumble, though shapes were only vaguely familiar. Those who saw him got out of his way or got knocked down, throats issuing groans of pain. He did not care; he wanted them to hurt. Needed them to, so he would not.
The sound of clashing swords drew him back to the Lightbenders’ practice yard. Aron shifted his gaze from the combatants inside the ring to Erik. If he were startled to see the Prince return so soon, the only sign was the blink of an eyelid.
“Out!” Erik shouted at the combatants, then pointed at Aron, motioning him inside the ring. The shirtless Lightbenders looked from Erik to Aron, only backing out of the practice field after Aron nodded at them.
“Glad to see you’ve changed your mind, my Prince.” Aron smiled and strode into the center of the now empty practice field. The slight smile disappeared from his face, replaced by a mask of blankness a tick later.
Erik followed him into the open area, a nest of serpents wiggling inside his gut. Everything about why he should not fight Aron still held true, but reason had given way to passion. He needed to release the tension suffusing every fiber of his being. He needed to for fear of what he might do if he did not.
Erik drew one of his two longswords, the one without the dragon hilt, and awaited Aron with bated breath, his legs spread apart and his body turned to one side.
Wasting no time, the Lightbender tested him with his own blade, probing his range and reflexes. They moved around the practice field casually, slowly picking up the pace of their lethal dance as time marched forward.
These Twice Born are a mockery of the glory of the true thing, Asbjörn muttered under his breath. They willingly chain themselves to madness and are forever reduced for it. 
Asbjörn made little sense to Erik. The Mainlander seemed to exalt in pattering on about the Twice Born as of late, but always failed to expand on his musings. Erik resisted the urge to question him. There was too much danger in conversing too long with a being of pure madness. He blocked a slash aimed at his waist and returned a blow at Aron’s head.
“Not bad, my Prince.” Aron bounced back on the balls of his feet and raised his longsword above his head. “You’re quick enough, though your forms could use more practice.”             
Not bad? Who did this Lightbender think he was talking to? Erik was no child seeking praise. He was a god among ants. A god of unspeakable power. There was an intoxicating quality about that idea. He could sense the arrogance of it curving his lips into a smirk.
He quickened his hearts, and his sense of time stretched until the world slowed. A loose leaf skidded in the heavens above them, moving with a sluggishness that appeared to defy logic. Yet as Erik pressed Aron, the Lightbender matched the Prince’s speed, reacting like a cornered dire wolf. Sparks flew as their blades met repeatedly.
Aron spun away, the force of Erik’s blow sending him and his topknot whirling back. Then he was charging back in again, nothing but excitement animating his bland features. He never looked more alive than at that moment.
Forward. Forward. Asbjörn giggled and clapped. Show us how his blood sparkles in the gloom.
A frown flickered across Erik’s face. Asbjörn had taken up Patrick’s role of spokesman, it appeared. A madman’s constant chatter had to be better than the endless jokes of a rapist. It had to be.
The joy of battle swept the thought away, carried him onward. He waltzed with Aron, his muscle singing and screaming with every strike. The air tugged at his crimson robe, kept him from increasing his pace even further. The bones in his thigh and legs ached, close to the point of breaking, but he fought through the pain. Fought through the joy.
Eat!
The ache in his stomach told Erik he was running out of energy. He had to finish this battle quickly or risk the dragon seizing control when the hunger became too great.
He knocked the Lightbender back onto his heels and paused, allowing his time sense to falter. Aron’s breath came in a raspy gasp and sweat matted his large forehead, but his eyes were all blue tinged joy. He rubbed the moisture from his head and smiled.
“Consider me impressed, my Prince.” Aron struck his longsword into the soil at his feet and raised his fists. “Now show me what you can do with your hands.”
Erik followed the Lightbenders example, leaving the blade of his longsword quivering in the ground as it vibrated back and forth.
“Thank you for this, Sir Aron,” he said with a mocking smile. “It turns out this was just what I needed.”
“Fewer words. More fighting.”
Aron leaped skyward, flipping in the air, reaching twice the height as Erik was tall. He fell toward the Prince, feet first. Erik rolled out of the way and spun back to face the man, crossing his arms to take a kick in the chest. Grunting, Erik used the power of the blow to whirl away, sending his own high kick flying at Aron’s head.
The arm Aron rose to protect his head bent slightly as it met Erik’s foot, and he lurched to the ground. Gasps rang out around them, but Erik ignored it and sent another kick chasing after the Lightbender’s prone form. Aron rolled away, scissoring his legs out behind him.
Erik staggered sideways as Aron’s leg caught him with only one foot on the ground. He smacked the earth, back first, laughing even as he hurled himself back at his opponent.
Aron matched Erik blow for blow, his knees mired in the dirt. His eyes glittered with the joy of combat as he slipped past one of Erik’s strikes to wrap his arm around Erik’s neck. “Have you had enough yet, my Prince,” he whispered in Erik’s ear.
“Never!” Erik leaned forward and flipped Aron onto his back. “How about you, old man?”
Aron climbed to his hands and knees, blood leaking from a cut on his lip. He offered Erik’s his arm. Despite the dirt and grass that stained his black coat, he was all smiles. “Truce?”
“Truce.” Erik took the man’s forearm in his hand. This had been about more than relieving the sorrow Gilbert’s words had rekindled. It had been about proving to himself that he was still in control.
A cheer rose around them, and Erik’s eyes flicked to the crowd that ringed the practice yard. A grin sprang to his lips. The number of people had swelled by several folds and now included many armored soldiers. Among them stood Hanna with Súla at her side. They locked eyes for a moment, her eyes were as remote and distant as the points of light that appeared in the darkening sky. She turned and left.   
The grin slipped from his face.




Chapter 22 

With Súla at her side, Hanna pressed her way through the mass of soldiers. The stink of unwashed flesh wafted against her until her nose twitched. She would have gagged if it would not have looked unseemly. Despite her disgust, she knew she could not smell much better, and it was only the first day on the road. They left the cheering men behind and threaded their way through even more armored men rushing toward the fight.
“I’ll never understand men’s fascination with violence.” Súla’s voice was smooth, but Hanna had witnessed the excitement that had flushed the woman’s face as she watched Erik’s and Aron’s spar.
“They do love throwing each other about,” Hanna said absentmindedly. The last thing she wanted to do was allow Erik to consume any more of her thoughts and energy. The man had already needled her enough for a lifetime. A pure moon-calf fool! With luck, that was the last she would have to see of him for the rest of the day.
“Yet . . . there is something entertaining about them rolling around in the muck, all gasping and red-faced.” Súla winked at Hanna. “Don’t you think?”
Hanna sighed and kept the smile from her face. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, Súla. The sooner Kai works up the courage to asks for your hand in marriage the better.”
“We’re just friends, my Lady,” Súla said with a slight smirk, but she at least had the decency to lower her gaze.
“Uh-huh, friends is it?” Hanna infected her voice with a mocking tint. “If that’s the case, I should allow Rikka and him some time alone. I’ve seen the way she stares at his backside.”
Súla hissed.
“You two are just friends,” Hanna said. “What is there to be mad over?”
“We are . . . it’s just I think he can do much better. Rikka is too tall for him, not to mention she’s not his type.”
“Is that so? I thought them about the same height.”
“Yes,” Súla said, ignoring the last part of Hanna’s comment. “No man wants a woman that towers over him. He needs someone shorter.” She fluffed her breasts. “And someone a little more developed.”
It was impossible for Hanna to keep the smile from her face then. She laughed and, after a moment, Súla joined her, gripping Hanna’s hand to steady herself. The eyes clustered around small fires turned in their direction.
For once, Hanna paid them no mind as they made their way to her tent. A large, green silk monstrosity grand enough to house the grandeur of any Prince. It belonged to Erik, but he had made his bed elsewhere.
Súla opened the tent flap and Hanna entered with Súla on her heels. Inside, Cecilia sat huddled with Rikka and Óla around a small table. Rikka and Óla leaped to their feet like misbehaving children, their smiles a touch too forced.
“What do I owe to this visit?” Hanna asked, a little peeved that Cecilia was conversing with her serving women. She hated sharing anything she considered hers. It did not matter that before Rikka, Óla, and Súla had joined her service they had served Cecilia and her family. All Hanna’s Oath-bound servants had died with her parents.  
“Do I need a reason to pay my best friend a visit?” Cecilia took a sip of her wine, raising an eyebrow at Hanna. “Or are you that tired of me already?”
“I spent the last eight hours watching you suck face with Gilbert.” Hanna surrendered her gray cloak to Súla and sat across from Cecilia. “Excuse me if you’re the last person I want to see at this moment.”
“Made you jealous, did we?”
Hanna nodded. “Yes, made me wonder where I could find a grandfather of my own to bounce me on his knee.”
Óla giggled and blenched when Cecilia turned her icy glare in her direction. The serving woman curtsied and excused herself to the tent’s other table with Rikka and Súla trailing behind her.
Score one for me.
Hanna brushed a blonde curl out of her eye and graced Cecilia with an amused stare. This was an old game. They had treated words as knives since they were all knees and ankles.
“Hospital beds are a good place to start,” Cecilia said. “They can’t run away, they being bedridden and all.” She sent Hanna her own smirk that never quite reached her eyes, eyes that were all blue-ice fire. “And it’s easy to keep a man when he can’t run.”
Hanna clicked her tongue and, for a moment, they peered at each other, neither one giving an inch, all half-smiles and wide-eyed. A snatch of laughter drifted over from the tent’s other table where Súla, Rikka, and Óla sat, faces pressed close together to keep their voices from traveling far.
Hanna sighed. “You know I love you, right?”
“And I you.” Cecilia reached over and clasped Hanna’s hand. “Even though you can be a mouthy little twit sometimes.”
“Me?” Hanna asked, her voice rising in mock horror.
“Yes, you.” Cecilia ran her finger along Hanna’s wrist, tracing a blue vein with a painted nail. “But I suppose I bear some blame. Only a small amount mind you.”
Hanna pulled her hand away from Cecilia’s touch, her eyes flickering to the severing women. Súla met her gaze, then lowered her head. Cecilia sure liked to push things to the edge of reason. In her mind, personal boundaries were a thing for lesser mortals.
“You came here for a reason?” Hanna tried but failed to keep the bite from her voice.
“Yes,” Cecilia said. “Tomorrow will mark the first year of Willum’s passing. I’m planning to do a small recital when we make camp, in his memory. Will you join me?”
“I would be honored to.” She instilled her voice with warmth and sympathy. Willum was nothing but a vague, bashful face in her memory. Once she had dreamed of the day, they would finally wed. Once.
“Good.” Cecilia’s eyes softened, losing some of their intensity. “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me.” She brushed a tear from her cheek. “You two would have made beautiful children.”
“As would you and Hamar.”
“Poor, poor Hamar.” Cecilia gazed longingly at the tent flap. “I often think your brother had the saddest fate of us all. He would have made a great king.” She shook her head and cleared her face of the sorrow that tainted it. “Enough of that though. The past is the past, it can’t be changed. Let us look to the future.”
Hanna poured herself a bowl of wine. “To the future then, may it hold more blessings than horrors.”
“To the future, may it gift us what was lost.” They clicked bowls and drank. “Oh, speaking of gifts, I got you something.” Cecilia reached under her chair and deposited a small metal box onto the table. 
“What is it?”
Hanna leaned forward, studying the swirling thorns etched onto the dark metal of the box. Cecilia opened it. A bracelet bedecked with blue and green gems sat on top of purple velvet. More so than the blue, the green gems caught what little lamplight there was and shone with the etherealness of moonlight.
“It’s beautiful,” Hanna said, holding it up to the light. The sparkling nature of the cut stones took her breath away.
“Here, let me help you put it on.” Cecilia took the bracelet and fastened it on Hanna’s left arm. “I had it made before we left Vetur. It’s supposed to be a good luck charm. Do you like it?”
“I love it!” Hanna hugged Cecilia. “Thank you.”
“Good. I was just waiting for the right moment to give it to you.” Cecilia motioned the curious serving women over and they all clustered around Hanna’s bracelet, oohing and ahhing. “Are you sure you like it?”
“Yes. How many times do I have to say it?” Hanna giggled. “But I didn’t get you anything.”
Cecilia waved Hanna’s concern away. “Don’t worry about it, consider it a late wedding present.”
“Look how it glitters,” Rikka said, awe and envy naked in her voice.
Óla’s eyes tracked the bracelet as Hanna lifted her arm to the lamp on the table. “It must have cost a small fortune.”
Súla studied the gems with a critical eye, seemingly unimpressed. Hanna ignored her and modeled jewelry for the other women. Cecilia clapped her hands and laughed.
A loud cough outside the tent flap sent everyone to stillness. For a second, terror clutched at Hanna’s chest. What if it was Erik? Did she want to see him? Now? She took a slow breath. “Enter.”
Viscount Gilbert stepped inside the tent, his eyes moving from face to face until settling on Cecilia’s own. “Good evening, ladies. I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”
“No, not at all,” Hanna said. “Enter and make yourself at home.” She ushered the man to the table. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Just searching for my wife.” Gilbert smiled at Cecilia.
“Did you miss me that much, dear?” Cecilia asked.
“You know I hate when you go out by yourself. It makes me worry.” He took a seat at the table and poured himself a drink. “I know. I worry overmuch.”
“You do.” Cecilia clicked her tongue. “Hanna’s tent is forty meters from our own. Next, you’ll want someone to escort me from our front flap to my cot.”
Hanna took a seat, a little peeved that Gilbert did not comment on her new bracelet. Some men were just blind to what lay before them! If not for women, humanity would have long ceased to exist.
“When you say it like that, it makes me sound ridiculous.” Gilbert quenched his thirst with a quick sip. “But we are close to where Ida was taken. I rather be overcareful than lose you and blame myself.”
Cecilia lowered her eyes, her cheeks sorrow touched.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” he began.
“No, you’re right.” Cecilia gave him a sad smile. “I’m glad I have someone like you to care over me so.”
Hanna brushed her hair back from her face and her bracelet reflected lamplight into the Viscount’s eye. He blinked and looked in Hanna’s direction, appraising her glittering jewelry. Hanna paused and acted surprised, though she was anything but. She followed his gaze to the bracelet.
“Do you like it?” she asked. “It was a gift from Cecilia.”
He frowned. “It looks rather familiar.” 
“It should.” Cecilia leaned forward. “I had two of them made. The other I gave to Ida.” She stood, clearly distraught to go by the hand she used to grip her dress.
“Oh, yes . . . that makes sense.” Gilbert nodded.
“Come, Husband, let’s allow Hanna some peace and quiet.” Cecilia hugged Hanna goodbye.
“You don’t have to leave so soon,” Hanna said.
Cecilia took Gilbert by the hand. “It’s fine. I hope you like your bracelet.”
“I do.”
“Good.” Cecilia led Gilbert outside, and a gust of wind entered as they exited, whipping Hanna’s hair back.
Hanna retook her seat and looked from the sloped tent ceiling to her sparkling bracelet. The green gems sparkled with a vibrancy that tickled a greedy little part of herself. A part that loved cut stones, diamonds, and richly colored silks.
She held the bracelet back up to the lamp and sighed. Despite what Cecilia said, she would have to get her something just as lovely. This gift was far too extravagant for her not to. 




Chapter 23

A light rain fell. Erik lay within his small tent, peering up at the sloped roof, listening to the clutter of droplets. Sleep had escaped him for the last few hours despite his best efforts, and for once it had nothing to do with the voices in his head. The fault lay only with himself and his overactive brain. Plans unspooled into twisting loops in his mind, branching off and ending abruptly. Too many possibilities lay open to choose anyone for long.
Do you dream? Asbjörn asked. All of mine are nightmares, filled with uprooted trees and ash-strewn horizons. What do you think it means?
Erik fought back the sigh he wanted to release. He missed the days when Patrick and the dragon had been the only voices in his head and felt stupid for doing so. The past could not be changed, so it was pointless to always be gazing back and wondering what if. 
Are the dead supposed to dream? Asbjörn asked, his voice wondering. Not even death holds any release for such as us. We are damned, chained to the Pit.
Saxi snorted. Enough of your endless chattering, human. The only one who is damned is you. The rest of us long simply for the peace of your silence.
Patrick remained quiet, and Erik found himself mimicking the jokes the Lightbender would have said if he were still speaking to him. The jokes were only half as funny and almost completely ignored by the denizens of his head, except for the Celestial Dragon which loosed a throaty growl. A sound pregnant with the constant hunger that plagued the beast.
Erik ran his hand over his face and turned onto his side. It was going to be a long night. He turned his focus to the thing in his gut. It churned with prana, faint light rays at the edge of his perception.
A strong gust of wind whipped the side of the tent and a high-pitched screech cut through the night. Erik bolted upright and reached for his weapons: two longswords and a shortsword. He waited for a second, concerned that he might have imagined the sound, but after a moment yells and shouts rang outside his tent.
A blue and red robe grew out of his flesh; he had fed himself his entire wardrobe before setting off from Hjörtur; it was much simpler to carry whatever he needed inside of himself than lugging it around in a chest. He fastened his swords to his yellow sash and stepped out of his tent. In the tent across from his own, Erik caught sight of Kai fumbling with his longsword through the tent flap.
The camp was in an uproar, the armored men on top of the wagons and carriages stood armed with bows, peering out into the night.
“Black Sprites,” someone screamed as a ball of black fog with two beady, red eyes appeared in front of one of the soldiers.
The man screamed and released his arrow as he tumbled back from the wagon. His arrow passed through the demonic blob and sailed off into the night. The Black Sprite blinked out of existence and reappeared next to another startled soldier.
Erik smiled. This was the perfect opportunity, the one for which he had been waiting for days. While everyone was distracted, he could put an end to all loose ends.
“Stay here,” he told a bewildered Kai and ran off.
Kai yelled out, but Erik did not listen to the man’s words. He ran with his head down and splashes of mud liberally decorated his robe with every step. Drowsy soldiers appeared out of tents, helmets forgotten, struggling back into armor. The soldiers charged toward the makeshift wall that surrounded the camp, a sprinkle of Lightbenders leading them.
Icy droplets matted Erik’s hair as he worked his way away from the uproar, sometimes doubling back to avoid coming face to face with anyone he knew. When he finally came upon the tent that held Númi, the soldiers who guarded it were staring off into the darkness with torches held above their heads.
Erik kept himself low to the ground and studied them from behind an empty tent. He had hoped the soldiers would have been drawn away from their duty with the commotion rising throughout the camp. But here they were.
Shit. How am I going to. . . . I could— He shook his head. No, I can’t attack them.
If anyone sees me, it will all be ruined. 
Don’t you know what we are? Asbjörn’s laugh was rasping. Don’t you? His voice turned to pained sorrow. We are the masters of death, the wearers of flesh.
Erik blinked in understanding. Who better to kill Númi than his son?
No! Patrick screamed.
Erik’s robe unraveled into a black coat and breeches. He ran a hand down the long topknot that now sprouted from his head. It was hard to tell in the darkness but he was sure that his hair was now blond.
Please, don’t do this, Patrick said, his voice close to a whimper.
Erik ran toward the soldiers. “Go reinforce the walls!” His voice sounded strange to his ears. “Go now! I will stand guard in your place.”
The soldiers looked at each other for a second before hurrying off with shouts of “yes, sir.” Erik watched them leave, his face frozen into a stoic mask.
Patrick growled. I’ll never forgive you for this, do you hear me? Never! His voice transformed into weeping. 
I know, nor should you. What I do, I do for the future of my family. Erik sighed and glanced around to make sure he was unobserved. He entered Númi’s tent.
Taken by surprise, Erik stopped dead. The small tent was empty with a slit cut into the back, through which wind and rain entered. Númi was gone.
No. Erik ground his teeth together.
Patrick laughed with uncontrollable mirth.
■■■
From the flat, thin cot, Hanna peered up at the tent roof decorated to look like the night sky. With the terror of a nightmare—bitter, choking; powerlessness, oh, so powerless—she gasped, but could not breathe. Everything was vile blackness, smothering her with wisps of black smog. Even the painted stars above her had taken on an evil dimension. Two of them shone with the fury of spewing magma, hot and menacing. The walls of the tent rippled, battered by manic gusts, pregnant with the platter of raindrops and something else. Something more urgent. If she could only breathe, she would be able to focus on what that thing was.
Hanna willed her arms to move, tried to twitch her fingers, but her body lay there powerless, completely out of her control. She was a corpse that was somehow still aware of the world around her. The sounds from outside the tent came again, this time twice as loud, twice as urgent. If she could only. . . .
Battle! She was hearing the sounds of battle—the raised voices of soldiers and the calls to arms cut through her tent. The camp was under attack.
Why can’t I breathe? The stars blurred in her vision. Why can’t I move?
Hanna blinked, the sense of something wet running down her cheeks. Whatever was happening to her was not natural, she was almost certain of that. The thought that it might be another nightmare ran briefly through her head before she rejected it. This—whatever this was felt too real. She was under attack. Her mind swam with possible enemies before settling on the most likely culprit.
A Cockma. She was under attack from a Cockma! That was the only thing that made sense. Her breath came in a rasping gulp and she focused on the two fiery balls hanging above. Through a veil of billowing smog, she saw the outline of a clawed humanoid with bleach, white flesh like sun-dried animal bones.
No. She gasped again, this time deeper. I refuse to let this happen. I will not be taken. Not by this thing, not by the Eternal Father himself.
Hanna dug within herself for every droplet of strength and rolled off the cot. She hit the ground on her side, jolting her bones. Through pitch black smog, a claw reached for her, whiter than virgin snow, colder than the ice-covered peaks of the Rin Mountains. She spun away, her heart thundering in her eardrums.
“Rikka!” she shouted. “Súla! Óla!
The only answer was the roar of distant battle and the gasping of her feeble breath. Her serving women’s cots were empty. Had they already been taken? She hoped not for their sakes. No one deserved such a fate. Not her, not anyone.
Hanna rolled under the table, the sense of danger cutting at her neck. Her eyes jerked to the tent flap and freedom. She had to make it outside and scream for help. That was her only hope.
The table was jerked away and sent flying into the tent wall, sending her zither crashing to the ground in front of her. She bolted forward on her hands and knees, knowing she should not, but glancing anyway.  The Cockma floated in the air, its fog of blackness thrown over its white shoulders like a cloak, its sunken visage leering, its member throbbing.
Hanna jerked her head back, grabbed hold of the zither and sprang upright, terror gracing her with imaginary wings. Not again. This could not be happening again. Something tugged at the back of her nightgown and she came to an abrupt stop. She threw herself forward, and the material ripped; cold air covered her back with goosebumps.
“Help!” She gulped and ran. “Help!”
Hanna burst out of the tent and out into the night. She whirled left and right—raindrops blinded her for a moment—yet she never stopped moving. The dread pumping through her legs with every beat of her heart would not allow it even if she had wanted to. She had to keep moving.
Hanna jerked to a stop as the Cockma appeared in front of her, its form wavering like a tattered ebony and ivory banner in the wind. Her mind went blank.
“Down,” a voice yelled, a second before a bar of silver tore through the Cockma.
The Cockma whirled to face Aron, screeching as parts of it dissolved into fragments of fuzzy light. A strong hand grabbed Hanna and pulled her to the side.
“Get behind me,” Viscount Gilbert said, stepping in front of her. The longsword in his hand was steady as if he were a man half his age. He seemed anything but fearful, and, for an instant, she hated him for his self-assuredness. The worse that would happen to him was death if the creature got hold of him, but if it got hold of her, she would face torments no woman should ever face. “Here beast,” the Viscount shouted.
Hanna shivered and staggered with icy water running down her bareback. But it was not the rain that made her shiver, it was an iciness that reached down into her very marrow. From experience, she knew it was Gilbert plundering existence for prana.
The darkness receded, and a fiery rose bloomed from the tip of Gilbert’s longsword. Blinded by the light, Hanna did not see what happened to the creature of nightmares, but her ears rang with the monster’s cries.
She blinked, putting more distance between herself and the Viscount. From the corner of her eyes, she witnessed two more Lightbenders rushing toward the Viscount.
I’m safe. She laughed, half-drunk on disbelief. I’m—
Something more intense than the bite of a winter breeze grabbed Hanna by the back of her neck and clicked close at her throat. The night inverted before her widening eyes. Blackness transformed into ivory light, sparkling stars into pulsing holes in the fabric of reality, and the coldness at her neck into a furnace.
Hanna spun around, tightening her hold on her zither, already knowing what she would find. The Cockma held onto her shrouded in a fog-like cloak that cycled through all the colors of the rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. Its once crimson eyes were now bottomless wells of nothingness. Creamy, white fluid leaked from the hole in its chest and from the slashes in its cloak.
Dread clutched at Hanna’s heart, and she was reminded of something her father had once told her. There was no difference between the rising of hair on the back of a startled cat and the emotion that gripped you when witnessing the divine. There is no difference between awe and terror.




PART FOUR:

The Sunken Place




Chapter 24



Hope is a waking nightmare.   
—  HANNA ITO, FAMOUS LAST WORDS 
Erik wandered through the camp back in his regular form, his skull ringing with mocking amusement. Saxi and Patrick were the only voice still laughing. Saxi chuckled occasionally while Patrick boomed with full-throated laughter, muttering slurs that made Erik clench his jaw and glare at the ground. Rage filled him, nearly to the point of rupture, but he kept himself under control with an iron will. Rain whipped him with every step, matting his hair, dripping down his neck. His jaw throbbed.
I hope my father tells everyone he meets what he saw in the Northern Reaches, Patrick said. The day you finally get your due is the day—
Erik twisted his mouth into a snarl. My due?
Don’t you think being forced to listen to you is torment enough? The makeshift walls still rang with shouts, but the urgency had decreased. Do you even understand what it means to have you in my head always quipping about this or that?
Woe is me, you poor little-pampered princeling. Patrick snorted. Having all this undeserved power is so hard and difficult. I’m sure none of us will ever be able to comprehend the depths of your pain.
Erik fought back a growl. Patrick appeared increasingly determined to make his every moment a living hell, and there seemed nothing he could do about it short of setting the Celestial Dragon on him. And Erik would have done that if not for the monster’s constant attempts to seize control of his body. Any shard of more power might give the beast exactly what it wanted and he could not allow that.
“Hanna!” a woman’s voice rose above the clamor.
Erik halted and mud squelched beneath his sandals. His hearts jabbed the inside of his breastbone. In his haste to murder Númi, he had forgotten about Hanna!
He charged toward the voice, rushed to Hanna’s tent, knocking over those unlucky individuals that got in his way. He did not pause or look back, all of his attention lay focused on what yet waited ahead.
Please, Mother, don’t let any harm come to her. Not her. Please!
“Out of my way!” he yelled at the soldiers ringing Hanna’s tent.
Erik pushed his way through the wet and dripping men and came to a stop. Cecilia wept on her knees, her white gown soaked through and stained with mud. Gilbert stood with his hand out to her, making soothing sounds as if trying to calm a wounded animal.
“Cecilia, stop this!” Gilbert said. “We will find her.”
She turned on him, her eyes red with pain. “Find her? You?” She pointed a finger in Gilbert’s direction. “You couldn’t find Ida when she was taken. How are you supposed to find her? She’s my best friend, Gilbert. I knew her before I knew anything.”
Horror creeping up his throat, Erik stepped forward, not wanting to, but needing to know. “What happened?” His voice came out much stronger than he thought it should. He should not have been able to form words so calmly. He should have choked on sadness. Inside his stomach knotted, but outside he was a block of ice.
Cecilia glared at him. “This is your fault!” She rushed Erik and pounded her feeble fist against his hard chest. “If you’d been there, none of this would’ve happened. You should have been there to protect her. What kind of man are you?”
Erik caught her fists. “Tell me what happened.” He squeezed her hands, and she crumbled to her knees. “What happened to Hanna?”
“You’re hurting me.” She grunted behind clenched teeth. The Viscount took a menacing step toward Erik, but he ignored him searching for an answer in Cecilia’s tear-filled eyes.
“Tell me what happened to my wife.” Despite the calmness of Erik’s voice, inside he burned. Cecilia could sense it as well to go by the terror that slowly consumed her face. “Answer me, woman.”
“A Cockma took her.”
A hollow boom roared through the heavens from less than a kilometer away. Erik blinked water from his eyes and staggered back, releasing Cecilia. This was his fault. Cecilia was right, he could see that, now.
“HANNA!” he howled.
Lightning streaked above and down into the forest not far from where the camp sat, a blinding slash cobwebbing the night. A distant tree bloomed into flames, and all was silent again. All but the thunder of Erik’s hearts.
■■■
A scream of pure horror rose, hollow and echoing, from Hanna’s throat as she sped toward the bottom of a pit. She hit the rock floor hard, and her scream turned into a screeching gasp. Fire crawled along her ribcage and legs. Her eyes burned with fiery, black dots. She flopped onto her back, glancing back at from where she was thrown. The Cockma’s smog-like form waved in the opening of the underground tunnel that stood twenty meters above her.
She collapsed onto her side. A fall from such a height could have very well killed her, but she had survived. Yet she felt anything but lucky. Experience had taught her what kind of pain being a captive held in store for a woman. Her hand touched the blade she kept strapped to her inner thigh. She would take her own life before she allowed another monster to have its way with her.
Never again.
Hanna snarled at the deposit of glowing, green stones embedded in the walls of her prison. If not for the stones and the green gem in her bracelet she would have been trapped in complete darkness.
A snatch of whimpers snapped her mind into focus. She was not alone. She lifted herself onto her side and peered out at the parts of the pit that were shrouded in unwavering blackness.
“Hello,” she said, “is someone there?”
“Help,” a feverish voice called to her right.
Hanna stood, then fell when her injured legs gave out beneath her. She soothed her aching limb with a hand and hissed through her teeth. “Hold on, I’m coming.”
“Hanna, is that you?” the voice asked in a half-groan. “Please, tell me I’m not dreaming.”
Hanna frowned. “Ida?” Her heart surged with hope. “Don’t move. I’ll come to you.”
“Hurry,” Ida whispered. “Oh, Eternal Father, hurry.”
Hanna crawled toward Ida, traveling over torn strips of fabric. The dank smell of earth and sex assaulted her nostrils. She fought back the urge to hurl and came to a stop, the green gems in her bracelet illuminating a small circle before her.
Ida lay with her back against the wall, her white and blonde hair soiled with grime. Naked, but for a strip of cloth that hung loosely from her neck, she watched Hanna with round eyes. Her belly was swollen and stretched, as if she might give birth at any moment.
Hanna stifled a gasp. The last time she had seen Ida, the serving woman had been skinnier than her. Four months were not enough for her to look nine months pregnant, not to mention that Ida was old enough to be Hanna’s grandmother.
Ida smiled a tragic smile. “It is you.” She giggled, eyes moist with equal parts hope and despair. “I feared I imagined it.”
“What happened to you?” Hanna asked.
“The same thing that will happen to you if you’re not brave enough.” Ida rubbed her swollen belly. “Don’t be like me. Don’t be weak.”
Hanna clutched at Ida’s arm. “What are you saying?” She had an idea but needed it to be said out loud. Needed to know for sure.
“You know.” Ida’s eyes flooded, streaking dirt smeared cheeks. “There’s no escape from this place. I’ve tried. Oh, how I’ve tried.” She held up bloody fingertips for inspection. “There are not enough cracks in the walls.”
“You can’t lose hope. I’m here now.”
Ida shook her head and gave a bitter laugh. “You don’t understand, but soon you will.” She touched Hanna’s face. “You’ve grown since last I saw you. No longer so innocent.” She lifted her gaze to the distant exit, hanging above them. “Do me a favor.”
“Anything in my power.” Hanna stilled Ida’s hand on her cheek and the serving woman returned her gaze to her.
“Kill me.”
Hanna gulped. “Don’t ask this of me.”
Ida said nothing, she simply rubbed her thumb against Hanna’s cheek.
“Erik will come for. . . .” Hanna bit her lip. Her chest burned. She did not want to rescued! She wanted to save herself. The injustice of her weakness tore at her.
“Oh, Hanna.” Ida’s faced twisted with pain and she gripped her stomach with both hands. “You love him.”
“I do.”
“Even though his father butchered your parents?” Ida asked through clenched teeth. “Even though. . . .” Her eyes rolled closed.
“Yes, I love him.” Hanna wiped away the beads of sweat sprouting from Ida’s forehead. “I hate myself for it, but I do. He’s using me, I can see that. Yet I can’t change how I feel. I wish I could, all this would sting less.”
Ida’s stomach bulged as if a hand had tried to force its way out of her, and Hanna jerked back startled. Ida cried out, pain making her sound like a wounded animal. Her eyes snapped open. “Kill me before it's too late. Please.”
Hanna pulled free her knife and stared at the blade. Could she murder someone she loved? She did not know if she had it in her. Ida had always been there to give sage advice even though she had been Cecilia’s serving woman and not hers.
“I need to die before this thing within me comes out,” Ida said, her tone pleading, her disposition desperate. “If I was stronger, I would’ve already done it myself. Kill me then kill yourself.”
Hanna pushed herself onto her knees and groaned. The pain was more than merely physical, it cut at her heart. She raised her knife.
“Yes!” Ida screamed. “Do it.”
A gush of crimson fluid spewed forth from between Ida’s thighs, and Hanna rolled away. The sudden reek made her stomach spasmed as disgust reduced all other thoughts into phantoms.
“Hanna!” Ida yelled. “No. Please!”
The Princess turned back to gape, her insides twisting into loops. A slimy face oozed out of Ida, purple and pulsing, a cross between a deep sea octopus and a jackal.  
“If you ever loved me, do it now.” What little color there was drained from Ida’s face. “Do it now!”
Hanna threw herself at the creature, stabbing it with her blade. She did not have what it took to murder a loved one, but she had no qualms about killing this monstrosity. The knife jabbed into the half-born beast repeatedly, and Ida’s screams rose by a degree. She thrashed back and forth, her pale limbs flailing. Bright green blood leaked from the strange unborn monster.
One of Ida’s limbs caught Hanna on the side of her face and she tumbled onto her back, the knife clattering out of her limp hand. For a moment, all she could do was blink in discomfort, her skull ringing with a dull drone.
Hanna sat upright and touched where she had been kicked. Ida stared up at the ceiling, her eyes lifeless, her convulsions pushing the dead creature out of her body centimeter by centimeter.  




Chapter 25 

Erik’s large paws tore through the moist soil of the forest floor. Scents from kilometers away entered his snout with every inhale, bombarding him with hundreds of distinct odors, all but for the one he searched. After hours of fruitless hunting, his limbs burned with exhaustion and his breath came in panting gasps. 
He paused against a tree and resumed his true form. He ground his teeth and looked up. The canopy above him blocked all but the faintest of starlight, yet despite that, he could tell that the heavens were brightening. If only he had just trusted Hanna with the contents of the letter none of this would have happened. He would have been there to protect her from any attack, instead of on the other side of the camp in his own tent.
Cecilia was right, this is my fault. He lowered his gaze, taking in the forest of evergreens, made up of oak and pine. If something happens to her, I only have myself to blame.
You better hurry, Patrick said, a smirk in his voice. Have you ever seen what a Cockma does to women? It’s not a pretty sight. They breed human females like bitches in heat.
Erik snarled and pushed himself off of the tree. He ran his hand along the three sword hilts at his waist and ambled forward randomly. One direction was as good as another. With no clues they each might hold the one he sought.
I wonder if she will enjoy it. Patrick turned his attention to Saxi. Hey, Gray Skin, did she moan like a whore when you defiled her?
Erik whirled and struck his fist against the trunk of a tree. Bark broke apart and scattered, speeding from the place of impact. “You go too far, Lightbender.” His voice was little more than a growl at the back of his throat.
Fuck you, Erik Ito. Patrick snarled. Fuck you and your rape prone whore.
Erik gagged on hate and reached out to the thing that hungered. The Celestial Dragon rose from the depths of his mind, black and gold scales clicking like hundreds of plates of armor, gleaming with the fiery fury of the risen sun.
Why are you always on his side? Patrick asked the dragon. When was the last time he fed you? You’re a Devourer of Worlds! How can you let him control you? Don’t you want to eat?
The Celestial Dragon faltered, taken aback by the Lightbenders questions.
Join me and together we will feast on mountains of flesh, Patrick said, his excitement leaking through despite his trembling voice. Together we can seize control. His voice was no longer aimed just at the dragon. Join me and have freedom.
Sweat damped the back of Erik’s neck. He could sense Asbjörn’s and Saxi’s budding interest. “Don’t listen to him. We’re already in this together. There’s no need to war among ourselves. The only reason he’s saying this is to protect his father.”
The Celestial Dragon launched itself at Erik, and he collapsed to his knees, his hands grasping his temples. Liquid fire coursed through the veins that ran along his skull. He ground his teeth to keep from howling.
No!
Patrick laughed while swarming Erik along with Asbjörn and Saxi. A dragon claw tried to push its way out of Erik’s stomach, then a black hand, a white hand, and a gray fist. One after the other—all together.
Erik screamed, fighting against the combined assault. He threw himself against a tree trunk and leaves rained down around him as a bird took off into the night sky, it high-pitched squawk joining his own.
Stop this! Stop!
Muscles in his arm twisted and the bones in his legs bent at weird angles. He rolled, fiery ants crawling under his skin, biting down every few seconds. Through watery eyes, he watched his hands grow scales, then turn as gray as ash. He sensed spikes grow out of his spine, felt tendrils whip out in the surrounding air, wrapping around trees, kicking up chunks of the earth.
You’re killing me. Erik gagged.
Blood poured out of his mouth and his legs dissolved into a dark, bubbling stew, which hissed as it met the air. Fire tipped lances entered him from every direction. His insides burned. He whirled back and forth, striking out at the limbs that rose from the broiling muck at his waist.
Asbjörn chuckled madly. Die, my son. Die. His voice cracked with grief one moment and glee the next.  
Yes, die, Patrick said. You only have yourself to blame. I promised you I would make you pay.
Erik’s stomach slopped down, adding to the furious stew spreading out in the gloom of the forest floor. He was running out of time. 
No, not like this.
The voices in his head outnumbered him four to one. Hopeless odds under any circumstance. But he would not allow it to end like this. He shook his head and sent ethereal blows at the voices in his head. They swatted them away like slow-moving raindrops.
Tears ran down Erik’s face and sorrow tore at his chest. How could he die now when Hanna lay in mortal danger? How could. . . ? He had to fight. He had . . .  to. . . . “HANNA!”
The Celestial Dragon screamed in terror. The love Erik held for Hanna crashed against it, massive and overwhelming, sending the beast tumbling back into the depths from which it came.
Nenna. Asbjörn yelled, and turned on Saxi, slicing chunks out of the Chosen. Nenna! His voice shook with a profound longing for something that was gone. For something that would always remain out of reach.
Patrick roared. No, what are you doing, Asbjörn? Stop! Don’t you want to be free? Don’t you want to walk the earth once more in your own body?
Erik struck out at Patrick and laughed when the Lightbender whimpered. Patrick tried to retreat, but Erik would not let him go. He dug his claws into the Lightbender and tore.
Let me go, Patrick said.
Ignoring the man, Erik transformed into the roc’s massive bird form and launched himself upward, ripping apart branches and leaves in his haste to get off the ground. Air cool with the moisture of a recent storm carried him skyward as he pulled further away from the forest, soaring above crowns of stalwart oaks.
Patrick grunted. You need me! You can’t—
Erik cut at what was Patrick, not understanding what he did, or how he did it. All he knew was that Patrick screeched every time he struck out, and pieces of the Lightbender flaked off like rusted iron.
A large chunk tore away, and a flash of foreign memory stole Erik’s conscious awareness.  A memory of a little boy being chased around a table by a raven-haired girl—Kristey, Patrick’s older sister.
Erik blinked large eyes and jerked his wings, pulling himself out of an uncontrolled nosedive. He released the Lightbender and Patrick fled to a darkened corner of Erik’s mind, injured, but far from dead. Erik’s massive bird heart thundered with terror, a terror that went all the way down to his hollow bones. To kill Patrick was to fully assume all of his memories. To kill him was to become him.
■■■
Bathed the golden sunlight of dawn, Leon brushed a tear from his eye. In front of him, six Dökk lowered Pen’s carcass into a freshly dug grave, using old vines that had once covered the walls of the temple threaded into rope. Despite the bird’s size, they did not struggle with the load. 
To his right, Nóel and Morgan stood with their heads bent forward slightly. They murmured something vaguely consolatory and offered him sad smiles that made him want to weep anew. But he had shed his last tear, or at least that was what he vowed to himself.
Örk shifted closer to Leon, and his friends took a step back as if by instinct. It would take some time until they became used to her presence. He on the other hand hardly noticed her anymore. If he turned around, and she was not there, he would be surprised. She was always near, watching, whispering unheard words to herself. It seemed like it had been this way forever, but it had not even been a full day.
Leon kneeled down and cupped a handful of dirt. His eyes burned despite his vow. He fought the itch and stood, sprinkling earth onto Pen’s corpse. “I’ll miss you, boy.”
Örk nodded to a cluster of nearby Gray Skins, and they shoveled soil into the grave with rough planks of wood. It took a handful of minutes, then the grave was filled and Pen was gone, forever hidden from view.
Morgan clapped Leon on the back a touch too hard. The stinging pain bought Leon’s mind back onto the present and off of the past. There were things to be done. Ypse was still injured, and they needed to hunt for monsters to help him heal. Simple in practice, if not in actuality.
Leon sighed and led them back into the temple, choosing his steps with care. The bones that littered the stone floor of the ancient building posed a hazard he would have to do something about eventually, but not yet. He had far more important concerns at the moment.
Morgan and Nóel left Leon’s side and hurried behind the safety of the wardstones. Leon did not follow them. He stopped at the edge of the wardstones’ influence. Örk hovered behind him; he felt her harsh breathing, blowing onto the back of his neck. 
“What now?” Nóel asked, his eyes lifting from Leon to study Örk.
Leon swept the floor with his boot and sat cross-legged. “I guess we have to figure out which creatures would be the easiest to hunt for. Any ideas?”
“Four-tusked mammoths have a lot of meat on them.” Morgan stroked his upper lip where he claimed to be growing a mustache. “With only two of them or task would probably be completed.”
“Uh. . . .” Leon frowned. “Have any of you ever seen a four-tusked mammoth?”
“In the picture book Fat Ned showed me once,” Nóel said.
Leon fought back a sigh. “I meant in real life?”
“Of course not.” Morgan dropped his hand from his face. “Where would we see one?”
“Then do you know where to find one?” Leon asked, not allowing Morgan’s tone to needle him. He snapped a small bone in half. Not too much anyway.
Morgan clicked his tongue and motion in Örk’s direction. “Ask your lover.”
“Örk, come here and sit.” Leon tapped the ground and Örk sat down beside him. “Where do we find four-tusked mammoths,” Leon said.
“There are none near here. We have to travel farther north to find any, and that would take us into another Great Mrethren’s territory. But, Young Master, I wouldn’t suggest that unless you mean for us to go to war with another Kvik.” She leaned down until she was only centimeters from Leon’s face. “Is that your intent?”
“No, it’s not.” Leon shuddered.
Örk pulled back, disappointment drooping her brow, or something close to it marring her alien visage. 
Morgan watched with a hand gripping his thigh. “So no four-tusked mammoths then.” Despite the tightness of his grip on his thigh, his voice was smooth. “Hmm. Let me think, there must be something just as good to hunt.”
“How about trees,” Nóel said. “Would that work?”
“Trees?” Morgan laughed, uncertain.
“Trees don’t fight back and they’re all around us.” Nóel turned to Leon. “Will that work?”
“I don’t. . . .” Leon thought about it for a second. Why would it not work? Ypse had said they needed to hunt monsters, but maybe plants and trees would work just as well. “I’m not sure, Nóel. But good idea. We can only try and see.” He gave Nóel an encouraging smile. “Yet for now let’s focus on hunting monsters.”
They fell into silence.
Leon came up with and discard a dozen ideas. He sighed.
“The issue as I see it,” Morgan said, “is we know nothing of the outside world. We need to scout before we can make any decisions.”
Leon nodded. “That makes sense.”
“No need to blow smoke up my backside, Leon.” Morgan graced them all with a self-satisfied smirk. “I’m well aware of my own brilliance.”
“You little shit!” Leon threw a small animal bone at his friend.               Morgan ducked low and roared with laughter as bone sailed over his head, then clattered to the floor. Nóel shook his head and his golden brown curls danced upon his head. Leon picked up another bone.
“All right.” Morgan held up his hands in mock surrender. Yet he was anything but contrite. His eyes sparkled with arrogant amusement.
Leon dropped the bone and turned to Örk. “Can you send some of your warriors to scout what monsters are located near us?” 
“Without any Chosen, they are limited to a few hundred meters in any direction from me,” Örk’s spider-like appendages twitched around her.
“Then go scout with them!” Morgan shouted.
“I can’t leave you, Young Master,” Örk snapped one of her claws shut. “Wherever you go, I go. Else how am I supposed to serve and protect you?”
“Just great,” Morgan muttered.
Nóel gazed at Örk blankly. “You don’t mean”—he wet the bottom of his lip with the tip of his tongue—“that Leon has to hunt with you, do you?”
“Where the Young Master goes, I go,” Örk said softly.
Leon lowered his gaze so he would not have to witness the pity in his friend’s eyes. Of course, he could not lead from the comfort and security of the temple. That would be too easy, and nothing was ever easy, not in his life. He should have seen this twist coming. He should have known better.
“Morgan, you can’t let Leon go out there alone.” Nóel glared at Morgan. “You can’t. It’s not fair.”
Morgan remained silent and studied his hands.
“Fine,” Nóel said with a snarl in his voice. “If you’re not brave enough, I’ll do it.”
Leon’s chest clenched. “You can’t, Nóel! You’re too young—”
“We’re in this together. I won’t let you face danger alone. What kind of friend would I be if I did that?” Nóel pointedly did not look in Morgan’s direction.
Morgan’s shoulders trembled and his face twisted into a scowl. “Oh, shut up, Nóel. You’re not going anywhere until you can grow one of these.” He stocked his bare upper lip. “Leave the difficult shit to me and Leon.”
“You don’t mean—” Leon began.
“What?” Morgan puffed out his chest and snarled. “Did you actually think I’d let you go out there on your own?”
Yes. “No . . .”
Nóel face split into a huge grin.
“. . . you’re my friend.”




Chapter 26

Within Cecilia’s large tent, Súla and Óla glided forward, waving incense sticks, covering every centimeter of the large enclosure with thin tendrils of white smoke. They watched for any unnatural ripple; it was impossible to be too careful in a world with Lightbenders, not when one was a woman, not when one had secrets to hide. Rikka sat on a chair next to the cot, with her hands folded on her lap.
Cecilia sighed and laid back down on her cot. She could not get the look of Erik’s eyes out of her mind, and the way he had gripped her arms—they still ached where his fingers had tightened. His heartache made her own seem more profound. He did love her friend, and that made her sad and happy at the same time.
Oh, Hanna. A wetness swam behind her eyelids, a warm moistness. I hope he finds you before anything happens. I hope. . . .
The gentle clearing of a throat let her know that the tent was secured. She glanced at Rikka, in her subdued gray dress. Like the rest of them, Rikka had entered a period of morning, though they all held out hope. She touched her freckles, self-conscious under Cecilia stare, it appeared.
“Is it done?” Cecilia asked.
Rikka nodded.
“Were you followed?” Cecilia did not know how to feel about that piece of news. Everything was coming together, but despair tainted what should have been a joyful moment. Hanna, come back to me. Her heart blackened with indigo-colored ink. I don’t want to do this without you.
“I was careful.”
Cecilia shifted her focus to the ceiling of her tent, decorated in glittering moon shards sown into the silk. There was no way to be sure that Rikka went unobserved, not truly. But if she had, more likely but not, there would already be soldiers swarming the tent.
“It was a nerve-racking experience, my Lady,” Rikka said. “I almost wet myself.”
A snort of laughter came from the side of the tent, but Cecilia did not turn to see who it was. It did not matter. Or perhaps she did not care enough to look; so much suddenly seemed pointless. She kept her mind from wandering onto the reason, but she could not keep her hand from rubbing her belly. It was still flat for now, yet it would not be long before it swelled.
Rikka leaned closer. “Would you like me to prepare some tea?”
Cecilia waved away the offer. “That will be all. See yourselves out and remember to be careful.”
There came the ruffling of dresses that indicated curtsies, followed by a collection of “my Lady.” A few seconds later, the tent flap opened and closed.
Alone with her thoughts once again, Cecilia sighed. What’s wrong with me? This is everything I’ve worked for. Years of waiting coming to an end. The self-recriminations did not seem to help. Nothing did.
The tent flap opened, and she sat up. Gilbert entered, a grim expression etched on his wrinkled face. Unlike her, he had gotten zero sleep and wore his wariness in the hunch of his shoulders and the way his eyes went directly to the wine pitcher, not even pausing to notice her. He flopped down in a chair and poured himself a bowl.
“How are you?” Cecilia asked.
Gilbert’s only response was a grunt.
Cecilia approached him, straightening her nightgown; a new one from the one she had worn the night before, that one had been all but ruined. “I know the feeling. I have done little more than cry for the last few hours.”
Gilbert gulped down a long drink and stared blankly at the table. Droplets of wine dripped down his white beard, but if he noticed it, he ignored it. He seemed older than he had ever appeared, a weathered man, broken by the tragedies of life.
“Hey.” Cecilia turned his face until he looked at her. “It will be all right.”
His eyes welled with tears. “It’s all ruined. All of it.”
“Don’t say that.” It hurt Cecilia to see her husband like this. He always took his missions so seriously; every failure was a personal slight against his honor. “Didn’t Prince Erik take on an entire fortress by himself? He will bring Hanna back safely. I know it.” 
He bared clenched teeth at her.
Cecilia stepped back, then reminded herself that Gilbert would never hurt her. She was not certain about much, but she was certain about that fact. The way he sometimes looked at her when he thought she was not paying attention was enough to convince her of that.
She ran her fingertips along his thigh and tugged on his beard, pulling him into a kiss. The taste of sour wine greeted her tongue, sweet for the flavor of Gilbert’s spit. She grabbed hold of his throbbing member and he shuddered.
“No.” He grabbed her hand, the hand that held his aching flesh, his eyes wild with an emotion Cecilia could not quite place. Lust yes, but there was something else there too. Love tinged with despair perhaps.
“Did I do something wrong?” she asked.
“No.” His voice was little more than a growl.
“Then why?”
He pulled her into a hard kiss, then pushed her down against the table, chest first. He lifted up her nightgown, his hands warm against her skin. This was unlike Gilbert, his lovemaking was gentle, always so gentle. Yet, this new aggression sent a sick thrill skittering up her spine. His rough hands pulled a moan out her throat as she gripped the sides of the table. Her loins were a volcano shaking her body with tremors.
Gilbert groaned. “Tell me you love me.”
“I-I love you.” She could barely speak through the waves of pleasure splashing on her inner shore.
“No.” He smacked her behind, a hard palm slapping her goosebumped flesh. “Make me believe.”
The sting of pain spidered through her womanhood, and her eyes rolled back in her head. Colors twisted at the edge of her perception: pink hues slashed with red and blue.
“I love you.” The pitcher spilled onto her, splashing her with wine. “I love you. I love you!” The sound of terrified voices rose outside the tent, loud with alarm. “Don’t stop,” she yelled. “Don’t you dare stop!”
■■■
Half a dozen kilometers east of the ancient temple, Leon traveled through sun touched pastures filled with strange purple flowers that appeared to turn to watch him as he passed. He could not tell if it was simply another aspect of his exhaustion idled mind, or if it was something to be concerned about. But Örk said nothing, so he assumed the former.
He wiped sweat from his brow and glanced at Morgan. Like his own, Morgan’s blue coat now bore a few more cuts and stains. His friend looked just the way he felt, beat down and worn thin.
“Whoever came up with this stupid idea needs to be strung up and beaten,” Morgan said. His eyes never stopped searching for threats, never stopped flickering to the twenty Dökk that surrounded them.
“Scouting was your bright idea, remember?” Leon shifted his bow to his other hand. Morgan had done little more but complained for the last few hours, and to be honest he was sick of it.              
Morgan snorted and shifted his quiver of arrows. “You think I don’t know that? Who do you think I want to string up and beat?”
“Well, if you mean that. . . .” Leon gestured at their honor guard. “I’m sure Örk would be happy to help.”
Morgan glanced at Örk’s back and her eight ebony spider-like appendages. He shuddered and shook his head. “You know what, I’ve changed my mind.”
“Uh-huh, you don’t say.” It was hard for Leon to keep the smirk from his face, but he managed it. 
“I hope Nóel is all right,” Morgan said. His brow creased with worry lines and he studied his bow.
Leon frowned, the shook his head. “He’ll be fine. He’s stronger than we think.”
“That’s true.” Morgan smiled. “Sometimes I think that little shit is the bravest of us all.”
Örk crouched down with her spear held above her head, eying a particular patch of pasture. Everyone else froze and turned in the direction she faced. For a moment, all Leon heard was harsh breathing that surrounded him and the pounding of his own heart. He waited, not bothering to string an arrow. The way he felt he had more chance of hitting Örk in the back than whatever beast they now faced. 
Örk jabbed her spear forward, thrusting it into the long grass. A loud bark greeted her attack, then faded as whatever lay hidden retreated. No one relaxed. The faint snarls ringed them before falling silent, letting them know that the thing that had been scared off was just one among monster.
Leon armed his bow as his hands shook. This would not be the first time they had been ambushed this morning. They had lost two warriors when they had stumbled upon a porcupine-like monster camouflaged as long grass. And truth be told, he did not think his heart could handle any more excitement. Not today. Not for a long while.
Several stomach knotting seconds ticked past with nothing happening. He took a calming breath and smiled at Morgan knowing that his friend must feel as he did.
Morgan returned the gesture. “Any more adventure and I think I'll piss myself.” He made a big show of checking his breeches for urine.
Leon laughed and turned his attention to Örk. “I think it’s time to head back.”
“If you wish, Young Master,” Örk said. “But there’s still plenty of light and territory to cover. If we stop now will only have to start again tomorrow. Much better we finish what we started.”
Leon pondered her words. She had a point. Well, as far as he could see. Despite his own tiredness, it made little sense to stop now, though he hated to admit it. He sighed and turned to Morgan. “What you think?”
Morgan simply shrugged, as if it did not matter. “We might as well just get this over. . . .” He glanced up at the sky and stiffened, his eyes widening ever so slowly, or so it appeared to Leon. 
A shadow darkened the sky above them, and Leon shuddered. He did not glance upward—there was no need to. Morgan’s expression was all the warning he needed. Thinking fast, he leaped onto Morgan, and they both fell to the ground.
All was chaos. Harsh voices rose in panicked shouts and battle cries. The wind roared, battering the back of Leon’s neck with cool air. He glanced up to see the massive wings of a Giant Eagle soar only meters above him, a screeching Gray Skin caught in its razor-like talons. Bright blood flowed from the holes in the Gray Skin’s chest as it disappeared into the sky.
Leon gasped, listening to the beating of wings, more than just one—dozens. The air thrashed with every flap, and powerful whirlwinds kicked up dust and flower petals.
“Scatter!” Leon screamed, pulling Morgan by his hand as he ran toward the distant forest, seen through the gaps in the tall grass.
Two Gray Skins flashed past Leon and Morgan, their long legs blurring as they raced onward, leaving the boys struggling to match their pace. Leon risked a glance backward and saw a heaven blackened with monstrous beasts. A dozen Giant Eagles circled, screeching, large eyes glittering like polished glass.
He dropped to his knees and ran on all fours, better concealing himself from the enemies above. Morgan copied him a second later.
Leon could hardly think for the terror clutching at his chest, pumping ice into his veins, and into his feeble legs and arms. The grass shifted around him, swaying as he bolted forward zigzagging, Morgan a step or two behind him.
Another pair of wings tore through the space above Leon and another screaming Gray Skin disappeared. This time Leon did not allow fear to stop him, not even for the blink of an eyelid. He kept running, head down, hands and knees brushing the ground. Morgan followed closely behind.
Through the cluster of shrubs and tall grasses, the distant forest could be seen, separated from the pasture by twenty meters of open space. Morgan yanked the back of Leon’s coat and he jerked to a stop. He turned back to Morgan, rude words on the tip of his tongue, but the look on his friend’s face stopped him in his tracks.
“What is it?” Leon hissed, wheezing from the lack of air.
Morgan pointed at the open space ahead of them. “If we run out there, we’re as good as dead. It’s a killing field.”
Leon followed his friend’s finger. The space between the forest and pasture looked unnaturally clean, as if someone had taken the time to clear it of all places of concealment.
Three Gray Skins charged past them, running toward the forest. Two Giant Eagles dove from the sky like flashes of black lightning, crackling the air with a thunderous roar as they reached for their prey. The first Giant Eagle grasped only empty air as its target lurched to the side, but the second Giant Eagle impaled its victim on its massive talons and flew into the sky.
“Now!” Morgan yelled, pushing Leon forward.
Leon staggered at first but quickly caught himself and ran behind Morgan speeding toward the forest and safety. He swore he could sense razor-sharp claws reaching for his back. He swore he could sense them tearing through his spine and stomach and yanking him upwards. His eyes jerked down. Nothing. His stomach was still whole and unpunctured.
He leaped into the forest of massive oaks, panting as leaves blotted out the sky. The fallen Gray Skin limped its way past him, and Morgan helped him to his feet. The older boy laughed and slapped his back roughly.
“We made it.” Leon smiled. “For a moment there, I was sure that we weren’t going to.”
“You should have seen your face. You looked like you were going to upchuck.” Morgan pulled Leon deeper into the forest, grinning from ear to ear.
Leon jerked to a stop. The two Gray Skins from earlier glared at him and Morgan, sucking air through the slits below their dark eyes, licking their lips. He gulped. Mrethren Örk was nowhere in sight.
No!
The Gray Skins lunged at them and forced them to the ground. Leon’s eyes widened in terror. This cannot be happening.   




Chapter 27 

Pressed chest first into the mahogany table, Cecilia clawed at the wine-soaked surface and listened to Gilbert gasp. Each twitch of his body sent a thrill sputtering up her womb like golden embers knocked loose from a campfire. In that instant, she pictured his face as she had first witnessed it, the night of their wedding: eyes wide, face flushed with pleasure. Though neither one of them moved, the table continued to thrash beneath her, and the loud voices from outside persisted in their shouts of alarm. But for the moment none of that mattered. All that mattered was the sensation of her husband inside her and the memory of his face. That was how she wanted to remember him.
Gilbert collapsed in on himself and rested his forehead on her back, his breaths still little more than animal grunts. His grip on her waist tightened as if he feared letting her go.
The tent flap tore open with a rush of air. Cecilia glanced back. Sir Aron stood in the doorway trailed by two other Lightbenders, his face as impassive as ever. No one moved, then Gilbert staggered back and allowed his robe to fall back into place.
Cecilia imagined that the knights got a good view of her backside before she was able to pull her nightgown back down, but if true none of them commented on it. No one said a thing until Gilbert secured his longsword on his sash. 
“Report,” Gilbert said without a hint of shame.
“It would appear that we are under attack by a group of rogue Cultivators,” Aron said.
Gilbert sighed, rubbing his forehead with a finger. “Of course we are. Nothing is ever easy, is it?” The last part was muttered under his breath. “Have the men form ranks and lead the way.” He pulled Cecilia close, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. “Don’t be afraid, my love. Just try to stay next to me and everything will be all right.”
Cecilia nodded, trying hard to appear concerned. She already knew what was happening. Years of hard work were finally coming into effect. She thought she would feel happy when this moment came, but she was numb with a sense of creeping dread slipping down her inner thigh.
Together, Cecilia and Gilbert followed Aron out of the tent. The camp was in an uproar, drowsy soldiers were looking on in fear as a ring of earth rose to surround the camp, uneven and blotchy in places. It had to be an Esoteric Working or several of them done in unison, which would explain the lack of uniformity.
Aron shouted orders, and the other Lightbenders ran to him. The armored soldiers came as well if albeit at a slower pace. They formed ranks with units facing off in four directions, and Gilbert and Cecilia at its heart. It took a handful of minutes for everyone to get into place, and by the time they had the wall of earth had stopped its slow expense toward them, overturning the carts and wagons that once ringed the camp.
Cecilia searched for signs of her serving women, but it appeared they had remained in their tents as she had ordered. That, at least, had gone to plan.
Gilbert stood as stiff as a statue and patted her arm as one might a terrified child. The act seemed more to calm himself than her; he hardly glanced at her. His eyes scanned the earthen wall that now surrounded them. It was twenty meters tall in places and shorter in others.
“What are you going to do?” Cecilia asked, her voice hitching slightly in her throat. This was the most dangerous part of her plan, there was no telling what Gilbert might do. She hoped his end would be gentle—she did not want him to suffer. She owed him that much.
“Nothing for now,” Gilbert said. “They could have used the element of surprise to overwhelm us, but they didn’t. That means they want to talk, or we have something they want. So all we can do is wait.”
Trumpets rang out all around the camp, from somewhere behind the earthen wall. Soldiers shouted and pointed at the western part of the wall. A man in a red and black teardrop mask, clothed in a flowing white robe stood upon the wall with a longsword in hand.
“Invaders, your time of reckoning has come,” the masked man said, his voice booming in such a way that it could only have been done with the aid of an Esoteric Sword Technique.
Gilbert unsheathed his longsword and flickered it in the air above him. “Invaders?” His voice burst out like a gust of wind, matching the volume of the masked man’s own. “This is Vindurian territory. If anyone is trespassing, it’s you. Surrender now and you might yet receive mercy. Resist and all you will know is death.”
“This is Ógilt, invader. Though you have forgotten, we have not,” the masked man said, his voice seething with rage and hatred. “Today’s the day Ógilt will rise anew. Today’s the day you Vindurian scum begin to pay in blood.” He raised his longsword and a bolt of blinding lightning connected the tip of his weapon and the sky, for an instant, then faded with the roar of thunder.
“Enough of this game, Willum.” Gilbert grabbed Cecilia and held his longsword to her throat. “You fools are not half as clever as you think. Surrender and I will not free your sister from her head.”
Cecilia’s eyes widened surprise. He knew? How? She could not believe it, they had been so careful. What had given them away? “Gilbert, what is this?”
He ignored her and pressed the razor sharp edge of the blade deeper into her throat. She swallowed, a sudden terror making her queasy. Her arms and legs trembled. All pretense of control fled.
“How?” The sky shook with Willum’s fear and horror.
Gilbert gave a bitter chuckle, a chuckle that made a shiver run down Cecilia’s spine. She had never heard him make such a sound before. Gilbert’s laughs were always light and gentle. Even when his wit turned cutting, he laughed with you, never at you. But now he laughed at Willum, laughed at her! Laughed at their stupidity.
Who’s this man? This isn’t the Gilbert I know. Dread wrapped its talons around her bladder and squeezed. I’m going to die!
■■■
Seated with her back against the wall, Hanna fingered the bracelet Cecilia had gifted her and eyed the only exit out of the large shaft. It hung twenty meters above her and might as well have been as distant as the unseen stars. She made a conscious decision not to glance in the direction of Ida’s corpse and aborted fetus, but the rank odor of the slowly decomposing bodies assaulted her nostrils with every breath. Her mind ran in long loops, going over the events that led to her being held captive in every minute detail.
Was there something I could’ve done differently? Should I’ve kept Erik close? Is this all my fault? She was unsure, all she knew was that the truth hung just out of reach. If she could grasp it everything would make sense.
Hanna sighed and placed her bracelet next to Ida’s own. They were identical down to the softly glowing green gems. She ran her fingers over the stones. Erik, where are you? Are you looking for me?
Hanna ground her teeth. Her weakness grated at her. She was better than this! She did not need a man to come and save her, not again. Her throat tightened with rage, and she clenched the bracelet in her fist. The cut stones dug into her palm, and her hand ached. It was a reassuring sensation. The pain rooted her in the moment, pulled her back from the abyss of despair.
She threw the bracelet, and it exploded against the floor, erupting in a shower of blue and green gems. She refused to be a victim, refused to sit idly by and wait for help to come. It did not matter what Ida had said. There had to be a way out of the shaft.
Hanna slowly pushed herself upright and gritted her teeth. Her right leg throbbed; it ached whenever she put too much weight on it. She leaned against the wall and worked her way around the cave until she stood directly under the exit. The rock wall was smooth under her fingertips, almost like glass. Large segments of it were broken with those familiar green gems that gave off a faint light.
She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the cool stone. Mother, if you can hear me, give me the strength I need to do what I must. Don’t let me die here.
Opening her eyes, Hanna searched for handholds with her fingertips, finding a slight crack just large enough for her fingers. She found another with her other hand and lifted herself up. A small smile bloomed on her lips.
This might just work.
Hanna shook her head and worked sideways up the wall, following the trail of cracks and gaps where they led. The rocks cut her fingers, but she refused to stop, not even when they went numb.
Have to keep going. Almost there. Just a little more.
Hanna paused ten meters up the wall and sucked in air through her mouth. Her arms trembled with strain. There was a large gap between her current handhold and the next. If she wanted to make it, she would have to jump. Her eyes flicked downward at the distant ground.
You can’t make it. Her fears whispered persistently in the back of her head. It’s too far. You’ll die if you fall. You’re too weak.
Hanna snarled and threw herself at the distant handhold. Her fingers brushed against the rock but came up short. Time seemed to stretch as she tumbled to the floor. She struck the bottom of the shaft hard, rattling bones, shooting fire up her sides and down her leg. Her eyes swelled with tears and her lungs struggled to inhale air. Black moons danced in her vision, transitioning between crescent and full.
For a time, all Hanna could do was gasp. Everything was agony and spasming muscles. She rubbed her shin and ankles, praying but fearing that something was broken. Her eyes lifted to regard the distant exit. It hung above her awash with the faint glow of the green gems.
Hanna allowed herself to fall back onto the ground and stared up at the ceiling. All she wanted to do was lay there. Every part of her body called for her to do just that, but she knew she could not. That she would not. Her eyes fluttered closed.
Just let me rest for one minute first.
A flash of dazzling colors bloomed on the inside of her eyelids, slowly transforming into a memory. . . . No! She forced her eyelids back open with a panicked breath. This was not the time for sleep or dreams.
Hanna crawled back toward the wall, the uneven rock floor tearing at her dress. She used the wall to staggered back onto her feet, wincing as a shooting pain shot up her right leg. She hissed and reached for the cracks in the wall.
This time her sideways climb was twice as slow, twice as difficult. She struggled against her body, pushing it past its limits by the pure force of will. Her long nails cracked and broke against the rough stone. When she reached the same gap as last time, she froze and calculated her odds. On her last attempt, she had missed the next handhold by at least a meter and a half. But now she had far less energy, not to mention several more bruises.
Hanna inhaled slowly and found her resolve. She leaped, yelling, screaming, reaching for freedom. Her fingertips brushed against the wall, inching toward the handhold. She fell short. Her eyes widened, and she tumbled back to the ground.
Swaths of blackness cut across her eyes and her head rang like a pound of meat and bones smacking against stone. Her mind swirled and her thought slowed, turning thick and heavy, then she knew nothing.
Tap. Tap.
Hanna opened her eyes to the sensation of water droplets falling onto her forehead. She blinked, confused about why her whole body stung.
Where am I?
Her patchwork of memories knitted into a comprehensive whole. She had failed again. Molten iron coursed through her veins, pumped into her heart. She slammed the bottom of her fist against the ground.
No. I will not give up!
Hanna threw herself back into her task, wincing and grunting with each slight movement. Just breathing was a torment that nearly chased her conscious mind back into darkness, but she persisted, fighting through the agony. She used the same cracks and holes to follow her familiar winding path up the wall.
The moisture dripping down the walls and the blood spewing from the nicks on her fingers made her journey thrice as dangerous. Each new handhold posed more danger. All she could do was wipe her hand on her dress before reaching for the next one.
What felt like an eternity later, Hanna reached the same spot where she had failed to make the leap twice before. The gap now looked even more daunting. But all she wanted to do was throw herself at again. She made herself stop and take stock of her situation.
You’re not Erik! Stop acting like a man and use your brain.
Hanna looked away from the gap and searched in the opposite direction from the one that led to the exit to her left. She took advantage of the cracks she found to move further away from where she wanted to go but brought her higher nonetheless. Blood-soaked fingers ached as she climbed until the exit was five meters below her. The leap to freedom was twice as wide as the previous one, but with the help of her new elevation, she thought she could be able to make it. She hoped.
Eyes narrowing, Hanna tossed herself to the left and downward. Blood pounded in her ears and her muscles tensed. Centimeters of rough stone rushed past her in a blur. Her hands smacked stone and her fingers tightened on the rim of the exit, ending her descent with a jerk that slammed her chest against the stone.
Made it!
Hanna gave a wry laugh, more hysterical than anything, and pulled her head over the rim. She froze. The Cockma stood at the entrance of the tunnel, leering down at her. It reached for her, and she threw herself backward. Terror snapped her eyes shut.




Chapter 28

Leon strode through a mist-strewn forest with a growing sense of confusion. There was something he was meant to be doing, but for the life of him, he could not remember what. The certainty nagged at him as much as his own forgetfulness. The tree trunks he ambled past were wider than he was tall, their tops hidden behind plumes of whirling white.
He touched his face and held red-stained fingers to his eyes. The blood surprised him, but he was not sure why it should. He shook his head. There were important things he was. . . .
Odd sounds stalked him, but when he turned to find the source all he saw was fog, endless fog broken only by bark and gnarled roots that jutted from the forest floor. He tripped, but he caught himself before he fell. Even then, he never stopped moving, never stopped trudging forward.
The mist was flakes of ice against his bare skin, cool where he burned hot. He liked the sensation; it took his mind away from his lack of understanding. Strange bird calls rang out in front of him, and he quickened his pace. They were guiding him, of that he was sure.
Abruptly, the fog and forest gave way to blue sky and an autumn leave strewn clearing, at the center of which a blue-skinned giantess sat cross-legged. The sight of her jerked him to a stop and tickled his memory. He knew this strange creature; he was sure. But he could not remember from where, and after a moment that question did not seem to matter any longer. He was here, wherever here was.
The blue-skinned woman caught sight of him and smiled. The smile was warm and comforting in the way of a mother’s embrace. Leon found his own lips curving upward.
“You have returned,” she said, motioning him forward with one of her four hands.
Leon approached her, and she watched him with an intensity that made butterflies flap in his chest. It was all he could do to stop from running right into her arms, arms that were larger than his entire body. Despite her size, she made him feel safe, but a part of him did not trust that feeling.
“Where am I?” he asked, coming to a stop in front of her.
The blue-skinned woman studied him for a moment, the smile slipping from her face. Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. “Oh, my poor child. What have they done to you?”
Leon touched his face and rubbed at the drying blood, pondering her words. Did I get hurt? Is that why I cannot remember?
“Partially but not fully,” she answered his unspoken question. “This place has this effect on mortals. It shrouds their past in fog, makes them forget all but the most inconsequential of things. But Leon, you must try to remember. You have come here for a reason. Remember!”
Her words lanced their way into his mind and he crumpled to his knees. A boy’s screams rang through his skull. A boy consumed by terror. Not himself but someone he knew. Morgan!
“I remember.” Leon gasped, his eyes widening. “We were attacked, Morgan and I.” Something cruel clenched his heart and he threw himself closer to She-Who-Is-Chained. “Save him.”
“Even now, all you think of is your friend. What of you?” Her face flickered between despondent and pleased and back again. “Don’t worry, I will. I mean I can. But first, you must give yourself to me. That’s the only way to help you, the only way to save your friend.”
Leon gnashed his teeth. The last thing he wanted was to be under a stranger’s control, but he could see no way out of it. If he did not accept this bargain, he and his friend would be raped and murdered. He had to do this for Morgan’s sake. For his own.
He opened eyes he had not realized he closed. “All right. You win. What oath do I have to say? Do we cut palms and mingled blood as we shake hands? You’re a little bigger than I am.”
She-Who-Is-Chained laughed. “No. Nothing so crass.” She lifted Leon into the air with one hand and held him to her breast. “All you have to do is drink.”
Aghast, Leon stuttered. He was too old to be suckling on a woman’s tit. He peered at the large nipple hanging in front of his face. This could be no worse than the indignities he had already suffered, or so he told himself. He inhaled through his nostrils and opened his mouth. She stank of freshly baked pies. He took the blue nipple into his mouth; it was almost larger than his fist and barely fit.
“Yes, that is it, my child.” She-Who-Is-Chained stroked the back of his head with a long finger. “Drink and be born anew.”
A rush of fluid blacker than night entered Leon’s mouth and slipped down his cheeks, viler than the sewage from a million Dökk army, sweeter than the honey from a royal beehive. Revolted and engrossed, he gagged even as he sucked for more. His body hummed, slowly at first, but with each new mouthful, the humming increased. He felt as if he might shatter. A fire hotter than a thousand suns burned inside his stomach. In his mind, he howled
Colors twisted and swirled until they transformed into a snarling Gray Skin, reaching into its animal-skinned loincloth. Leon blinked in confusion. He lay on his back with a pounding ache at the back of his skull. The Dökk hunched over him as it freed its—
The creature’s eyes widened and a pair of massive antlers forced its way out of its chest, spewing a fountain of crimson ribbons and droplets.
Leon stared in shock and awe as the antlers rose, lifting the Gray Skin upward. The Dökk thrashed and spasmed, showering with blood the blue scaled qilin that had impaled it.
“Stop!” a voice wailed from behind Leon.
The sound reminded Leon of where he was, of what he was supposed to be doing. He flipped around and saw Morgan lying face down in the dirt, his breeches around his ankles and a naked Gray Skin holding him down.
No. The horror of what was about to be done to his friend choked Leon. He leaped to his feet and charged the creature, howling at the top of his lungs. With every step he took, he sensed himself grow hotter. His insides burned. He was liquid fire. Liquid fire.
Pale hands met gray flesh and everything stopped.
■■■
Erik glided through the air in bird form, the sun a fiery orb below him, slowly climbing higher into the sky. His lack of success weighed on him. The area he had to search was quite large, true, but he had already been at this for hours. He should have found some hint of Hanna by now, and the chaos in his skull was not helping. He very much wanted to hold his wife in his arms again and apologize for being an idiot. Despite the updrafts helping him stay aloft, his broad wings were exhausted, black feathers hung limply from the brief drizzle that had ended only moments before. Muscle numbing exhaustion, and difficult to ignore when raindrops slipped in between his feathers.
You never learn, Asbjörn said. You always make the same mistakes. Do you not see how stupid you’re being? He chuckled, a father imparting wisdom to a wayward son.
Erik focused on Asbjörn’s voice, or at least he tried to. The inside of his head was a chaotic mess, filled with Patrick’s whimpers and Saxi’s periodic mutterings. They had been at it for hours, and it seemed like they would be at it for hours more. The only one that remained silent was the Celestial Dragon, licking its wounds somewhere in the depths of Erik’s mind. It burned with rage, glowed within his skull like fiery coals.
What do you mean? Erik asked.
Asbjörn snarled. Fools! Everyone’s a fool but me. When you lose your way, you must always go back to the beginning. That’s where the answer always lies. Always in the beginning.
Erik flapped his massive wings, lifting his tired body onto another updraft. It was so hard to think. If only he could have quiet, he knew he would be able to understand what Asbjörn meant. He sensed a way to find Hanna lay hidden in the madman’s words, though at the moment it sounded like gibberish.
I will make you pay for this! Patrick’s whimpering turned violent before simmering back into ragged sobs. What did you do to me? I feel so weak. So small.
Erik ignored the Lightbender, still pondering Asbjörn’s words. The beginning? The beginning of what? He was sure the man did not mean the beginning of his life. So the beginning of his metamorphosis then? Perhaps, but what truth did that moment hold?
He vividly remembered the sensation of the Celestial Dragon’s teeth tearing into his flesh. He also held a memory of that moment from a different vantage, from Patrick’s perspective. Perhaps. . . .
Asbjörn’s laughter cut off, and he seemed to tense. What are you? Softer. Are you real? He hissed. You’re not. You’re a thought shard, a fragment, an illusion of my Abyss addled mind.
What exactly had Patrick witnessed all those mornings ago? Erik focused his mind on that half-remembered memory. The Celestial Dragon had thrashed and howled as its body warped and twisted mere moments after it swallowed him. Then it tumbled back into the crater it had created when it fell from the heavens.
What truth did that moment hold? He was no longer fully human. Perhaps, but what else? He was something more than the sum of his parts. He was the collection of every creature he ever consumed: part dragon, part Patrick, part dire wolves, part roc. . . .
Erik’s eyes widened in understanding. That’s it! He was no longer one thing—he was many. Then why choose between hunting for Hanna through her scent, or searching for her through the air? Why not do both? The simplicity of the idea staggered him. All that time wasted. I could’ve—
With a thought, he transformed his respiratory system, gifting himself the sense of smell of a dire wolf. He inhaled deeply and odors from kilometers away bombarded him with information, flooding him with a wealth of knowledge. The smells of humans predominated, much more than had any right to be this far out in the wilderness, overwhelming the much harsher scents of the monsters roaming below.
Each new gust drowned Erik in an ocean of scents. It was all he could do to breathe without gagging. He drifted in both body and mind until jerked back into full awareness by his abrupt descent. He gave a dozen beats of his midnight-colored wings and regained his former elevation, turning to track the one odor that cut through the rest. Hanna’s.             
Wariness all but forgotten, Erik quickened his pace. Vague hints of Hanna teased his nostrils as he tracked them back toward the Rin Mountains. For a time, he worried that he simply followed her trail back to Hjörtur. He breathed a sigh of relief when her scent led a little further to the east than the outpost that guarded the entrance to the Hidden Gate.
Erik slammed into the ground next to the opening of a small cave, his wings already shrinking down into human hands. He collapsed onto a knee and caught himself before he could smash his head against a rock. His lungs gulped in air. He forced himself upright. He did not have time for exhaustion, not when he was so close to his goal. Hanna’s intoxicating aroma wafted out of the cave entrance, the hints of fear in her odor adding an element of dread to his joy.
He charged into the cave, steadying the three blades that hung from his sash with a hand. The weapons were more than cumbersome, but he was glad for their weight at his side. They helped mellow the chaos of his inner monologue.
She’s dead. Dead. Dead, Asbjörn sang.
Erik snarled. She’s alive. I would know if she wasn’t. I would smell it.
She’s dead. Dead. Dead. Undaunted, Asbjörn continued his song. The Witch is dead.
She’s dead.
The inside of the cave was dank, dark, and pungent with a foul animal musk. Carved by wind, water, and the Eternal Father knows what else, the cave branched out into half a dozen different paths within a hand full of meters.
Erik’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light almost immediately. He moved with great care, inching his way toward the source of Hanna’s scent as silently as he could manage. Several of the chambers he passed were filled with the same Black Sprites that had attacked the camp.
He went unobserved, working his way down until he came upon an entrance that dropped into a large circular pit with green glowing gems embedded in the wall. At the bottom of the pit, Hanna lay covered in blood being dragged by her hair by the Cockma.
“Hanna!” Erik screamed.




Chapter 29

Dressed in a flowing white gown, Hanna ducked her head into every chamber in Höfn’s Moon Palace in search of Cecilia. Behind her trailed a troop of serving women, with a red dot painted on each one of their foreheads. She very much hated when her best friend pulled her disappearing act. Cecilia should always be there when she needed her. Did she not know her place? She shook her head and golden ringlets swung.
The main hallway in the Moon Palace was covered in thick blue carpets and narrow mirrors that tossed twisted reflections of herself back at her. She barely saw the contorted versions of herself, so focused was she on her task. Usually, they unnerved her more than she would like to admit. She was pretty, everyone said so, yet the mirrors tormented her with gnarled untruths. Untruths she sometimes thought might be the real Hanna.
Her eyes drifted to a mirror. A blonde-haired girl of six peered back at her, her neck unnaturally elongated, her pupil as large as wine bowls.
Hanna shuddered and looked away. She left the main hallway behind and ducked into a side corridor where she found Hamar, her twin brother, and Willum, her betrothed, playing dice. The boys froze, their eyes moving from her to the serving women behind her.
She ignored them and nodded at the five Unseen—black-and-white mask wearing Ógiltian Lightbenders—that hovered behind the boys. The men returned her greeting.
“I see, you two are up to no good as usual,” she told the boys.
“Beloved,” Willum began.
Hamar flicked Willum in the head. “I told you to quit it with that beloved crap.” He sounded petulant and more than a tiny bit jealous. “Her name is Hanna, you know, my little sister—the same girl you’ve known for like forever.”
“But—” Willum was a year older than Hamar but you would never tell it by the way he deferred to the younger boy, then again Hamar was destined to be king and Willum was not.
“No buts,” Hamar interrupted, then turned his attention to Hanna. “What do you want?”
“I’m happy to see you too, Hamar.” Hanna sighed. Her brother was always territorial with things he considered his. She supposed she was the same way; that was just another thing they shared in common. “Have you seen Cecilia?”
He shrugged and blew on the dice in his hands. “Check the throne room.”
Hanna almost smacked herself in the forehead. Of course, the one place she did not check. She thanked her brother, but he was too busy throwing his dice to reply. He was spending far too much time with the Unseen and had started to pick up their bad habits. That would need to be handled for the good of the realm, she decided.
She laughed silently at herself and strode past her constant shadows. I’m sounding more and more like Mother. The thought terrified as much as it amused.
Back in the hall of mirrors, she quickened her pace, listening to the flurry of footfalls that mimicked her own. Sometimes she fantasized of what it would be like to go off on an adventure on her own, just her and Cecilia without servants.  
The wing-helmed guards opened the throne room’s massive double doors and Hanna slipped into the chamber. The throne room was thick with the gilt from stars that hung above diamond, domed roof, empty of its usual bustle and din. Cecilia stood before a row of chairs, staring at the Void Throne atop the dais. It was a monstrosity, made of glossy black stone. The huge silver, shattered moon set in the polished wall behind it only added to its sense of grandeur.
Hanna shivered, much like the twisted mirrors the throne always gave her the creeps. She motioned to her serving women, commanding them to wait by the doors with her fingers, and approached her friend, thankful for the fires blazing in the three great fireplaces.
“I don’t know how you can stand to look so long at that thing,” Hanna said.
Cecilia took a seat on one of the chairs and smiled; the smile appeared slightly forced. “You have no appreciation of taste. It’s beautiful. Look how it almost glitters.”
“Do you even know how long I was searching for you this time?” Hanna asked, changing the subject. She did not want to talk about the stupid Void Throne. That ugly thing could go straight to the Abyss for all she cared. She huffed. “Well, do you?”
“Did you miss me that much?” Cecilia looked at her then, but her eyes immediately jumped back to the throne. “Don’t tell me you want to practice kissing again that much?”
Hanna hissed and swung her eyes toward her servants at the doors. “Lower your voice, Cece.” More than a hint of reproach sharping her tone.
Cecilia stood and curtsied, a self-satisfied smirk hanging from her lips. “Yes, Princess.”
“Now, sit back down,” Hanna said, “and wipe that stupid smile off your face before I kick you.”
Cecilia sat, but the smirk remained firmly affixed to her lips. Her blue eyes glowed with mocking amusement as she returned her gaze back to the throne.
Hanna balled her hand into a fist but kept her face impassive. “You’ll never sit on it you know?” She felt a sick sense of satisfaction watching the smile slip from Cecilia’s lips. “But if you’re lucky, perhaps one of your sons will.”
Cecilia ground her teeth.
“Unless you end up being barren,” Hanna said. “You don’t think you’re barren, do you? Mother said women with tiny hips have trouble carrying a child to term.” She studied Cecilia’s profile with a dramatic flair. “You do have small hips.”
“I’m seven!” Cecilia shouted, her eyes scandalized.
Hanna could not keep it back any longer, she burst into a fit of giggles. “I wish you could see your face right now. I wish—”
Cecilia’s hand smacked Hanna in the face, stealing the rest of her words. Hanna stood, more shocked than hurt. From the corner of her eyes, she could see her serving women rushing toward her. Cecilia stood, her hand cocked for another slap, her face flushed with excitement. Then the realization of what she had done dawned on her.
“I’m so—” Cecilia began.
The vaulted ceiling shook, and the fireplaces spluttered out for a second before whooshing back to full strength. Hanna looked from her serving women back to Cecilia. They all stood rooted to their plot of polished floor, caught in the act of moving.
Hanna stepped back, unsure what was happening. The entire throne quaked like a dropped piece of iron, and the fireplace went out for good this time, leaving her stranded in darkness. Light flashed above and outside the railing opposite the Void Throne, where her father waved at the crowds that would gather to see him.
She moved toward it, fear pimpling her skin. The roar of distant battle washed against her the closer she got to the railing until it became deafening. The stone beneath her slippers shook like the deck of a ship, sending her stumbling this way and the other until she caught her balance. She stared at the darkness that had consumed Höfn. No lamps of candles shone in a city where thousands usually shone.
The heavens bloomed with fiery rosebuds, hundreds all glowing at once, while lightning crackled through the air, all were aimed at the monstrosity that tore at the city like a child’s plaything. Chemosh. The most violent of the Four Great Calamities.
■■■
“Chemosh.”
Hanna groaned; her head rang with the clanging of metal. Her closed eyelids crawled with fiery lines. Lines like spiderwebs, twisting their way into her skull, thrusting their way into her brain. The pain then spiraled its way down her spine, all the way to her toes. Few parts of her body did not ache. It was all she could do not to scream from the waves of hurt washing against her illusion of control.
She opened her eyes, trying not to panic. Bones in her legs were broken, she was almost certain of that. Half blind, she winced at the brightness of the green glow that bathed the pit. When her vision cleared, she saw the source of the deafening clangs, rocking the chamber. Erik chased the Cockma, swinging his longsword. They moved too quickly for Hanna to pick up much than a blur, but she picked up the gist of it. Every time Erik slashed the creature, it became transparent and his longsword passed right through it to crash into the wall or floor.
“Erik.” Hanna’s heart clenched. He came for me. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she snarled. So weak. I’m so fucking weak! She slammed her fist against the stone floor and fought the urge to rush the Cockma with her knife.
Erik heard her, though her call had been little more than a whisper. He turned toward her, his longsword raised above his head. A flash of pleasure ran across his face before disappearing as the Cockma charged him. The Cockma knocked the weapon from his hand and smashed him into the wall, back first.
“No!” Hanna screamed and tried to stand. Her legs collapsed beneath her and she fell back to the floor, writhing in pain. Flames flared up her right leg. She whimpered helplessly behind clenched teeth.
Blood ran down a cut on Erik’s forehead as he climbed to his hands and knees. The Cockma clawed his back, tearing through robe and pale skin. He howled and little rivers of crimson sprung forth from his parted flesh. His arms gave way beneath his weight.
No, get up!
As if hearing her unspoken words, Erik rolled away from the monster’s next swipe. Right into Ida’s corpse, tangling himself in lifeless limbs and a dead fetus. Black blood speared his clothing and face. He looked in real danger of gagging, but the claw that caught him in the chin stopped him in the act.
Scarlet gushed forth from the holes it left in Erik’s chin and his eyes rolled back into his head, even as he shoved his shortsword into the Cockma’s chest. It staggered back, squealing.
Erik dropped onto his side and peered at her with a sense of panic. Why did he not heal himself? She shook her head. He must be hurt in a way she could not perceive. That was the only thing that made sense.
Shadows pooled around the Cockma’s shoulders like thick oil as white fluid leaked around the weapon stuck in its chest. It ripped the shortsword free and tossed it aside. The shadows bubbled and popped.
Blood drenched, Erik rushed the Cockma, unsheathing his second longsword as he came to his feet. Before he reached it, the monster faded into nothingness. Erik jerked to a stop and spun around, his eyes searching. Seconds ticked passed and still he spun back and forth.
The Cockma appeared behind Erik, on its knees. It yanked him by his leg and smacked him against the wall like a stick, once, twice. . . . Erik gasped and groaned in between each blow. The sound of bones cracking and breaking filled the enclosed space, reminding Hanna of walnuts popping on a fire.
Hanna crawled toward her lover, toward her husband, fear making her gulp, tears making the pit blur. “Erik. Erik!” She knew there was nothing she could do to help, but she had to try. She had to. “ERIK!”




Chapter 30 

Erik’s grip on his mind faltered and the Celestial Dragon surged forward, giddy with the thought of seizing control. He groaned and pushed it back. His spine and ribs ached as if he had been beaten with an iron rod, but the reality was worse than that. The Cockma slammed him against the wall once again. Stone chips danced on their way to the floor. Bones in Erik’s shoulder shattered, and a rib poked its way out of his flesh. He felt it as a tearing sensation at his side.
“Erik,” Hanna screamed as she crawled toward him.
He clenched his teeth, unwilling to let her see him whimper. Fire crackled along his broken bones. He had to be strong, if not for his own sake, then for hers. He would not whimper! Hammers smashed at his shoulder blades. Bones crumbled into shards.
Erik roared and reached toward the wall with his right hand, a hand that transformed into a miniature version of the Celestial Dragon’s claw. The beast within rippled, overjoyed. Dragon claw met rock and Erik jerked to a stop.
“You think you can defeat me?” He glanced back at the Cockma and grinned. “Do you know what I am? Do you?”
Still holding onto Erik’s leg, the Cockma swung its other claw at the Prince’s chest. Erik grabbed it with his human hand and grinned wider. He laughed.
“Now I have you,” he said.
But he did not. The Cockma melted from his grasp like morning dew under the blazing sun, and he fell to the floor. He rolled to his knees, grunting as he pressed his back against the wall. The wounds that littered his flesh mended ever so slowly and his eyes scanned the pit.
His and Hanna’s eyes met, and he gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. He was unsure how they would get out of this one alive. Without the use of the Abyss, it was almost impossible to deal with these fiends. Only Cultivators and. . . .
Erik blinked, looking past Hanna. He might not have the use of Esoteric Techniques any longer, but he was a Lightbender now, was he not?
The Fallnir Menn have always been like children to the Twice Born, Asbjörn said. Only on this island do they bow and kneel to their lessers.
Eyes still scanning the pit, Erik sent part of his attention questing for the thing in his gut. What had Patrick called it? Malkuth? It swirled with prana, and the familiar sense of it made him feel at ease. As a Cultivator, he had tinkered with prana for most of his life.
Now what? Patrick whimpered in his darkened corner. There would be no help from that quarter.
The Cockma appeared behind Hanna and yanked her back by her hair. She shrieked, taken completely by surprise. Her blue eyes swam with tears.
Erik took a step forward then stopped, fear making him hesitate. When will I learn?
They always go for my weak spot.
I should know better!
The Cockma ran its ruby-colored tongue across Hanna’s face and smiled. “Mine.” Its voice hissed like a bag of vipers.
The pure horror painted on Hanna’s face made Erik’s insides burn. He took another step forward, seizing hold of Malkuth. Come, he whispered to the prana within it and pointed his finger at the Cockma.
Erik dropped to his knees, howling, tearing at his robe. Boiling acid churned in his stomach. It was as if he had swallowed a vat of molten metal. He thrashed back and forth, his head ringing with Patrick’s mocking laughter.
Fool! the Lightbender yelled. You have no meridians.
In between the torment that assaulted his body and mind, Erik saw the Cockma leave Hanna to return to him. He tried to stand, tried to roll away, but his limbs failed to respond to his command. Eyes wide, he watched the Cockma spear its claw into his stomach and ripped out his large intestine, in a froth of scarlet gore.
Erik screamed, the new torment joining with the old. He reached out and grasped the Cockma’s forearm as it entered his belly anew. The creature’s red eyes peered into his own. He smiled up at it.
Suddenly his spilled gore morphed into red and black tentacles, which he wrapped around the Cockma. It tried to pull free, but he held its thrashing form still.
“You’re mine now,” Erik said. “Mine.”
The Cockma scarlet eyes flared, glowing brighter, then its thrashing stilled, and it disappeared once again, like a wisp of smoke passing through Erik’s fingers. Gone before he could more than blink. Hanna stared at him, mouth agape, blood spilling from an unseen wound on her head.
No!” He jerked toward her. “Quick. Get behind me!”
Hanna threw herself backward, her arms flailing. He stopped and looked down at the tentacles quivering out of his stomach. They oozed slightly, dripping slime onto the ground.
“Sorry.” Erik turned the tentacles back into his robe and flesh.
“Behind you!” Hanna pointed over his shoulder.
Erik did not turn back to look. He scooped Hanna into his arms and rushed toward the exit that hung twenty meters above them, slightly to their left. A claw scored his back, ripping apart his skin and muscles. He lurched to the side before he caught himself, but did not stop moving.
Hanna shuddered in his arms. He followed her gaze up to the entrance. The Cockma now stood in it, its cloak of pooled shadows rippling around and behind it. Erik stopped.
“You have to use fire,” Hanna said. “That’s the only thing that works against these things.” Her voice was sullen, as if she were explaining a well-known fact to an idiot.
Erik clenched his teeth. “I know that.”
“Then why don’t you use your Esoteric Techniques?”
Erik backed away from the entrance, never taking his eyes off the Cockma. “Because I can’t, Hanna.” Even now, he could not bring himself to tell her he was no longer a Cultivator.
She opened her mouth, then closed it again when a dozen Black Sprites swarmed past the watching Cockma. Erik’s back touched the wall, and he set Hanna down, stepping in front of her. His weapons lay scattered all over the pit. He glanced at them and shook his head. They would be of no use to him here.
Eat.
The Celestial Dragon unfurled within the darkness that was its home, its metal-like scales humming with need, clanging with hunger.
Erik knew what he had to do, but the chance of his actions spiraling out of control stopped him. He might just be trading one form of danger for another, might be putting Hanna at even greater risk.
“Whatever happens next,” he said, “don’t get too close to me unless I’m completely in human form. And . . . if I lose control and hurt you . . . I’m sorry.”
Not waiting for a response, Erik hunched forward as his chest swelled and his arms grew an array of black and gold scales. The Celestial Dragon roared at the back of his skull, desperately trying to quicken the pace of his metamorphosis. Erik fought against it. For his plan to work, he had to keep himself from being overwhelmed by the beast’s desires, by its hunger. Oh, how his innards ached with the need that filled both he and the dragon. Oh, how it—he longed to sink his teeth into flesh.
Erik clicked his claw off of the floor and halted the change halfway. From the waist down, he was still human, but from the waist up he was anything but. He wondered how exactly he must appear to Hanna. Some mad amalgamation of man and alien dragon. He shook his head. That did not matter, at least not right now. He inhaled through his reptilian snout and opened his mouth, breathing out fire, great gouts of it.
The pit became a furnace of furious golden flames, the Black Sprites shrieked. Erik closed his mouth, and the inferno faded into nothingness, its only remnants the thrashing carcasses that littered the floor, still aflame, and the places where the floor and walls glowed from the power of Erik’s breath.
Still standing in the entrance, the Cockma howled as its minions burned, howled as they died. It leaped from the entrance, its raged etched vestige twisting as it vanished.
Erik sensed something clawing at the scales on his back. He threw himself into a sideways roll and his human legs gave out beneath him, snapped like dry twigs. A groaned escaped his massive maw. He stopped his limbs from transforming into the rest of the Celestial Dragon.
He attempted another roll, using his front claws and bat-like wings to lurch from side to side. His wings smashed into the sides of the pit; it was too small to contain him. The Cockma continued to rain blows down upon him, but they were like soft raindrops striking the roof of a monastery, harmless and almost tranquil. The only thing that kept Erik from being lulled into a false sense of security was Hanna’s yells rising behind him.
Focus.
Erik gave his great large head a shake and allowed his metamorphosis to progress further. His broken legs swelled and warped into thick claws. He leaped upward, scratching at all four corners of the pit with his massive frame, then slammed into the ceiling, back first. The chamber shook, and the debris rained down all around him.
Hanna’s yells rose a pitch higher before falling silent.
Erik’s claws dug into the walls like soft sand, using them to slow his descent, all the while searching for the Cockma. His scales clicked with joy, sounding like knocked sheets of armor.
There it was! It stood across Hanna’s sprawled form.
He opened his mouth and released another gout of golden flames, bathing the Cockma in a brilliant radiance. The shadows that spooled from it caught fire. It wailed and collapsed in on itself before exploding into a shower of green embers that danced around Hanna. Her eyes opened, peering up in horror.
EAT!
Erik’s insides turned and a bottomless hole opened within him. Emotions in the back of his head that belonged to the other voices receded, replaced by the singular need to feed. It made everything else meaningless. There was no place for thought or love. No space to contemplate the results of his carelessness.
Hanna climbed to her feet, then collapsed with a gasp. A tantalizing slab of uncooked meat begging to be devoured. 
No. No. Erik closed his eyes. The walls of the pit gave under his claws, and he slumped down.
“I won’t eat her!” The boom of his dragon voice made the very air tremble. “Run, Hanna. Run!” 




Chapter 31

Hanna gaped and pinched herself. Burning corpses littered the floor and green embers floated about her, yet this hardly seemed the place for the furious battle she had just witnessed. The chamber was a pit of moderate size with barely enough room to hold forty. Overhead, a deformed creature patterned in ebony and gold scales hung with its claws dug into the walls, peering down at her with a pair of yellow and black eyes.
The pit groaned and rock shards collapsed to the ground. Hanna’s back quivered with every piece of stone that struck her and agony clouded her mind as she rose her arms above her head.
Golden eyes disappeared behind scaled eyelids. “I won’t eat her!” The pit groaned louder, as if weathering the bombardment of a thousand hammers. “Run, Hanna. Run!”
Eat me? Hanna’s eyes widened.
The walls of the pit gave way under Erik’s weight and he came crashing down. Hanna threw herself against the wall, hoping against hope it would be enough to protect her. A good sized rock struck her in the shoulder, and she cried out, collapsing onto her stomach. Erik struck the ground, and the pit trembled.
Gusts of air whooshed, waffling the back of Hanna’s head. Above her, folded wings twitched as the floor pitched back and forth. Erik’s scales clicked against each other, filling the chamber with a metallic din.
Hanna could hardly breathe for all the plumes of dust sent flying. She coughed and used Erik’s side to push herself upright. There was little room to do more than that.
“She’s not food!” A note of terror entered Erik’s dragon voice. “Please, Hanna, run. Run! Before . . . it’s—EAT! CHEW! DEVOUR!” 
Hanna climbed up Erik’s side, her heart pounding furiously in her chest. It’s just like climbing a— Her bloody fingers slipped and she lurched downward before catching herself. She wiped her hands on her dress and pushed onward until she reached his back.
Erik had warned that this might happen, but it was only now that she understood what he meant.               She jogged across his back, jerking this way and that as he shifted beneath her, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Her right leg burned with every step. She tumbled onto her backside.
“I love her. Don’t make me.” Erik flung his great head back and forth, smashed the wall beneath the exit. “So hungry. Need. Hanna, forgive me.”
Hanna sprung back onto her feet, eying the exist. To escape, she would have to run down Erik’s long neck and leap to freedom. But Erik’s thrashing posed a problem. A very serious problem. She would have to time it just right.
She gulped. “Erik, can you hear me?”
“Hanna?” He stilled, then jerked his head to the side. “EAT!”
“Yes, it’s me.” She took another breath. “If you’re in there somewhere, I need you to lift your head to the entrance and stand still. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes! Hurry, Hanna. I can’t fight it much longer.” Despite its harshness, his voice sounded close to the point of weeping.
“Now!” she shouted.
Erik slammed his head just below the entrance. Hanna limped forward, favoring her left leg, her arms extended to either side, keeping herself from pitching over the side of Erik’s narrow neck—well, narrow compared to the rest of him. Freedom drew closer with every half step. She fought the sense of euphoria that stirred within. It was too soon to—
“EAT!” Erik smashed his head first into one side of the pit, then the other. “CLAW! TEAR!”
Hanna fell and grabbed onto one of the black spikes that lined either side of Erik’s neck. Dust and rock fragments showered her as her legs swung back and forth.
“NO! HANNA!”
Erik froze with his head slightly to the right of the entrance. Hanna clenched her teeth and pulled herself back up. Half screaming, half crying, she bolted forward. Fire shot up her right leg. The scales beneath her pitched to the side, and she leaped.
She landed awkwardly within the entrance and slammed into the wall. Her chest seething with fresh pain, she crawled deeper into the tunnel. A howl rose behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder to see a claw reach into the tunnel. She threw herself forward, falling just short of being sliced into bloody segments. Erik’s claw tore at the entrance, and the tunnel trembled.
“Erik, stop it!” Hanna stood with her back leaning on the shifting stone. “Whatever this is, it’s not you. You won’t hurt me. You love me as I love you.”
Erik backed away from the entrance and pressed his eye to it, an eye of solid black encircled by a band of luminous gold. The eye blinked and a gust of sulfur-laden air blasted Hanna’s gore-mattered dress.
She took another step back. If he breathed fire into the tunnel, there would be nowhere for her to escape. The back of her heel struck something hard, and she stopped. Her zither lay on the stone floor behind her, a shell of its former beauty. Cracks and scratches lined its surface. 
Hanna picked up the cracked instrument, thinking back to the moment she and Erik had in their apartments back in Hjörtur. Something inside her eased and music poured from the zither. Her fingers strummed a tune; haunting and low, it spun something magical between the two of them. The song moved like the nearly invisible wings of a swarm of blue-colored butterflies, whirled like autumn leaves twisting in the wind as they drifted toward the forest floor. 
With a bitter ache in her eyes, Hanna walked closer to Erik. He staggered away from the entrance. His form warped as he shrank in on himself, his flesh bubbling and rippling like oil at the boil. He shrieked, half-man, half-beast, before resuming his normal form.
For a moment, she peered down at him, and he stared up at her, tears in his beautiful green eyes. Her fingers stilled their dance, and he was the first to look away. She said nothing, just quietly watched him gather his swords before he climbed up the broken wall to join her.
“I’m a fool,” he said.
She nodded. “You are, but you’re my fool.”
And just like that, it was as if the last three days had never happened. He allowed her to lean on him and together they worked their way through the now empty cave system.
Outside, the sun was just reaching its peak, a ball of fiery light. Only a few ivory clouds marred the beauty of the blue sky, and they were fat and fluffy, not the sort to carry rain. It was a wonderful day to be alive.
Hanna smiled despite the brightness that stung her eyes. Erik shuffled his feet beside her, and she sighed. Together, they worked their way down the mountain path.
“I can carry you, you know?” Erik said. “It would be quicker.”
The smile slipped from Hanna’s face. “One day you’ll understand I’m not as useless as I appear.”
“When have I ever called you useless?” Erik frowned. “You’re anything but. You saved me back there as much as I saved you. We’re a team.”
More pretty words. Hanna rubbed the dried blood from her forehead. Erik did not believe that—he could not, not when he did not trust her enough to tell her what the letter said. Actions revealed what words concealed. 
Erik scooped her into his arms. Hanna gasped, taken by surprise, which she was sure was his intent. He increased his pace, almost leaping down the mountain with every step. The warmth of his embrace helped fight the chill of the mountain air, yet she was anything but pleased. She forced herself to unball her hands.
“Sorry, but you have no idea how you look,” he said. “I’ve seen dead goats that look healthier.”
“A dead goat.” She would not be angry just for the sake of being angry. She would not! “I see.”
Erik hopped down onto level ground. “So you’re still upset at me.”
“I’m not upset.” Hanna brushed a blood-stained strand of hair from her eye and glared up at him. The snarl in her voice grated on her, but she could do nothing about it. It was hard to maintain your dignity while being carried around like a child.
What’s wrong with me? Is this what being in love does to you? Makes you act like a moon-calf fool? If it was, she could do without it.
“I feel like we’re just going around in circles,” Erik said, exploding forth with a burst of speed. “You almost died. Why can’t we enjoy the fact that we’re both alive?”
Hanna sighed, controlling her exasperation by the slimmest of margins. “Don’t you see that’s exactly why I can’t? No one knows how long we have left together. We have to make every single moment count. We can’t leave things unsaid. Unresolved. Life is too short, and unlike you, I’m still human. Nothing but time will heal my leg and wounds. Do you understand?”
Erik carried Hanna into a forest thick with pine and weaved in between the trucks without slowing or pausing. A slight breeze whipped at them, tugged at Hanna’s ruined dress. For a handful of moments all there was, was the sound of the wind and the strange double heartbeats within Erik’s chest.
“I won’t let you die,” he said. “I promise, I’ll let no harm come to you again.”
Hanna gagged on the rage that twisted in her stomach. How did Erik not know that was the worst possible thing to say? Did he not understand her at all? “Put me down.”
Erik frowned down at her. “What?”
“I. Said. Put. Me. Down!” Each word was punctuated with a snarl.
He jerked to a stop and slowly sat her back on her feet. She limped away from him and leaned on a tree for support, her back to him. The rough feel of the bark against her palm was soothing in a way she wished Erik could be in this moment.
Men abuse what is easily gotten, her mother’s words repeated back to herself. That’s why a woman must show her husband her thorns. To do otherwise is to be used and discarded. Make him bleed and he will know your worth.
Hanna had not wanted to believe at first, but over time her mother’s words had only proven more than true. She had seen it in the relationships of her friends and her enemies alike. All the successful women had made their husbands bleed whether consciously or unconsciously.
She pushed herself from the tree and trudged on, hissing with every other step. Erik was by her side in an instant, and she reluctantly allowed herself to lean on him for support. Once not so long ago she had done the same for him.
They walked on in silence. With every dozen meters they traveled, the pain in Hanna’s right leg only increased. She hoped her own stubbornness was not doing irreversible damage to her limb but feared that might be the case.
“I wish. . . .” Erik sighed and tried again. “I wish we would’ve gotten married sooner. All that time I wasted—”
“Whoring,” she interjected and regretted it a second later. Stop this. Just ask the question. It’s the only way to be sure.
“Well, yes, I suppose—”
Hanna whirled on him. “What did the letter say, Erik?”
“I. . . .” He lowered his eyes from her own and sniffed the air. “I smell blood. Human blood. Lots of it.” He turned from her and peered off into the distance as if he could see through the trees.
Hanna bit her lip and closed her eyes. She got her answer, though it was not the one she was hoping for. A non response was still an answer.




Chapter 32

Three hours earlier
Cecilia clenched at the hem of her nightgown, the cool blade at her throat, reducing all else to a low murmur. Her heart thumped with a furious and heavy sound. Her legs trembled. Terror clawed and tore. This could not be happening! She had been so convinced in her own cleverness that she had not seen this coming. Her greatest fear up to this moment had been having to watch Gilbert die. It had to be done, but she dreaded seeing it happen. 
“We knew of your plans from the beginning, the King and I,” Gilbert was saying. “Your little disappearing act fooled no one.” He laughed, a dark and cruel sound. “You really thought a mangled corpse dressed in your robes would fool anyone? The only reason this little fiction was allowed to continue is that the King wanted you to bring all those stupid enough to join you together into one place, so I could end your little rebellion before it ever truly began.”
“You knew? How?” Willum trembled atop the wall, his white robe rippling with each gust that battered him. “Why did you marry. . . ?” He gave a wry snort. “I see. What better way to defang me than to hold what I love the most. But I think you made a miss calculation.”
“Is that so?” There was a note of amusement in Gilbert’s voice.
Willum tore off his red and black teardrop mask and allowed it to tumble to the ground. Even from so far away, Cecilia could see the beauty of her brother’s facial features, features that followed similar tracks as her own. His blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight and his blond hair danced in the wind.
“Yes,” Willum said, “you gambled that I love my sister more than I love my country. We are patriots, my sister and me. She would gladly die for Ógilt. As would any of us.”
Terror tightened its treacherous hold on Cecilia’s bladder, and warm urine gushed forth, drenching her thighs and nightgown. Aron stumbled back, a look of disgust flashing across his face. Whispers rose and spread outward from there.
Gilbert’s laughter shook the very air and left a pounding in Cecilia’s eardrums. “It seems your precious sister isn’t as brave as you think she is. She just pissed herself.”
Cecilia’s cheeks burned with shame and she shut her eyes. She had not known such humiliation since the day her home had been raided by Vindurian soldiers and she had been forced into the streets naked.
“Cecilia!” Willum’s voice throbbed with panic. All the confidence that had once imbued it only moments before had fled. He sounded a boy now, a scared, little boy. “If you harm her, I will—”
Cecilia’s eyes jerked open as she felt the blade gently slide across her neck. She screamed and rose a hand to her throat. Her fingers came away dripping in crimson. He nicked her! She could almost not believe it. How could she have so misjudged Gilbert?
“I grow tired of the sound of your voice,” Gilbert told Willum. “Tell your men to surrender or your sister dies.”
Another masked man appeared on the wall beside Willum, whispering urgently to Cecilia’s brother. Snatches of the conversation drifted down to them. “She’s only one person. . . . Think of Ógilt. . . .”
I’m going to die.
The realization struck Cecilia once again, but this time the fear was far less all-consuming, leaving her room to think. Willum had feared something like this might happen. He had never liked her plan from the beginning. Yet she had forced him to go along with it.   
Willum slashed his longsword through the masked man’s neck, and the figure tumbled off the wall, his body still twitching with life. A hush fell over the gathering.
Oh, Willum what have you done? Cecilia sobbed. Don’t you see I’m not worth this? But she did not have the courage to give voice to her thoughts. Death in abstraction was an easy thing to be unafraid of, but when you could feel it pressed against your throat, it was another thing altogether. 
“What are your terms?” Willum lowered his red-dripping longsword.
“No—” Cecilia’s voice squeaked into silence as the blade at her throat nicked her once again. 
“No terms,” Gilbert said. “You and your men surrender and I won’t murder your sister in front of you.”
Willum snarled. “Not good enough, Gilbert. If you want my surrender, you must guarantee her safety. Promise me she will live a long life somewhere comfortable. I don’t want her turning to begging or whoring because of this.”
“I can agree to all but the final point.” Gilbert patted Cecilia’s head. “I fear you’ve turned her into the last already.”
“What?”
“A whore.” Louder. “What else would you call selling your body for personal gain?”
So a whore am I? Cecilia sensed her cheeks burned with renewed shame. After all this time together that’s what I’ve become?
Willum did not refute Gilbert’s words. He stood impassive, staring off into the distance, his shoulders slightly slumped forward, a defeated man coming to terms with all he had lost.
“Tell your men to show themselves,” Gilbert said in a harder voice. All pretense fled, leaving cool professionalism in its place.
Willum glanced over his shoulder. “Do as he commands.” When no one else revealed themselves on top of the wall, he raised his voice. “Did you not swear your oaths to me in the ancient way? Blood for blood? Do as I command and show yourself.”
There was a brief pause then figures in dull-colored robes climbed on top of the wall, men dressed in the familiar black and red masks. They ringed the entire length of the wall, about thirty Cultivators in total, by any measure a dangerous force.
“Is this all of them?” By the tone of Gilbert’s voice, even he was taken by surprise, though he was trying to hide it.
“These are all the Cultivators who have sworn an oath to me.”
“His words were too precise,” Aron whispered from the side of his mouth. “There must be others we can’t see who have not sworn an oath to him.”
“Foreign agitators, you think?” Gilbert asked just as quietly.
“We always theorized that they had outside help.” Aron thumbed the hilt of his longsword as he spoke. A nervous habit, it seemed, but other than that he appeared cool and relaxed. “Enemies within and without. It’s a wonder we’ve survived this long.”
“A wonder named Vilhelm Ito.”
Aron flashed a small smile, gone in an instant. “He makes it look easy, doesn’t he? No surprise then why they hate us so much.”
“Well?” Willum’s angry voice rang out. “Here we stand, Viscount Gilbert, and you still haven’t given me your oath that my sister won’t be harmed.”
Gilbert shifted behind Cecilia, and she assumed his attention was once again wholly on her brother. “I swear that as long as you and your men surrender, no harm will come to your sister from any of us, in the name of the King.”
“And that she will be taken cared for in the manner fitting her station,” Willum added.
Aron exchanged a look with Gilbert over Cecilia’s head. Aron muttered something under his breath about fools always trying to bargain from a position of weakness. Gilbert ignored Aron’s assessment and complied with Willum’s request.
Cecilia felt her focus drift. Why did Gilbert agree so readily to Willum’s demands? Willum would surrender merely to spear her from death, nothing else was needed. Any fool could see that. Then why? Did Gilbert secretly care for her? Maybe. . . .
She wet her dry lips. “Gilbert, I must tell you two things.”
“Quiet, whore.” The blade pressed deeper into her flesh. “You’ve lost. Nothing you say will undo that.”
“I know.” Undaunted, she raised her voice until it carried far and wide. “First, I love you. No matter what happens I want you to know that.”
Aron glared at her.
“Second,” Cecilia said, raising her voice still further. Love was her only hope now. She took a deep breath “I’m pregnant with your child.”
Aron whirled to face her and Gilbert. From the intensity of his stare, whatever he saw on Gilbert’s face left him shaken. “My Lord, she is poison. You know this. Anything she says isn’t to be trusted.”
“Is it true?” Gilbert’s hot breath brushed the back of Cecilia’s neck. “Are you truly you with child? This is not the time for one of your games. The time for pretending has passed.”
“I spoke the truth.” She straightened and meting Aron’s glare with an unflinching stare of her own. “My cycle has not come for the last two months.”
“Two months.” The longsword at her throat shook then lowered.
Cecilia turned to face Gilbert. His blue eyes glittered with something bright. Something that made her own ache. She took his free hand and placed it on her stomach. “You’re going to be a father.”
“This changes nothing,” Aron said.
“I think not.” Willum chuckled, a sound like rolling thunder. “I have no doubt Viscount Gilbert would murder a woman, even one he’s married to. I’m sure he has been forced to do it before. But he would never murder a pregnant woman, much less the woman who’s carrying his first child.”
Aron ripped free his longsword, and the soldiers rustled with inpatients. “Tell him you will do what duty demands.”
Gilbert never once even glanced in Aron’s direction. He just shook his head and smiled his sad smile. He lifted his hand from her belly and ran a knuckle down the side of her face. The brief contact made her pulse quicken. “I knew from the first, you be my undoing,” he said. “You and that smile.” 
“My Lord, don’t be—” Aron began.
The lopsided wall that surrounded the camp exploded inward, in a wave that made the very air tremble. Dirt blasted everyone, stinging eyeballs, blinding them to all but the small circle before.
Gilbert pushed Cecilia onto the ground and covered her with his body. The ground quaked, and the heavens crackled with lightning. Through it all, Cecilia stared up into the eyes of the man she loved. She pressed her lips to his cheek.




Chapter 33 

Carrying Hanna in his arms, Erik returned to the place where they had camped. It was much changed since the last time he had seen it. The carriages and carts that had once ringed the clearing lay tipped over on their sides, half buried in mounds of dirt, some patches of which were melted into glass where fire had touched it. He set Hanna back down on her feet and unsheathed his dragon hilted longsword. She remained silent, as she had for the last few moments.
Erik sniffed the air. He smelled blood, yet he saw no bodies. Hanna stared at all unseeing, a dazed lamb wandering through her own world. A world separated from the reality of the moment.
“Stay close to me,” he told her.
She blinked and nodded slowly. “They’re all dead.” There was a certainty in her voice that raised the hair at the back of his neck. “All of them. They just don’t know it yet.” The last part was not meant for him he was sure, it was muttered under her breath, barely audible.
“Hanna, are you. . . ?” Erik sighed. He did not have time to caudel her. He had more important concerns. The camp had been attacked, and whatever or whoever had done it might still lay in wait. “Just stay close, all right?”
Hanna took the shortsword he handed her and graced him with a small smile. He shifted from her and tracked his way deeper into the camp, walking carefully around the random mounds that littered the clearing. She limped warily beside him.
Erik poked a nearby mound with his longsword. After a moment, the dirt around the weapon sluggishly broke apart into fragments of ivory light. He swallowed. Cultivators! The camp had been attacked by Cultivators. Only Esoteric Creations broke apart when struck by a Tár Guðs blade. Though the longer they remained in the world the more real they became until Tár Guðs no longer had an effect.  
Hanna’s face hardened as the last snow white fragment faded from existence. She lifted her shortsword with both hands, her arms steady. He stopped the smile he almost flashed her, but he was proud of her nonetheless.
They crept from dirt covered tent to dirt covered tent, moving deeper into the camp. Finally, they came to a stop at the heart of the camp and peered into the giant pit that lay in front of them. The mangled bodies of over a hundred corpses lay piled together, Lightbenders, horses, and armored soldier strewed alike. Familiar faces peered up at him—Aron, Kai—all lifeless.
A wailing sound burst out around them, and the mounds of dirt erupted as black and red masked men exploded forth from them, holding longswords. Erik took a step in front of Hanna, smiling at his enemies, shocked at the excitement he felt. Why should he want to do battle so soon after fighting for his life? It did not seem right. He shook his head and wiped the smile from his face.
The ground shook beneath his feet and two massive spider-like automatons, workings of gears and chaos stones, rose from the bowels of the earth, with dirt gushing off their reddish metal limbs like running water. Erik tightened his grip on the hilt of his longsword. That meant there was a Jörðian noble or two involved in the ambush.
A flash of color caught his eye, and he turned to see Cecilia walking past the masked men, with a well-dressed noble at her side. She and the stranger bore a striking resemblance. Their matching golden hair and blue eyes spoke of a shared kinship.
“Willum,” Hanna whispered from behind Erik.
Erik frowned. “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?” He unsheathed his other longsword and cracked his neck. “Oh, well. I suppose it falls to me to send you back into the void.”
Willum tugged Cecilia to a stop. “My sister is right, you are insane. You are surrounded and outnumbered. Your defeat is a certainty.” He nodded to Hanna in greeting, dismissing Erik from his attention. “Betrothed, it has been too long. May I say, our time apart has only added to your charms. I stand breathless and dimwitted in your presence.” He bowed, a deep and graceful dip.
Erik took a step forward and Hanna stopped him with a hand. He glanced back at her. She appeared conflicted. These were her people, he remembered. Had she known about this rebellion beforehand? Was she part of it? He pushed the thought away. He did not want to doubt her. They had already been through too much for her to betray him.
“Do you trust me?” she asked.
He looked at her, really looked at her. Her dress was torn and stained with grime and dust and dried blood mattered her hair. Besides that, her eyes were clear and focused. More than anything he got a sense of cold determination from her.
“I do,” he said.
“Then trust me and die.” She shoved the shortsword into his heart.
Erik gasped, more surprised than anything. The blade within him burned but not more than the betrayal. That hurt more. So much more.
Blue eyes shining with moisture, Hanna pulled his head down and kissed his cheek. “Meet me where the Shattered Moon meets the Void.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
Erik jerked back as she tore the blade from his heart. His hands went numb, and the longswords slipped from his fingers.
No. NO! Asbjörn wailed at the back of his skull, a full-throated cry. Then all the voices joined in a mournful sound, the dirge to his funeral pyre.
Erik staggered, drunk on grief, drunk on despair. His eyes ached. His vision swam. He fell into the pit, back first. Hot tears spilled forth as his limbs grew cold, ice in his veins, winter in his wounded heart.
Hanna’s fragmented face peered down at him. 




PART FIVE:

Death Knell




Chapter 34



Don’t cry because you’re dying, smile because you lived.   
— MATANGI, TO LEON
Cecilia stepped away from Willum, and a bolt of surprise ran through her as she watched Hanna rip the shortsword from Erik’s chest. How could Hanna stomach to do such a thing? Even she had not had the wherewithal to personally murder Gilbert. Erik fell back into the burial pit, and there was the collective releasing of breaths. An automaton twitched, and a plume of dust rose into the air.
Hanna turned from the pit and the wind whipping her hair to the side. Her eyes gleamed with sunlight. Cecilia stepped back. She was not afraid of her blonde-haired friend, exactly. No, of course not! But she moved back until Willum stood slightly in front of her.
“Is this how you greet your Princess? Your Queen?” Despite the tears in her eyes, Hanna’s voice was as cool as a winter breeze. “Kneel.”
Then just like that they all did, a second behind Willum, who led them downward. Cecilia found herself resenting the ease with which the Princess had seized control of the gathered men.
Two years spent scheming and plotting, and it all becomes hers with just a few words. Cecilia had to fight to keep the smile on her face from shifting into a snarl.
“Now rise,” Hanna was saying. “Serve me fatefully, and we will all live to see the royal blood sit once again on the Void Throne.”
Cecilia’s smile twitched into a snarl. Serve her? The royal blood? How easy it was for Hanna like it always had been. What was hers became Hanna’s without even a thank you.
“All Hail the Queen of Ógilt,” Willum said, grinning like an idiot.
The roar that followed shook Cecilia down to the marrow of her bones. She rose her own voice to join in, giving her rage an outlet. Willum, you damned fool! What are you doing?
Hanna bent and picked up her former husband’s swords, sheathing them before bundling them with a ripped strip of her grim-stained dress. She was in serious need of a wash and a change of clothes. Yet, even so, she held herself with an air of regal grace. Cecilia hated to admit it, but she could not deny it.
“I was so afraid you were dead.” Cecilia hugged Hanna. “I’m glad you’re alive.” And she was, despite everything Hanna was her friend. “Are you. . . ?”
“I’m whole, Cece, or close enough to it that it doesn’t matter.” Hanna broke the embrace. “I saw Ida.”
The news jolted Cecilia back onto her heels. Ida? She had almost forgotten about her in the chaos of the last few days.
“She didn’t have a good end,” Hanna said. “In fact, I doubt anyone else has had a more bitter ending.” She shifted to Willum and nodded at the pit. “Have someone cover it.”
Willum lifted his eyes from her bundle of swords and shouted orders. Cecilia pulled Hanna away from the pit; it was starting to stink with the stench of rotting flesh. They weaved through the masked men, who bowed as they passed. Hanna limped, favoring her left leg, but she still greeted each man with a nod and a small smile.
“It wounds me to hear about Ida. I loved her like I love you.” Cecilia frowned, then shook her head. “But you will be glad to know the that Rikka, Súla, and Óla survived. Though, Súla is heartbroken. She sacrificed her sweetheart as we did our own.” She studied Hanna. “Are you sure you’re all right? You seem distant.”
Hanna pattered Cecilia’s arm absentmindedly, her eyes taking in her surroundings. “I’m fine. It hurt a lot less than I thought it would.” The coolness of her voice made Cecilia shudder. “Just a little prick and a little blood. It’s a wonder women don’t do it more. Murder husbands.”
“I. . . .” Cecilia closed her mouth. That almost sounded like a joke, and if not for Hanna’s deadpan tone, she might have even laughed. “Somehow I knew you would be back. I made Willum wait here rather than searching everywhere for you. I’m glad I did.”
They came to a stop beside one of the massive automatons. The creature had six glowing chaos stones as eyes and a reddish tint to its long metal limbs. Two-stories tall, it towered over them. Beside one of its legs, a man in a brown cloak stood, twisting the end of a long, black mustache. He wore well-fitting breeches that disappeared into black boots, polished to a shine.
“This is Baron Ronald, a Jörðian nobleman who has put his support behind our cause,” Cecilia said.
The Baron gave Hanna a flippant bow. “Charmed, my dear. I must say, you put on a mighty fine display. The look on that Vindurian dog’s face when you stabbed him was priceless.” He chuckled and ran a hand down the front of his fine brown coat. “That sight alone was worth the trip.”
“You’ve come a long way, I hope it’s not just to be a spectator,” Hanna said, her face impassive.
“No, my Lady—
“Princess, or your Majesty,” Hanna cut in.
“Forgive me, Princess.” His lips thinned, and he gave another bow, this time much less flippant. “As I was saying, no. I represent my Queen in this endeavor. If Vatn, Jörðin, Eldur, and what’s left of Ógilt don’t come together, Vindur will devour us all.”
“So Jörðin has officially put its support behind our rebellion?” 
Ronald jerked to stillness. “No . . . not officially. But I’m here to lend what help I can.”
Hanna smiled that smile that had always made Cecilia want to her to slap her when she flashed it in her direction, half icy queen, half sullen child. “I see,” Hanna told him. “Well, we would be more than happy to accept whatever help you can lend.”
Cecilia glanced over her shoulder. The masked men were heeding Willum’s orders and righting the carriages and wagons and searching for foodstuffs. The plan was to take everything they could with them back underground. They would need it for the war to come.
“Shall we?” Cecilia asked Hanna, gesturing down into the hole the automaton had climbed up from.
■■■
The ancient redwood forest was shrouded in mist and warm despite the lack of sunlight, but Erik felt cold. Colder than the darkest night of winter. He just wanted to forget, forget the blade entering his heart, forget Hanna’s betrayal. She had said that she would make him pay when he least expected. She had not sounded as if she were joking then, but he had not taken her seriously.
This is my fault. My fault! I should have told her what the letter—
Erik jerked to a stop. For the life of him, he could not remember what the letter had said. The knowledge was on the tip of his tongue, hanging just out of his grasp. He shuddered. It did not matter. Nothing mattered. Everything was icy blackness.
He pushed on, through the whirling plumes of gray whiteness, past ancient pillars, rooted in what was and what was not. Every time his fingertips brushed a trunk, he sensed the weeping void, deeper than any ocean, lonelier than the most desolate of islands.
Erik stepped pass the last tree. An autumn leave strewn clearing opened before him. The Dark One sat chained at its heart, a young boy held to her breast. She hummed, and the child broke apart into golden shards of light. He knew the boy, yet the child’s name alluded him.
The Dark One shifted to regard Erik as the last pieces of light vanished. “Oh, my sweet. Come here.”
Erik followed her command before he even had time to process it. Each step he took enlarged his frame until he was equal to her in every way except for the number of limbs and eyes.
“Who hurt you?” She brushed the back of her blue hand across his tear-stained cheek, a lover’s caress. “Tell me so I may rip their soul from their flesh. I will visit on them such torments that haven’t been known since before the First Breaking of the World. Tell me.”
He shook his head and kept his trembling lips closed.
The Dark One dropped her hand from his cheek. “What fools love makes of us all.” Her three dark eyes drifted to the blue gem that hung in the sky, half enveloped in darkness, half bathed in light.
“Who was that boy?” Erik asked.
“Humanity’s only hope.” The Dark One smiled a tired half smile. “Either that or the one who will watch it all burn. That part has yet to be written.”
Erik wiped the moisture from his face. “I don’t understand.”
“I know, but one day you will.” She touched him again, this time running her fingers through his hair. “If you live long enough, that is.”
“I can’t die.”
“Yet here you are.” The Dark One laughed and the crescent moon that hung from her forehead jingled. “You must understand that nature is my church. The one that lives within and outside the human heart. They all belong to me. Not even my beloved could take that from me.”
The sound of her voice lulled Erik into a false sense of safety. Yet a part of him knew he stood next to a being of pure madness. The things she said rarely made sense. It was like listening to Asbjörn rattling on, but less deranged.
“I’m not making sense.” She gripped the back of his neck and lightning spiraled down his spine, tingling his toes. “Put another way, I’m the unknown that exist outside and inside. To worship me is to dance with the source that stands outside all things.”
Erik stared at the Dark One’s blue lips. How would they feel pressed against his own? Were they warm and soft? Did they taste as sweet as ripe plums?
He took a step back, coming to a sudden understanding. It was her touch that was affecting him this way, there was something magnetic about it. Something that stirred the wild passions within.
“You’re within me.” He wet his dry lips. “Within all of us.”
She nodded. “Yes, I’m the unremembered dream, the repressed horrors that slumber within and the darkness that shrouds what you have yet not seen. I am war, destruction, death. I am—”
“Love.”
“Yes, that too.” She pulled him down and they sat cross-legged on the leave matted floor. “Tell me how it was broken. Your heart.”
“Hanna. . . .” Erik blinked fresh moisture from his eyes. “She betrayed me.” He touched his breast, half expecting to find a wound. “She stabbed me.”
“And you loved her?” The Dark One’s lips trembled a moment before she stilled them.
Erik nodded.
“Then why would she do such a thing? What did you do?”
“It doesn’t matter now,” he whispered. Nothing matters now. I can’t even remember what the letter said.
She placed a warm hand on his lap. “We can talk about something else. What are your plans?”
“I thought perhaps I could stay here.” He placed his hand over her own and squeezed slightly. “With you.”
“The last time I allowed you to stay you left rather abruptly. I’m not saying I mind your presence here, it just hurts to be given something then watch it be taken from you.”
“I’m sorry,” Erik said.
“Yet you left me alone.” She lowered her head, her disposition touched by something dark. “Alone with my daily torments. Always alone.”
He tugged on her arm until she met his eyes with her own. “I’m not going anywhere this time. There’s nothing out there for me.”
“Swear it.” Her eyes gleamed in the half-light, three luminous jewels scattered on a blue seashore, hair like black kelp shading them from the glare of the sun.
Erik gulped, forgetting to breathe. Her alien countenance framed against the perpetual twilight struck his breast with hooks. He tugged her closer. Her four arms wrapped around him, a blanket of soft comfort. Parted lips met and wet tongues danced, whirled, and swam.
“I promise,” he said, in a voice throbbing with need. 




Chapter 35

Hanna smoothed the wrinkles out of her black dress and peered into a little sliver of a mirror Rikka held for her. The Tree of Life, a leafless oak tree ringed by a circle, was inscribed with soot onto both of their foreheads. The ritual of mourning demanded such after the passing of a close family member or a member of the royalty. She had once worn it for an entire year after her parents had been murdered. The shuffling of feet behind her reminded her of the other women in the room—Súla and Óla, her so-called serving women—not that she had forgotten about them. Their betrayal was much too recent for her to relax in their presence, or to forget them when they stood so close.
The small dirt-walled room was deep below the earth and bright despite the lack of a fireplace. The three gilded lamps that sat upon the tiny wooden table proved more than enough to banish the darkness almost completely.
Hanna turned from the mirror, resigned to the slight throbbing in her right leg. Despite the dark bags under her eyes, she was satisfied with her appearance. Nothing but more sleep would get rid of them.
A long, wooden box held closed with a piece of red fabric sat at Súla’s and Óla’s feet. What dress did ruined to make the bow? She pushed the thought aside. Either way, it would do.
“We didn’t know of Cecilia’s plan until you disappeared,” Rikka was saying. “If we had, we would’ve told you.”
Hanna lifted her head and kept her face blank. She felt as if she were wearing a mask and had felt so since stabbing Erik in the heart. Was that only a day ago? It seemed like so much longer.
“I heard you the first time,” Hanna said. ‘The two other times were quite unnecessary. You’re forgiven. All of you.”
Rikka and Óla exchanged a look; they did not believe her—as they should not. Nothing was forgiven or forgotten. They would pay. But she was better at the Game of Faces than this, they should have believed her. She supposed their disbelief had something to do with the tone of her voice. Everything she said since the day before was embedded with an icy distance, and nothing she tried added a degree more warmth to the pitch of her voice. She was cold down to the marrow of her bones.
Unlike the two other women, Súla exchanged no concerned glances. She just stared at the dirt wall, her eyes unfocused. She had lost someone as well the day before. They shared that in common. 
“Súla,” Hanna called gently, well, as gently as she could with the ice in her veins.
Súla blinked slowly, then seemed to realize where she was. Her eyes jerked back and forth before settling on Hanna. “Sorry.” She dropped a quick curtsy. “Could you repeat that, your Majesty?” She flashed a thin smile. “I drifted.”
“If your heartache is too much to bear, you may return to your chamber,” Hanna said. “Rikka and Óla are more than able to carry out this small task, isn’t that so?” She sent the women a glance.
They both shifted their attention to Súla and beseeched her to return to her chamber, in soft, cooing voices, their eyes fluttering and their arms motioning as they spoke.
Taken aback, Súla listened, her eyes wide. She shook her head. “I’m fine, truly.” She paused as a tear slipped down her cheek. “No, that’s a lie. I’m not. I don’t know why I hurt so. Kai was just a big oaf of a man. Nothing special really. Yet—I don’t know. The way he looked at me. The—”
“Go,” Hanna said in a hard voice. If Súla wept, she did not know if she could keep her own tears at bay and if that happened. . . . I’m a glacier, she reminded herself. Rivers of ice flow in my veins.
“Yes, your Majesty.” Súla curtsied, took one lamp and exited the room through the wool curtain that blocked the doorway.
For a long moment, Hanna stared at the swaying curtain, lost in thoughts of her own. Finally, she gave herself a shake and brought her mind back into alignment with the path she had decided to walk.
“All right, best we be gone before I miss the meeting,” Hanna said.
Rikka and Óla picked up the box and followed Hanna out of the little room, each taking a lamp as they left.
The hallways were large automaton carved caverns, spidering off at right angles. Hanna counted her breaths and weaved her way through their winding depths. The pale, watery lamplight flickered behind her, reaching out to illuminate the branching paths she passed.
When she came to her destination, she motioned to the serving women to wait and ducked past the curtain that hung in the doorway. Twenty men sat around a long table, with Willum at its head, and Cecilia perched on a seat slightly to his left. Her chair rested with its back against the wall, a few meters away from the table—apart from the rest, but still a part of the gathering.
They all rose as Hanna entered, some slower than others. Cecilia was the last one to her feet. Calls of “your Majesty” rang out like a chorus to a song. She returned the warm greeting with a slight smile. She had met them all. There was Logi, Willum’s second in command, a youth of middling height, dressed in a flowing pink and blue robe, with a longsword that rested uncomfortably at his waist. Next to him stood, Magni and Pjetur, moon-eyed and overawed at the sight of her. They were little more than boys, a hotchpotch of second sons, fools who just discovered they could touch the Abyss, and illegitimate sons, all convinced the that Ógilt would soon rise again.
The oldest among them was Baron Ronald, who cooled his heels at the other end of the table. He watched Hanna, his eyes gleaming with a hint of mockery.
Willum surrendered his seat to Hanna and took the one beside her own, sending the room into chaos as everyone moved one seat down until the last man was forced to stand for a lack of a chair.
“I feared you wouldn’t make it,” Willum said after the worse of the shuffling had stilled.
Hanna smiled and looked around the table, glancing from eye to eye. She heard Cecilia clear her throat behind her, but ignored her friend for the moment. “With men such as you leading the way, Vindur will quake in terror when it realizes what we’ve started here.”
Faces brightened and backs straightened. Stroke a man’s ego gently enough and he will follow you off a cliff, or so the saying went. It never seemed truer than at that moment. Boys. Foolish boys, all of them.
“Here. Here.” Willum banged his hand against the table. A cheer broke out, falling silent only after Willum hushed them to silence. “All right. Give her a chance to speak.”
Hanna studied Willum. A boyish grin split his face in two. They had grown up together, but for all that he might as well have been a stranger. Their youthful adventures through the Moon Palace felt like someone else’s memories. Someone else’s childhood. She reached out and squeezed his hand, a slight tightening of her fingers on his wrist.
He smiled at her, a roguish sort of smile. A smile that Erik might have smiled. A burst of agony flushed her cheeks. She lowered her eyes; let him think it was bashfulness. He pattered her hand and laughed.
Hanna met his eyes, her eyelids fluttering like butterfly wings. “What did I miss?”
“Not much. We were going over what to do next,” Willum said.
“I say we send a proclamation to every town and city,” dimple-faced Pjetur exclaimed, then blushed when they all turned in his direction. “When . . . they learn that we once again have a Queen, every true blooded Ógiltian will rise up.”
From the cheer that followed his words, most of those around the table agreed. Roland just played with his mustache, and from behind Hanna, there was only silence.
“A Queen would rally them, no doubt,” Cecilia said, “but a King would send them into a frenzy.”
Before the room could descend into a shouting match, Hanna cleared her throat. “I agree. A King is what we need.” She returned her gaze to Willum, and he wilted a little under the strength of her stare. “You called me your betrothed yesterday.”
“I did.” Willum sat straighter, a naked blade, gleaming and waiting. “That’s what you were. That’s what you’ve always been.”
“So you still want me such as I am?”
He leaned forward, his knuckle on the table whitening. “More than anything. I’ve dreamed of rescuing you since they first took you captive. You and Hamar both.” 
“Well, then.” Hanna nodded. “I wear the black for a month more. After that, we shall wed.”
The room erupted into cheers once again, but this time it was tempered by the jealousy she saw flashing in more than a few eyes. Willum’s rule was not as secure as it first appeared, or perhaps the Void Throne was such a prize that even your closest friend would stab you for it.
“I only have one request,” Hanna said after the roars quieted.
“Speak it and if it’s in my power, it’s yours.”
“If we wed it must be in Höfn. Anywhere else, and I’m afraid I must refuse.”
“Hanna, you can’t mean that. Höfn is nothing more than a ruin.” Cecilia rushed to the table. “That’s over fifty kilometers away through enemy controlled territory,” someone else added in a much lower voice.
Hanna had eyes only for Willum; he was the only one that mattered. “You said anything within your power.”
“I did say that.” Willum swallowed and looked around the table, pausing on Cecilia’s storm touched features.
“Enter,” Hanna yelled at the doorway.
Rikka and Óla walked into the room, carrying the long box between them. A hush fell as they placed the box on the table in front of Hanna.
“What’s this?” Cecilia gave voice to the question that seemed to hang on the tip of every tongue.
Hanna tapped on lid of the box. “Open it.”
Willum undid the ribbon and removed the lid, revealing two longswords and one shortsword resting on top of purple silk.
“Three Tár Guðs blades,” Hanna said, breaking the silence. “A King’s ransom, and your bridal gift.”
“They’re gorgeous.” Willum reached to touch them.
Hanna stopped him. “It’s yours after we’re married, not before.”
Willum nodded slowly, then twirled his fingers above the table. Otherworldly light gleamed between his fingertips and spooled like spider silk until they formed a thumb sized diamond. A hush fell over the room. He held the Esoteric Creation up to the lamplight.
“I hope this will do until I can afford to get you the real thing.” He smiled at Hanna. “We leave for Höfn when the sunsets.”




Chapter 36 

The great summer winds that rolled down from the Rin Mountains and continued to batter the ancient temple were harsher than any in Leon’s recent memory. He shivered as each new gust cut through the holes and gaps in the walls to touch him. Lightning crackled across the darkening skies, glimpsed through the rents in the ceiling, enough to blind. Rain lashed the groaning structure, making the air within wet with moisture.  
Leon chucked another piece of wood into the fire and watched embers dance, taken and whipped by the wind. Watched them die, lifespans measured in seconds.
Across from him, with his back to the fire, Morgan lay curled up in a wool blanket like he had been for the last week. The attack in the forest had left him a shell of his former self. He had barely spoken a word to him and Nóel since. He just lay there during the day, staring off into space, and at night he kept them up with his not so silent weeping, weeping that tore at Leon’s soul.
Nóel looked from him to Morgan’s prone form and back again. Leon had been unable to explain what happened when they stumbled back into the temple with help from Örk. He had seen the question on Nóel’s face as he saw it now, but the younger boy reframed from asking questions. Morgan’s shellshocked state was evidence enough that something traumatic had taken place. 
Leon sighed. They could not go on like this. Well, not if they wanted to survive. Seven days. Seven days since any of them had left the safety of the temple. Only two tiny corpses had been transported down below in that time period. At this rate, it will take a year for Ypse to heal himself.
“What’s on your mind?” Nóel asked.
Leon did not bother looking at him. “Why do you think something is on my mind?” He threw another piece of wood into the fire.
“You always have this look when you’re thinking things through,” Nóel said.
Leon peered at him then. “And what look is that?”
Nóel wrinkled his face like a balled sock, and glanced around dramatically, sighing with every other breath.
“I don’t do that,” Leon said, a chuckle in his voice.
“You do too.” Nóel laughed. “Just spit it out already. I’ve been on my own for the last few days. You’ve been wherever you’ve been and. . . .” He pointed at Morgan and left it at that.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean—” Leon began.
“Just spit it out, I said. I don’t need any apologies. What happened that day? What happened to Morgan and you? I’ve waited long enough for answers.”
Leon sighed, then stopped himself before he could scrunch up his face. “We were attacked.”
“You don’t say, Leon,” Nóel said in a noble drawl that would not be out-of-place coming out of Viscount Baldur’s mouth. “Next you’ll tell me that fire burns. Get to the important bit.”
Leon watched his friend with his mouth agape. When did Nóel get this lippy? This was not the boy he knew, was it? My fault. I shouldn’t have let us drift apart for so long.
“No, don’t go doing that again.” Nóel threw his arms up.
“We were attacked by two Gray Skins.” Leon returned his eyes to the golden flame covered logs, following the dying embers with his eyes. “We got separated from Örk and two of the Gray Skins turned on us. They tried to. . . .” He shut his eyes.
I’m not going to cry.
He felt a small hand grip hold of his own.
“It’s all right, Leon,” Nóel said. “If it’s difficult to talk about, you don’t have to tell me. I was only joking before.”
Leon opened his eyes, sensed tears spill down his cheeks. But he did not turn away from his friend. “They tried to rape us, Nóel.”
Nóel’s eyes slowly widened.
Leon tussled Nóel’s hair. He suddenly wanted to laugh. He doubted Nóel understood the true horror of what those words meant. Once, even he had not, though that seemed like a lifetime ago.
“How did you escape?” Nóel asked. “Did Örk save you and Morgan?”
Leon glanced at Örk. She sat cross-legged at the edge of the wardstones influence. Water dripped down her raven-colored hair to dampen her gray shoulders from wayward droplets falling from the rents in the ceiling. He looked down at his hand and shook his head. His palms had glowed like molten metal when he ran to rescue Morgan.
“No. I mean—” Leon shook his head again. “I can’t explain what happened, but we were saved.” Yes, but what did it cost me? He could still remember the breast milk burning its way down his throat. So sweet. So bitter.
“What do you mean?”
A large Gray Skin entered the temple from out of the darkness with a twitching form clutched at its side. It dropped its package beside Örk, a wild pheasant desperate to escape. Örk grabbed it and snapped its neck in one smooth motion.
“Dinner has arrived,” Leon said.
“I’ll get it.” Nóel stood.
Leon stopped him with a look. Nóel sat back down and Leon got up. Nóel had not meant to shame him with his offer, Leon was sure, but that was exactly what he had done. I’m older. I should be the one taking the risks. Yet fear cared not a lick for his wants or ideas, it struck him still whenever it willed.
Örk’s dark eyes tracked him as he approached her. Every time lightning flashed above it cast shadows of her spider-like appendages across the walls, a twitching mess of inky blackness, reaching, always reaching.
He swallowed and bent down to retrieve the pheasant from her hand. She would not let go. She pulled him down to her. Her hot breath blew across his face and thunder set the building to groaning.
“What is it?” His voice cracked and spattered its way out of his dry mouth.
Örk ran a long finger down his cheek. “You’ve changed.”
“W-what do you mean?”
“You glow,” she smiled her little-wicked smile, fused teeth and all, “almost as bright as the Great Mrethren. How did you manage that?”
Leon felt something electric coil beneath his skin and his spine tingled. He jerked back and his mind swam with visions of golden strings. Strings that connected each Dökk to Örk and disappeared to join the thing that grew in the darkness below.
“How? What?” Leon rubbed at his eyes and the stinging sensation faded.
Örk tilted her head and studied him with a queer expression. “Interesting.”
Leon grabbed the pheasant from her and ran back to Nóel. He flopped down next to his friend, making sure to keep his back to the Mrethren.
“Are you all right?” Nóel asked.
Leon nodded and took a calming breath. His palms were damp with sweat. He rubbed them on his breeches. The lifeless pheasant peered up at him, its neck bent at an odd angle. His stomach knotted and, for a second, he thought he was going to. . . .
“Hey!” Nóel yanked the bird away from Leon before he could foul it with the nastiness that came flying out of his mouth.
“Sorry.” Leon wiped his mouth on the back of his arm after he stopped puking. The queasiness pitched his insides this way and that. He gripped his thigh and inhaled deeply. The stench of his own vomit struck him like a hammer to the gut.
Nóel curled his nose. “I’m not cleaning that up.”
Face burning, Leon used firewood to scoop his puke into the fire. Flames hissed and gusts of burnt vomit wafted against him, degrees worse than what he had smelled before.
“Yuck!” Nóel said, holding his blue coat over his face.
“Sorry.”
“Yeah. Yeah. Now, help me here.” Nóel gestured at the bird.
Together, they made short work of freeing the pheasant from its hotchpotch collection of brown and gray feathers, using the fire to burn away the most difficult bits.
Leon brushed the sweat from his brow. “We can’t go on like this much longer.”
“What do you mean?” Nóel yanked the bird's entrails out. He had his sleeves rolled up to protect them from the gore, not that one more stain would make much of a difference to the state of his coat.
“We have to leave this place.”
Leon and Nóel looked up to see Morgan hunched forward with his back against the wall. The three White Cranes were fast asleep beside him.
“He speaks.” Leon smiled. “I thought you had forgotten how.”
Morgan grunted. “I’m serious. We need to leave here. It’s obvious this place is cursed. We need to beg the Eternal Father for forgiveness and return to the fortress.”
“When did you get so religious? I thought you said priests were nothing but bum ticklers?” Nóel frowned. “Whatever the means.Why would the tickle bums?”
Morgan’s face twitched, then he said, “When I lay praying to the Eternal Father for salvation, and my friend began to glow like the risen sun. That’s when I got religious!”
“Began to glow?” Nóel said.
“Yes! Leon turned a Gray Skin into fragments of light. I saw it with my own eyes, the Eternal Father worked through him to save me.”
Leon blotched a little when they all looked to him. The Eternal Father worked through him? How did Morgan come up with that? Whoever the blue-skinned giantess was, he was sure she was not the Eternal Father. But he could not tell them about her. They would think he was crazy.
“Tell him, Leon,” Morgan said. “Tell him what you did.”
“I think you imagined that part,” Leon said. “I remember it slightly different. The shock and terror must have—”
“No!” Morgan stood, throwing his blanket to the side. “I remember what I saw. I. . . .” He drifted off into silence and retook his seat. “You glowed.” Less sure. “I remember.”
Leon shrugged. “Maybe I did glow. The sun must have been right above me or something.”
Morgan snorted in derision. “Whatever happened, it doesn’t change my first point. We have to leave this place before it’s too late. We strayed from the light in following Ypse.”
“The light?” Leon felt his face twitch with rage. “Fuck the light! Where was the light when you and I were getting buggered? All we have is us. No one else will help us, not for free. No one. So if this is the darkness, I rather be here with you two, struggling to survive.” He pointed south. “Then back there where I was well fed and abused. Who helped us then? It wasn’t your fucking Eternal Father, let me tell you that.”
Morgan said nothing, he just watched Leon, surprised. They all watched him. Leon’s rage pulsed in tempo with the roaring storm. With each heartbeat, the heavens seemed to boil and crackle in righteous ire for what had been done. Slowly, he opened his hand and allowed the knife to clatter to the floor.
Nóel clapped his hands. “Well said, Leon.”
Leon nodded in thanks. This was his fault, he saw that now. He had allowed everyone to mope about for too long. He was their leader, he had to lead.
“Tomorrow I’m going back out there to hunt.” Leon searched out Morgan’s face. “With or without you. So I want you to take the time to decide how you want to face the world.”
Morgan grabbed his blanket and threw it over himself. He turned his back to them and lay down to sleep, or at least pretended to.
“Let him be,” Nóel said, a hint of pleading in his voice. “I hate when you two fight.
“I know.” Leon sighed. “I’m sorry.”
“You say that a lot. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” Nóel said. “Stop being sorry and just be better.
Leon playfully swiped his gore-stained hand at Nóel’s face. “You little shit.”
Nóel’s golden brown curls danced as he ducked and laughed his boyish laugh. His eyes seemed to say everything would be all right, even though Leon knew it would not. Tomorrow he would have to go back into the wilderness, this time without Morgan’s company. He would be surrounded by enemies, and there was nothing he could do about it.   




Chapter 37

Under the steady rays of a rose-colored ball, Leon’s small army tracked their way through pastures filled with the tall grass and the now familiar purple flowers, six kilometers east of the ancient temple. Despite the storm the night before, the ground was firm beneath their feet. Or perhaps it only seemed so to Leon because he rode on top of one of the two Vatn Björns they had brought along. Örk shifted behind him, her reassuring weight pressing against his back.
Two columns of Dökk followed behind them, each headed by a giant potbellied Gray Skin layered with meters of rope, made from threaded vines. The bandy-legged Gray Skins traveled on all fours, keeping themselves lower than the tops of the tall blades of grass.
Leon’s plan was a simple one, if a stupid one. It married his goal with his need for revenge. They hunted for the Giant Eagles that had nearly devoured him and Morgan. If there was no justice to be found in the world, he would create his own, starting now.
Örk pulled him closer to her. The heat of her gray body throbbed against him and her spider-like appendages swayed above him like gnarled tree branches.
Leon wiped his brow with the back of his hand. His eyes jerked upward then back down. There was so much to worry about, and the weight of it all pressed onto his shoulders.
“Do you think this will work?” he asked.
“It will.” Örk buried her face in his hair and inhaled. The whole of her body trembled like a stretched bowstring, ready to loose an arrow.
“Stop that.”
“Yes, Young Master.” Her fingers on his chest twitched, and she sniffed him again.
“I wish you would stop that.” Leon slumped forward and sighed. Örk’s fascination with him had only increased. She stared at him the way Morgan had stared at one of the serving women he fancied. He shuddered. “Plus, I haven’t bathed in weeks. I reek of sweat.”
“You smell like the damp earth, the sort of damp earth that’s only found kilometers below ground.”
“I remind you of your home?”
“More than that.” Her grip tightened on his chest before easing. “You smell like the chamber where our young ones grow and the pit where our old ones go to die.” Softer. “How is it possible to smell like both at the same time?”
Leon took in a whiff of his coat. The odor of rancid, boy sweat and campfire smoke greeted his nostrils. Maybe it has something to do
with She-Who-Is-Chained. If he tried, he could still taste her milk pumping into his mouth, warm and cold. Sweet and bitter.
“Down.” Örk tapped the Vatn Björn, and it lowered itself onto its stomach. “We’re here.”
Leon climbed down and wiggled his toes. They tingled a little, reminding him that his feet were growing too fast. A month ago his boots had been much too big for him. Now they were almost too small, uncomfortably so.  
Örk crouched down until she was basically on all fours and motioned to the Gray Skins. They hurried to her, unrolling the rope and tying it around two of their members. The wind tussled the tops of the flowers, weeds, and grasses.
If Leon’s plan had one flaw, it was the Vatn Björns. They jutted out of the surrounding field like smalls mountain of human-toned flesh. The Giant Eagles would be able to see them coming from kilometers away. He hoped they were too big of a target, for them to even consider attacking.
Leon clutched at his bow. He would only be fighting if things went wrong, or that was the hope. Örk glanced at him and smiled.
“Done?” he asked.
She nodded. “Now the fun part.”
Leon chuckled softly. The fun part? He shook his head. If he spent any more time with these savages, he would become too corrupt to ever return to civilization. The next thing he knew, he would be cutting off animal testicles and wearing them as ornamentation. 
He motioned to Örk, and she directed her troops forward. They had brought two-thirds of their fighting force—over one hundred Dökk, leaving the temple sorely under-defended. The sooner this was over, the better.
They left the Vatn Björn behind and crawled onward, moving at little more than a snail’s pace, trying to disturb the tall grasses as little as possible. The sun beat at their back. Sweat dripped down Leon’s face and his heart thumped hard in his chest. He hated these moments. It was too difficult to think with his blood pounding in his ears.
They paused before the cleared area that separated the pasture from the forest, where he and Morgan had almost been raped. It’s just like fishing. He shook his head. Too bad I’ve never been.
He touched Örk’s arm.
Two Gray Skins tethered with rope ran out into the clearing, howling at the top of their lungs. Two Giant Eagles swooped down from the sky, deadly talons gleaming. The air roared. Massive wings flapped, and the birds captured a Gray Skin each. The Dökk fought back even as they were carried skyward. 
Leon held his breath. This has to work!
The Giant Eagles lurched to a stop, pulled back to earth by taut ropes. The Dökk beside Leon groaned, their hands yanking on the ropes. He held his breath. The Giant Eagles crashed to the ground with loud thuds.
“Now!” Leon shouted.
Dozens of Gray Skins charged, screaming, their animal, bone spears raised above their heads. The Giant Eagles whirled on the ground, their fresh wounds  staining their beaks. They lunged at the Dökk that swarmed them, unable to stop themselves from being punctured with spears. Panicked bird cries rose with almost every jab.
The heavens boiled with black dots, dots that grew into new diving Giant Eagles. Leon fingered his bow. Things were about to become more chaotic.
The new Giant Eagles glided above their brethren, and the air shook with the thunder of their passing. Without Leon having to say anything, another wave of Dökk rushed out to join the battle, hurling spears at the new threat. The new Giant Eagles screeched and fled.
“Yes!” Leon stood then crouched back down.
The captured birds flapped and twitched, their large frames leaking crimson. Their struggles grew more feeble until they collapsed to the earth, no longer able to resist death’s cold embrace.
Leon watched the sky, gripping his bow. He waited but the black dots in the sky stayed distant. It worked? He smiled. It worked. He did not know why he was so surprised, but he was. Some part of him expected everything to go wrong.
Örk climbed to her feet flanked by the two three-meter-tall, potbellied Dökk. Her dark eyes scanned the sky.
“It actually worked,” he told her.
“Yes, Young Master.” Örk smiled her fused teeth smile and clutched him close. Together, they made their way to the dead Giant Eagles.
The Gray Skins toyed with their defeated enemies, shoving bloody spears in eyeballs and rectums, taking great delight in the macabre splatter of gore. Leon turned from the display, his disgust twisting his stomach. Sometimes it was easy to forget just what monsters the Dökk were, but then moment like these brought their evil nature back to the forefront.
“Make them stop,” he said, fighting back a gag. 
Örk ran a hand through his hair. “They performed well today. Allow them their fun. To stop them now would only make them harder to control later.”
“I don’t care!” Leon’s voice snapped through the air like a whip. His eyes drifted back to the debauchery. “Make them stop.”  
Örk shrugged. “As you wish.”
The Dökk ceased toying with the corpses, though none of them appeared too pleased about it. They watch Leon and the Mrethren with more than a hint of menace broiling in their large eyes.
Leon ignored their glares. The Giant Eagles still circled above, not more than dark blotches in the sky. He shivered. The sooner they were gone, the better.
Örk gestured, and the Dökk used the rope to tie each bird corpse to the back of an eight-legged Vatn Björn, so that they could be dragged back to the ancient temple.
“Let’s get out of here,” he told Örk.
Örk picked him up and climbed back onto the Vatn Björn they had ridden there, or at least Leon thought it was the same one. Much like the Gray Skins, he could not tell the Vatn Björns apart. He shook his head. None of that was important.
His eyes lifted to the sky as his ride ambled forward. The Giant Eagles were staying away. He breathed a silent sigh. It all seemed to be going to plan. Now, all they had to worry about was making it back alive.
“The blood will attract other monsters,” Örk said from behind him. “We could have a second harvest if we’re lucky.” 
“That or ruin all our hard work by dying.” Leon shook his head. “What did you do for fun besides killing things? I mean before all this.”
“Fun?” Örk tensed. “I was . . . tasked with overseeing the young Chosen.” 
Leon shifted to peer over his shoulder. Örk had a distant look in her eyes. “And that was fun?”
“It could be, Young Master.” A small smile graced her gray lips. “I liked them best when they were still larva. They were far less troublesome in that form. I would sing to them to help them grow strong.”
“You sing? Now that’s something I have to hear. Sing for me.”
Örk bellowed from deep within her chest, then broke into a series of clicks, hisses, and pops. Leon covered his ears and stared at the rest of the Dökk who took up her song. They swayed as they marched, rolling their shoulders and jabbing their spears into the sky.
Leon hissed through his teeth. Birds and hidden animals fled from their party in a jarring explosion of raised voices that did not quite match the harshness of the Gray Skins’ melody.
“All right!” Leon yelled. “No more.”
Örk stopped and soon after the rest of the Dökk fell silent. “You didn’t like it?” Her grip tightened on his chest; he gasped.
“No,” Leon said slowly. “It was a mighty fine song. One of the best I’ve ever heard. It’s just . . . that it might draw too much attention to us.”
“Oh.” Her grip eased. “You’re right, this isn’t the moment for singing.”
The tall grass in front of their party parted and a large Dökk with a crown made of animal teeth appeared surrounded by two dozen slightly shorter Gray Skins. Each of them was armed with a spear.
Leon’s army jerked to a stop. 




Chapter 38 

The sun cast brilliant light onto the field of tall grass, more than enough to illuminate the small group of Dökk with their stark white spears. Yet Leon kept his eyes fixed on the Vatn Björn beneath him. Stupid, he knew; foolish when his life hung in the balance. Fear knotted his chest. There’s nothing I could do. My life’s in Örk’s hands.
“You’re trespassing, Mrethren,” the Dökk with the crown of animal teeth said. 
Örk snorted behind Leon and her fingers tensed on his chest. “Is that so, Chosen? Do you think you have what it takes to dictate where such as I travel?”
“Of course not,” the Chosen said, a growl in his voice. “I merely state a fact. Unless your Kvik wishes to go to war with ours, you will respect the boundaries of our territory.” The Gray Skins behind the Chosen drifted apart, their weapon still lowered, but their fingers twitching.
“You forget your place, Chosen.” One of Örk’s claws clicked in the air, a clear sign of her irritation. “We Mrethren go where we wish. This is the law.”
The Chosen nodded, stroking his bone spear. “This is true, but they may not.” He gestured at her party.
“My honor guard.”
“An honor guard of more than a hundred.” The Chosen laughed and slammed the butt of his spear against the earth. “An honor guard is no more than twenty as you well know, Mrethren.” The last word was made to sound a slur.
Örk shifted. “I count twenty. Would you like to dispute that fact?”
The Chosen revealed his dirty, fused teeth and the Gray Skins behind him trembled. Örk remained silent. The terror at the back of Leon’s throat climbed a pitch higher, and his fingers went numb around his bow.
“As you say, Mrethren,” The Chosen tilted his head down slightly. “I was mistaken. Numbers were never my strong suit. I see you do in fact only have twenty.”
“You have my permission to depart,” Örk said, in an almost bored tone.
The Chosen gave a jerky bow.
“Attack!” Örk shouted, tossing Leon off of the Vatn Björn.
Leon whirled through the air. His arrows flew out of his quiver and his bow slipped out of his hand. He struck the ground and blinding pain bloomed along his back. He grunted, gasped. The sounds of battle washed over him, loud booms and groans of pain.
Leon glared up at the sky unseeing, blinking away tears. Black dots swarm his vision. No, not dots. Giant Eagles diving, talons outstretched.
Please, no. Air entered his lungs. Not now!
Leon lurched into a sitting position. A large potbellied Dökk fended off a Giant Eagle with a club, beating it aside with huge winding swings. The field roared with every flap. Leon collapsed onto his back.
“Young Master!”
That was Örk’s voice distorted by the clamor of battle, Leon was almost sure of it. Who else would it be? He shook his head and cleared the cobwebs slowing his thoughts.
“Here.” He sat up again. “I’m here!”
Something grabbed him from behind and he screamed, struggling to break free as he rose no higher than a meter. It was hopeless, he was held fast. The ground flashed below him, and he was jerked back and forth.               Someone was carrying him like a sack! He glanced up and back to see himself in the arms of a potbellied Dökk. Then the world spun again as he was thrown.
Rough hands caught him and his face slammed into Örk’s gray breasts. He gulped and spun around. He was back atop of the Vatn Björn. Massive bird wings darkened the sky, circling, veering off when spears flew.
Booms like rolling thunder struck the air, and one of the Giant Eagles lurched to the ground with a wing wrenched out of place. It crashed, and the earth shook ever so gently. The Vatn Björns charged onward, dragging the carcasses tied to their back legs.
Under constant threat, Leon’s small army raced home. The Giant Eagles chased them all the way, swooping down at every opportunity, turning away only when a wall of spears rose to meet them.  Leon’s breaths came in ragged gasps as he held on for dear life. The Giant Eagles meant to make them pay for murdering their kin.
Hours later, they limped back into the ancient temple like beaten dogs, more than a little worse for wear. They had lost a third of their members to the Giant Eagles relentless attacks.
“Leon!” Nóel yelled.
Leon ignored his friend. The rage boiling in his chest left him with little patience for a conversation that did not involve shouting.
“Not now,” he said and whirled on Örk. “Why did you attack the Chosen? He was going to let us pass. This is all your fault.” He jabbed his finger into her stomach. “The Giant Eagles would have never attacked us if you haven’t done that!”
“Leon,” Nóel said again, twice as urgent.
Örk peered down at the finger Leon held pressed into her stomach. Leon swallowed and dropped his hand.
“Do you know how large a Kvik is?” she asked. “Each one numbers in the hundred thousands. I had to attack him otherwise he would’ve come back with more warriors than there are blades of grass.” 
Leon swallowed again. More warriors than blades of grass? But the Chosen had gotten away. Did that mean. . . ? 
“Leon!” Nóel shouted.
Leon’s cheek twitched, and he spun to face his friend. “What?”
Nóel shuffled back and clutched at his hands. His eyes were red-rimmed, as if he had been crying.
“What is it?” Leon asked, softer. “Did something happen?” He looked around the campfire. “Where’s Morgan?”
“He’s gone,” Nóel whispered.
“Gone?”
Nóel nodded, fresh tears springing to his eyes. “He said he couldn’t take it anymore. He took his White Crane and left.”
■■■
Erik pressed his right cheek against the clearing floor, savoring the sensation of cool autumn-colored leaves against his skin. The mist that shrouded the base of the redwoods gusted forth a dozen meter past the tree line. Anticipation, and perhaps a hint of fear touched him then. The fog billowed and twisted into shapes. Into faces, or maybe into one face. He ground his teeth. He did not want to even think her name, but she haunted him even here. The betrayal burned no less. Ice in his veins. Ice in his. . . .
He could remember as a boy the clanking of her chains as she and her brother had been brought to Vetur as prisoners. The nobles had laughed to see a former Prince and Princess brought so low, though some of that laughter had been uneasy. Her sad eyes had stolen the breath from his breast. That had been enough to keep him silent, back then. He wished he was back there now, right at that instant. His laughter would make her weep.
“You shouldn’t torture yourself so, my love,” the Dark One said.
Erik blinked tears from his eyes. The fingers of his right hand lay dug into the soil, a claw trying to tear at the earth. He relaxed his fingers and pulled his hand free. Deep grooves lay in front of his face, finger-sized grooves. 
The Dark One shifted behind him and her chains jingled and clicked. “There is no fire like hatred. It will burn you down to your marrow, char you down to your soul. Let it go. She’s gone.” She touched his face, a warm fingertip against a damp cheek. “We have each other, isn’t that enough?”
He turned to face her, scrubbing a palm across his face. She was a blue-skinned goddess haloed in glittering twilight. Her four arms hung limply by her sides, bounded in thick metal chains, metal chains that nothing he did would break. She was the sun, and he was the moon. She bathed him in love, soothed his aches with her tired little, half smiles.
“I’m sorry. I’m trying.” He sat up. “But my mind keeps wandering back to it, and it hurts.” He choked back a sob. “Every time is like the first time.”
The Dark One clutched him to her chest. “Hush. Let me take the memory if it burns too great. Let me take the hurt from you.”
Erik closed his eyes. To forget? To let it all go? Could he really do that willingly? He shook his head. He wanted to, but a part of him held onto her memory with a fierceness that surprised him. This would not be the first thing he had forgotten since coming here. Great empty swaths checkered his mind where moments trapped in amber once stood. Like what the letter said. 
“They’re fragmentary, creatures of moments. To love them is to doom yourself to torment.” She pushed him from her chest. “Don’t be like me, don’t chain yourself to a plot of earth because of love. Don’t suffer as I suffer.”
Erik shifted from her, his eyes once again going to the whirling fog. “Why did she do it? I can’t let it go until I know why. I see that now.”
“What were the last words she spoke to you?”
“She said. . . .” He frowned. “She told me to meet her where the Shattered Moon meets the Void.” He turned back to the Dark One. “But it makes little sense. What did she mean?”
The Dark One’s turned her back to Erik. She brushed her hair behind her blue ear and peered up at the jewel that hung in the sky. Earth. A thing of both light and shadow, half revealed, half hidden.
The quiet awe that had surged into Erik when he first saw it, still struck him whenever he happened to catch sight of it from the corner of his eye. Every time was the first time.
“So many possibilities, and they all end in destruction,” the Dark One muttered under her breath.
“What do you mean?” The melancholy hidden in her voice pained Erik.
She faced him, a bitter smile curving her lips ever so gently. “No matter how many times, it always ends the same way. You always leave me.” Her eyes sparkled, bejeweled with moisture.
“Hey.” Erik ran his knuckle along her cheek. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Her lips trembled. “My anger is a terrible thing. Forgive me.”
“There’s nothing to forgive.”
The Dark One laughed a bitter little laugh. “Not yet. Not now.” She tugged at his robe sleeve, so like a child requesting help. “Hold me. Let me pretend the light is real.”
Erik kissed her instead, a peck on a blue cheek. He sensed her heartache as a physical thing; it reached all the way into the root of his being. She kissed him back, hard and desperate, pulled him to his feet. Manacles shifted, and the wind tossed about her hair. 
She pressed her head to his chest, and he wrapped his arms around her waist. They danced a little dance beneath the brilliant sky, and for a time that was all that mattered. The only thing that was important. 
The buzz of metallic wings drifted down from the heavens.




Chapter 39

The world outside Hanna’s carriage window was pitch black, much too dark to safely travel. This sort of night would leave a horse and rider wounded in a matter of meters. The shattered moon was nothing but a memory, and the only illumination was the soft, pale brilliance of starlight. Thankfully darkness was not a problem for Ronald’s automatons, though their jerky movements had made the last few days a lesson in patience and tolerance. Their party only traveled by night for fear of discovery, and by morning hid underground within the chambers the automatons created.
Not everyone was pleased with the deal that had been struck. Cecilia’s slight smile disappeared whenever she thought Hanna was not paying attention, and Willum grumbled under his breath more often as their nightly travels continued. When the first automaton broke down, Ronald complained about the cost, and when the second and the third soon followed suit, he growled bloody murder as he was forced to repair them. Hanna listened to all complaints and nodded in a manner befitting her station. She wondered what they would have said had she told them what she really thought.
Cecilia shifted in the seat across from Hanna and lifted the curtain from her window. “It seems we’re almost there.” She rubbed at her back. “And not a moment too soon. I swear, I couldn’t take much more of this.”
“You act as if you haven’t made similar trips before,” Hanna said coldly. She said everything coldly these days. Despite her best efforts, a large part of herself hung in an emotionless void. “Was your trip to Hjörtur any gentler? Better company perhaps?”
Cecilia flashed a thin smile. “Yes, actually. The unnatural gait of these metallic beasts leaves a lot to be desired.” The carriage jerked oddly as if to prove her point. “They are quick though, I’ll give them that.” The last part was said a little wonderingly.
Hanna remained silent, her hand folded on her thighs. A blizzard flowed through her veins. Winter throbbed in her bones.
“They say Höfn is haunted and cursed. I hope we’re not making a mistake,” Cecilia said, shaking her head. “Truly, I don’t think this is anyplace to hold a wedding or start a rebellion.”
“Where better than the ashes of the old to begin something new?” Hanna asked, then went on before Cecilia could interject. “Put yourself in the mind of the common man. It has the feel of an old story to it and that’s important. Commoners place great stock in such things.”
Cecilia nodded, only half listening it appeared. She rubbed her belly, frowning down at her hand. “I know you're right, but I still don’t like it. I still have nightmares of that night all these years later. To me, this place will always remain corrupted by what was done here. Where else do the dead outnumber the living?”
“Do you really believe this?” Hanna examined her black painted nails. They were in need of another coat of paint. “Name one place where the dead don’t outnumber the living? If the stories are to be trusted, this world is far older than our little minds can comprehend.”
“I liked you better when you smiled more.”
Hanna lowered her hand and studied her friend. I should be putting her at ease. She lost the man she loves and is carrying his child. Yet, even so, she could not seem to care, not even for her friend’s sake. Not now.
Cecilia shifted under Hanna’s unwavering stare. The carriage jerked to a stop, then slowly rolled over what felt like rubble. Hanna returned her gaze to the world outside her window. The carriage drove past the shattered stone of a once mighty wall, now little more than heaps of rock reclaimed by nature. Animal howls filled the night, marking their entry into Höfn.
“Home sweet home,” Cecilia whispered.
Hanna nodded. Yes, home.
How many monsters now claimed this place? A few more couldn’t do any harm.
It would take time to clear what remained of the Moon Palace, and while that happened she and Cecilia would be in real danger, even surrounded by Cultivators and automatons as they were. Yet she could not seem to care. None of that seemed important, not with what was to come. Ógilt would rise again.
Yes, but how long will it last?
Somehow that question was just as unimportant. It did not matter how long it lasted, for one brief moment, it would rise from the ashes. Then the Eternal Father willing, she would have all she had lost.
■■■
Erik was not astonished by the buzzing sound that tore through the air, not astonished but saddened. Teardrops seeped through the silk of his robe and trickle down his chest, but for a moment, he clutched the goddess with her face pressed against his breast tighter. How many times had they already faced these winged fiends—the Raat Eegal? Hundreds? The fact he could not remember the exact number worried him as much as everything else.
He swallowed against the urge to puke. It should be impossible to forget such torment.
“How long must I suffer this?” the Dark One asked, her voice little more than a whisper, a whisper pregnant with heartache. A heartache so severe that humanity would collectively walk out into the Howling Sea for the mere sting of it.
Erik sighed. “Maybe this time we will overcome them.” But he did not believe it, not truly. The Raat Eegal always won. Always.
“Perhaps,” she said, but her heart was not in it.
He dropped his hands from her sides and turned to the sky. The metallic buzzing grew louder as the three golden-winged, humanoid creatures neared. Clothed in seamless white armor and helmets shaped like an eagle’s face, they glittered in the twilight, their fluttering wings indistinguishable from a blur. Each carried a spear made of pure light.
Erik hissed and averted his gaze from their blinding weapons, though glimpsed for only an instant, his eyes stung as if hot coals had been pressed into them. He felt massive wings erupt from his back, sensed his arms transform into scythe-like blades.
I won’t fail!
Not this time.
Erik launched himself into the sky. Eyes narrowed into slits, he whirled through the air, his midnight-colored wings flapping, the air screeching around his black limbs. The Raat Eegal weaved about, sliding out of the range of his attacks with ease.
He snarled and flapped faster. “Stop running! Fight me!”
Metallic laughter mocked him and his efforts. The Raat Eegal kept dancing before him, always soaring just out of his reach. Rage coiled snake-like in the pit of Erik’s stomach, hissing and trembling. They thought he was weak. They thought—
A metal boot caught Erik in the chest and all air escaped his lungs in a panic-inducing rush. Bones shattered, tore through his innards. He struck the earth and dirt spewed in a rising explosion. Pain hotter than an iron forage poured into his being, filling him. Filling him!
Erik groaned and turned back to the heavens, staring up from the depression his fall had created.
The Raat Eegal circled, their hummingbird-like wings whipping up a storm. The tops of the redwoods shook with every wayward gust. Erik pushed himself to his feet, agony like hounds tearing at his wounds.
“They’re toying with us.” The Dark One looked down at him, her arms raised into fists. “It will go more quickly if I submit to their torments. The harder we fight the more they will make us suffer.”
Erik remembered this from the other times he had been forced to fight these creatures. But he did not care, not really. The hate pumping in his chest left little room for reason. With each beat of his two hearts, it swam through his veins like a cauldron of boiling acid.
“I don’t care,” he said. “I’ll make them pay. They can’t keep getting away with this. I won’t let them.”
The Dark One shook her head and sighed. “Then let us try to teach them the error of their ways. Together.” She looped one of the long chains around her arms and whipped it out.
The Raat Eegal dodged, yet the chain still knocked one of their members from the sky and into the forest. Massive tree trunks smashed like twigs. Wood exploded and erupted, showering the clearing with splinters.
“Together.” Erik leaped from his crater and charged the down enemy. He was much quicker on two legs than he was in the sky.
The ground trembled beneath his feet and shouts and clashing metal rang out behind him. But he ignored it all and focus on the prison warden climbing to its feet. The spear of blinding white light burned everything it touched, wood and dirt alike. Whole trees combusted into fiery sticks and small rivers of magma formed where it dragged through the earth. 
Erik spun away from the thrusting point of the spear, seeing it even with his eye shut. The weapon burned his eyeballs. It was the radiant sun; to stare at it was to go blind. The sensation of his scythe-like limb slamming into the Raat Eegal was the only thing that kept him from trying to rip his own eyes out. The pain was that fierce, was that all-consuming.
He blinked, hissed, shook his head. His vision returned.
The Raat Eegal’s blurry form rushed forward. Erik hopped back, leaping twice the height of a redwood. The Raat Eegal was right behind him, speeding forward, its blinding spear outstretched.
Erik fell back farther, used his wings to beat a retreat. He could not allow the spear to touch him. He ducked and weaved around the metal chains whipping through the sky. Spears reached for him. The stench of ozone surrounded him. He was too slow. 
A glowing tip of whiteness entered his chest. His eyes widened. A star bloomed within him, hotter than the molten that slumbered at the center of the earth. Hotter than . . . hotter than.  . . .
Spiderwebs cracked his skull, seeping with what felt like fire. His mind travelled back to the last time he was stabbed as his blood boiled into steam, as his flesh blackened before his eyes. Back to Hanna’s betrayal. Back to torment beyond knowing.
Meet me where the Shattered Moon meets the Void. Her remembered words repeated in his head. Where the Shattered Moon meets the Void.
Erik smiled, a realization dawning even as black ash flaked off of him. He laughed as he disintegrated into a black cloud.
“I understand.”




Chapter 40

Erik lay on his back, grinning up at the sky despite the agony that made each gasp a struggle. He understood! Raindrops smacked his face, just a few at first, but more every second until it became a downpour. Every morning in the Dark One’s Mirror World started the same: with rain and the shadowy pangs of torment. But, for a moment, peering up at dark, billowing clouds, none of that seemed to matter. He understood what Hanna had meant.
The sound of weeping reminded him he was not alone. Erik frowned, the smile slipping from his face. He turned onto his side and hissed as his bones groaned. The weakness went all the way down into his marrow.
His vision blurred, showing him two blue-skinned women instead of one. The Dark One lay curled into a ball, shivering, trying to rub warmth back into her legs. Her back was checkered with slowly closing wounds, seeping with blood bluer than the gem that hung framed within the starry void.
“We failed again,” he told her when he could speak. He had lost count of how many times he had spoken those exact words. “But we did better this time. I’m sure with a bit more training I’ll be able to defeat at least one on my own, then you would only have to face two.”
“I’m sure you’re right, my love,” the Dark One said after a moment, her voice dissolute. “Give me some time to collect myself and we will practice some more.” She turned to regard Erik with a sidelong look. “What is it? You seem. . . .”
Erik froze. He knew better than to try to conceal anything from her, but habit made him favor her with a false smile. From her expression, he could see it fooled her none. She saw to the heart of him, to what he was concealing. Her three dark eyes blinked as one.
Don’t cry, he thought at her, yet she did all the same.
“Oh, I see.” She turned her back to him. “You’re leaving me.”
Erik stopped himself before he could reach out to her. “I’m sorry. I really am, but I understand what Hanna meant now. It was a secret code.”
“You gave your word you’d never leave me.” She whirled on him, her eyes all fire and brimstone. “You swore an oath.” Her finger jabbed into his chest and he staggered back. 
“I’m sorry.” He gulped, rubbing at where she poked him. “But I have to go, but I’ll come and visit. I promise. I won’t leave you all on your own for long.”
“Don’t bother. Just go!”
The ground trembled beneath Erik’s feet and the tops of tree shook as if struck by a hurricane. The raindrops trickling through his hair burned as if they were droplets of cooling magma. He pulled the Dark One into a kiss and she shuddered within his grasp.
“One day, I’ll make this up to you,” Erik said softly. “I promise.”
The veins in the Dark One’s jaw throbbed. “You always leave. No matter what I do you leave me on my own. How many more times? Even I grow bored with this game.” She pushed him away. “Leave me. Go chase your fragments. But remember each betrayal comes at a cost. When I make you pay, think back to this moment.”
He saw the shades of Hanna in her now. Were all women this vengeful? Or was it only the ones he was attracted to? Possibility swirled. I like them dark and brooding. 
“Shades of me, love.” A tear slipped from her eye. “I’m the first. I’m always the first.”
Erik shifted from the sight of her. His heart ached for the pain he was causing. He knew what it was to be betrayed. To leave now was to jab a dagger into her breast, to wound beyond healing. His cheeks stung with hissing rain.
He charged into the fog-strewn forest, his steps echoing strangely. The trees wailed around him, twin to the Dark One’s own mournful cries. Nothing gnashed the ears like the sound of wailing women and screeching babes. The mist whirled, stirred by his passing.
■■■
Erik awoke in darkness, his lungs empty. He tried to breathe, but he could not. There was no air to inhale. Panic set in, a swirling red tide of. . . . No. He grabbed hold of himself, pushed back the terror. Through his web of scattered thoughts, he knew where he was, knew he was buried in a mass grave. The knowledge allowed him to relax. He resisted his natural inclination to breathe.
He pushed up on the dirt holding him in place, slowly transforming himself, warping his body into the Imugi’s form. Earth spilled from him like foam from a waterfall, and he was free. He sucked air through his slits, tasting it through his serpentine tongue.
The sun hung above him, a colorless ball, radiating heat against his scales. Everything was shades of black and white, as it always was when he assumed this form, and sounds pounded at him, vibrating through the bone in his jaw. He collapsed to the ground, slamming human knees into the dirt as he returned to his regular form.
Erik gasped and savored the sensation of air entering and exiting his lungs. He brushed the dirt off of his hands and wiped his brow on the back of his sleeve. Uniform brown soil surrounded him, concealing the fact that this had ever been a place of battle.
How long? How many days had he lost? The last time he visited the Dark One’s prison, he lost over a week of time. He hoped no more days than that had gone by this time.
In his skull, Erik sensed voices in his head stir. Up to that moment, they had been trapped in a sort of deep slumber. The Celestial Dragon growled, a sound louder than a thunderclap.
What happened? Patrick’s confusion rolled off of him in little wisps of smoke. Did we die? I remember! Hanna stabbed us—you.
Send me back, Asbjörn said. It was quiet there. I want to go back. I don’t want to be here, do you hear me? Release me from this place! His voice quaked with a soft sob. Please. Haven’t I suffered enough? Let me go.
The only one who remained silent was Saxi, who seemed possessed by a deep sadness. His presence trembled and shuddered within his darken corner.
Erik gave his head a shake. I don’t have time for this. I have to find Hanna. He pushed himself onto his wobbly feet, and the world tilted before righting itself. He did not need the Celestial Dragon’s beseechment to know he needed to feed. Weakness washed over him, reminder enough. 
The reason for Hanna’s betrayal still eluded him, but he now understood where to find her. The answer to her riddle was so simple that he almost slapped himself.
Erik bolted forward, slowly at first, getting a sense for his limbs after so long an absence. The bones in his legs ached. The muscles in his thighs burned. Ebony-colored wings sprang from his back like branches from a tree, and he leaped, changing into a roc. There was only one place where the Shattered Moon met the Void.
Höfn, where the Void Throne sat within the Moon Palace.  




Chapter 41

Hanna walked through the winding halls of the Moon Palace, at the heart of Willum’s band of patriots with Cecilia, and her serving women at her side. Rikka and Óla struggled to carry the long box between them. Every inch of ground their small party made was met with resistance by the creatures that now called this abandoned place home. Ronald’s automatons, varying sizes of metal monstrosities, took the brunt of the attacks, clearing halls and chambers before they could reach them. Only rarely did Willum have to personally fend off any assaults, his longsword whirling in his hand as he launched fiery Esoteric Sword Techniques.
Cecilia trembled at Hanna’s side with every distant concussion. Despite what appeared to be her best efforts, she could not control her reflexes. She had yet to become used to the terror of warfare. Hanna, on the other hand, was cool and collected, nothing pierced the walls of winter that had enveloped her heart.
“Why aren’t you afraid?” Cecilia asked. “It’s all I can do not to. . . .” She took a deep breath and went on in a softer voice. “You keep surprising me, Hanna. It's like I hardly understand you.”
Hanna smiled at her. “I’m the same as I’ve always been, Cece. The only difference between us is that I accept what I am.”
“And what’s that?”
Hanna just smiled her sweet little smile and turn to stare at the grime-stained walls, black with mold and the Eternal Father knows what else. “It hasn’t changed much, has it?”
“It hasn’t?” Cecilia blinked. “I can hardly tell this is the same place we spent most of our childhood.” 
“It always looked like this,” Hanna said, “you’re just seeing it for the first time. The corruption has merely moved from the people to inhabit the walls. The Vindurians might have invented the Game of Faces, but we made it high art.”
Ronald stared back in Hanna’s direction, frowning, and Logi, too. Willum ordered his soldiers. In formation, they pressed on, blasting through half rotted doors, carefully stepping over shattered walls and rubble.
Cecilia nodded to herself. “We did love our plotting and scheming.” She caught a glimpse of a six-legged automaton wrestling a green scaled beast through a gap in the wall and clutched at Hanna’s arm. “This plan of yours could lead to all of our undoings.”
“Nothing risked, nothing gained,” Hanna said.  
“I know. My words.” Cecilia released Hanna’s arm. “But I’m starting to think I was a fool.”
Hanna laughed, reached out and tugged on Súla’s earlobe. Súla looked up and blinked as if lost. She shook her head and sent Hanna a hesitant smile. 
“It appears we’re all fools with the perspective of foresight,” Hanna said.
What felt like a lifetime later, they staggered into the Moon Palace’s main hallway, a large corridor strewn with ruined blue carpets and broken mirrors layered with dust. From there it was a short walk to the throne room, made longer by the need to step carefully past the shattered glass. The massive doors of the throne room stood ajar, half torn from the doorway.
Ronald sent a beetle looking automaton, the size of a pony, into the chamber first, then they followed. Sunlight shone through the diamond ceiling, bathed the Void Throne in a warm glow. The huge shattered moon that sat behind it, set into the wall, glittered with reflected light. Strangely, no monsters had made a home of this place. It appeared remarkably untouched despite the layer of dust that coated everything.
The frozen river in Hanna’s heart melted a little and emotions flowed. The glossy, black Void Throne stole her breath. It was a thing of straight lines and flat surfaces. Her mind went back to all the times she had entered this chamber to see her father sitting upon it. No matter what he was doing, he would always take a moment to send her a secret smile. 
Hanna pushed forward, brushing past the young boys that thought themselves nobles. They all gave way before her, even Willum stepped aside, a look of wonder on his face. She grabbed his hand and pulled him along with her. He came, if albeit unwillingly. They stopped next to it.
“What do you think?” Hanna asked. “Is it how you remembered?”
“No,” Willum said in a trembling voice. “It’s even more beautiful.”
“Sit on it.”
He whirled on her, surprised. “Now? Before we are wed?”
“Just once, to try it out.”
“Isn’t it bad luck?” Willum scratched his face, frowning.
“Old superstitions only.” Hanna laughed and shifted to regard the rest of their party; Cecilia stood with her eyes locked on the throne. “Men such as you make their own destinies.”
“Sit,” Ronald said, rolling the tip of his mustache between his thumb and finger. “Sit. Sit. Sit,” shouted the rest of the men, taking up the call.
Willum glanced about him, basking in the adorations. He sheathed his longsword and. . . .
Cecilia jerked and shook her head. She rushed forward and reached to stop her brother. “Willum, don’t!” But it was too late.
Willum sat down on the Void Throne and peered at her with confusion. Cecilia looked as if she had been struck. She staggered back, her hand falling to her side. She nibbled her lower lip.
“What have you done?” Cecilia's voice shook. “None but the King may sit on it. None but. . . .” She caught herself before the next word could spill from her mouth and she shuddered.
“Old superstitions,” Willum said, looking to Hanna for direction.
Hanna nodded, her lips twisting into what felt like a smile. Inside she was snowballs and chunks of ice. “It suits you, the throne. It won’t be long now until our countrymen all gather to bend the knee. They will come begging to be a part of what we’ve begun here. But first, we must be wed.”
“And how long shall we wait to do that?” Willum asked, his fingers tapping on the rectangular block of stone that was an armrest. 
“Soon, my love.” Hanna gestured at the ruined chamber. “First, we must return this place to a degree of its former grandeur and find ourselves a priest.”
■■■
Gone?
Leon scowled. Morgan was gone! He did not want to believe it, though Nóel had no reason to lie to him. He balled his hands. The betrayal stung. How could Morgan leave him and Nóel on their own? They were a family!
“Leon, say something,” Nóel said.
The ancient temple trembled beneath Leon’s feet, and he turned to watch the Vatn Björns enter the building, dragging the Giant Eagle carcasses behind them. It was not enough. It would not be enough. This, by itself, would not heal Ypse. He knew that without knowing how. Nothing was ever that easy, not for him.
“Leon, you’re scaring me. Say something. Anything.” Nóel’s voice pulled at Leon’s attention.
He shifted to regard his friend. His little brother, if not by blood, by shared suffering. He left Örk’s side and approached Nóel. He smacked Nóel’s shoulder in a playful manner he was nowhere near feeling. “I’m fine, Nóel. I was just thinking is all.”
“What are we going to do?” Nóel rubbed where Leon had slapped him, as if it ached him. Rubbed at it while wincing.
I didn’t hit him that hard, did I?
Leon pulled Nóel down beside the fire, a little more gently this time. “The same thing we’ve been doing since forever. Carry on as best as we can. What else can we do?”
“But,” Nóel said, “won’t they send soldiers after us if Morgan returns to Hjörtur?”
Leon sighed. “For now, put that out of your mind. We have enough problems without worrying about what might be.” Morgan, what have you done? How could you?
“I tried to stop him.” Nóel fed a twig to the fire. “I pleaded with him, but he wouldn’t listen. You know how he gets.”
“I know. It’s not your fault. If anyone, it’s mine. I should have made him come hunting with me, no matter what he said. It never ends well when Morgan has too much time to brood. I should have known better.”
“You already do so much.” Nóel clasped Leon’s arm. “You have to let me help you now. I’m sick of just sitting behind the wardstones.” He stood and kicked dirt into the fire. Flames hissed. “Let me do something more. I’m not too young to help. I’m not.”
Leon bit his lip. “You’re right.”
“I know I look small, but. . . .” Nóel blinked. “What?”
“I said you’re right,” Leon said softly, scratching at the back of his neck. “It’s time I stop babying you. Starting now.” He climbed to his feet and pulled Nóel toward Örk, who was supervising the dismembering of the bird corpses.
Nóel resisted at first, then slowly allowed Leon to pull him along, his steps hesitant. Örk approached them, stopping just outside the wardstones influence. She studied Nóel. The young boy shifted and trembled beside Leon.
Leon ignored Örk and Nóel both, his eyes drifting to the Gray Skins hacking at the Giant Eagles’ wings with jagged rocks. The birds were too large to fit in the underground passage as they were.
“Is there something else, Young Master?” Örk asked.
“Yes.” Leon grabbed Nóel’s shivering shoulder. “Join us. I’m taking Nóel below. Lead the way.”
Örk bobbed her head and guided them into the bowels of the temple, ushering them down weathered steps. The darkness enveloped them and Leon was reminded of the first time he had been forced to make this journey. Ypse’s glowing jewel had provided the corridors with at least flashes of crimson illumination. Now there was not even that.
Nóel shuddered and slowed his steps to a crawl. Leon coaxed him onward with words of encouragement and pats on the back. Dark shapes watched them from the doorways of pitch black chambers.
“We’re almost there,” Leon whispered to Nóel.
Nóel nodded, or at least Leon thought his friend nodded. It was hard to tell with the lack of light. Nóel’s back twitched like a jar of worms beneath Leon’s fingers.
As they descended the last pair of steps and arrived in the basement, the darkness retreated. Beams of ruby-colored light flashed from the center of a flesh pillar, illuminating the pulsing pale, meat-like substance that covered the floor and the walls.
“It stinks in here.” Nóel gagged.
Leon sniffed the air, but he barely noticed the repugnant, fishy odor any longer. He had been down here too many times for it to affect him as it once had. He pulled Nóel deeper into the chamber, pointing at the strange pulsing cocoon, beside the ugly fleshy flower with a dark opening at its center.
“Ypse is in there,” Leon said softly.
“Really?” Nóel pulled away from Leon and brushed past Örk. “It’s different from what I expected. I thought it would be . . . well, I don’t know. More scary and dark?”
Leon laughed. “More scary and dark? How much scarier can this place get? We're walking on something that’s alive.” He ran his hand against the warm meat-like floor, moist with flecks of green and yellow mucus. “Touch it.”
Nóel kneeled and poked at it, a queasy look crawling across his face. “It’s alive?”
“Everything in here is a part of Ypse.” Leon shifted to regard Örk. “Isn’t that right?”
“Yes, Young Master,” Örk said, her eyes locked on the scarlet gem.
Leon knew better than to peer directly at the strange but beautiful jewel. He had lost hours doing just that once, and he did not mean to repeat it now. Heavy footfalls came from behind him, he sensed them through the pulsing flesh beneath his feet. He glanced back to see Gray Skins dragging bloody pieces of meat down the staircase. Droplets of ruby red life-fluid spilled onto the ground with every step, and the pale, flesh-covered floor twitched eagerly.
“Nóel, get out of the way,” Leon shouted.
The Gray Skins ignored them and dragged their loads toward the flesh-like flower beside the large cocoon. They slowly fed the pieces of the Giant Eagles into the flower. Nóel blenched and turned from the sight.
“It’s just me and you now,” Leon said, patting Nóel’s back. “And I don’t think I can do this without you. You have to decide what you want to do. If you want to go back to the fortress, I won’t. . . ?”
Nóel swallowed. “But there’s only one White Crane left?” His eyes widened. “You want me to leave you on your own?”
“No. I want you to decide if you’re strong enough for this.” Leon ran a hand through his hair. “I have a feeling things will only get worse. There’s still time for you to leave and save yourself.”
Nóel tugged on Leon’s arm. “I’m not leaving you.”
“If you stay, you might die.”
“I don’t care, Leon. I’m not letting you face all this on your own.” Nóel’s fingers squeezed Leon’s wrist. “We’re family. Family sticks together.”
Leon shifted awkwardly under the force of Nóel’s stare. The devotion and love he saw shining back at him made his eyes itch. Made him want to weep. He returned his gaze to the fleshy petals, watched feathers, bones, and meat dissolved into mush. Nothing ever looked more beautiful.
Family.         




Chapter 42 

No fire and lightning fell, for the moment, and Cecilia staggered to her feet and gaped down at the dead and dying men sprawled around her. Smoldering corpses and twitching armored soldiers, eyes rolled back in their heads but staring blankly up at the sky. Gilbert turned from Aron’s remains to regard her. Rivers of blood ran from a gash on his forehead to stain his beard. His eyes held her still, more than the death and the gasps of pain.
“Tell me it wasn’t a lie,” Gilbert said, his fingers whiting around the hilt of his longsword. “Tell me I didn’t sacrifice my honor for nothing.”
Cecilia steadied her trembling lips. “I'm carrying your child—our child.” She touched her stomach through the soiled material of her nightgown. “I swear this to you on my hope of rebirth.”
He sighed and sagged to his knees, leaning on his longsword. She ran to him. He stopped her with a raised hand. “No. Don’t touch me. The thought of your hands on my flesh sickens me.”
Cecilia nodded and clutched at the hem of her nightgown. Her throat tightened. What do I say? What do I do? This was so unlike her. Nothing can fix this! Nothing. 
A ring of masked men approached them, trailed by two massive spider-like automatons, towering above the campsite. Willum’s white robe rippled in the breeze and his blade gleamed with sinister meaning.
“Names,” Cecilia said. “Do you have any preferences? What do you want me to call him—her—it?”
“Call. . . .” Gilbert shook his head. “It matters not. I fear you won’t outlive me by much. I fear all this was for nothing.”
Fear struck Cecilia like a whip across the back. “Don’t say that.” She hissed. A dying man’s words held the power of prophecy.
“What will be will be.” Gilbert turned from her to face Willum. “Will you be my second?”
“It would be my honor,” Willum said, his voice unsteady.
Cecilia did not blame him for that. Willum had always been a gentle soul. In another life, he might have been a trader, more interested in building a mercantile Empire than pursuing the bitter fruit of vengeance              
We are all what fate makes of us. The thought stung as much as anything.
Gilbert strode past William and his fellows, walking with an arrogance that appeared etched into the very marrow of his bones. Back straight, he knelt down on a patch of empty dirt, one free of cadavers and severed limbs.
“How are you?” William ran his knuckle down Cecilia’s cheek. “I thought it was all over there for a moment. Yet here we are, and it’s all thanks to you.”
The words had no effect on Cecilia, she barely heard them. All of her attention lay on Gilbert’s proud back. She moved toward him, wincing as she was forced to step on the bodies of dead men.
Gilbert did not acknowledge her presence, not even with the flutter of an eyelid. His breathing was smooth and even, and his eyes focused on the heavens. On the gliding clouds, white and fluffy despite the lightning that fell from them only moments before. Cecilia ached to wipe the blood from his beard and shower him with kisses. She fought the urge, crushed its whimpering voice with the power of her will.
William tossed a shortsword next to Gilbert and placed himself behind the man, his longsword held loosely in his hand. Gilbert picked up the weapon and plunged it into his stomach without hesitation.
Cecilia gasped, for the suddenness of the action. She had expected him to at least take a moment to collect himself.
“To love is to hate.” Gilbert shifted the blade to the left than the right. “To love is to bleed.”
Sunlight glimmered off of Willum’s blade as it took Gilbert’s head from his shoulders. A rushing fountain of crimson gore spewed forth from the gushing wound, brighter than any blood had the right to be.
■■■
Cecilia jerked awake lying in her cot, her breathing ragged. Her eyes stung with blinding tears and her emotions whirled from the nightmare. From the memory that had haunted her every night since Gilbert’s passing.
She clenched her stomach and stared up at the dusty ceiling. Though the room had been cleaned, it was impossible to fully remove years of grime in only a handful of minutes. It would be some time yet until the Moon Palace had been restored to its former glory.
Cecilia sat up and froze. Across from her sat her husband, with his back against the wall and his severed head in his lap. Terror oozed its tendrils around her clammy flesh.
No. No. This was not possible. Her heart pounded against her breastbone. I must be dreaming.
Cecilia pinched her thigh and hissed at the pain that followed her action. Not a dream then, at least that part was certain. A ghost?
“Gilbert.” She took another breath. “Have you come to torment me for my crimes?”
The headless man’s body twitched but otherwise remained silent, his severed head smiling.
Cecilia snarled. “Fine, torment me if you must. But I won’t beg for mercy. Not from you, not from any man. Do you understand me?”
Gilbert placed his head back on his neck and it clicked it into place as if it were a thing of gears and moving parts. “Wake up!”
Cecilia rolled off of her cot and smacked the floor, back first. Her head rang like a death knell. She blinked tears from her eyes to see William kneeling beside her.
“Cecilia, wake up.” He shook her shoulder, his eyes wild with concern.
She inhaled a harsh breath of air and took stock of her surroundings. She lay on the floor within the small room she went to sleep in, next to a tipped over cot. A dream. The pounding of her heart slowed. Nothing more than a dream. A nightmare.
“I’m fine.” Cecilia smiled up at her brother. It felt forced, but she did not allow it to slip from her face, for his sake.             
He yanked her to her feet, and none too gently, brushed her nightgown until she feared he meant to strip her of her clothing.
“All right, Willum.” She pushed him away and turned to the sun touched window. “I can do that myself.”
“You scared me, Cece,” he said. “I thought you were dying.”
Cecilia ignored her brother and approached the window. The ruined glory of Höfn greeted her: shattered stone structures touched with the first rays of sunrise. The golden glow made the ruined city seemed vibrant and otherworldly, despite the state of its parts.
“Today’s the day,” she whispered, half to herself.
Willum shifted behind her, to go by the rustling of his robe. “Yes. It’s all coming together like you planned. All of it. I can hardly believe it. My sister the strategist.”
Yes, it was all unfolding as she had foreseen. That was what worried her. No stratagem ever went exactly to plan, or so the great generals she studied proclaimed. Could she have made a mistake somewhere? Was there something she was not seeing? There had to be, didn’t there?
Cecilia sighed.
“What’s wrong?” Willum asked. “You’re still not mad about me sitting on the Void Throne, are you?”
“No.” She shook her head and rubbed her belly. “Was it all worth it, I’m thinking. All that I sacrificed to get to this moment.”
“All we sacrificed.” He placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed slightly. “We’ve each given are all in this endeavor, some more than others. None more than you. But we still gave, bled even.”
“You’re right. You’re always right.” She touched the fingers on her shoulder. “I hated it at first, the idea of laying with our enemy. Now to grieve for him so feels strange.”
“You loved him.” There was a hint of rage in his voice, just a hint. If Cecilia did not know her brother so well, she might have missed it.
“He was easy to love. I couldn’t help but to.” She brushed a strand of golden hair from her eye. “Now the memory of him torments me every time I go to sleep.” She blinked fresh tears from her eyes. “I was so certain about this course.”
“And now?”
Cecilia turned her back to the window. Willum held himself stiffly, his blue eyes searching her face. Whatever he found displeased him. He bared his teeth and growled.
“We’ve come too far to retreat,” he said, struggling to keep his voice smooth. “We’re committed now. When Vilhelm finds out what was done, he will stop at nothing until he has our heads. Our only refuge lays in rousing the rest of our countrymen.”
Cecilia brushed past Willum and righted the cot. She knew the truth of what he said. After all, it was ‘her’ plan. Willum had been more than willing to live under the yoke of servitude. It was she who had roused his fighting spirit. It was she who had showed him the path forward! She did not need her own words repeated back to her. She did not!
“When did you get back?” She exhaled slowly and released her hold on the cot. Her palm ached where she had clutched it.
“Only a few minutes ago.”
Cecilia took a seat on the cot and crossed her legs. “You found a priest?”
“Yes, a little beetle of a man.” He rubbed his forehead. “He refused my offer of employment, so I was forced to kidnap him.” Softer. “Another sin. The Eternal Father forgive me.”
“Everything is going along to plan then,” Cecilia said.
Willum grasped Cecilia’s head between his palms and kissed her forehead, gently. A brotherly peck. “Worry less.” Then he was gone, charging through the curtain that had been hung in the doorway.
Cecilia watched the blue curtain sway until it stilled. She touched her cheek and held a tear-soaked finger to her eyes. The droplet glittered like a crystal suffused with light.




Chapter 43

Seated within a heavily gilded, high-backed chair, Hanna tried to relax as her serving women curled her hair. But it was difficult. She struggled against a growing sense of being confined at every turn. The Moon Palace was large, but the space opened to them was small. She longed to wander the corridors as she once had, without worry of where the wardstones’ influence ended.
Óla and Rikka told good-natured jokes as they smoothed her wedding dress, something they dared not comment on. Súla painted designs into Hanna’s nails and refused to join in the conversation, keeping to herself as she had for the last few days.
The blue curtain that blocked the doorway stirred and Cecilia strode into the room. There were dark bags under her eyes. Her dreams torment her as mine do me.
“You can’t be serious,” Cecilia said, the nearest thing to scandalized.
Hanna raised an eyebrow in question, a hint of curiosity touching her. The winter within her heart showed its first signs of thawing. She was still ice cold, but cracks had formed in the walls, growing larger with every passing second. The hour of the ceremony was drawing near.
“You can’t mean to wear that dress to your wedding?” Cecilia asked, in the same scandalized tone of voice. “No one wears black to a wedding. It’s bad luck.”
Hanna studied her dress for a moment and nodded her head. Cecilia was right, her dress was black. Yet she had no plans of changing into anything else. She shrugged.
Cecilia shooed the serving women away from Hanna. “You don’t care, do you?” She took what seemed like a calming breath. “How much longer do you think you can keep the ice Princess act up? Let yourself grieve and put it behind you if you must.”
“And how has grieving worked for you?” Hanna observed the green swirls etched into her long nails, only half done. Cecilia might have not even existed, or might as well have been another one of the serving women for all the attention Hanna paid her.
Cecilia bared her teeth. “That’s the way it will be, is it? Snide comments and cool looks. Have we not moved beyond such petty games? We, who once ran through these corridors as children.”
“I merely asked a question.” Hanna lowered her hand back onto the table in front of her. “A genuine question. If your advice didn’t work for you why should I follow it? We are murderers, you and I. What might soothe the pain of others, won’t work on us.”
“Are we so different from the men? Are they not murderers as well?”
Hanna frowned. “It takes a certain illness of the mind to end the life of someone you claimed to love. We belong in a category all of our own.”
The serving women did whatever they could not to glance in Cecilia’s direction, but they were listening. By the flush of color in Cecilia’s cheeks, she knew that. She took another step closer to Hanna and leaned forward with her forearms on the table. There was a dangerous tilt to Cecilia’s eyes now. They gleamed with a hint of menace.
“You are right, Hanna,” Cecilia said softly. “Whatever we are, we belong to a category of our own. But this is nothing new. We always knew this, even when we were little girls. How else could we torture each other so?”
Before Hanna could speak, Cecilia kissed her on the lips, the way a lover might. A flash of red cut across the walls of ice that surrounded Hanna’s heart. Gasps rang out behind her.
“But I love you,” Cecilia said. “Never forget that. One day our children will play together. They will run through the very same halls we once ran through, tormenting the servants as we once did, laughing and crying.” She left the room the same way she had entered, her back straight and her eyes distant.
Hanna pressed a finger to her lips. It was warm where Cecilia’s flesh touched her own. Hot even. Óla and Rikka would tell stories of what they had seen. Súla, on the other hand, seemed just as unconcerned and withdrawn as before.
“Go find out what they will serve for the wedding feast.” She motioned at Óla and Rikka.
The serving women curtsied and quickly saw themselves out. Hanna turned her full attention on to Súla.
“Princess?” Súla intoned, her eyes flickering with the first hint of interest.
“I’m not a very trusting person,” Hanna said. “It’s not in my nature. I’ve been betrayed too many times before. But I want to trust you. Can I trust you?”
Súla remained silent for a long time, but Hanna did not rush her. Some things cannot be rushed. Some things had to be allowed to mature in their own time.
“I don’t know,” Súla said.
Hanna smiled. An honest answer. Any other, and she would have had to reevaluate her options.
“I suppose you can trust me to be true to my nature, Princess,” Súla went on in a more reserved tone. Her fingers twitched at her sides, stroking her dress.
“What is your nature?”
“I am as I was created, a human, a woman.” Súla retook her seat and returned to painting Hanna’s nails.
“And what does it mean to be a woman?”
Súla paused. “It means to love deeper than any other creature has any right to. It means to hurt for that love. To laugh, to cry, sometimes in the same breath. To be wild and untamed at the heart.”
“You’ve given this a lot of thought,” Hanna murmured, brushing her hair behind her ear.
“Yes, Princess.” Súla smirked. “Hours and hours of thought.”
“I will put my trust in your nature then.”
“If it would please you, Princess,” Súla said.
Hanna laughed, a dark broiling sound. “Nothing pleases me anymore, but it will be a start.” She grabbed hold of Súla’s hand and squeezed until the serving woman hissed from the pain. “If you betray me, no one will be able to protect you from my wrath. This I swear.”
Eyes round, Súla nodded.
■■■
Exhaustion made every flap of Erik’s massive wings a lesson in the depths of torment. His heart ached. His eyelids drooped. The earth below him swam in his vision, black and white patches of hills and open fields, mixed with woodlands and villages.
Have to keep going.
He forced himself onward, but it was getting more difficult. He did not know how much longer he could sustain this pace. Dozens of hours had gone by as he tried to reach the Moon Palace.
I’ll make it in time. Nothing will happen to her.
Those thoughts felt like lies, the kind of lies a fool tells himself to no longer be afraid of the dark. But the dark was deep and horror filled. He knew that from personal experience.
I still haven’t forgiven you, Patrick said. I never will.
Erik’s muscle spasmed, and he lurched downward. Save your forgiveness for yourself, rapist. You need it more than I. He caught himself before he could plummet any further and glided across the heavens.
Patrick did not take the bait. He had been quieter and more reserved since his failed coup. More measured in his disdain. More unnerving.
Send me back to the quiet place, Asbjörn muttered for the hundredth time.
The Dark One. Asbjörn’s words brought her weeping face to mind. Erik had abandoned her to her daily torments. She would make him pay, he knew. Women always made you pay.
Agony lanced its way into Erik’s chest, lanced its way into his wings. He screamed in a terrified bird voice, harsh even to his ears. The ground rose to meet him once again. He spun and twirled, the air ripping palm leaf sized feathers from his wings. He fought for control, but the wind stole both reason and breath from his lungs.
It was hopeless, he was too tired. He closed his eyes, reduced all to blackness and surrendered. It felt good to let go. To rest, even if it was only for a moment.
Erik struck what seemed like stone and sensed his bones shatter and snap within his chest and wings. Pain blossomed, snagging his insides with vicious little hooks that tore and tore with every breath he took. His consciousness faded. He drifted.
The stinging sensation of teeth tearing away at his carcass shook his mind back into a vague awareness. An awareness that only included his sense of touch. It tugged on his mind with every bite.
Yes. Feed.
The smell of blood rekindled his hunger. These creatures meant to dine on his corpse, but instead, he would dine on them. He unraveled and called back what was already taken, those bits of himself that now swam in stomach fluid. Harsh cries rang out, and warmth and energy flowed into him.
Erik groaned. A hum built at the back of his skull, vibrating deep into his core. His blood burned like fiery coals. Pictures grew into flashes of memory. He was a five-legged Nætstalker feasting on the flesh of a rotting roc with his brethren. He was. . . .
No. Erik shattered the flashes before the others he felt bubbling forth could overwhelm him. He smashed them into less than fragments, into a memory of a memory.
He opened his eyes and peered up at the noonday sun, blinding and round. It shimmered and swam. Blinking, he sat up and pressed up against an ancient cluster of stones, once again in human form. Around him were a pack of Nætstalkers, growling from beneath the shade of massive oaks.
He smiled down at them, and they backed away, their ugly features twisted in fear. The foulness of their odor battered him, the scent of their collective disease, rank and sour.
“Thank you,” he said.
Erik leaped into the sky, his robe and flesh transforming back into wings, his feet into talons, and his chest into black feathers. The feast of corrupted flesh was just what he needed. His muscles tingled with renewed energy and exhaustion no longer plagued him.
He soared through the sky, and the wind howled with every flap, with every beat of his wings. Hold on, Hanna. I’m coming.
Why won’t you send me back, Asbjörn asked. I no longer want to struggle. To sleep and forget is all I want now. Why won’t you let us go?
The Celestial Dragon stirred like a spark of fire crackling outside a void. Strangely, it had remained quiet when he struck the earth and fed. That was something it had never done before. The promise of blood always brought it out of hiding until now.
Probabilities whirled within Erik. He did not understand what it all meant but assumed it would be to his detriment. Every step he took fate knocked him two steps back, or so it seemed.
It doesn’t matter, he told himself. I will rescue Hanna and find out why she betrayed me. Then we’ll go home.
Home. The word never held such meaning and trepidation. His time in the capital felt like a lifetime ago, as if the memories of it belonged to someone else. But all the same, it called to him with as much power as his need to rescue Hanna. Perhaps even more so. The contents of the letter rolled through his mind like thunderclaps.
Erik pushed himself harder, whipped by inner turmoil. He climbed higher until the villages he flew above looked no bigger than anthills. The sun was a radiant ball below him, not yet halfway to its peak. Yet its golden rays kept the true harshness of his elevation at bay.
Höfn’s distant ruins came into view on the horizon. His chest clenched. It would not be long now. He was coming like a bolt of dark lightning from a clear sky. He was coming for his wife.




Chapter 44

Leon glanced around Örk to stare at the ancient temple one last time, then faced forward. He rode atop a Vatn Björn with the Mrethren pressed snuggly against his back and her arm wrapped around his waist. Once again, he was going out into danger, but he was more concerned about Nóel than himself.
“Focus your mind on what is yet to come, Young Master,” Örk said, her long fingers stroking his stomach.
Leon sighed. “I am trying.”
“Try harder.” Her fingers paused for a moment before resuming their stroking motion. “The wilderness demands your full attention. Our enemies will hunt for us, I’m certain.”
Leon fought back a groan. He knew who she meant by enemies. The Chosen and his minions would be back searching for any sign of their party. If only they could afford to remain in the ancient temple for two more days, the risk would have been reduced. But they had already wasted too much time. Ypse needed to be awakened now more than ever.
“Our numbers are too few.” Örk clicked one of her claws next to Leon’s ear and he jerked. “Too few of us survived when that human attacked our Kvik.”
Leon pushed a finger into his ear and wiggled it around; his eardrum rang. “What good would a few more hundred Gray Skins do when our enemy number in the hundreds of thousands? More warriors would just mean that they find us sooner, don’t you think?”
“Perhaps.” Örk hummed in her throat. “Perhaps, Young Master.”
The two potbellied Dökk walked on either side of their Vatn Björn, armed with a massive club each while fifty of their shorter brethren ringed the procession. Despite the threat the Gray Skins posed, they gave Leon a sense of safety. As long as Örk was there they would die to protect him. As long as Örk was there.
Leon scanned the sky. The heavens were a light blue strewn with patches of white, beautified by the radiant rays of the golden sun. There were no signs of Giant Eagles.
Danger everywhere, and there’s nothing I can do about it. He lowered his gaze. Eternal Father, just protect Nóel, that’s all I ask. I can take care of myself, but he—
“What do you mean for us to hunt?” Örk asked.
“Whatever we can find,” Leon muttered sullenly. “It doesn’t matter if they’re big or small. We need to kill them and bring back as much meat as we can find.” He scrubbed at his face. “I wish we hadn’t taken all that time off after—never mind. The past is stone. All I can do is carry on and do my best.”
Örk pressed her face into Leon’s hair and inhaled. “Can you not hear it? All the creatures flee before—” Her body tensed behind him.
“What is it?” Leon whispered, his stomach knotting in terror.
“They’ve found us.”
There was no need to ask who. At that moment, a Gray Skin appeared from behind a tree trunk and hurled a spear toward him. It flew slowly through the air.
“Down!” Örk hissed, covering Leon’s body with her own, pressing his chest against the back of the Vatn Björn. “Kill!”
Leon struggled to breathe as his lungs constricted. Gasping, he watched Örk smashed the spear out of the air with one of her black spider-like appendages. The bone spear splintered and lurched to the side, falling to the ground.
From behind nearby trees, a group of about twenty Gray Skins rushed Leon’s group, howling and shrieking. The two potbellied Dökk on either side of Leon’s Vatn Björn charged forward, swinging their large clubs. They lay into their enemies, striking down three Gray Skins with every swing. Howls turned into screams of pain as clubs shattered skulls, broke bones, and tore into gray flesh.
Leon’s eyes watered. He clawed at the pale-skinned back of the Vatn Björn. He could not breathe! He—
Örk sat up and pulling Leon upright. “Hold on, Young Master!”
The Vatn Björn beneath Leon quickened its pace and barreled into the swarming enemies, slamming into tree trunks, breaking the enemies’ momentum. Enemy Gray Skins rolled and jumped out of their path. Yet not all were so lucky. Many perished torn apart by the Vatn Björn’s eight-legged clawed feet.
Leon held onto the arm that Örk had wrapped around his chest, his eyes wide. He jerked back and forth, nearly flying off of his steed with every tree struck and uprooted. Örk’s warriors lay into the prone enemies with their spears, jabbing chests and throats. Blood gushed, brilliant little ribbons floating forth.
Heart thundering, Leon glanced around the battlefield. Unbelievably, they were winning. The last few enemies still capable of movement, ran for it, zigzagging through the cluster of trees, howling all the while.
“We won.” Leon laughed.
“No. The battle is far from over, Young Master,” Örk said, tightening her grip on his chest. “Listen!”
Distant shouts took up the fleeing Dökk’s call, drawing near. It sounded like thousands of voices joined as one. It seemed the Gray Skins they had defeated were nothing more than a scouting party, and their little scuffle had drawn the attention of the full army.
Leon gulped and scanned the cadaver-strewn forest floor. Things had not gone as he had hoped, but exactly how he feared.
“Örk,” he said, “tell them to grab the corpses, we’re headed back to the temple.” A half-cracked tree trunk snapped and fell to the earth with a loud crash. “Now!”
Örk motioned and the Gray Skins grabbed the corpses of the fallen. They hurried back toward the temple. The howling voices at their back grew ever louder, almost yapping at their heels.
“Eternal father, let it. . . .” Leon turned to Örk. “Do you think the corpses will be enough to heal Ypse fully?”
“Only the Earth Mother knows for sure, Young Master,” she said.
The Earth Mother? Leon shook his head. He had enough problems without adding new ones to his list. He inhaled sharply. His stomach twitched with knots.
Focus on Nóel.
He’s all that matters.
Leon leaned forward, his ears straining to hear. Past the cluster of trees ahead of them, the faint sounds of battle ushered forth. Terror seized his heart. His limbs trembled. No. No! He smacked the Vatn Björn’s back. “Faster! Go faster!”
The beast lurched forward, quickening its gait. Leon’s heart thundered as the wind whipped through his hair. They broke past the last few trees. Hundreds of Dökk were assaulting the temple, attempting to rush the spike walled entrance, led by the Chosen with a crown of bones.
The Vatn Björn jerked to a stop, and the Chosen turned to regard them, a slow smile blossoming on his face. He raised his hand and his brethren stilled their attack on the temple.
“We meet again, Mrethren,” the Chosen said.
Örk hissed, and Leon gulped. This was the worst of all outcomes: enemies in front and enemies coming up the rear. They were outnumbered and all but surrounded.
“Why so quiet?” the Chosen asked. “Last time you had plenty to say.”
Örk snarled. “What is there to be said, Chosen? You’ve come here to meet your end, and I will gladly give it to you.” She hurled her spear and kicked the Vatn Björn forward.
The Chosen waved his hand and the spear jerked to the side. Leon ducked low on the Vatn Björn’s back and glanced back. Despite being burdened with corpse, Örk’s warriors charged forward, their harsh voices raised in fury.
Smiling, the Chosen pointed his hand at Leon and Örk, palm first. A thunderclap bloomed and the Vatn Björn rocked back as if struck by a battering ram, screeching to a halt. The world pitching before him, Leon tumbled to the ground entangled with Örk’s limbs, his ears ringing.
“No,” he screamed.
The earth kicked all breath from his lungs, and his yell turned into a gasp. His chest burned and his eyes stung with moisture. He clawed at the ground, freeing himself from Örk.
The Chosen leered down at them. “Now you will pay for your former arrogance, Mrethren. You and your human pet.” He raised his hand.
An arrow fell from the heavens and plunged into the Chosen’s throat. The Chosen staggered back, eyes blinking. A giant White Crane circled above, with a boy on his back.
“Morgan!” Leon shouted. His friend had come back!
The Chosen collapsed to his knees and yanked the arrow from his throat. Snarling, he rose his empty hand to the sky. Another arrow struck him, this time in the chest. The Chosen closed his empty hand, and the White Crane plunged from the heavens, squealing. Morgan leaped from its back.
“Morgan!” Leon yelled as his friend struck the earth.
The other Vatn Björn charged out of the ancient temple, plowing into the backs of the enemy Gray Skins, launching dozens into the sky. Örk ran past Leon, hissing as she fell upon the Chosen. Claws tore at gray flesh, ripped chunks of meat free.
Leon’s mind felt aflame, he could barely process what was happening. All he knew was that Morgan had tried to save them. That Morgan had struck the earth. He forced himself to his feet, staggering as Örk’s warriors brushed past him in their rush to join the melee.
“Morgan!” Leon stumbled toward his friend, ducking and weaving through pockets of isolated conflict. He jerked to a stop, nearly avoiding the thrust of a spear. Fear scratching at his throat, he raced on, running around the combatants, dodging bleeding Gray Skins.
Leon dropped next to Morgan’s body. Fingers trembling, he reached out to touch his friends shoulder. All around them rose the sounds of battle, but none of that mattered. Not to Leon. Not now.
“Please don’t be dead,” Leon said, gently shaking his friend. “Morgan, please. I’m sorry for all the cruel things I ever said. I didn’t mean them, not really. You’re not an asshole or a nincompoop.” Hot tears spilled from his eyes. “You’re my family. Wake up, please.”
Morgan’s eyelids fluttered like pale butterfly wings. He opened his eyes and grunted. “Enough. No more. You’re hurting my ears.”
Leon smiled. “Are you hurt? Can you move your toes? Ypse said that’s the first thing you should check after a fall.”
“Yeah. Yeah. I remember.” Morgan sat up, using his elbows. “I can still. . . .” He took in the battle, his limbs trembling.
Örk and her warriors savaged the remaining Gray Skins with help from the two Vatn Björns, rendering bone from flesh and flesh from bone. Morgan grabbed Leon’s arm and pointed back the way they had come. Hundreds of enemy Dökk swarmed out of the small cluster of trees.
Leon leaped to his feet. “Örk, they’re here.”
Örk stabbed a prone Gray Skin in the throat, twisting her spear as she turned to regard Leon. She looked from him to the rush of new enemies coming up behind them and hissed.
Leon helped Morgan onto his feet and rushed into the temple. Nóel stood beside the campfire, his eyes wide and his face pale. A look of relief flashed across his cheeks when he caught sight of Leon and Morgan.
“Morgan, you came back,” Nóel said.
“Don’t look so surprised.” Morgan shuffled his feet. “How can I stay away from you two?
Leon smacked Morgan on the back, a little harder than necessary. They did not have time for this. Death approached closer with every breath. “Grab the packs, we’re moving down below,” he told him. “Hurry.”
“The wardstones,” Morgan said. “We should block the entrance with them!”
“It won’t work.” Leon shook his head. “It would work against Örk’s warriors as well as the other Gray Skins, and we need them to carry the corpses below. Otherwise, we’ll get stuck in here without food. We need Ypse to wake up. It’s our only hope.”
For once Morgan did not argue the issue, but, for a moment, he looked as if he wanted to. He sighed and nodded.
Leon turned back toward the entrance without waiting to see if his commands were obeyed. Örk stood framed in both light and shadow, her cheek and spider-like appendages stained with splotches of red. She flickered her eyes away from the sea of gray that surrounded the temple and onto him.
“Send everyone down below with as many corpses as they can carry,” Leon told her.
The muscles in Örk’s face twitched, then she nodded. “Yes, Young Master.” She hurried to his side, dragging her bloody spear across the floor.
Morgan helped Nóel with the packs as Nóel battled to calm his White Crane, appeasing the bird with much cooing and petting. Slowly, the bird allowed itself to be led deeper into the building. The sounds of renewed battle rose behind them like a rockslide crashing against the ancient stone walls. The floor shook with the pounding of feet, and dust rained down from the ceiling in dirty plumes.
“Let’s go!” Leon shouted, leading them down into the darkness, guiding them into the bowels of the temple. Everything depended on whether or not the could wake Ypse now.




Chapter 45

Cecilia shifted in her seat in a vain attempt to make the hard chair comfortable. She tried to be patient, but her eyes kept swinging from Willum and the priest standing in front of the Void Throne to the tall doors. At any moment, she expected Hanna to walk in, yet she feared something bad had happened. Hanna was taking far too long; she should have entered twenty minutes ago.
Relax. Everything will go according to plan. Cecilia took a slow breath and set her zither down beside her chair. There’s nothing to worry about. Nothing.
The first round of this little game is all but won.
She adjusted her yellow dress and fingered the tiny starburst embroidered on the skirt. So far, she had avoided the need to wear the same outfit twice in a row, but she very much feared she would have to if she did not find a change of clothing soon. She would get Willum to rob a noble manor first. She smiled, the ridiculousness of the thought making her want to chuckle.
The tall doors opened and the assembled nobles rose from their chairs to get a better look at the door. Cecilia picked up her zither and played a soothing tune, something merry with a hint of melancholy. Earlier, she had decided on something different, but as her fingers touched the strings that was what came to mind. It fit the moment, if just barely.
Súla walked into the throne room, throwing handfuls of flower petals into the air from a wicker basket. Hanna was three steps behind her, with the Tree of Life inked into her forehead and a flowing white dress draping from her shoulders.
Cecilia gasped softly. Hanna had listened to her and had removed the black dress. But it was not that, that took her by surprise. Hanna had never looked more enchanting. There was something about the way the soot on her forehead contrasted perfectly with the wedding gown that made it hard to breath.
And it appeared she was not the only one that thoughts so. Gasps rang out from the wedding party. The glances Willum’s comrades sent Hanna were a touch too suggestive for her liking. Their naked hunger gave a primal feel to the proceedings.
Cecilia licked her dry lips and focused her attention on her fingertips. Was my glance any less animalistic than the men’s? She shook her head and strummed away at the zither.
Hanna stopped beside Willum, and he stared at her with wide eyes. A touch of crimson touched her face. The priest cleared his throat and they both turned to regard him. The Void Throne loomed large behind him.
“You may be seated,” the priest said. Then he led Hanna and Willum through the Exchange of Vows, the Exchange of Rings, and finally the Sand Ceremony, his hands twitching at his sides as he watched them pour separate containers of sand into a red vase. “Each grain represents a moment, a unique moment that helped shape you into the people you are. Today these moments merge, and just as the grains of sand can never again be divided into their individual containers, so will you be forever joined.” 
A shadow passed above Hanna and Willum as their containers emptied into the vase. Cecilia looked up. A distant black splotch circled in the sky.
“You may now kiss the bride,” the priest said.
Cecilia lowered her gaze to see Willum pull Hanna into a passionate kiss. The room erupted into cheers and loud whistles. Something massive struck the diamond ceiling, and the chamber trembled. A black roc screeched and scratched at the vaulted ceiling, unable to penetrate it, but desperately trying to.
Cecilia rose to her feet, along with the rest of the people who were seated. Longswords came unsheathed, pointed toward danger. The roc made its way down to the balcony, its talons striking the glittering roof with every step.
Cecilia pushed her way to Hanna, and the men gathered around the balcony under Willum’s command. Hanna stood with an air of boredom, surrounded by her flustered serving women.
“Don’t worry the wardstones will keep it from entering,” Cecilia said.
Hanna motioned at Óla and Rikka. “Go retrieve Willum’s wedding gift. Quickly.”
The throne room exploded with sounds of battle, sounds of Esoteric Sword Techniques blooming into fiery roses. The roc’s palm leaf sized feathers caught fire and it screamed, roared.
“Go,” Hanna yelled. “Now!”
Eyes swinging back to Hanna, the serving women nodded and raced for the door, glancing back more than once, their steps slowing slightly as they did. 
“It’s already dead.” Cecilia clasped Hanna’s arm; Hanna’s skin felt cool against the heat of her own.
“I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Cece,” Hanna said in a soft voice. “This horror is just beginning.”
Cecilia wanted to deny Hanna’s words, but as her eyes drifted back to the balcony, she froze. The charred flesh of the twitching roc bubbled and flowed like living lava before shrinking in on itself and transforming into a black and gold scaled humanoid.
What is. . . ? Cecilia inhaled sharply and her fingers tightened on Hanna’s arm.
The monster roared, seemingly more enraged than wounded. It leaped forward, its clawed hand tearing through human flesh. A man squealed like a slaughter of swine and collapsed to the hard floor. The massive automatons stationed around the throne room, rushed the scaled monster, their metallic limbs clicking off of the ground.
“Cece, let go,” Hanna said, her voice hissing past her clenched teeth.
Confused, Cecilia stared at Hanna. How was she able to remain so calm? Was she not afraid?
“My arm.” Hanna tapped Cecilia’s hand. “Let go of my arm.”
Cecilia released Hanna and turned back to the conflict. The spider-like automatons swung clawed limbs at the scaled monster, smashing through stone walls, knocking the monster back out onto the balcony. The nobles, led by Willum, shot blinding Esoteric Sword Techniques at the creature.
Eyes swimming with black dots, Cecilia staggered back, falling to her knees. She blinked furiously, desperately trying to regain her vision. Distorted shouts, the clanking of metal, and the shattering of stone all struck her skull with an odd jumble. She blinked open watery eyes to see the priest huddled beside the Void Throne, shuddering and mumbling.
Hanna stood where Cecilia had last seen her, seemingly unperturbed by the raging battle and the blinding flashes of light. Her back was as straight as an unbent spear and just as welcoming.
“Hanna!” howled a monstrous voice.
Cecilia’s insides clenched, grasped tight by vicious talons. Had she imagined that? Or had the scaled beast screamed Hanna’s name? She shook her head. It had to be her imagination.
A dozen Esoteric Sword Techniques exploded as one, and the balcony erupted in crimson flames, launching the monster over the railing.
“Hanna!”
Cecilia swallowed. This time she was certain that she had not imagined it. The monster had screamed Hanna’s name. Cecilia’s veins crawled with icy trepidation that worked its way into her extremities. Her heart quickened its already frantic pace. The rumors! The rumors that swirled about Prince Erik came roaring back to the forefront of her mind.
Hanna turned back to look at her, expressionless. For a moment, it seemed like they were the only two people that remained in the throne room. The only one still left alive. The throne room doors slammed open, breaking the moment. Óla and Rikka ran into the chamber, carrying a long box between them. In their haste, the women tripped and the box crashed to the ground. Two longswords and a shortsword clattered free of the ruptured wooden container and slid across the floor. The weapons came to a stop inches from where Cecilia stood.
“Willum!” Hanna said. “The monster will be back. Take the Tár Guðs blades, you’ll need them to defeat it.”
Willum turned to regard Hanna, his eyebrows raised and his mouth opening. But the sight of the weapons glittering on the floor stole whatever words he was about to speak. He closed his open mouth and took a step toward the swords.
“Quickly, Willum.” Hanna’s voice cracked like a whip. “You have no time to waste.”
Watching Willum gather the weapons, Cecilia was reminded of Hanna’s words. You don’t know my husband like I do.
Any plans you have are destined for failure.
“Logi. Magni. Here,” Willum said, handing off a weapon to each men while keeping one for himself.
“What was that thing?” Cecilia took a step toward Hanna and lowered her voice. “You know, don’t you? Is it. . . .” She shut her mouth. She could not bring herself to speak Erik’s name, not out loud. To do so was to breathe life into the terror knotting her stomach. To give it more power than it already held.
Hanna shrugged and turned from her, offering a hand to Rikka, who still lay sprawled on the floor.  Rikka clasped the offered hand and Hanna pulled her back onto her feet. 
Pjetur pointed down at the distant ground from the balcony, his blood-stained robe rippling in the wind. “It’s still alive.” Louder. “The monster still alive!”
Willum and his men rushed to Pjetur’s side, joined by Ronald, who now rode atop an automaton, his hand plucking at his long mustache.
Cecilia forced herself to focus on Hanna, and only on Hanna. She waved the serving women back and tugged on Hanna’s sleeve, pulling her closer to the throne and the trembling priest. Hanna’s eyes shifted from the priest to the balcony and back again, never pausing on Cecilia. It was almost as if to Hanna, Cecilia no longer existed.
“Why are you not afraid?” Cecilia brushed her hair back from her eye and took a slow breath. “You know what that thing is. I know you do.”
Hanna’s blue eyes pinned Cecilia to stillness. “I warned you, remember?” Hanna said.
Cecilia staggered back as if kicked in the gut, her hands clutching at her chest. This could not be happening. It had to be a joke. She had watched Hanna stabbed Erik in the chest, had watched the Prince die. That thing could not be him.
She stumbled toward the balcony, pushing past the men crowding the way, none too gently. In their excitement, they did not notice her until she slammed her elbows into ribs. She stopped next to Willum at the charred railing.
Forty meters below, the creature’s bloody pieces slowly reformed into its monstrous whole like a shattered jar of earthworms crawling their way back to their ruined container. It looked back up at them and howled.
“Cecilia, get back!” Willum said.




Chapter 46 

Erik lay on his back, howling up at the Moon Palace’s balcony. Tears slipped from his eyes, just a few droplets at first, but more with every passing second until they became a flood. His eyes burned! Hot coals had been forced into them. He closed his clawed hands into fists. The memory of Hanna kissing Willum made his heart ache, made his blood boil. How could she do such a thing? She was his! Did she not know that?
He snapped his jaw shut, and the last bloody piece rejoined his battered form. He was whole but empty. Empty inside. He jerked upright and turned from the Moon Palace, running away from the sight of it. The shame of it.
Patrick’s laughter smashed through his skull like boulders tossed into a broiling pond. How does it feel to become a cuckold? Hurts doesn’t it?
“Shut up!” Erik ran faster, lengthening his stride. “Just shut the fuck up!”
The Lightbender roared louder, adding salt to Erik’s weeping wound.
EAT.
Erik blinked the moisture from his eyes. The betrayal burned anew, cut at the core of his being. His legs were noodles; they collapsed beneath him and he fell to the earth.
DEVOUR.
Erik bowed his head and snarled. Yes. Yes!
He struck the ground, teared away at the shattered street overgrown with weeds. He let go. He stopped fighting. There was no point to any of this. The Celestial Dragon surged forth on a tide of insatiable hunger, black and glittering. Deep and never-ending. His skin stretched and wings, vast and thin, forced their way out of his back. He gave voice to his pain, to his hunger. Ruined stone buildings shook from the force of his voice. The ground trembled beneath his increased weight.
The Celestial Dragon—Erik turned to face the Moon Palace, his massive frame scraping the sides of buildings. He gazed up at the tiny-flesh-things on the balcony and longed. Hungered. He would make a meal out of these little morsels of flesh. He would crush their soft bones in his giant, iron maw. 
Erik threw himself into the sky and tiny voices raised into shrieks from the balcony. The sound sent a thrill coursing through his wings and claws. He gave breath to the itching sensation and blew searing flames out of his mouth, setting fire to every building that encircled the palace. Cracked stone melted under the heat and ceilings collapsed with a swoosh of golden sparks.
The tiny-flesh-things stepped off the balcony, waving their pointy weapons. Their feet made the heavens ripple, but they did not plunge downward as he expected. Lightning flew from the clear sky, spidered from the tips of longswords to strike him.
Erik roared and wheeled away. His wings spasmed. He struck and shattered a smoldering building. Burning rubble rained around him, red-hot bricks and crumbling stone. He glared upward, the hunger making the world shimmer in his eyes. He would feast on these puny humans.
More blinding bolts and colored light fell. Erik screamed. His body shook, pummeled by Esoteric Sword Techniques. He sensed his scales warp under the torment. He raised his voice and the world trembled like a metal plate placed upon an anvil. The bombardment ceased, paused as the humans placed their hands over their ears.
Erik launched himself into the sky, still screaming, still howling. He tore through one tiny-flesh-thing after another, slashed through skin and bones with his claws. He flapped his wings and weaved in between lightning bolts and streams of green light as his hearts sang with joy. This was what he was meant to be doing; every part of his being said as much. First, he would devour them, then he would—
Hanna!
Erik’s wings stalled, and he plummeted like a boulder dropped into a murky pond. His mind rang with the echoes of the voice, with the echoes of the name. Hanna. The name brought inky indigo pouring into his fiery veins, stained his heart with tar. He blinked steaming tears from his eyes and snarled. He would tear her—he would. . . .
Erik shut his eyes against the inner turmoil, fought the ache that ripped at his tender innards. The earth rose to meet him, though he could no longer see it, he felt it crash into his limbs and sides. Pain throbbed inside him, but it was nothing compared to the memory of Hanna kissing Willum. Nothing!
RIP! CLAW!
Erik slammed his tail into the ground, and the world groaned with each crack. She would pay. They would all pay. He opened his eyes. “Hanna!” His dragon voice boomed with the force of thunder.
He lay within smoldering rubble, surrounded by a sea of red flames, licking at the sky. The Moon Palace hung in front of him, a scar on existence, its diamond, vaulted ceiling glittering with refracted light. A point of incandescence grew at the center of his being, white and all-consuming.
The tiny-flesh-things that hung above him fell, the ends of their glowing longswords pointed at the ground. A bubble of blue flame formed around them. The air hissed and squealed.
A hint of what might have been terror touched Erik then like a fingertip running down the nape of his neck. He crushed the sensation, tore it apart with rage and hunger. What did he have to fear from these weaklings? He was the Devourer of Worlds!
The tiny-flesh-things reached the earth and existence shrieked. White light drowned out the radiance of the sun as a dozen blue infernos joined to bathe across Erik’s scales. He shivered; the infernos burned like the heart of winter. Liquid ice snuffed out the sea of red flame consuming the rubble, splashed against his scales, freezing him to his plot of earth. 
Everything was white. He could see nothing. He could not move. The cold slowly reached its way deeper and deeper into his body, until it reached the furnace that slumbered within. His brain slipped further into sleep. His mind drifted back. . . . Autumn-colored leaves crunched beneath his feet as fog crashed against him—
Cuckold. Patrick’s voice and laughter reached him as if from a great distance.
Hatred burned within Erik, hotter than the magma he had been birthed within. His blood boiled. He was the sun. The sun! His scales hissed as the surrounding ice melted into water then steam.
Eat! Claw!
Erik shook himself and half-melted ice cracked and shattered, freeing him from his prison. Glittering shards ricocheted off of stone and tore through the flesh of his enemies. Screams rose and fell around him, but inside all he knew was hunger. His stomach ached with need. His mouth watered with anticipation of the feast yet to come.
Eyes glowing red, a tiny-flesh-thing laughed and howled as it dashed toward him, leaking ruby red liquid from the gash in its gut. The air crackled around the man-thing, crackled like lightning, white and blinding.
Erik rushed forward, his mouth agape, his eyes shutting against the light. His teeth closed upon flesh, sweet, delicious human flesh. Pleasure bloomed at his core, then his jaw erupted, and an explosion tore away at the soft tissue within his mouth. He jerked to a stop, squealing, reeling from the torment within his maw. A gush of liquid spewed down his throat, choking him on the delicious nectar. The hunger did not care that it was his own blood, it only wanted more. More! Always more.
Eyes opening, Erik whirled in a circle. His tail slashed through broken buildings, and ancient stone crumbled into powder and dust that rose in white and black plumes. The skies darkened.
He came to a stop, focused on a familiar tiny-flesh-thing, but, for a moment, the reason for the familiarity escaped him. A flash of a white dress dashed through his mind’s eye. Willum. The man that had dared to lock lips with his wife. He stood in the sky, his chest and arms heaving. His longsword hanging loosely from his pale hands.
“It’s healing itself,” Willum said, his voice tiny and frail. A thing to be devoured. “We need to restrain it somehow.” His eyes shifted to the diamond ceiling of the Moon Palace then flickered back to Erik, narrowing.
“I EAT.” Erik’s voice made the rubble tremble. “I Claw, I Devour!”
Willum stepped back. The tip of his longsword glowed with a radiance reminiscence of moonlight, otherworldly and ethereal. Erik lunged forward, the ache in his jaw easing, even as he forced his mouth open wide enough to accommodate another tantalizing morsel of flesh.
The unearthly light struck Erik’s iron-plated chest with the softness of a drifting cobweb, lurching his massive frame to stillness. There was something crawling over his scales; he sensed it like a tingle from an unwanted stare. It reached out from the earth to imprison him, slowly solidifying into something that looked like glass, but resisted his attempts to move.
Erik growled. He threw himself back and forth, clawing at the rubble beneath him, but it was useless. He was trapped within something that tickled a memory from long ago. He had been trapped within something very much like this. A diamond shell buried deep beneath the bowels of the earth, in an ocean of orange magma.
No!
Scarlet flames spewed out of Erik’s wounded jaw, rupturing the tiny crystals that tried to cover his face as they had the rest of his body. The flames transformed them into shards of white light, shards that disappeared in the brilliance of his furnace heated breath.
Trapped at last. Patrick chuckled. How does it feel to suffer as I suffer?
Erik roared and heaved, straining every muscle in his back and limbs. His diamond prison refused to give an inch, but so did he. He fought without reason, driven only by desire, deaf to Patrick’s growing laughter. None of that mattered. He had to break free. He had to feed. 
■■■
The scarlet jewel cast a flickering light, more than enough to illuminate the underground chamber with its pale, flesh-covered walls and ceiling, but Leon kept his eyes fixed on Morgan’s pacing form as he tugged on his earlobe. The occasional whispers of distant conflict drifted past the entrance which Örk guarded, whispers that rose the hairs on Leon’s back. They would have warning long before the enemy descended upon them, all the good that would do.
His ears picked up the nearby chatter of the Caretakers, who clustered beside hundreds of large, see-through eggs. Even now, their only concern was the safety of the next generation of their Kivk. Would they even notice when their end came? He tugged on his earlobe.
Think of something else besides death.
A squeal rose beneath Morgan’s heels as he made a sharp turn and continued pacing. 
“Stop it, Morgan,” Leon said. “My head’s hurting!”
“It’s either this or slam my fist into your face,” Morgan said, grinding his knuckles into his palm. “You don’t want that, do you? So let me be.”   
“It will be all right.” Nóel ran his hand over his White Cranes beak and smiled. “We’ve made it this far. We won’t fail now.”
Leon nodded, but he remained silent. He was not as convinced as Nóel.
A Gray Skin stumbled down past Örk, dragging a corpse toward the inverted flower that sat beside the cocoon that Ypse slumbered within. Blood dripped down its back from a jagged wound.
“How is the battle going? Are we winning?” Morgan spun to face Örk. “Of course we’re not winning. But how bad is it? How long do we have?”
“They’ve overtaken the main floor and are working their way down into the tunnels.” Örk tilted her head and glanced in Leon’s direction. “There are too many of them. Even with the Vatn Björns, we are losing ground much too quickly. It won’t be long now, Young Master.”
Leon’s eyes drifted back to the Caretakers. There was something enduring about their concern for their young. He sighed. Nothing was ever easy. 
“What are we going to do?” Morgan asked.
“I have an idea.” Leon pushed himself upright and peered at his palm. It was small and grime-stained. He sensed the heat of Morgan’s and Nóel’s gaze but did not look up from his hand. Can I do this?
What choice do I have? 
“Really?” Morgan said. “What is it?”
“It’s simple. I’m surprised you didn’t think of it first.” Leon motioned Örk over. “What do we need to heal Ypse? Flesh. Corpses.”
Örk came to a stop, and Morgan shuffled back to put some distance between her and himself.
“Stop trying to be clever and just tell us the bloody idea.” Morgan pointed at the entrance. “Listen. They’re getting closer. We don’t have time for this guessing game.”
“Tell the Caretakers to feed the eggs to the cavern,” Leon told Örk.
“No!” Her face twisted into a snarl and she pressed her spear to Leon’s throat.
Leon swallowed. A talon clasped tight his heart. He inhaled. The pain in Örk’s dark eyes pierced him deeper than the terror. They had spent too much time together. It was hard for him to see her as anything but a human being.
“Do it!” Leon injected liquid steel into his voice. He could not allow weakness to stop him now. He had to be strong. “Obey me.”
“Please, Young Master,” Örk said, her voice breaking. “Don’t make me do this. I beg you, have mercy.”
Leon’s lower lip trembled. “Now, Örk.”
She lowered her weapon and her spider-like appendages twisted on her back, claws opening and snapping shut. The Caretakers rose from their crouch, shifted the large eggs onto their backs with help from each other. Örk wept silently, her breasts heaving and her limbs trembling. Slowly, the Caretakers deposit their loads into the fleshy flower.
“This isn’t right, Leon.” Nóel blinked tears from his eyes as he stroked his White Crane. “You can’t make her kill her children.”
“No, it’s not,” Leon whispered.
Morgan moved further away from her, his eyes wide and his hand rubbing the knife at his side. “What choice do we have, Nóel? It’s them or us.”
“I know.” Nóel sighed. “It just doesn’t seem right. Look at her! We’re ripping her heart out.” His voice cracked.
The distant sounds of battled swelled.
Leon tugged on his earlobe. The ceiling shook above him and the floor trembled beneath his feet. Ypse’s pale cocoon rippled, bathed in scarlet light.
“It’s working,” Morgan said in a voice that seemed meant only for himself.
Leon grabbed Örk’s hand. She looked down at him. Moisture made her eyes glitter in the red glow of the flashing jewel.
“I’m sorry,” he told her.
She squeezed his hand and snarled. Death glared down at Leon. He dropped to his knees, hissing through his teeth. The chamber filled with the flapping of wings and the panicked shouts of his friends.
Örk rose her spear.
“Stop!” a child-like voice shouted.
Örk froze, caught in the middle of the act of plunging her spear into Leon’s neck. Still hissing, Leon’s eyes flicked to the cocoon as fire crawled through his fingers. Ypse lay sprawled in front of the ruptured cocoon, covered in a layer of yellow slime, his platinum-colored hair slicked back.
“Ypse,” Leon said, echoing his friends.
“Let him go,” Ypse said, his voice little more than a squeaky gasp.
“Great Master, you’ve awakened.” Örk released Leon and rushed to Ypse’s side. She lifted him to his feet.
“Just in time, it appears.” Ypse scrapped the slime from his face and spat on the ground. “What’s happening?”
As Örk explained the situation, Leon grabbed a blanket from his pack and wrapped it around Ypse’s small shoulders. The Sorcerer’s clothes had dissolved in the cocoon, and he was now as naked as he had been when he climbed out of Lin’s womb.
“Thank you, Leon,” Ypse said. “You did well.” He glanced at Morgan and Nóel, who watched him from the side of the room. “You all should be proud of what you’ve done. Few adults could manage such a task so well.”
The ceiling shook harder, and the flesh covered wall warped.
“Follow me.” Ypse tugged on the blanket wrapped around his shoulders. “Let’s put an end to this farce.”
Örk lifted Ypse into her arms and led them up the stairs. Morgan and Nóel exchanged concerned glances with Leon. Leon shrugged, shouldered on his pack and followed Örk and Ypse. Morgan and Nóel joined him, bringing Nóel’s White Crane with them.
The higher they climbed the quieter it became. The furious sounds of battle ceased, replaced by the panting breaths of weary warriors. Nóel squeaked. Dark shapes watched them from the doorways as they walked past, stepping carefully over still warm corpses. 
The darkness fled. They ambled back above ground. The orange light of twilight fell through the rents in the roof, bathing the hundreds of Dökk packed into the ancient building. The Dökk backed away from them, bone spears hanging loosely from their gray hands.
Örk lowered Ypse to his feet.
Ypse spun to face Morgan, his fingers knotting on the edges of his blanket. “You wanted to know my plan? Well, here it is. I mean to raise an army the likes of which hasn’t been seen in a thousand years. I mean to reclaim everything my ancestors lost.”
Morgan trembled and his face flushed crimson. Leon grabbed his arm, but Morgan shook him away.
“So I was right all along,” Morgan said. “All this was about power. You used us! You never cared what happened to us.”
Ypse shook his head. “No, not power. This is about rescuing my daughter.”
“Don’t, Morgan.” Nóel looked from the snarling Gray Skins to Ypse and back again, ringing his hands.
“No! I won’t be quiet,” Morgan whirled on Nóel. “How many people will die if we allow him to get away with this?” He jabbed his finger in Ypse’s direction. “Answer that, Sorcerer! How many do you plan to kill for your thirst for power? To rescue your daughter?”
“As many as it takes.” Ypse went still, and the Gray Skins raised their spears and inched closer, in lockstep.
Leon shut his eyes. It was all over. The stone floor shifted beneath his feet. Why could Morgan not wait until they were alone to express his opinion?
“Leon!” Nóel yelled.
Leon’s eyes snapped open. Ypse staggered to his knees as if he had been slapped—no; as if he had been kicked in the stones!—and blinked. Black spots grew from his pale skin like moldy bread, and his yellow eyes darkened. 
“Svartidauði,” Örk whispered in the sudden hush.
A chill ran down Leon’s spine. Svartidauði was the name of the disease that had killed the most powerful Sorcerer-Kings during the last Age.
“No!” Ypse stared at his hand. “Impossible.”
The earth rolled and the temple shook. The Gray Skins fell to their knees. Leon and his friends crashed to the floor. Dark blood poured out of Ypse’s mouth. A rank odor engulfed the building, a stench like something dead a year in a stagnant bog.
“Look.” Morgan pointed at the roof.
A three story tall monster stood with its bonfire-like eye pressed to one of the rents in the ceiling. Globs of foul, brown-green goop dripped from the behemoth’s face, splashed down into the temple.
The ceiling shattered and a large hand descended.




Chapter 47 

The charred balcony that jutted out of the side of the Moon Palace was warm despite being four stories high, but Hanna was cold. Below, black smoke rose from still-smoldering buildings, and funnels of crimson flames rose from the head of the diamond prison every few seconds. Everything was going according to plan, yet she did not feel a thing. She was numb to the marrow of her bones.
She clutched the railing and watched Erik. Watched Erik’s black and gold dragon eyes glare at the palace through the glittering walls of his cell. Her hands tightened on the railing. Her fingers ached. She loosened her grip. Strange that pain still affected her when she felt so empty. It all seemed strange, in her estimation.
Careful footfalls sounded behind Hanna, but she did not turn around. She could tell who it was just by the rhythm of the walk. It was much too light to be any of the men and much too soft to be an automaton. The scent of roses tickled her nostrils, confirming her guess. It was Cecilia.
“The fire and smoke will draw our enemies to us,” Hanna said, dropping her hand to her side.
“Let them come.” Cecilia brushed her blonde hair back from her face. “This is the perfect place for them to all meet their end.”
“I’m glad you’ve rediscovered your self-confidence.” Hanna tried to send Cecilia a smirk but did not know if she quite succeeded. It was too hard to tell. She was ice cold down to her soul.
Cecilia snorted, but she did not ask the obvious question. None of them had wanted to know why the strange monster had screamed her name. But Hanna thought that Cecilia had at least suspected the truth. She would have told them if they asked. There was no point in keeping secrets any longer.
“The feast is about to begin. Ronald caught a wild a hog,” Cecilia said. “Willum wanted me to grab you.”
“Are you all right?” Hanna touched Cecilia’s arm. “You seem. . . .”
Cecilia gazed at the imprisoned dragon and shuddered. She took hold of Hanna’s hand and led her back inside.
“I’m fine,” Cecilia said with a forced smile. “Or I will be when this day is. . . . Why are your fingers so cold?”
She let go of Hanna’s hand.
A long table lay sprawled next to the lit fireplace, arrayed with slabs of meat and a juicy hog. Willum sat at the head of the table, waving Hanna and Cecilia over. He wore a slight smile despite all the Cultivators he had lost today. The rest of the nobles were already deep into their bowls, voices raised in jubilation, or perhaps drunkenness.
“Finally, we’re all here.” Willum rose from his seat to press his lips to Hanna’s and Cecilia’s cheeks. His breath was sour with one too many bowls of wine. “Now the feast can begin in true.”
He helped Hanna into the seat beside his own, and the throne room descended into silence. Cecilia sat down across from Hanna, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she called Súla over to refill her bowl.
“Toast. Toast,” Ronald said, rising from his chair.
Willum groaned good-naturedly and retook his seat. “Another one? Much more of this and I won’t be able to make it to the wedding chamber tonight.”
The room erupted into laughter.
“And what a shame that would be, your Majesty,” Ronald said in a monotone voice, then paused for the chuckles. “To the new King of Ógilt and his beautiful wife.” He rose his bowl into the air along with everyone else, even the nervous eyed priest joined in. Súla was the only one that did not partake, she hovered beside Hanna with her eyes downcast.
Hanna swirled the wine in her mouth and frowned at the bitterness of the vintage. Willum took Hanna’s hand in his own and pressed her knuckles to his lips. His eyes glittered with firelight.
“Not that good, is it?” Willum asked, a smirk curving his lips.
Hanna cleared her throat. “Not the best I’ve ever had, but I think it will do the trick.”
“It will at that.” Willum turned his attention to his sister. “Play us a tune, Cecilia.”
Cecilia clicked her tongue, but rose from her chair all the same and dropped a graceful curtsy. “Of course, your Majesty.” She accepted the zither that Rikka handed to her and retook her seat.
Cecilia’s fingers danced across the strings; delicate and quick, they unspun a melody into the throne room. A melody that seemed sweet despite its hint of melancholy. A sense of heat grew in Hanna’s chest with each new note, a sense of warmth that melted the ice around her heart. She touched a finger to her cheek. It came away moist.
A hacking cough cut through the melody.
Cecilia’s fingers ceased their dance, and a different song filled the throne room, the clawing, screeching song of the dying. Logi pitched back from the table and collapsed to the floor. The priest leaped from his chair, then dropped back onto it, choking on his tongue.
Hanna smiled sadly through it all with Súla standing silently at her side. She thought it would hurt more, this betrayal. Yet here she was sitting calmly. Her eyes flooded anew.
“Poison,” Willum said, clutching at his throat.
His fingers left deep grooves in his skin. He reached for Hanna with tears in his eyes. His body went limp and he dropped to the ground with a loud smack.
“What did you do?” Cecilia yelled.
One by one, like puppets with their strings cut, the wedding guests lurched from the table, gasping, puking, dying. Unaffected by the poison, Cecilia leaped back from the table. Her chair crashed to the floor. She looked around the table, her blue eyes wide. The zither slipped from her fingers. 
“What did you do, Hanna?” Cecilia asked in a soft voice.
“I didn’t want it to end this way,” Hanna said. “I want you to believe that.”
“You killed Willum.” Cecilia looked from her brother’s corpse to Hanna. Her brow wrinkled and she shook her head. “I don’t understand. How could you betray us like this? Why?”
Hanna stood from her chair. “You must think I’m stupid. This moment was coming since the second you gifted me that accursed bracelet.”
“What?”
“Enough with the games.” Hanna slapped the table. “I loved you like a sister. How could you sacrifice me and Ida to a Cockma?”
“What are you talking—” Cecilia began, then dropped to her knees. She clutched at her stomach and screamed.
“Your denials won’t save you, not now.” Hanna approached Cecilia with Súla at her side. “Not from my wrath.”
“No.” Blood spread out from between Cecilia’s thighs, staining her dress. “No! Not my baby. Hanna, what have you done?” Softer. “My baby.”
Hanna picked up the zither from the floor.
“You’ll pay for this.” Tears glittered in Cecilia’s eyes like captured crystals. “I swear it on the name of my ancestors. On my chance of rebirth. You will fucking pay.”
“I already have.” Hanna wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m paying right now.”
“Finish it.” Cecilia slammed her fist against the bloody floor. “Kill me.”
“No.” Hanna shook her head. “You will come back to Vetur where you will face Vilhelm’s justice. I can’t think of a worse fate than that.”
Cecilia gave a bitter laugh. “You always were a little cunt.”
“Watch her,” Hanna told Súla.
Súla nodded, and Cecilia laughed louder.
Hanna cradled the zither to her chest and strode back onto the balcony. Cool gusts beat at her face, turning the moisture on her cheeks icy. She had done it; she had taken her revenge without Erik’s help. But instead of happiness, she just felt even more empty.
Below the balcony, Erik still lay imprison within his diamond cell. Scarlet flames blew into the sky from his mouth as he growled, illuminating the shadows that hung from the sides of the Moon Palace. Twilight’s advance inched ever closer, darkening nearby structures. 
Hanna closed her eyes and played. Her fingers plucked at the zither strings, slowly at first then faster. Her pain and heartache poured out into the approaching gloom. The music filled the hollowness inside of her, brought fresh tears to her eyes. Her fingers bled, and Erik growled ever more frequently.
She opened her eyes. A man climbed out of the diamond prison through the hole the dragon’s fire had created. Erik, her husband. Her heart raced, but she did not stop the dance of fingertips over zither strings. Erik followed the sound until he found her with his eyes. For a moment, he stood there just peering up at her, listening to her sorrowful melody. His green eyes glistened in the fading light.
Suddenly, he ran toward her as black feathered wings exploded out of his back. Hanna took a couple steps back. Erik leaped into the air and soared toward her. He landed on the balcony with a light thud, his midnight-colored wings already retreating into his flesh. He stared at her, his face stone for all it revealed.
“You stabbed me in the heart,” Erik said, his voice close to a growl.
“And here you are, alive and well.”
Erik looked past her into the throne room. “You did this? You murdered them all?” He blinked. “For me?”
“No, I did this only for myself.” Hanna tightened her hold on the zither until her knuckles cracked. “I told you I’m not some weak little flower in need of your protection. I can take care of myself.”
“Oh, I see.” Erik’s forehead wrinkled and he rubbed at it. “So this is my fault. Do you understand, I almost gave up on living when I thought you betrayed me?” He searched her face. “But you took that into consideration when you stabbed me, didn’t you?”
“Here you stand, Husband.”
“Here I stand,” he said, a snarl in his voice. “Next time—next time just talk to me.”
“Next time just tell me the truth! What did the letter say?” 
Erik’s shoulders slumped, but his mouth remained shut.
“What did it say?” She smashed the zither against the railing, and it broke apart, cutting her hand. She hissed and turned her back to Erik. “Answer me.”
He inhaled slowly then released it. “It only held two words. Two words that changed everything. I’m pregnant.”
“What?”
A roar built in Hanna’s eardrums and the world throbbed before her eyes like the base of a beaten drum. Her heart rose into her throat, choking her.
“Dora’s pregnant,” he said.
Hanna whirled away from Erik, staggered back into the throne room. This could not be happening. She gagged on a sob. Her knees gave out beneath her and she collapsed next to the Void Throne.
“Súla?” she whispered. “Cecilia?”
Purple-faced bodies greeted her eyes as far as she could see, sprawled on the floor and on top of the table. Súla and Cecilia were gone and the only evidence that they had ever been there was the smear of blood where Cecilia had dropped to the ground. Footsteps sounded behind her, coming closer from the balcony.
“Cecilia!” 




Epilogue

Fleeing through the dark forest, Leon tried to keep himself from losing consciousness. It was difficult. Blood seeped between the fingers he held pressed to his side. The world swam in his vision. It would not be long now. He stumbled and caught himself against the trunk of a tree. The stars that hung in the vault of heaven gave little light, and the gnarled roots the jutted out of the ground made poor footing. Dark wings flapped above, seen through the gaps in between branches and leaves.
Leon shook the fog from his skull and ran on. For once, he was all alone, and he did not want to think of the reason why. He did not want to remember the horror that had struck at the ancient temple.
Nóel and Morgan.
He blinked tears from his eyes. Worry for his friends made the darkness even more oppressive. The forest was filled with towering trees that loomed into imagined monstrosities. And for a moment, the stars blazing above were not nearly enough for him to see.
Leon’s foot caught on an exposed root. He staggered and pitched onto the ground, head first. Fire crawled up the wound on his side. He gasped and flopped onto his back. The last of his strength left him, all he could do was suck in air and peer up at the glittering constellations. 
You are her Vicar.
A tingled raced up Leon’s spine, giving him a new burst of energy. The thought had not been his own, but a sexless, disembodied voice that came from outside. His eyes searched the branches above until they stopped a familiar black crow.
“Help,” he whispered.
The crow leaped into the air and circled once before flying down. It landed on Leon’s chest and shuffled until it looked down directly into his face.
Leon groaned. “Please, I lost my friends. Help me.”
The crow shoved its beak into Leon’s left eye and tore his eyeball free. Leon shrieked. A wave of dark torment swept through him, and through it all he could hear a sexless, disembodied voice speaking in his skull.
Nature is the Dark One’s Church.




Thank You For Reading!
If you enjoyed the novel please consider leaving a review.




Author’s Note

Dear reader, do you want to read my next Undying Prince novel? If so, there are four ways you can find out when the next book is published:
1) You can join my Facebook messenger list by clicking here.
2) You join my email mailing list by clicking here.
      3) You follow me on my Facebook page.
4) You can also follow me on Amazon. Just go to the store page and click on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side. If you do, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. Just make sure you check the emails they send.
These are the best ways to ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.
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